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Dangerous Attraction: Part One

Ex-Navy SEAL Travis Ration is an expert hunter. Whether his prey is criminal or victim, he always gets his mark. He's no hero, just a man doing his job. It’s all he has after a felony conviction after a bad judgement call. When the FBI call in a favor and ask him to look into a serial killer over the holiday break, he jumps at the opportunity to fill the long, cold days with something besides regret and bad movies. In Las Vegas, he's on the hunt for a prolific serial killer no one wants to admit exists. The leads are dry and the evidence gone, until she walks into his life. Bliss Giles—curvy, sassy and everything he can't have.

What’s worse, Travis knows Bliss’ sister is the killer's latest victim. She fits the profile. Time is running out and the fastest way to retrace the killer's path is with Bliss at Travis' side. In the seat of danger. He vows to keep Bliss safe and his hands to himself, after all, a nice girl like her doesn't need a guy like him in her life. Too bad no one told Bliss Travis was off-limits. She tests his boundaries and pushes his control every minute they're together until he can't remember why wanting her is a bad idea.

The hunters become the hunted in this tale of serial killers and SEALs for hire. One broken man must unpack his baggage, a woman has make a leap of faith and a sister chooses to live in this new, romantic suspense serial by NYT & USA Today bestselling author, Sidney Bristol.

Warning: It won't end happily ever after—this time. Hold onto your panties, because nothing is safe.

Dayna & Jessica,

Travis wouldn’t have happened

if you ladies hadn’t asked..

The world breaks everyone,

and afterward, some are

strong at the broken places. 
―ERNEST HEMINGWAY

1.

Travis Ration hunched over the hotel desk and flipped to the first page of the autopsy report. The lights from the Vegas strip cast globes of colored light onto the paper, but the glitz and glamour held no sway for him. Only the poor woman in the photo.

She was blonde. Like the rest. Pretty. A Vegas native named Linda. She’d been social, so her disappearance had been noted within hours by friends and family, but by then it was too late. Whoever was abducting blonde, attractive young women was good. And if the list of missing blonde women was a hint, the perpetrator had operated in the Las Vegas area for years—without anyone connecting the dots. Or maybe LVPD had and didn’t want to face it. They wouldn’t be the first to ignore a killer to preserve tourism. A killer who only took one victim a year was easy to hide.

There was a serial killer in Las Vegas, and no one wanted to admit it.

“Hey man, ready to go?” Mason Clark, a new hire to the Aegis Group security firm, stepped into Travis’ room, one hand braced on the door.

“No, man. Hit the strip without me.” Travis didn’t glance away from the report.

The autopsy read almost exactly like the last one. The cause of death, to a one, was blood loss, coupled with trauma to the head and abdomen.

It was the differences that mattered.

Judging by the time of death, the women lasted for anywhere from seven to twelve months before being murdered and dumped. Except Linda. She was an exception. She’d only been missing for two months. Why keep her so short a time? Had something gone wrong? The dead woman’s corpse might tell him more.

What was really telling, though, was that from the time of death to the next abduction was somewhere in the twenty-four hour mark, which meant these crimes were well thought out. The perpetrator organized and focused on the details.

“No? What are...No, you are not on that again.” Ethan Turner, Travis’ best friend, groaned and shouldered past Mason. “I thought you were going to take a break from this.”

“I said I was taking a break from work.” Travis picked up the hotel pen and jotted down the injuries and observations that were different from the previous victims. That was where he’d find the clues. The guy doing this was too methodical to deviate from his plan, so when and where he did things was important.

This was a different kind of skill set than his typical jobs with Aegis. If things were different, Travis might have retired from the SEALs and become a private investigator, if it hadn’t been for the felony conviction and dishonorable discharge. No one trusted a felon. He was just lucky the management at Aegis knew him. A couple of the guys he’d served with had vouched for him, gotten him a spot on the elite team the company threw at the worst of problems. It wasn’t a bad gig, all things considered.

“What are you doing?” Mason crossed the room and peered over Travis’ shoulder.

“He’s playing hound dog for the FBI.” Ethan popped the top on a longneck from their freshly stocked mini fridge.

“What is this?” Mason snagged the first page of the report with the autopsy pictures clipped to it and dropped it almost immediately onto the ground. “What the hell?”

Travis punched Mason in the thigh, not hard, but enough that the other man bent over and rubbed the spot.

“Don’t fuck with my stuff.” Travis grabbed the piece of paper and the photographs. He straightened the documents out, ensuring all of the pieces were securely in place before putting it back in the folder.

“What the hell is that? Why do you have pictures of a dead woman?” Mason’s eyes were wide, his lip curled. They’d all seen death. Everyone who worked for the Aegis Group had served overseas. They’d all killed. But they weren’t all good at it. Travis had reservations about Mason’s hire, but he wasn’t the boss.

“None of your damn business,” Travis replied.

“Is this a job or something?” Mason glanced between Travis and Ethan, who shook his head and took another swig of his beer. The Aegis Group was a private security company—on paper. In reality, they performed a wide range of services that often skirted the law from abduction retrieval to protection details, extraction services to product procurement.

“Don’t worry about it,” Travis said.

“The fuck we won’t.” Ethan gave Travis the thousand yard stare. Travis was pretty sure Ethan was about to try to deck him for the hell of it.

“I thought we were here for a protective detail,” Mason said.

“You are. I’m not.” Travis flipped the folder closed. FBI and CONFIDENTIAL were stamped across the front of the brown surface.

“What did you get us into this time?” Ethan took two steps toward Travis, and stopped, the beer clenched in his right hand.

“You aren’t involved,” Travis replied.

“The hell I’m not. What is this?” Ethan pointed at the folder.

“Just something I’m looking into.”

“Is this why you wouldn’t go home for Christmas?” Ethan’s gaze narrowed.

Travis studied Ethan—the bloodshot eyes, the clenched hand. 

This wasn’t about Travis, or his side gig researching potential cases for the Behavioral Analysis Unit, a specialized FBI team that tracked down the worst kinds of killers, something he’d gotten involved with after a copycat murderer recreated the horrors from his family’s past.

“Molly refused to split Christmas with you, didn’t she?” Travis shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet, ready to move if Ethan rushed him. The worst fight they’d had happened the day Molly told Ethan she wanted a divorce. Some emotions could only be worked out with fists.

For a second, no one moved or spoke. Travis was not looking forward to the hotel bill for trashing the place. 

Ethan blew out a breath and sat down on Travis’ bed as if a one-ton weight were on his back. The spring squeaked, and the pillows bounced under the man’s bulk.

“Yeah, she did,” Ethan mumbled.

Mason’s brows rose, but he didn’t comment. The kid had some brains.

Travis stood and stretched. No fight then, which was a good thing. He’d hate to have to break Ethan’s nose, and then take his place on the protective detail because Ethan was too scary looking as a result.

“When will you get to see Nate?” Travis crossed to the mini fridge and grabbed his own beer. The case weighed heavily on him, but he’d gone through SEAL training with Ethan. Travis had been the best man at Ethan and Molly’s wedding and the first one there to load out boxes of Ethan’s things when he moved out. They were brothers in every sense of the word save blood.

“Before he goes back to school. The second through the fourth. Three days. Three fucking days.” Ethan took another long pull on his bottle.

“Make the most of those days. Don’t dwell on what you don’t get.” Travis clinked his bottle to Ethan’s.

Travis knew what it was like to have an absent father. At least Ethan wanted to be in his son’s life. Travis was pretty certain his father hadn’t wanted to live, but he hadn’t wanted to die bad enough to do something about it. That was the kind of mark a serial killer left on a person, and it was the same darkness that passed down to Travis.

“What’s the deal with the FBI?” Mason picked up the folder from the desk and looked at the cover. “This is the real deal, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Leave it alone.” Travis watched Mason, though not because he didn’t trust the kid. Anyone who worked at Aegis underwent a thorough background check and multiple people had to vouch for a new hire. In the field, Travis would trust Mason with his life, but he didn’t know the guy.

The younger man seemed to consider his options for a moment, and then he did the smart thing and laid the folder on the desk.

“What’s the case this time?” Ethan asked.

“Some sick fuck is kidnapping young blonde women. He keeps them for months, maybe a year, then kills them.” He left out the horrific parts about the abuse and the pregnancies. Some things the others didn’t need to know.

What did he do with the babies?

“Why is this your problem?” Mason asked.

“Ever heard of TBK?” Ethan glanced at Travis.

If Mason hadn’t already known, he would find out. It was only a matter of time until someone told him.

“Wasn’t that on the news a while back? Last year?” Mason screwed up one eye and pressed his lips together. “I was getting out of the SEALs about that time. It’s all kind of a blur.”

“Nah, man, TBKiller and that dude are two different people. TBKiller was a copycat,” Ethan said.

“My old man’s family was murdered by a serial killer. Called himself TBK. Torture. Blind. Kill.” Travis peeled part of the label off his beer. Murdered was putting it lightly. They’d been tortured in the most sadistic fashion, then before their deaths, their eyes were removed.

TBK had terrorized Oklahoma City before Travis had been born, but he had shaped Travis’ life. TBK’s last victims were Travis’ grandparents, and his father had been forced to watch it all. His old man had never fully recovered. Travis and his half-sister Emma often bore the brunt of the dysfunction.

“Fuck. I didn’t know,” Mason said.

“It happened before you or I were born.” Travis shrugged. “Last year this guy goes apeshit. Starts copying the TBK murders and leaving these sick notes for my half-sister, Emma. They killed him trying to finish Emma off. Turns out this guy, who’d worked at the corner gas station she went to all the time, is part of this...serial killer club. The BAU is—”

“BAU? What?” Mason blinked.

“Behavioral Analysis Unit. They’re the FBI unit that specializes in serial killers. They’re trying to track down the club members, but no one wants to have a serial murderer on their hands.”

“And that’s where Travis likes to help out.” Ethan thumbed at Travis.

“How?” Mason asked.

Travis could see the skepticism in Mason’s eyes. The kid had been around Aegis long enough to hear rumors, stories about the Zed Team. He was probably wondering what a felon like Travis could do that the FBI couldn’t.

Well fuck him.

“I let their team know where I’m working. If they have any leads, I’ll look into it.” Travis sipped his beer and stared at the mirror.

“Why?”

“Why the fuck do you want to know?” He scowled at Mason, but couldn’t blame him. The whole gig was strange. “The FBI has to be invited into an investigation, unless it crosses state lines. Like I said, no one wants to have a serial killer on their hands.”

“So you, what? Find a reason for them to come here?” Mason asked. “Why you? You’re just a bodyguard.”

Travis gripped the edge of the dresser.

Just a bodyguard.

“What the fuck do you know?” Ethan flipped Mason off.

He was right. All Travis was good for these days was an under-the-table gig and to catch the bullets meant for someone else. But that was his own fault. Reputable people didn’t hire a felon, even an ex-Navy SEAL felon, no matter what his credentials were. How he wound up in prison didn’t matter, only that he’d done time. But some jobs were made for him. He’d tracked some of the worst kinds of people across deserts, oceans, and mountains. This serial killer wouldn’t know what hit him.

She was perfect. Better than the others. She would make him a good wife and give him the child he desired. Maybe this time it would live.

Daniel checked his rearview mirror, but the street was empty and dark this late at night. The quaint old shops lined what had once been a major retail area for Las Vegas, before the casinos and the strip lured business away.

He parked the Buick Electra along a curb and killed the engine.

Wendy sat perfectly still and serene in the passenger seat.

This girl was different. He almost clapped his hands in giddy excitement. She was older, had already borne one son, but that meant she was capable of giving him what he needed. Her energy was better, too. At this point he was normally still dealing with the sobbing and the fighting back.

Wendy would make the perfect bride. She wouldn’t betray him, she wouldn’t fight him. They would remake history together.

Linda hadn’t been good enough. She’d been selfish and unworthy, right to the end. His shoulder ached from where she’d stabbed him, so it was only fair she’d died by the same blade.

Wendy, on the other hand? He was looking forward to spending a year with this bride.

One year. One pregnancy. That was the rule. That was how he kept them from betraying him. He’d studied the greats, how they did it, what their methods were. Nothing good came from keeping her more than a year.

“What do you want?” Wendy’s voice was quiet, soothing. She would be a gentle creature, which meant he needed to be mindful about how he handled her.

“I want you to marry me. Give me a son.”

“I’m already married.” She turned her head, and he stared into her dark brown eyes.

He punched the dashboard. The old car was sturdy and took the abuse.

How dare she speak of the other man in her life! That one was gone. She was his, now.

“I’m sorry.” She recoiled, pressing her back against the car door.

“You marry me, or I kill your family. I think I’ll start with your sister.” He pulled a photograph of Wendy and a dark-haired woman out of his jacket pocket and laid it on the seat between them. His hidden cameras had snapped the candid shot of the two at the sister’s apartment just last week.

Wendy gasped and covered her mouth.

“Or maybe I kill little Paul first?” He tossed another picture down. This time it was of a rosy-cheeked baby grinning up at the camera in his crib.

“Oh my God. How did you get that?”

“I took it. There is nowhere your loved ones will be safe from me. I’m in their lives.” He laid down three more pictures. Her husband at work. Her parents in their kitchen. And lastly, a photograph of Wendy asleep in her own bed. “What’ll it be, Wendy? Do you want to marry me?”

Her tears glistened in the moonlight, so precious. Each wife had to be broken so that they could be molded to his will, becoming the woman they were destined to be. The radio began playing the holiday classic White Christmas. He hummed a few bars as he took in his bride. She’d make the right choice. They always did.

Wendy nodded and swiped at her cheeks.

“If I marry you, do you promise not to hurt them?”

He leaned across the car and bumped Wendy’s chin with his knuckle.

“I don’t care about them, Wendy. I care about you. What do you say? Want to be Mrs. White? I like that last name. I think it’ll remind us of this season.” 

She nodded and squeezed her eyes shut.

“Just don’t hurt them,” she whispered.

“I’ve always wanted a Christmas wedding.” He shifted into drive, steering them back toward the strip and the drive-through wedding chapels, humming along to the radio.

2.

Bliss stepped into the Vegas Police Department and removed her sunglasses. She blinked away the sunspots and glanced around. The place was hopping first thing in the morning—people picking up their drunken friends, prostitutes and petty thieves posting bail. Most hadn’t even been to bed yet, but that was the nature of Vegas.

She strode to the counter, twisting the strap of her purse in her hands.

Why had she waited?

“Excuse me?” she said when the officer at the counter didn’t acknowledge her.

“Yeah?” The man didn’t even look up from his paperwork.

“My sister, she’s missing.” She laid a photograph on the counter and slid it across.

“How long has she been gone?”

Gone. Not missing.

Bliss swallowed her irritation. Popular theory was that a person had to be MIA for seventy-two hours before they could be considered missing. Popular theory was wrong, and so was the idea that Wendy was just—gone. Someone needed to be searching for her now.

“She’s not at her house, and she’s not answering her phone. I’ve been trying her since last night.” Bliss loved her little sister fiercely. Ever since Wendy gave birth and fell into a depression, they’d begun the habit of getting together every couple of days, sometimes to just sit on the couch and say nothing.

“When was the last time you spoke with her?”

From the bored manner of the officer’s questioning, she could guess how much attention the cops were going to pay her. As soon as she mentioned the depression, they would just roll their eyes and tell her to wait.

“Yesterday afternoon. Maybe five o’ clock?”

“She’s been missing, what?” The officer glanced at his watch. “Sixteen hours? You sure she isn’t sleeping late?”

“No.” Okay, that was a lie. Wendy could be sleeping in late somewhere, just not at her house. Maybe a hotel or a spa somewhere? But she’d have at least let Bliss know.

“Ma’am, you can fill out a report, but chances are she’ll show up later today.” He gestured to the line of people behind her. “Forms are on the right.”

“But...she’s missing. She’s not well. What if something happened to her? Maybe you’ve seen her? My height, but skinny, blonde, brown eyes. Come on.”

“Fill out the paperwork, and someone will look into it. Next.” He gestured to a man and woman behind her. They shouldered past, and all Bliss could do was stare at them.

Was this happening? Her sister was missing. And no one cared.

Wendy was the fragile one. Their parents coddled her, and Bliss became her protector through school. She even transferred colleges to make sure Wendy had someone in her life she could lean on. It was a relief when Grayson fell madly in love with Wendy because it meant she’d never want for anything in her life. She was completely taken care of, thanks to Grayson’s lucrative career designing buildings. But since the baby, Wendy was even more delicate than usual. If Bliss didn’t find her soon, oh God, she couldn’t live with herself. What would she tell Grayson when he came home? At least baby Paul was with his grandparents for a few days.

“Excuse me, ma’am?” A big, hulking man loomed over her. She took a step back instinctively. Something about him telegraphed danger in big, bold letters. He held out a slick white business card.

She glanced at the card. Aegis Group was printed on it in a neat type, no nonsense, no logo. Thick cardstock, with that fancy grain that spoke of understated money. These weren’t bargain business cards some scam artists got off the Internet. It was the nice stuff only those who dealt with rich people used.

