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        When a marriage of convenience becomes more than either husband bargained for…

      

        

      
        Special Agent Levi Bishop needs to:

        Keep his son and family safe.

        Prove his boss was framed for a crime she didn’t commit.

        Convince his selfless cowboy husband that his needs matter too.

        Make a bold play before love slips through his fingers.

      

        

      
        Special Agent Emmitt Marshall needs to:

        Protect his husband and stepson.

        End the nightmare that’s haunted him since his mentor’s murder.

        Hack through layers of deception to identify the real threat.

        Stop hoping someone will choose him.

      

        

      
        Marsh is determined to go it alone, to guard his family and his heart.

        But Levi’s life and heart are on the line too.

        Cornered, Levi will chance any play to save the marriage and man he needs.

        Rings were exchanged and promises made.

        Marsh kept up his end of the bargain.

        Now it’s Levi’s turn.

      

        

      
        Bad Bishop is the second book of the Perfect Play trilogy, a swoony, edge-of-your-seat M/M romantic suspense series featuring a marriage of convenience between two FBI agents determined to stop a common enemy—and to do right by each other.
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      Levi was worried—and his list of troubles was long.

      There was his too-quiet son staring out the back-seat window of the rented SUV. David had been talkative the first hour or so of the flight to Texas, humoring Lily and chatting tattoos and chess with Holt and Brax, but when Marsh had refused to give David his phone, all the fear and anger from earlier that morning, from their standoff in the airport, simmered again in his son’s green eyes and stewed there the remainder of the flight and as they drove across the west Texas desert.

      Their locked-down phones were another worry. The FBI agent in Levi understood why it was necessary—they didn’t want to be tracked; burners were safer—but the son and brother in him worried his parents or sisters would forget to use the burners if an emergency arose. What if Orchard Investments or Eder Capital sent henchmen to breach Aunt Liz’s compound? What if Aunt Liz and his mother tore each other, and the place, apart themselves? What if Taco or Burrito slipped through the gates and got lost in Rancho Santa Fe?

      And then there was the cowboy-sized worry in the driver’s seat beside him. For someone who’d been so easy to read the past three weeks, even under his cocky cowboy persona, now Marsh, like their phones, was locked down tight, his moment of vulnerability on the plane a thirty-thousand-foot memory. It was impossible to tell what was going on behind his dark brown eyes, what thoughts were causing him to clench his jaw every few minutes, what wrong words Levi had said to cause Marsh to rebuild his walls. Did he even still want to fight for his case or for Levi and David?

      Then of course there was the mountain of professional worry. Levi’s boss was behind bars, framed for her boss’s murder, his partner and another colleague were in the hospital, his home was a crime scene, they were missing prime suspects, and the bad guys had no doubt painted targets on his and Marsh’s backs.

      All that said, there was a more pressing worry at the top of Levi’s list. That at any moment they’d hit a bump, take a turn too fast, and he’d paint the SUV’s floorboards with what little food was left in his stomach. Fucking altitude sickness. It hadn’t occurred to him that he’d have to deal with it in the Texas desert. A desert that was four thousand feet above the one he was used too. He was feeling every extra foot of elevation, his head dizzy, his breaths short, and his stomach woozy.

      David’s first words in hours were a welcome distraction. “What’s that?” Arm stretched between the front seats, he pointed at the rocky outcrop ahead.

      “Cathedral Mountain,” Marsh replied, voice scratchy from disuse. “Home’s not far now.”

      Levi wanted to ask more about the mountain and their surroundings, but Marsh slowed, turned on his blinker to signal Holt and Brax behind them, and turned off the highway onto a side road. If Levi had thought he was nauseous before, the bump and rumble across dry, packed earth was another level of hell. He laid a hand over his stomach, closed his eyes, and breathed deep.

      “Almost there,” Marsh assured him, and after mere minutes that felt like hours, the road beneath them finally leveled out again.

      Levi eked open his eyes to a desert suddenly tinged with familiar deep pink. Bougainvillea wound through the gaps of the roadside fence, blooms bright in the afternoon sun. But Marsh’s favorite flower was just the start of nature showing off. On the other side of the fence, the desert gave way to pops of orange, yellow, and purple among the tall grass and green brush, and in the approaching distance, thicker groves of mesquite and acacia trees swayed with the breeze.

