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This is for my readers who have been relentless in their kind requests for me to continue the Project Morpheus saga. I hope you enjoy Rodeo and Tachi’s wild story. Buckle up!

LETHAL COMRADE

Project Morpheus: Phase Two, 1
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Chapter One
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This stupid covert op made as much sense as a soup sandwich.

Rodeo wouldn’t complain. Well, at least not out loud. Mostly because no one could hear him over the thick, trap beats that accompanied other models as they walked in the college fashion show.

Yeah, a fashion show. A.K.A: the mission.

Top ten skills Uncle Sam did not instill during Special Forces training. Number five: strutting down a catwalk in front of the fashion elite while maintaining a covert op. 

How the mighty Morpheus Squad had fallen.

As he waited to go on stage at 8:37 PM, Rodeo wriggled in the slim-fit canvas pants that Britt McNeill, the talented student fashion designer his team was protecting, had created days before. Sweat collected behind the wafer-thin Kevlar vest he wore beneath bespoke couture garments. A week ago, Rodeo didn’t even know what “bespoke” or “couture” meant. Now? Pretty sure those words meant whatever was the exact opposite of sweats and a T-shirt. 

Sure as hell didn’t mean “comfortable.”

His twig and berries did not appreciate the unforgiving inseam happening tonight. High fashion, muscled thighs, tight clothes, and his healthy-sized ... berries ... did not mix well. Hey, even Tarzan needed space in the jungle to properly swing from tree to tree. Rodeo grimaced as a seam pinched sensitive skin.

In the end, he was a professional. He’d achieve his mission objectives if it killed him.

He glanced at a small mirror hanging on the theater’s backstage wall, for models to do last minute touch-ups. He stared at the dark and handsome mug staring back at him. Yeah, baby. Despite the silly getup, he still looked haute.

Stupid joke. Stupid mission. 

He tried not to sway to the deep tracks pulsing through the venue.

Hey, these were good tunes. Maybe he could enjoy a little play in this all-work, no-play situation.

For the thousandth time, Rodeo brushed one calf against the other, confirming that the short, lethal throwing knives remained secure on the inside of his ankle boots. Additional knives rested inside each wrist, concealed by the sleeves of his shimmery shirt. What he’d give for his ever-present yo-yo that soothed his nerves and calmed the virus constantly clawing at his mind. Pocket space was at a premium in this getup, so the therapeutic purple disc of happiness did not make the cut.

He peered out from stage right and scanned the bright, loud venue filled with clueless audience members, chattering bright-eyed students, jaded professional designers with their un-refractive fashion eyewear, industry journalists holding phones up, and various assistants juggling bags and coats. No audience member resembled their other mission objective, Beau Lequire, or one of his cronies.

Narrowing his gaze, Rodeo played pretend with the hundreds of people in front of him, rapidly calculating angles, force, speed, and trajectory of his weaponry. One flick of his virally-enhanced wrist and a blade would sever an exposed jugular forty feet away before that third row audience member in the faux fur stole registered the movement. He could ricochet a rotating knife’s handle off the side of a speaker and lodge the blade into the eye of the press-and-starch person in the front row. 

Given Rodeo’s exceptional aim and physical reaction times, the gun stashed in his waistband was literal overkill. 

It was a real burden for a guy like him to be so talented.

Speaking of talent, he puffed out his chest and flexed so that he’d look incredibly sexy, as usual. Without question, his finely honed six-four physique, ebony skin, and sensual charisma would drive the crowd wild so that he could win the stomp-off against this so-called expert who suddenly appeared next to him. He sniffed in acknowledgement, then surreptitiously readjusted his uncomfortable pants.

“Problem breathing, darling?” Tachi Moreno, the so-called expert in question, was Britt’s roommate and a professional plus-sized model who had been paired up with him to walk in the show. 

Not show. Mission. Well, it was a real show. Okay. Both show and mission. Fuck, what a cluster.

No one on the team thought this event was a good idea. Britt had insisted. Something about needing to accomplish her life goals after failing in the past.

