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Chapter One

 


Too many voices blinded Red.

Alfred “Red” Newman leaned against the
Savannah College of Art and Design (SCAD) hallway and gritted his
teeth as the faux-leather jacket material rasped against the white
walls, the sound creating sparks in his vision. Warmer than typical
attire for March on the college’s Atlanta campus, but this wasn’t a
typical situation. A guy had to hide tactical gear somehow. He
hunched his tall frame into itself and ducked his head, trying
something—anything—to drown out the noise but still maintain his ability
to focus.

He needed to preserve his exceptional
hearing without losing his mind. Hell of a two-edged sword. Hell of
an advantage, no question. Made working around explosives a real
bitch, but fantastic for tracking down tiptoeing insurgents.
Unfortunately, every time the damned experimental Morpheus Virus
that had given him his supersonic hearing revved up, he lost a
little more sanity. He rolled his neck, wincing as the deep
cracking sound ricocheted in his skull. With effort, he loosened
jacked-up muscles—muscles ready to fire,
to strike, to propel his fists forward as he beat the hell out of
something or someone. He shifted the stupid tote slung over his
shoulder, all part of today’s costume along with the fake glasses
that made the bridge of his nose itch. He straightened up against
the wall, careful not to press against the hidden Sig holstered at
the small of his back.

Students now exited classes, their chatter
flowing like a summer flood burbling down a dry creek bed until it
rose to a growling rush of sound. A narrow-eyed glance from a
passing maroon blazer-clad student made him reset his slumped
posture. A quick brush of one leg against the other allowed Red to
inventory the guns in both ankle holsters. He reached in his
deeper-than-normal jeans pocket to the hole inside and probed with
a finger. Knife strapped on the thigh, right where he’d put it.

Like most of the Morpheus Squad members, Red
didn’t rely solely on weapons. He rolled his free hand into a fist
and tried not to be obvious with his systematic assessment of this
space’s ingress and egress points, as well as its weaknesses that
Lequire’s men could exploit. He tallied hypothetical casualties in
real time.

Keep your shit together. This is an arts
college, not the Middle East, and not a team drill. Blend in. The
assignment is more of a precaution.

Unrolling his fingers, Red fished in his
jacket pocket and squeezed the tiny silicon earplugs, debating.
Sacrifice his edge or sacrifice his sanity? The rushing water sound
of chattering, closely packed college students rose to a
flooded-waterfall tumbling roar. He shook his head, as if doing so
would dislodge the sound. That wouldn’t give him what his body
craved. What it hated. What it loved.

What Red really needed was a shot of
antidote. The synesthesia had increased. But, no, he’d had zero
time to stop and inject and take the necessary half day to recover,
thanks to his target’s constant motion. Would it kill this woman to
stay put for more than fifteen minutes? He still couldn’t figure
out when this freaking Energizer bunny slept.

Speaking of Britt McNeill, she’d almost
gotten away from him. Embarrassing for a specially trained Special
Forces tracker like Red.

Now he needed to get to a pretend class and
take pretend notes while he pretended to enjoy discussions about
textiles and cuts of clothing. Red pulled the edges of the beanie
down over his ears, to hide his bright orange hair. He crushed the
fabricated transfer paper in his hand and flinched as the harsh
crinkle knifed through his temple.

The mission. Stick to the mission. The skin
between his shoulder blades twitched. He glanced around, expecting
to see armed thugs aiming guns at him—or
worse, aimed at his mission target. Who had again flitted away from
his exceptional tail. Red had been one of the best trackers in the
military. He lightly tapped his ear through the yarn. Especially
after his change.

Even more reason that Britt’s evasion pissed
him off.

Not evasion, because that implied she knew
he followed her. She had no idea. Oh, no. This woman was naturally
talented at being nowhere and everywhere, all at once. If only that
innate ability could help the situation.

Britt had no idea of the evil that wanted to
hurt her. Had no idea if Red lost her trail, not only would the
guys back at base never let him live it down, but in a far more
critical matter, her life would be in jeopardy. All because Britt’s
sister had uncovered the truth about their brother Brady’s death,
putting the entire McNeill family in danger. Red and his team were
involved because Brady had been their teammate in Special Forces.
Therefore, his team would protect the McNeills like they protected
one another. Simple. With luck, Red could concentrate on keeping an
eye on her. If only he could stop his ears from absorbing every
damned sound in a half-mile radius. He ground molars together, but
winced—softly. The virus balked at the
restraint and made every muscle prickle.

Heaving in a lungful of air, he held it
until he tamped down the need to rip off his own head. Or anyone
else’s head. In. Out. In. Out. Like he’d learned years ago, when
so-called home life had become dire. Before Special Forces. Before
the virus. In. Out. In. Out. A familiar exercise.

The fight-or-flight response eased along
with the tension in his shoulders.

See? There. All better.

As if sixty seconds of circular breathing
fixed his terminally warped nervous system. Close enough.

He shoved away from the wall and joined the
flow of students, keeping his shoulders hunched. Couldn’t exactly
hide 6’2”, but he sure as hell could appear less like a military
operative and more like a … fashion student. He had the whole
getup, meticulously curated by Stumpy and Gonzo. Apparently they
had the fashion chops or at least enough Google images to get
appearances right: stiff leather-esque jacket, baggy shirt with a
subtle striped pattern, organically sourced yarn beanie, edgy ankle
boots, stupid-ass leather wrist thingy, literati glasses, dude tote
bag. Whole nine yards. He’d drawn the line at skinny jeans. His
balls clenched at the thought. Yeah. With his muscled legs, he
couldn’t rock slim-fit denim without losing circulation somewhere
vital.

Three quick, light steps preceded his
five-foot-nothing mission target careening around a corner and
burying her forehead in his ribs.