      “Why’s it so much greener inside the fence?” David asked.

      “Live water snakes through the property,” Marsh said. “And we’ve put in decades of rehab and conservation work. Whatever we took out of the ground, we put back into it.”

      They crested a hill, and the knotted wood fence rose with them, rose higher still, curving and climbing vertical until it arched over a gravel drive, the hand-carved ranch gate dripping with magenta flowers. Beneath it, a metal gate retracted, and a palomino trotted through, its blond mane shining in the sun, the long blond hair of its rider likewise shimmering gold. Marsh turned into the drive and rolled down his window while David followed the earlier path of his arm, leaning forward between the seats to peer up at the words carved overhead. “Mi Herencia” he read aloud, then translated. “My heritage.”

      Levi chuckled, cautiously in case more than his laughter tried to escape. “You weren’t kidding about Camilla giving your dad the middle finger.”

      The horse stuck its muzzle inside the open window, eager for Marsh’s attention, while its rider’s mischievous voice chimed from outside. “Giving that man the middle finger is my wife’s favorite pastime.”

      “Isn’t your dad dead?” David asked.

      The rider leaned over the palomino’s neck and peered inside Marsh’s window. Light green eyes full of mirth danced beneath the brim of a straw hat. “One less asshole in the world.”

      David’s eyes grew wide, and his ginger brows raced north. “Ohmigod.”

      Marsh sighed as he petted the horse’s damp nose. “Mama, maybe wait until after introductions.”

      “No use hiding the ball, mijo.” Irina then, and exactly as Marsh had described her. Frank and to the point, and trouble with a capital T. She cast her green gaze toward the SUV behind them. “Please tell me that sexy piece of Brooklyn ass is in the car behind you.” An incorrigible flirt too apparently. Like mother like son.

      “Brax is gay and very happily married.”

      “Does not negate the sexy or the fine ass.”

      Levi couldn’t bite back his laugh, David either. Even Marsh’s jaw loosened a fraction. Worth risking vomitus maximus. Marsh patted his stepmom’s knee, same as he’d done the horse’s nose. He spoke in a language Levi didn’t recognize—Polish, he guessed—and whatever Marsh had said must have been good. Irina’s smile brightened and she clasped his hand, squeezing tight. When Marsh spoke again, it was in English. “We should get to the house before Mom sends out a search party.”

      “Too right.” Irina doffed her hat in Levi and David’s direction, shot Brax a flirty wave, then trotted back through the gate. She waited long enough for their SUVs to drive through, for the lower gate to close behind them, then with a shout in that same foreign language from before, she double tapped the horse’s sides and left them in the dust, riding full out.

      David muttered a curse, and Levi was too busy gawking to correct him.

      “That’s another reason Mom fell in love with her,” Marsh said. “Best rider either of us has ever seen.”

      They followed Irina’s cloud of dust down the long entry road—past rolling hills and level grazing pastures, past cattle napping in the shade of massive solar panels, past water towers and silos, past countless rows of vegetables, corn, and grains—until a sprawling log cabin appeared ahead. Marsh swung their SUV around the circular drive and parked in front of the homestead’s porch.

      “You grew up here?” David asked, face practically pressed against the window.

      “I did, but we’ve expanded over the years. When Mom bought it, the only structures were a V-shaped log cabin and a barn. We added two wings to the house so it’s more of an X now, plus all the silos, outbuildings, and solar fields.”

      Levi was still taking it all in—the large A-frame at the center of the structure, the long, single-story wings to either side, the metal roof and stone foundation—when the front door swung open. A woman stepped out from under the porch’s shade, and her resemblance to Marsh was uncanny. Tall and sturdy with big brown eyes, golden-brown skin, and thick black hair shot through with silver, the waves held back from her face by a pair of sunglasses on her head. Her most striking, most familiar feature was the one Levi hadn’t seen on Marsh’s face all day, a smile so full of joy and warmth that no one could look away. “You look just like her.”