Her gaze traveled up the arm to his face. His short-cropped brown hair was slightly bleached, as if he spent a lot of time outside. Dark aviators hid half his face, but what she could see was his strong, angular jaw. If he were selling a product, it would be something dangerous and manly. Not guns though, he was someone who liked to use his hands. A knife, maybe something more covert.

“Can I see that picture?” He gestured to the photo she held clutched in her hand.

“Who the hell are you?”

“My name is Travis. I work with a private security company. I want to see if I can help. What’s your name?”

Was this a scam? Grayson had a lot of money. What if someone picked up Wendy with the intent to ransom her back?

“Officer?” She raised her voice and side-stepped the man.

The officer sighed audibly and glanced at her, then the hulking brute.

“Who is he?” she asked.

“Some PI.” The officer shrugged.

Great. Lot of good the cops were going to do her today.

“How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” Bliss was running out of options. She didn’t have the kind of resources Grayson did, but if she had to hire a private investigator, well, she wanted someone scary on their side, and this guy fit the bill. Hadn’t he said his name? Travis?

He turned the business card over.

“Call this number. Ask them to verify for you who I am. What I do.”

She took the card and studied the numbers. It was out of state. Illinois?

“Long way from home?” She dug in her purse for her phone.

“I’m here looking into a case.”

“Why do you want to help me then?”

“The man I’m looking for abducts pretty blonde women born and raised in Las Vegas.” She couldn’t see his eyes, but the way he tipped his chin, she could feel his gaze travel the length of her body. “If your sister is anything like you, she fits the victimology.”

“We’re nothing alike, that’s just it.”

“I don’t mean in looks.” He leaned toward her, staring deep into her eyes. It was an intense sensation to be the focus of this man. “It’s in the eyes. I can’t explain it.”

Bliss stared at him.

Their parents relocated to Vegas after her birth. Wendy was born in Vegas. They hadn’t lived anywhere else. One of Wendy’s problems, if they could be called that, was that she drew too much male attention. She was stunning, with a model’s body and the sweetest disposition. People always said she had the most beautiful eyes.

“Keep talking,” she said.

“The picture?” He held out his hand.

Bliss shoved the snapshot of them at him. It was from just before Wendy had given birth. She’d been tired, but happy.

Travis stared at it for several moments.

“What happens to the women?” she asked. Her mind could fill in the blanks, but she wanted to hear him say it. This couldn’t be real. This kind of thing didn’t happen in real life.

“Want to grab a seat? Maybe some coffee?”

“What happens to the women?”

He stared down at her, and the muscle on the left side of his jaw twitched.

“You should sit before I answer that question.”

“Fine. Where?”

“I saw a café down the street.”

“Lead on.” She gestured the way she’d come. For some reason she didn’t want Travis at her back. He gave her the shivers, but not in a creepy kind of way.

He nodded and strode back to the entry, pausing to hold the door open for her. She stepped out into the sunshine and shivered. Despite the clear blue sky, the breeze was unseasonably chilly. She shoved her hands in her pockets and gripped her phone with one hand, the business card with the other.

How crazy was this?

They were supposed to be planning Christmas...not this.

Her phone vibrated against her palm. She glanced at the screen and stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.

“Shit. It’s Grayson—uh, her husband. What do I tell him?” The same panic she’d been fighting all morning wrapped around her throat, making it hard to breath. She glanced up at Travis and she had her anchor.

“The truth,” he said.

Bliss squeezed her eyes shut and answered the phone.

“Hey,” she said.

“Morning. Sorry for calling so late. Things got out of hand this morning. My morning. Your night. How is she?” From the ambient sounds and echoing footsteps, Bliss was willing to bet her brother-in-law was doing some sort of site walkthrough.

“I’ve got some bad news.” She stared at Travis, who gave her a nod.

“What is it?”

“Wendy...is....she’s...Oh, God, Grayson...” She nearly collapsed right there on the sidewalk. Travis caught her around the shoulders while she sobbed and guided her to a bench. He perched next to her, one arm slung around her in a protective embrace.

“Give it to me,” he whispered.

“Hold on.” She thrust the phone into his hand and covered her face, leaning against him.

“Grayson, my name is Travis Ration, I work for the Aegis Group, a—” He paused and glanced away. “Well, at least we don’t have to do that. Sir, I’m sorry to tell you like this, but your wife appears to have gone missing...Last night. I met Bliss at the PD a few minutes ago, looking into a case I think might be involved...That won’t be necessary...That would work...Here she is.” Travis thrust the phone into her hands. “I’ll be right over there.”

He got up, and she missed his warmth and protective presence immediately. She watched him walk away, hands in his pockets, head swinging side to side, as if he were already on the lookout.

“Bliss?”

“Hey, sorry, it’s me.”

“Is he...is he serious?”

“Dead serious.” She cringed at her poor word choice.

“I’m catching the next plane home. It’ll take me at least sixteen hours from London. We’re going to retain Aegis Group to find her. I don’t care what it costs.” He didn’t skip a beat. There wasn’t any shock or dismay, no denial, he just...hired Travis, a complete stranger, to do it.

“Is that...smart?” She turned and pitched her voice lower. “Who is this guy?”

“I don’t know who he is, but Aegis is the best. Worth every penny.”

What the hell kind of job was he doing that was that dangerous? Didn’t Grayson build offices or something?

“I’m going to lose you. I’ll call back in a bit. I want to know everything.”

She hung up the phone and leaned forward, planting her elbows on her knees. They were supposed to be shopping today for presents. Bliss had even planned to coordinate with Priscilla to make sure the house got decorated and presents wrapped so Wendy didn’t feel the crush of organizing it herself.

What if she never saw her sister again?

Wendy sat with her back to the wall of the cave. Metal bars blocked her path out of the cave or farther back into the rocks. It wasn’t wide, maybe ten or twelve feet across. The bottom was smoothed out. A few rugs and pieces of furniture took up the rest of the space. It was a far cry from the Vegas mansion her husband built for them following their wedding, but at least there was no draft. There was also no light unless Daniel came back.

Her husband.

She shuddered and squeezed her eyes shut. The darkness spun around her, and she pitched sideways, landing on the soft, inviting bed.

Wendy scrambled to her feet and backed toward the cave entrance. She couldn’t touch the furniture. For a brief period of time when the lights overhead had illuminated her prison, and she did her best to take stock of what was there. That was when she found them. Three pairs of women’s panties stashed under the mattress. All different sizes.

Grayson was her husband, not this crazy psycho. Grayson, who she loved. They had a baby together. Paul.

Oh, Paul.

Her heart clenched and in that moment, she’d have given anything to hold her baby. Anything at all. She never wanted something so bad before, and now it might be too late. Her previous baby boy.

“Hey. Hey.”

She pressed her hands over her ears, willing the voices to go away. She couldn’t handle them. Their smell. She couldn’t even deal with being there.

“Where did Linda go?”

“He killed her.”

“Are you sure? She said, but Linda said there were others before us. I mean, I just thought he kept the women a long time.”

“What do you think?”

“Is she Linda now?”

Wendy squeezed her eyes shut. The three men were in smaller cells behind hers, which meant that in order for Daniel to get to them, he had to go through hers. She could smell the men, or maybe it was their bandages. Was that her fate? What was going to happen to her? Would he chop off parts of her like he’d done to them?

She didn’t dare attempt an escape, not when he’d kill her baby.

Travis was far too big to fit in the only unoccupied booth in the café. He didn’t dare suggest somewhere farther from the PD for fear the woman across from him might faint or cry or something. She’d seemed on the brink of falling apart outside, but she’d rallied and followed him to the café without so much as a tear.

“Here’s your coffee. Can I get you anything else?” The waitress deposited a carafe on the table along with cream and sugar.

“No, thank you,” he replied.

The woman across from him shook her head. Her shoulder length brown hair swished around her face, all glossy looking. For some crazy reason he wanted to touch it. To run his fingers through her pretty hair and see if it felt as soft as it looked. He kept his hands to himself. Girls like her didn’t need men like him in their lives.

“Bliss, right?”

She nodded her head, sending those strands moving again.

“Yeah, sorry, I didn’t introduce myself did I? I’m Bliss Giles.” She cupped the empty ceramic mug with both hands.

He picked up the carafe and poured her some coffee first, then himself. This wasn’t his thing. He didn’t deal with clients, he wasn’t the person to offer comfort or hope. His history hadn’t wired him that way, but for her he’d try.

“Tell me about the last time you saw your sister. Do you mind if I take notes?”

“You said you’d tell me what happened to the other women.” Her dark brown eyes focused on him. She was no longer on the verge of tears or lost in thought. He kind of liked being the center of her focus.

“You don’t want to know that.”

“Yes, I do. And I want to know why you think my sister might be one of them.” She tapped the photograph of Wendy he’d laid on the table.

The two sisters couldn’t be more different. At least on the surface level.

Wendy was petite, blonde, and almost breakable looking. Bliss was shapely, luscious, and that dark hair set off her pale, perfect skin. The one thing the sisters shared was their dark brown, almost black eyes. He’d heard someone call eyes that dark soulless eyes, but looking at Bliss, that sentiment couldn’t be further from the truth. It was the intangible quality the camera captured that he’d seen in the other victim’s photographs pre-death. A light. An inner brightness. This killer snuffed out truly bright flames, and for what?

He was going to find out.

“Tell me.” She leaned closer.

He’d have to give her the Cliff notes version. What would he tell his sister?

No, that was a bad gauge. His sister kept a living collection of TBK documents and coverage. He’d likely tell her everything, because they’d lived through worse.

“Over the last seven years nine Las Vegas women, all blonde, have gone missing. They turn up between a couple months to a year after they were abducted. Dead. About twenty-four hours after the time of death, another girl is taken.”

“What aren’t you telling me? I could find that out for myself.”

“Some things you don’t want to know.”

“I have a right to know. That’s my sister.”

“Then tell me about the last time you saw her. Let me find her.”

“I want to know what you aren’t telling me.”

She was a stubborn little thing.

Travis cleared his throat and made himself relax. Their knees bumped under the table and she shifted, bumping into his other knee. Her cheeks tinged pink, and she finally looked away from him. Interesting. She’d challenge him, but a little knee bump was too much? Women were a mystery.

And better off far away from him.

He had no business thinking about Bliss that way. He was a felon. There was no place for a woman in his life.

“When was the last time you saw Wendy?” He picked up his pen. As fun as it was to share coffee with a pretty girl instead of Ethan’s ugly mug, this was about life and death.

“Yesterday, around five. I left work and stopped by her place to check on her.”  She tore open sugar packets one at a time and upended them into her coffee. Her fingers were small, nimble, with nails in three shades of purple. The bangles on her wrist clanged and chimed as she moved, drawing his attention back to her smallest movement.

“Check on her? Was something wrong? Did she tell you anything?”

“Wendy...” Bliss bit her lip and glanced out of the window, tucking her hair behind her ear. There was a small tattoo there, partially hidden. It made him wonder if there was more ink on her body. Not that it was any of his business. “Wendy has post-partum depression. Her in-laws are babysitting Paul while her husband is out of town. They’re looking for a nanny to take care of him. Well, both of them, really. She’s been very out of sorts since his birth.”

“She just had a baby?” He swallowed.

Fuck.

“Yeah. Why? Is that important?”

“Is the baby missing?” His gut rolled, and he gripped the pen so tight the plastic buckled under his fingers.

“No, he’s with his grandparents.”

“Poor kid,” he muttered. “Did she say anything about seeing anyone? Someone following her? Anyone giving her the creeps?”

“No. Wendy barely leaves the house unless someone makes her. The depression is really bad.”

“Have you been to her house?”

“Yeah, she was supposed to meet me this morning, but she didn’t show, so I went to get her out of bed. The house is perfect. Clean. The beds all made.”

“Could she be at a hotel or somewhere?”

“I don’t think so. If Wendy didn’t have to leave the house, she wouldn’t. This depression, it’s bad. If we didn’t make her eat, she would starve.”

“Could I take a look at the house? I might see something you don’t.”

“What’s so bad you won’t tell me?” Once more, those dark eyes focused on him, compelling him to share the worst of it with her.

“We’re going to find her before that’s an issue.”

What the hell?

He couldn’t promise her that, and yet he just had.

3.

Blood.

The stone below the bed was stained with blood.

Wendy gripped the bars as her stomach revolted. Bile coated her mouth, and the muscles in her abdomen and chest tensed in irregular rhythms. Dying might be less painful.

“Lady, hey lady, you got to calm down.” Stumpy was in the cell right behind her. He only had one foot. The other leg was mostly gone.

“Take a deep breath.” That order came from the old one. He sat on the floor, never moving out of his pile of rags.

The lights were back on, which wasn’t much of an improvement. It illuminated the horrors her mind had created, making them real. Like the blood.

“Is he going to kill us?” she asked.

It was the first time she’d spoken directly to the men.

“Us? Probably,” Stumpy said.

“Why?” Her knees gave out, and she sat down with her back against the bars drilled into the stone and faced her fellow prisoners. For the first time in months, she wanted something.

She wanted to live.

Depression had clouded her judgement and sucked the life out of her for so long, she forgot what it was like to feel. Emotion swirled within her. Sorrow at never being able to hold her baby and love him like he deserved. Her beautiful, miracle baby. Regret at not answering the phone when Grayson called the night before. He was so patient with her. She didn’t deserve the kind of life he’d given her. Shame for leaning on her sister so much. Bliss practically managed Wendy’s life, and for what? Wendy was so selfish and wretched she couldn’t even say thank you. So many things.

“You don’t want to know.” Stumpy smiled at her. It was a sad expression. Under the dirt and flecks of blood he had a kind face, sort of boyish and round.

“Us he’ll kill. You, he’ll rape until you’re pregnant, and keep you locked up until you give birth.”

Wendy stared at the old man. Was he serious? She pressed her knees together. It had taken her four years to get pregnant with her husband, whom she loved and adored.

And now some sicko wanted her to give him a baby?

“Hush, don’t tell her that,” Stumpy snapped.

“She needs to know. If Linda was right, we’re next. He’ll clean house so she doesn’t know anything. She needs to know.”

“Oh God.” The tears trickled down her cheeks.

Stumpy used the bars to hop-walk his way to the corner. He knelt and whispered something at the older one. There was a third behind them, but she hadn’t heard more than moans coming from his cell since earlier. The two spoke in hushed voices.

Wendy wasn’t going to survive this. She’d never been strong like her older sister. If Bliss were here, she’d be halfway to figuring out how to break the iron bars. The very least Wendy could do was stay put. Ensure that Bliss, Grayson, and Paul got to keep living. That was the bargain she’d made Daniel. If she kept up her part of it, he’d let them live.

“Hey, look at me.” Stumpy crouched down, peering at her from across the cave. “What’s your name?”

“Wendy,” she replied.

“Robert is right.” Stumpy put his forehead against the bars. “Daniel’s probably going to kill us. Our only hope is to pass the story along, the one Linda told us. Do you think you can listen? Can you remember it?”

“Do I have to?” She shuddered. The last thing she wanted in her head was a gruesome story about her captor.

“There’s not much time.” Stumpy glanced behind him. “That one’s dying. I’ve still got my leg and both my arms left, but he’s going to take those soon.”

“He cut your leg off?” Wendy gaped in new horror.

“He started with my toes.”

“Oh, God,” she chanted and covered her face.

“I have a family. They probably aren’t looking for me, though. I was an addict, couch hopping. No one cares about me, but I’d like my family to know what happened.”

“Why are you telling me this? If I die, too...”

Robert leaned toward her. Part of the blanket fell away and she realized...his arms were gone. “Girl, someday one of us will live, and that one has to know the story, so we all live beyond this nightmare.”

She wanted to be the girl who lived, but she wasn’t that strong.

Bliss led the way up the walk to Wendy’s Las Vegas house. Or mansion. The place was big enough to fit her apartment in the entry alone.

“Have you considered this is a ransom job?” Travis asked.

“That was my first thought when I saw you, actually.” She fit the key in the lock. “You should know, I have zero access to their money. I’m the poor one of the family.” She meant it as a joke, but it fell flat. Her living might be modest, but she didn’t want for anything. Okay, so she wanted a hunky guy, but she could get that on pay-per-view.

Travis did that thing again—she could feel him looking her over, but now, without the sunglasses, she knew just where his gaze lingered. There was something about it that made her pulse jump.

It had to be the coffee.

“If someone wanted money for her, you’d have heard from them by now.”

“What exactly is it you do? Why does a PI work ransom cases?” She slid the key into the lock and twisted. The door swung inward, and she stepped over the threshold. The alarm beeped at her, and she left Travis to close the door while she entered the code.

“Was the alarm armed this morning?” Travis closed the door and spent a moment flipping the locks and studying the frame.

“Yes.”

“Any security cameras?”

“No, but the security office should have some. Grayson was adamant they only build in a gated community with real security.”