True, Lequire’s vendetta against her family had upended her entire life and career that she had worked hard to accomplish. To a man, the team would always jump to help the proverbial underdog, and Britt’s plight aligned with the Morpheus Squad’s core values. Didn’t hurt that their fallen comrade, Brady, was Britt’s brother.

The team would do anything to protect their own.

Even wear uncomfortable designer clothing and strut next to models.

Speaking of which, Tachi was tall, thick, and fierce with her mahogany hair teased high on her crown with waves flowing from a high ponytail. Her shoulder-width power pose and silver heels made him want to lie down and let her gently press that spike to his neck so he could say things like yes, ma’am. With those curves for days and her long, strong legs—courtesy of her second job as a pole dancer—she mirrored his own imposing physical presence. Smoky eyeshadow and dark eyeliner finished out her sexy and tough post-apocalyptic survivor vibe. 

It made him almost wish for the end of the world. He licked his lips and inhaled a hint of rich vanilla and jasmine.

Until she raised a dark eyebrow and sucked a tooth. “Oh, come on.”

Next to the upper swell of her luscious, stacked breasts that tempted him to rest his head, hands, or mouth on, he spied the tiny four-leaf clover pin on the canvas jacket lapel. The jewelry piece was similar to what Britt and the other models wore. The ladies thought these were good-luck gifts from Rodeo’s teammate and Britt’s protector, Red. Instead, these were itty-bitty tracking devices, courtesy of the Morpheus Squad’s gadget wizard, Stumpy.

Rodeo hoped like hell they wouldn’t need to use them. Better safe than sorry. They’d learned that lesson early on in their fight against Beau Lequire.

Tachi pointed a finger with a buff manicured nail tip at him. 

Rodeo held his breath. Shit on shit, his lizard brain needed to know how that nail would feel like trailing down the ridges of his chest, belly, and below. Now.

He suppressed a shudder, then puffed up even more. That’s right. Take it all in, baby. Check out the glory that is Rodeo.

Pursing her perfect, lush lips in a kissable frown, she lifted her palm in front of him, moving it in a circle. Her chin jutted out as she squinted at the ceiling, as if searching for help and not finding it. She dipped her chin and stared at him. “Okay, I don’t know what is happening with this rooster strut going on, but you need to stop. Please. For all our sakes.” 

The words barely registered as he drowned in the warm brown gaze that raked over him and enticed him to develop a brand new mission objective.

She waggled her fingers, and another waft of her toasted vanilla and floral scent addled his brain. “Hello? Handsome but empty in the brain bucket? This is a high fashion show. It’s Britt’s final college project. We have to do this right.” 

With a snap of her fingers in front of his nose, his spine went rigid. He fisted his hands, resisting the virally-drive reaction to her unintentionally aggressive action. 

She continued, “Pay attention. The attitude you want out there is more ‘deep in thought with a slouchy dash of angst’ and less ‘Mr. Olympia performing final poses for judging.’ You’re not getting points. There’s no trophy. You understand that, right?”

Air left him in an audible whoosh and ended on a deflated groan.

“Problem breathing, Rodeo?” Stumpy’s voice in his earpiece cracked on a laugh. The team’s eye in the sky missed nothing, damn him. Somewhere—their CO, Hunt—was listening as well, along with the rest of the team. Great.

Why did everyone think Rodeo had a problem? He flicked a glance toward the show manager, who held up a card. “Thirty seconds to showtime, bro,” Rodeo murmured to Stumpy through his low-profile, camouflaged neck microphone, similar to what the other teammates in the venue wore.

Wait. Tachi had said he was handsome. That was good news.

“Problem, Rodeo?” she said.

Again, with the problem bit. He was perfectly fine, emphasis on the perfect.

Except for the issue with Tarzan’s lack of swinging space between the trees. Other than that, he was good to go.

She scanned his less-than-comfortable posture and flashed a confident cat-like smile. When she threw her shoulders back, the movement stretched the lapels of the canvas jacket open to reveal a shimmering forest green tank top that set off her smooth-as-honey, tan skin. The sparkly garment was born to fit Tachi’s flawless frame. He calculated how quickly he could get his palms over there to worship those full breasts.

Probably the same amount of time as it would take for her to ram one of those silver stilettos up his exceptional ass. 

