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By Alexandra Ivy


Pretend You’re Safe


What Are You Afraid Of?




About the Book
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The only thing to fear is . . . him.


Carmen Jacobs interviewed the world’s most terrifying serial killers for her bestselling book, The Heart of a Predator.


When she receives a box of photographs of dead girls, she recognises the similarities to the infamous Trucker murders at once. But that killer is dead . . .


The police might not believe her, but Carmen knows there’s a monster out there, paying homage to other murderers. Yet this isn’t just a copycat. It’s a vendetta.


All clues point to a killer obsessed with Carmen – someone who knows her work, her past, her secrets. Someone who won’t be satisfied until he has made all her deepest fears come true . . .


Look for more page-turning suspense from Alexandra Ivy with Pretend You’re Safe, out now.




Prologue


A voice in the back of Jeannie Smith’s mind whispered that she should be resigned to her ugly fate.


She’d always known that she was going to come to a bad end. Everyone had said so. Her mother said it just before the older woman had run off with her latest lover. Her grandparents said it when they’d kicked her out of their house when she was just sixteen. And even her pimp said it when he’d caught sight of the infected track marks on her inner arms.


A bad end was what happened to girls like her.


And it wasn’t like she hadn’t had any warning. Since she’d started working as a whore she’d been beaten, robbed, and dumped in the gutter. It’d only gotten worse when she’d left the streets of Kansas City to become a lot lizard.


Trolling the truck stops and rest areas along the interstate was considered the lowest of the lowest, even for whores. Which meant that it was only for the most desperate women.


But even after all the beatings and rough sex she’d been forced to endure, nothing had taught her the true meaning of horror until the john who’d picked her tonight.


Which was weird, really.


He was so handsome.


Dark skin, glossy black hair, and rich brown eyes.


The sort of dude who could have any woman he wanted.


Of course, that might explain why she hadn’t instantly been wary when he’d urged her into the long trailer attached to his semitruck. Not even when she realized it was equipped with a freezer. It was better than doing the john against the wall of the diner. Or on the hard gravel of the lot.


But as she climbed into the back of the trailer, she caught sight of the other men already waiting for her. Shit, she was in trouble.


She jerked her arm, struggling to free herself from her companion’s grip.


“Hey, there was nothing said about this being a party,” she protested.


One of the men stepped forward, his face wrapped in shadows.


“It took you long enough,” he snapped. “There’s a half dozen whores out there. What were you doing?”


The john holding her arm flinched. Clearly, the other dude was in charge.


“You said she had to be a blond. This was the first one I could find.”


The man in charge snorted. “Well, while you were dillydallying the rest of us nearly froze off our balls.”


There was a grumble of agreement from the shadows at the back of the trailer. Jeannie hissed in fear. How many were there? Four? Five? Maybe even more?


“You cleaned up from the last one?” the man holding her rasped, clearly attempting to hide his nerves behind an air of bluster.


“Of course,” the other stranger drawled. “Our previous guest is hidden with the others. Now it’s time for some more fun.”


The numbing sense of resignation was abruptly replaced with a savage need to fight back.


Maybe her destiny had been decided on the dismal day she’d been born. Maybe her fate was to die in a bad way.


But by God, she’d spent twenty years fighting to survive.


She wasn’t going down easily.


She struggled against the bastards as they strapped her down and ripped off her clothes. And even when they took turns raping her.


She struggled until her original john was standing over her bruised and bloody body, a crowbar in his hand.


There was a brief hesitation as he gazed down at her. Almost as if the man wasn’t certain he was prepared to commit the ultimate sin. Then, with the shadowed man whispering in his ear, he at last lifted the crowbar, swinging it with desperate power. There was an odd whistling sound as the metal cut through the icy air. Jeannie was strangely mesmerized by the sheer horror of what was happening. At least until she felt a blast of pain as it connected with the side of her face.


Then she felt nothing.


A bad end . . .




Chapter One


December 20, Rocky Mountains


The large overnight envelope was waiting for Carmen Jacobs on the porch.


She grimaced as she glanced through the frosty window of the front door. Her first instinct was to ignore the unwelcome reminder of the outside world.


She’d rented the isolated cabin in the Rocky Mountains precisely to forget the demands of her high-profile career. Or at least, that’s what she’d told her literary agent. And in part, it was true. She’d spent the past twelve months flying from city to city to sign copies of her blockbuster book, The Heart of a Predator. Her hectic schedule had also included TV and radio interviews as well as speaking engagements. She’d even spent a month in California, teaching a creative writing class.


Soon it would all start again when the paperback version of the book was released.


She deserved a break.


But the deeper need to retreat to this cabin in the dead of winter was to avoid the yearly madness that was a mandatory part of the Christmas season. She wasn’t a grinch. Okay, maybe she was a little bit of a grinch. But it wasn’t her fault. She was a woman without a family. And, if she was honest, without any close friends.


Usually it didn’t bother her to be alone. In fact, she preferred to concentrate on her career without being encumbered by people who would be a constant distraction.


At this time of year, however, she couldn’t help but feel the lack of intimate companionships. Maybe it was the sappy commercials. Or the sight of giggling children who darted through the stores. Or the distant memories of when she hadn’t been alone.


Whatever the reason, she always felt the urge to retreat from the world during this time of year. And despite the fact she’d just celebrated her twenty-sixth birthday, she had the necessary funds to grant her wish.


Sipping her morning cup of hot chocolate, she watched as the snow lazily drifted from the clouds, coating the porch in a pristine layer of white.


In a few more minutes the envelope would be hidden.


Problem solved.


She took another sip. And then another. The snow continued to float in the air. Silent. Hypnotic.


A swirling cloud of peace.


She tried to force herself to turn away. Her plans for the day included a long, hot bath. A leisurely lunch. Some prime-time romance in the form of a paperback novel. And later, a bottle of wine in front of the fire.


Nowhere in her schedule was a mysterious envelope.