“What does Grayson do? Any enemies?” He slowly walked a circle, his gaze traveling all over the foyer, up the stairs to the second level.

“He designs buildings. Big ones.”

“Where is he now?”

“He’s hitting three or four big meetings all over the place. Chicago. New York. London and...Mexico City? His company is putting in bids, and he has to go present designs or whatever it is they do. Why? You think it’s connected to him? I thought you said it was this other guy.”

“I don’t want to rule anything out.” He turned to face her, those green, unreadable eyes on her now. Hot damn, he was good looking.

And yet...

He wasn’t answering her questions. She didn’t know what horrible things had happened to the missing women, or what this guy actually did.

“I just let you into their house, and I have no clue who you really are. Grayson seemed to know who Aegis is, but—you could be lying.” Boy, was she dumb. He’d given her a card and what had she done? Gone for coffee.

“I told you, my name is Travis.”

“Travis what?”

“Travis Ration. I work for Aegis Group.”

“What the hell is that? What do you do?”

“It’s a private security firm.”

“And you’re their PI?”

“Not...exactly.”

“Then what are you?”

“You know the guy they send in to get a job done, no matter the cost?”

“Yeah?”

“That’s me.”

The way he said it...so cold, stark...it sent a shiver down her spine.

“Then why this case? It doesn’t make sense to be here if you’re a finisher.”

“I’m doing a favor for a friend. They asked me to look into this for them, so here I am.”

“What kind of friend asks you to look into murderers?”

“The kind with a badge.”

“You aren’t giving me real answers.”

“Call the number. I’m going to look around the house. They’ve probably already processed the paperwork for this gig.” He turned and strode through the double archway into the football-field sized living room.

She watched him go, her gaze drawn to his ass. If she were a normal girl, she was sure there would be other thoughts in her head, but she’d spent all last week helping supply dildos for a porn movie filming down the block from her warehouse. Those were always the worst. The producer was a nice woman who got way too excited about her job and overshared raw footage Bliss did not need to see.

Right. She had things to do. Like find her missing sister.

The business card was at the bottom of her purse already. She dug it out and punched in the numbers.

“Aegis Group. How may I direct your call?” The voice was professional, male. He sounded like he’d sell soap products or something domestic. Not at all sexy like the big brute stomping through her sister’s house.

“Hi, yeah, I need to verify this guy I met actually works for you.”

“I can do that. Do you have a case number?”

“Uh, what? No. He said paperwork was processing. I want to know what it is you do.”

“Okay. Well, Aegis Group is a private security firm. Let me pull up our new cases.”

“He said that much. What do you really do?”

For a moment he didn’t answer.

“What do you need done?” he asked. A bit of the soap bubble clean faded away and she could hear an edge in his voice.

“My sister is missing and my brother-in-law just hired him over the phone. He wants to help me find her. I think. Or do you have her?”

“Who is your sister and who is he?”

“Wendy Horton, and he said his name is Travis Ration.”

“Ah. Travis. I saw that request come through. It’s marked urgent so it’ll be processed before noon. Travis will find her.”

“How do you know that? And how do you know this is really Travis?”

“Does he look like someone you wouldn’t want to meet in an alley at night?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s Travis. Ask him about Port Said.”

“What the hell is Port Said?”

“It’s a city. In Egypt. Anything else I can do for you?”

“What the hell do you really do?”

“What we are paid to do. Travis can fill in the blanks. Good luck.”

“What does that mean? Hello?” Bliss looked at the screen.

Call ended.

What the hell had she gotten herself involved in? Who was Travis? What kind of company was this? She couldn’t waste her time with this nonsense, except he was all she had as a means to find Wendy. She glanced at the time. Grayson would expect her or Wendy to check in soon. What would she tell him?

She searched the first floor, but Travis was nowhere to be found. How could a big man like him be so hard to find?

Bliss used the servant’s stairs to get to the second floor. She paused on the landing and listened.

Nothing.

What did she know about this guy? Why was she trusting him? And how did Grayson know all about this company?

She crept toward the master bedroom on the east side of the house. The double doors were open and so were the curtains. She peered into the room, and found herself staring at a hard wall of man chest.

“Who is that outside?” he pointed at the windows.

“Shit. You scared me.” She laid her hand against her pounding heart and strode to the window. “Oh. Landscaper.”

“He has a key?”

“Well, yeah.”

“Who else has a key to the house?”

“Priscilla, their housekeeper. The landscaper. The launderer. Um, I think there’s an assistant of Grayson’s. Then my parents. Oh. The babysitter service has one on file, too.”

“Shit.” Travis scrubbed a hand over his face.

“Why?”

“That’s a lot of people to trust with things like security codes and keys. Too many chances someone got access your family didn’t want here.”

“What about Port Said?”

Travis’ head jerked up and his gaze narrowed. She resisted the urge to take a step back. Damn, he was hot, but in a scary way. The guy on the phone was right. Travis wasn’t the kind of person she wanted to meet in a dark alley, that was for sure. Or maybe she did, but only if he used his mouth.

God, she needed some alone time with her vibrator, soon.

“Who told you about that?”

“The guy who answered the phone. I didn’t get a name.” She shrugged. Okay, maybe asking him that was a set up.

“Christ.” He shook his head.

“So...going to tell me about it?”

He sighed and took a seat on a dainty, padded bench under the windows.

“We got this emergency job once. Middle of Arab Spring. These girls were vacationing in Italy, decided to hop a boat to Egypt and got themselves kidnapped. The people who abducted them weren’t the ransom kind. We had to get creative with how we found them. Nearly lost two guys on that job.”

“Why would anyone want me to know that?”

“Beats me. It’s not the kind of thing nice girls need to know.”

Nice girl? Ha!

Somehow Bliss didn’t think he was telling her the whole story. But there had to be something there. A reason why he was the person to help her find her sister.

“I think I know how the suspect got in,” he said.

“What?” She stared at him. There was proof? Something they could take to the cops? “Show me.”

Travis led the way back downstairs and to the rear wall of windows that provided a lovely view of the pool. He went to a knee next to the French doors and pointed at what looked to be a scuff on the wood paneling.

“What am I looking at?” she asked.

“The security lines have been looped back on themselves. Open the door.”

She unlocked the door and pulled it open.

Silence had never unnerved her more.

Bliss closed the door, and opened it again.

“The system is supposed to announce when a door is opened. I was here two days ago and when Priscilla came in from the pool it announced, back door.” She stared at Travis.

“Did they do any security upgrades recently?”

“I...uh....I don’t know. Maybe? Around the time Paul was born, they had a lot of people in and out, prepping the house for the baby.” She pressed her hand to her head. This couldn’t be happening. He couldn’t be right.

“Bliss?” Travis gripped her shoulders and guided her to an armchair. He took a knee and stayed right by her side.

“Oh, God. I think I’m going to throw up. What happened? Where is she? Who did this?”

“I don’t know. Do you...have someone you want to stay with?”

“You are not looking for my sister without me.” There were a dozen very good reasons why she should let the man do his job, but this was her sister they were talking about.

“I understand your concern. I’m very good at what I do. I’m going to go to the security offices. It’s clear whoever got in here knew what they were doing. How to do it. And were able to motivate Wendy to leave with them without a struggle.”

“Okay.” She stood. “Ready.”

Travis blinked at her.

“I meant, I’ll go handle that. You should take it easy. Stay here in case someone calls.”

“Wendy is my sister. Whenever she’s needed help or gotten herself in trouble, I’ve been there for her. You will have to lock me up to keep me out of this.” Bliss didn’t care how big or scary he was, she would always be there for Wendy. Especially now.

4.

Travis drove through the gated community, acutely aware of the tense silence between him and his passenger. He watched Bliss from the corner of his eye. She sat straight up, her hands in her lap, posture tense.

He’d had to face down a number of men and women who thought their dollars bought them a shotgun seat on the jobs Aegis was hired to do. The problem was that the moment an untrained civilian was put in the mix, things changed. Their unit was pulling bodyguard detail in addition to whatever they were hired to do. It just didn’t fly. They couldn’t risk being divided like that.

Then why was she sitting shotgun in his rental?

Back at the house, he’d backed down, even when every shred of training and experience said that Bliss Giles needed to stay right where she was.

He didn’t need help. If a situation required backup, both Ethan and Mason were in Vegas. No doubt now that Wendy’s husband was retaining their services, the others would be briefed. Which meant Travis needed to have a sitrep with the BAU. He was no longer their man on the job. His loyalty would always be to Aegis first. The management had given him a chance when no one else would.

It was the conviction. The way Bliss had stared him down, he’d known that he’d either keep her close or spend precious time checking up on her following him. He just hoped she could keep up.

“We have to have some ground rules,” he said.

Bliss turned her head toward him, but didn’t speak.

“If we don’t find Wendy in the next forty-eight hours, chances are we won’t find her. I need you to agree to do what I say, when I say it. And if you think you can’t do that, stay behind.”

“I understand,” she said.

“Some of our guys are good with clients. They know how to keep them positive, calm. That’s not me. I’m not a people person.”

“Never would have guessed that, sunshine. Pull in here.” She tapped the window. “If you promise to not keep secrets, then yes, I’ll do whatever you say.”

Secrets. His life was built on them. She didn’t know what she was asking.

“First thing, don’t tell anyone else Wendy is missing.” He pulled into the parking spaces outside the security office and killed the engine.

“Why?”

“Whoever took her knew what they were doing. They’ve done this before. If the cops or FBI get involved it might escalate the situation, and he could end up killing her before his appointed time.”

“Boy, you are cheerful.”

“Let’s go.”

“Wait.”

“What?”

“What’s the second thing?”

He stared at her.

“You said first thing, what’s the second?”

“I’ll tell you when I know.”

Bliss met him in front of the SUV, and together they entered the security office. An older man eyed him with obvious distrust.

“What can I do for you?” the guard asked.

“Hi. I need to review some footage from last night.” Travis fished out another business card and offered it to the guard.

“Afraid I can’t do that,” the guard said.

“Actually, you have to. In that HOA my sister signed, it said residents can access the footage. Mr. Ration here has been hired by my brother-in-law. Grayson Horton, you know him?” Bliss leaned against the desk and smiled. He’d seen mercenaries who looked friendlier than she did right now.

“What exactly is it Mr. Horton is looking for?” The guard hadn’t moved, but they had the upper hand.

“The footage?” Travis prompted.

“Over here.” The guard got up and walked around a partition.

Travis followed him to a bank of monitors that showed the streets and entries into the community. It was a fairly common system.

“I can take it from here, thanks.” Travis squeezed past the man and pulled out a chair. Bliss was right behind him and gave the guard a pointed get lost stare.

“Let me know if you need anything.” The guard looked like he’d just sucked on a lemon, but he gave them space.

Travis opened the files containing the last twenty-four hours of footage for each entry and cued them up.

“What are we looking for?” Bliss bent and peered over his shoulder.

“Something that doesn’t belong.”

He started with one gate at five o’ clock, the last time Bliss had seen her sister, and put the footage on fast forward through the night. He made notes about cars, the movements of people, anything out of the ordinary. He was starting to think the kidnapper must have used another point of entry by the time he got to the front gate. It was the least appealing entrance, based on traffic and the face to face time with the guards, and yet...

“There.”

Travis paused the footage on the car leaving.

“What? What is it?” Bliss sat forward and looked up from her phone.

“This car. It arrived with a man inside, and is leaving with a passenger. Even the help drive better cars than this.”

“Are you sure?” Bliss squinted at the screen.

“Yes.”

He jotted down the make, model, and license. The image was too dark and grainy to get a facial on either person in the car, but it was a start.

“Come on.”

Travis stood, and Bliss yelped. Her arm shot out, and her eyes went round. He reached out and snatched her before she landed on the tile floor. Her hands gripped his biceps, and her face was so close he could smell lemon on her breath and see lighter flecks of color in her dark eyes. Her body was soft, fitting against him in ways that would haunt him later.

“Everything okay?” the guard called.

“Fine.” Travis cleared his throat and took a step back, putting Bliss at arm’s length. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I didn’t think you were going to move that fast.” She laid a hand on her chest and blew out a breath. Her cheeks were pink again.

Damn. He could have touched her hair if he’d thought about it. Now that was a creeper idea. He needed to convince Bliss to stick to the sidelines, or she was going to become a distraction he couldn’t afford.

“Let’s get out of here.” He gestured behind her, and this time, waited for Bliss to lead the way out of the guard shack.

On the way out to the SUV, he pulled out his cell phone. Did he call Aegis? They were technically on the case to retrieve Wendy. He’d updated the chain of command via text after speaking with Grayson. But the FBI might have better intel. He wouldn’t mention that to their guys–it would chap their asses. Why not make two calls?

He hit dial, climbed into the truck, turned it on and flipped the heat to high. The Bluetooth activated almost instantly, and the call rang through the speakers.

“Ration!”

“Gavin?” Travis frowned. “Where’s Zain?” The kid was another Zain in the making, except he had both hands. But Zain had ten plus years on Gavin and the kind of experience in covert and black ops that couldn’t be bought. Plus he could tech circles around anyone, even the FBI and other government agencies who regularly courted at least half of the people on Aegis’ payroll. Even Gavin.

“Captain Hook took the week off for some spacey, blue box thing. You know him, can’t resist the geek beacon. He forwarded your text to me.” Gavin muted whatever was playing in the background before speaking. “Zain forwarded your text. Pulled the info on the girl. She’s cute for a chubby girl. Did you know she works for a sex toy store? Man, some of those things—”

“She’s listening,” Bliss announced at the same time Travis disconnected the Bluetooth.

“Keep your fucking opinions to yourself. I’ve got a license plate I need you to run,” he said.

“Uh...Right, okay.”

Sex toys?

He kept his gaze straight ahead, but his mind was already working overtime. What exactly did she do for them? Product testing?

“Can she hear me?” Gavin whispered. If it were possible, the kid had worse customer service skills than Travis.

“License plate.” Fuck. Why did Zain have to be off on one of his nerd things?

“Right. I am so sorry, man. I’ll email the stuff to you. She’s clean. Well, I don’t know her medical history, but otherwise, nothing hinky going on there. Unless it’s in the bedroom. You think—”

Travis rattled off the plate number. Normally he wouldn’t care what shit came out of Gavin’s mouth, but this time it mattered. Without even looking at Bliss he was aware of her tense posture, the way she’d sat up straighter, smoothed her clothes down.

Chubby? That was not the word Travis would use. Gavin needed to grow the fuck up and stop looking at skin mags as his guide to women. Bliss was...real.

“Right. That plate traces back to a truck that was stolen,” he said.

“The plates were on a car. Buick Electra, 1970s make I think, beige.”

“Okay. Um, let me see what I can look up.”

“Fine.”

“Ration?”

“What?”

“Are you going to bang her?”

Travis rolled his eyes and ended the call.

Fucking Gavin. The guy was freakishly smart, but not where it counted sometimes. Travis remained still, waiting for the feminine explosion of rage. When Bliss didn’t react, much less respond, he glanced her way. She’d pulled out her cell phone and was otherwise occupied. Should he apologize? He hadn’t done anything wrong, and yet he couldn’t shake the urge to make things right.

He’d call the BAU first. Maybe the right thing to do would come to him.

The call to his contact at the BAU went faster. They were no doubt working their own case and would go over the research when they could. By the time he hung up with the unit chief, he still didn’t know what to say to Bliss.

“Sorry about Gavin. He’s a stupid shit.”

There.

That was good, right?

He reversed out of the spot and drove them out through the front gates.

“Your phone is really loud, just so you know.” She glanced up. “Where are we going?”

Shit.

He was going to deck Gavin.

“Lunch? It’ll take them a while to search for leads on the car. I can drop you back at your car if you like.”

“No, that’s fine. I told my boss I was going to be out for a few days. I have a few things I’ll need to do, but they can wait.”

Her at work...what did that mean? Did she test batteries in vibrators? Make them? Travis had never needed to use toys on a woman before. Everything he knew about them came from porn.

Shit. He wasn’t any better than Gavin.

“You can ask me about it. My job, I mean.” Bliss sighed and stared out of the passenger window.

He wanted to ask, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

“So...what is it you do?”

“I’m the sales manager for the Blush Shoppe. We sell a wide range of adult toys.” She leaned her head against the seat and turned to watch him.

“You sell...what, exactly?”

“Have you ever seen a vibrator in person?” She chuckled.

“No.”

“Oh, that was a fast reply.”

He merged onto the highway but didn’t miss the way Bliss rolled her eyes.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“Guys and vibrators. You’re all so intimidated by them.”

“I am not.”

“You’re awfully defensive about it. What’s wrong with a vibrator?” She turned to face him and perched her elbow on the armrest, leaning closer.

Did she have one? He was willing to bet she did by the way she spoke. Unbidden images unfolded in his mind. Bliss on her back, her hands between her legs...

“Nothing.” He pulled into the first fast food restaurant he saw. The better to get out of this conversation.

“But you don’t like them. Guys have porn. Why can’t girls have vibrators?”