He curled his stupid hands into stupid fists and pinned them at his sides. “I don’t have any problems, baby. Just noticing that this inseam is a smidge undersized for my impressive banana basket.” He winked and adjusted his stance, showing off his ... fruit. Most women became putty in his hands at this point.

A flick of her gaze down, then up. She snorted. “Too bad that banana’s overripe.” 

He rocked back on his heels. Shoo wee, this woman sucker-punched him with nothing but words.

Tachi added, “And don’t call me ‘baby.’”

The show manager held up ten fingers. Then nine.

Rodeo’s heart thumped, then his training kicked in. Protect Tachi. Provide cover for Britt’s senior project. Complete the show so that the team can extract Britt and finish the op. Assess threats. Report back. Limit collateral damage. Repeat until success is achieved.

Show time.

The Morpheus Virus that coursed through his veins lapped up his amped state. Rodeo’s virus cycled slower than his teammates’. Even so, he’d nearly burned through last month’s antidote dose because of the sustained vigilance and adrenaline over the past few weeks. He’d get his injection soon. Right now, he needed the strength and reaction edge the virus provided him. 

The show manager gestured them forward.

All senses expanded. His targeting abilities pinged off everything and everyone in the space. Calculating and recalculating. Preparing for every contingency.

Tachi toyed with the ends of her long, dark hair for a split second, then dropped her arms to her sides. “Remember. Winner gets their wish.” She tossed back the laughing words as she stepped into the spotlight. She glowed under the lights, all banging curves and tall confidence, dazzling him and everyone else in the audience. The image of her illuminated, take-no-prisoners stance turned his mouth to sand.

Rodeo knew his wish.

He stepped onto the stage and tipped an imaginary hat at her. Rodeo never lost.

She sucked in a tiny breath.

The need to keep her safe drove him as he matched her self-assured gait with his own. But not puffed and powerful. He needed to be angsty. Slouchy. Fuck, Rodeo didn’t do slouchy.

As they strode down the catwalk, Rodeo assessed threats and analyzed angles of attack. Egress points. Resources for cover. A few audience members wore sunglasses, and he homed in on them. He didn’t note any sudden movements. No one reached into a coat. There was no dull glint of black metal where it shouldn’t be found. No aberrant behavior. Yet. His shoulder blades prickled. His fingers twitched, needing to hold a blade he could flick at a moment’s notice.

He spied his team member, Rivera, sitting next to an older gentleman: Britt McNeill’s father, who was a completely innocent bystander. Pele, another teammate, blinked an all-clear from his second-row seat on the other side of the audience.

Somewhere, Curly was out there, too, but that soldier had a real gift for disappearing in plain sight. Thanks to his virally enhanced ability, if Curly didn’t want to be noticed, no one would ever see him.

Halfway down the catwalk, Tachi removed her canvas jacket in a smooth move and hooked it over her shoulder with her finger. The fitted green tank top glinted beneath the lights, drawing excited gasps from the audience. Rodeo missed a step. She did not. The tiny rise of one corner of Tachi’s full mouth told him she’d noticed.

They reached the end of the main catwalk, where it formed a T. Models could pace twenty feet out to either side of the T, then the furthest person could rejoin their partner, and they could exit to one side together. This would be his greatest distance away from Tachi. The virus strained at him to cover her with his entire body.

Chill, buddy. She’s not even the mission target, just a means to an end for this stage of the operation.

Despite the mandate to protect Britt, Tachi still mattered. That much Rodeo knew from the past week they’d worked closely together.

He mentally shook his head and continued threat assessments. He needed to focus on his job, or someone would end up hurt—or worse.

The crowd clapped louder as Tachi strutted out to the far end of the T and popped her generously curved hip out like the sensual ballistic weapon that it was. She hit a self-assured pose, bright like a glowing goddess beneath the house lights. Shouts and applause grew from the ecstatic audience. 

A half-beat off, Rodeo quickly resumed his deep-thinking, confident-but-not-too-confident, slouchy pose that somehow was supposed to show off the garments. When in doubt, he could bluff his way through any situation with confidence. At the exit point of the T, he stared at Tachi. He couldn’t help himself. She was gorgeous. 

