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      Working undercover with his ex… what could go wrong? 

      The last thing Madelyn Franklin wants to do is pretend she and her ex, Charlie, are a couple again. But when a cartel leader begins to destroy local farms, the two realize they have a common enemy.

      Former Navy SEAL Charlie Bronte is the hot-blooded, hard-headed, heart-melting man who Madelyn never really got over. Working with him to take down a drug lord is driving her nuts. Until they kiss… And suddenly their fake relationship feels all too real…

      Deep down, Charlie knows he’s still attracted to Madelyn. But he never thought he’d get so carried away. Pretending to be her boyfriend is really getting under his skin. He’s worked undercover before, but nothing like this. And he never thought about settling down, until now.

      But with the cartel getting suspicious—and dangerous—will he get the chance to let Madelyn know how he really feels… Before it’s too later them both?
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      “Yes, we can arrange for her release…”

      The police sergeant on desk duty at Mazeros’s jail stressed the conditional word and left a pause at the end of his sentence, eyeing Charles Bronte as he did so.

      The meaning was clear, for all that it was unspoken. He had to turn the sergeant’s “can” into a “will” with a little incentive if he wanted the prisoner to be released. Which he did. Very much.

      Mazeros lockup in Baja California might have been cleaner and better lit than some dark, dank prisons in Latin and South America—for which he was grateful—but it was almost reassuring to think some things were the same the world over. The power of an open wallet could move mountains no matter the country—or, in this case, unlock a cell door. As a former SEAL, he’d seen more than his fair share of the world, with all its good and bad. Enough to know when a little “contribution” made the difference between getting what he wanted or walking away empty-handed. He gave an understanding nod to the duty officer behind the reception counter.

      “You can?” Charles echoed the man’s words. “Like, today?” He moved his hand toward his pocket and nonchalantly pulled out his wallet, pulling out some bills and sliding them across the counter, his hand still resting on top of them as he raised an eyebrow. “In fact, right now?” he continued. Within a minute, a subordinate was taking him to the cells.

      Charlie was thankful that the place’s “high” standards didn’t start and end at the public areas—the cells had evidently been cleaned recently and were reasonably well-lit too, but even so, he’d still rather his ex-girlfriend wasn’t sitting in one of them.

      Madelyn Franklin.

      She looked up as he approached, then stood, her eyes wide.

      The sight of her took his breath away, just as it always had, from that first time he’d seen her ten years ago. Madelyn was petite, a couple of inches over five foot, but her presence filled a room, from her thick, bouncy brunette curls downward. He was glad she hadn’t changed them. Hadn’t tamed them. They were her.

      She tanned easily, with her Spanish ancestry, and her skin was more sun-kissed than it had been, now that she was living and working in Mexico, but it looked just as velvet-smooth as his fingertips remembered.

      “Charlie?” The disbelief in her voice matched the surprise in her eyes as Madelyn came right up to the bars. Without knowing he’d moved, Charlie stepped close too, near enough to see the gold starbursts around the pupils of her mesmerizing hazel eyes. She was even more beautiful than he’d remembered, and he was a man who prided himself on his recall.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets rather than let them wrap themselves around her smaller ones, curled around the bars of the cell. Madelyn searched his face in disbelief, and he widened his eyes at her, trying to signal that he needed her cooperation.

      “Charlie?” Madelyn said again. “What on earth are you doing here?”

      The guard who’d brought Charlie to the cells tsked at her. “Is that any way to talk to your boyfriend, woman?” he demanded.

      “We had a little argument,” Charlie said to the guard in a conspiratorial voice. “You know how it goes.” Madelyn’s lips pouted, forming the B of boyfriend. Charlie knew she was about to refute the label that the guard had hung on him, and in the strongest possible way. “Maddie, honey,” he coaxed. “Do you want me to get you out of here or not?”