Unfortunately, Carmen had one deeply imbedded character flaw.


Curiosity.


It was the reason she’d snooped on her eighth-grade teacher after catching sight of the woman disappearing into a storage shed with the principal. That little adventure had gotten her kicked out of school. Probably because she’d posted the pictures she’d taken on the classroom bulletin board.


Three years later that same curiosity had urged her to sneak into her grandparents’ attic to try to peek inside the small safe that had once belonged to her parents. She hadn’t managed to open it, but she’d been caught in the act. Her grandfather had grounded her for a month and her grandmother had cried. The tears had hurt more than being forced to miss the spring formal.


On the brighter side, her curiosity had inspired her to become a journalist. And later to interview five of the most prolific serial killers to ever terrorize North America. The book she’d written after the nerve-wrenching meetings had become a number-one best seller and launched her into the world of fleeting fame.


Like disco balls and Crocs.


With a grimace she set her half-empty mug on a nearby table. She wasn’t going to be able to relax until she knew what was in the envelope.


She might as well get it over with.


Wrapping the belt of her heavy robe tighter, she reluctantly pulled open the door. An instant blast of frigid air slammed into her with shocking force. Crap. The cabin had looked so picturesque in the brochure. The pine trees. The snow. The majestic mountains.


She hadn’t really considered just how freaking cold it would be.


Now she scurried forward, her fuzzy slippers sliding over the icy surface. She bent down, snatching the envelope off the edge of the porch. Next year she was going to a sandy beach with lots of sun and fun.


Straightening, she paused to glance around, ensuring there was no one lurking in the small clearing. Then, with a small shiver, she darted back through the door and closed it behind her.


She brushed off the few flakes that clung to her robe before she grabbed her mug of hot chocolate and returned to the kitchen. Since she’d arrived ten days ago, the cozy room had become her favorite spot in the cabin. The wood-planked floors. The open-beamed ceiling. The worn table that was set near a window that overlooked the frozen back garden. There was even an open fireplace where she’d toasted marshmallows last night.


Now she moved to pour out the old cocoa in the sink and rinsed out her mug. She wasn’t an obsessive neat freak, but she preferred to keep her surroundings organized. A psychiatrist would no doubt tell her it had something to do with her need to control some small aspect of her life. She preferred to think that she was just tidy.


Taking a seat at the table, she wavered one last time. She should toss the envelope into the fire she’d stoked to life while she was brewing her morning cup of cocoa. Snap, crackle, pop, and all her troubles would be gone. Instead, she gave a rueful shake of her head and turned it over to stare at the front.


Her name was neatly typed, along with the address of the cabin. Then her gaze shifted to the return address, not surprised to find the name of her PR firm. There were fewer than ten people who knew where she was staying.


She ripped open the envelope, only to discover another envelope inside. It was a plain manila one, with her name scrawled across the front.


She scowled.


Usually this would be a desperate plea for help from some unknown person.


Since the release of her book, she’d been besieged with requests for her to investigate the murder of some relative. Or pleading with her to use her contacts to get their beloved son out of prison, despite the fact he’d bludgeoned his girlfriend to death or shot a neighbor in the head. On occasion some enterprising soul managed to discover where she was staying and shoved the information under the door of her hotel, but usually the requests ended up on the desk of her agent, or even her editor, who sent them on to the PR firm.


The same firm she’d given strict orders to hold all correspondence until after the first of the year.


Which meant that they knew better than to pester her with unwanted mail unless they were hoping to be fired. Something she doubted so long as her book remained on the bestseller lists.


So why were they sending her an overnight package?


A Christmas present? An appearance on the Today Show they’d been desperate to book for her?


There was only one way to find out.


Running her finger beneath the sealed flap, she pulled out the sheet of paper. Her gaze impatiently skimmed over the handwritten note.






Holiday Greetings, dearest Carmen. The new year approaches and I offer a challenge. You can be the predator or the prey.








She scrunched her nose. Well, that was cryptic. Her gaze lowered to the signature at the bottom.






The Trucker.








From one beat of her heart to the next, her annoyance was replaced by a bone-deep shock. With a gasp she was on her feet, knocking over the chair as she took a sharp step backward.


Crap.


The Trucker.


Details from her investigation fired randomly through her stunned brain.


Neal Scott. A forty-two-year-old truck driver from Kansas City who’d hunted whores and runaways along I-70 from Denver to Topeka. He’d killed at least twenty-seven women with a crowbar and dumped them along the highway. After his arrest in 1991 he’d admitted that he’d kept the bodies in the freezer of his semi until he found a new victim.


She pressed a hand to her racing heart, forcing herself to inch back toward the table. The envelope had been too heavy to contain only one thin sheet of paper.


Reaching out her hand, she grabbed the corner of the envelope and slowly tipped it upside down. There was a strange rustling sound and Carmen tensed. She didn’t know what she was expecting, but it wasn’t the stack of Polaroids that fell out of the envelope and splayed across the table.


Her breath rasped loudly in the silence as she reluctantly leaned forward. She’d seen the pictures before. They’d been found on Neal Scott when he’d been pulled over by a highway patrol. They had helped to prove Scott was the mysterious serial killer the press had dubbed the Trucker. As if the dead hooker in his trailer hadn’t been enough.


Carmen pressed her lips together and reached for the pictures. She’d used copies of them in her book, which meant she was intimately familiar with the gruesome images.


On the point of shoving them back into the envelope, she stilled, her gaze locked on the shattered face of the young blond woman.


The picture was grainy, and there was blood covering the woman’s brow from the brutal wound on her temple, but the rest of the features were visible.


Her face was thin, almost gaunt, with faint scars. There were newer sores on her chin. Probably from meth. And her long hair was tangled, as if she hadn’t combed it in a long time.


She looked forty, but she was probably closer to twenty.


A woman who’d lived hard, and died even harder.


Carmen’s hands shook as she shuffled to the next picture. Another blond. Her face was a little squarer and had been tanned to the texture of leather. But she shared the same painful thinness. And the same bloody wound on the side of her head.


