
  
    [image: The Boss]
  


  
    
      THE BOSS

      
        Spies, Lies, and Alibis

        Book 1

      

    

    
      
        MELISSA SCHROEDER

      

      
        
Edited by HEIDI SHOHAM & LESLIE ALLEN


        
Cover Art by SCOTT  CARPENTER


      

    

    
      Harmless Publishing

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Melissa Schroeder

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by Melissa Schroeder

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Seductive Reasoning is FREE!

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      To Maxamaris Hoppe

      
        
        For always accepting every crazy idea I have and always fixing my mistakes on the website.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Melissa Schroeder

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Harmless World

      

      

      
        
          	
        The Original Harmless Five
      

      	
        Rough ’n Ready
      

      	
        Harmless Trouble
      

      	
        The Wulf Family
      

      	
        A Little Harmless Military Romance
      

      	
        Task Force Hawaii
      

      	
        TFH Team Bravo
      

      	
        Dillon Security
      

      

      

      
        
        The Camos and Cupcakes World

      

      

      
        
          	
        Camos and Cupcakes
      

      	
        The Fillmore Siblings
      

      	
        Juniper Springs
      

      

      

      

      
        
        The Melissa Schroeder Instalove Collection

      

      

      
        
          	
        Dominion Rockstar Romance
      

      	
        Mafia Sisters
      

      	
        Faking It
      

      	
        Single Titles
      

      

      

      
        
        The Santini World

      

      

      
        
          	
        The Santinis
      

      	
        Semper Fi Marines
      

      	
        The Fitzpatricks
      

      

      

      
        
        Check out the rest of Mel’s books by:

      

      

      
        
          	
        Interest
      

      	
        Series
      

      	
        Entire Backlist
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A retired spy is an oxymoron, sort of like military intelligence

        —Vic Walker

      

      

      The moment he heard the creak of the front porch, Vic Walker knew someone was there to kill him. He had expected it, planned for it. In the fifteen years he’d worked in the business, he’d acquired quite a few enemies—old adversaries who wanted payback, and more than one former friend who might just want to kill him. What irritated Vic was that his attacker was so damned sloppy. Sloppy, and yet the bastard had gotten past his security measures. Knowing it had probably been a mistake and that there was something wrong with his first line of defense just pissed him off.

      He waited, lying still on the couch and feigning sleep. Soft steps, only one set of footsteps. Didn’t mean the intruder didn’t have a partner, but at least only one had breached his security—for the moment. The footsteps sounded light, so Vic was pretty sure his intruder was smaller than average.

      Easy pickings.

      He held his breath as he waited. The front door opened. The bastard had slipped the dead bolt. A pro for sure, because without the squeak on the porch, Vic would still be asleep.

      Soft, steady footsteps drew nearer as his assailant approached the couch. So close now, Vic could feel the heat and smell the night air on his attacker. The figure paused, and Vic sensed he was being studied. Adrenaline rushed through his blood as anticipation danced over his flesh. Patience had never been one of his best virtues in his personal life, but it was another matter on the job. In that one moment, Vic grabbed the attacker’s wrist, yanking hard so he landed on top of Vic. With one fluid move, he rolled off the couch and pinned his adversary to the floor. The moment he rolled over the intruder, he knew it wasn’t a man. The body was too slight and just a little bit too curvy.

      “Bloody hell, Vic.”

      He knew that smoky voice. It haunted his dreams and drove him to distraction during the day. English tainted the edges just enough to remind him of the time they had spent working in her birth country.

      MacKenzie Donovan.

      Former British spy, CIA informant, and his ex-partner— not to mention lover.

      Ex-lover. He needed to remember the ex part.

      Vic leaned up on his elbows and looked down at her. It was still dark in the room, but he had good night vision. Her hair was brown again and fanned out against the worn rug beneath her. Anger and amusement glittered in her green eyes. His heart ached just looking at her. “What the hell are you doing here?” “Nice to see you again, lover,” she said.

      She looked just the way he remembered. That perfect porcelain skin begged for his touch, while the exotic slant of her soft green eyes always fooled a man into thinking she was sweet. Before any adversary discovered the truth, he was left bruised and bloody. Vic knew better and had the physical and emotional scars to prove it.

