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        When the stakes are life and death, love is the perfect play.

      

        

      
        Marsh plays to win. A cowboy with a hacker’s brain, he’ll do whatever it takes to bring down the network that killed his mentor—even if the boldest move is a marriage of convenience.

      

        

      
        Levi’s barely holding it together. Single dad. Grieving widower. Overworked FBI agent. Marsh offers protection for his family and the stability he needs. What Levi doesn’t expect is wanting the man behind the ring.

      

        

      
        From Dead Draw to Bad Bishop to King Hunt—and finally Best Play—their story is a dangerous game of trust and desire. Traffickers. Terrorists. Killers who know exactly where to strike. Husbands by law, partners by choice, Marsh and Levi must fight for justice, for family, and for a love that could be their perfect play.
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        When a marriage of convenience is the only play left…

      

        

      
        Special Agent Emmitt Marshall knows how to:

        Wear a cowboy hat.

        Hack anything.

        Win at chess.

        Fall in love with emotionally unavailable men.

        He even knows the perfect play to catch the terrorists who killed his mentor.

      

        

      
        Special Agent Levi Bishop doesn’t know how to:

        Move on after his wife’s death.

        Help his grieving son.

        Pay off his mountain of debt.

        Fix the mess some cowboy cyber agent made of his case.

        The same cowboy who proposes a marriage of convenience to stop a common enemy.

      

        

      
        Marsh is either the answer to Levi’s prayers—or a handsome nightmare in a Stetson.

        Levi doesn’t know.

        But both men do know their cases and lives are at a dead draw.

        There’s only one play left…

        I do.

      

        

      
        Dead Draw is book one of the Perfect Play m/m romantic suspense series, featuring a cocky hacker with a heart of gold, a widowed father who needs so much help, and a plan only a cowboy could cook up. Grab your hat, hold tight to the reins, and enjoy the ride!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Marsh was fucked. He couldn’t pinpoint any single moment or event when it had all gone to shit. It was more like a cascade—or an avalanche.

      He grimaced at the thought. He fucking hated snow. He’d been born and raised in the Texas desert, then had spent half his life in a different desert on the other side of the world. He didn’t do snow. Four years in Europe was enough. He never wanted to see the white flaky shit again if he could help it.

      It had been snowing that night in Vienna. Three years ago. When the windows had rattled with the force of an explosion five kilometers away.

      That moment, he could say with certainty, was when the fuckening had begun.

      Had led him to this moment. A hotel room in San Diego, his computer monitors arranged on the desk so there was a sliver of Pacific Ocean visible between them. Moonlight reflected on the dark rippling water outside, same as it did across the rail yard crawling with federal agents on one of his monitors.

      Across the face of the beautiful, irate federal agent whose raid Marsh had just fucked to high heaven.

      “Any sign of them?” Special Agent Levi Bishop called to the other agents on-site.

      With each reply of “Clear,” his anger and frustration grew. Hands on his trim hips, high cheekbones swept with silvery light and rosy anger, his perfectly straight nose casting a shadow that darkened one blue eye while the other shone, Agent Bishop could be mistaken for one of those pissed-off wolf shifters in the paranormal romance books Marsh used to borrow from Camp Casey’s mishmash collection of donated paperbacks.

      Marsh could be forgiven a fantasy or two about subduing the wolf. Fantasies that were cut short by gunfire that ripped through the speakers and the rail yard on-screen.

      Marsh lurched forward in his chair, eyes following the action. Bishop crouched, ran, and hit the ground, facedown in a nearby ditch, elbows braced, pistol aimed forward. Another agent in an FBI windbreaker, his dark hair glossy, his features sharp and focused crawled into the ditch beside him, similarly at the ready.

      “Backup advance,” Bishop said over the FBI comms channel Marsh also had access to. Sort of legitimately. He had Special Agent in front of his name too. That counted.

      Gravel crunched as other agents on Bishop’s periphery advanced. As if in answer, movement at the opposite end of the yard caught Marsh’s attention. Caught the attention of Bishop too. “FBI! Stop right there!”

      Just one step closer, Marsh silently urged.

      The lone stranger stepped forward, and having hacked control of the yard’s security system, Marsh flicked on the floodlight at the far end, illuminating the figure without blinding the agents.

      Several agents turned, but Agent Bishop remained focused. “FBI! I said stop! Hands up!”

      The man, dressed all in black, lifted his arms, a pistol in one hand, hanging upside down, his finger through the trigger guard. “Did you turn those lights on?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Hired security,” the man said. He spread his arms wider, and that’s when Marsh saw the patch on his outer right shoulder—and Bishop must have seen a similar one on his front. “Name’s Anton Dale.” He was an average-sized white man, midthirties maybe. Given his steady stance and surrendered weapon, Marsh guessed ex-law enforcement—in this town, probably ex-military. “What’s going on?”

      “Did you discharge your weapon?” Bishop asked.

      “Yeah,” Dale replied. “Aimed high enough not to hit anything. We’ve had a problem with looters lately. That why you’re here?”

      “Put the gun on the ground,” the agent beside Bishop ordered.

      Dale immediately obeyed, slow and steady. “Did you turn on the lights?” he asked again as he straightened.

      “Not us,” radioed the FBI agent running comms.

      Bishop kept his pistol trained on Dale. “You working with someone, Mr. Dale?”

      “No, just me.” He raised his hands a little higher, spread his fingers a little wider, the first signs of distress. “Just clocked in. What’s going on? Who turned on the lights?”

      “Any other movement?” Bishop asked.

      “All clear,” came word over the comms.

      Judging Dale wasn’t a threat, Agent Bishop stood. “Security was supposed to be off tonight. We’re running an operation.”

      “No one told me.”

      “Someone clearly told our suspects,” said a familiar voice over the comms. “And I have an idea on the lights.” Marsh grimaced again. She was going to be extra pissed when she confirmed it was him. Would bust his balls like she used to in the desert. “Agent Bishop, finish sweeping the area,” she said. “Determine if your traffickers were ever there, then report back to command. We’ll track down the cyber breach on our end.”

      She signed off and so did Marsh. He’d heard enough. His gambit hadn’t worked. Instead of forcing Agent Bishop’s traffickers, who were tied to Marsh’s terrorists, into action, he’d spooked them from acting at all. Or they’d diverted a direction neither he nor Agent Bishop’s team had covered.

      He closed his laptops, picked up his phone, and stepped out onto the balcony. He could call his best friend on the East Coast and, despite it being the middle of the night, make Sean listen to him verbally facepalm. Or he could call his other best friend on the West Coast at a slightly more decent hour, likewise bemoan his idiocy, then activate the hackers at Brax’s disposal, including the one who, at this hour, was either in bed beside him or on his own computers running an op for his family’s organization.

      And Brax knew better than anyone the shit he’d just stepped into. Marsh opened his favorites list and tapped on the grizzled mug he used to have a crush on.

      Brax answered on the second ring. “It’s one in the morning,” he mumbled groggily.

      Marsh didn’t mince words. “I went cowboy and fucked up a raid for one of Eagle’s agents.”

      “Well, you’re fucked.”

      “Tell me something I don’t already know.” Marsh wrapped his fingers around the balcony rail and leaned against the sturdy iron, letting it hold his tired, heavy weight. “Now, get your husband on the line and help me sort a way to unfuck this mess. Please.”
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        * * *

      

      “Your traffickers were tipped off.”

      Hours later, Levi’s ASAC’s words still rang in his ears. He pulled into his garage, turned off the car, and lowered the door on the rising sun.

      Eighteen months of grueling work ruined.

      They’d cleared the rail yard, cleared Mr. Dale, and once back at the office, cleared the security interference. Levi couldn’t ever recall seeing his ASAC so angry. Some cyber jockey—or as the ASAC kept calling him “that fucking cowboy”—on the Bureau’s legal attaché team at The Hague had tipped off the traffickers. Special Agent Marshall had been trying to help supposedly. He’d also been the one to tip off Levi’s ASAC about the rail yard, thinking some cyber bullshit he’d pulled would force Levi’s traffickers’ hand. Agent Marshall wanted to get at someone higher up the ladder, his ASAC had said. Well, all Agent Marshall had done was aid and abet the kidnapping of ten women.

      Help.

      Levi’s bitter laugh was almost as sharp as the horn that blew when he punched the steering wheel. He’d had a plan to intercept the traffickers at one of three known handoff spots next week. They’d moved the location and timing of the op based on Agent Marshall’s tip. And now the traffickers would surely change their game plan, picking a new transfer location that wasn’t potentially being surveilled.

      Eighteen months of long days and nights gone up in smoke.

      More victims snatched out of their lives and gone missing.

      His wife’s legacy⁠—

      David opened the door at the far end of the garage, his flannel bottoms and Lakers tee wrinkled, his green eyes narrowed, and his ginger hair sticking out in every direction. “Was that necessary?” he grumbled in surly fourteen-year-old.

      Levi grabbed his phone off the dash and climbed out of the SUV, soreness setting in from the quick drop onto hard ground at the rail yard. He worked out regularly, ran several miles a day, but thirty-eight was thirty-eight. “Sorry about that.”

      “Are you just getting home?”

      Levi checked the time on his phone. “Go back to bed. You’ve got another hour before your alarm goes off.”

      “I’m turning it off.” David flapped a dismissive hand his direction. “Just for that.”

      “Your aunt will be here at eight to pick you up for work.”

      More grumbling as he turned back in the direction of his cave, the door slamming shut, the Keep Out sign rattling on its nail.

      The alarm reminder was selfish on Levi’s part. They’d maybe get an hour together before Nicole picked him up. It would be the most time they’d spent together all week, the raid prep nonstop ever since Agent Marshall’s useless tip had unnecessarily advanced their timeline. Levi missed his son.

      He unlocked the other door and entered the house, Taco greeting him enthusiastically as soon as he opened the pet gate and turned the corner for the kitchen. “Shush, boy. David’s already grumpy.” The rescued racing greyhound muffled his barks, offering pitiful whines instead as he shook his tall slender body, tail whipping Levi’s legs. “Yes, I know, I love you too.” He ran a hand along his narrow fawn head and scratched behind his ears. “You want an early breakfast?”