There were three more pictures. All of them of young women who’d been brutally murdered.


They looked exactly like the Polaroids that’d been found on Neal Scott when he was captured. But not one of these had been used as evidence in the trial.


What the hell did that mean?


Had Scott been hiding the pictures? But where? And why send them to her?


Carmen dropped the Polaroids, wiping her fingers on her robe as if she’d been contaminated.


She had to do something. That much she knew. Unfortunately, her brain was churning without spitting out any answers. Like it was stuck in neutral.


Her gaze darted from side to side, at last landing on the large envelope that was still wet from the snow. Yes. This had started it all. The destruction of her fairy-tale vacation.


And she knew precisely who to blame for that destruction.


Cautiously backing away, she kept her gaze locked on the table. As if the pile of pictures were a rattlesnake that might decide to strike. At the same time, she stuck out her arm, blindly searching for the cell phone she’d left on the kitchen counter.


She knocked off an empty plate and tipped over a vase of flowers. Minor casualties. Then her fingers at last clenched around her phone.


Lifting it to a position where she could glance at the screen while still maintaining a close watch on the Polaroids, she hit the third button in her speed dial.


There was the sound of a buzzing as the connection was made, then a prerecorded voice floated through the air, warning Carmen that the offices were closed until after the New Year and that she was to leave a message so they could get back to her as soon as possible.


Oh, and then a bubbly wish for her to have a happy holiday season.


Perfect.


She ended the connection and scrolled through her contacts to find the personal number of her PR person. Lucy Cordova was ten years older than Carmen, with the sleek beauty of a supermodel and the soul of a great white shark.


It was no accident she was the top in her field. She ate her competitors and spit them out.


“Pick up, pick up, pick up,” Carmen muttered as the phone buzzed and then went straight to voice mail. “Dammit.”


She hit redial. Same result. She hit it again.


On the point of trying a fourth time, her phone buzzed with an incoming call.


Lucy.


Thank God.


“Okay, Carmen,” a voice croaked. Obviously, Lucy had decided to sleep in this morning. “What’s the emergency?”


Carmen was forced to clear the lump from her voice before she could speak.


“The package that landed on my doorstep this morning.”


“What package?” Lucy demanded, and then there was the rustle of covers as if the woman was crawling out of bed. “Oh, wait. I remember sending an envelope to you.”


Carmen licked her lips. Why were they so dry?


“Where did you get it from?” she demanded.


“It came by messenger three days ago,” Lucy told her.


“From where?”


“It was from the office of the public defenders who’d handled the Scott case,” Lucy explained, her voice echoing as if she’d put the phone on speaker.


No doubt the woman was pouring her morning coffee. She was a caffeine fiend who was never without her insulated cup in her hand.


“Was there a letter with it?” Carmen asked.


There was a slurping sound, then a soft breath of relief. Lucy had just had her fix.


A second later she spoke, her voice stronger as the caffeine kicked in.


“No, there was no letter. Just a handwritten note that said they’d been forwarded all of Neal Scott’s possessions after his execution and that they were just now sorting through the box.”


Scott had been executed three months ago. “Why would they send it to your office?” Carmen demanded.


“The note said that they’d found the envelope and tried to deliver it to your condo. When there was no one home, they sent it to our office.”


Carmen’s gaze moved toward the nearby window. The snow continued to fall at a leisurely pace. As if it couldn’t decide if it intended to pick up speed or just call it quits for the day.


I should be drinking my coffee and enjoying the winter wonderland, she thought. Instead, her peace had been shattered by visions of death.


Not the sort of Christmas anyone wanted.


“And you decided to send it here?” she demanded.


“I thought it might contain some new information from the killer,” Lucy told her. “You know, something you could add to the paperback version that would spice up sales.”


Carmen made a choked sound of distress. Having the Polaroids in her home—actually touching them—somehow made them far more disturbing than the black-and-white-copies she’d used in her books.


These were more personal. Almost intimate.


“The deaths of those young women are a tragedy, not a spice,” she snapped.


There was an awkward silence before Lucy cleared her throat. “You know what I mean.”


Carmen forced a strained laugh. She didn’t know why she was angry with Lucy. The older woman had merely forwarded the envelope. She hadn’t known what was inside.


“Yeah, I guess I do,” she said.


“What’s going on, Carmen?” Lucy abruptly asked.


Carmen’s gaze returned to the table, her stomach clenching.


“There were pictures inside the envelope.”


“What kind of pictures?”


“Polaroids of dead women. Five of them.”


“Christ, I’m sorry, Carmen,” Lucy breathed. “I assume they were from the trial?”


Carmen shook her head even though Lucy couldn’t see her.


“No. I’ve never seen these before.”


“Wait.” The word sounded like it was wrenched from Lucy. She wasn’t a lady who was often shocked. “Are you saying there are pictures of dead women that haven’t been released to the public?”


Carmen shuddered. She was three feet away from the table, but she felt as if the unknown women were staring at her. Pleading for something she couldn’t give them.


Justice.


“I’m saying I’ve never seen them. And you know the research I did,” Carmen said. “I think it’s possible that I’m the only one besides Scott to know they exist.”


There was a sudden clatter through the phone, as if Lucy had dropped her coffee cup.


“God Almighty, this is fantastic!” the woman said, not bothering to hide her burst of glee. “Do you know what will happen to your book sales if you can add in pictures from new victims?” There was a pause, and Carmen imagined she could hear the calculator in Lucy’s mind clicking away, adding up each new sale. “Hell, you could write a whole new book.”


Carmen grimaced. She would be a hypocrite to act shocked by Lucy’s response. The reason Carmen had hired her was because the woman was a ruthless master at taking advantage of any situation.


Even a situation that included dead women.


“These need to go to the authorities,” she said in firm tones.


“Fine, but first we need to make copies,” Lucy insisted. “It could be months or years before the cops will give back the originals.”