“It’s not like that.” He turned the SUV off and opened the door. Her sigh played on repeat to the mental image of Bliss pleasuring herself. It was damn frustrating to not be able to touch.

“Then what’s the issue?” She made no move to get out of the truck.

He closed his door and faced her.

“Why need it at all?” he asked.

“Seriously?”

“A man should be able to take care of his woman’s needs.” Oh, if Bliss were his...she’d never have needs.

“What about everyone else? Not all of us have a man. And even the ones that do, what’s wrong with it? I mean, do you only like one position for sex? Or do you change it up?” She froze, as if she hadn’t intended to pose those questions to him.

This conversation should end. He needed to get out of the car, get some air, and pretend this never happened.

But he now knew one very important bit of information.

Bliss was single.

Her cheeks grew bright red.

Damn him.

“I like all the positions,” he said.

Her, he’d do from behind so he could get his hands on her ass, a handful of her hair, bend her neck a bit for a hard kiss.

Bliss cleared her throat. Her hands were wrapped so tight around her phone her knuckles were white.

“That’s not the point. I just meant...why limit the ways to enjoy sex?”

“That’s never been a problem.”

“Okay, then what if it can be different? Not better, just a little change.”

“If a guy is doing it right—”

“But why does it have to be about the guy? Why can’t it be about the girl?”

“It is.”

“No, you keep coming at this talking about the man taking care of the woman, the man doing it right. It’s about you. Not your partner. That right there is invalidating everything you say about wanting the other person to enjoy themselves, because it’s about you. Let’s just eat.” She opened the car door and slipped out while he stared at the space she’d just vacated.

He wasn’t selfish in bed. Was he?

5.

Bliss sat down in a corner booth with her tray.

“Oh my God,” she muttered to herself and buried her face in her hands.

Had she really just said that to Travis? A complete stranger? What had she been thinking?

She unzipped her hoodie and shed the outer layer. Her blush was still firmly in place, and to make it worse, she was hot all over now. The way Travis had looked at her and said...

Nope. She had to not think about that.

As if thinking of him summoned the man, he sank into the seat across from her. His legs immediately took up every available inch of below-table space she wasn’t occupying. His knee brushed hers, their feet touched, tapped, and shuffled around as they situated themselves.

At least in a crowded restaurant, with children on either side of them, he’d let the conversation drop. Right?

He leaned toward her. There was a determined, focused look aimed directly at her. She squeezed her thighs together. This was not the time.

How was it she’d started working for Blush Shoppe not even being able to say the word vibrator, and now she was championing pleasure for all to a man she’d just met?

“I am not selfish,” he said, pitching his voice low.

“Can we drop it?” she whispered, glancing around as if everyone knew what they were talking about.

“I’m not selfish,” he said again.

“Okay. Fine. I’m sure you’re very generous.”

“What am I supposed to think, though? I don’t have the right tools for the job?” He ducked his head at the word tools.

“It’s not that.” She unwrapped her burger. Her words needed to be chosen very carefully, not only because of where they were, but because Travis wasn’t arguing against her. He was just a guy with normal guy hang-ups.

“Then what is it?”

“You’re...focused on one type of tool. You don’t use the same tools for every job. And I think you’re only thinking about the...tab A in slot B scenario. What about everyone else? What about combinations of everyone else?” Their business served not just heterosexual couples, but every identification and sexual preference under the sun. Or close enough.

“Okay.” Travis’ brows were a dark line across his forehead, and his lips were pressed tightly together.

Neither of them had touched their food.

She needed another approach.

Think. Think. Think.

“Why do we have tools? Hammers, wrenches, all that stuff.” She grabbed a fry and popped it in her mouth. Yeah, so Gavin what’s-his-name had pegged her for being chubby. So what? She liked food.

“Because they’re a more efficient way of getting a job done.”

“Or...they do a job we physically cannot do. Think of...slot B...having parts that the human body cannot touch. Using the right tool you can. And...it’s fun. What’s wrong with that?”

He continued to stare at her for several moments.

“Nothing,” he finally said.

“Are you seeing my point?”

“Maybe.”

“Travis, it’s not about tab A being the wrong size or length, it’s about finding a fun way to get the job done. Try it sometime.” She picked up her burger and took a bite.

Victory tasted like a quarter pound of beef with melty cheese. Her stomach growled, driving home the point she hadn’t had breakfast.

“Mm.” She licked a bit of cheese off her finger and glanced at Travis, who had yet to move.

He was staring at her, but not in the same way he had when she was speaking. Now he looked more like he had in the car.

All the positions.

All of them? In one go? Or would he spread them out over a week?

Shit.

Her sister might very well have been kidnapped, and she was sitting in a burger joint daydreaming about sex. She plucked a fry from the cup and crossed her legs, ignoring the sizzle of awareness that shot up her leg when she brushed against Travis under the table.

“What aren’t you telling me about the women that were found dead?” she asked again.

The heat in his gaze died, and a predator of another nature stared back at her. She had no doubt that Travis Ration was a dangerous man. He was her dangerous man for now.

“Believe me when I say you don’t want to know. We need to focus on finding your sister, fast.”

“How are we going to do that? This guy, he got into their house, changed their security system, and God only knows what else.” When she looked at it like that, there wasn’t a lot of hope left.

He sighed and rubbed the side of his head.

“Port Said.”

“What about it?” She didn’t really care anymore.

“When we went into that op, we had seven guys to rescue two girls that were being held by a trafficking group. They controlled the area, took two of our guys hostage, and injured three others. That left me and another guy to make the call. I’m shit at field medicine, so he had to take care of the other three while I went to get our guys back and find the girls, but they’d moved them out of the city. I spent a couple days on my own, tracking them down to a fishing village where they were waiting for pickup.”

“Shut up.” Her mind painted the images—a beautiful, Mediterranean vista, white buildings, blue mosaics, and men with guns. Lots of guns. In the middle of it all was Travis. She doubted he wore camo paint on his face, but her brain supplied that feature anyway.

“Found the girls first, which was shitty luck, because they screamed every time they saw their shadow, but we all got out of there alive.”

“Were you hurt?”

“Yeah.”

“How bad?”

“Took a couple bullets, broke my nose.” He shrugged as if it weren’t an issue.

“And you walked out of there?”

“Adrenaline works for you in an instance like that.”

She swallowed hard. Her brain wasn’t capable of comprehending what he’d done. It played in her head like an action flick, but it wasn’t entertainment. This was his life. He was the real deal.

“What were you? I mean, before Aegis?”

“I was a SEAL.”

“Working for Aegis is better?”

“It’s a good gig.” He shrugged. “My point is, if she’s out there, I’ll find her.”

Bliss chewed her lip. He might find Wendy, but would she be alive?

“You done?” He gestured to her folded wrapper and empty fry cup.

“Yeah.” She glanced at her phone. Yet another message marked urgent hovered in her notification bar. “I need to run by my office.”

“No problem. Can I ask you questions on the way?”

“What kind of questions?”

“About your sister. I’m looking for where the other victim’s lives intersect.”

“Sure. If it’ll help, I’ll answer what I can.”

“Good.”

Travis picked up her tray and scooted out of the booth. She followed, lagging behind a bit. He’d taken how many bullets and just kept going? He didn’t limp. There was a smoothness to his stride, and his posture spoke of confidence. What good thing had she done to randomly run into him like she had?

Bliss gave Travis directions to her Blush Shoppe office. Their storefront was within easy walking distance of the Vegas strip. They often got foot traffic from vacationers looking for something crazy to add to their experience. The Blush Shoppe was by far the biggest retail store in the city.

She did her best to black out the little fact that she was about to bring this man into her workspace. Her very sexual and graphic workspace. Bliss’ office might be on the third story, far away from the retail areas, but they still had to go through the store and one of their storage areas. Instead, she focused on the questions Travis fired at her. They covered everything from where Wendy had gone to grade school to where she got her nails done.

“Tell me about the security system again,” he said.

“They got it installed right before Wendy gave birth.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Gosh, Paul is six months old, so probably eight or so months ago?”

“Who responds to the security calls?”

“I don’t know. The police?”

“There’s two basic kinds of security systems. Monitored and un-monitored. A monitored system will have someone who contacts the home owner, maybe through the control panel or a phone call. An un-monitored system is just that. Some of them will text the owner.”

“Monitored. In the beginning there were a few times Wendy didn’t arm it right, and someone would start talking to her.”

“Okay.”

“Why? What are you thinking?”

Travis glanced at her.

“What?” Bliss had the sneaking suspicion he wasn’t telling her everything. Again.

“Just seems strange, your brother-in-law adding security before his kid is born.”

“They were worried...” About what? “Is this somehow connected to Grayson?”

“I don’t know the man, but he knows about us. There are two types of people who hire Aegis. The kind that are scared shitless, and the kind that scare people.”

“So, what?”

“I’m not sure. But even if it’s unrelated, you might want to know more about what it is your brother-in-law does. As far as right now is concerned, I need to check the other victim’s files, see what I can dig up.” 

“You have a theory though.” And she had questions.

He turned into the newly paved and painted Blush Shoppe parking lot. The three story brick structure had been painted white, with pink trim and an awning over the store front. Inviting and cheerful, or at least that’s what the owner was going for. The lights and mannequins decked out like porno showgirls were all Vegas. What the heck was Travis going to say once he got inside?

This was going to be fun.

He killed the engine and turned to dig something out of the back seat.

“I need to look at some things. Want me to wait out here, or would you mind if I came in?”

“If you think you can handle it, you can come inside.” But could she?

The store staff was a chatty, gossiping bunch. Travis was going to set them off, but on the other hand, she wouldn’t mind their assumptions. He was one beefcake she wouldn’t turn down.

She got out of the SUV and strode into the store, painfully aware of the man at her back. The bells chimed over the door, announcing their arrival. Two heads popped up from behind the glass display cases. Both sales associate’s brows shot up, neither looking at her.

“Hey Bliss, boss is looking for you,” the first girl said.

“I know. I know.” Bliss shouldered her purse and stopped abruptly.

“Need us to entertain your friend?” the other girl offered.

Christ. The mammoth butt plugs had arrived, and the boxes were arranged like a Christmas tree right in front of the door. She eyed the tacky string of lights casting ominous red light onto the black toy.

“Who did this?” She turned toward the two crawling out from behind the cases. The new hot and cold glass dildos were out, finally. Not like she’d asked for them to do that for a week or anything. “This is not a front of the store item. A casual shopper is not going to purchase a butt plug the size of a cantaloupe. Move this. Put the red and green vibes up here, some fuzzy handcuffs. And where did the naughty elf costumes go? Fix this. Now.”

Bliss didn’t wait for the two to respond. The shop wasn’t technically her responsibility, but damn it, they couldn’t scare people off the moment they walked through the door.

She took the shortcut through the masturbation section to the stairs. There was no way to avoid the bondage area, so she lifted her chin, pushed her shoulders back and strolled past some of their more intimidating gear to the Staff Only door. She breathed a little easier, at least until she caught a glimpse of partially inflated blow-up dolls. Christ. She didn’t want to know. The warehouse was not her area.

If she’d had her thinking cap on, measuring Travis’ reaction to the front display would have given her the perfect ammunition when the sales associates inevitably argued about switching out the merchandise. They wanted the shop to invite men just like Travis in to purchase items for themselves and their partners, but putting an extreme toy hardly anyone purchased front and center wasn’t the way to make it happen.

6.

Oh God, Travis had just seen the butt plugs. He couldn’t handle the idea of a vibrator, what was he going to think of a butt plug? Or the floggers? Or the sheep-shaped blow up dolls?

Calm down.

Bliss kept her gaze straight ahead and walked past the industrial shelves full of boxes and carefully inventoried sex toys.

What did it matter what he thought?

Okay, he was an attractive man once she got past the scary factor, but he was responsible for finding her missing sister. That was it. Besides, she was chubby and her vibrator collection would undoubtedly scare him away.

One more flight of stairs, a hallway, and she unlocked her office, stepping into her sanctuary. She held her office door open for Travis and shut it behind him. Hopefully everyone else would take the hint and leave her alone.

“Sorry about that,” she mumbled and retreated to her desk chair.

Her office was one of the more spacious ones, but that was because she was now in charge of order fulfillment to their bulk-buying clients. Namely, the adult film producers who sometimes liked an in-person meeting and demonstration of the products. Her desk was the size of Texas and she had two windows with a lovely view of the mountains. She turned on her desktop and waited for it to boot up.

“Do people...use those?” Travis sat across from her in one of the desk chairs. He had a few brown folders laid out in front of him and a frown on his face.

“Not enough to matter, and that’s the point.”

“But there are people who use them?”

“Yes.” She tried to not bristle, but she knew the condemnation was next, and she couldn’t help but take those comments personally. She might never want a cantaloupe sized thing shoved up her ass, but if she did, why judge?

“Christ...I don’t think I want to know. Different strokes I guess.”

Bliss glanced at him, waiting for Travis to tack on some other statement, but he was too busy looking at the walls. That was it?

“The BDSM practitioners who visit the store have a saying—Your kink isn’t my kink. I feel like the sentiment applies to most of the stuff we sell.” She relaxed marginally.

Not so bad.

She logged into her computer and brought up her email. Of course it had to be the holidays. Shipping was tricky and their sales volume was high, which was a good sign for the next year.

“Employee of the Year?” Travis’ voice broke her concentration from composing a carefully worded email.

“Uh, yeah.”

“How do you get that working here? Or do I not want to know?”

“What is it you think I do?” She turned to face him slightly. “You had your computer nerd run some sort of check on me. Why?”

She’d focused on the wrong part of that conversation. It wasn’t just that Gavin what’s-his-face knew she was chubby or that she worked in adult boutique. He had everything at his fingertips. He didn’t even need to ask her questions about Wendy because he probably already had it all in his email.

“Some of the messiest jobs I’ve been on involved a family member who came into a lot of money being kidnapped by their brother, cousin, uncle or whatever. It’s routine.”

“Don’t I have to sign something to let you do that?”

“No.”

“What else did you learn about me?”

“Nothing you haven’t told me. I haven’t had time to look.”

“But you have it.”

“Gavin would have sent it to me, yes.”

“If you want to know something, just ask. I’d do anything for my sister.” She didn’t have anything to hide, but it was an invasion of her privacy.

“That right there. It makes you a suspect.” He leaned forward, elbows on the arm rests. Somehow he made the chairs look child-size with his bulk and height. He couldn’t even stop taking up the space in her office.

“Because I love my sister?” She stared at him. That was the biggest load of bull she’d ever heard.

“Your sister sounds like a nice person, but she can’t take care of herself. She needs you, her husband, family and even staff to get her through a day. I’m assuming this was true before the baby and pregnancy. Dependence like that breeds discontent. Especially now that she has money and doesn’t have to work for anything. Someone like you could see it as a way to scheme some money out of them, since you’ve done so much for her and you’re still having to work here.”

Her jaw dropped. Was he serious? White-hot rage burned through her.

“That’s not true,” she blurted. “Any of it. I love my sister, and I’m glad she has Grayson in her life. And I like my job.”

But was she being completely honest? Weren’t there nights she lay in bed, alone and a tiny bit bitter that things worked out so easily for Wendy?

“Bliss, I’m not saying that’s the case here. We know it isn’t, but I’ve seen it happen. I want to clear that line of investigation so we can focus on finding her. You are not a suspect.”

She jabbed the keys on her computer, pounding out the messages that had to be handled. She wasn’t ready to stop being angry with him. He was still going to tromp through her life. He hadn’t said he wouldn’t.

“I’m not trying to say anything bad about your situation. Shit. This is why I don’t talk to clients.” He flipped through one of the folders in his lap. The silence drew out for several minutes, neither of them speaking. “You mind if I make a few calls?”

“Go ahead.”

Bliss kept her eyes on the screen. Why the heck were producers working this close to Christmas? And clearly it was too much to ask her boss to deal with them right now.

I love my job.

“Yeah, hi, my wife and I wanted some information on getting a new system installed.” Travis had one of her pens and a sticky note in front of him. Had he noticed the phallic designs yet? She didn’t think so. “Do you monitor your system yourself? Or do you have a company that does that? ...Yeah... Oh...I understand, but we can’t in good faith make a decision without knowing who we’re talking to... That would be great, thank you. Compliance Systems? Got it. And what are your rates? ...Perfect. I’ll talk it over with the wife and get back to you.”

“What was that about?” she asked.

“2008. The only reason authorities knew Mindy was missing was because her alarm was set off by her cat trying to get outside. He’d been locked in the house for a week without food.”

“Is that a lead?”

“Maybe.” He held his phone up to his hear. “We’ll find out.”

How was she supposed to concentrate on dildos right now?

Daniel twisted the key in the padlock until the tumblers gave way. He’d debated disposing of his latest projects. Two of them were such good subjects. The third didn’t have much promise. He wouldn’t be surprised if that one expired on its own. In truth, it was fairer to terminate them now. His new wife would be taking up much of his time while they set about starting their new family.