      He’d known when he walked out on their partnership that he wouldn’t see her again unless he went looking. Not this time. He had stood his ground and fought the urge to apologize. Six months had passed, and he had refused to give in. Granted, there was still a small part of him that had wanted her to come looking for him.

      Now, here she was, the woman he had thought would be the one for him. She lay beneath him, and with each breath, he drew in a bit of her unique scent. Of course, he reacted as he always did when they found themselves in this situation. It took all of his control not to press his growing erection against her and surrender to the need. Hell, he didn’t have to. There was no doubt in his mind she felt it, too, as he watched one sculpted eyebrow rise.

      “You’re frowning at me, but I can tell there are other parts of you that are happy to see me.”

      Her voice had grown huskier…deeper. Arousal threaded every syllable. Dammit, she was tempting. He had power in every part of his life, except with Mac. She knew which buttons to push, and they always ended up in bed. Angry sex was always her go-to for resolving their differences. Because he wanted to strip them both naked and bury himself inside of her, he made a sound of disgust and released his hold.

      He rolled to his feet, ready to defend himself. She might be flirty, but that meant nothing. With Mac, you could never be too sure she wouldn’t turn on you. She would kiss you one minute and shoot you the next. It was one of the sexiest things about her.

      She raised herself to her elbows and looked at him. The smile she gave him could only be termed as sinister, and dammit, his cock twitched in admiration. He had always had a fast trigger where she was concerned. Even after a sixmonth separation, he hadn’t gotten any better at controlling himself.

      “You do know how to live, Vic. Midnight on a Saturday night, and you’re in your pj’s, sleeping on the couch.” She glanced over at the side table where his half-empty whiskey bottle sat next to his glass. “It’s not a good sign that you’re drinking alone.”

      He hated that he missed this, the banter, the sparring. They were excellent at it, in fact. Hell, he regretted every second he’d pined for her over the last six months. It had been fun at first. A little fight. A little making up. And always, always, a lot of sex.

      Somewhere down the line, it had ended up just being fights and no sex. Making up became impossible. Worse, it had seemed as if she hadn’t wanted to make up. When he’d started wondering if she even cared if he were around, he decided it was time to leave.

      “Do you want to explain the midnight visit, Mac?”

      Her smile dimmed, and she rolled to her feet as efficiently as he had and shoved a hand through her hair. He followed the motion, knowing just how it felt to have those silky strands slip through his fingers. He loved that she kept it long. It was almost down to her waist, and both of them knew it was a stupid decision. Having her hair that length gave her enemy a weapon, but it was the one thing she’d said she would never give up.

      “We’ve got a problem.”

      It was his turn to raise an eyebrow. He crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t think we have a problem. Remember, I signed most everything over to you. You, and whoever is working for you, have a problem.”

      “You’re still an owner on paper, and we have a shit storm of a mess raining down on us in D.C.”

      Concern immediately blossomed. Mac wasn’t a woman who exaggerated about work. Most of the time, she pretended as if all hell hadn’t broken loose. If she said it was bad, it was probably beyond fixable.

      Dammit, he would not be drawn back in. But even as he thought that, he heard himself say, “Explain.”

      “Not going to offer me a spot of tea?”

      He could fight her. It was something they were good at doing. He would order her to tell him, and she would tell him to bugger off. It usually ended up with them in bed.

      Instead, he decided to make her tea.

      “Come on.”

      He held his hand out, and she looked offended. He might be in love with the woman, but he didn’t trust her. He knew she was still pissed he’d walked away from their business, WD & Associates. With a huff, she handed him her favorite knife. There was a good chance she had more waiting for him, but this was probably the most lethal weapon. Mac knew just how to cut a man to hurt him, not to mention kill him.

      He turned on the light on his way to the kitchen. It was small and utilitarian, unlike the efficient gourmet kitchen he had in his Alexandria townhouse. He hadn’t come here to cook, but to contemplate his life and his relationship with Mac. The thinking he had planned on doing had stretched out over several months.

      As he put the kettle on the burner, she settled at the breakfast bar. She looked like she always did: ready and willing for a fight or a laugh. She dug into her pocket and retrieved a hair band. With economical movements, she pulled her hair up into a sassy tail. The black knit shirt and black jeans were standard issue for Mac, especially when she was breaking and entering.