“Crap!” With a flurry of flannel and limbs,
Britt windmilled backward, likely off-balance due to the backpack
that sagged from her shoulders like it contained half her body
weight.

He rocketed a hand out and almost picked her
up off the ground. Adrenaline hit Red like a crashing wave,
blocking out everything else around him as he laser-focused on
Britt. He quickly dialed his grip on her arm back to “support”
instead of “hoist.”

That little intake of air she inhaled? He
tasted that auditory pop of sweet pecan sound. His gut tightened as
did other areas, and he thanked God once more for looser-fit
pants.

The second she was no longer at risk of
falling on her cute ass, he let go of her. Had to. Not before he
caught a whiff of coffee and … he inhaled … hibiscus? It was a
subtle, sweet, and old-school scent that made him think of potted
flowers. Maybe. He wasn’t an aroma savant like his teammate,
Doc.

“Ah, I’m sorry,” she said with a sweet yet
sharp lilt.

A devilish blink of her intense
electric-blue eyes outlined by dark liner damn near sucked the
oxygen out of the room. She was no Southern belle—more like a Goth pixie who had gleefully dismembered
a Southern belle.

“I won’t break.” He pitched his voice low.
Relief at being back in visual contact with his mission objective
loosened his shoulders.

Then all his internal monitoring systems
went on high alert. Protect.

Her fingers fluttered over his chest, the
tiny sounds of fingertips brushing the cotton-polyester blend
tickled but did not hurt his ears. Thank God he hadn’t worn a chest
holster today or she’d be tracing it.

A blink. Dark-mauve lids flipped down and
back up to reveal that bright-blue stare again. “You? Break? Uh,
doesn’t seem like it, no. You’re not super fragile.” Pat
pat. “At all. Look at you, all there. Um.” Her elfish features
shifted into to a sweet, sheepish grin. He felt more than heard her
gulp.

His face creaked with an unnatural movement.
A smile? He fought the urge to puff out his chest and flex beneath
her flapping appreciation, and instead stayed in character and kept
his shoulders hunched. As if he spent a lot of time thinking about
socially responsible art and had deep literary discussions over
coffee. Whatever that kind of dude was, Red tried to project that
appearance.

No question, if those short and
sparkly—he squinted—lime-green nails ever dragged across his bare skin?
He’d blow way more than his mission.

Stay professional, damn it.

The freaky sprite in front of him confused
him. Granted, he had assumed the role of a fake fashion student for
the purpose of his mission, but even a straightlaced military dude
like Red knew a fashion don’t when he saw it. As an
older-than-typical-aged college student of twenty-six, maybe she
was creating her own new trend. Purple highlights glinted in the
chestnut, chin-length hair that framed her pale, delicate neck. A
silver hoop winked on the side of her nose. Two more hoops
encircled the edge of an eyebrow.

The unbuttoned navy flannel shirt that
covered her thigh-length floral knit dress seemed like more of a
nineties look, though he was literally no expert. Toughening up the
ensemble? Knee-high black tights and Doc Martens. Even with the
thick-soled shoes, Britt only came up to mid-chest height on
him.

The entire incongruent package worked for
her. It worked for him.

“Hello?” she asked.

Damn it, how long had he been staring? He
peered down the hall. Fewer students hurried to classes now.

“I’m Britt McNeill,” she said, holding out
her hand.

How shocking was her voice now? Low and
mellow, her words sounded like bourbon tasted—caramel and smoky and tart, all at once. But with an
effervescent brightness that contradicted the dark elements in her
appearance.

Her hand disappeared in his, and he reeled
in the urge to clamp down, pull her closer, tuck her into his
chest, and kill anyone who attacked her. Whoa, there,
boy.

“Re—Al Neubert. Call me Al.” After one
carefully controlled shake of her delicate hand, he let go. Had
to.

A quick frown made the light glint off the
silver eyebrow hoop. “Okay. Al.” He resisted the urge to fidget as
her gaze narrowed. “Um, so I gotta …” She jabbed a thumb over her
shoulder.

“Me too.”

With a tilt to her head, she asked, “You’re
new here?”

“Transfer from main campus in Savannah,” he
lied, the backstory flowing like he’d been born with this history.
He took a breath in, out, in, out. “Granny is ill here in Atlanta
so SCAD let me transfer midsemester.”

Ah yes, SCAD, Savannah College of Art and
Design, where he was pursuing his fake dream of getting a fine arts
degree so he could work in the fashion industry as a trend
forecaster. Sadly, he couldn’t tell the difference between
acid-wash and stone-wash, and God help him if he needed to
coordinate colors. Red and pink went together fine. Right?

His sum knowledge of fashion came from the
crash course his teammates, Gonzo and Stumpy, had put together
before Red left the team compound four days ago. Plus, Red had
grabbed a bunch of magazines at the local bookstore a few days ago
to read while on stakeout. Cargo pants were out—who knew? World truly was coming to an end. If he
pulled off this role, he should get an Oscar.

A sympathetic frown creased the skin between
her dark brows. “Oh, that’s too bad about your granny. Hope she
gets better. Ah.” She toyed with the hem of the flannel shirt.
“Need help finding a class?”

No, because he could follow Britt to her
class, which magically happened to be the same class on his fake
transfer papers. Funny how that worked. But he stayed in character
and uncrumpled the sheet so she could review the schedule he had
memorized.

“Oh, that’s easy. Follow me. Hurry, or we’ll
be late!” The shush of skirt fabric brushing against her
tights-clad thighs dried his mouth out in a hurry, but he followed
her like a cooperative if not uninformed transfer student.

If Britt found out the truth about Red,
she’d take one of those ridiculous Doc Martens and cram it where
fashion sits...