      She glared at him…but then seemed to notice the “go along with it” plea in his eyes. It thankfully stopped her from speaking. “As to what I’m doing here, where else would I be?” he continued. “Your father sent me to get you to ‘give up this nonsense.’ Those were Artie’s exact words to me, honey.”

      ‘“Artie’ said that?” Madelyn asked, not taking her eyes from him. “Papa sent you?”

      Her father—US senator, then ambassador, Arthur Franklin—would have frozen with a look at anyone who dared to address him as “Artie.” And Madelyn never called him “Papa.” Charlie barely stifled a sigh of relief at how quick and sharp she was. He nodded. “So, let’s get you out of here, hmm?”

      “Yes, let’s,” she echoed after a few seconds. Charlie could tell by the furrow in her brow that her mind still working a mile a minute.

      Charlie stood aside for Madelyn to be let out from the cell. He could only guess at how angry she was to have been pulled from her work and tossed in jail, but her calm expression gave nothing away, a legacy of being a diplomat’s daughter. She’d grown up knowing how to maintain an impassive front before strangers.

      That mask only cracked a little when they were back at reception, and he was signing the form for her.

      “You’re my ‘guarantor’?” At the desk, Madelyn read the papers over his shoulder. “You’re going to ensure that I stay out of trouble?” She kept her tone admirably even, but he knew her well enough to hear the disgust she couldn’t completely hide. Disgust that he shared, honestly. The rules were antiquated and left a sour taste in Charlie’s mouth, but he forced himself to nod and chuckle along with the sergeant. He was in town on a crucial assignment, with a heavy load of consequences attached. He could not let this go wrong. And that meant that the absolute last thing he wanted was to draw too much attention from the authorities. He needed to give this backwater, chauvinistic prick no reason to view him as a threat. “Women,” he mouthed at the guy, adding a half-shrug. “You got any property that needs to be handed back, honey? Your purse?”

      It turned out that Madelyn had a laptop case instead, holding her computer along with her wallet and phone. She checked through her wallet before nodding that everything was there. Charlie zipped it back into the bag and slung the case over his shoulder to carry for her. Then, with final thanks and handshakes with the sergeant—his, because she remained impassive—they were out.

      He could feel the sergeant’s eyes boring into his back as they turned to leave. Was the man suspicious because the reunion had been less than loving? Charlie took Madelyn’s hand, grateful that she let him without putting up any fuss. She was still playing along, trusting him to have some reason for putting on this act. The thought filled him with warmth, that she still had that much faith in him, even though they hadn’t seen each other in years—and hadn’t exactly ended their relationship on good terms.

      “It’s this way?” he asked, looking around the town center streets. “You have to show me around while I’m here visiting you.”

      “Are we being followed?” she asked, her voice low enough so that only he could hear it.

      “Not as far as I can tell,” he murmured back. “Give it another half a block, just to make sure.”

      They walked that half a block in silence. When they turned the corner, she looked up at him, eyebrows raised in question. When he nodded to confirm that they were in the clear, she yanked her hand out of his.

      “What the hell is going on, Bronte?” she demanded, barely any Southern softness in her voice. Her accent tended to shift based on what she wanted from the person she was talking to. When she was trying to be charming and persuasive, she leaned harder on her North Carolina origins. But when she was ticked off, she lost any hint of twang, her tone shifting into the crisp, all-business accent of Washington, DC, where she’d done most of her growing up, thanks to her father’s career. “What was that bullshit about my father? Because we both know he would never—”

      “No, he wouldn’t, and he didn’t,” Charlie interrupted. “But the police have no way of knowing that, and pretending that your father sent me helps with my cover.”

      “Your cover?” She frowned. “You’re on a mission? I thought you weren’t with the SEALs anymore.”

      “I’m not,” he confirmed. “I finished out my twenty years of service back in April, retired with full benefits—and started a new line of work. I run a security services agency now.”

      “So you’re here on business?”