      Those were the things everyone else would see, but Vic could see beneath the surface. She kept glancing around, her gaze darting from one dark corner to the next. Most people would think she was studying the room, but he knew it was a tell for her. She was nervous—and that was a first for them. She had always seemed to have the upper hand. By the time she made eye contact again, there was a sneer on her face.

      “Nice place, Vic. Real early American. Do you have indoor plumbing?”

      Even when she joked, it was easy to hear the edge in her voice and see the telltale tremor in her fingers. Most people wouldn’t notice it, but he knew Mac better than he knew himself. She was definitely in trouble.

      “So, explain.”

      She hesitated. The woman had come to him for help, and she still didn’t want to tell him what was going on. Nothing much ever changed. She was always running from a bad situation and lying to him.

      “I took on a job a few weeks ago. Surveillance. And it wasn’t much of anything, until everything went wrong.”

      Of course. “What happened?”

      “We were watching this Englishman, a diplomat’s son. The NSA thinks he might be selling secrets to support his whore habit.”

      He bit back a growl. The main reason they had dissolved the partnership was due to Mac’s insistence on working with government agencies. Vic had thought it was a good idea at first, until every job they had with the NSA had gone to hell. The government could be notoriously late with their payments, too.

      “Not an uncommon tale. Why didn’t they have the FBI look into it?”

      She rolled her eyes. “They wanted to turn him. If they sent the FBI in, they could have lost the chance at gaining an asset. Someone like him, he could have fed all kinds of info back to them. Seems Michael doesn’t give a damn about anyone but himself, and the NSA was pretty sure they could entice him over to their side with a little blackmail and some money. Truth is, Michael doesn’t care where the money comes from, just that he has enough of it. Add in the red tape in getting one agency to work for another agency— because who wants to deal with Congress? The NSA wanted someone who would disappear when the job was done.”

      “Nothing new,” he said, as the teakettle started to whistle. He poured water into the two mugs and handed her one. She took hold of the string and gave it a look of disgust.

      “Really, after all these years, you still can’t make a decent mug of tea. Don’t you keep any good tea leaves on hand?”

      He ignored her and waited. One thing about Mac was that she needed to bitch about small things while she led up to the clusterfuck she wanted to drop in his lap.

      “So, the kid⁠—”

      “Michael?”

      She nodded. “Michael Wyndham. He’s got something going on. We pick up talk of a package, but we’ve no idea what it is. Worse, he shows up one night with a woman, but this one is kind of young—and not the usual kind of woman for him.”

      Vic turned cold. “How young?”

      She sighed. “Legal, that’s for sure, but Rock knew from the look of her that she was in way over her head.”

      Rock would. Bryan Rocovich was Vic’s best friend and could be counted on in any situation.

      “Go on.”

      “Rock was pretty sure there was more to it than just a tumble in bed. Worse, she was acting weird, as if she had been drugged.”

      The bastard.”

      She nodded.

      “How do we get from an innocent being drugged to you creeping onto my property?”

      “Well, you know Rock. Since he lost Annabelle, he can’t stand watching a woman being hurt, so he blew the operation and stole the girl.”

      He stopped drinking and stared at her. “What do you mean ‘he blew the operation?’”

      “I mean he walked into the bastard’s flat and knocked him out cold. He took the girl and headed out the door. But not before he ran into the Russians who had ordered her. She was the package. By the time he made it back to headquarters, the girl was awake and asking questions, and there were three dead Russians, a bleeding son of a diplomat, and a Russian crime boss after us. Worse, they have connections. The FBI showed up at the office door, but we were already out the back.”

      FUBAR did not even begin to cover it. In all the years they had worked together, he could not remember anything exploding like this, but he had warned of it. Government agencies could not be trusted, especially the NSA. He trusted them less than the CIA, and that was saying a lot. “Where’s the girl?”

      Mac hesitated. Irritation and worry dug deep into his gut. A bad sign. She was up front about work, but when she avoided telling him things, it always turned out to be worse than he imagined.

      “Spit it out, Mac.”

      “She’s with Jay.”

      For a second, he just stared at her, wondering when Mac had slipped over the edge. She had always played on that edge, balancing on it like a fucking prima ballerina, but this was beyond anything he had thought she would do.

      “You thought leaving a scared young woman with my brother was a good idea?” he yelled.

      She winced, and he immediately regretted it.

      He didn’t apologize, though. She would see it as a weakness. “Did you make sure you weren’t followed here?”

      “What do you take me for?”