Chapter Two

 


Britt might not be a genius, but she knew
when things fit and when they didn’t. When pieces put together
worked well to create a cohesive look. Or when someone was trying
too hard to be effortless. Something about Al didn’t add up … like
velvet and tulle sewn together—it made no
sense.

The way he carried himself, hunched and
insecure, ran contrary to the tight, hard muscles on his chest and
his quick reactions. Polyester-cotton-spandex-mix shirt, if her
fingers told the truth, which meant the material should be fitted.
What about the horizontal stripes on the shirt? For a guy going to
fashion school, he should know better. What she’d give to
restructure his … wardrobe. A flutter deep inside sent a wave of
heat through her chest.

Not a relationship. Nothing permanent. No
connection. Nothing that could make her get hurt. Those were the
rules that made life uncomplicated, if not a little lonely. What
about enjoying something short-term? Could be fun to … makeover …
Al.

She caught a glimpse of him out of the
corner of her eye as they hurried down the hall. His look came
across as deliberately contrived. The boots were rugged but
expensive, and probably had never seen off-road terrain. The
glasses hid those warm hazel eyes, and the tan Oakley satchel had a
strap that had no smooth wear on it. Hey, nothing against any piece
of clothing, but these items seemed more expensive than an average
college student could afford.

She swallowed a nasty acid taste. Some
students here could easily afford the $40,000 tuition fee, plus
living expenses. Other students, like Britt, cobbled together
financial aid, grants, the SCAD Challenge Scholarship, and loans to
pay for school. Usually it was clear which students were which.

She couldn’t put a finger on it, but Al’s
ensemble didn’t work. Quit playing critic. People could wear
what they wanted, as long as they were comfortable and happy.

Nothing about Al seemed comfortable.

A muscle in his tight cheek popped. Nothing
about Al seemed happy, either.

A few fine lines next to his hazel eyes
hinted that his age was closer to Britt’s and he wasn’t the typical
eighteen- to twenty-two-year-old student.

Sure, she liked the
doesn’t-realize-he’s-hot-introvert-intellectual-in-a-beanie look,
same as any gal. But the way he scanned the hallway and whipped his
head over at a noise down the hall, like a Doberman on sudden
alert? Out of place.

The denim over his sturdy legs? Too
distressed. Too symmetrical. Faux shabby. He was trying too
hard.

Using her teeth to toy with the silver hoop
on her lip, she sighed. She could judge him, or she could cut the
guy a break. His grandma was ill, and he had picked up and moved
from Savannah to Atlanta. That situation would make anyone
uncomfortable. He probably didn’t even have all his clothes
unpacked yet. She glanced again. That made the most sense. No fresh
clothes. Because if this was a deliberate choice? Phew. He’d need
remedial studies before he was allowed to graduate.

“Here we are, Al.” She pointed at the number
next to the classroom door.

Murmurs and chair scrapes from her
classmates taking their seats in Fashion Design: Concept
Development filtered out into the hallway.

His big hand spread out on the door, holding
it open for her to enter. She had to step way too close to his
broad chest to pass by him. A hint of pine and aftershave tempted
her to inhale again.

Murmuring stopped. All eyes shot up.

Britt’s cheeks heated as she motioned to get
Professor Durban’s attention. “New guy,” she mumbled, then hurried
to an open seat on the far side of the room.

Professor Durban batted their eyelashes and
fawned over Al, right along with half the class. The top of Al’s
neck turned red as he stood with his shoulders hunched. He still
took up a ton of physical space.

Even several rows over, Britt fielded the
usual nasty glances from Jenna and her crew of fashionista clones.
Jenna had on a denim jumper cinched with a metal belt. Hey, just
because someone could afford Nordstrom’s clothes straight off the
rack didn’t automatically make them a trendsetter. Anyway, it was
easy to be cutting edge when your daddy was the mayor of the
wealthiest Atlanta suburb, Alpharetta. Jenna probably had
name-brand toilet paper for her 24-karat gold hiney that she
demanded everyone kiss.

One of the clones looked over at Britt, then
rolled her eyes as the squad tittered and whispered. Good grief.
Just like high school, only now Britt was in sixteenth grade.
Didn’t matter that Britt was a good four years older than Jenna and
her friends. Mean girls didn’t appear or disappear at a certain
age. At least Britt’s anxiety was well-treated nowadays. Thank
God.

Jenna’s ruby-red Revlon snarl turned into a
come-hither simper when Al slunk into a seat next to her. Jackpot
for Jenna.

Only he didn’t slink. Not really. Britt
tapped the edge of her scratched laptop. Maybe he did slink, but
somehow it was a deliberate action. Which made no sense. A tall guy
with broad shoulders like that shouldn’t be lacking in confidence.
He glanced back and over at Britt, his dark-orange eyebrows rising
as a quick, wry grin curled one corner of his generous mouth. Her
heart flopped.

Yep. He was confident enough.

Nope. Time machine back to high school or
not, Britt had no time for men, dating, or anything
extracurricular. Time to concentrate on school, because no way
would she not graduate this time. Not after years of
wandering, trying out colleges and majors, taking semesters off to
work and figure out what the heck she wanted to do, all while
trying to bolster the crumbling life around her. Britt had finally
gotten mental health assistance, and then decided on a
destination.

Britt had promised Mom a year ago, that
she’d finish her degree. Now Britt had a senior project to finish
and a graduation to accomplish. No fashion misfit, hazel-eyed
hottie who couldn’t make junior sales associate at Banana Republic
would prevent her from finally reaching this goal.

Jenna could go right ahead and sink her gel
nails into him. Britt snorted. If Entitled Barbie’s lip-licking
foreshadowed the future, Jenna would have Al … for lunch.
Soon. Poor guy, he would never know what steamrolled him. For a
second, Britt felt bad for the guy.

Not my problem.

Britt rested a hand on her temple, blocking
out her line of sight to Al. It helped.