      The whining escalated, bordering on a bark again, which Levi shushed with a boop to his nose. Only to be foiled by a plaintive meow as Burrito slunk into the kitchen and wound around her bestie’s legs, nipping at Taco’s ankles until he moved to the feeding mat. A little of the night’s weight lifted off Levi’s shoulders at their playful interactions, at their eagerness for Levi’s attention and the sustenance he could give them. Lifted a little more as he straightened from setting their bowls down and watched the birds outside the patio door, finches swarming the feeders and the usual trio of doves tottering around on the ground beneath them. Lifted more at the folded blankets, the slipcovers arranged, the dishes done⁠—

      Then plummeted at the stack of mail on the end of the kitchen island. He flipped through the envelopes, too many with Past Due stamped on them, and froze when he reached the last one. Past Due was stamped on it too along with Notice of Repossession. He glanced at the return address—the collection agency the car loan had been referred to. He’d sold his hybrid last year to pay hospital bills. He’d kept Kristin’s SUV since it was roomier, but he’d fallen behind on the payments. He flipped it over, saw it had been opened, then slowly turning around, took in the kitchen and living room area anew, seeing the order for what it was—his son’s attempt to lessen the blow, even though it had to have been a blow to him too.

      On this day of all days…

      Levi tossed the envelope onto the pile, leaned back against the island, covered his face with his hands, and silently screamed.

      It was all going to shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Marry me.”

      Levi lifted his gaze from his plate of untouched food and nearly spit out his champagne. Sliding into the chair across from him was the largest, most attractive man he’d ever seen. And the most underdressed in the room. Faded jeans, a shiny belt buckle, red-checked flannel, and a snow-white Stetson had no business among the designer threads of San Diego’s finest.

      Neither did Levi with his maxed-out credit cards and no-name sports coat, but traditions mattered. Just because his other half was no longer on this earth didn’t mean he shouldn’t celebrate the years they’d lived and loved together—here, in this place where sixteen years ago they’d toasted their vows with friends and family. After the shitty few days Levi had had, he deserved to wallow with the best champagne as his company.

      And this cowboy apparently.

      Wait, cowboy… It couldn’t be…

      “Did I steal your words, Agent Bishop?” the handsome stranger with the Texas accent drawled. Bronze skin spoke of a lifetime in the sun, warm brown eyes were punctuated by deep laugh lines, his dark, silver-flecked beard dusted a chiseled jaw, and teeth as white as his hat dug into his full lower lip. “The only one I need is yes.”

      Levi glanced at the bottle of champagne in the sterling silver ice bucket beside him. He’d only drunk half. Nowhere near enough to get him tipsy. Nowhere near enough to make him hallucinate the mountain of a man across from him or the fact that Mount Cowboy knew his name. Or that what he was proposing was absurd. There was only one explanation. He lowered the flute to the table, careful not to form an angry fist around the stem and shatter the delicate crystal. “Agent Marshall, I presume?”

      “Brains and beauty.” The cowboy withdrew a leather wallet from his back pocket and tossed it onto the table. A familiar brass badge twinkled under the restaurant’s chandeliers, next to a badge that read Special Agent Emmitt Marshall.

      Levi folded his arms and clutched his biceps to keep from swinging. “So you’re the asshole who cratered my investigation.”

      Agent Marshall raised both hands, palms out. “I was trying to help.”

      Levi scoffed. “Get a better definition of help.”

      “That’s why I’m here.” He pushed up his rolled shirtsleeves and leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. Golden-brown skin stretched over corded muscle, and Levi almost missed what Agent Marshall said next. “Our teams can’t seem to coordinate, but you and I, we could make it work.”

      The absurdity of the notion brought Levi screeching back to reality. “You don’t have a team,” he said. “And, last I heard, you don’t have a case either since you can’t do your job without alerting the targets.”

      “I needed the money to show their hand.”

      Levi lurched forward, palms smacking the table loud enough to make himself cringe. Loud enough to check his volume before his words came out as a yell. “And I needed to get those traffickers behind bars before they trapped more victims.”

      “Our goals aren’t mutually exclusive if we work together.”

      Levi shoved to his feet and threw his napkin on the table, beyond pissed this fucking cowboy had ruined his operation and further ruined his forever-ruined evening. “You’re a fucking lunatic.”

      “Maybe.” Agent Marshall’s hand wrapped around his wrist, stalling his retreat, and Levi’s eyes shot to the dark ones dancing beneath the Stetson’s brim. “But I’m also your type.” He tightened his grip, a callused thumb pressing against the underside of Levi’s wrist, stroking his thrumming pulse. “Hacker, remember?” His voice dropped an octave. “And there’s plenty on your personal computer to prove it.”

      Levi’s stomach plummeted at the same time his dick began to plump. He wrenched his wrist free and sank into his chair, his knees threatening to give way. Either from lust or dread, Levi wasn’t sure, the two instincts threatening to strangle him and strangling his words. “You wouldn’t.” He was out as pansexual, but he’d rather not have the details of his sex life combed through by a stranger, or worse, leaked to the wrong person.

      “I won’t if you marry me.”

      “That seems a bit extreme.”

      Agent Marshall lowered his voice, not the sexy rumble from before, more a conspiratorial whisper. “I also know you’re up to your eyeballs in debt, thanks to this country’s asinine healthcare system and a mortgage you can’t afford on your own.”

      And that wasn’t even counting the other bills. “I’ll manage.”

      The other agent talked over Levi’s rehearsed reply. “I came into some money last year. Money I want nothing to do with. Gave some away. The rest is burning a hole in my conscience.”

      “I don’t want your dirty money.”

      “My old man was an asshole but a rich one. The money’s clean and more than enough to help a good father pay his debts and keep his burgeoning delinquent in the best schools.”

      Levi ignored the first flicker of hope he’d felt in two years and focused instead on the lingering thread of anger and the endless string of questions unfurling between them. How much did this cyber agent know? And if he was good enough to hack Levi’s computer and God only knew what other databases—banks, hospitals, public schools—then why hadn’t he found another way to get to the traffickers’ bankroll? Was this bonkers scheme really the last resort?

      “I go back to extreme,” Levi said. “You’re proposing what? To be my pretend husband?”

      “Not pretend. Actual husband.”

      “The FBI⁠—”

      “Doesn’t strictly forbid relationships between agents. There are disclosure requirements, but those are primarily to protect subordinates from supervisors. Shouldn’t be an issue for us.”

      He had an answer for everything. All cooked up in less than a day? Levi retrieved the bottle of champagne and refilled his glass, dousing the persistent flicker of hope, only to curse himself when it flared brighter. “So you’re proposing an actual marriage of convenience? Offering to pay off my debts if I keep you close to this case? Why, Agent Marshall?”

      Humor fled, replaced by grit and determination, by a shadow of loss and sadness that streaked across Agent Marshall’s handsome features. That stole Levi’s breath. “Because your traffickers do business with the same fuckers who do business with the terrorists who killed my mentor and friend three years ago, and I am so fucking tired of chasing these assholes.”

      Oh.

      Levi’s broken soul recognized the one across from him.

      “You get me,” Marshall correctly surmised. “You’re tired too.”

      So fucking tired. Tired of the dead ends and near misses, tired of the relentless pace and long hours, tired of being away from his son when he needed him most, tired of the past-due bills and collection agency calls. Tired of doing it all by himself. Sighing, he slumped in his chair and downed the rest of his champagne.

      Victory swept across Agent Marshall’s face, chasing away the weary sadness and bringing the twinkling mirth back to his eyes. “If we have to take extreme measures so we can close these cases and get on with our lives, then fuck it.” One corner of his mouth hitched into a devilish smirk. “Time to cowboy up, Agent Bishop.”

      Levi closed his eyes and rested his face in his hand, a muffled “Jesus” sneaking out from behind his palm.

      A moment later, the Stetson landed on his head, tea tree oil and leather teasing his senses, warm breath tickling his ear. “Not Jesus, just Marsh, and I’ll take that as a yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      If Levi’s parents’ Pacific Beach home had been cramped as a kid, it was beyond cramped now that he and his three sisters were grown with kids of their own. Which was why when he and Kristin had bought their home in Rancho Peñasquitos with its open living areas, chef’s kitchen, expansive backyard, and canyon vistas, family nights had moved from PB to PQ.

      “How much longer on the affogato?” his mother shouted from the patio table outside.

      “Working on it,” Levi hollered back through the open windows. He secured the porta-filter, hit Start, then as the espresso machine whirred to life, poked his head around the kitchen wall to check on the kids in the great room. “Everyone good?”

      David, on the sectional in front of the TV, gestured in the air with a controller. “Yeah, Dad.” He and Bella’s two teens were racing for position in whatever game they were playing on the Xbox.

      Alexis, Amy’s high school senior, smiled at him from the dining table where she was helping Madelyn, Nicole’s daughter, color. “We’re good, Uncle Levi.”

      “Just holler if you need anything.”

      The kids returned to their own worlds, and Levi took the hint, returning to the adult one where his internal dread continued to rise. His mother still hadn’t brought up the reason she’d called this gathering, but once she did, Levi would be the center of unwanted attention. Maybe she’d forget about it? Unlikely, but a single son could hope. Could also put an extra shot of amaretto in his mother’s mug of gelato and espresso. He finished filling mugs and loaded them onto a tray with spoons and napkins.

      He hefted the tray onto his shoulder, a holdover from his serving days, and started for the back door. The phone in his pocket vibrated with an incoming text. He had a good idea from whom. Similar texts had been popping up since Friday night on an encrypted app that had mysteriously appeared on his device. Every time a text appeared, Levi was thrown into a storm of pissed off, mildly impressed, and more than a little curious, but that confusing typhoon would have to wait, his mother’s “Ice cream’s melting!” insistent.