He lifted the door and opened it by force. Time and age had worn the wood down. He was considering widening the path and installing a better door, but that would mean putting in more permanent electricity. Right now, he flipped a switch at the house, and power flowed out to his workshop. Three lights illuminated the honeymoon suite, his holding cells, and the workshop. There was only one outlet for his power tools—everything else was done by hand.

“Good afternoon, dear. Sleep well?” He closed the door behind him to keep the wind out and shed his jacket. The keys were a heavy weight against his hip.

Wendy had her back against the bars on the far side of the suite. He hoped she liked his house and would be a good mother to his other children. He’d made sure to dust them all off in preparation for the introductions.

The subject in cell one whispered something to her, and she jumped.

His Wendy was so delicate.

“I slept well,” she said.

“Good. Good. One last bit of housekeeping and we can finally be together.” He smiled at her and unlocked the door to her suite. It was a bit on the rustic side. Some of his previous wives hadn’t liked it much, but Wendy had good breeding and manners. She could appreciate the aesthetic.

“What are you doing?” Wendy’s dark eyes widened, and she pushed to her feet. She was so thin she swayed and had to grip the bars for support. That wouldn’t do. He’d need her strong and healthy, so she could give him a son.

“Taking care of some loose ends.”

He locked the door behind him and strode across to the workshop entrance. Wendy thoughtfully kept out of his way, which was good.

He could not wait for their honeymoon.

“Loose ends? What does that mean?” Her voice raise in pitch, reverberating off the stone.

“He means he’s going to kill us,” the subject in cell one said. He was an older man, roughly sixty years old, who Daniel had picked up off a street corner. The subject was hardy and had held on, despite being separated from every major limb. It was a shame to dispose of him, but Daniel had more important things to think about.

“You’re what? You can’t kill them.” Wendy’s voice wavered.

He hated the wavering. It lead to tears, and not the regal, quiet ones Wendy had shed last night. The ones that turned noses and eyes red and shook bodies.

“Be quiet,” he snarled and banged the gate.

“It’s okay, Wendy,” the subject in cell two said. He was younger, an addict with a resilient body.

“Do not speak to my wife.” Daniel thrust his finger at subject two, who merely stared at him.

Daniel peered in at the subject in cell four, but the body was an empty husk. A pity, since that took all the fun out of it, but not having to deal with a squirming subject would be easier in the long run, and he was still healing from the knife wound.

He opened the cell and dragged the body to his workshop in the back. The old wooden table had supported many such projects over the years. Deep gouges scored the wood from blades and nails alike.

It was time to put these subjects to rest with the others. Then, and only then, could he get on with the business of starting his new family.

7.

Travis had a lead. Something the BAU hadn’t given him.

Of the eight victims, he’d been able to track down five with home security, and three of those were monitored by a contract company called Compliance Systems. The issue with having a killer who went a full year between kills was that it was difficult to impossible to tap into the earlier victims’ lives. He needed a warrant for Compliance to obtain their data. But that would take time, especially since they would need to convince the cops they had an actual case on their hands.

He dialed one last number, but it went to the BAU unit chief’s voicemail.

“Hey, Brooks, it’s Travis again. Just checking on that lead. I think I’ve got something. Call me when you have time.”

Damn it. He needed the information now, and Gavin’s search hadn’t turned up jack shit as of yet. If Zain were... No. He squashed that thought. Gavin had the same tools at his disposal Zain would in this instance.

“What’d you find?” Bliss breezed back into the office, carrying three small brown boxes stacked on top of one another. She set the haul on the far side of her desk and sat down.

“Our guy might work for this company that contracts out to answer home alarms.”

“Really? That’s good, right?”

“Yeah, except now how to tell which one he might be?” He tossed his phone onto the desk. “I need the car info to cross-reference employees, and we still need a warrant.”

“Oh.”

“What about you? Get everything done?” He almost wanted to know what was in the boxes. He’d never realized there was so much variety to sex toys.

“Almost. I need to pull a few other items and send a few emails still.”

“How’d you get this job?”

“Craigslist. They advertised. I answered. And it’s been three profitable years.”

“I gotta ask, how does a girl like you work here?”

“Girl like me? What’s that supposed to mean?” She turned to face him, hands in her lap and one brow quirked. He was learning to recognize her ticked-off face. He’d had one hell of a time pissing her off today no matter what he did. It was a skill he could do without.

“Just...normal.” He shrugged. And not for the likes of him. He needed to remember that.

“Normal girls don’t like jobs that pay them well?”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“You mean, why would I work for a sex toy company instead of...I don’t know, a law firm or something?”

“Yes.”

“At first, I just needed a job. Something to pay the bills. I’ll admit, I was embarrassed in the beginning, but not anymore. Sure, it’s not your typical career path, but sex sells. People like sex. And you know what? The people who work in and around this industry are incredibly nice and accepting. I’ve never been so comfortable just being me. There’s some parts of my job I don’t like, but there’s so much more that I do.”

“That question made me sound like an ass again, didn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t mean to—”

“Forget about it.”

He rubbed the side of his face. He liked Bliss. She was smoking hot, smart, and she had...gumption. It was the only word he could think of for her. She was a fighter—quick on her feet and fierce when he pushed the wrong buttons. Once she’d pulled herself together, she’d actually been very useful looking over the footage at the guard shack.

There were plenty of guys who got involved with clients. In fact, the guys who did bodyguard work often called the gigs booty calls. It was a line he’d never crossed. But Bliss technically wasn’t the client. She was...a source?  It was more personal than that, but she was firmly in the gray area. Travis didn’t like the area where lines blurred. It was an act firmly in the gray area that had screwed up his life forever, which was why he stuck to black and white. The letter of his orders. Doing exactly what he was paid to do. That way there was no confusion. But Bliss?

He was trying to come up with a reason to not act on the attraction pulling him ever closer to her. If he didn’t, he was pretty sure they’d fall into bed together at some point. Was that a bad thing?

“We’ve already established where you are with the idea of sex toys.” She chuckled and turned away from him when he didn’t continue the conversation. What was he supposed to say? He’d been an ass and admitted it. Again.

“Hold on, I’m not entirely against them.” He was plagued by the images of Bliss and a couple of the items he’d seen in the store. Some of them he wasn’t even sure what they did, but she would know. And he was willing to bet she’d enjoy it, too.

Fuck it. Why not put it out there and let her make the call?

“Had a change of heart, have you?” She chuckled.

“You’ve made me rethink things.”

“Well, then my job here is done.” She laughed, and all he could do was stare. Her bracelets jangled as she pushed her hair back. She’d taken her hoodie off. She wore a loose, sleeveless black top that hinted at and hid what was underneath. There was a hint of ink on the back of her shoulder. He couldn’t make it out, but he wanted to know what it was.

“If you were going to sell me one thing in the store, what would you recommend?” His groin tightened, and he could feel the throb of arousal in his balls.

“To use on yourself? Or a partner?”

“They make stuff for guys?”

“Oh yeah.” She turned and snagged something out of the top brown box. “This is a male masturbation toy. The end looks like lips and the inside is supposed to mimic the way a mouth feels if you use it with a little lube. It’s a popular item.”

His mouth dried up and he had to swallow to get his vocal chords working. He was not even remotely interested in buying something to jack off with.

“What about on a woman?” He cleared his throat.

“Depends on who you’re buying for. What’s your girlfriend, or wife, like?”

“I’m single.”

“Hm. Okay, then...” She squinted at the ceiling for a moment.

“What would you pick?”

“For myself?” She blinked at him, and if he wasn’t mistaken her cheeks were slightly pink yet again.

“Well, what would you want your partner to use on you?”

“That’s personal.” She grabbed a stack of papers and fanned herself. “It’s really hot in here, isn’t it?”

“I’m pretty sure we’ve been dancing around the fact we’re interested in each other most of the morning.” He eased back in the chair, but it didn’t allow any extra room in his jeans like he’d hoped.

Bliss’ blush reached from her neckline to her hairline now.

They were consenting adults, right? After he found Wendy there wouldn’t be any gray area. No uncertainty.

“Uh...well...I, um...”

“I’m not good at talking, and I’m worse when it comes to women. I figure the best thing for me is to be direct. If that’s a problem, tell me now. You can also tell me to fuck off, if you like.”

Her chest rose and fell at a slightly accelerated rate. He would know. He’d done a little study of her breasts earlier. Double Ds if he wasn’t mistaken, but he’d need a hands-on inspection to be certain.

“A bullet,” she said and turned to the monitor.

“A bullet?”

“Yes, and not the kind that come out of a gun, either.”

He opened the browser on his phone and went to the store’s site. It was better than wandering around the shop trying to figure out what the hell that was.

A bullet, huh?

She hadn’t told him off, so that was one good thing so far today.

Bliss kept her gaze straight ahead. Wendy’s gated community was three turns away. Bliss’ car was in the drive. In a matter of minutes Travis would drop her off and go do whatever commando-type thing he did to rescue people. Or something. She wasn’t sure what he would do, but her imagination supplied plenty of scenarios, some she wished would get out of her head.

“Heard anything yet?” She couldn’t shake the feeling that the freaking FBI should have been able to get information sooner. After all, wasn’t that how it worked on TV?

“No.”

“Why?”

“Reasons.” He turned the SUV into the community. The guard from earlier waved them in. From the looks of it, the guy had sucked a lemon since they last saw him.

“And those would be? How is the FBI even involved? I don’t understand.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Explain it to me.”

Travis drove all the way to Wendy’s house and put the truck in park. She turned to face him. If she had to make him understand, she would.

“She’s my sister. I want to know what to expect. I know you think I’m some weak, crying woman, but I had my moment. It’s over. I need to know if I should prepare our family for the worst. You don’t get it, but things haven’t always been easy with Wendy. Wendy...she tried to kill herself a couple of times in high school.”

Travis turned his head and stared at her with those unreadable eyes of his. Was she getting through to him? Did he maybe understand? She’d lay it out there for him from beginning to end if she thought it would help.

“There weren’t programs, support groups, or social media movements back then. College...we were just glad she survived it, to be honest. When she married Grayson, it was like we had a new version of her. Like...I don’t know, she had this real second chance. This depression, it’s high school all over again. She hasn’t been suicidal, thank God, but that’s what we’re afraid of. Our parents are still in denial about her depression right now, so if there’s no chance she’s still alive, I need to know so I can prepare them. Losing her...it’ll break their hearts.”

“If the guy I’m hunting took her, she’s still alive.”

“And if it was someone else?”

“We still have time.”

“You won’t tell me what happens to the girls.”

“No. You don’t need to know that.”

“But what if it happens to Wendy?”

“It won’t.”

“How do you know that?”

“I just—”

His phone rang through the speakers, cutting off what he was about to tell her. 

“Brooks, what did you—oh, Lali? Hi.” Travis produced a pad of paper from the center console and a pen. “Right... Okay... Compliance Systems, any chance that’s a current or past employer? ...God damn it, yes. I’m on my way now.”

“What? Did they find her?”

Travis ended the call and tossed the phone onto the dash with a clatter. He gestured at the passenger door.

“Get out,” he said.

“No.”

“Bliss, I’m not fucking around. You need to get out now.”

“I’m not getting out of this truck. You can haul me out, but I’ll follow you. She’s my sister. I’ve always been there for her, it’s always been me picking up her pieces. If you find her, do you know what to do for her? Do you know how to handle her?”

She was pretty sure she could hear Travis’ teeth grinding. They stared at each other for a moment.

“Fuck.” He sat back in his seat. “One, you stay in the god damned truck. Two, you do what I say or I’ll damn well handcuff you and put you in the back. Three, keep your head down.”

“That sounds kinky.”

“This isn’t a game, Bliss.”

“I know, I know, I’m sorry. Drive. I will do exactly what you tell me to, I promise.” She buckled her seatbelt. “Where are we going?”

“Out of town a ways. The plates we got were stolen. They belonged to a guy in New Mexico. They hit on something when they cross-referenced the make and model of the car to the employee records at Compliance Systems.”

“And? Should we call the police? Or what?”

“I’ll call my backup. When we have Wendy, we’ll call the cops in to make the arrest.” He pressed the accelerator so hard they shot forward and the tires squealed.

“Then what?”

“Then you and Wendy get your lives back.”

Travis snatched his phone before it scuttled across the dash to her side and made another call. She could barely focus on his side of the conversation. How would they find Wendy? Would she be okay? Or would they be picking up pieces? Should Bliss even be part of this? There was no way she was about to back out now she’d convinced Travis to bring her, but she had to wonder if it was the smartest place for her. Regardless, her points about Wendy and needing her were true.

“Fuck.” Travis tossed the phone into a cup holder and gripped the wheel with both hands.

“What?”

“They can’t leave for an hour. God damn it.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re here on another job and can’t leave their client.”

“Oh. So, what are we doing?”

“I’m going in. You will stay in the truck.”

“What if you need help?”

“I can handle myself.”

“But, what if you get into trouble? Should I call the cops after a little while?”

“Cops will just get in my way.”

“Okay, but—”

“If you’re going to question the way I do things, get out now.”

Bliss clamped her lips together and held onto the door. Travis pushed the SUV faster entering the ramp onto I-15 headed out of Vegas. They passed the Speedway and kept going. The barren landscape spread out all around them, broken up only by rocks, shrubs, and the odd assortment of trash. Every so often his phone issued navigation instructions, leading them further away from the interstate and anything resembling civilization. They passed the occasional dirt trail leading away from the old road, but were otherwise alone.

“Where are we?” she asked after they’d driven nearly half an hour in silence.

“Northeast of Vegas.”

“How close are we?”

“This should be our turn, here.” He nodded at yet another path leading away from the road. This one was gravel instead of dirt.

“Why aren’t you turning?” She craned her neck to look behind them.

“You don’t drive up to a kidnapper’s house and ask for your loved one back. That’s not how this works.”

She’d grown somewhat accustomed to Travis’ gruff nature of speaking, but now it was different. His voice was cold, nearly emotionless. He didn’t glance away from the road—he was completely focused. She didn’t know if she should be scared or impressed.

“What are you going to do?”

He slowed the SUV and checked the mirrors, peering behind them before pulling off the road onto a bit of clear ground.

“You’ll stay here. I’m going to have a look around.” He reached into the center console and removed not one, but two black handguns and an assortment of other things.

Bliss recoiled, pressing her back to the door. She’d never seen a gun in person, at least not out of a holster. It made sense that he’d have a firearm, and she didn’t want him to go into a dangerous situation without some sort of protection. But this was her life. Her boring, typical, normal life. These things didn’t happen to her.

“By yourself?”

“No, me and my army. Yes, by myself.” Travis slid one gun into the top of his right boot. He shrugged into a strange shoulder harness. The second gun went into a holster that rested just under his left arm.

By all accounts, Travis should be able to take care of himself. It wasn’t the story he’d told her about Egypt, it was the way he carried himself, the cool confidence, the deadly focus. Yet she couldn’t help worrying about him.

“Please be careful,” she said.

He stopped and stared at her from behind the aviators. Okay, having that full focus on her was way more intimidating when she couldn’t see his eyes. He had big and creepy down to an art, but she could remember what his gaze felt like with heat in it.

“I’ll bring your sister back.”

“Thank you. But be careful with yourself, too, okay?”

His brow wrinkled as if he didn’t understand her.

“Hand me that water in the door.” He pointed at the three bottles.

“Should I do anything? Call anyone?” She handed a bottle over.

“No. Keep the truck running”

“I’m not used to sitting around waiting on other people to fix things.”

“Be glad you don’t have to wait much longer.” He pushed his door open.

“Travis?” She reached across and touched his hand gripping the steering wheel.

He paused, one foot already out of the door.

“Seriously, be careful? Please?”

“Your brother-in-law isn’t paying me to be careful with myself. He’s paying me to get Wendy back.”

“Well I’m telling you to be careful.”

Again his brow wrinkled.

Were they even speaking the same language?

He pulled his leg back into the truck. His features softened, and she realized there was a lot less room between them now.

“I’ll be careful,” he said slowly.

She wanted to kiss those lips. It was a desire she’d been ignoring, but now, with only his mouth to focus on, she couldn’t deny the urge. He was dangerous and completely not her nice-guy type, but there was something about him that rubbed her the right way.

“Bliss?”

Wow, really nice lips.

“Yes?”

They weren’t thin like most men’s. Not that he had full, pouty lips either. They were...nice. Enough there to toy with, nibble on, but not draw all the attention to those two bits of flesh. They were the kind of lips a girl wanted to touch.

Travis’ hand cupped the back of her head and all thought ceased. She was keenly aware of the way his fingers caught in her hair, the jolt of electric arousal shooting through her body. He pulled her closer. She gasped the second before their mouths met. Her toes curled, and she reached for him, gripping his bicep and leaning into the kiss. He suckled her lower lip. His stubble scraped against her chin and cheek.

“Stay here,” he said.

She blinked, but he was already gone.

Holy crap.

Bliss wanted to kiss him again.