Some.


Chapter Three

 


At the age of twenty-five, Red was already
way too old for this shit.

He tried to concentrate on the professor’s
lecture while the unnaturally natural blonde next to him kept
turning her head and flipping her hair. Then she moved to coyly
tapping her pen on her glossy upper lip, the sound bursting like a
cold, damp bubble on his face. Based on her progressive flirtation,
he’d bet money on her giving up her digits, or outright asking him
on a date. Great. He groaned inwardly.

Red might be the so-called baby of the
Morpheus Squad. Didn’t mean he had missed out on his fair share of
life experience, including some fun and games. He rubbed his ear.
If anyone could call a life-changing experimental virus “fun.”

No, the fun part was how Uncle Sam had
tested the team members like lab rats, all in the name of God and
country. Those testing facilities came complete with nice, locked,
luxury cells with a daily dose of pain and suffering. Even now, as
part of Morpheus Squad, operating in the shadows, Red risked
recapture if he blew his cover. The government hadn’t finished
their experiments. Freedom and his work as a team member came at a
price.

His extra abilities meant that he could use
his skills to help others or he could hide forever.

The only way he could pull off any mission
was to remain undetected.

The muscles between Al’s shoulder blades
twitched. What he’d give to sit up straight and stretch. Instead,
he ignored the student next to him who was busy weaponizing
seduction, and he continued hunching like his cover depended on it.
He glanced at the ridiculous Fossil watch, useless with its
complete lack of digital readout or satellite connection: 9:20 AM.
Time to do a threat assessment.

He made a mental blueprint of the classroom,
noting the locations of ingress and egress. Windows worked on a
rotary latch system, but only opened a few inches. He could easily
break the hinges with a well-placed kick. Red had already estimated
the distance to the ground: twenty-three feet. A bit high for
comfort. His knees creaked when he shifted position. With the virus
amplifying his reflexes and strength, he’d still limp away from a
jump from that distance.

He wondered what the rest of the team was up
to. Rivera and Pele were in similar field ops protecting Britt’s
father and sister, probably blending in way better than Red.

Unfortunately, when they needed a covert
operator to play a college student, the former Special Forces team
depth chart ran thin. Red was as close as they would ever get to
“youthful.”

Up at the front, the professor droned on
about concept design, and Red pretended to take notes on a computer
tablet. The only concept Red wanted to focus on involved getting
out of this kill box with his surveillance target within arm’s
reach. He sniffed and rotated slightly to assess other people in
the room. Students wore everything from monotone black to every
shade of the tropics, and that was just the hairstyles. No telltale
signs of weapons bulges. No skittish actions.

Good. Reassess in ten. He hunched toward the
front of the class once more.

That blonde student one seat over winked at
him again with a sniff of her too-perfect nose. He groaned
again.

To do his job, he needed to get rid of this
woman with the fake nails that she would not stop tapping against
the desk. Like a guitar pick against a washboard, but less
metallic-tasting of a sound. He rubbed his cramped neck. He needed
a mandated rest, but that wasn’t happening anytime soon if he
wanted to keep up with Britt.

Sound crept through his defenses, unbidden,
waking his ability up in a hurry. A heavy, gummy sensation of
clomping boots came from the hallway. Automatically, he assessed
likely body structure based on pace and stature given the depth and
timing of the thuds. About 5’9” and 140 pounds. He sat up straight.
Slouch, damn it.

The virus wanted more input. More sound.
More targets to evaluate. More threats for Red to neutralize. His
hand shook as he gripped the stylus as the viral vortex pulled him
into the depths.

Senses blending as his hearing acuity
increased, he picked up every audible signal around him. With the
right amount of breath control and concentration, he could focus
his abilities instead of letting viral impulses take over. That was
always the goal: use the virus’s power to succeed. Not let it get
out of hand to where he went insane and lost control.

Papers rustled around him, crisp and bright,
tasting like sun tea. One hundred and fifty fingers tapped on keys
or scratched notes on paper all around the room in an industrious
background patina that rubbed his nerves like dry leather. He
scanned the room as much with his eyes as his ears.

The professor’s heeled shoes made a snapping
scuff as he paced in front of the room. Red glanced at the pronouns
on the top corner of the whiteboard. Not he. They. Noted.
The soles on the shoes were irregular. They must have walked on
rocks or gravel before coming to class. One leg was slightly
longer, judging by the slower, more solid sound when that left foot
made scratchy contact with the linoleum floor.

Someone in the class had asthma, as a slight
pinching wheeze came from a thin guy up on the front row.

The most interesting sound? It happened
again, laser-focusing his attention. A tiny intake of breath. The
scrape of air through pursed lips dragged over his ears like
featherlight touches. The descending tone that followed was soft
and heated, and no one but Red could hear.

Pretending to crack his neck, he glanced
over his shoulder and across the room at Britt. Both of her hands
rested on the laptop keyboard, eyes focused ahead. Her darkly
tinted lips were open. Breathing. No law against that action. But
every time the combined air and sigh happened, it set his nerve
endings on fire. The virus needed to get close to that sound.

Red damn near stood up. He stopped himself.
Re-hunched. That strong of an impulse had never happened before.
There was always a chance the virus would mutate or behave
unpredictably. No one knew what the virus would do, long-term.
Today was not the time to find out.

“Mr. Neubert?” the professor asked
again.

Red jumped at the lemon-sour tone of voice.
“Pardon.”

Laughter around him pinged against his
brain, sleet against hard vinyl. He winced. Damn synesthesia. He
needed an antidote soon.

“Do you have a comment to add on the
utilization of textiles in postmodern expression? Because by that
daydreaming look on your face, you must have lots of ideas.
Right?”

Busted by the professor on day one. So much
for incognito.