      Indeed. If there was one woman who knew how to take care of herself, it was MacKenzie Donovan. She had told him that much when she’d told him to go to hell when he left.

      “And, you’re here, why?”

      “I came to warn you. I tried to get Jay to let me take her, but he seems to think it’s best she stays with him. As of right now, he’s not on the payroll. It appears that way, at least, so he is probably right.”

      “I don’t know why you just didn’t…” he trailed off, realizing what she had just said. “Don’t tell me you hired my brother.”

      There was another long pause, and she looked everywhere but at him. “Okay, I didn’t.”

      He let the ramifications settle between them. “What the hell, Mac? Just what the bloody hell? You leave a woman with him, a woman you say is innocent in all this, but how do we know? She could be dangerous, and Jay won’t know what hit him.”

      “Seriously, she’s innocent. She was drugged, and when she was coming out of it, she freaked the hell out. And I had to hire your brother. There aren’t a lot of men I can have on the team that I can trust. Since you abandoned me, I needed to come up with other means to run the operation.”

      He decided to let that comment go. “So you decided to hire my brother and leave an innocent with him? Are you out of your bleeding mind? He sleeps with anything pretty.”

      “She’s not his type.”

      “Does he have a type? I’m pretty sure that my brother has slept with women of every skin color, nationality, and religious background.”

      “Your brother has two types of women he will not sleep with. One, me—but the feeling is mutual. Then, there are virgins.” She sighed. “She’s either a virgin or damned near close.”

      He blew out a breath, some of his worry dissolving. “Okay, not my brother’s type.”

      “So she’s with him, Rock is on his way to the safe house, and I came here. It’s a good thing I’m good at losing any kind of tail, because you have some pretty shoddy security.”

      “It isn’t shoddy.”

      The smile she leveled in his direction was filled with snark. Damn if that didn’t go straight to his gut—not to mention his cock.

      “I got through.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything. You could probably break into the Pentagon.”

      Her expression softened. There was no other woman he knew who would go soft when accused of being good at breaking and entering. Just knowing that and seeing her reaction softened his heart. How did she get to him so easily?

      “Thank you, but it is shoddy. Seriously, you need some earlier alarms.”

      The moment she said it, his skin prickled. It was the sign something was about to go very, very wrong. He stilled, waiting. He could feel the energy zap in the air.

      “What?” she asked.

      He shook his head, killing the light as he made his way to the window. He wished he had his night-vision goggles, but even without them, Vic knew. No animals. No noise.

      Fuck.

      He was already heading to his bedroom when the first alarm sounded. After stripping out of his flannel pj bottoms, he tugged on a pair of jeans and grabbed a shirt.

      “Dammit to hell,” Mac said. She reached behind her and pulled a gun from her waistband, following him into his room. “I know I didn’t have a tail.”

      “Well, one way or another, they found us. We need to get the hell out of here.”

      He opened his closet and then the hidden panel where he kept his weapons. He pulled two M16s out and threw one to Mac. She caught it with a smile and stuck her Glock in her waistband again.

      “Nice.” Even with the situation they were in, he caught the arousal in her voice. The woman had a hard-on for anything that could maim or kill.

      Another alarm sounded.

      “How much time?” she asked.

      He turned in the direction of the garage. “Five minutes at most.”

      She followed him without question. Mac was still mad at him, still pissed about the way he’d left her and the company, but she knew not to fuck around in a situation like this. She knew when to argue and when to follow orders. He threw his go bag in the backseat of the pickup and grabbed another bag of ammo. Mac was already in the passenger seat.

      The second alarm went off, and Vic knew they had less than two minutes to get their asses out of there. He could have used the bunker to hide in, but there was a good chance that if these were the Russians after Mac, they would find it.

      He started up the engine of his truck and hit the remote for the garage door. He went out behind the house, making it easier to escape anyone coming up the front. As he gunned the engine, he heard shots behind him, but paid no attention. They were still too far off to even hit the truck. Vic didn’t want to try firing back. It was better just to lose them and get somewhere safe. Maybe then they could figure this all out.

      Of course, Mac did the exact opposite. She opened the window, slipped up to the edge of the car door, and started shooting.

      “Mac, get your ass back in here.”

      She ignored him. After she fired a few shots behind them, she easily slid back into the cab of the pickup.

      “Do you ever listen?” he demanded.