She pressed the lock button and wrapped her arms around herself. Travis was going to get Wendy back. Then she was going to kiss the daylights out of that man.

8.

What the hell?

Travis took a sip of water and peered at the house in the distance. He was getting closer, and he needed to stop thinking with his dick. Kissing Bliss had been...fantastic. And a terrible idea. She might not be paying him, but she was still a client. For now. Some guys might not be terribly bothered about bedding their temporary employer, but not Travis. The way he saw it, when he was brought into a situation it was always under great duress.

Bliss wasn’t thinking clearly. She was emotional, and he was the man there to fix her problems. It made sense she’d flirt with him. It was a common case of hero syndrome, or whatever his boss called it. Any other month, she wouldn’t look at him. A guy with his record didn’t get girls like her. But for this moment in time, she did. And it was fucking with his head.

He needed to find Wendy and get her out of here so the cops could do their job and put this bastard away. Then he could go back to his normal routine of catching bullets.

The FBI’s tech had a name for their serial killer.

Daniel Campbell. Fifty-four. He’d lived in and around Las Vegas for most of his life. He’d started out as an electrician before an accident ten years ago made an active lifestyle impossible. There was a string of minor charges against him for bar brawls, but otherwise nothing since his juvenile days, and those records were sealed.

The structure was a small stucco style house set in the foothills of Muddy Mountain. The terrain rolled and rose, painted a riot of color by the late-afternoon light, a bed of rocks and shrub that worked great for masking his approach. Getting away was another matter. He hoped Ethan and Mason showed up, or else he’d be hoofing it back to the truck, probably carrying Wendy. He’d done more under worse circumstances, but now he had Bliss to worry about. He should have made her stay put at the house, but when she argued her point so thoroughly, he couldn’t deny her.

Travis adjusted his path, aiming for the back part of the house. There was a large rock formation that could hide his approach and allow him to get closer without tipping Daniel Campbell off. Nearly twenty minutes later he was starting to sweat, but he could finally make out details of the house and surrounding property.

The gravel drive extended all the way to the house, and sitting in plain sight was the same late model Buick he’d seen on the security cameras driving out of Wendy’s gated community. The skin between Travis’ shoulder blades prickled. He drew his weapon and pulled out his cell phone, but there was no signal. Not even the ghost of a bar. He was on his own. It wasn’t the first time, but back-up in a hostage situation was always ideal.

He got as close as the rock cover would allow, and settled in to observe the residence. Daniel’s land was a long, narrow rectangle, stretching from the road all the way back to the mountain. Most of the shrub appeared to have been burned back at some point. A few scraggly bushes sat sentinel under the windows, but otherwise the property was quiet. Nothing stirred the curtains and there were no other signs of life.

Or were there?

Travis took off his sunglasses and peered at a narrow, worn path weaving between the cacti and scrub. He glanced at the house, searching for cameras or other surveillance equipment, but didn’t spot anything. He pushed off the rocks and picked his way to the path, keeping low. In places, the overgrown brush was tall enough to hide him. If he hadn’t been up on the rocks, he wouldn’t have spied it.

There was a good chance he was being watched right now by means of small cameras. He could be walking into a trap, but it was the nature of his job to be caught, shot at, and attacked, so long as he protected his client. In this case, that meant not only Wendy, but Bliss as well. Like it or not, he was walking out of here no matter what condition he was in.

The path led between boulders and back into a narrow crevice. Travis had to turn sideways to squeeze through. At some point the sides had been carved back and smoothed out for someone with a smaller build than his.

He peered around a bend in the path and stared at an old, wooden door with a padlock drilled into the rock face.

Bliss checked her phone. Again.

Time was moving too fast. It needed to slow the hell down. There hadn’t been as much as a smoke signal from Travis, and the sun was starting to set. What was going on over there? Was Wendy okay? What if they were both dead?

They hadn’t agreed on a time limit, and she had no way to contact Travis’ friends.

Something horrible had to have happened.

She rubbed her eyes with her hands. Wendy’s face, frozen in fear, filled the darkness behind her lids. A hundred nightmares of losing her sister filtered through her brain. It wasn’t Wendy’s fault nature had made them different. Bliss loved everything that made her sister unique.

No one could see beauty in the unexpected like Wendy.

Despite Wendy’s delicate appearance, she was strong. Even when she’d been stuck full of needles by doctors, she’d never once complained.

There wasn’t a person in Bliss’ life who loved like Wendy.

Bliss couldn’t lose her little sister.

She crawled across to the driver’s seat. Her feet were a long way from the pedals, highlighting just how much taller Travis was than her. She adjusted the seat and gripped the wheel.

What was she going to do?

Travis was tough, but he was still human.

She opened the center console and peered in, holding her breath. It wasn’t like he could hide a rocket launcher in there, but he had quietly stashed two guns right under her nose.

A few receipts, some business cards, and two cardboard boxes littered the bottom of the console. Tucked up against the side was a large pocketknife. It was better than nothing.

Bliss shifted into drive and whipped the SUV around, driving back toward the gravel drive. She wasn’t strong like Travis, but she wasn’t about to let someone hurt her sister. In high school, Bliss had faced down the mean girls, in college she’d run off the losers. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do for Wendy. But it wasn’t just her sister that Bliss was fretting over.

Travis was the kind of man she avoided on principal. The bad boys made great poster boyfriends when she was younger, but as an adult she’d always been attracted to the nice guy type. Nice guys didn’t break hearts. That was her job. Travis, though, being around him made her second-guess everything she thought she knew about her love life. He was a different kind of man. She could feel it in her bones. The way he thought, his stubbornness, and how he’d kissed her. He didn’t fit into a neat box, and she couldn’t help being concerned about him. She didn’t want him getting hurt either.

She turned the truck down the drive and pressed the accelerator. The vehicle bounced down the road, kicking up plumes of dust in her wake.

The house grew closer, solidifying into a flat roof and stucco walls. It was old and dated, but not in a good way. Wooden posts supported a sagging porch, and the windows were so dirty she couldn’t tell if there were curtains or just a layer of filth.

There was no sign of Travis or Wendy.

Where were they?

The back of her neck prickled. Apprehension and adrenaline made it hard to breathe. She glanced around, searching for some movement, some sign they were there. Had she missed a turn off? Was there another house?

Her cell phone had zero bars.

No wonder Travis hadn’t phoned for help.

He had to be in trouble.

She pulled the knife out of her pocket. It was too big for her hands, but the longer blade gave her a modicum of confidence.

Travis and Wendy had to be in that house. There weren’t any other buildings or places to hide. The only reason Travis wouldn’t be back already was if they were in trouble. It was up to her now.

Bliss killed the engine and opened the door. The thump of drums and the twang of a guitar could be heard through the house’s walls. Well, if a killer was trying to drown out the noise of...she didn’t want to think about it, but it made sense.

She slipped out of the SUV. Her boots crunched on the gravel, and the bitter wind sliced through her hoodie. She’d dressed for shopping, not hunting her sister’s kidnapper.

Instead of heading straight for the front door, Bliss swung to her left, aiming for the right side of the house. She kept her gaze on the windows, watching for movement. Nothing stirred or maybe the windows were too dirty to tell. She put her back to the side of the house and breathed a deep breath.

In her peripheral vision she caught sight of something familiar. She peered around the house, but all she could see was the back half of a Buick. She didn’t know a lot about cars, but it looked like the same one she’d seen on the security footage.

“Oh, God.”

She put her hands on her knees and sucked down a deep breath.

This was real.

Her sister was here.

And so was the man who’d taken her.

Bliss gathered her scattered thoughts and collected herself. This was crazy and stupid. She wasn’t the person for this job, but she was all there was. Unless she wanted to call the cops and wait for them to get there. Travis and Wendy might die before then.

She crept around the front of the house and craned her neck to try to get a look inside the house, but it was dark. And shiny.

Trash bags.

There were trash bags on the inside of the windows.

How very Dexter.

She ducked and hustled to the front door. She crouched next to it and listened to the music. After this, she’d never be able to hear country and western music without cringing.

Bliss grasped the doorknob and pushed the unlocked door inward. It swung open on squeaky hinges, casting light into an otherwise dark interior. She waited for a second or two, but no one rushed out at her with an axe and there was no screaming.

She straightened and leaned inside.

To the right, the wood paneling dated the house at forty years old. Built-in wooden shelving cut off her view of the living room. Straight ahead she could make out what looked to be the kitchen. She brushed the wall, feeling for a light switch.

A single bulb flickered on in the entry, doing little more than the fading sunlight.

Something wasn’t right.

If this guy had Travis, wouldn’t Travis have put up a fight? Wouldn’t there be yelling, or at least someone talking?

She stepped over the threshold. Another set of light switches was farther to her right, almost inside the living room. She tiptoed toward them, cringing when a floor board squeaked. The ceiling fan spun on a wobbly base and only one light came on when she flipped the switch.

The TV on the far side of the room was the source of the music. Some singer she couldn’t name belted out a tune while sparks went off behind him. Bliss crossed to the older TV and hit the power button.

Silence descended on the house. Or near-silence. Her ears rang, and she wasn’t sure if she could hear herself think yet.

She held completely still, listening for any sign of life.

The hair on the back of her neck rose.

He was right behind her, wasn’t he?

Bliss pivoted, lifting the knife at the same time, but she was alone.

Staring back at her from the built-ins were at least a dozen little faces.

She gasped and stumbled back, hitting the TV with her elbow.

They were babies. Some of them were so small they would have fit in her palm, while others were maybe a couple of months old. The size of Paul. They each floated in their own glass jar, surrounded by murky liquid. Their little features were bloated and distorted until they didn’t look human.

“Oh my God.” She covered her mouth. Her throat constricted, and her stomach began to revolt.

Travis had said there were others. Was this what he hadn’t told her? That the women were broodmares for...whatever this was?

An engine rumbled up to the back of the house. Bliss ducked out of the living room and stared through the little window on the rear door. A man sat on an ATV next to the Buick.

Where had he taken them?

Bliss wasn’t about to let him get away with this.

9.

“Wendy... Wendy, Bliss needs you to calm down.” Travis gripped the frail woman’s wrists to keep her from scratching his eyes out. The coppery scent of blood was thick in the air. Enough to make even him gag.

Someone had died here not long ago, and it wasn’t the vic reported yesterday. That meant Daniel Campbell had other victims. Ones Travis and the FBI didn’t know about.

“Wendy, damn it.”

He’d been party to some tricky rescues before and, while it wasn’t common, occasionally the victims didn’t want to be saved. Which was too bad, because Travis had a job to do, and he wasn’t about to leave a new mother to die in a filthy cave.

“No!” she wailed.

Wendy twisted one of her arms free. He groped, catching her shoulder.

“Stop it. I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

She swung her arm and hit him in the temple. His body jolted, and for an instant he was stunned. Had she really just done that? Damn woman was a lot like her sister. Wendy jerked free and scrambled to her feet. He reached out to grab her, but she evaded him, ducking through an open gate. She pulled it shut with a clang.

Travis sat back on his heels and rubbed his head. It wouldn’t do to move quickly or grab her. At this rate, she’d only hurt herself.

“Wendy, I’m here to take you back to your family. Grayson is worried about you. Bliss is out in my truck waiting for me to bring you back.”

“No, no, I won’t let you.” She leaned back, as if her slight weight mattered. Her chest heaved. By his guess, she was so panicked he’d be surprised if she didn’t make herself black out.

“Won’t let me what, Wendy?” Travis could grab her and haul her out, but what damage would it do to her? He wasn’t the gentlest of rescuers, and Bliss had made it clear Wendy’s mental state wasn’t quite on an even keel. But the longer he waited for her to come around, the more time he gave Daniel Campbell to catch him in the act.

“You can’t take me. You can’t. You can’t. You can’t.” She sagged against the bars, sobbing.

Chances were, Wendy was too scared and traumatized to be able to recognize the good guys. The trick was going to be minimizing the damage she did to herself. The best way to do that was with a mild sedative.

He slid his wallet out of his pocket, keeping one eye on Wendy as he slid the two-inch long injector out of the wallet. It was a standard Aegis tool. All the guys carried one. They never knew when they’d end up tossed onto a job like this one.

“Your sister is worried about you, Wendy.” He let the wallet drop to the ground and took a step closer to the gate.

“He can’t hurt her. I won’t let him.” Her voice was muffled. Her head was buried against her arm.

He reached through the bars and stuck the business end into her bicep. It was spring loaded, so once the seal on the end was broken, it pushed the sedative into the target, requiring no further contact from him.

“Wha-what did you do?” Wendy’s head snapped up, and she stumbled backward, holding her arm. The injector fell to the ground, lost in the deep shadows.

“Nothing.” He held his hands up.

Five...

She swiped her arm and looked down.

Four...

Her knees buckled, and she sat down hard.

Three...

Christ. She was going to cry.

Two...

He opened the gate, and she held out her arm as if to fend him off.

One.

She was out.

Travis scooped Wendy up. She weighed less than his go-bag. He used his shoulder to push through the cell door and the wooden exterior one. Squeezing past the stones was trickier. He had to turn sideways and flatten Wendy’s body to his. There wasn’t a way around it. The rocks scraped at him, catching on his clothes and scratching Wendy’s skin.

The path between the rocks widened and Travis was able to stretch his legs. Sounds were misleading between the rocks. He’d heard something earlier, but couldn’t make it out now. He took care to watch his footing, but couldn’t shake the sense of urgency. He’d been gone longer than he intended to. Any minute, Mason and Ethan were going to show up, and what he really needed was a clean get-away.

He emerged from the rocks, and the path sloped down into the shrub and foothills. It was too quiet. Whatever had buzzed in the distance, it had to have gone somewhere. He peered out over the shrub and brush before descending into the thick of the ground cover.

In the distance he could see the house.

And a man getting off an ATV.

From Travis’ vantage point, he was high enough to catch a glimpse of a dark-colored SUV in front of the house.

His rental.

What the hell was Bliss doing?

Was she in the house?

“God damn it,” Travis muttered.

He slid down the incline a bit before hitting the more level path. He should have known better than to leave Bliss on her own. She wasn’t the kind of girl to take inaction well. At the very least, he should have left her with something to protect herself with. Granted, that would have been asking for trouble.

Travis jogged, trying his best to not jostle Wendy much. His boots crunched on the gravel and dirt. Branches snagged their clothing and hair.

Any minute, Daniel Campbell would go check on the SUV or find Bliss. What then?

Travis’ job was Wendy, but Bliss was equally important. He wasn’t about to let either woman get hurt, regardless of what the job was.

If his boss could hear that thought, Travis would get the boot. Aegis rules were law, and they did what they were paid to do.

He reached the edge of the property in a matter of minutes, but it was already too late. Daniel wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

Travis skirted the house, going around the right side and then cutting across the front to his truck. The keys were in the ignition, and the doors were unlocked. He circled to the other side and placed Wendy in the back seat, sparing a moment to bind her wrists with flexible restraints and handcuff her to the bench seat. As against being rescued as she’d been, he wasn’t about to have her run away.

Bang!

His body went rigid at the report of a gun. Some sort of shotgun. From inside the house.

Bliss.

Travis pushed backward out of the truck and stared at the house through the windshield.

Not Bliss.

Something inside him broke, and he barely contained the urge to scream. She couldn’t be dead. He was right here.

A small figure lurched out of the front door, dark hair obscuring her face, but he knew that figure.

Bliss.

He sprinted toward her and met her almost halfway to the house.

“Are you hurt?” His gun was in his hand. He didn’t even remember drawing it.

“Run.” She pushed him.

A man filled the doorway, a twelve-gauge shotgun in his hand.

Travis fired first, aiming wildly as he pushed Bliss ahead of her, shielding her with his body.

“In the truck,” Travis yelled.

He fired again, but the man he assumed was Daniel Campbell was out of sight.

Bliss skidded around the front of the SUV while he climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

“Are you hurt?” he yelled.

Job or no, if Bliss was shot, he’d go in there, rip that shotgun out of Daniel’s hands and shoot him full of buckshot.

“No, no. Where’s Wendy? Oh my God, Wendy!”

Travis shifted into gear and whipped the SUV around, spraying gravel in his wake. The job wasn’t over until the girls were out of danger.

Bliss crawled into the backseat of the truck. It bounced down the gravel road, knocking her off-balance. Wendy was always petite, but her hollowed out cheeks were gaunt and her skin was ashen.

“What—why is she handcuffed?” Bliss crouched in the floorboard and pushed Wendy’s hair off her brow.

“She was traumatized,” Travis said over his shoulder. “Didn’t know I wouldn’t hurt her.”

“You—what? Knocked her out and handcuffed her?” Was that seriously how he handled hostages?

“Yes.”

She glanced at the back of Travis’ head. He was serious. For a moment, she was torn between outrage and relief. She couldn’t find it in her to be angry with him either way. He’d found Wendy, when the cops wouldn’t even pretend to look. Her baby sister was coming home. Alive.