Metallic-tasting scrapes sounded as chairs
shifted. The entire class focused on Red. Damn it. He had hated
attention in school during his crappy childhood in foster care, and
he sure as hell hated attention now during an undercover op.

Time to see if Gonzo and Stumpy’s research
paid off.

“Textiles in postmodern expression?” He
cleared his throat, stalling. Reaching deep into the crash course
he’d crammed over the past three days, Red fought the urge to swipe
sweat from his brow. Light, warm fog clouded his glasses, but no
way would he remove them. He breathed in, out, in, out. “Well,
sure. If you believe that postmodern is still relevant—and some experts do not—then
the concept of bricolage becomes key—the
use of disparate materials on hand to draw attention to the
individual different components in the artistic expression. But the
act of doing so creates a cohesive product, which at its core
stifles the postmodern non-unified aesthetic as it’s being
constructed.”

Did that bull come out of his own mouth?

Were those complete sentences? Did the words
make sense? Hell if he knew. He was regurgitating one of many
fashion theory word salad concepts that Stumpy had drilled into
him.

Silence. Dead, ear-ringing silence. No
cough. No chuckle. No typing on keyboards. Red literally heard a
cricket in the far corner of the room.

The professor cleared their throat. “Well, I
suppose they did teach you something useful back in Savannah after
all. Thank you, Mr. Neubert.”

Like a vise had been released from his chest
and ears, he exhaled, picking up all the little rustling noises,
shifts in seats, and a sense of the students resettling, like a
flock of birds had landed on the lawn. He tried to disguise the
moment when he rubbed that bead of sweat from his upper lip.

That specific breathy sigh coming from Britt
had him checking her, and he caught her quick smirk and scrunched
nose. Then she faced forward, studiously ignoring anyone but the
pacing professor.

“That was amazing,” the hair-tosser next to
him whispered, resting her hand on his wrist. Her too-long nails
scraped with tiny pings over his jacket sleeve. “About time someone
put Professor Durbin in place. You’re so smart. Maybe you
could tutor me.”

He pulled away, leaving her to tug on a
strand of hair. For real. Here, in this classroom, had she pulled
out that line? He tried for a polite and curt nod, hoping she’d get
the point. A few seconds passed.

“Well?” she said.

He tried waving her off. “Chat later,” he
whispered.

The woman sat back, raking her eyes over
him. Hell, she looked like a cat about to lap up a bowl of
cream.

The guys back at base had said this would be
the easiest of the assignments. Those guys had Kevlar for brains.
They wouldn’t survive a minute in the minefields of this hostile
environment. Threats everywhere.

A half-hour later, class ended, and Red
tried to time his departure with Britt’s. Anything to maintain
contact with her to help make his mission easier.

“I’m Jenna. Jenna Woodruff.” The
hair-twirler drawled the name like it meant something.

“Hmm?”

She stepped in front of him, blocking his
way as she tipped her head up toward him. “Of the Alpharetta
Woodruffs?”

He shrugged. “Nice to meet you.”

“Oh, I would have thought someone with
expensive taste in clothing would know my father, Mayor
Woodruff.”

“Sounds like a busy guy.” He pointed toward
the door. “I need to get to my next class.”

The woman’s scowl briefly creased her
perfectly portioned features as she glanced toward her posse
hovering nearby. Red was about as comfortable as a goldfish in a
shark tank.

Britt had walked near where he stood. A
pause in her quick steps, and her electric-blue gaze cut up to him
then back down.

With a dip of his head and a lift of a palm,
Red tried to appear as if he needed help, a stretch for his acting
ability, but he knew he nailed it when Britt said, “Want more
schedule assistance, Al?”

“As a matter of fact, yes.” He tried to
sidestep the Great White in front of him.

Jenna mirrored his movements, then she spun
toward Britt. “I’ll help him find his next class. Besides, don’t
you need to finish your little project?”

“We both have senior projects to complete.
But yes, I’m working on it later this week, thanks for your
concern,” Britt mumbled, wrapping two hands around one backpack
strap and twining her fingers together.

Jenna snorted. “First off, you’ll have to
get more discount material at JOANN Fabric.” Her lurking friends
joined in the polite laughter with a hard edge. “That’s going to be
the dumbest fashion collection, ever. Unless ‘teenage runaway chic’
was the look you were going for. Am I right, ladies?” Jenna raked a
nail down Red’s forearm, the sound of acrylic on leather sandy and
harsh. “You should check out my collection. It’s all about
the glam of high-fashion New York. It’s going to be ah-mazing.”

Holy shit, he heard the tympani pounding of
Britt’s heart while a hot, red flush stained her neck and cheeks.
Forget Red protecting her from Lequire’s cronies who wanted to kill
or kidnap her, she had plenty of threat from these frenemies in
front of her. Right as he curled his hands into fists and prepared
to shove past the catty jerk, Britt inhaled with a sigh, that sweet
sound bringing him to heel. He honed in on every note and
decibel.

Rather, the virus honed in on her.

Legs shoulder-width apart, Britt rose to
full height, still a few inches shorter than Jenna, but topped with
a big helping of hell-if-I-care. Then Britt smiled, the
expression terrifying. There was a flash of hurt, and then it got
buried behind the icy glint in her eyes and a chin thrust. Red
recognized the kindred ability to push down the pain and fake some
confidence.

Her mellow voice remained calm, controlled.
Too controlled. “I bargain shop, true. But at least I have earned
all that I create. Earned it by myself with skill, not money.
Created something original. Nothing was handed to me on a silver
platter. No one hired seamstresses to do my work for me.” Only Red
would have caught the uncorrected tremor in the tone.

Red wanted to hear more. He knew all about
the lack-of-silver-spoon status.