      Grinning, Camilla descended the front porch steps and used every extra inch she had over Irina to crowd her wife back against the hitching post she’d tied her horse to and kiss her without a care in the world for their audience.

      Eyes rolling closed, Marsh leaned his head back against the headrest. “In case the genetics didn’t give it away.” He flicked a hand their direction. “No use hiding the ball.”

      Sputtering, David turned beet red, hilariously caught between awestruck and mortified, awkward teen in full effect. The entirety of the scene caused Levi to laugh out loud, and his insides thankfully remained inside. Welcome relief from the day’s tension rolled in with the uninhibited laughter, and beside him Marsh exhaled too, a long deep breath that relaxed his shoulders and jaw with it. He righted his head and smiled. “Welcome to Texas.”

      They piled out of the car, and while Levi felt emotionally more stable, he wasn’t physically out of the woods yet. He wobbled on his feet, altitude still a factor, and steadied himself on the sideview mirror and David’s open door. His hand nearly collided with David’s, his son blinded by the midday sun, their sunglasses somewhere in the kitchen back home, left behind in the mad dash out of town. Marsh, however, seemed unaffected by the altitude and the blinding ball of light in the sky, not the least bit fazed by his missing white Stetson. He rounded the hood of the car and walked straight into Camilla’s open arms.

      “It’s good to see you, mijo.”

      Marsh returned his mother’s embrace, more of the day’s tension seeping from his frame. “Thanks for accommodating us on such short notice.”

      She reared back and popped his shoulder. “Don’t talk to me like I’m some goddamn distant relative. You don’t need to give us notice to come home.”

      He lifted a brow, gaze sliding to where Irina remained lounged against the hitching post like she was waiting for her wife to come ravage her some more.

      “Okay, an hour,” Camilla conceded. “Just to be sure we’re decent.”

      “Consider the thanks on our behalf,” Brax said, joining their group with Lily on his hip, the toddler biting her lips and bouncing in his arms.

      Camilla slapped his shoulder too. “You don’t need to give notice either.”

      Lily finally exploded, stretching toward Camilla. “Mama Milla!”

      Camilla caught her midlunge, swinging her high then into her arms, blowing a raspberry on her cheek. “Especially you!”

      Drawn to the joy and warmth, Levi pried his fingers from the car and cautiously stepped forward. No wobbles. He grabbed David by the shoulder, just in case, and together they made it the few feet to Marsh’s side. “I feel out gunned here,” he said to Marsh. “I didn’t bring flowers, and I don’t have a cute ginger munchkin to offer.”

      “Hey!” David squawked.

      Marsh reached around Levi to ruffle David’s hair, and David’s anger that had started to wane in the car ebbed some more. Taking advantage of the position and the lighter mood, Levi chanced leaning into Marsh’s side. The move paid off, Marsh settling his arm across Levi’s shoulders, the big body beside his loose for the first time since early morning.

      Until his mother’s “Mijo?” in that oh shit Mom’s onto me tone clued them in that yes, Camilla was onto them. Her narrowed gaze was locked on Marsh’s hand draped over Levi’s shoulder. “Is that one of the rings Rio made? The ones we gave you for⁠—”

      “The smokin’ hot blond is wearing the other one,” Irina said as she pushed off the post.

      David snickered. “Here we go.”

      Levi gave him a pop similar to the one Camilla had given Brax and Marsh.

      Chuckling, Marsh tugged him closer, and Levi happily snuggled against his side. “The smokin’ hot blond is married too.” Levi tangled his fingers with Marsh’s dangling ones, and Camilla’s eyes went wide as did Marsh’s smile. “Mom, Mama, I’d like to introduce you to Levi Bishop, my husband.”

      Camilla lowered her gaze, and Levi suddenly remembered the mountain of worry he’d blissfully forgotten for five minutes. Worried it had just gotten taller. Was Camilla disappointed—in Marsh, in him and David, in not being invited to the wedding? But then she crossed herself and started mumbling in rapid-fire Spanish Levi did understand. She wasn’t disappointed at all.

      “Did she just thank all the saints and declare this a holy day?” David asked, catching on too.

      “She did,” Irina said. “We didn’t think our boy would ever settle down.”