Bliss knelt and pressed a kiss to Wendy’s forehead. She held her sister’s hands, rubbing some warmth back into them despite being jostled and tossed around. Travis seemed determined to push the vehicle to unholy speeds. Granted, she wanted as far away from that creep and his army of babies as possible. She still didn’t even know what to think about that.

She peered out through the rear windows, but couldn’t see a vehicle following them. In the movies, the kidnapper gave chase, and there was a big, dramatic end. This almost felt anticlimactic. They had Wendy, everyone was safe. That was a good thing, right?

Then why did Bliss still have a gnawing sense of dread, as if this wasn’t the end of it all?

Images of the house, those jar babies, and Daniel Campbell zipped through her mind. She was going to need to shower after this, but nothing would clean those memories out of her head.

“Why didn’t you stay where I told you to?” It was the first thing Travis had said since they got on the road.

She glanced out the window and saw the highway ahead. One step closer to civilization, the cops, and a hospital.

“I got worried,” she said.

“You broke our agreement.”

“Yeah, well, sorry.” If she’d stayed put she wouldn’t have the visions of dead babies in her head. Then again, she wouldn’t have been there with the truck when Travis needed a place to stash Wendy.

Travis had saved her from the same fate as the women before her. Again, Bliss couldn’t be angry with him.

“What happened in there? Who shot what?” he asked.

“The women, he forced them to have babies, didn’t he? That’s what you wouldn’t tell me.” Bliss sat back and stared at his profile. She could see bumps in his nose, no doubt from multiple breaks. The hard lines of his face were just like him; he either got the job done, or he didn’t.

“How do you know that?” he asked finally, his voice quieter.

“Because I saw the babies.”

“The children? They’re back there?” The SUV slowed, and he glanced at her.

“They’re dead. He has them lined up in jars. He watches TV with them or something.”

“What?”

“There were over a dozen babies in jars. Most of them were probably newborns.”

“They were in jars?”

“Yes!”

“What did you do?”

“What do you mean, what did I do?”

“What happened inside the house?”

“I went in, saw the babies, freaked out, and then that guy, Daniel, came inside. I tried to get out, but he grabbed me. I kicked him in the nuts, and he tried to shoot me. I ran outside and there you were.”

“Don’t ever do that again.”

“I don’t want to.”

Wendy groaned and her hand curled around Bliss’.

“Wendy? Wendy, hey, it’s Bliss.” She bent her head.

Wendy’s eyes’ popped open, and she stared up at Bliss, her features twisted in horror.

“No, no, no,” Wendy screamed. She tried to sit up, but her hands were bound to the bottom of the bench. Instead, she rolled off the seat and onto Bliss, trapping her against the console and the back of Travis’ seat.

“What the hell?” he snapped.

The phone rang, adding to the general din.

“Wendy, it’s me. Bliss. Your sister.” Bliss wrapped her arms around Wendy and bear hugged her. Bliss did her best to use her weight to keep Wendy immobile.

Travis pulled into a Love’s truck stop and parked the SUV. He twisted around with his phone pressed to his ear. Bliss couldn’t hear what he said.

“He’ll kill you,” Wendy wailed. The fight left her body, and she lay limp on the seat.

“What? Me? Who will kill me?” Bliss eased her hold on Wendy and leaned back.

“Daniel.” Wendy sniffled. “He said if I left, he’d kill Paul. And you. And Grayson. I don’t want my baby to die. I don’t want you to die.”

Bliss glanced at Travis. The asshole back there had convinced her sister to stay a prisoner in exchange for her life? For the rest of Wendy’s family? What did she say to that?

“Wendy, no one is going to die,” Travis said. He spoke with the utmost certainty, as if Daniel Campbell would have to go through Travis to get to them.

“He killed Robert. And Stumpy. And that other guy. He killed them. In front of me. And he made me marry him.” Wendy’s body shook as she cried. “He—he’s crazy! He’s following some sort of medieval serial killer plan. He’s crazy. You have to take me back or he’ll kill you.”

Travis reached back between them and cut the bonds around Wendy’s wrists. Two police cars pulled up on either side of them. Bliss pulled Wendy into her arms and squeezed her. She wanted to rip Daniel limb from limb for what he’d put her sister through. The man was evil. 

“Wendy?” The command in Travis’ voice made even Bliss look at him.

Wendy sniffled and peered up at Travis. Her body shook so much Bliss worried her sister might fall apart, or forget where she was again.

Travis rest his elbow on the console and stared at Wendy.

“Listen to me, these cops? They aren’t going to let anything bad happen to you, Bliss, or your baby, understand?”

Wendy nodded.

“Good.”

Bliss held her sister and watched Travis exit the SUV, hands up. She was too stunned to do anything else. The whole drama outside played out in a matter of moments. More cop cars streamed past, headed for Daniel Campbell’s torture chamber of horrors, hopefully, but she only had eyes for Travis. He’d promised her he’d get Wendy back, and he had.

Daniel loaded the last of his children into the motorhome. The barn where he’d stored his get-away ride was already engulfed with flames, along with the trophies he couldn’t take with him. He’d had a lot of good memories here, but it was time to sever all ties with his old life.

Because of her.

Wendy’s sister.

Bliss.

She’d pay.

He’d make sure of that.
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Bliss peeled her boots off and groaned. They were cute and comfortable for a mall stroll, but damn they ached after a full day of on-her-feet action, not to mention sprinting across gravel. She eased back onto the sofa and flexed her toes.

“Did you hurt yourself?”

A wave of heat traversed her body. For a split second she’d forgotten Travis’ presence inside her home. She remained very still, wishing the buzz of arousal would die already. It was a completely unreasonable reaction after the day’s events.

“Bliss?” His fingers brushed her shoulder. Her breath caught deep in her chest and her skin tingled.

No such luck on killing her lady boner for the man.

“No, no, I’m fine. My feet just hurt.”

“Epsom salt?”

“What?” She pried one eye open. He was a lot closer than he’d been. His stubble was more pronounced, accentuating that dangerous look that fit him so well. She was beyond figuring out what it was about him that turned her on. There was always one anomaly to every proven fact, right? And the fact was she liked nice guys, and Travis was anything but nice. He still revved her engine.

“Epsom salt. Do you have any?” Travis said slowly.

“Maybe in the bathroom? I don’t think so.” She pushed herself up off the couch, but he caught her shoulder and pushed her back down.

“I’ll look. Through here?” He didn’t wait for her confirmation before striding into her jack-and-jill bath.

“You don’t have to do that,” she said for what felt like the hundredth time.

Not only had Travis rescued her sister, he’d stuck with them until Wendy was behind guard at the hospital, Grayson had landed, and baby Paul was back in their arms. Bliss had never seen her sister so in tune with her baby. Bliss had been shooed out by the hospital staff and back into Travis’ care shortly after Paul’s arrival. They’d grabbed a pizza and a couple beers at a place down the street. She’d thought he’d drop her off and leave, but he’d followed her inside.

“Seriously, you don’t have to do whatever you’re doing. I’ll get a cab to grab my car in a few.” Or maybe she’d just sit on the couch and watch bad reruns. Yeah, that sounded like a good idea.

“Can’t.” Travis emerged from the bathroom sans salt, but he had something else in his hand. “They have your sister’s house under surveillance. They aren’t releasing your car until after they go over the scene. You might not even get it back tomorrow considering they’re probably short-staffed for the holidays.”

She groaned and threw her arm over her face.

“Why me?” she said.

The sturdy coffee table shifted. She knew Travis was across from her. She sensed the heat of his body, and if she put her amazing horny powers to use, she could probably even measure the distance between them.

What she needed was for him to leave, so she could spend a little time with her vibrator collection and the bad-boy fantasy she’d been collecting material all day for.

His hand closed around her ankle and lifted.

“Wow—what—?”

“Relax.” His growly, gravelly tone didn’t invoke relaxation.

He pealed her sweaty sock off and dropped it on the floor.

“What are you doing?” And why did he have to touch her? Every time he did that, it turned up the heat burning her from the inside out.

Travis squirted a bit of her mint cream into his palm and slicked it over the ball of her foot.

“Seriously, don’t.” She tried to pull out of his grip, but he didn’t release her.

Wasn’t it enough he’d saved her sister, pulled her ass out of the stupid fire, fed her, and gotten her home? Couldn’t he leave her to her private, erotic fantasies?

He proceeded to ignore her and cupped her heel, driving his thumbs into the muscles and tissue. She sucked in a deep breath, and her body went completely lax. Her eyes rolled up in her head. She couldn’t decide if he was hurting her or giving her a footgasm. He continued up, into her arch, working over every bit of her. The sensation straddled that line of pleasure and pain. She clamped her lips shut, determined to keep the sounds of utter OMG, yes! inside lest she embarrass herself further.

Travis’ thumbs dug into her arch and she moaned. Her mind went blank, and she was pretty sure she was one with the sofa now.

He chuckled and she couldn’t scrounge up the energy to care.

“Oh, God, what are you doing?”

“Pressure points, it’ll take the stress out, help you sleep after today.”

“Oh, right there. Oh. My. God.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. Yeah, she was embarrassing herself, but damn that felt good.

Travis left her foot perched on his thigh and grasped her other ankle. She didn’t protest this time. Why should she? This was the most man-stimulated activity she’d seen in a while. By the time he finished with her other foot, Bliss was slouched down on the sofa, ready to dribble down to the floor and stay there until Christmas Eve.

“You’re going to fall,” Travis said.

“Don’t care. Dead now.” She had her eyes closed tight, the better to not see him with.

The coffee table groaned again. Her whole body seemed to vibrate, she was so completely aware of his every move. He pushed her hair off her face with a touch so gentle she might have thought she’d imagined it had she not also felt the slight puff of breath.

An image of his lips, those damn, kissable lips, filled her mind’s eye. He’d kissed her once, and she wanted him to do it again.

“Bliss?” He spoke her name in that same, gravelly tone.

“Hm?” She turned her head slightly, finding him by sound and scent.

“Tell me to leave,” he said.

Her eyes popped open. He filled her vision. One hand was on the couch behind her. He had a knee next to her hip. A quiver of apprehension shot through her. He was big and scary, but he’d never hurt her. At least not her body.

“Why?” she asked after a moment. Couldn’t he walk out of there on his own two feet? Wasn’t that what she’d wanted a few minutes ago?

He cupped her cheek, sliding his hand up into her hair. The feel of him was different from any man she’d been with before. Even his skin was rough around the edges, just like him.

“Because otherwise I’m going to kiss you, and we both know where that’s going to go.”

She gulped. He’d called her out on the attraction before. Did she dare?

“Kiss me,” she said, before she could overthink her answer.

Travis lowered his head, wrapping an arm around her and hauling her farther up on the couch without breaking contact. His tongue delved past her lips, thrusting into her mouth. She held onto him, her head reeling as he laid her out on the sofa right where he wanted her. His weight pressed her down into the cushions, and one thick thigh shoved between hers. She wrapped her leg around his hip. She gripped his shoulders, hanging on with everything she had as he swept her up into a sensual tornado.

She’d wanted men before, but not like this. Not with an all-consuming desire she felt to her toenails. It wasn’t neat or nice or even polite. His stubble scraped across her cheek and he bent her head backward with one hand dug into her hair.

“Travis,” she mumbled as he kissed his way down her neck.

Bliss ran her hands over his shoulders, arms, and through his short hair. There was no illusion that she had any control here. Travis was driving this show and damn, if she wasn’t glad she had a front row seat. Or something.

He shoved her shirt and bra up roughly, exposing her breasts and stomach. She sucked in a deep breath, and her eyes popped open.

Chubby.

His friend had called her chubby.

Travis caught her wrists before she registered her own attempt to shield herself.

“Don’t,” he ground out between his teeth.

“But...”

The smolder in his gaze was enough of a command to keep her in place.

But what if she was too fat? What if there was more of her to go around than he realized?

Travis levered up on one arm, his gaze on her chest. He grasped one nipple between his fingers and rubbed it, the calluses better than any suction toy she’d ever tried.

“Oooh!”

Her vision unfocused and she stared at the ceiling.

“Perfect,” Travis muttered.

Her?

Really?

She could point out a few less than perfect areas, but she’d take the compliment.

His mouth closed around her other nipple, laving it with his tongue. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she arched her back, pushing more of her chest into his mouth and hand.

Yes, she wanted him. She wanted him bad.

Travis tugged at the front of her jeans until the button slipped loose and her zipper lowered. He reared up and grasped the denim around her hips and jerked it down her legs, leaving her in her panties, with her shirt and bra up under her armpits. He stared down at her and again she had to fight the urge to cover herself.

He’d pursued her. He’d called her perfect.

She fisted the cushion under her to keep her hands in place.

“W-what are you doing?” she asked.

“Trying to think of something to say.”

Bliss gulped, and a tendril of doubt crept in.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because, I should say something, but I suck at talking. I don’t normally do this.”

“Do what?” He screamed heterosexual, so he couldn’t mean he did guys.

He leaned over her, running a hand up her stomach to cup a breast.

“I don’t get involved with clients. I don’t do it.”

“Oh...”

“You’re different. I should be different.” The hard line of his mouth and the dark furrows on his brow suddenly made a tiny bit of sense.

She wasn’t the only one dealing with self-doubt. This larger-than-life man, this hero, had insecurities too. She smoothed her hand up his arm to his face where she traced the lines.

“I like you. Be you,” she said.

He bent his head and kissed her again, and this time his mouth was soft, yielding. She greedily stroked her hands down his back to the firm globes of his ass. Man, he had a nice ass—all firm and hard.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down on top of her, relishing the way he pressed her into the cushions. His hands blazed a path across her body, her skin tingling everywhere they touched. She grabbed handfuls of his shirt, hauling it up and over his head.

Bare skin.

She could have cheered, but she saw the scars first.

Dots, lines, and jagged scars created a topographical map of Travis’ life on his skin. He hadn’t been kidding when he said he was a human shield. Her heart ached for him. She pressed a kiss to his shoulder, tasting him.

He shoved his arms under her and hauled her up into his arms, cradling her close.

Bliss yelped and clung to his shoulders, cringing. He was a strong guy, but she wasn’t exactly tiny. Still, he didn’t miss a step or even grunt carrying her into her bedroom and the big bed she slept in alone. He laid her down and stripped her shirt and bra off her, leaving her in just her panties.

His hands traced the lace at her hip and down her thigh. Her breath caught the closer he got to her mound.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

“What?”

“I’m sorry. I think my hands are too rough for this stuff. I snagged them.” He smoothed out the snarl in her lace panties.

“It’s okay. I have more than one pair.” They were clothes. She could replace those. This moment? It was a once in a lifetime thing.

He cocked his head to the side.

“Really?” he asked.

She could hear him thinking. What was he up to?

Travis dug in his pocket and produced the same knife she’d taken earlier to defend herself. He flicked it open and she held her breath.

He wouldn’t...
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Bliss watched in fascination and a touch of fashion horror. With a gentle flick of his wrist, Travis parted the delicate lace at her hip with the blade of his knife, never once coming close to her skin. She gasped and watched him do it again on the other side, until her panties were in bits and she wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing.

“There we go,” he muttered.

The knife went onto her nightstand while he pushed her thighs apart, crawling up onto the bed.

“You just...”

“I did.” He kissed her inner thigh.

She fought the urge to cover herself, but it was a bit too late for that. Besides, her subconscious knew exactly what she wanted. Her lungs burned, needing oxygen, but she couldn’t move a muscle.

Travis traced a winding path from her knee to the other leg and back and forth on either thigh. She’d never been so grateful to Wendy for those nightmare waxing trips they went on every so often. Stray hairs were the least of her worries.

He kissed her mound, and her breath rushed out of her lungs. She dropped her head back against the pillows and shifted her feet restlessly on either side of him. If she’d thought she’d been hot for him before, it was nothing compared to the arousal burning her up from the inside. And all he’d done was strip her down and kiss her a bit.

“Travis...” She couldn’t bear to look at him. Was he having second thoughts?

“Yeah?”

She pried one eye open and peered down at him. He had one hand splayed over her left hip and his gaze on her face. Her poor lungs froze again. Desire sharpened Travis’ features, his cheeks sunk in, and his deadly focus was all on her.

What did she say? What could she say?

“Where’s the bullet?” he asked.

“Uh, what?”

“Earlier you said you liked a bullet. Where is it?”

“Forget it.” She couldn’t help glancing at her nightstand. The drawer was closed, right?

“In here?” Travis reached where her traitorous eyes led him and opened the drawer.

Two cloth bins separated out her favorite toys into daily and occasional use, each in a color-coded bag. He snagged a pink cloth bag from the back of the drawer.

“No!” She snatched the toy bag from his fingers and shoved it under the pillow.

“What is that?” Travis crawled up her body, his hand delving under the pillow to close around hers.

“Not a bullet.”

Shit. That was the last thing he needed to see.

“Show me.” He tugged on her hand, but didn’t force her to comply.

“No.” She shook her head.

Travis studied her for a moment. If he looked in that bag, she was pretty sure he’d leave right now.

“Okay, then which one is the bullet?”