      Half sighing, half chuckling, he hustled outside to the patio where his parents and siblings were gathered. The June gloom had burned off earlier in the day, leaving behind a warm Sunday afternoon and giving them more room to spread out around the long oval table.

      “Finally,” his mother huffed.

      “I don’t know,” Levi teased as he set the tray out of her reach. “What did you do to deserve this?”

      She leveled him with eyes the same bright blue as his own. “Levi Morelli Bishop, I spent thirty hours in labor with you. That’s thirty tacked on to the forty-eight I spent birthing your sisters. That’s more than enough.”

      “Margaret,” his father gently chided.

      She ignored him like the kids had ignored Levi. “And that’s just the beginning!”

      Levi failed to keep a straight face. Laughing, he handed her the extra-loaded mug and dropped a kiss on her head. “I’m just giving you a hard time, Mom. You more than deserve it.” She cursed him for being an overgrown brat and swatted his side, but her lips curved into a smile around the first spoonful of her favorite dessert. He passed out the remaining mugs and enjoyed the five minutes of peace and quiet before reality crashed the party.

      “Your cousin June’s wedding is in two weeks,” his mother said.

      If their family was big, his mother’s sister’s was bigger. June was the last of Aunt Liz’s six children to marry. In June. On the nose, and Liz was leaning into it hard. Not surprising as it was her last chance to one up Margaret. They loved each other fiercely, but their sibling rivalry was equally intense, made worse by the fact Aunt Liz had married for money while Levi’s mom had married for love. He didn’t have to be an FBI agent to know which sister was happier, and he was happy to be on the more loving side of the family. His mother harped, but it came from a good place, a heart that wanted her kids to be as happy and settled as she was.

      “I want everyone on their best behavior,” Margaret said as she glared at Nicole and her husband across the table.

      “What?” Levi’s youngest sister squawked.

      “Try not to let Madelyn swim in the fountain this time.”

      “She’s a seven-year-old. How do you propose I stop her?”

      “Figure it out.”

      His sister’s gaze skipped to him, her head starting its excited bobble, her voice sweetly cajoling. “Levi, you can watch her, yeah? She can be your date.”

      Fuck.

      Their mother’s attention swung his direction. “About that.”

      He swallowed down the dread and feigned ignorance. “What did I do?”

      “Nothin’. That’s the problem.”

      “Mom,” his oldest sister, Amy, cajoled. “Let it⁠—”

      She talked right over her. “You can’t go stag.”

      “I won’t,” Levi said. “David will be my date.”

      “Your mother’s right,” his dad, the Judas, said. “It’s time to get back out there. It’s been two years.”

      “I’ve been out there.” On several dates, none of which warranted a second, but that was beside the point.

      A point none of his family wanted to acknowledge. “There’s a cute new engineer on my team at the base,” Bella offered. “Recently divorced. Nice gal.”

      “Or,” Nicole said with a sly smile, “there’s a gorgeous new enby at the yoga studio. Just moved here from San Francisco.”

      “God, no,” Amy groaned. “All they’ll do is gripe about the hard water and the fries in our burritos.”

      Nicole’s husband nodded. “She’s right, babe.”

      “Too true,” Nicole conceded.

      Levi offered another alternative. “I can just not go.”

      His mother’s voice cut like a knife. “Absolutely not.”

      His dad’s softer words sliced deeper. “June would be devastated.”

      He was right. Levi and June were each the youngest siblings of their families and had been practically inseparable as kids, several years behind any of their respective siblings but only a year apart themselves. She was the first person he’d come out to and the first person he’d told about Kristin’s cancer diagnosis. He couldn’t not be there for her, especially after the string of duds she’d been through on her way to finding Prince Charming.

      “Levi doesn’t have to have a date to the wedding,” Amy said. “He doesn’t have to date at all if he doesn’t want to.”

      “Amy—” he tried to interject.

      But their mom was on a roll. “Where’s Courtney when I need her to keep you in line?”

      “On shift at the hospital,” Amy replied. “And my wife is not your lackey.”

      While the two most hardheaded of their lot snapped back and forth at each other, Levi stood and began gathering cups. “I’m going to take these in and check on Taco. He’s awfully quiet.”

      The squabbling continued behind him as he rinsed the mugs, put them in the dishwasher, then ducked out the side door to the fenced-in dog run. Taco was stretched out in the filtered sunlight of the mesquite tree with Burrito tucked against his side. Levi lowered himself next to them and scratched behind the tabby’s ears. She hissed at the disturbance and curled tighter against Taco’s side, burying her face under his arm.

      “Nice,” Levi muttered. “Now you’re mad at me too.”

      “Mom’s not mad at you,” Amy said as she slipped through the metal gate at the end of the run. “She’s mad at me now, so you’re welcome.” She kicked off her flip-flops and sat beside him, legs crossed. “As for the wedding, just bring David and call it a day.”

      “And spend the entire time answering when are you getting back out there questions and fielding people’s looks of pity?” He wanted to be there for June, he really did, but this was the first big family event since Kristin’s death, and he was not looking forward to it.

      “Okay, then, we’ve got two weeks to find you a date.”

      “I’ve already got one.”

      Amy’s head whipped around so fast the salt-and-pepper curls of her pixie cut bounced. “Say what now?”

      The earlier storm still raged around Agent Marshall, but Levi couldn’t deny the appeal of the cowboy-sized life raft. Granted, any decision to accept Marsh’s crazy proposal should’ve been based on Levi’s case or on the pile of bills he’d moved to his desk upstairs, but it was the thought of all those questions and pitying looks, of the worry underlying his parents’ and siblings’ voices, that made him reach for the life raft and force out the words.

      He lifted a hand, pinky finger extended. “You gotta keep a lid on it.” Amy was the only one of his sisters he’d trust with this; she was also the one he was closest to, despite the decade between them. He needed to tell someone—as much as he could—and he needed someone to tell him this was a bonkers scheme he should run from, not toward.

      She hooked her pinky around his. “Secret’s safe with me.”

      “So there’s this other agent, Marsh, whose case is sort of connected to mine, but he fucked up, and he’s off his case, and now I’m his best bet for catching the bad guys we’re both after, but we can’t team up officially, so he’s proposed marriage.” He took a deep breath and kept going before he talked himself out of this. “I keep him close, and he uses his recently inherited fortune to pay off my debts.”

      Levi barely avoided rolling his eyes at the whole ridiculous situation, at the ridiculous position he found himself in, at the ridiculous incompetence that should’ve convinced him to say no but that seemed to be fighting a losing battle against his ridiculous pride and his withering soul that couldn’t take another hit.

      Beside him, a wide-eyed Amy had splayed her fingers over her mouth, holding in God only knew what sounds.

      “I’m guessing by that reaction you think I’m crazy.”

      “I do, but it’s fucking perfect.” She lowered her hands and clasped his. “It’ll make Mom happy, get everyone off your back for a bit, and get you debt free, which I reiterate, any of us would also gladly help you with.”

      He squeezed her hands. “Thank you, but I’m not going to ask that of any of you. Money’s tight all around.”

      “We can make it work.”

      He sidestepped the argument they’d been having the past two years and cast his gaze toward the back patio, a different argument looming. “If I get married without her there…”

      “Mom already had the big fancy wedding for her precious baby boy.” She flicked a hand in the air. “Tell her you eloped this time, that you didn’t want to overshadow June’s big day. Promise her a big Christmas wedding redo or some shit like that.”

      “Why would I make that promise? It’s not real.” If he and Marsh were lucky, their cases would be closed long before Christmas, Marsh would go back to The Hague, Levi’s debts would be paid off, a divorce would be in the works, and their lives would return to normal.

      Apart.

      Lonely.

      Amy shrugged a shoulder. “Just a thought.”

      “You can stop having those now.”

      “Is he hot?”

      Inside, the house phone rang, and Levi was happy for the excuse to end the conversation. “I should go get that.”

      The ringing stopped, and David’s muffled voice drifted out the window. Amy snagged Levi’s wrist, dragging him back on topic. “David’s got it. Now answer my question. Is this Marsh guy hot?”

      “Would it matter?” Amy had broken up with vanity decades ago. She was usually the last person to care about appearances. Why now?

      “I don’t care,” she confirmed. “But Aunt Liz will if you show up to the last wedding of our generation with a hot as shit new husband.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Maybe that small victory would be enough to also win his mother’s forgiveness for eloping. He stood, hauled Amy up by the wrist, and begrudgingly whispered the truth. “He’s the hottest man I’ve ever seen.”

      Her snort of laughter collided with a piercing wail from inside, startling Taco awake and jostling free a rudely awoken Burrito, who in turn hissed at a frantic Alexis who came barreling out the side door.

      Amy gathered her daughter to her side. “What’s wrong?”

      “David called Maddie a wanker and shook his controller at her.”

      The brief balloon of levity popped, and reality crashed the party once more. Fuck. Levi scrubbed a hand over his face. “Is David still inside?”

      Alexis nodded. “Maddie ran to her mom out back.”

      Amy’s glare was almost as frightening as their mother’s. “Maybe having Marsh around will do your son some good too.”

      Or maybe it would backfire… spectacularly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Family night disintegrated after that, Levi’s lack of a love life no longer the hottest topic of conversation. Though maybe that topic was an easier one than his son’s behavior and the resulting lack of confidence in his mother’s eyes. She stood behind the open car door, her gaze flicking between him and the house where David was. “You sure you don’t want me to talk to him?”

      “I’ve got it, Mom.”

      “Do you?” Hand cradling his cheek, she swiped a thumb under his left eye as if she could rub away the dark circle there. “You look tired.”

      Tired was an understatement made more so by the ups and downs of the weekend, the last fifteen minutes of it the lowest. “It was a long week.” The longest in two years, but if he confessed that feeling, his mother would never leave.

      His dad saved him the lie. “M, we should let him finish cleaning up so he can get some rest.” Rest probably wasn’t in the cards, but Levi took the out.

      He bent and glanced around his mother’s side, catching his father’s eye from the driver’s seat. “Thanks again for letting him crash with you Friday. I didn’t want him to be alone that night.”