      “When the advice isn’t rubbish, I listen.”

      He wanted to argue with her. Hell, he wanted to demand she listen to him and only him. He’d lost the right to that and so much more when he walked out of their office—and out of her life—months ago. It was the only thing he could do to keep himself sane.

      But his life never worked out the way he wanted it to. No matter how many plans he made, he always seemed to end up back at square one, fighting his way out. This time, though, he had his head on straight. Time away from her, away from the job, had left him with enough control that he could look at the situation rationally. All he had to do was figure out the mess they were all in and clean it up. And he had to do it before he got pulled back into the craziness of Mac and her life. He knew this time he wouldn’t survive if he went under for a third time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A good spy always has a backup plan. And if she doesn’t, she should die before letting anyone know she screwed up.

        —Mac Donovan

      

      

      MacKenzie Maria Donovan knew when she’d cocked up. She didn’t always like to admit it. More often than not, she would find a way out of acknowledging that she had anything to do with the mistake. She considered herself an expert at it. She’d learned firsthand how to do it with a regal air while watching her diplomat father during her time spent in hell⁠—

      a.k.a. her childhood. But another thing she had learned was sometimes there was no way to avoid it.

      This was one big fubar.

      “Where am I going?” Vic asked. Barked out was more like it, but that military background was hard to avoid when dealing with her ex-lover.

      She glanced at him and tried her best not to sigh. From

      the moment they’d met six years earlier, she could never seem to keep her hands off him. Even tonight, with his insane backwoods beard and bloodshot eyes, Mac ached with the need to find the closest flat surface and defile him in so many ways.

      She pushed those thoughts aside, even if the idea lingered. They didn’t have time, and yearning for him would just hurt her even more. He hadn’t just broken her heart; he’d practically fractured her soul when he left. Love wasn’t supposed to be like this. It was supposed to be easy. Or, at least, she thought it should be. Mac had never been sure what love was about anyway. Her parents’ marriage had been what she described as separate but equal. Her father’s second marriage was different, from what she could tell. He seemed to actually spend time with his new daughter. The longest relationship she’d ever had had been with Vic. They had spent more time apart than together, and he was still the one who got to her. It was a testament of how much he got under her skin that her mind wasn’t on the mission. She deliberately looked away.

      “We have a safe house, one not associated with the company.”

      He said nothing, so she forced herself to glance back at him. His nasty look cut her to the core. He knew what she was talking about, and from the regret in his expression, Mac knew he hated to use it. It was their secret place, the one place they had used to escape their crazy lives. She had actually gone there after their big fight, thinking he might appear. After a week, she’d realized this was the end. Now, with their time over, there was no reason to hold on to it. Besides, staying alive was more important than holding on to stupid memories.

      “Fine, but when we get there, we need to figure out how to work this all out.”

      The need to scream vibrated in her throat. It welled up out of nowhere, but it had been like this the last few months. One minute weepy, the next mad at the world. She held it inside even as her throat started to ache. A good agent always did.

      “Your brother and Millie⁠—”

      “Millie?”

      “Millie was the package.”

      He grunted. From her vast experience with his grunts, she knew that was acceptance and moved on. “So, Rock and the rest of them are meeting us there.”

      His jaw hardened. “So you told them where it was.” A sharp pang of regret hit her square in the chest. The need to apologize simmered on her tongue, but she straightened her back. The days of apologizing to Victor Walker were over.

      “I had no choice. I thought maybe you didn’t want your baby brother dead—not to mention your best friend.”

      He took a turn down the road she knew would lead to Interstate 81. “I thank you for that. Although, if you hadn’t hired Jay to begin with, it wouldn’t be a problem.”

      She snorted. “As if. You knew the moment you walked out of the door I’d need another body. Jay was willing to fill your shoes.”

      “Yeah? Permanently?” His tone was now flat, without any emotion, but Mac knew better. She knew that when Vic did that he was hiding what he was really feeling.

      Why was he doing this now? They had a major problem on their hands, and rehashing their screwed-up relationship wasn’t the best use of their time. She didn’t have the time, let alone the ability, to launch an argument. She was still trying to recover from their last one from six months ago.

      “Your brother is convinced you’re coming back. But then, Jay’s always been a little naive when it comes to you. I needed someone who is good at surveillance and can be trusted. Those are two things your brother is good at.”