      “Mama, it’s not⁠—”

      Levi squeezed his hand, drawing Marsh’s gaze, hoping the message in his was clear. None of that talk, not until after they had a talk first. One in which Levi needed to convince Marsh his feelings about them hadn’t changed. If anything, they’d grown stronger. Levi was more certain than ever who he wanted as a partner in all aspects of his life. He just needed Marsh to be certain too.

      Levi drew Marsh’s hand to his lips, kissed his knuckles, then lowered their arms so he could step forward, hand outstretched to Camilla. “Levi Bishop.” Then to Irina. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.” Each handshake led to a hug, Camilla’s sideways with Lily still on her hip, Irina’s crushing. Levi swam in the warmth that crashed into his chest, that intensified when Marsh, with a soft smile that spoke of pride and affection, encouraged David forward. Levi waved him the rest of the way to his side. “And this is my son, David.”

      “He gots red hair too!” Lily exclaimed.

      “I see that.” Camilla’s smile stretched wide. “Now I have two redheaded grandbabies!” She put her forehead to the side of Lily’s, casting a mischievous glance David’s way. “I wonder if the new one likes tamales as much as you do.”

      The teenage bottomless pit nodded eagerly, suddenly finding his appetite. “I’m from California. I will never say no to tamales.”

      “You’ll fit right in,” Irina said with a wink. “Let’s go. You can help us roll them.” She turned toward the house, following Camilla and Lily, and David turned his longing gaze on Levi, seeking permission to follow his stomach. Levi gave him the go-ahead, glad one of them could eat, the thought of food, even tamales, still making his stomach turn.

      But while his stomach was in a bad place, his heart and soul were on a path to a better one. “Just like that?” Marsh’s family had taken them in with open arms, no judgment, no questions asked. He was grateful to have that with his own family, but to have another chance at it… Could he be that lucky?

      “Yep, just like that,” Brax said as Holt carried a second load of computer and toddler gear past them. “You gave them what they’ve always wanted. Their son’s happiness.” He followed his husband inside, leaving Marsh and Levi alone for the first time in hours.

      “I’m sorry,” Marsh said, stepping closer. “I didn’t have a chance to talk long before… to explain to them⁠—”

      “Let them be happy.” Levi laid a hand over his chest, pleased when Marsh covered it with his. “Let all of us be happy. After the day we’ve had—hell, the past three weeks—we’ve earned it.”
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      If Levi had thought the bougainvillea was extensive on the way into Mi Herencia, it was nothing compared to the wily plant’s presence behind the sprawling ranch. From his spot at one end of the backyard picnic table, Levi spied magenta flowers scaling either corner of the house, framing the back door, and drowning a chicken coop in a nearby yard. No wonder their wedding venue in San Diego had caused Marsh to stumble. No wonder the pops of pink in Levi’s backyard had also reminded him of home.

      Levi was starting to understand the rest of it too, why Marsh had settled so easily in San Diego and into his and David’s home. The desert landscape, the heat, the lived-in feel of the house. But there was something more about this place. Something magical in the tidy yet sprawling log cabin with its rustic charm, the abstract murals that decorated the walls and told the story of Marsh’s family in hues of every color, the high-tech security and monitoring that were all Marsh, and the two women who had effortlessly wrapped Levi and David in their arms.

      But along with the sense of magic came profound confusion, which had only continued to build as they’d settled in. Well, he and David had. Marsh, on the other hand, had ushered them into the charming house, guided them to safety, then had promptly run the opposite direction, out the back door, and onto a giant chestnut stallion, riding out to God only knew where on the property with Camilla. There’d been no time for conversations or explanations, not a minute to get their stories straight, not even a second for a kiss or a breather in each other’s arms. Moments that Marsh was usually so keen to snatch like in the FBI bathroom after Levi had nearly been run over, or in the hotel room when Levi’s world had been a circus, or any number of mornings on the patio over breakfast, or in the kitchen that night after June’s wedding. Marsh was usually the one who made Levi slow down, so why was Marsh the one running now?

      How did someone as loved as Marsh not think himself worthy of it?