      “You shouldn’t have been either,” his mom said as he straightened. “We want to help, Levi. You just have to let us.”

      He didn’t trust his voice not to shake, so he nodded, kissed her cheek, and closed the car door once she was safely inside. He waved goodbye to his dad and waited for their car to clear the corner before turning back to the house. And promptly stalled, breath as shaky as his voice, unprepared for the simmering teenager inside and the lecture he needed to give.

      An adjustment, Kristin reminded in his head. Assholes give lectures. We will not be asshole parents like mine were.

      His phone vibrated again, and this time Levi leapt at the opportunity to procrastinate a few seconds more. He opened the messaging app and read the latest texts from Marsh.

      Longhorn: King cake > honey cake > stollen.

      Longhorn: We met last December when you were in the Bay Area for work. I was there celebrating Hanukkah with Brax.

      Brax, a former army buddy, was one of Marsh’s best friends. Sean, a former FBI colleague, was the other. Just two of the many biographical bits Marsh had peppered him with in dozens of texts since Friday. He was introducing himself… and also laying the groundwork for a relationship that had quickly led to marriage. A partner should know who their spouse’s best friends were—and apparently, also their seasonal cake preferences.

      Levi hadn’t replied to any of Marsh’s texts. Did he even need to? He assumed the cyber agent was at least competent enough to hack the additional details he needed. Marsh already knew about his trip to San Francisco, his trafficking case, his piles of bills, his desires that hadn’t been satisfied in over two years. Not that marrying Marsh would satisfy them either. Any arrangement they agreed to would have to be strictly professional. Levi didn’t have the time or energy for more; he was already running on fumes.

      He flipped the phone in his hand, debating his reply. Debating whether to reply at all. Despite what he’d told Amy, the deterioration of the evening had him waffling again. Was more change what David needed? A new stepdad was probably not a good idea, but the changes David did need—Levi around more, their lives financially stable—seemed out of reach without Marsh.

      From inside, dishes clanked, water gushed, and David cursed. Levi pocketed the phone and pressed pause on his internal conflict. He’d debate the future later after settling today’s crisis. He scrubbed his hands over his face, resisted a scream, and headed inside, picking up in the great room on his way to the kitchen. He grabbed a dry towel and joined his son at the sink.

      “Wanker?” he said after a few minutes washing and drying once he was calm and confident enough to proceed with an adjustment and not a lecture.

      “You’re the one who made me watch all those British comedies.”

      “You can’t call your cousin a wanker.”

      “But she is.”

      “No, she’s a seven-year-old kid, but that’s beside the point. You shouldn’t call anyone a wanker.”

      “Even if they are?”

      “Even if they are like you were at that age.” Levi covered David’s hand, halting his scrubbing and making sure he was paying attention to this next adjustment in particular. “Did you shake your controller at her?”

      Levi was heartened to see regret stain his son’s downturned face. He understood what he’d done was wrong. “I didn’t mean to,” he said. “I was just angry.”

      “About what?”

      “That was the collection agency on the phone.” The call David had answered when Levi was outside with Amy. “They’re gonna repo the RX if you can’t make the payments by Friday.”

      Levi withdrew his shaking hand from his son’s, hoping David didn’t notice. He hadn’t expected a follow-up call, especially on a weekend. He’d hoped to handle it, somehow, before the threatened repo. He definitely didn’t want David to have to hear any more about it. “I can get a car from the Bureau pool.”

      David’s voice was barely audible over his angry scrubbing. “But it was Mom’s.”

      Levi had been wrong earlier. This was the lowest point of the past week. How did he reassure his son it would all be okay—that they wouldn’t lose the car or the roof over their heads—when one of the last things he’d promised Kristin was to never lie to David?

      “You should do it,” David said.

      “Do what?”

      “Marry that guy.”

      Levi bobbled a skillet. “What guy?”

      “The one you were telling Aunt Amy about.”

      “You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

      “I heard enough.” He handed Levi the last pan and turned off the water. “It’s not betraying Mom if you don’t love him.”

      Levi finished drying the pan, set it on the island, and angled toward his son. “Someday I might.” He thought to leave it at that, then realized how his reply sounded, how falling in love with Marsh was out of the question and too soon for him or David to even entertain. “Not Marsh, but someday I might find someone I love as much as I loved your mother.”

      “But that’s not our problem now, is it? If this Marsh guy helps us keep the house and car, then do it. They’re all we have left of her.”

      Levi’s chest ached, and it was all he could do to draw breath, to force words out around the knot in his throat. “David, that’s not all we have.”

      Tears escaped his woeful green eyes. “I forget a little more each day.”

      Levi curled him into his chest and buried his face in his son’s tangle of ginger hair. “I won’t let you lose anything else,” he vowed, knowing he’d do anything to keep that promise, including agreeing to some crazy cowboy’s proposal. He had to.
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      “Marsh! Where’s Sophie?”

      The panic in Sean’s voice sent fear racing up Marsh’s spine. He spun in his office chair, then almost fell out of it at the sight of his disheveled colleague. Sean had left the embassy hours ago, his usual too-attractive, put-together self. The man in front of him now looked like he’d just rolled out of whatever bed he’d fallen into—sadly not Marsh’s. Jacket and tie gone, dress shirt and pants wrinkled, wool overcoat and dark hair sprinkled with snow. But more jolting than all that was the blatant fear in his bright blue eyes. Marsh bolted out of his chair and across the room, overwhelming worry for the man who’d become one of his closest friends over the past year, who’d made his transition out of the army and into civilian life bearable. “Sean, what’s wrong?”

      “Where’s Sophie?”

      Foreboding knotted Marsh’s insides. Sean had asked that question before, right when he’d appeared, but Marsh had been too distracted by Sean’s rumpled appearance and his concern for the man. “On her way to the opera house.” One of the international organizations in town was holding a gala to raise awareness for its initiatives to combat human trafficking. Since their legat team was in Vienna coordinating with Interpol and the Federal Police, Sophie, the head of their team, had netted an invite to the gala. “What’s wrong?”

      “Did she take the U-Bahn?”

      Marsh nodded.

      What little color was left in Sean’s face fled. Marsh grabbed his forearm to hold him steady. “Sean, what’s going on?”

      “Tip from one of our CIs. ISIS-backed group out of the Balkans is looking to make a statement. They can’t get near the opera house⁠—”

      “But Karlsplatz and the U-Bahn are right there. Fuck!” Marsh darted back to his computers, kicking aside the desk chair for Sean to sit while he worked standing, opening windows and accessing surveillance feeds as fast as his fingers could type. “We’re supposed to be getting intel from the Federal Police on all transnational organized crime and terrorist activity in the area.” The whole reason their Hague-based team was in Vienna, crashing another legat’s territory, was to establish a TOC task force. “How did they miss this?” How had he missed it?

      “With what money?” Frustration added a sharp edge to Sean’s fear. “Congress couldn’t stop bickering long enough to pass a budget. Our government’s shut down. We’re not paying our bills, and the cyber-training budget is gone. Info channels are closed.”

      “Not to me.” He’d designed the cyber upgrades—surveillance, alerts, grabs, tripwires—the local authorities had recently put in place. He could tiptoe through them better than anyone. He opened door number one to live surveillance feeds of Karlsplatz Station, started facial recognition running, and moved that window to his desktop monitor. “Keep an eye out for Sophie.”

      Sean wheeled to his side, eyes on the live feed, while shouting into his phone. “Dammit, Sophie. Pick up!”

      Marsh opened door number two on his laptop screen… to a backlog of untagged surveillance and alerts. “Fuck! Did you alert the police?” he asked Sean. “The other legat team?” Ross, the legal attaché assigned to Vienna, was also attending the gala.

      “Ross isn’t answering either. Wagner’s on it for the Federal Police.” A small blessing. The British ex-pat was former RAF and a good cop. Their teams had worked well together. Wagner trusted them, and he wasn’t the sort to sit on information or ignore a threat just because the money wasn’t there. He’d put himself on the front line if he had to.

      Marsh scanned the time stamps on the backlog of files until he found the most recent grab. He opened the PDF—a wire transfer confirmation from three days ago. The routing and account numbers rang familiar. He fed them into his search engine, ran it against the evidence in one of his collections, and seconds later, it returned a match. “Sean, look at this.” Marsh gestured at the PDF open on the left side of his laptop screen. “That’s a wire transfer from three days ago.” He pointed at the other document his search had produced. “That’s a wire transfer we tied to a transnational organization of interest in a human trafficking investigation.”

      “Same bank,” Sean said, confirming what Marsh had noticed.

      He ran the routing number through another collection. Bingo! He opened a third document. “Same bank that funded that arms deal we derailed two months ago.”

      Sean leaned forward in the chair, peering at the screen. “The account numbers are close too.” Sean’s phone vibrated at the same time facial recognition pinged a match from the surveillance feeds. Sophie, phone to her ear, had just stepped off the U-Bahn at one end of the platform. “Sophie, thank fuck, we’ve been trying to reach you. You need to get out of there.”

      “What’s going on?” their legat asked.

      Another match pinged. A twenty-something man, white with dark hair, cleared the bottom of the stairs at the other end of the platform. A rap sheet appeared on-screen next to his image. Peter Bauer, an Austrian citizen, arrested and charged last year with possession of narcotics with known ties to ISIS. Marsh glanced again at the surveillance. Peter’s trench coat was three sizes too big.

      And was that a trigger in his white-knuckled fist?

      Marsh barely had time to shout “Get down!” in the direction of the phone, to throw an arm over Sean’s shoulders and drag him to the floor before an explosion five kilometers away shook the embassy windows.

      And shook Marsh awake.

      Disoriented at first, he couldn’t sort why Sean wasn’t beside him, why he wasn’t on the floor in the borrowed office at the embassy, why he was warm instead of cold, and why the ocean was right outside his window, albeit slightly out of focus. But then the fog of memory receded, and reality returned. He was in San Diego, in a hotel room overlooking the Pacific, in June, ten thousand kilometers and three years away from that awful winter’s night in Vienna. The night his friend and mentor had been killed.