“Let’s worry about figuring out who these poor women are before we start cashing in, okay?” she said dryly.


As if sensing that Carmen wasn’t in the mood to discuss business, Lucy did her best to squash her excitement.


“What do you want from me?”


Carmen took a minute. She was still rattled and it was unnervingly difficult to think. Like her brain cells were wading through syrup.


“I want you to call the lawyers and find out everything you can about the envelope,” she eventually demanded.


Might as well start at the beginning.


“You got it,” Lucy said, the crisp determination easing a portion of Carmen’s unease. “I’ll get back to you.”


Carmen hung up the phone and forced herself to turn and head to the back of the cabin. She felt in dire need of a hot shower. It couldn’t erase the images from her mind, but it might wash away the feeling that she’d been contaminated.


Entering the small bathroom, she dropped her robe and stepped beneath the spray of water. She shivered as she waited for the hot water to kick in, not for the first time wondering if she’d made a mistake in writing The Heart of a Predator.


It wasn’t like she’d started off her journalism career with the dream of spending her days in dank prisons interviewing monsters. And they were monsters—each of the five men she’d profiled had killed at least ten women, and most of them much more than that. But when her college professor had warned her that the articles she was writing for the school paper were too mundane to earn her any notice by any reputable newspaper or magazine, she’d forced herself to examine what she could offer that was different from every other wannabe journalist.


What truly made her unique?


The answer was simple.


Murder.


She was intimately acquainted with death. And the sort of man who could kill an innocent woman without mercy.


She’d reached out to Neal Scott, not believing for a minute that he’d respond to her request for an interview. He’d been on death-row for seventeen years and had never once spoken about his crimes. But her letter had been answered by Scott’s lawyers within the week.


“Yes, Mr. Scott would be pleased to meet with Ms. Jacobs at a time of your convenience.”


And that had been the start of her twisted journey through the minds of serial killers. A trail she thought would be over once the paperback book was released.


With a grimace she stepped out of the shower and dried off. Then, heading into the bedroom across the hall, she slipped on a pair of jeans and a heavy cable-knit sweater. Her blond hair was already curling around her face, making her look about twelve. She clicked her tongue as she pulled her hair into a tight ponytail.


Her grandmother might have thought that it was cute that Carmen looked like a perpetual child, but it was a pain in the patootie.


She’d just tugged on a pair of warm socks and returned to the kitchen when her phone rang.


Carmen hit the speaker button. “What did you find out?”


Lucy’s voice floated through the air. “Nothing.”


Her tension returned. Dammit. Had the older woman just pretended she was going to help in an effort to get Carmen to use the pictures in her book?


“Lucy, I’m not in the mood for games,” Carmen snapped.


“I wasn’t trying to annoy you, Carmen,” Lucy said. “I meant the word literally.”


There was no missing the edge in Lucy’s voice.


This wasn’t about making money. The woman was truly worried.


“Explain,” Carmen said, dropping into a kitchen chair and rubbing her aching head.


Lucy cleared her throat. “I called the law office that represented Neal Scott, only to be told that they didn’t have a clue what I was talking about.”


Carmen frowned. “They don’t remember sending the package?”


“They don’t remember, because they never sent it,” Lucy clarified. “In fact, they had direct orders from Neal Scott that all his possessions were to be destroyed after he was executed. He didn’t want some prison guard selling his toothbrush on eBay after he died.”


Carmen’s gaze moved to the pictures that were still spread across the kitchen table.


There was no reason for the law firm to lie. At least none that made sense.


“You’re sure the package wasn’t from a different law firm?” Carmen asked.


“I’m sure. I even double-checked with the receptionist who keeps a log of packages we receive. Each one is labeled with who the package is for, and what company it’s from.”


Carmen felt an odd sense of dread lodge in the pit of her stomach.


“What was the name of the messenger company?”


“Dullus Express,” Lucy said without hesitation. No doubt she’d anticipated Carmen’s question.


“Do you have their number?”


“I already tried to contact them.”


“Tried?”


Lucy released an aggravated sigh. “The telephone number that was left on the sign-in sheet actually belongs to a Chinese restaurant,” she admitted. “And when I googled the name of the company I couldn’t find it listed anywhere.”


“So who sent the envelope?”


“I don’t have any idea.”


Carmen shivered. “Shit.”


“Yeah,” Lucy agreed. “Shit.”


Carmen disconnected the phone. Right now she needed to think. Something that would be impossible when she had Lucy chattering in her ear.


Wrapping her arms around her waist, she glanced at the envelope before shifting her gaze toward the note.


Was it possible that the Polaroids had been taken by Neal Scott and never found by the cops? But who could have uncovered them? And why go to the trouble to make her believe that they were from the serial killer, including a note signed The Trucker?


Was this some sick joke? Her book had made her the target of all kinds of whackos. Could one of them have staged the pictures to attract her attention?


It was a plausible theory. There were all sorts of crackpots in the world.


But as much as she wanted to dismiss the Polaroids as a prank, there was something deep inside her that warned this was no joke.


She paced the floor, a terrible fear beginning to form.


If they hadn’t been taken by Scott, and they weren’t a prank, there was only one explanation for them.


A copycat killer.


She paced the floor, the horrifying suspicion churning through her mind. Was it possible? Was there some maniac out there who’d decided to follow in the footsteps of Neal Scott?


Was he even now bashing in some innocent girl’s head?


Halting near the table, she reached to touch the picture that was lying on top, her dread hardening to determination.


There was nothing she could do to save them. Not if they were already dead.


But maybe, just maybe, she could give them justice.




Chapter Two


December 20, Rocky Mountains


Not exactly sure which authorities should be contacted, Carmen hopped into the Jeep she’d rented for her stay in the mountains and drove to the small town that was tucked next to the ski lodge. There had to be someone there who could hand the photos over to the proper authorities.