      He took an exaggerated look around at the boarded-up doorways lining the street. Several businesses and services looked recently closed, just as the foot traffic was a mere trickle along streets that weren’t that well maintained. Mazeros had once been a tourist mecca—but its heyday definitely seemed over. “What?” he asked. “Did you think I’d come to see the sights? Are there even any sights left anymore?”

      She grimaced. “There would be, if they would just stop throwing red tape at me and let me do something about their drought problems.” Charlie nodded his understanding. Madelyn had always had big dreams about changing the world for the better. But unlike a lot of dreamers, she actually put hers into action. Back when she was in college, she’d started her organization—Scarcity Solutions—to look into ways of helping the planet, specifically the parts of it that experienced water scarcity. After graduating, it became a full-time job. Over the years, she’d helped dozens of communities set up irrigation systems in high-drought areas. But Mazeros, it would seem, was proving to be a tougher nut to crack. And Charlie was pretty sure he knew why.

      “Let me take a wild guess at the source of your problems. Rafael Perez?”

      Madelyn threw him a suspicious look. “How did you know that?”

      “From what I’ve heard, he runs just about everything in this town. And—if it benefits him—he keeps things from running, too. Like your nonprofit.

      She let out a huff. “Bingo. He has plants at every level in the public sector standing in Scarcity Solutions’ way. First it was a jumble of paperwork that had to be filed. Then when we finally sent in everything, we got a call to say it was lost in the system, and we had to re-file it all from scratch. Then there was the problem of the land we’re trying to purchase. The Perez estate is standing in the way because the parcel of land is ‘old family land,’ despite it being owned by the town. It’s maddening.”

      “Our problems are one and the same,” he explained. “Rafael Perez is why I’m here.” Charlie had come to Mazeros to take Perez down—and with him, the massive criminal enterprise he ran that was known as the Michoacán Cartel. Bronte Security Services, the organization he’d formed with two other former SEALs from his team, had come up against the cartel twice now, which had been more than enough to convince them that the organization needed to be dismantled yesterday. With their human trafficking and drug smuggling, they ruined lives with every day that they stayed in operation, and Charlie was bound and determined to put a stop to their crimes once and for all. Which meant stopping Perez.

      But that, of course, was easier said than done.

      Madelyn stopped. “We’re here,” she said, jerking her chin at the building they’d just reached. “So are you finally going to tell me what your assignment has to do with me? Why you came to the jail and made me play pretend with you?”

      “Going after Perez in a town he basically runs isn’t going to be easy. I have to keep a low profile, especially at first,” Charlie explained. “I needed an excuse to be in the area that wouldn’t raise any eyebrows. And like I said before, it’s not exactly swarming with tourists or boasting a lot of sights people would come to see. Not anymore, anyway.”

      “Go on.” Madelyn sounded far from inviting, and she folded her arms.

      “I need you to be my cover. It won’t look suspicious if I’m in town to visit you.”

      “Me?” Madelyn blinked.

      “You. My girlfriend. If I’m here to see my girlfriend,” Charlie clarified.

      “Girlf— Let me get this straight. You showed up in town with no warning—”

      “I sent an email,” Charlie cut in, “but you never replied. Did you even read it?”

      “That was what the email was about? I thought you were just reaching out to…to catch up or something. I was going to get to it later, but…wait, you’re saying that the first time I hear from you in eight years is because you need me to lie for you?”

      This wasn’t going as he’d hoped at all. “Not lie, exactly…” he hedged, knowing as soon as the words were out that they had been the wrong thing to say.

      “Well, thanks, but no thanks, Charles Bronte. I’m not interested in being your fake girlfriend.”

      With one final hard glare, she unlocked the door, shoved it open, and stormed inside.
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      How dare he? Madelyn considered herself well-schooled in keeping her emotions in check—her parents, always consummate diplomats, wouldn’t have permitted anything else—but Charles Bronte thinking he could trade on their past relationship for help with some case or other he’d been hired for got under her skin.