      He sat up in bed, bent his knees, and propped his elbows on the aching joints. Head in his hands, he raked his fingers through his hair to shake loose the cobwebs of another night’s restless sleep. When that didn’t work, he rolled out of bed and shuffled over to the in-room coffeemaker. He packed it full, set it to brew, then cleaned up in the bathroom while it percolated.

      He snagged the bottle of ibuprofen, his phone off the charger, his glasses, and the steaming cup of joe on his way to the desk. Still no return texts from Levi. He ignored the twinge of disappointment and concerned himself with their cover instead. All weekend, he’d been filling Levi in on himself and their “relationship.” The sort of things a person should know about their fiancé. But information needed to flow both directions. Was Levi silent because he wasn’t on board with the plan? He’d seemed to be coming around at the end of their conversation at the restaurant, but that was three days ago. Had he changed his mind? If Levi was still game, Marsh needed to know more about him than what a background check and basic hack had turned up.

      Levi Morelli Bishop, born and raised in San Diego. Criminal justice major at San Diego State, joined the San Diego Police Department after graduation, was recruited by the FBI a few years later. Excelled at the Academy, was assigned to the San Diego field office, amassed numerous commendations, and was appointed head of the field office’s human trafficking task force.

      And preferred to bottom, per the porn links uncovered in his browser history.

      A real Boy Scout, though he didn’t have Sean’s clean-cut Boy Scout appearance. Nor was he a prickly pine like Brax, spindly and grizzled. No, Levi Bishop was pin-up worthy. Teenage Marsh would’ve ripped his picture out of a magazine and hidden it in his sock drawer. Levi was well proportioned for his just shy of six-foot frame, not overly bulky, a compact wall of sculpted muscle worthy of a billboard with dark blond hair, piercing blue eyes, cheekbones for days, and inviting bowed lips. But the fact Levi could be an underwear model had nothing to do with why Marsh had watched him for over an hour at that restaurant Friday night. The heartbroken sadness that surrounded Levi painted the already beautiful picture a stunning, lonesome shade.

      A color Marsh knew well.

      Between his palpable grief, his family, and his work, Levi was the definition of emotionally unavailable. That should’ve been enough to convince Marsh to keep his distance. Except emotionally unavailable men were his weakness. Maybe knowing upfront this time would make a difference. He could be Levi’s husband and not fall for him. He’d learned his lesson with Brax and Sean. He’d figured out too late that he didn’t stand a chance, that their hearts would always belong to other people—to two other people in Sean’s case. Levi’s heart was still tangled up with Kristin’s. Pretending to be his husband couldn’t be more. Their cover could be only that, a means for solving their cases and getting justice for Sophie. Marsh couldn’t let it be more.

      Assuming Levi was on board.

      Marsh set aside his mug and opened the text thread to Levi, considering something that might startle the other agent into a response. My favorite color is magenta.

      Wolfy: I did not expect that.

      Bingo! My mom loves bougainvillea. It’s all over our ranch in Texas.

      A slight delay, then, Mine’s green.

      Longhorn: I know. Your old car, the front door of your house, the color theme on your computer. Your son’s and late wife’s eyes.

      Bubbles appeared, then vanished, reappeared, then vanished again. Marsh sipped his coffee and regretted his stalker-like litany. Sometimes he didn’t know when to rein the hacker in. Occupational hazard.

      But not a fatal one this time, far from it. Levi’s reply was more than a mere detail. I haven’t slept a whole night through since she died.

      Marsh’s chest clenched, recognizing Levi’s lonely grief. He hadn’t slept a whole night through in three years. I get you.

      If Marsh’s magenta reply had surprised Levi earlier, the reply that lit up Marsh’s screen was equally unexpected and made him laugh out loud. I hate coffee. Don’t tell my Italian mother.

      The fist around his heart lightened and a hollow place there began to fill, to warm. You’re a monster.

      Wolfy: Wolfy?

      Longhorn: Meet me for breakfast, and I’ll tell you.

      The anticoffee monster sent him the name and address of a local bakery and told him to be there in an hour.
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      Marsh spied a suited Levi inside the corner bakery sandwiched between a Mexican eatery and a pizza joint, the tiny strip mall itself tucked deep in suburbia. Marsh suspected it was one of Levi’s usual haunts, close as it was to his home. Confirmed when Marsh approached and heard Levi chatting with the older white woman behind the pastry case about her weekend. She caught sight of him over Levi’s shoulder and her eyes grew wide. Round as saucers behind her cat-eye glasses when he sidled up to Levi and threw an arm over his shoulders. “What’s good here, babe?”

      The brim of his Stetson threatened the structural integrity of Levi’s blond coif, earning him a murderous side-eye from the other agent. “Do you ever not wear the hat?”

      “Do you ever not wear underwear?” The woman behind the counter giggled, and Marsh flashed her a grin. Kept it in place as he leaned closer to Levi, catching whiffs of peppermint and citrus, and whispered, “Don’t answer that. We’re in public, and I can’t be held responsible for my actions.”

      “Who’s your friend, Levi?” the woman asked.

      Marsh removed his hat with one hand and extended the other across the case. “Emmitt Marshall. And your name, gorgeous?”

      Her cheeks pinked, and she swept graying brown curls off her forehead. “Lily Lavigne. I own this place.”

      “Lily! That’s my niece’s name.” He hitched his smile higher. “But she’s not half as pretty as you.”

      Lily blushed deeper and caught herself with one hand on the counter. Mission accomplished.

      “He’ll have a kouign-amann and a drip coffee.” Levi tried to sound irritated, but a thread of amusement twisted through his words. Marsh counted that a win too.

      “Milk and sugar?” Lily asked.

      “And a dash of cinnamon if you’ve got it,” Marsh replied.

      “Of course,” she said with a warm smile. “Your usual, Levi?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Levi paid for their order, then led Marsh outside to the bistro table farthest from the other customers. It was cool out, the morning marine layer heavy, but four years at The Hague had reacclimatized Marsh to dreary weather. At least here it would burn off by noon. In the meantime, his hat, flannel, and jeans would keep him toasty enough.

      “If we’re supposed to be engaged,” Levi said, “should you be flirting with everyone in sight? And do you even like women?”

      Marsh rested back in his chair, legs crossed. “Just because I’m not sexually attracted to women doesn’t mean I don’t love them. I was raised by two amazing women. A little harmless flirting, if it’s welcome, makes anyone feel good.” He removed his hat and rested it on his knee. “And I love to flirt almost as much as I love my Stetsons.”

      Levi rolled his eyes. “I’m starting to reconsider this.”

      “So you’ve considered it, then?”

      “I’m considering.” He turned his phone facedown on the table and straightened, his gaze sharpening. “With some ground rules.”

      Marsh respected the posture and the position and mirrored it himself. This was a professional proposition after all, regardless of how good Agent Bishop looked in a suit. Marsh set his hat aside and braced his forearms on the table. “I’d expect nothing less.”

      “This can’t risk my job.”

      “I can’t promise that.”

      “And I can’t trust you. You fucked up my raid, Agent Marshall. Eighteen months of hard work went poof, and now we’re supposed to team up? I’m supposed to risk my job when all you’ve demonstrated at yours so far is incompetence?” Anger gave way to apprehension, creeping across Levi’s features and causing his shoulders to hitch. “Mine doesn’t pay enough, but it pays and provides benefits.”

      Marsh could get angry at the perceived slight—it hadn’t been incompetence; it had been a miscalculation—but that wouldn’t get Agent Bishop on board. Humble, earnest honesty was his best shot. “I am sorry about your raid, and I understand I’m asking you to put a lot on the line. I will prove you can trust me, that I can be an asset to you on your case, and I will do everything in my power to minimize the risk to your job. As far as the Bureau will know, I’m here to visit you and check out the field office for a possible transfer. I’ll still be working my existing cases.” Levi relaxed a measure, which opened the door enough for Marsh to ask a more probing question. “Even if you did lose your job, would it be the worst thing in the world? There’s more than enough security and defense work in this town. Those gigs pay better. We all know that.”

      “You’re right, and assuming I leave the Bureau in good standing, that’s the plan, after I finish this case.”

      “Why this case?” Marsh asked, and the small progress he’d made, to borrow Levi’s words, went poof. But it wasn’t tension that rushed back in. It was the same sadness—the lonely grief—from Friday night that colored Agent Bishop’s expression a deeper gray. Answer enough. Marsh tentatively laid a hand over Levi’s, giving it a bit more weight when Levi didn’t snatch his away. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      Someone cleared their throat, and Marsh glanced up. Lily stood by their table holding a small tray, her gaze zeroed in on their hands. “Sorry to interrupt, but I have your food and drinks.”

      Marsh withdrew his hand to make room for the pastry plates and tea and coffee service. Levi cupped his hands around his teacup as if it were thirty degrees instead of sixty. “Thank you, Lily.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Marsh echoed.

      She shot them another curious look, then moseyed on to the other tables. Just as Marsh was about to switch gears and talk strategy, Levi surprised him with an answer to his last question. “Kristin brought me this case. She was doing pro bono work with asylum seekers when one of them went missing.”

      Marsh had suspected Levi’s late wife’s involvement. His commitment to the case was personal. “The client was trafficked?”

      “By someone who offered her money, education, and a life in exchange for marriage.”

      A too common story with trafficked victims. The criminals preyed on the hopeless, offered money, success, education, sex, love, stability, any number of lures to draw a person into an even more hopeless situation. “Have you found her?”

      Levi shook his head, then bit into his chocolate croissant.

      “We will,” Marsh said.

      “If she’s even still alive…”

      It was a fact they had to acknowledge with any missing persons case and especially with trafficked victims. A fact Marsh had had to learn decades ago when soldiers didn’t return to camp, like he’d seen time and again in his legat work.

      “Try the pastry,” Levi said with a jut of his chin at the round laminated pastry on Marsh’s plate.