Unfortunately, she hadn’t factored in the holiday season, or the flu bug that was making the rounds through the office. Or even the fact that the sheriff’s wife had just given birth to a set of twins.


Arriving at the squat brick building, she was grudgingly allowed into the eerily empty station by a bored receptionist and left in a cluttered office to await the deputy who was on duty.


She clenched her jaw as the minutes ticked past. What could be taking so long? There might be a new killer on the loose and here she was, twiddling her thumbs as she waited for someone to remember she was there.


Unless the receptionist had forgotten to tell the officer?


She gave an impatient shake of her head. Even if the woman had forgotten, this had to be the deputy’s office. There were scribbled notes on the whiteboard attached to the wall. And a framed picture on the battered desk. There was even a filing cabinet stuffed so full of beige folders that a couple were sticking out, apparently trying to escape the clutter.


Sooner or later he would have to return.


Another ten minutes passed before the deputy at last strolled into the room. He was a short man with a thickness to his frame that had more to do with extra helpings of pecan pie than muscles. He had a square face with blunt features, like a bulldog.


Currently he was dressed in a brown uniform with a ball cap pulled low on his head. He brought with him the smell of coffee and a recently smoked cigarette.


“Ms. Jacobs,” he drawled, casually dropping into his swivel chair.


With an effort, Carmen pasted a smile to her lips. “Hello, Deputy.”


“You want to tell me why you’re here?”


Carmen frowned. It was difficult to imagine how he could sound less enthusiastic. Clearly, she wasn’t the only one having a bad day.


Leaning forward, she ignored his attitude and tossed the envelope on his desk, quickly revealing what she knew about how they came to be on the porch of her rented cabin.


He tipped the pictures onto his desk, flicking through them with seeming disinterest.


“They arrived this morning?”


“Yes.”


More flicking, then without warning, he lifted his head to stab Carmen with a look of intense dislike.


“And you brought them to me?” He made the words sound like an accusation.


She frowned. “I didn’t know where else to take them.”


“Maybe to someone who . . . what did you say?” He pretended to consider his words. “Who isn’t so busy sitting on their ass and eating doughnuts that they can’t be bothered to investigate missing whores.”


Carmen swallowed a sigh and sat back in her seat. Ah. So that was the reason for the big chill.


It hadn’t even occurred to her that he might have read The Heart of a Predator. Stupid, really. The real estate agent who’d rented her the cabin had probably told the entire community that they had a famous writer coming to stay.


Which might have been fine if she’d written a top-selling cookbook.


Instead, she’d written about serial killers and had defiantly shared her opinion—although the local authorities hadn’t shown much interest—about finding the missing women. And that the killers would have been caught much sooner if the victims had been from prominent families instead of whores and runaways.


She tried to keep her smile in place. “I’m sure this sheriff’s office is quite competent.”


“Why would you assume that?” His gaze made an insolent survey of her tense body. “You made the police departments look like a bunch of fools.”


“That wasn’t my intention,” she said, even knowing that he wasn’t going to believe her.


He didn’t. If anything, his expression darkened. “No. You were all about making stone-cold killers into some sort of cult heroes.”


Carmen shook her head. She wasn’t going to argue the merits, or lack of merits, of her book.


“Look, I’m sorry if you were offended by my book, but I need your help to find out who sent those pictures.” She attempted to bring the man’s attention back to the reason she’d braved the icy roads to drive to town.


The deputy took a long, insulting minute before glancing down at the Polaroids.


“Did you touch them?” he demanded.


Carmen clenched her hands in her lap. “Of course.”


“Then there’s not much use in searching for fingerprints,” he said, as if her touching the Polaroids magically rid them of any other prints. He grabbed the envelope and turned it over. “No postmark?”


“The original envelope was thrown away.”


The deputy loudly cleared his sinuses. He sounded like a drunk goose.


“Convenient.”


Carmen studied him in confusion. “What do you mean?”


“It might have cleared up some things,” the deputy said.


“Things?”


He made a production of tucking the photos back into the envelope.


“Right now all we have is some pictures that might or might not be that of dead women,” he said, his tone dismissive. “We don’t have a date or place where the pictures were taken. Or even any indication where the supposed bodies might be now. I’m not sure what you want me to do about it.”


Was he being serious?


“Obviously, I want you to investigate,” she said, unable to hide her irritation. “Don’t you want to know who sent them? And whether those women are really dead?”


His lips pursed. “Tell me, Ms. Jacobs, this wouldn’t have anything to do with your book, would it?”


Carmen counted to ten. Then twenty.


At last she spoke. “Obviously, Neal Scott was one of the killers that I profiled,” she admitted.


“I meant . . .” He tapped a blunt finger on the envelope. “Don’t you have a new book coming out?”


She frowned. Why was he so fixated on her book?


“Not a new one,” she said with a small shrug. “Just the paperback edition.”


“Yeah, but having Scott back in the headlines would pump up the sales, right?” he drawled. “A few mysterious pictures that just happen to show up on your porch and all of a sudden the public is eager to snatch up your book.”


Wham. The accusation slapped her in the face, making her flinch.


So that’s where he was going.


She leaned forward, slamming her hands on the edge of his desk.


“Are you implying that I brought you these pictures as some sort of publicity stunt?”


“It wouldn’t be the first time, would it?”


Angered by the man’s stubborn refusal to listen, Carmen scowled.


“What are you talking about?”


“Didn’t a woman show up at your signing claiming to be the mother of one of the victims in your book?” the deputy accused. “I read that she later admitted that she was an actress and that she was paid to create that scene.”


Carmen flinched. It was an incident she’d tried to forget.


“No one ever could prove that the woman was actually paid to show up at my book signing, but it’s possible one of the interns at the PR firm that represents me might have thought it was a good idea,” she grudgingly admitted.


The deputy’s lips curled into a sneer as he tapped his finger on top of the pictures.


“Maybe you should check with your PR people and ask them about these.”


“I’ve already talked to them. They don’t have anything to do with this.”