“See, here’s the thing, friend,” Britt
continued. “Even after you finish your show and the crowd stands up
and cheers for you, you’ll never be sure if it was really for you.
Or if the cheers are for your daddy’s money that he donated to get
you into SCAD. Or for all the work you outsourced. You’ll never
know if you created the magic or not. For that, I truly feel sorry
for you.”

Jenna gasped, her mouth a rosy pink O on a
pale face.

Red crossed his arms. Fantastic job.

With utter efficiency, Britt pivoted fifteen
degrees on her heel and strolled out of the classroom, leaving a
gaping Jenna doing her best impression of a catfish drowning in
pure, clean air.

Jenna ran a hand over her hair and tugged on
another strand, recovering quickly as she batted her eyelashes at
Red. “She’s, uh, more of a charity case here. Doesn’t know how
lucky she is.”

“I see it quite the opposite.” He tried to
step around, but Jenna clutched at his arm.

“So, can I give you my number?”

He pried her fingers off his arm and
grinned, jaw tightening. “Sure, you can give me your number.” His
words dropped like lead sinkers in a stagnant pond.

The crew around Jenna gasped.

Not that he’d ever call. Ever the
peacemaker, Red allowed her to type her info into his phone. Took
forever, what with him needing to follow Britt.

Hurrying out of the classroom, he scanned up
and down the halls. A glint of purple hair disappeared around a
corner, providing him direction and purpose. Doing his level best
to appear hunched and tentative while maintaining relentless
forward progress, he wove between the students and followed
Britt.

Anything else out of place here? Damn it, he
hadn’t reassessed before bulldozing down the hall. He was
distracted.

Of course, he knew that Britt had another
class. He knew her entire schedule. Knew her patterns—erratic at times, but she did have some structure to
her day. God knew how that woman got so much done all
helter-skelter during each twenty-four hours.

Catching up with her outside the next room,
he called out, “Britt?”

Her back stiffened. When she spun around,
the shimmer of a tear made her bright blue eyes glow. A tiny and
imaginary knife twisted in his chest. He wanted to hold her,
protect her. He couldn’t afford to be blinded by emotion.
Distractions meant death in his line of work.


Chapter Four

 


If it wouldn’t have gotten her kicked out of
school, Britt would have gladly sacrificed a few knuckles to shut
up Jenna. That old-money suburban princess wasn’t worth the risk of
personal injury. But still, her words hurt.

Here Britt stood, Al bearing down on her.
She put her armor on quickly. She tried to do a quick exercise the
therapist had taught her to ground herself and reduce her swirling
emotions.

He called out, “Britt?”

Okay. Exercise over. Did this overgrown Boy
Scout give up? Anyone could see that she didn’t want to chat.
Before she could answer, his warm hand touched her shoulder and
turned her, sure and steady, but relentless all the same. Before
she could hide her feelings, he saw her face. Damn it.

“Yes?” Too bright. Too perky. He’d better
not comment.

Forced happiness was all she had to work
with right this minute. That, and a solid dose of citalopram. Thank
God she had learned several years ago never to skip a dose of the
anxiety medication.

He paused and tilted his head, staring at
her behind those glasses like he was studying a map or planning a
recipe. She didn’t have time for reflective introspection or deep
thoughts. She had real work to do before the semester ended, and it
didn’t involve Al. She sighed audibly.

His nostrils flared. Pupils dilated. He
leaned forward with his head tilted, like he was listening
carefully. Weird.

“So, um…” She pointed to the room.

Waving his schedule, he shrugged. “Me
too.”

Same class. What were the chances? Well, he
was a transfer student in a similar major.

They entered the class, but this time he sat
right next to her.

All throughout class, she observed him.
Okay, not directly, because that would be creepy and rude. Chalk it
up to curiosity and the McNeill sisters’ most unmarketable skill:
identifying when something didn’t add up. Britt used that skill to
guide her fashion choices, not that it had gotten her any jobs or
money. Well, she had gotten the coveted SCAD Challenge Scholarship
with her design, so that counted for something.

She watched Al.

Sure, he took notes on his new-appearing
tablet. If she didn’t know better, he was jotting down gibberish
while staring at the room. Could be his Grandma being ill had him
distracted. Maybe he didn’t dig the Contemporary Issues in Fashion
Merchandising class. The lecture topic today was dry.

Then there was the jumping.

Not jumping, exactly. More like, any noise
no matter how small had him whipping his head around and focusing
on the source of the sound. Was he startled? Not exactly. The guy’s
movements remained measured, deliberate. Every action had a
purpose, unlike Britt who doodled fashion designs on her Sketchpad
app during class. No. His response to sound was more … hyperalert.
Could be he was neurodivergent and sounds bothered him. That made
more sense.

What didn’t make sense? The whole time he
was not listening but responding to sounds, Britt had the uncanny
back-of-the-neck sense that he was concentrating on her. His big
frame, crammed into the seat and slouched over the computer,
remained rotated slightly toward her. Like he was monitoring her.
Which was ridiculous, right?

Right?

She had to be imagining things. The stress
from finishing her senior project, juggling work and school, and
taking down rich bullies had all caught up to her. Somehow, she had
projected her hang-ups onto this hapless, innocent new guy in
school. Who had a tiny bit of bright orange hair peeking out from
under the edge of his beanie, near his covered ear.

When the instructor concluded class, Britt
packed up and slung her backpack over a shoulder. “Have a good
day,” she called to Al.

“Wait a second. Please.” He fiddled around
with his own Oakley shoulder tote, taking forever to put individual
pens and the laptop and his book away. Every item had a specific
slot.

She gritted her teeth and waited. Patience.
So not her thing, at least according to her therapist. What about a
cute, neurotic guy in a beanie? Also not her thing.

Most college students were several years
younger than her twenty-six, what with her failure to launch and
all. So he was probably early twenties. She peeked at him. Only,
the set of his jaw and seriousness in his gaze suggested he’d lived
through some stuff. Maybe he was a nontraditional student like
Britt. Age compatible.