      It was true there were times Jay’s ADHD drove her insane, but he was good at the job. He would never be someone they could send in undercover, because his mouth always got him into trouble. But for a man who could rarely sit still, he was weirdly good at monitoring the situation. He was always good at reading people. Vic had yet to accept that his brother—who was almost thirty—was mature enough for anything.

      “So, this woman?”

      “Millie Bingham.”

      She felt his glance and looked at him. His lips twitched.

      “Millie? As in Mildred?” Amusement tinged his voice.

      She shrugged.

      “Millie is going to tell us everything?” he asked.

      “Sure. She wants to stay alive.”

      A little bit of a lie, and Vic probably knew it. The girl wanted to stay alive, but Mac wasn’t too sure she trusted them enough to tell them the truth. If she were in Millie’s position, she wouldn’t, either. Hell, she would have disappeared as soon as she could, but then, she was a bitch. Millie might be some kind of super intelligent whiz, but she seemed naive in the ways of the world. As if she had existed outside of all the bad things that were happening. Until a few days ago, she probably had been.

      “Always a good motivation.” “Which way are you going?”

      “I’m going to head up to Winchester, then over into

      Pennsylvania, before I head back down into Maryland.” She nodded. “I can take over if you need me to drive.”

      “You can take a nap.” She frowned, and he shook his head. “I have a feeling you’ve been running on empty for the last few days. I haven’t. Take a few minutes, and get some rest. Round two will get here soon enough.”

      She wanted to argue with him, but he was right. She was tired and would do better with a few minutes of sleep.

      “There’s a pillow in the backseat.”

      She glanced back and found it easily. When she set it against the window and laid her head on it, she sighed. His scent was on it. Hell, it had taken her weeks to get it out of the sheets of their bed. She had spent hours there, with the curtains drawn and morose breakup songs playing.

      No time to think about that.

      They would get through this mess and then go their separate ways. With that sad thought, she let herself drift off to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Vic took the exit to Mount Aetna and glanced over at Mac. She was still asleep. Dead to the world. She rarely slept like this, and only after three or four days with little to no sleep. She only went into this kind of slumber around people she trusted.

      He fought the softness that always squeezed hard on his heart in times like these. From the moment he met her, Vic had seen that vulnerable side. No one else really seemed to see it, but he did. That hard shell didn’t fool him one bit. As their relationship developed, he’d discovered the terrors she had experienced firsthand. Maybe that was why both of them couldn’t seem to shake the relationship. They both knew how scarred they were and hated to give up. Or maybe they were just both assholes.

      He came to a stop at the streetlight, and Mac jolted awake.

      “What the…” She shook her head and rubbed a hand over her face. He watched as she drew in and prepared herself for battle. It didn’t matter that they were friendly— kind of. Mac always prepared for an attack.

      “Where are we?” she asked, her voice still husky with sleep.

      He curled his fingers around the steering wheel and counted back from ten before he could answer.

      “We’re almost there.”

      She glanced at him. “How long have I been out?”

      “About three hours. I took the long way around. If they’re following us, they’re too good, and we should just surrender.”

      She smiled and stretched her arms over her head. He would not pay attention to the way the fabric stretched over her breasts or the little sounds she made while she worked out the kinks in her neck. Not really. Maybe. Okay, he did, and it drove him just a little insane. Six months without her, and it hadn’t changed. She didn’t seem to be having a problem being near him, but he wanted nothing more than to pull over to the side of the road and get it on like teenagers.

      Jesus, he was too old for shit like this.

      “You should have woken me, but thanks for letting me take a nap. It’s been a long few days.”

      He nodded. The light turned green, and he drove on. He understood just how it was to work on no sleep. Or, at least, he’d thought he had before now. First in the military, then in the CIA, he had learned to go without a good night’s rest, which was pretty much how he’d spent their separation. He didn’t want to tell her the only reason he drank whiskey at night was because sleeping without her was impossible. The moment his head hit the pillow, Vic found himself thinking about her, wondering how she was faring. Worse, when he did get to sleep, she was always there, until he woke up and found himself alone. He’d been a zombie for months, catching a few hours here and there, just existing.

      It only took fifteen more minutes to make it to the outskirts of the land they owned. They had bought the old farm eighteen months earlier and had spent the year following rehabbing the old house. The trees in the area showed the first signs of fall. Leaves were tinged with warm colors as a misty fog draped the area. Three acres surrounded the farmhouse, all protected by excellent security.