“Easy to say.” The man leaned back in his chair, looking as smug as a cat who’d just cornered a wounded rat.


Muttering beneath her breath, Carmen reached for the purse she’d set on the floor next to her feet.


“If you don’t believe me, you can talk to the head of the PR firm yourself,” she said, pulling out her phone. “They’ll assure you that they didn’t have anything to do with this.”


He shrugged, ignoring the phone she held toward him. “That doesn’t prove anything. It could be your own idea this time.”


“If I wanted to use the pictures as a publicity stunt, I would have sent them to The New York Times or the Today Show, not to myself.”


He shrugged. “But then you wouldn’t have been the center of the story.” He sucked some air through the gap in his front teeth. “This isn’t my first rodeo, Ms. Jacobs. Women like you are always desperate for attention.”


“Women like me? You mean journalists?”


“Women who’ve been featured in the scandal rags their whole life,” he corrected. “You just can’t stand for the spotlight to go away.”


Her whole life?


Carmen forgot to breathe as her gut twisted with horror.


The deputy wasn’t just referring to her book. He clearly knew about her parents. And the shocking details of their deaths that had rocked and dominated the headlines for months.


Her fingers curled tightly around the phone. Briefly she had an image of whacking the man across the face. He wouldn’t look so smug with a bloody nose.


Then sanity made a timely return and she shoved the phone back into her purse.


Spending Christmas in a jail cell wasn’t on her agenda. Not if she wanted to actually do something to try to discover the creep responsible for sending her the pictures.


“Can I assume that your only response to the photos is to call me a liar?” she bluntly asked.


The deputy suddenly appeared vaguely uncomfortable. As if he hadn’t expected her to demand he come out and bluntly spell out what he preferred to imply.


“I’m saying the timing of these unknown pictures suddenly appearing when you’re about to pimp another book is more than a little coincidental,” he hedged.


“Fine.” Carmen reached to pluck the envelope from his chubby fingers as she surged to her feet.


“Hey.” He blinked, making a belated grab for the envelope. “Where are you going with those?”


Carmen was already headed toward the nearby door. “You don’t believe me. I’ll find someone who will.”


She half expected him to rush and block her path. What respectable law officer wouldn’t be anxious to ensure there wasn’t a new killer out there?


But the deputy merely muttered a curse, his chair creaking as he settled himself into a more comfortable position.


“Merry Christmas, Ms. Jacobs,” he called out.


“Jerk,” she muttered, marching across the outer reception area and back into the frigid cold.


She shivered, slipping and sliding across the small parking lot to climb into her Jeep. Then, starting the engine, she flipped on the heater and stared out the frosty window.


She wasn’t looking at the nearby slopes that were packed with brightly attired skiers clustered in small groups. Or even the dramatic, snow-covered mountains that loomed just beyond the ski lodge.


Instead, she tossed the envelope into the passenger seat and dug through her purse to pull out her phone. It was obvious she couldn’t depend on law enforcement to help her. She’d burned too many bridges when she’d written her book. Not only by implying the police should have been more concerned about the missing women, but she’d been more than a little aggressive in demanding details that they hadn’t wanted to share with the public.


Plus, as the deputy had so painfully exposed, there would always be those people who assumed she was somehow deranged because of her past.


She had to have proof. Absolute, inarguable proof.


So who could help her?


She scrolled quickly through the names. Most of them were from the publishing world. Or the media. But she did have a few connections who worked on the fringes of law enforcement.


She froze, her thumb hovering over the one name that could offer genuine assistance.


If only he didn’t consider her a life form barely above a mold spore.




Chapter Three


December 21, California


The cottage was far enough from the beach to avoid the hordes of tourists who flocked to California every year, and hidden from the neighbors behind tall fences to offer a sense of privacy. The actual home had once been a traditional farmhouse with a screened-in porch and massive stone fireplaces. It also had a second floor where Griffin Archer had converted the cramped rooms into a spacious master suite when he’d moved in three years ago.


At the moment, Griff was seated at the shaded patio table that was perched near the drought-tolerant garden he’d chosen instead of the predictable pool. The landscaper he’d hired to design the yard had regarded him with a horror that Griff thought was excessive when he’d refused to contemplate even a shallow koi pond.


Rich people were supposed to be addicted to excess.


Griff liked things simple.


Polishing off his usual breakfast of a warm bagel with cream cheese and a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice, he studied his companion.


Rylan Cooper was a lean man with angular features and golden brown eyes. His hair had been bleached light blond by the California sun and his skin was richly tanned despite the fact the younger man had recently returned to Missouri to live with his new wife, Jaci.


Since the day the two men had moved to the West Coast to set up their tech firm, which specialized in cutting-edge software for law enforcement, Rylan had looked perfectly at home.


Rylan had bought the elegant condo on the beach. He wore designer clothes that were perfectly tailored. And dated scantily clad models.


The clichéd California dude. At least until he’d returned home to marry the girl next door.


Griff, on the other hand, had never truly fit in. His brown hair was always a few weeks past needing a trim. This morning it was worse than usual, flopping onto his wide brow and curling over his ears. His skin was pale despite the fact he never missed his early morning run on the beach. He assumed it had something to do with being born in Chicago. Chi-Town skin was made for icy winters and dreary summer days, not sun-drenched beaches.


His face was average, with the usual nose and mouth. He’d always considered his eyes his best feature. Like his mother’s, they were a dark brown and framed by thick lashes. Still, more than one woman had complained that they always looked distracted. As if he was thinking about something besides them.


They were right.


Oh, he liked women. A lot. But when he was working on a project, he found it difficult to think about anything else.


This morning he was wearing his running shorts and a loose sweatshirt. But even when he tried to dress up, he never could pull off Rylan’s sleek sophistication.


And the truth of the matter was that he didn’t care.


There was a reason Rylan was in charge of sales, while Griff concentrated on creating the actual product.


Thankfully unaware of Griff’s inane thoughts, Rylan glanced at his wrist.