No. Quit it. She had a senior project to
finish, college graduation, a last wish to fulfill, and family to
finally make proud. Heck, she needed to shop for ideas and
materials soon, all in the name of getting the collection
completed—not that she wouldn’t also enjoy
the heck out of the retail activity. No way would any person stand
in the way of her goals, regardless of how the light made his hazel
eyes dance.

She sighed again when he took his sweet time
zipping up the bag. He whipped around, head tilted, like he’d heard
her. She swallowed.

No one else remained in the room. Not that
he scared her. He made her nervous, but not scared. Big
difference.

A quick smile lit up his earnest face. “Any
chance we could meet up tomorrow? Coffee. I’d like to thank you for
helping me out on my first day here.”

One: Why didn’t his casual tone match his
serious and alert expression?

Two: Coffee? What a big spender.

An immediate smear of shame squashed that
last thought way down to the basement. Britt had no room to talk.
Look at her, passing judgement. Had Mom been alive, she’d be very
disappointed in Britt’s presumption. The guy was new in town. He
didn’t know anyone. He was trying his best. What if all he could
afford was coffee?

With him standing there, broad shoulders
slumped, acrylic-frame glasses pushed up the bridge of his nose,
wearing last decade’s striped shirt, and sporting an eyebrow-raised
pitiful expression, what woman could say no? Hell, Britt’s ovaries
couldn’t decide if they wanted her to nurture him, jump him, or run
for the hills.

Either way—down,
girls.

Coffee. Ironic choice, considering her
part-time job. Britt had access to all the coffee she could ever
consume. That wasn’t the point.

Sure, she could take some time out of her
frenetic dash to the finish line of her college career to sit down
and chat with Al.

“Okay.” She named a café nearby that she
didn’t work at. “Ten tomorrow morning work for you?”

“You bet.”

Air and silence filled the space between
them.

“All right, then,” she managed. Her tongue
stuck to the roof of her mouth. “Um, see you then.”

As he followed her out of the classroom, an
aura of safety clung to him. Something in the way he moved that big
body of his, kind of like a mountain lion, quiet and graceful and
smooth, keeping a low profile, but ready to spring into action at
any time.

Okay, truly she must be losing her mind
romanticizing him as a stalking feline predator.

Britt didn’t have time for distractions.
Discussion over.


Chapter Five

 


Sure as shit, Red was the biggest tool
around.

He should be at the coffee shop, chatting up
Britt and earning her trust so he could get closer to her. Should
be.

Instead, Red was breaking and entering at
Britt’s apartment during the precise time of their coffee date. It
was the only decent opportunity when Britt and her roommate were
both out of the apartment at the same time. Her roommate was
visiting family for a few days, and planned to be back late this
morning.

He would know. He had accessed both of their
cell phone calendars and text messages. He had also checked those
of the tenants on either side of them in this apartment building.
Stumpy and his amazing tech wizardry came in handy yet again.

Adjusting his fake cable-company uniform
hat, Red kept his sunglasses on as he passed a tenant on the
concrete stairs. He glanced at his watch. Best guess was he had
about a half hour before the window of opportunity closed.

The exposed, open-air stairwell made his
skin crawl, and he brushed his hand over the hidden sidearm on the
hip. As if a gun would help. Long rows of open passageways invited
Lequire’s guys to set up sniper nests in any number of buildings
across the street. The odds were stacked against Britt and anyone
else they targeted.

Time to even up those odds. He schlumped
along with his fake, weapon-filled paunch down the row of apartment
doors to peer down the next stairwell. Forget one point of ingress
and egress—this place was a literal
choose-your-own-kill box.

No way could he secure the building or even
a single apartment. The best protection Red could offer was
surveillance cameras and a ring of perimeter security alarms to
give him a head start if Lequire or his people went for her.

Actually, no. The best chance he had was if
Lequire ignored Britt altogether and focused on her sister, Reagan,
or the McNeill sisters’ father.

Better yet would be if Lequire gave up his
vendetta against all the McNeill family and shoved his corrupt ass
back under the rock he’d slithered out from. Red couldn’t hitch his
mission success on that lousy hope.

As for Britt’s safety now, Red was only one
man. More boots were needed on the ground to provide adequate
protection. The Morpheus Squad was spread too thin. Like his
Special Forces brothers, Red would improvise.

Not only had he planted cameras at her
workplace, the Mellow Bean, but also at the other café where she
now waited for him. He swiped on the screen of his cell phone. A
sharp color image of the shop filled the screen. He focused on
Britt, a small figure sitting alone at a small table, toying with
her phone and glancing at the door every time a customer
entered.

A nasty acidic taste crawled up his throat.
He couldn’t care how she felt, as long as she survived. Britt’s
safety was all that mattered. Not her feelings.

He had to keep Britt safe from the goons
working for Beaumont Lequire, the nasty CFO of Fallen Comrades, a
fake charity that siphoned millions in donations into Lequire’s
pockets. Britt’s sister, Kiera, had discovered the truth about
Lequire, and now that asshole Lequire wanted revenge. The bastard
had tried to kill Kiera two nights ago. Luckily, Kiera and her baby
survived.

Kiera had the goods on powerful and
politically connected Lequire, and if she made that information
public, Lequire and his complicit Senator father would be ruined.
Lequire would do anything to silence her, include leveraging her
family members’ lives.

Britt.

If one believed the threats—and Red had zero reason not to—then the next McNeill that Lequire targeted would
suffer.

The thought of Britt’s face, twisted in
pain, while that sick bastard hurt her? He stopped short of putting
his fist through the wall. Breathe: in, out, in, out. The
humming tones in his head faded away to allow him to focus and
filter natural sound in his environment.