Rodeo gave up on angsty for a split-second and flashed his signature big grin at the audience. He wiped not-so-pretend sweat from his brow and gestured appreciatively toward Tachi. The crowd went wild.

The five seconds it took for Tachi to strut to his side? It was torture for his virus that was rocketing into orbit due to this completely unsecure venue.

As soon as his arm brushed hers, the virus chilled the fuck out enough to allow rational thought. They strode off the catwalk, behind the audience, and turned toward stage left, staying behind a curtain that hid the models’ return to backstage.

Once they reached the wings, the joyful smile that lit up Tachi’s face nearly drove him to his knees. Damn, she was stunning with those sultry brown eyes and high cheekbones. Somehow, instead of pulling her into his arms, he managed to cup her elbow and help her down the few steps from stage left down to the bustling backstage area. The concrete and steel-girded space contained designers, assistants, models, and technicians. Way too many targets.

Limited options for cover.

The overwhelming drive to push Tachi into a safe corner and place his body in front of hers short-circuited rational thought. Virally-driven protection instinct ramped up.

“Ouch.” Tachi glanced at his hand clamped onto her arm.

Shit. He unclenched his fingers but remained close. Covering his lapse, he quipped, “Looks like I won the bet, huh?”

“Shh.” She waggled fingers, ignoring him.

He opened and closed his mouth.

Ignoring him? How was that possible?

Tachi continued, “I want to see Britt’s grand finale as she closes out the show.” She planted herself in front of the backstage monitor and struggled to put the canvas jacket on, not taking her eyes off the screen.

Before he recognized the action, Rodeo had helped her into the sleeves and tugged the jacket up, his fingertips brushing the warm, silky skin of her shoulders for a half-second too long. She didn’t react.

No reaction? 

He was Rodeo. Women always reacted to him.

He was also Rodeo, a Special Forces professional and current member of the unsanctioned Morpheus Squad, a guy who fucking needed to do his job.

Keeping one hand on the small of her back, he rotated his own frame slowly, assessing clumps of models and assistants, the designers’ prep areas, and the people who stood in different places. Far in the back, a janitor slowly pulled a mop over the concrete floor. Odd for the guy to be here at nearly nine at night. Rodeo studied the slow, paunchy figure for another few seconds, calculating the force, velocity, and angles needed to incapacitate the man. Satisfied with the lack of abnormal behavior from the guy and reassured that he could quickly neutralize the man, Rodeo turned halfway to face the screen while keeping the back of the stage area in his sights.

His teammate, Gonzo, exited the stairs with a dimpled grin as he hovered near his plus-sized runway model partner, Kim. Britt’s senior fashion collection had been modeled by Morpheus Squad members paired with statuesque plus-sized models. The ladies matched the men’s strong frames in a way that appeared like a deliberate fashion choice.

Gonzo paused, cocked his head to the side, and squinted at Rodeo. A few seconds later, Gonzo returned with Rodeo’s prized Duncan brand yo-yo and slapped it in his hand.

What a friend. Rodeo’s shoulder muscles loosened as he closed his fingers around the familiar object. Thanks to the quirk of the virus, Rodeo needed to keep the purple yo-yo close. It calmed him to feel the pressure, shape, and weight of the toy in his hand. He sent it up and down the string a few times with a satisfying whir, the sound barely audible above the deep bass beats coming from the show. After rocking the cradle and another trip around the world, he tucked the yo-yo into a tight pants pocket with a sigh.

Team member, Red, and the third model, Damaris, exited the backstage stairs. Red then rushed back up the opposite stairs to join Britt for the finale. The show ended with every designer walking the runway with one of their models. 

The intense, brow-furled expression on Red’s face hit Rodeo like a slap. Anxiety. Fear. Morpheus Squad members were nearly indestructible killing machines, designed to suppress their feelings so they could carry out impossible missions.

It would take an act of God to break that conditioning.

Yet, typically cold and professional, Red appeared ... worried. The men of the Morpheus Squad didn’t do worried. His neck prickled. Red’s concern was contagious.

“We need to move to a safer location,” Rodeo murmured near Tachi’s ear. He inhaled her jasmine scent.