      “They’re probably already here,” she said.

      “How did you tell them about it?”

      “Gave them the address, then told them to ditch their phones. We have some burners now, which will be good to use while we figure this all out.”

      Mac was good at details. Even when things were falling apart, she always had some kind of plan to move forward. He assumed it was from her upbringing in British embassies around the world. She always said you had to think fast in a foreign country where they hated everything your home country stood for.

      He drove up to the house and saw one single light burning in the kitchen. It was the signal they all had used for years. Rock knew it as well. He drove around to the back of the house and parked the pickup truck. The backdoor opened before he had a chance to close the driver’s door.

      “It’s about fucking time,” Jay said, as he jogged down the steps and to the car. As always, he gave Vic a big hug. “We were worried about you.”

      “I wasn’t,” Rock said. “And since Millie doesn’t even know you, I’d say she wasn’t that worried about you.”

      He smiled at his oldest friend in the world. As with Mac, Rock looked as if he had been put through hell. “I hear you’ve had a bad time of it tonight.”

      “It’s morning, if you haven’t noticed. Sun will be up soon. Plus, it’s been a few days.” “You know, I’m here, too,” Mac said.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Jay said.

      Rock smiled and waited for her to make her way over to the stairs. His expression softened, and there was something there that sent alarm bells ringing for Vic. Before he could figure out what was going on, the look disappeared. “Been waiting. Figured you’d find him.”

      “Let’s get out of the cold,” Mac said.

      They all filed in through the back door into the kitchen. The moment they stepped into the house, he felt it there. Mac’s touch. Who would have thought a trained killer would have such good taste when it came to decor? She had insisted on stripping it down to the barest of essentials and then adding her own ideas. Gray walls, open shelving, and a kick-ass stove for him. Damn, he had forgotten how much he liked this house. But he forgot how much he enjoyed being here with Mac.

      Dammit.

      “Good God, Vic. You look like a reject from Duck Dynasty,” Jay said. “Don’t they have razors in the Shenandoah Valley? Or mirrors? Damn.”

      Rock chuckled as he glanced between the brothers. “He does this when he’s contemplating life.”

      “Get bent,” Vic said, without any heat. He was sure he looked insane, but he didn’t give a damn.

      “I’ve missed you, bro, but now that you’re here, I’m going to grab some sleep.”

      He studied his brother. Eight years separated them, but Jay was easily ten years more immature. He looked good, though. More than good. Whereas Mac looked as if she had been dealt a deathblow, Jay seemed pretty sure of the situation.

      “Don’t you want to be around when I get all the information?”

      He shook his head. “No thanks. Not in the mood to hear you bitch.”

      And without waiting for permission, he left. Vic opened his mouth to order Jay back to the kitchen, then realized he had no right. He wasn’t the boss anymore.

      “There isn’t much more to tell. We need to go through everything, and for that, we’re going to need Millie,” Mac said, pouring herself a cup of coffee. It smelled freshly brewed. “I’m going to take a quick shower. I’m filthy from running around Vic’s forest.”

      “Where’s your car?” he asked.

      “Not mine. Unmarked, and I left it in a park-and-ride lot on 29 in Warrenton.”

      Vic tried to come up with something else to ask her, to keep her there in the kitchen with him, but he had nothing. It was a new development in their relationship. He knew there was a good chance they were going to argue. He wanted her there, by his side, and that was just stupid. Six months had passed, and he had survived without her. Barely—but he had survived.

      “Anything else?” she asked as she sipped her coffee.

      He shook his head.

      “Right. See you in a bit.”

      When she was gone, he looked at Rock. “So, do you buy the Miss Innocent thing?”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “Seems odd she’s mixed up in all this and has no idea what’s going on.”

      “I’m guessing she’ll tell us what’s going on, once the drugs wear off.”

      Vic nodded and set his bag on the kitchen table. “You want to tell me what’s going on between you and Mac?”

      Rock hesitated, which set more alarm bells off. Vic turned to look at him. They were like brothers, and he didn’t trust anyone more than he trusted Rock. Well, he trusted Mac more than anyone, but Rock came in a close second.

      “Why does it matter?”