      That was the only explanation Levi could muster. That Marsh was sacrificing his own heart and happiness to protect Levi and David because he couldn’t fathom Levi staying by his side after this morning. In truth, Levi was more afraid than ever to leave Marsh’s side, to face their enemies alone or go back to the loneliness that had colored his world the past two years. Either of those prospects was enough to turn his already suspect stomach. He lifted a forkful of Texas caviar—maybe it would help; he usually loved the stuff—but one whiff and his stomach somersaulted. He hadn’t felt this nauseous since that work conference he’d been to in Albuquerque years back.

      “I can tell you’ve been learning from Marsh,” Brax said at the other end of the table.

      “Romantic chess,” David replied.

      Levi tuned into the exchange, desperate for a distraction. “Romantic chess?” He couldn’t recall hearing that term before from any of the chess players in his life.

      “Attacks and sacrifices,” David said as he unwrapped tamale number three, clearly not afflicted with the same altitude sickness as Levi.

      “Lots of bold sweeping moves,” Holt added. On his lap, Lily made a bold move of her own, stretching for a crayon and nearly knocking over her father’s soda. Holt shot out an arm faster than Levi would have imagined of a man so large and saved his drink. “Often quick,” he said with a laugh.

      Was he talking about his save or the game? Because when it came to chess, it seemed so slow to Levi, like Marsh and David were just staring at the board, moving at a snail’s pace that was only slightly more exciting than golf. But the new term rattled something loose from his and Marsh’s first meeting. “A theoretical novelty?” Levi said. “Is that romantic chess?”

      Brax nodded. “One of the opening plays.”

      “But the move I just made was a desperado sacrifice,” David said as he pumped his fist in the air. “I’ve never been able to pull it off against Marsh.”

      Levi shivered. He didn’t want to think of the word sacrifice anywhere near Marsh or David. He didn’t even want chessboards near them, but that seemed like an impossibility. He was impressed David could even look at one after Marsh’s had almost exploded in his hands this morning. The memory of the near miss made Levi’s stomach lurch. Again. He let the conversation and his food go, surrendering his fork and napkin, sticking to careful sips of water instead.

      Irina slid onto the bench opposite him. “Not a fan of tamales?”

      “I am usually. But this altitude is tearing my stomach up.”

      “That’s what I figured.” She reached into her pocket and slid a familiar yellow tablet across the table. “Zofran. Will help with the⁠—”

      “Nausea,” Levi said around the ache in his chest.

      “You’ve dealt with altitude sickness before?”

      “A work conference in Albuquerque. I forget how low we are in San Diego and how high other deserts can be.” He picked up the pill. “But that’s not why I know these.” He curled his hand around the single tablet he’d counted out multiples of daily. “My late wife had cancer. She swore by these. Made chemo bearable for her.”

      Irina covered his other hand. “I’m sorry for your loss. Truly.” Calm words, a gentle touch, Levi could see why she was good with animals. People too.

      “Thank you.” He swallowed the pill dry, then took a sip of water.

      “Is it gonna make you more nauseous if I ask how my son proposed?”

      And almost spit it out, laughter bubbling up. “Why would that make me nauseous?”

      “Romantic chess and all that.” She flapped a dismissive hand at the other end of the table, then leveled him with a far more interested stare. “And that boy tells his mother everything, which means there’s more to this marriage than it seems since I haven’t heard about you or your son until today.”

      Levi deflected, still needing to talk with Marsh before divulging details to Irina. “Marsh told me he and Camilla were tight.” His gaze wandered the direction they’d ridden off. “But seeing them in action, how they moved around each other without words…” Visitors settled, black Stetson unpacked, canteens filled, horses saddled, and out they’d gone.

      “It’s always been that way with them. Short or long absences, it doesn’t matter. He comes home and out they go. It’s their time, together and with the land.”

      “I thought he was run—” He cut short the truth that had tried to slip out and couched his words more carefully. “I thought he needed space.”

      Irina saw right through him. “And back to my initial observation. This is more than a simple ‘I do.’”