She raised her index finger.

What?

Even in the low light, Rodeo’s vision flashed red at her dismissal. He was in charge of this part of the op. His job was to ensure her safety. He flexed his hands, ready to physically move her.

“Hold up a sec.” Tachi tilted her head back and up toward him, stretching her elegant neck that he suddenly wanted to lick. “Please.” That one word slid along his nerve endings like a silken promise.

Rodeo swallowed as he studied her jawline and long lashes. 

She smiled. “Let me watch Britt, then we can step away.”

“Tachi,” he growled. “Mission safety.”

“Britt’s my best friend. She worked so hard for this. It’s been her dream. I want to see her close the show.” Without waiting for his permission, she faced the screen, planted her feet, and crossed her arms over her chest.

No. For this mission, he was in charge of the Tachi’s security.

The virus coursed through his body, prickling along his skin. Safety. Risk assessment. His head swung back and forth, churning through threat mitigation options. Targeting data overloaded his brain. Protect. Cover. Red had Britt covered. Gonzo watched over Kim and Damaris. Rodeo needed to protect Tachi and finish the damn op.

Several of the other model and designer pairs had already walked the length of the catwalk and returned down the stage left stairs into backstage, flowing into one of many clumps of happy, hugging people. Rodeo counted down the couples until the last one. He waited.

Tachi clapped, her profile luminous in the light of the screen as tall Red and tiny Britt walked the stage.

After ninety long seconds, Red and Britt appeared at the top of the backstage stairs. Britt’s gape-mouthed expression appeared both thrilled and exhausted. Of course. She had created this entire collection from scratch only a few days ago. Red’s rigid frame suggested anything but thrilled. He met Rodeo’s eyes and blinked a message.

Threat identified. Rodeo interpreted the blinking pattern. Team members in the audience had it covered. Move targets to safety. 

His training clicked into place.

“Time to get to a more secure area.” He curled his fingers under Tachi’s upper arm, but she shrugged him off and stepped forward to enfold Britt in a massive hug, complete with squealing from both ladies. Petite Britt all but disappeared into Tachi’s embrace. Rodeo ground his teeth together and nearly vibrated as his head swiveled from side to side. Tachi knew the basics of their security situation and the team’s role. She knew he had a job to do.

After a moment, Tachi held Britt’s shoulders and turned her toward the models, students, and now professors and audience members streaming into the minimally secure backstage area to congratulate her. Red hovered next to Britt. Gonzo remained within arm’s reach of the other two models. 

Rodeo glanced at both teammates, and they nodded.

The main mission target was safe and would soon be moved off-site. Time to protect secondary targets, but continue on standby to support the primary mission.

Rodeo growled his frustration. In his world of missions and a life that wasn’t in any way normal, he wanted a few minutes with Tachi to pretend they lived in an everyday world. To have an ordinary conversation with an extraordinary woman. That required him to be normal. Undamaged. Not going to happen.

“Okay, caveman.” The rich, warm laughter in her voice shook him out of his pity party. “I’m yours, darling. Do what you need to do.” Her dark eyes flashed as she winked at him.

Fuck, yeah.

Safety first.

Keeping a hand on Tachi’s lower back, he urged her toward the rear of the backstage area, away from the crowd but close enough to continue monitoring the situation. He planted her next to the metal wall and between two concrete pillars. Good defensive position. He could still perform threat assessment. The position was also excellent for covering her with his body. Yet he had privacy.

“Are we good?” Tachi tugged at the ends of her long, dark hair. If he could plunge his fingers into those silky waves and fist the masses of hair, lock her in place, and feast on her luscious lips... 

Yeah, he’d be real good. 

But he wanted to focus on Tachi’s safety and her needs right now. After spending a week around her, Rodeo knew her nervous tells: the flick of fingers over hair and the slight furrowing of her dark brows.

“Teammates are nearby.” The virus begged him to yank her into his arms and not let go. The rational portion of his brain knew better and reminded him yet again that he was, for real, on an assignment and needed to focus. The virus almost got the upper hand. Instead, he half turned and leaned a shoulder against the wall next to her. She was protected by Rodeo in front of her, a wall to her side, and the concrete column behind her. With this angle, he had the best of both worlds. Work and Tachi. He could mix business and pleasure in the last few minutes of his time here before the team wrapped their mission, and he disappeared. A sour rock sat heavy in his gut at the thought of never seeing Tachi again. 