      Anger and lack of sleep were a deadly combination. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Listen, man, we’ve had to depend on each other for things. You left us high and dry, and we had to pick up the pieces.”

      That much was true. Until it had happened, Vic was pretty sure none of them thought he was going to walk out. Hell, he hadn’t really been convinced it would stick this time around. It didn’t mean that he thought Rock had a right to take his place in Mac’s bed.

      “As long as those pieces are just the business,” he said.

      Rock poured himself a cup of coffee. Vic knew his friend well enough to know what was going on. He was stalling to come up with a plan. Rock was going to try and divert Vic’s attention. He was the cool one of the two of them. Oh, Vic knew he was built for command, but Rock was good with strategy. It was one of the reasons the two of them had been good working with each other. As Mac said, the yin and the yang that held the company together.

      “Listen, when you left, things sort of…” His voice trailed off as he shook his head.

      Vic’s gut twisted. Just what the hell had happened? He had been jealous before, but now he was starting to worry. Mac had some bad habits that usually ended with people maimed or dead.

      “Sort of what?” he asked, even though he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer.

      Rock looked up at him, his eyes filled with regret. “She fell apart, Vic.”

      That was not what he’d expected to hear. He blinked, trying to gather his thoughts, but failed. “What?”

      “She fell the fuck apart. Everything. She wasn’t herself. You hurt her badly this time.”

      He felt that telltale guilt creep into his conscience. He had done what was best for him, for Mac, for the goddamn company. If he had stayed, it would have been worse for all of them. He refused to take the blame for everything that went wrong in his absence.

      “And?”

      Rock slammed his coffee mug down on the counter, ignoring the way it sloshed over the sides. Of course he did. Rock was a slob.

      “Listen, I watched the strongest woman I know cry as if she didn’t want to live anymore. It was bad enough we were having to work with a man down, but when it became clear you weren’t coming back, she stopped showing up.”

      “She skipped out on work?” Vic tried to wrap his head around that idea. Mac was a lot of things. Bad-tempered, illmannered, and she always shot before asking questions. But one thing Mac always did was show up to work. She never flaked out or disappeared on anyone. Once she made a commitment, she was there until the end. Even when people walked out on her.

      Rock nodded. “On work, on life. Hell, she was just getting back into the groove of things, when this happened.”

      Vic found he couldn’t fight the guilt. It swamped him, as did a fair dose of anger. “Why didn’t you call me? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Rock’s gray eyes were filled with regret. “She forbade me to call. You know how she is.”

      He’d caused this. He’d walked out, mainly due to his pride. Dammit. “Fuck. This is just so…fuck.”

      “Exactly.”

      “How is she now? You said she’s pulled it together.”

      Rock nodded. “Yeah, and it was one of the reasons I went along for this job. I wasn’t too keen on working for any government agency, but this drew her in.”

      His friend said nothing else, and the silence stretched. Vic knew he had to make things right with Mac, but there was one thing still bothering him.

      “So, nothing else happened?” Vic asked.

      Rock’s brow furrowed, and then understanding blossomed in his gaze. Horror moved over his expression— along with a fair amount of disgust. “No. Ew, no. You know I think of her as a sister.”

      “Yeah.” That was just how crazy this entire thing was making him. Contemplating a sexual relationship between Rock and Mac was stupid. With a sigh, he scrubbed his hand over his face. “I just had no idea. Both you and Jay should have called.”

      “Do you think I didn’t think about it? She made us both promise not to call. If we had, she might have shot us. You know she would have done it, too.”

      “Sure, but she would have taken you to the hospital, at least.”

      Rock snorted. “There is that. But it got worse.”

      “How worse?”

      “She was talking about moving back to the UK.”

      The idea had his stomach clenching. Mac loved her country, but with it came her family. Dysfunctional didn’t even cover it when talking about the Donovans. Richer than God, and they knew it. Their petty backstabbing and head games were never good for Mac. They were the main reason she had left. If she was talking about moving back, that was a bad sign.

      “Vic?” Rock said.

      “We’ll figure it all out. Some way, we’ll get it fixed.” Vic rolled his shoulders to work out some of the kinks that sleeping on the couch and then driving three hours had left. “Let me get some coffee and then we can sit down and talk about this Millie person.”

      He heard footsteps behind him, felt a presence at the doorway. He turned and found a blonde-haired woman staring at him.

      “I guess I would be that Millie person.”
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