      That fact that her heart had skipped a beat when he rounded the corner in the jail meant nothing. He was an imposing figure, tall, and more muscular than she remembered. His dark hair was longer too, but she wasn’t about to admit that it suited him.

      “Maddie.” Charlie must have caught the street door because it didn’t bang shut. “At least let me explain.”

      She stopped a few paces inside her office. A naturally fair-minded person, she reluctantly conceded that she owed him that, if for nothing else than for bailing her out of jail. “Fine,” she answered. “You can talk while I get back to work.”

      He followed her into what she was disappointed—but not surprised—to see was a deserted room. Not even her second-in-command and friend, Valencia, was anywhere to be found. She’d have to call everyone, explaining she was free again, and ask them all to turn up tomorrow and get back to work.

      “You have an all-volunteer staff?” he asked.

      Madelyn nodded.

      “Didn’t any of them come to the jail when you were arrested? Try to get you out?”

      She perched on the edge of her desk. “I don’t blame them for not wanting to stick their necks out. People are afraid of the police here in Mazeros. The guards round people up for little reason, sometimes to shake them down for a bribe, and sometimes just because they’re bored and want to throw their weight around. And sometimes…” She swallowed. “Sometimes some of those people don’t come back.”

      Charlie pulled up a chair and sat. “Would I be right to say that the ones who don’t come back are the ones who pissed off Rafael Perez?” he asked.

      “It’s no secret Rafael pulls the police’s strings.” She rubbed her thumb back and forth over the tips of her index and middle fingers, the universal symbol for money. “They defer to him in all things big and small. If he wants someone in jail, it’s not easy to get them out, especially if they don’t have money for bail—which a lot of the locals don’t. Frankly, I was a little surprised the police sergeant was willing to let me go. Perez must have been less angry than I thought. Or maybe he thought he could scare me off with just a warning.”

      “Scare you off from the irrigation project?”

      He couldn’t miss her flinch. “Not just that,” she admitted. “He…might think that I’m interfering in his personal life. That’s why he had me arrested for trespassing on his private estate.”

      “Were you trespassing?”

      “Of course not! His wife invited me over! We sat and talked over coffee, and then she took me on her favorite walk around the grounds. Which was when Perez came barreling up, demanding to know what I was doing there. I tried to explain I was visiting Lucia at her invitation, but he refused to listen, and she was too cowed to speak up.”

      Charlie looked at her consideringly. “How did you get involved with Perez’s wife?”

      “We met here in the town. She was interested in my project, so we got to talking about it and half a dozen other things. It wasn’t long before we became friends. Oh, she’s nothing like him,” she assured Charlie, catching his skepticism. “They married young, and by the time she realized what he was really like, there was no way out for her. Rafael Perez has always been abusive, but now that their kids are out of the house and it’s just the two of them, it’s getting worse. Now there are no witnesses to what he does.” Madelyn’s choppy speech made her distress clear.

      “Physically abusive?”

      Madelyn nodded. “I sort of knew from the bumps and bruises Lucia has, you know? Oh, she says she’s clumsy.” Her lip curled in disgust. “But the first time I saw her with a bruise on her arm that was distinctly hand-shaped, I knew knew.”

      “And you didn’t stay quiet about it,” Charlie guessed.

      She shook her head. “I told her she didn’t have to stay in an abusive relationship, and she could always come to me, that I’d shelter her. Someone on the household staff must have snitched.”

      “Either way, the arrest was a warning to stay out of his business,” Charlie finished for her. “And a reminder that he has the power here, not you.”

      There was nothing for her to say to that. It was the same conclusion she’d reached herself. Charlie was silent for a moment. She recognized the look on his face when he was assessing a situation, considering its angles and ramifications. “How did you end up here, Madelyn? This is a small region compared to some places you’ve worked.”

      “Valencia.” Madelyn gestured toward her photograph on the noticeboard.