He lifted a hand to mute his neck mic speaker. “Let’s talk about that bet I won,” he said on a low laugh.

Her eyes narrowed, and she pulled her chin back. “As if. The cheers were twice as loud for me.”

True, but he wanted to win. His wish: a second chance. A few days ago, he’d made a pass—a bad one—at Tachi. Went in with zero finesse, relying on physical magnetism. Offered to serve her up all of the meat, but no wine, cheese, or crackers. After his botched kiss, she’d cut him off at the knees and rightly so. 

Since then, he couldn’t stop thinking about redemption. 

She twirled a strand around a long, tapered finger. “Fine,” she huffed, waving her hands. “Let’s say you won. ‘Theoretically.’” Air quotes thrown, her gaze then flitted to the side. She looked everywhere but directly at Rodeo. 

So, she might have feelings as well. Or he could also be misreading her doubt, fear, and insecurity and making it all about him. Shit on shit. Normally, he was so good with women. He could read them with confidence and deliver exactly what they wanted every single time.

Now? Rodeo—sure shot Rodeo, never miss Rodeo—was unsure how to proceed.

When in doubt, reassess the situation. Work the problem. Improvise new solutions.

He scanned the room around him, taking mere seconds to identify his teammates and calculate potential defensive and offensive liabilities. First task of his mission duty was done.

Then he concentrated on the stunning face in front of him. In heels she came nearly to eye level with him. With those high cheekbones, dramatic makeup, teased hairstyle, and flashing brown eyes, she looked like a beautiful warrior.

How long had he been staring at her?

Her chest rose once. Twice.

Say something, damn it. His brain turned over like a rusted Chevy sitting out in a field. Nothing. No ideas. Actually, strike that. Rodeo had some really good ideas, but thanks to the virus, none of the suggestions were socially-appropriate or actionable in polite society and public settings.

Rodeo wasn’t used to asking for what he wanted when it came to romance.

What he wanted always fell right into his lap with minimal encouragement. Sometimes no encouragement at all. What women wanted was generally what he wanted. 

Unfortunately, what he wanted right now made a frowny face at him and tilted her head like she graded him ... and he had failed the test.

Say words, he begged his brain. Had to be the virus short-circuiting. Couldn’t be silver-tongued, Rodeo, unable to say something. Damn, he wanted to assess those miles of curves with his fingers and then with his mouth. Wanted to stroke with his hand down her strong, long legs. Tachi’s pouty lips opened by a tantalizing millimeter, promising luscious kisses

He paused. What if the interest wasn’t mutual?

No way. Not possible.

Right?

He stared at her until she blinked.

Fuck him, but for the first time in his entire life, he didn’t know.

Rodeo drank in the view of her gorgeous face mere inches from his, with her thick ponytail that tempted him to grab a fistful and tug, and the hint of a flush forming on her upper chest.

Assess. Analyze. Confirm that he read the entire situation correctly.

Objective assessment also meant evaluating crap like his own feelings. 

Fuck that shit.

Instead, he returned to a familiar process and performed another external threat evaluation. He reassessed their location, identifying ingress and egress points. He noted the crowds gathered toward the front of the backstage space. This location on this wall, away from the bustle of people, was safe for now.

He turned back to meet Tachi’s steady gaze. Clearing his throat, he dove in. “Here’s what I want.” He held onto control. He resisted the urge to touch her until he knew it was mutually desired. “I want a first date. A real one. And I want another taste of your lips. Not necessarily in that order.”

She continued to be cool and collected, which was about to kill him. Sweat collected on his lower back. Had he misread her interest?

Then she bit her lower lip as the pulse on the side of her neck went double time.

One tiny nod was all the confirmation he needed.
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Chapter Two
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Tachi’s usual giddy high after walking in a fashion show had been quickly replaced by the fear of something bad happening. After all, an evil man was after Britt as a way to get to Britt’s family. Rodeo’s team had one job, and that was to keep Britt safe.