      It was formed like a cinnamon roll, a pinwheel of pastry sheets spinning inward. Seeing no easy way to break off a piece, Marsh bit into one side… and groaned at the explosion of flavors across his tongue. Not as sweet as a cinnamon roll and denser than a croissant with flaky layers of pastry basted in butter, sugar, and vanilla. “This is amazing.”

      Levi smiled, the first full one Marsh had drawn from him that morning. Marsh counted it another victory. “Everything here is,” Levi said, “but those are the best in town.” They finished eating in comfortable silence, Levi checking his phone twice more.

      Once Lily cleared their plates, Marsh circled back to the plan he was proposing and how to execute it. “I’ll need to move in to sell this.”

      Levi didn’t immediately object, a good sign, until he backtracked farther. “Why is anyone going to believe this, including our targets? Do we want them to notice? Should we be broadcasting this?”

      Good questions. Levi had been considering—all the angles. So had Marsh in the hours of sleep he wasn’t getting. “Yes, we want them to notice, and yes, there is some danger in that.”

      “There’s danger every day we go to work and every day we investigate any aspect of this operation. I’d personally rather have all the info and know all the players and threats, which you’re telling me there are more of now.”

      “That’s right, and that’s what I’m trying to get at. The ultimate goal here is to apply pressure so the money, the higher-ups, tip their hands. We can keep chasing traffickers and terrorists or”—he snapped a limb off a withered bush in the curbside planter—“we can cut off the money that keeps them going. That’s what I was trying to do last week. Pressure the larger organization into making a move, only they made a different one, which again, I apologize for. It was a miscalculation on my part.”

      “And us married won’t be another miscalculation? How does that even fit into your apply pressure plan?”

      Marsh held up a finger. “I’ll get there, but first, are you familiar with chess?”

      “Vaguely. Kristin was good at it, taught David, but it was never my thing.”

      “In chess terms, you could say we’re both at a dead draw with our respective cases. No player has a chance of winning.” In their lives too, but the way Levi was darkly eyeing him over the rim of his teacup, Marsh didn’t go there.

      “That’s ominous,” Levi said.

      “Which is why a theoretical novelty is needed.”

      “A what?”

      “An opening move that’s not been played before.”

      Levi gestured between them. “Us married.”

      “Exactly. We’re not undercover pretending to be married. It’s not essential to the case itself, but we’ve got a better shot at solving our cases, at bringing down the entire empire, together, with an open channel of communication and with all the information. And since the Bureau’s not going to let us do that officially…”

      “Us married.”

      Marsh withdrew his phone, opened an encrypted file, and placed it on the table in front of Levi. “After a whirlwind romance that, if anyone looks, is well documented.”

      Levi set aside his cup, picked up the phone, and swiped his finger over the screen, scrolling through the meticulously curated collection of pictures, receipts, airline tickets, and more, his mouth gaping wider with each piece of manufactured evidence. “How?”

      “Hacker,” Marsh reminded. “Also tight with other hackers. Our employer and our enemies will buy this if we sell it.”

      Levi returned the phone, then sank back in his chair, legs and arms crossed, considering. After a nerve-racking minute, he returned to the spot Marsh had brought them to earlier and moved a square forward. “We have the extra room at the house.”

      Marsh navigated carefully, not wanting to jeopardize the progress made but also locating all the pieces on the board. “And David?”

      “Knows this isn’t real. He’s the one who told me to do it. For the money.”

      Surprising and yet not. After Marsh’s father had left, he and his mother had become an even tighter unit than they’d already been. No secrets, no lies, just honest conversations. Money hadn’t been a concern, the divorce settlement more than sufficient, but they’d checked in regularly about where their lives were headed. He suspected Levi and David had a similar relationship, even if they’d arrived at it differently. “And the rest of your family?”

      “My oldest sister knows. We’ll have to sell this to the rest of them and to the extended family at a wedding later this month.”

      Marsh grinned as he guzzled his coffee. “Sounds like fun.”

      “You can flirt, but don’t touch. That goes for as long as we’re married. And you better be ready to explain to my mother why she wasn’t invited to the wedding.”

      “No problem on the first.” As if Marsh could even look at another man like that when Levi was in the same room, when his ring was on Marsh’s finger, for real or not. But that was him. Their cover had to work both ways. “As long as the same goes for you.”

      “Of course.”

      Marsh stifled the satisfied sigh that wanted to escape. “As for your mother, she can come to the courthouse.”

      “I won’t put her through that, not for something that’s not real. I’ve already broken her heart once.”

      Marsh would’ve lurched across the table and shaken the man—then hugged the daylights out of him—if they weren’t in public. He settled for clasping Levi’s forearm tight enough to draw his gaze. “Kristin dying was not your fault.”

      Levi’s blue gaze bounced away. “Maybe if I’d been home more, I would’ve noticed she was sick.”

      “And what would she say to that?”

      “That I was being ridiculous.”

      “You’re being ridiculous,” Marsh repeated in her stead. Levi’s gaze drifted back to him, and the accompanying smile was soft and way too fucking attractive. Marsh retreated before he lurched across the table for a different reason. “Any other ground rules?”

      “We keep this professional.” Exactly the ground rule Marsh needed to hear as he fantasized about what Levi’s soft smile might look like after—“I don’t have time for a new relationship. My attention needs to be on this case and on David.”

      Fair, except… “What about time for yourself?” Levi’s tired, bitter laugh cut right to Marsh’s heart. Alrighty, then, time to start taking care of his husband, for purely professional reasons of course. Marsh held out his hand. “Give me your phone.”

      “Why?”

      “So I can program in the rest of my numbers.”

      Levi handed him the device. “How many more are there?”

      Distraction apprehended, Marsh stood.

      “Wait!” Levi shot to the end of his chair, feet planted apart, moving to stand. “Where are you going? And you never told me why I’m Wolfy.”

      Marsh clasped his shoulder, forestalling his upward momentum and thrilled in a decidedly unprofessional manner at Levi’s muffled gasp, at the streaks of red that colored his impressive cheekbones. The growl Marsh struggled to repress came out like gravel around his words. “To get a box of those pastries to go, and you’ll have to wait on the other.” He flipped his hat back onto his head and pointed at the half-full cup of tea in front of Levi. “For now, you’re going to take five minutes to enjoy your peppermint leaf water.”

      “I don’t need⁠—”

      “Yes, you do.”

      Before Marsh could fully pivot, Levi grasped his wrist, the hold delightfully, dangerously strong. “Do you have any ground rules?”

      Against his better judgment, Marsh stepped between Levi’s spread knees, forcing his gaze up. “One, don’t lie to me. I’m your partner now. I’m also a soldier. I will have your back, and I won’t leave you behind.” Levi’s rosier blush and his quickened breaths were appealing, but the revived spark of confidence in his eyes was fucking captivating. Marsh preened. He liked being the one who gave Levi the security he needed to get some of that moxie back.

      “And two?” Levi prompted.

      “Same as yours. We keep this professional.”

      “What’s your excuse?” And oh, if Marsh had thought Levi’s soft smile was attractive, his cocky smirk was all kinds of sinful.

      Marsh leaned down, the shadow of his hat eclipsing Levi’s upturned face, and inhaled deep, another lungful of Levi’s fresh citrusy scent. Fuck, everything about him was enticing. “If I’m your type, you’re mine, dangerously so, and neither of us can afford to lose sight of what matters here.”

      Levi’s gaze remained locked with his. “The case.”

      Yes, the case. The professional straw they were both desperately grasping at. The endgame that had to matter more than what either of them personally may come to want.
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      “All right, so, where are we?” Levi stood at the head of the conference table in his team’s war room. Over a year’s worth of boxes were stacked in the corners, the white board at one end of the room was full of scribbled notes and photos, legal pads, pens, and folders littered the table, and the coffee pot at the other end of the room ran perpetually low. Special Agents Matthew Kim, Alyssa Meyers, and Will Dawson sat around the table, each with a half cup of coffee or less and a laptop in front of them. “Assuming our traffickers change the next transfer point, do we have leads on when or where that’ll be now?”

      “We think it’s already gone down.” Matt, a New Yorker by way of the Boston field office, pushed a stack of photos in front of him. “Surveillance footage from a truck stop outside Albuquerque. They haven’t used this one before. We didn’t have eyes on. Footage came in from a missing persons contact I have down there.”

      Levi spread out the grainy photos. The repurposed moving truck was the exact right size—big enough to cram ten or so people behind boxes, small enough to avoid weigh stations—and the man hauling women out of the back of the truck and shuttling them into separate SUVs was familiar too. No positive ID on him—he was always careful to avoid cameras, careful to always operate outside their jurisdiction—but his size and build, the ink on his forearms, and his presence at all the transfers were enough to identify him as a repeat player. “How many victims?”

      “Eight to ten,” Alyssa replied.

      Consistent with their preraid intel. “Do we know the victims’ destinations?”

      Will, the most junior agent on their team, shook his head. “Unmarked truck, no manifests. Couldn’t get plates on the SUVs. Likely headed for casinos in Nevada or the Ozarks.” And then where, after they outlasted their usefulness as underpaid waitresses for the gamblers and pit bosses to grope?

      “Fuck.” Levi pushed off the table. Out of their jurisdiction either way. He paced the length of the room, hands laced behind his head. “Will, notify the other task force teams, particularly those in Nevada and along the I-40 corridor.”

      “On it.” He spun in his chair and scrambled out of the room, headed for his bullpen desk.

      “Do we have any leads on the next exchange?” Levi asked.

      “Nothing solid,” Matt replied. “Working contacts and checking manifests and missing persons reports.” Agent Kim’s missing persons work in Boston brought a valuable skillset and list of contacts to the trafficking task force.

      “All right, we regroup and intercept the next exchange.”

      “In who knows how long,” Alyssa said with a heavy sigh. She’d been on this case as long as Levi and was just as frustrated. “Could be months like last time.”

      “Not likely.”