      “Your best friend from undergrad,” Charlie said. She tried not to show that she was impressed he’d remembered.

      “She’s from Mazeros and asked me to come here. The water scarcity in the area has always been bad, but it’s recently gotten dramatically worse, and it’s widening the gap between those in power and those in poverty.”

      “I see.” Charlie nodded. “Madelyn, I can help you. We both want the same thing—for Perez to lose his stranglehold on this region and its resources and for him to face justice for his crimes. If we work together, we can make that happen.”

      Madelyn felt her resolve weaken. Part of her wanted to keep Charles Bronte out of her life at any cost. She’d been badly hurt by their breakup and didn’t want to put herself in a position to get hurt again. On the other hand, though…how could she say no to helping to end Perez’s deadly reign over Mazeros?

      “What would that even look like, us working together?” she asked warily. “What would I have to do?”

      “Well, for starters—you’d let me take a look at your laptop.” He got to his feet.

      Madelyn stood too, blinking in surprise. “What could you possibly want with my laptop?”

      He frowned. “Given the climate here, and the fact that it was in police custody for hours…there’s something I need to check.”

      She frowned as well. It was a fair point. Charlie was a computer expert. If hers had been tampered with in some way, he’d find it. Without another word, she took the device out of its case and handed it over. Within moments, Charlie had her laptop running and was waiting for her password. She entered it, then stepped off to the side to call Valencia and let her friend know that she was out and was fine.

      After a quick catch-up and status report, Valencia paused. “And more bad news…” She sounded apologetic, though Madelyn doubted whatever had happened was her friend’s fault. “The paperwork we filed has been lost for a second time. They said it must have been mislabeled in their admin, somehow.”

      “What?” Madelyn sagged at this body blow. They’d been waiting for word on the paperwork for weeks, and now they had to start all over.

      “I’ll come in right now to help you make a start on filling out a new set, okay?” Valencia continued.

      “No, don’t. I think I’ll close the doors for a day or so to mull things over and figure out our next move. I’ll keep you posted, okay?” Madelyn finally said. Thanking her friend, she hung up.

      This was futile. It was one thing jumping through hoops to get a step closer to their goal. She’d expected that. Was used to that. But when it was the same damn hoop, over and over again?

      “We appear to have a problem,” Charlie said from across the room. “Look at this.” He pulled out another chair for her to join him. She saw that he’d pulled up the systems processes list on her computer—which she usually only looked at when a program had frozen and needed to be manually shut down. She’d gotten scammed on some bad spreadsheet software once that froze up on her nonstop, but since she’d ditched it for something better, she hadn’t had much reason to look at this screen.

      “Which one am I looking at?”

      “This program here”—Charlie tapped his finger on the screen—“is a keylogger.”

      Madelyn’s brows pulled together. “You know I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”

      “It’s spyware. You’re being monitored.”
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      “It makes a record of everything you access on the computer—web pages, emails, files—and sends the list back to a main server,” Charlie explained. “It also records video from the webcam.” He indicated the camera at the top of the screen.

      “What?” Madelyn was aghast. “But we—” —have been talking about stuff! she mouthed.

      “I can’t find anything that records audio, thankfully.” Yeah, he was thankful for that. Especially since it had taken him way too long to think to check. He should have done it first thing before saying a word to Madelyn about his real reasons for coming to town. But damned if she hadn’t distracted him. Getting her to listen to him—and to stop looking at him with such anger—had taken top priority even when it shouldn’t have. “But look at the log here. See the time it was installed?”

      “Just now. When I was in jail. Which means the police did it and all that information is going back to their paymaster.”

      “Yep.” Charlie powered the laptop down.

      Madelyn grabbed it. “Well, as much as I need this computer, the damn thing’s going in the trash.”

      “No.” Charlie slid it from her hands. “Madelyn, they’re going to find a way to monitor you. At least with this, we have some awareness and can control what information they access. If we ditch this, who knows
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