Actually, the job had morphed into ensuring Britt finished the senior project fashion show safely, because Britt refused to go into hiding without her hard-earned college degree. Took guts, and maybe not the smartest decision, but good for Britt to complete what she started.

Now, the assignment was over. They had done it. Tachi had played her role supporting her best friend.

Once Tachi could see that Britt was surrounded by friends and protection, her thoughts turned toward the sexy man attempting to make a move on her.

Another move, that was.

Had it really been three days since she said zettaini muri—absolutely no way—to him? In Japanese, no less, thanks, Mama. Then, when he threw a swagger and tried yet again, she had said it in Papi’s Spanish for good measure—¡ni de pedo! Not even when drunk.

Then she had translated that last one for him.

Okay, that response might have been kind of cold, but they were the responses Tachi had available as a quick defense—anything to keep herself from jumping Rodeo’s sexy bones. Which wasn’t going to happen anytime soon, by God. She didn’t even know his real name. He had given her no details about his past and only offered up empty pick-up lines and whatever military speech that hot covert soldiers used. Yeah, she said it: he was hot. Whatevs. A swaggering guy with cheekbones that could cut glass and lips that she’d bet were like satin overlying steel. A tall, muscled man like Rodeo had a fling with no future written all over him. Which was ironic, given that Tachi had no time for a future or a fling.

If eyeballs could feast, then his were eating her up right now, as she and Rodeo stood face-to-face at the far end of the backstage area of Savannah College of Art and Design’s Atlanta campus theater. Somewhere, danger might still lurk. But that seemed far in the distance right now.

Because right now she had a guy feasting on her with his eyeballs.

She flicked her gaze over his body. What a body. He was a stunning specimen. She had gotten a hint of his strong muscles and hard frame a few times over the past week. Now, when she imagined those corded arms wrapping around her, his lean hips moving against her, those callused fingers brushing over her sensitive skin...

Crap, had she said any of that out loud? Glancing up at Rodeo, she didn’t see an expression of horror. From the other side of the large backstage area, voices in the crowd rose and fell with laughter and congratulations, but the sound faded into the rapid pulse pounding in her head. She studied the tense, beautiful man in front of her. His shaved bald head focused her attention on his face with its perfect bone structure sculpted from pure ebony. That was an objective assessment as a fashion expert, of course. She’d never share her evaluation with him.  His ego already needed its own zip code.

Fair’s fair. They’d made a bet. Winner got a wish. Tachi conjured up a few wishes of her own and pressed her legs together. No. Not going to happen. She had too much on her professional plate, with work that would lead to success, which would make her parents proud of her. Still. She was twenty-five. She had no problems with a casual meet-up, but drew the line at trifling with undercover guys who kept secrets and had no future. Getting close to Rodeo had terrible idea written all over it.

He’d been her protector for the past week. A constant vigilant presence in a whirlwind of danger and clothing production. He had parried her defensive barbs with laughter, warmth, and sexy confidence. What if?

His baritone voice, laced with humor and odd intensity, flowed over her like caramel. “Did you hear me?” He rubbed his chin with a thumb.

Oh God. Her heart pounded. Her face felt fuzzy. “Say it again. Use small words.”

Slowly, he said, “I. Want. One. Kiss.” He paused. “And then a date.”

Of course, the minute Rodeo said the word kiss, she couldn’t stop staring at his mouth. Full and sensual, the top lip was a lighter shade of deep brown than his face, and the bottom lip had a hint of pink that tempted her to lick and nibble. A wry quirk of one corner marred his otherwise model-perfect expression. Seriously, he could be on magazine covers.

He could be yours for a time, a little voice inside her said.

He could be trouble, a louder voice inside her said.

One touch won’t hurt, the little insisted.

It might hurt a lot when he leaves, the louder voice said.

Tachi might seem sexually confident, what with modeling and her side gig of pole dancing, but she had built that self-assured persona as armor to face the world. The true Tachi needed someone stable, present, long-term, and who didn’t have secrets. Rodeo was none of these things.

But.