“Blue bag.”

“Which one?” He glanced at the drawer.

“All of them, just pick one.”

“You like your bullets, huh?” He released her hand, and she breathed a sigh of relief. But it didn’t last long. He picked a blue bag out of the mix and upended it on the mattress next to her.

Oh no...not that one...

Travis pinched the finger loops and lifted the pink-and-chrome toy off the sheets. The silver, egg-shaped bullet was halfway encased in a silver silicone sleeve, with two finger loops on either side of the mid-section. A clear, pink tongue curved up and over the bullet part, the surface ribbed and covered in bumps. He would pick the more outlandish looking toy to open.

“I don’t get it,” he said after a moment.

She covered her face with one hand and took it from him. Practice and plenty of time with this particular toy meant she didn’t need to see it to slip her fingers into the silicone bands until the bullet rested against her middle finger and the tongue curved over her nails.

“You turn it on and...stroke.”

“Oh yeah?” Travis’ brows lifted and a slow grin spread over his face. “Show me.”

No was on the tip of her tongue. Just this morning, the mere mention of a vibrator had repulsed him, was he really going to change his mind that fast?

If he wasn’t open to it, did she really want to share her bed with him?

She twisted the bullet in her palm and it began to vibrate. At the low setting, it was a good warmup to bigger and better things.

Travis shifted to lay next to her. She reached down between them, staring at his shoulder, and gently stroked the silicone tongue over her mound. Her heated skin tingled at the touch, and she felt the vibrations down to her bones.

“Does it feel good?” he asked.

He was so close she felt the puff of his breath against her cheek. She opened her eyes, staring at the ceiling.

“Yes.”

“Why do you like this one?”

“It’s waterproof, and the ridges give it a nice feel.” She curled her toes, fighting down the tide of embarrassment.

“Let me.”

Travis drew her hand away from her mound and slid the loops off her fingers. He didn’t even turn it off as he transferred it to his hand. The bands stretched around his digits and she had to wonder if that was just a prelude of what was to come. Did the big man, big cock myth hold true?

She couldn’t tear her gaze from his face and the way he stared down her body. Unlike her first touch with the bullet, his was not tentative. He cupped her mound in a bold, possessive grip, resting the length of the toy along her slit. Her clit throbbed. She groaned and arched her back.

He let his hand rest there a moment before pressing his middle finger, and by extension the toy, against her. Gently, he rubbed it up and down, pressing into her. She gasped and grabbed the sheets with one hand and his forearm with the other. He shifted to lean over her, and his hot breath fanned over her nipple.

Oh, yes, her mind screamed.

He kissed her nipple and pressed his finger farther into her, massaging her vagina and teasing her clit. His knee kept her thighs open—it gave her something to grip with her knees.

His tongue swirled around her breast, teasing the stiff peak until sensation zinged from her pussy to her breasts. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and shifted her hips, grinding against his hand.

“Oh, fuck.” He laid his head against her shoulder and worked his finger back and forth through her folds. “I want inside of you right now.”

“Yes!” She dug her nails into him, pulling him closer. If she didn’t come soon, she would go out of her mind.

“You’re damn tight.”

“I want to come with you inside of me. Please, Travis?” She didn’t even close her eyes when she said it.

Travis shook off her grip and vaulted off the bed. He shed both jeans and boxers at once, tossing them away to land haphazardly over her furniture. She didn’t even flinch when he plucked a condom from her nightstand and ripped it open. She followed the path of his hands and gulped.

Big man, big package.

“You sure?” He put one knee on the mattress.

Bliss sat up and snatched the condom out of the package before he could stop her. She knelt facing him and reached for his erection. There was so much power in him, he could push her aside and do as he liked. She’d probably even thank him for it. Instead, he held perfectly still while she rolled the latex down his hard length.

The tendons on either side of his neck stood out, a testament to how much control he was exerting over what he wanted. Which was her. It was a powerful, heady thing to know he wanted her that badly.

She rose up on her knees and cupped his cheek, leaning in for a kiss.

As if that contact broke whatever leash he’d put on his baser instincts, he crashed down on top of her. Their legs danged off the side of the mattress, but she didn’t care. His mouth devoured hers, thrusting his tongue into her as his now empty hand palmed her breasts and coasted down her stomach.

She felt his cock nudge her thigh, and she shifted until she could wrap her legs around his waist. His now bare fingers pressed against her opening.

He tore his mouth from hers and panted against her cheek.

“God damn,” he muttered.

“Travis.” She lifted her hips as his finger slid deep inside of her.

“Tell me if it hurts?”

“Fuck me already,” she snapped.

“All right.” He chuckled and kissed the corner of her mouth.

His fingers left her, only to be replaced by the blunt head of his cock. She perched her heels on the edge of the mattress and pressed closer. He held back, depriving her of that first inch.

He shifted over her until he rose up, her leg brushing his thigh their only physical contact. She wanted to spend hours touching and kissing him. He wasn’t magazine beautiful—even naked, he was a little scary looking—but right now he was her scary. Her man. And she wanted him inside of her.

Travis carefully guided his cock to her entrance and glanced at her. Their gazes locked, and he pressed into her. She gasped and wrapped her fingers around the forearm supporting his upper body.

“You okay?” he gritted out and held still.

“Yes, yes, yes.” She hooked one arm around his neck and pulled him lower.

His girth stretched her, rubbing every nerve ending as he penetrated her, joining their bodies. He withdrew and thrust once more, sinking deeper. She appreciated his thoughtfulness, but she wasn’t a virgin. As he thrust once more, she lifted her hips, and their bodies met in a hard slap of flesh.

She groaned, and her eyes nearly rolled back in her head. Fully inside of her, he stretched and fit her better than any toy. There were some things that couldn’t be replaced. A real, live penis was one of those.

“Shit, you okay?” His body went rigid, probably with the strain of remaining completely still.

She lifted her lower body, leveraging her feet on the mattress and wiggled her ass. The things she wanted to do to this man might still be illegal in a few states. She lowered her hips, holding her breath as he slid from her body.

“Oh, fuck,” he muttered.

“That’s the point.” She grinned.

Travis hooked one arm under her knee, robbing her of her mobility and thrust, sinking deep. The breath rushed out of her lungs as he descended on top of her. The mattress squeaked and shifted under them. She didn’t care if they ended up on the floor, so long as he didn’t stop.

His hips pumped, long, deep strokes in and out, while his gaze held hers. There was something about the way he stared that made her feel like he saw deep into her soul, as if he could see how she felt and raised the bet. Her insides quivered and she held onto him tighter.

“Bliss,” he hissed out.

Her name on his lips sparked something deep within her. A sense of rightness, as if she’d been made to fill his arms and be filled by him. It was a soul-deep sensation that took her by surprise.

“Oh, Travis!”

A tide of pleasure swept over her, threatening to rob her of all thought and control. Her body clamped down on his cock, and he groaned, his motions becoming jerky and uneven. His mouth claimed hers as he shoved the mattress almost a foot off the box spring. She felt his muscles constrict and twitch across his back and squeezed him close, holding tight to this man who filled a hole in her life she hadn’t known was there.
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Travis stared up at the ceiling and ran his fingers through Bliss’ hair. It was even softer than he’d imagined. She snuggled closer, her breath fanning across his chest. The sheet clung to his damp skin.

He didn’t know what to think. Sex was an itch to be scratched when it was convenient, and he never crossed the line with a client. Bliss might not be paying his check, but she was involved, and she had no idea what he was. Who he was.

“Think they’ll catch him?” she asked.

“Daniel?”

“Yeah.”

“Eventually, yeah.” The question was, how many people would Daniel kill before they caught him? Killers on the run often splintered, going on sprees or worse. It was out of Travis’ hands now—the cops had made that clear.

“I hope so.” Bliss lifted her head and looked up at him. “What’s your plan for the holidays?”

“Nothing, really.” Tracking Daniel had been it. Now he was at loose ends until the FBI threw him another file to look over. No doubt they were knee-deep in paperwork over Daniel’s case, since the transient murders crossed state boundaries, putting it squarely in their hands.

“Usually we all get together at Wendy’s, but I’m not sure what we’ll do this year, you know? Do you at least get time off?” She kissed his chest, and her hair slid over his skin.

Shit. He was a terrible person. If she knew the truth about him, she would have shoved him out of her life.

“Yeah, I’m off now, until the first of the year or so, maybe later. Depends on when a job comes up.” He shrugged and glanced at the clock. Half past midnight. Great.

“You think you’d be interested in going out later this week? After everything dies down?”

“Bliss...I don’t live in Vegas.”

“What?” She blinked at him.

“I live in Illinois. I...we talked about that.”

“Oh. Oh right. That...sucks. I guess I should have. Now I feel stupid.” She laid her cheek against his chest.

“No, don’t. I suck at talking, remember?” God, he was the worst kind of man. She had no idea who she’d gotten into bed with. He’d practically taken advantage of her.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Damn it. I’m not good at this either,” he muttered and scrubbed a hand over his face.

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. I shouldn’t have stayed.” He sat up and glanced around her bedroom, searching for his clothes.

The best thing for her was to be away from him. A guy with his record didn’t deserve a nice girl. Between his time with the SEALs and in prison, he was fucked up. Throw in his serial killer roots and his baggage was more than any woman deserved. Especially one like Bliss. She was too smart and too normal for a guy like him. He’d do her a favor by leaving.

He snagged his jeans and underwear from the top of her laundry hamper and stepped into them. The silence had the hair on the back of his neck lifting.

The sound of a feminine sniffle sliced him to the bone. He turned and froze. Bliss sat with her back to the white headboard, the sheets clutched to her chest and her face turned away from him.

Was she crying?

That wasn’t what he wanted.

For a second he stood there and watched her hand disappear behind the curtain of hair. She sniffled again, the sound muted this time, but he still heard it.

“Bliss?” He set one knee on the bed. When she didn’t respond, he crawled across the bed to her. “Please don’t cry. I don’t know how to fix that.”

“Go away.” She grabbed the pillow that still bore the indention from his head and clutched it to her chest.

“Bliss...I don’t know how to make you understand.”

“It was a big mistake. I get it.” She stared at the far side of the room, resolutely not looking at him, but he could see each tear trickling down her cheeks. They hurt worse than any bullet he’d ever taken.

“No, that’s what I...God damn it, Bliss. I’m a felon. Did you know that?” He bit the inside of his cheek and waited for her to slap him.

Her brow wrinkled and she glanced at him, a frown curling her lips downward.

“I’m a felon. A serial killer murdered my dad’s family. I was kicked out of the SEALs, and now the only thing I’m good for is as a human shield or the FBI’s blood hound. I’m fucked up, and you want no part of this.” He jabbed a finger at his chest.

It was the rough, unvarnished truth of his life. Since the moment he’d been conceived, the bastard son of the Ration Survivor, his life was shrouded in darkness. His own mother couldn’t stand to look at him. Why should Bliss have to accept what the woman who birthed him could not?

“I don’t even know where to start with that.” Bliss stared at him, which was better than avoiding him, except now he could see how red her eyes were.

“I’ve done hard time.”

“For what?” One brow arched, as if she didn’t believe him.

“Kidnapping a kid.” Each word was a nail in his coffin. People got crazy when it came to kids, his prison time was proof of that.

“You kidnapped a kid? Why?”

It was Travis’ turn to stare at her. Why wasn’t she calling the cops on him? Wouldn’t a normal girl do that? What rational woman let a felon into her home, much less her bed?

“Because his mother threatened to kill him and herself.”

“And you went to prison for that?”

“Yeah.”

“You shouldn’t be jailed for that, you should be...I don’t know, given a medal. You seriously went to prison for that?”

“A year and some change in FTC.” He leaned against the headboard next to her.

“A year?”

“My sentence was longer, but it was reduced.”

“I can’t believe that. What happened?”

“You should kick me out, you know that?”

“Let me get this straight.” She wiped her eyes. “A lot of bad stuff has happened to you, and you think—what? It means people should stay away from you?”

“I’m not a normal guy, Bliss.” He couldn’t translate the darkness that haunted him into words.

“I think you’ve had some shitty luck, and if you’re afraid of more bad stuff happening, go on.” She gestured to the bedroom door.

“I’m not afraid.”

“Poor word choice. The big, bad SEAL would never be afraid.” She didn’t flinch away from meeting his gaze.

He could almost taste the sarcasm dripping from her words. Why was she so calm about this? Didn’t she know he could kill her in a dozen ways without breaking a sweat? Not that he would, she was too precious to be harmed. She should have someone in her life to be there for her, protect her if it came to that. If Travis ever met the guy, he’d be hard-pressed to not punch his lights out, even if it was what Bliss deserved.

“You’re still here,” she said after several moments.

“I’ll leave.”

“If that’s what you want to do.” She broke their eye contact and stared at the wall again.

“Damn it, Bliss, that’s not what I want to do. It’s what I should do. I can’t promise you anything. I won’t even be here by the end of next week.”

“But you’ll be here for a week at least?” She reached for his hand and threaded their fingers together.

“That’s the plan.” He stared at their joined hands. The simple act of acceptance floored him.

“I’m okay with that. I like you. I’d like to see you again if possible.”

“You should kick me out.”

“Why? Because you’ve been dealt a shitty hand? I don’t think that stuff is contagious. Besides, it’s made you a strong person. I can’t imagine what it’s been like for you.”

“You deserve someone better.”

“Better than the guy who saved my sister and Christmas all in one day?” She elbowed him and a smile spread across her face. “You’re pretty awesome.”

He knew he needed to say something, but his mind was at a stand-still.

Once, he’d gone rock climbing while in Utah, and he crossed a precarious bit of rock. For a few seconds, if his weight had shifted even the slightest bit, he’d have fallen to his death. From the way he held his breath to how his stomach was tied up in knots, this moment was every bit as uncertain. It wouldn’t be his death if he fell, but he didn’t know what awaited him.

“Travis?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m not like Wendy. I’m not looking for a man to take care of me, if that’s what’s bothering you. I’m happy where I’m at.”

He leaned toward her and fell off the mental cliff into the unknown. Bliss met his kiss, her hand cupping the back of his neck and sliding up into his hair. He meant to be gentle, but she nipped his lower lip. Arousal thrummed through his veins. He shoved the pillow aside and dragged a giggling, squirming Bliss across his lap until she straddled him.

She flattened her hands against his chest and smiled at him. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes sparkled.

It hit him in that instant.

Travis wanted to make her happy.

He didn’t know the first thing about pleasing a woman out of bed. He’d kept his relationships short due to deployment, the nature of his jobs, and his history, but for her, he could be different. It was possible, wasn’t it?

“I—” The sound of Bliss’ phone on the charging station silenced her protest. “It’s Wendy.”

She climbed off the bed and snatched up her phone. He wanted to drag her back into bed but knew she needed to be assured her sister was safe. Bliss yanked on a pair of yoga pants, a sports bra and sweatshirt, as if she were leaving.

“Where are you going?” He picked up one of the cloth bags at random.

Bliss’ cheeks were redder now. She shook her head as the ringtone died.

“I have no reception in here. I have to go out onto the patio to talk to anyone. She knows that. I’ll be right back. Do not open the blue bag.” She pointed at the other bin. “The blue ones.”

“Your sex toys are color coded?”

“Yes.” She laughed and fled the room, taking a pair of house boots with her.

He watched her go, listening for the snick of the latch on the sliding glass doors.

She made him feel things he wasn’t used to feeling. Emotions that had no name. It was unsettling and exciting, but he needed to remember this was only for now. At best, he could give her a weekend or a week here and there between gigs, nothing like what she deserved, but if she wanted him, he wasn’t about to leave.

Travis pried open the blue bag and peered at its contents.

“Fuck...”

Bliss stepped out into the frigid evening air. She should have grabbed a coat, but her skin was so hot she’d mistakenly thought the December weather might make her feel better.

Nope.

She hit redial on her phone and pressed it to her ear, willing Wendy to answer fast. As much as Bliss wanted to know how her sister was doing, she also wanted to get back into bed instead of standing on her concrete slab of a patio.

Travis was nothing she’d expected. He was a wounded hero, and while she wasn’t foolish enough to think she could fix him, she could love the man he was now. If only for a little while.

Even as the thought solidified in her mind, she knew it was silly. She couldn’t love him. Maybe the idea of him, but it was too soon. They didn’t know each other. And yet, she couldn’t deny that her heart hadn’t beat this hard for anyone in her life. Not even the man she’d thought she might marry.

“Come on, Wendy, pick up,” she muttered.

A hand wrapped around her, covering her mouth. Something pricked her neck before she could strike out.

Bliss tried to draw breath, to cry out for Travis, but her muscles refused to work— even her lungs were hard to manage. Her legs gave out, and she hit the concrete. Overhead, the stars twinkled down at her, broken only by the large silhouette of a man.

“You took what belonged to me,” he said.

Oh God...

Bliss tried to lift her arm, to cry out, but her vision hazed. The last thing she saw was Daniel Campbell’s face before everything went black.

To be continued...
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