      She wasn’t wrong. “It’s complicated,” he hedged with a smile that grew wider when he thought about how simple it had become the past twenty-four hours, at least in some respects. Sure, everything about the situation was complicated—the case, their colleagues, David—but how Levi felt about Marsh? That part was simple. His chest still ached at the thought of moving on from Kristin, but she would have loved Marsh and wanted this for him and David. Would have laughed at Marsh’s cockiness, at how fast he’d twisted Levi up, at how perfect a proposal it actually was. She’d be the first to raise her glass to them. Levi cleared his throat around the knot lodged there. “Stomach swooping was—is—definitively involved.”

      “In the good way?”

      “Mostly good,” he said. “As for his proposal, fancy restaurant, bottle of champagne, told me to marry him before he told me his name.”

      Irina hooted and slapped a hand against the table, drawing everyone’s attention. “Sounds about right, and judging by the smile you can’t wipe off your face, I’d say things are on their way to uncomplicated.”

      Lily saved him from answering, impersonating Mama Nina and banging on the table, finally tipping Holt’s soda all over her father. A dog’s bark joined the cacophony of noise, and Levi whipped his head the direction of the new noise. Marsh and Camilla were returning, a stray cow and limping calf in tow. The noise around Levi faded, his attention solely focused on the man he’d been missing. Not even Marsh’s obvious exhaustion—from the downward tilt of his chin to his slumped shoulders—could detract from Mount Cowboy in all his glory. He was impressive as hell on horseback, a natural. As if sensing the attention, Marsh lifted his face and locked eyes with Levi. Didn’t look away like he had most of the day. Had the ride settled him? Would he let Levi give him what he needed? Did Levi stand a chance of convincing him how simple this could be?

      “He’s careful with you,” Irina said.

      “He is.” Levi acknowledged their connection, the check-in with a nod to Marsh before turning back to Irina. “Even if he thinks he hasn’t been.”

      “Whatever the story, he’s invested in you and David.” Levi recognized the tone and expression of a concerned parent. Liked her more for it. “Be careful with him too.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      As quickly as her stern face had appeared, it vanished, Irina wriggling her nose and shaking her head. “Never call me ma’am again. Ruins the fantasy.”

      “Fantasy?”

      She winked, then shot him the same flirty smile she’d given Brax earlier. Levi’s cheeks heated, and he barely resisted covering them with his hands.

      Laughing, Irina rose from the table, rounded the end, and clasped his shoulder. “He always was a sucker for a man who blushes.”

      As she sauntered off toward the barn Marsh and Camilla had disappeared into, Levi remained at the table, spinning the ring around his finger, embracing the swooping sensation in his stomach. This was the good kind. The sort he needed to hold on to and channel when he talked with Marsh. Use it to convince his husband that by his side was exactly where Levi wanted to be.
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      Marsh closed the stable door, securing the drowsy calf with its mother to rest and recover, to wait for its injury to heal. Marsh’s own mother, however, was less patient. “Okay, mijo,” she said. “I gave you that whole ride out, two ropes, the ride back, and Irina splinting that calf’s sprain to sort what you want to say. Spill.”

      He was impressed she’d bitten her tongue so long, giving him the time he’d needed to settle back into the land and their routine. The ninety minutes he’d needed to get out of his head, a respite from the horror reel playing on repeat—Levi’s terrified face when the deadly pieces had come together, the worried faces of Levi’s family who’d been asked to trust a stranger, David’s frank assessment and distrust at the airport, the cadre of assassins who’d infiltrated San Diego. Family, granted, but wildcards Marsh had little control over, a connection that could cost Levi his job, the very thing Marsh had promised to try to protect. But Levi had to be alive to have a job, and Marsh was doing a piss-poor job protecting his and David’s lives.

      “Fuck.” He slumped against the stable door and scrubbed his hands over his face, up under the brim of his hat, and into his hair.

      “Just spit it out,” his mother said as she grabbed his hat and tossed it onto a workbench. “You’ll feel better.”

      She was probably right, but how much could he share without endangering his mothers? Without betraying Levi’s confidence and their partnership or what was left of it? “There’s more than just a ring involved here.”

      “Like your heart.” Irina handed him a broom. “I see the way you look at him.”

      He avoided her gaze by feigning rapt attention to sweeping under the exam table. “He’s a good man, hard not to admire.”