Time to finish this surveillance project so
he could go back to being in physical proximity to Britt. He’d also
have to eat some crow for standing her up.

He knocked loudly as the cable guy, then
used his pick device. A quick flick of his wrist gained him access
to the small apartment. After another glance across the front door
walkway balcony, ridiculously exposed to the parking lot, he eased
into the living room.

Every color of the rainbow assaulted him
from every corner of the space. Mismatched pillows of all textures
adorned a threadbare love seat. He ducked into one bedroom and
gasped. If he wore pearls, he’d be clutching them. It was a scene
straight out of that hoarding TV show. What he’d give to discard
items and organize the space. Color and fabric combinations
assaulted him. Pictures and art hung everywhere. Bare wall was a
rare commodity.

At least he could easily hide a bug. God
knew what else could hide in the wall-to-wall towers of moveable
plastic storage. The space was clean, but cluttered. Quickly he
planted a device under a lamp base, tucked one into a window frame,
and another on top of the closet. Red backpedaled out of the
space.

The next room? Total opposite.

Neat and tidy. Sparsely furnished. The quilt
on the bed appeared lovingly made but worn. Homemade floral
curtains hung from a plain metal rod over a small window. On a wood
laminate nightstand sat a picture of Britt with her two sisters and
her brother, Brady.

Family. Something Red had never truly
experienced. Oh, sure, his teammates made for a motley group of
brothers, but it wasn’t the same as growing up together. The
ever-changing foster siblings didn’t count. He stared at the
picture of four similar smiles.

Brady. He was a wounded vet and Red’s
brother-in-arms, who Lequire had killed for uncovering the truth of
the Fallen Comrades charity.

A prickle on Red’s shoulder blades
accompanied a flash of anger, but he easily regained control over
the impulse. At least he’d finally taken his regular antidote dose
last night and slept for a few hours. The antidote was a bummer for
his hearing acuity, but better for his self-control.

His cell phone rang as he planted a device
high on top of a doorjamb. No way five-foot-nothing Britt could
reach up there.

He thumbed to answer the video call.
“Yeah.”

“Ready to link up?” Stumpy’s goateed face,
lit in eerie blue light by monitors, filled the screen. Computer
genius and handsome bastard, but wounded in combat. Badly. Didn’t
affect his ability to work miracles with a surveillance system,
though.

“Roger.” Red walked to the living room and
attached a tiny button microphone to the back of a printed and
plexiglass-framed Mia Vesper NYFW picture filled with brightly clad
models. “How’s the feed working?”

“Give me a sec. I’m doing this from a
makeshift setup. We only occupied this space a few days ago.”

“Hunt told me.” Hunt. Their Special Forces
CO both before and after the entire team had been inoculated. “The
Bryson City compound was reduced to rubble, I heard.”

“Great fun for demo man, Curly.” He rubbed
his dark facial hair with one hand. “Got it.” He pointed at the
screen, his illuminated face turning up, down, and side-to-side.
Then Stumpy sat back. “Multiple feeds are online. Good job there,
Red. Almost as good as I could do.” He whistled low. “Holy fuck,
that other room is a mess.”

“You’re not wrong. At least things hidden
there will stay hidden.”

“For sure.”

Red snorted as he pressed another bug to the
top of the compact refrigerator. “Hey, how is Kiera and her new
baby? No ill effects from…”

“Kiera being drugged and sedated? The baby
coming early? They’re doing surprisingly well. That child has even
our crusty ol’ CO wrapped around her cute little finger.”

“It’s good for him.” Red froze. “But Jake’s
baby is … okay?” Their teammate had conceived this child.

“Doc says she’s as healthy as a six-pound
bundle of joy can be.” Keyboard clicks accompanied Stumpy rolling
his lips together, the two parts of his goatee meeting in the
middle. “No issues from Jake’s virus that we can tell.”

“Thank God.”

“Got that right. How’s the mission with
Britt?”

“Exhausting. This woman doesn’t stop moving.
Ever.” Except for now. He pulled up the feed. She sat in the café,
chin on her hands, staring at the table. Damn it. He flipped
back to Stumpy’s face.

“If she can wear you out, then that’s saying
a lot. How’d you get uninterrupted access to the apartment?”

“Uh. Stood her up for a date.”

“My man, that’s cold.” A gleam lit the
computer expert’s narrowed eyes as he leaned closer to the screen.
“Hmm.”

“What?”

“You feel bad about that, don’t you?”

A wash of heat poured through Red’s chest.
“It’s a nasty move to pull, yes.”

“But—”

“But nothing, Stump. I have a mission to
complete. This is business.”

White teeth flashed on the screen. “Methinks
he protests too much.”

“Bug off.” Red chuckled. “Or bug on, as the
case may be.” He glanced toward the front door, imagining Lequire’s
men right outside, waiting. Egress, ingress. He catalogued time and
distance, over and over. “All done?”

Another series of clicks, and Stumpy nodded.
“We’re set. You should be able to see the feeds on your devices as
well.”

He did a quick test to confirm. “Good. I
gotta get moving.” He patted his legs, hip, and lower back. Weapons
secure and accessible. As if he needed to check.

Stumpy turned his head and hollered over his
shoulder, then turned back to Red. “Hold up, Hunt’s here. Stay
tight, my man.” He gave a two-fingered salute and disappeared.

“You too.” Hunt’s lantern-jaw face with the
salt-and-pepper flattop filled the screen, and Red instinctively
snapped to attention. “Sir.”

“Sitrep.”

“No discernable activity from Lequire’s camp
here. Team status?”

“Operational.” He rubbed his square chin
with the palm of a meaty hand. “All’s quiet with Rivera and Pele
right now. That doesn’t reassure me.” His grinding voice sounded
like gravel falling into a pit.
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