“I think that’s all,” he said. “I want to get to the airport early. This time a year it’s always a pain in the ass to travel.”


Griff set aside his orange juice. The two men had spent the past few weeks working on a new program that might very well revolutionize how countries around the world could track money that ended up in the hands of terrorists. Which meant Rylan had racked up enough frequent flyer miles to buy an airline.


“I want to schedule another round of tests before we start to install it.”


Rylan rolled his eyes. Griff knew his friend and partner thought he was being obsessive. They’d run hundreds of simulations and the program had performed flawlessly.


“Homeland Security wants to have the program installed and ready to go by the first of March,” Rylan said, as if Griff might have forgotten the looming deadline.


“They’ll have to wait until I’m satisfied every bug is worked out,” Griff said, his tone stubborn. “You know my philosophy.”


“Yeah, yeah. Perfection is always possible.” With a sigh, Rylan rose to his feet. He knew when Griff wasn’t going to budge. “I’ll give my contact a call.” Planting his hands on his hips, Rylan glanced down at Griff. “At least tell me you aren’t planning to work during the holidays?”


A lie hovered on his lips.


Rylan was his best friend. Hell, he was Griff’s only truly close friend. But there were times when he nagged like he was Griff’s grandmother, not his partner.


He wasn’t really in the mood for a lecture.


But meeting his friend’s steady gaze, he heaved a resigned sigh. Rylan could smell bullshit a mile away.


“I plan to catch up on some side projects that I put on the back burner over the past few months,” Griff admitted.


Rylan narrowed his gaze. He was gearing up for a sermon. Probably one he’d already rehearsed in his head. Then, catching a glimpse of Griff’s long-suffering expression, he threw his hands up in resignation.


“Jaci is never going to forgive you if you miss Christmas dinner,” he instead warned.


“I’m not an expert on women,” Griff said, ignoring Rylan’s choked laugh. “But I suspect that your beautiful new bride would prefer to spend her first Christmas alone with her husband. Especially after she’s had to share you for the past six weeks.”


“That’s what you would think, right?” Rylan demanded. “What woman in her right mind wouldn’t want to serve me a romantic dinner in bed and then unwrap me like a Christmas present?”


Griff blasted his friend with an appalled glare. “Christ, Rylan, that’s not a visual I want stuck in my head.”


The younger man sniffed, conjuring up a wounded expression. “Instead, my wife has spent the past week cooking enough food to feed an army and complaining that I haven’t tried hard enough to strong-arm you into traveling to Missouri.” He paused, clearly hoping to instill maximum guilt. “She insists the holidays won’t be the same without our family together.”


“Family?”


Rylan smiled. The two men had met in college, and later moved to California.


“That’s how she sees you,” he assured his companion. “You got a problem with that?”


Griff’s heart swelled with warmth. He hadn’t been acquainted with Jaci until his friend had married her. But in the months since the wedding, he’d had the chance to get to know the sweet, levelheaded woman who’d instantly claimed him as an honorary brother.


He’d never openly admit that deep inside he’d been worried that once Rylan was married he’d turn his back on the business and his old friend. That’s what usually happened when men fell in love.


Instead, he’d gained a little sister.


“No,” he said. “No problem.”


“Then you’ll be there for dinner?” Rylan smoothly pounced.


Griff released a short laugh. There was a reason his friend was such a successful businessman.


“You just don’t give up.”


Rylan shrugged. “It’s part of my charm.”


About to inform Rylan that his charm was a figment of his imagination, Griff was distracted by the buzz of his phone.


His lips tightened, his fingers twitching as he resisted the urge to knock it off the table.


The calls had started yesterday. One glance at the name flashing on his screen and he’d sent them straight to voice mail. He’d hoped that after a dozen tries the woman would get the hint.


Futile, of course.


Carmen Jacobs was nothing if not determined.


Rylan glanced at him in puzzlement, easily reading the annoyance that was etched on Griff’s face.


“A dissatisfied client?”


“Carmen Jacobs,” he answered in clipped tones.


Rylan frowned. “Do I know her?”


“She wrote the book The Heart of a Predator,” he reminded his companion.


“Ah. I remember.” Rylan paused, studying Griff’s clenched features. “She wanted to interview you, didn’t she?”


Griff abruptly rose to his feet. As if going from sitting to standing could halt the image of Carmen Jacobs from searing through his mind.


No such luck.


With annoying clarity, he envisioned Carmen’s curly blond hair that formed a halo around the perfect oval of her face. Her big eyes that were the precise color of bluebells, and the disarming flash of dimples.


It was the sort of face that inspired men to act like idiots.


Something he’d learned the same way he usually learned things about pretty women.


The hard way.


“Yeah,” he muttered.


The phone stopped buzzing, only to start up again ten seconds later.


“What does she want now?” Rylan asked.


Griff was uncomfortably aware of a heat crawling beneath his skin. It had to be anger, right? Maybe embarrassment that he’d been so easily fooled by blue eyes and dimples.


“I don’t know and I don’t care,” he said.


Rylan narrowed his gaze. “You look—”


“What?”


“Flushed.”


Crap. Griff scowled, pointedly glancing toward Rylan’s wristwatch. “Don’t you have a plane to catch?”


“Fine.” Rylan held up his hands in defeat. “But don’t blame me if Jaci cuts off your supply of blueberry muffins.”


Griff was genuinely horrified. Jaci’s blueberry muffins were works of art. Moist and sweet with tart bursts of flavor from the berries.


“She wouldn’t be that cruel,” Griff protested.


Rylan’s lips parted, but before he could speak, Griff’s phone went on another buzzing rampage.


Griff muttered a low curse, in no mood to appreciate Rylan’s sudden chuckle.


“You might give Ms. Jacobs a call back,” Rylan told him. “Any woman that persistent is worth the trouble.”


Griff folded his arms over his chest. “Ms. Jacobs and trouble are two things I don’t need.”