      “But it’s different this time,” Camilla said.

      “How’s that?”

      Irina grabbed the top of the broom handle above where Marsh’s hands were white-knuckling the shaft. She waited for him to lift his gaze. “He looks at you the same way.”

      “Mama—”

      “It’s your business. We know,” Camilla said. “We learned to stay out of it a long time ago.”

      He cringed, hating that he’d made them feel like they couldn’t ask about his life, romantic or otherwise.

      Camilla caught the reflex and looped an arm around his waist, fitting herself to his side. “We learned because of your work, but you’ve always played this”—she patted his chest, over his heart—“close to the vest too. Ever since Patrick.”

      “And that’s okay,” Irina added as she pried the broom from his grip. “We just want you to be happy, and the way you and Levi look at each other, it’s different even than what you and Patrick had.”

      What he and Levi had was different from what Marsh had had with his first love. Marsh was different. Maybe it was his age, maybe it was years of getting his heart broken by men who couldn’t or wouldn’t return his love, maybe it was finally finding the right man. He wanted to believe the earnest look in Levi’s eyes last night and in his words when he’d asked Marsh to stay and be his partner. The connection between them was deeper, more raw, more precious, and more in danger than ever. “You’re not wrong,” he conceded. “And I need you to help me protect that, protect them.”

      “Figured,” Camilla replied. “When you called, you said you needed a safe place to lie low.” Her eyes flicked the direction of the picnic tables, where they could hear Brax calling after Holt. “And you brought the cavalry.”

      “More coming tomorrow.” The Madigans weren’t the only call he’d made.

      “Figured that too. We’ve got the space between the main house and the bunkhouse.”

      Irina moved about the surgical bay, putting away supplies. “Especially as it’s just us through the holiday weekend.”

      “Security?”

      “How do you think I tracked that calf?” his mom answered.

      “Instinct.”

      “That and MillieMinder.” She dug her phone out of her pocket and flashed the app he’d first designed in high school to track Irina’s then-favorite horse, a particularly willful mare that fancied herself an escape artist. They’d continued to refine and scale the app—livestock tracking, crop and feedstock monitoring, property surveillance—until they’d gone public with it and made more money from it in one year than Jefferson Marshall had made in his entire sorry life. “And even if my instincts or MM are off, nature will alert us.” She pointed at the skylights above and the ravens perched on the metal frames.

      Marsh shook his head. “You still feed them?”

      She looked at him like he was an idiot. “Of course. Security and pest control for a handful of peanuts a day. Can’t beat that deal.”

      Marsh kissed the top of her head. “Fuck, I missed you.”

      She patted his chest, then moved out of his arms and into Irina’s. “I bet by now your new husband is missing you too.”

      Marsh couldn’t say for sure. Yes, the weird silence had eased once they’d driven under the ranch gate, had seemed to dissipate over introductions and getting Levi and David settled in, but Marsh didn’t know the root cause of it, and that worried him. Levi had rarely held his words, and they’d only become more frequent, more fervent, the longer they’d been together, culminating in the crescendo that had pierced the darkness around Marsh just before the plane had taken off in San Diego. Had the sun set on those words? Or on Levi’s words from last night, the words Marsh’s heart had ached for so long to hear, his affections returned? Levi had seemed almost physically ill on the drive in. From the stress, from the nightmare of the past fifteen hours, from David’s reaction and the memory of Kristin, from Marsh’s mere presence? Maybe Levi didn’t want to see him at all. But that didn’t stop Marsh from missing him something fierce, the pinch in his chest more uncomfortable than the unknown that awaited him.

      “You two good?” he asked his moms.

      “Under control,” Irina said.

      “Make a list of whatever foodstuffs we need,” Marsh said as he grabbed his hat and headed for the door. “I’ll hit the store in the morning.”

      “Get some rest,” Camilla said.

      “And some ass,” Irina added.

      He paused over the threshold, chuckling, then turned and crossed back to his moms, hugging them tight. What else could he do with these two wonderful women who never failed to guide him, to make him laugh, to love him? “Thank you.”

      Irina patted one cheek. “You never have to thank us for taking care of you and yours.”
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