      Alyssa and Matt spun the direction of the unfamiliar voice. Levi was used to it enough by now not to startle, which probably made his jolt when he did look up all the more amusing to the man in the doorway. Gone were Marsh’s worn jeans, flannel, and tee. Gone was the white Stetson. In their place was a sleek black version of the hat, a designer sports coat, a crisp white button-down, and dress slacks that had to be tailored to fit so well. If he’d thought Mount Cowboy was handsome before, this new look was more than Levi could handle on only three cups of tea. Judging by Marsh’s smirk, the asshole knew it, but he had the good grace to focus on the case instead as they’d agreed earlier that morning. “The payment was too much for one transport,” he said.

      “Who are you?” Alyssa asked.

      “Special Agent Emmitt Marshall.” He tossed two file folders onto the table, then extended a hand to Alyssa. “I’m a visiting cyber agent.”

      “You here to help, Agent Marshall?” Matt said as they shook hands next. “My old partner is tight with a former cyber agent. You hackers can work magic.” Lucky for Marsh, the rest of Levi’s team didn’t know it was him who’d interfered last week. That information had stayed between Levi and the higher-ups. And Marsh had more broadly labeled himself as a cyber agent, not a cyber legat.

      “Marsh, please.” Done with introductions, he crossed the room to Levi’s side and flashed him a grin. “And if by help, you mean marrying this grumpy bastard, then yes.”

      Will squeaked from the doorway while Alyssa gasped a “What?” and Matt a “Married?”

      Levi split a glance between Will and Alyssa first. “Give us the room, please. I need to bring Agent Kim up to speed, then we’ll brief you.” Matt, the other senior agent on the case, also reported directly to Levi’s ASAC and the task force AD. More than that, he was one of the sharpest agents Levi had ever worked with. This would be his and Marsh’s first test at selling their cover. Matt needed to buy it, and Marsh needed to stay in Matt’s good graces if they had any hope of making the charade work.

      Levi shut the door behind the other agents as Matt leaned a hip against the table. “I know I haven’t been here long, but I thought we were friends. I thought…”

      “I asked him to keep it quiet,” Marsh said. He plucked the file folders off the table, handing one to Levi. He flipped through the stack of disclosures as Marsh continued to explain to Matt. “We need to talk to your ASAC and make the appropriate disclosures.” He offered the other file folder to Matt. “A peace offering. It’s what I could pull together on those jewel thieves you’re looking into.”

      Matt riffled through the file. “But this isn’t official.”

      “Professional courtesy. Wanted to make a good impression on my fiancé’s team.”

      Matt snapped shut the file, and despite the setback on their case, he looked energized, his dark eyes glittering. “Thank you for this. You helping out on our case too?”

      “That one’s all you guys.” Marsh returned to Levi’s side and slid a big warm hand into the groove at his lower back. Levi barely suppressed his shiver. Marsh’s rumbly voice didn’t help. “We’re supposed to meet with the ASAC in five.”

      “Go,” Matt said. “I’ll catch Alyssa and Will up.” He shooed them toward the door with the file. “And thanks again for this.”

      They were halfway across the bullpen when Levi whispered low, “Well played with the assist.”

      “I wasn’t sure how many people knew I blew the last op.”

      “Only me and the bosses but good to get Matt on our side in case he does find out. Whatcha got up your sleeve for the ASAC? ‘That fucking cowboy’ is her new favorite phrase.”

      “Heard it before.” Smiling, Marsh snagged a familiar box of baked goods off an empty bullpen desk. “Little bit of sugar should do the trick.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marsh followed Levi into the ASAC’s corner office, and a wave of quiet comfort washed over him. The figure standing in profile by the windows had changed her work attire—traded her fatigues for a sharp burgundy suit—but her military bearing was unmistakable as was her thick black hair gathered into a low bun and the delicate features that had fooled countless combatants into thinking she was an easy target. They couldn’t have been more wrong. Her call sign was a far more accurate representation of the strength, will, and intelligence bundled into a deceptively petite package.

      “Eagle,” Marsh said, beating Levi to an unnecessary introduction.

      “Nerd.” Major Julia Kwan turned from the window, face a blank mask Marsh couldn’t read. While she’d taken Brax’s calls over the weekend, she’d ignored all Marsh’s attempts. He hoped she was the same soldier she used to be, that she would understand what he’d done and what he was doing. “Imagine my surprise when Colonel Marshall appeared on my calendar today.”

      “Colonel?” Levi’s head swiveled, his gaze darting between him and Kwan. Marsh could have warned him that he and Kwan shared a past, but there’d been little time between convincing Levi to play ball and securing their cover. Plus, he liked keeping Levi on his toes.

      “That’s the rank I retired with. Major was hers.” He nodded Kwan’s direction. “And she’s the one who roped me into this FBI gig.” He slid the box of pastries onto her desk. “Thought it was time I stopped by to say thanks.”

      She eyed the box as she circled the desk. “Is that what you’re doing? Because I thought you were here to fucking cowboy up the place. I’ll need to find my spurs again to keep you in line.”

      She sounded menacing, but affection belied the hard-ass projection. Thank fuck. Could’ve gone either way. He opened his arms, and Kwan stepped into them. “I missed you, Nerd.”

      “Missed you too, Eagle.” Over her shoulder, he spied the wooden chess box he’d given her as a thank you gift for introducing him to Sophie and the FBI. “Been practicing your chess game?”

      “When I can, though no one’s as good a teacher as you.”

      “Wait!” Levi squawked behind them. “So you two do know each other? The way you cursed him out the other night I thought maybe you did, but I figured it was another op he’d fucked up.”

      Marsh scoffed over his shoulder. “Hey!”

      Kwan’s snicker didn’t make him feel any better. He shifted to Kwan’s side, an arm thrown over her shoulders. “This one made a habit out of busting my balls in the desert.”

      “Someone had to rein your cowboy ass in, especially after Kane retired.” She slipped out from under his arm and peeked into the pastry box. Same ole sweet tooth. “He sounded good when I talked to him this weekend.”

      “Disgustingly happy. Shacked up with Madigan officially.”

      “We all knew that would happen.” Pastry in hand, she retreated behind her desk and sank into her chair. “Took ’em long enough.”

      “So you two were in the army together?” Levi asked him as they slid into the visitor chairs across from Kwan. “And why didn’t you tell me before we walked in here?”

      “Stationed together in Afghanistan. She discharged before me, and I didn’t tell you so I could see that look on your face.”

      “Not amused.”

      Kwan laughed around a bite. “You’re not the first person to say that about him. Unfortunate side effect.”

      Marsh scoffed her direction this time. “Hey!”

      She shrugged. “He’s good at what he does, most of the time, which was why, when I was with the Bureau’s terrorism task force and we lost a target in the desert, I roped him in for cyber and operational support.”

      “That’s when I got hooked up with Sophie and the legat program,” Marsh explained, trying to keep his voice light and knowing he’d failed when Kwan’s smile dimmed.

      She reached across her desk, hand offered. Marsh slipped his into hers, and she squeezed. “She was a good agent.”

      “Hell of a friend and mentor too. Transition to civilian life would’ve been a lot harder without her and Sean.”

      Kwan withdrew her hand and snagged another pastry. “That’s why you’re after the money? You think your terrorists are somehow connected to Agent Bishop’s traffickers.”

      He nodded.

      “And you’re here now to what? Weasel your way back onto the case? Because I can tell you right now, from on high, that’s not gonna happen.”

      “No, I’m here to marry him.”

      Kwan froze, pastry halfway to her mouth. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Levi and I are engaged.”

      She tossed the pastry aside, wiped off her hands, then folded them on the desk, all congeniality gone, one hundred percent the ASAC. “Break that shit down, Barney style.” With a side of scary desert ballbuster. Guess she’d found those spurs.

      She’d buy this particular bullshit better from Levi. Marsh shifted in his chair, angling his fiancé’s direction, and his heart dropped. Levi was simmering, his eyes a steely, battered blue and the divot between them a canyon. Wolfy was angry. So not telling him had been another miscalculation. But Marsh’s plan was not. He channeled every bit of pleading into his gaze, begging Levi to play his part.

      The two seconds of silence that followed were the longest of Marsh’s life. He prayed he hadn’t botched this mission already. Finally, Levi swung his attention to Kwan, scooted to the end of his chair, and handed her the folder of disclosures. “We met last December when I was in San Francisco on the Boggs case.”

      Marsh blew his sigh of relief out through his nostrils, muffling it as best he could. “I was in town visiting Brax. Swung by the office to introduce myself to the SAC there since I’d heard so much about him. Even the Irishman’s good looks couldn’t distract me from the blond bombshell striding across the bullpen floor.” It wasn’t exactly the truth—their paths hadn’t crossed in the office—but if they had, Marsh knew which direction he would’ve been looking. At the agent now beside him fighting a grin. “Said to myself right then I was going to marry him.”

      Levi’s smile escaped, along with the rosy blush Marsh couldn’t get enough of. Made him wonder if the rest of Levi’s body flushed the same way when he⁠—

      “So you’ve been dating since December?” Kwan said, popping the fantasy bubble. “And you’re just now disclosing in June?”

      “We weren’t sure if it would go anywhere,” Marsh replied. “With me being overseas.”

      “This paperwork says you’re considering a transfer.”

      “Or the private sector. Whatever gets me to San Diego and him.”

      “It would be a shame for the Bureau to lose you.” Dark brows pinched, she was in a bind.

      Marsh had put her there, they both knew it, so he played his hand harder. Damage was already done. “Then signing that paperwork shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Her brows pinched tighter. “Good initiative, bad judgment.”

      “TBD.”

      “You know I don’t believe this shit for a second.”

      “You don’t have to believe it,” Marsh said. “You just have to sign off on the disclosures.”

      She pushed out of her chair with a huff. “You were a good soldier. One of the best cybers Camp Casey ever saw. And you’re a good agent by all accounts. But I cannot have your cowboy shit turning this office or my agents upside down. We’re on a short leash.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means I’m a woman of color working under a man who would rather smoke cigars and sip whiskey than do his job. And I’m okay with that because the more time he spends at the club, the more we get done. The more lives we save and people we protect. That’s why I’m here. That’s why Agent Bishop is here.” She braced her hands on the desk, staring him down. “We do not need you fucking things up.”