Rylan shrugged, turning to head toward the side gate. “Take care,” he called over his shoulder. “I’ll see you for Christmas dinner.”


“Annoying ass,” Griff breathed, snatching the phone off the table before he headed into his house.


Twenty minutes later he was on his favorite stretch of beach, jogging away his frustrations.


Breathing deeply of the salty air, he cleared his mind as his feet pounded against the hard-packed sand and a layer of sweat covered his skin. This was the best part of living on the coast. The early morning solitude when it was just him and the ocean and the beat of his heart.


Hitting the five-mile mark, he turned to stroll back at a leisurely pace. The slower speed not only allowed him time to cool down, but he could actually appreciate the view.


He climbed the steps to the parking lot, his mind already starting to turn to the work that was waiting for him at home. A mistake, since his distraction meant that he didn’t notice the woman who was leaning against the hood of his red Tesla.


Not until he was less than a few feet away.


Crap.


His ex-girlfriends were right. He was too wrapped up in his inner thoughts. Otherwise he would have spotted the woman while he was still on the beach and taken evasive maneuvers.


Certainly, no other man in the area was so oblivious to the sight of Carmen Jacobs.


The swelling crowd hustled toward the ocean, many of the men coming to a halt to gawk at Carmen’s slender body, which was curved in all the right places beneath her jeans and tight cashmere sweater. A few of them even managed to tear their gazes from the sweet swell of her breasts long enough to admire the silver-gold curls that brushed her shoulders and framed the delicate features of her face.


He knew what they were thinking. It was every man’s fantasy to lure the sweet, innocent girl into his bed and thoroughly corrupt her.


It’d been his fantasy six months ago. For an entire week he’d shared his morning run with Carmen, stupidly assuming it was fate that had crossed their paths. He hadn’t suspected the truth even when she started to question him about his work. Or when she acted as if she was fascinated by every word that left his lips.


It wasn’t until he’d been reading the morning paper and ran across an article that featured Carmen Jacobs’s lecture series at a local college that he realized there might be something dodgy about her sudden interest in him.


Digging into the pocket of his shorts, he pulled out his keys.


“Don’t say a word,” he warned, refusing to meet her gaze. He’d been sucked into those glorious blue eyes once before. Wasn’t happening again. “Just get off my car and walk away.”


“Hello, Griffin.”


Her voice was as light and feminine as the rest of her, brushing over him like a caress. Griff clenched his teeth.


“What part of don’t say a word wasn’t clear?”


Out of the corner of his eye he saw her flinch. Had she expected him to do backflips at the sight of her? Probably.


“I need your help.”


“Tough.” He moved to open his car door.


She quickly hurried to stand in his path. “You have to listen to me.”


He instinctively lifted his eyes at her fierce plea, a jolt of awareness blazing through him as he met the clear blue gaze. It was as swift and potent as the first time he’d seen her on the beach.


Annoyance sizzled through him.


“I don’t have to do a damned thing,” he growled.


“Please,” she whispered, lifting a hand as if she intended to touch him.


Griff stepped back. “I’m sure you’ve been able to flash your dimples and get what you want your entire life, but they don’t work on me,” he informed her, giving a sharp motion with his hand. “Now get out of my way.”


She folded her arms around her waist. Not surprisingly she didn’t move.


Obstinate female.


“Look, I know we didn’t get off to the best start,” she said.


“Really?” He released a sharp laugh. “Which part? When you stalked me?” he demanded, referring to the mornings he’d found her waiting on the beach for him. “Or when you lied to me?” he asked, reminding her that she’d teasingly told him her name was Jane Doe. “Or when you tried to use me?” he concluded his indictment.


“I didn’t . . .” Carmen’s words trailed away as she took in his grim expression. Apparently, not even she could look him in the eyes and deny her sins. Not after she’d hounded him for weeks with endless calls trying to interview him for a new book. Then, when he’d bluntly refused, she’d decided to use the old “incognito” ruse. Pretty woman. Teeny, tiny bikini. Casual meetings on the beach. No doubt she hoped she could seduce him into blind lust before he could realize who she was. “I need your help,” she repeated.


He snorted in disbelief. “Searching for some new victims you can exploit to create a blockbuster book for yourself?”


She paled, as if he’d hit a raw nerve, but her expression remained determined.


“This has nothing to do with my career,” she said.


“Right.”


With jerky movements she reached into her large purse, which was sitting on the hood of his car, and pulled out a manila envelope.


“I think a copycat is killing women and sending me the evidence,” she said, shoving the envelope into his hand.


Griff froze. Had he heard her right? Did she say she was getting mail from a serial killer?


He studied her pale face, absorbing the brittle tension that vibrated around her before he opened the envelope and reached in to grab a stack of pictures.


Polaroids? Unusual.


Then he turned them over and his breath was jerked from his lungs.


Holy . . . crap.


“If this is some sort of joke, then it isn’t funny,” he breathed, shuffling through the rest of the pictures before shoving them back into the envelope.


He felt tainted.


As if just touching the disturbing photos was enough to infect him with evil.


“Of course it isn’t a joke.” Her voice was hoarse, her hands clenched into tight fists.


It was hard not to believe her. She projected a fierce sincerity that would be difficult to fake.


Still, he wasn’t a total idiot. He’d been fooled by this woman before.


“Then you should take them to the cops, not me,” he told her, shoving the envelope back into her hand.


She grimaced. “I tried.”


He felt a small surge of relief. If the cops knew about the pictures, then surely they were investigating.


“And?”


“And they’re no more fond of me than you are,” she said.


“Imagine that,” he said, then instantly regretted the words when she abruptly turned her head, as if trying to hide her hurt expression.


Okay, he was still pissed, probably more pissed than was reasonable, but he wasn’t a cruel person.


“Which means that I need proof to convince them to take this seriously,” she told him.


Griff sucked in a deep breath, his gaze lowering to the envelope. The images of dead women remained branded in his brain, making him wonder how any cop could need more proof.
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