What was the harm in one taste? She wet her lips before she could stop the involuntary action. His eyes darkened, the whites stark in the low light. He hadn’t moved from his position a handsbreadth away. He hadn’t touched her. But his presence or vigilance or whatever intense soldier-y thing he had going for him seemed to reach out and surround her in a bubble of safety.

A low growl reached her.

Safety ... ish.

Best defense was confidence, Mama always said. She also said something along the lines of ‘overthinking leads to unhappiness,’ so Tachi would pick and choose from Mama’s Buddhist wisdom right about now. “Yes.” Her voice cracked.

“Yes, what, Tachi? Tell me.”

Tingling started low in her belly and drifted even lower. This man pushed her beyond her comfort zone. Her tongue went dry. “Yes, you can have one kiss. Then a date.”

“Just one kiss?”

“That was your wish, wasn’t it?”

The corner of his mouth rose further. “I guess it was. I’d best make it a good one.”

He paused, broke eye contact, and visibly scanned the room around them before turning back to her. She hadn’t moved from where she stood, her back to the concrete support beam and her shoulder pressed to the wall of the venue.

Rodeo also stood with his shoulder against the wall and faced her. She was bracketed on nearly all sides, surrounded by hard materials and a hard man.

What about something soft?

On an inhale that lifted his broad shoulders, Rodeo leaned forward, his mouth inches away from hers. With the hand closest to the wall, he touched her jacket-clad upper chest. Then he trailed his fingers over the collar and onto the heated, sensitive skin of her neck, rising until he cupped the side of her head. She shivered and inhaled. His faint scent of warm lemony cloves and whisky oak encouraged her to taste and see if there was a sensory match.

Instead, Tachi held still, watching him watch her. Heat poured off of him.

Time stretched out between them.

She inhaled clove and citrus. Exhaled air that stopped an inch from her lips. He was so close. She couldn’t help herself. 

Tachi closed the gap on a sigh. The moment their mouths touched, his hand tightened against her scalp, sending zings throughout her body. His other hand cupped her cheek, partially hiding their faces from the rest of the room.

The kiss started as a light brush of his mouth over hers, sweeping back and forth but never losing contact with her lips. Tachi grabbed a fistful of his shimmery couture shirt, somehow noting an abnormally hard texture beneath the cloth. She rubbed the material with her fingertips.

He murmured against her lips, “Kevlar.”

Exactly what a girl wanted to hear from a guy she was kissing.

“I wish I could feel your hands there,” he growled into her mouth.

Logic brain briefly perked up. Tachi needed to step back and assess the situation, but couldn’t. He’d pressed her backside more firmly against the concrete pillar. Her shoulder rested against the wall. Tachi had nowhere to go.

Nowhere she wanted to go.

Oh, this situation was so bad. Her stomach quivered.

He exhaled a groan, and on instinct, Tachi opened her mouth. Rodeo slipped his tongue between her lips, stroking and teasing. Then he eased back and nipped at her lower lip, drawing it between his teeth and running his rough tongue over the skin.

Tachi’s knees nearly buckled. Delicious swirling sensations built into a needy throb between her legs. She pressed her hips forward, trying to ease the ache, but it only created more desire to get closer to him. She was on a cliff’s edge of passion, teetering on the brink.

Then she gave up any pretense of holding back. With twin moans and deep breaths, they kissed full-on, lips and tongues and tangling, sensations building until all of Tachi’s plans for a future centered on what this man was doing tonight. Nothing made sense. She didn’t care.

He slipped a hand under her shirt, drawing a shudder from her as he skimmed the sensitive skin of her stomach and then slipped up to stroke the underside of a breast.

More. She arched toward him. Offering.

With his thumb, he grazed her nipple through the lace and swallowed her moan with his ongoing kiss.

“Shit, you’re sexy,” he murmured against her mouth. Then he slid his hand under the bra, trapping her pebbled tip between the firm pinch of his callused finger and thumb.

Liquid heat throbbed in time with his caress. “Rodeo.” She shuddered again. This guy was going to take her apart right here in public, and Tachi didn’t care. She pressed against him, enjoying his equally frustrated groan.

“You will be the death of me, Tachi. You have too many clothes on. What I want to do to you right now...”

After another hot kiss, she
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