      He lifted his hands, palms out. “You won’t even know I’m here.”

      Her unamused laugh pinged off the windows and unadorned walls, only a case with her flag and medals over the credenza. She directed her chagrin at Levi. “You’re on board with this?”

      “I said yes.”

      To any trained investigator, it was a qualified yes at best.

      “Let me be clear.” Kwan straightened and snatched a pen off her desk. “My priority is this office and the mission. If you two get caught, I can’t protect you.”

      “And if we catch your target and mine?” Marsh said.

      “I didn’t hear that.” She flipped open the folder and signed where Marsh had flagged. “You’ve met with your team, Agent Bishop? They have orders?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Then get out of here for the rest of the afternoon.” She threw her pen down, picked up the folder, and circled the desk. She stopped in front of Levi and shoved the folder at him. “Think real hard about whether you want to turn this into HR tomorrow.”

      “Ma’am—”

      Kwan shut him up with a raised hand. “I need time to wrap my own head around this.”

      Levi nodded and turned toward the door. Marsh moved to follow, but Kwan stopped him with a hand around his biceps. When he looked back, it wasn’t only the San Diego field office ASAC staring at him; it was his friend, his colleague, his fellow soldier. “Watch his six.”

      Marsh raised his hand in a salute. “Roger that, Major.”
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      “This is your hotel room?” Levi made a slow circuit around the spacious room with its elegant furnishings, high-end electronics, and marble bathroom, winding up where his gaze had first been drawn to, in front of the balcony doors with their unobstructed views of the Pacific. “Do I even want to know how much a night here costs?”

      Behind him, Marsh moved around the room, pulling bags from the closet and clothes out of drawers. “It’s just a hotel room. It has its limitations.”

      “What limitations?” There was a fully stocked kitchenette in one corner, a king-size bed under a mountain of pillows, a café table between two club chairs, an executive desk with an ocean view, and a safe in the bottom half of the bedside table that Marsh was removing case files and laptops from.

      “Fine. I found a room with a view that had everything I needed for an extended stay. I was here the night of the raid, and I was going to stay here if you didn’t agree to marry me.”

      “You were still going to investigate?”

      “Yes.” He retrieved a toiletry bag from the bathroom and a portable chess set from the desk drawer, shoving both into one of the two duffels on the bed. “And even if you did agree, I wasn’t sure if you’d want to work at your house or if we could at the office, so…”

      He gestured around the room, and while Levi appreciated the consideration, he couldn’t escape the feeling that the world was spinning way too fast around him. The same feeling that had sent him reeling at the office, watching Marsh and Kwan embrace and banter like the old friends they were. Spinning faster when Marsh had pushed her to the edge of her patience.

      He sank onto the end of the bed before his legs gave out from under him. “What happened to ground rule number one?”

      “Kwan will work with us.”

      “That’s not what it sounded like to me.”

      “Well, she won’t work against us. I’ve known that woman more than fifteen years. All that matters to her is the mission. As long as we don’t fuck that up, she’ll look the other way.”

      Levi shot to his feet, rounding the corner of the bed and bearing down on Marsh. “You’ve already fucked up the mission!” Hating the strangled, desperate frustration in his voice, he spun away just as quickly. He stopped in front of the balcony doors, white-knuckling the wooden frame as he stared out at the ocean. The waves usually calmed him, reminded him of his parents’ place, of a simpler time, but everything in the present was so damn topsy-turvy. His job and case up in the air, his son walking the surly teen tightrope, the unwanted attraction and simmering anger he swung between in Agent Marshall’s presence. He couldn’t see out of the big tent long enough to catch any comforting memories. He’d always hated the fucking circus. “I can’t lose this job, Marsh. You probably don’t understand if you can afford a hotel room like this, but⁠—”

      A check appeared on the desk in Levi’s periphery, and Levi choked on his words. He hadn’t seen that many zeros in… he couldn’t remember when. Maybe not ever.

      “Does that make you feel better?” Marsh’s warm breath tickled Levi’s nape, his tea tree oil scent Levi’s nose, the heat from his big body every inch of Levi’s even though they weren’t touching.

      Levi focused on the ginormous check and not the temptation behind him. “You can just cut a check for that amount?”

      “I need to call the bank to authorize it, but yes. I’d appreciate if you’d wait until after our wedding and after we’ve opened a joint account to deposit it so the money is considered community property. That’s the other part of why we need to be married. So this money isn’t taxed as a gift. I know what I’m asking. I want to make sure you get every cent of this in return.”

      “What if this whole arrangement goes bust in a week?”

      “What if it works, and we solve our cases in a week?” He pushed the check more squarely into Levi’s line of sight. “It’s insurance, breathing room from your creditors, and peace of mind.”

      The tilt-a-whirl spun faster, the past seventy-two hours crashing into Levi all at once. “I can’t… I can’t take that.”

      “Yes, you can because I’m asking you to take this.” An open ring box appeared on top of the check. Two matching bands nestled in dark velvet.

      Levi plucked free one of the rings and examined the work of art, a geometric design hammered into the platinum strip inlaid in a band of rose gold. “This is beautiful.”

      Marsh gently cradled his hand and turned it so the ring caught the sunlight streaming in through the balcony doors. “It’s from one of the local artisans near the ranch. Mom’s wife takes care of his menagerie of pets, and he pays her in jewelry.”

      “I can’t⁠—”

      Marsh closed his fingers over Levi’s and tugged him the rest of the way around, their hands clasped between them. “You can, Levi. If you can help me with this case, then I can help you. Let me, please.”

      Staring into Marsh’s dark, determined eyes, feeling the band of sun-warmed metal between their palms, the even warmer body close to his, closer than anyone had been in months, Levi took a chance, nodded, and his world finally stopped spinning.
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      Marsh didn’t expect Levi’s acceptance of his not-a-real proposal to knock him for a loop, to feel as real as it did, but holding Levi close, a ring between them, with Levi’s wary yet hopeful blues locked with his, packed more of a punch than Marsh had bargained for. Made resisting the urge to dip his head and kiss the daylights out of the other agent almost impossible.

      Other agent.

      He did resist. Barely.

      Leaving the ring in Levi’s hand, Marsh withdrew and returned to the laptops on the bed. He snagged his personal one and opened it on the desk. “We’ve got a few minutes,” he said as he booted up the computer and navigated his multiple layers of security. “Let me show you what I’ve got.”

      Levi seemed relieved by the change of subject. He tucked the ring back into its case and circled the desk to stand beside Marsh. “Is this what you mentioned to Matt and the team?” He jutted a chin at the files Marsh was opening on-screen. “About the money being too much for one transport?”

      Marsh nodded. “My legat team specialized in transnational organized crime. Three years ago, we were investigating a human trafficking operation in Europe.” He pointed at the first spreadsheet. “These are the accounts and transactions we identified as associated with the operation. Similar overpayment pattern. The traffickers weren’t paid for each transport but for multiple transports at a time.” He brought forward the PDF of the wire confirmation he’d found the day of the Vienna bombing. “This was a deposit made to a Balkan-based ISIS cell three days before the bombing in Vienna that killed Sophie.”

      Levi leaned closer and peered at the screen. “Same bank, and the account numbers are close.”

      Marsh maximized the third file, an account ledger. “This is the account that wired money to your traffickers.”

      Levi straightened, tilted his head, and with his blue eyes catching the sun, Marsh couldn’t help but think of a curious wolf. “That’s not the same bank as the first two.”

      “Correct, but⁠—”

      “Same transaction behavior.” Sharp as a wolf too.

      “Which is why I submitted a warrant and pulled the account control agreements. Got the names of the account holders. I did some digging, and these are the corporate org charts. The entity that funded your traffickers in San Diego and the entities that funded traffickers and suicide bombers in Europe.” He opened the charts on the computer screen. “See the pattern?”

      “Layers and layers of subsidiaries that all lead back to this company in Vienna.” He tapped the screen with a fingertip, and the computer nerd in Marsh barely resisted the urge to slap it down. “Eder Capital.”

      “Want to know where else EC invests?” Marsh opened the interactive map he’d been building the past three years. Red dots of varying sizes appeared in the Balkans, Belarus, Syria, Mexico, Thailand, and the Central African Republic.

      “Where are they in the US?” Levi asked.

      Marsh scrolled left to the Americas and more dots appeared on-screen. “DC, Nevada, California, and Missouri.” Three of those locations were among the top five trafficking risk areas in the States.

      Levi’s mouth opened and closed several times, questions no doubt flying as the investigator’s brain made connections. He finally settled on the most obvious query. “Why haven’t you gone after Eder before?”

      “We tried, but this is a sophisticated operation. EC is well insulated by lawyers and corporate structures, and their funds flow is structured to look like donations, infrastructure projects, and casinos that are touted as efforts to revitalize local economies. They’ve got more politicians in their pockets than those yahoos out of Kansas could ever hope for. To most of the world, Eder Capital looks like a group of philanthropic venture capitalists promoting enlightened capitalism worldwide.” He maximized the last file he’d opened. “This is the path of just one of those payments.”

      Ten million dollars traveled a circuitous route around the globe and ended right back in EC’s account—as thirty million dollars.

      Levi scoffed. “They’re not philanthropists. They’re fucking money launderers.”

      “That’s the generous interpretation. They’re murderers taking their cut from the terrorists and traffickers—human, organ, arms, drugs, you name it—they do business with.”

      “Jesus.” Levi backed away from the desk, clasped his hands behind his head, and paced the longest part of the room from the entry door to the balcony door. Marsh recalled the day he’d put it all together—that tangled rush of revelation, frustration, and excitement. Now all that lingered was frustration, hence the drastic maneuver in the velvet box still sitting on the other end of the desk. He waited for Levi to burn the rush out and return to his side. Once there, Levi pointed at the western half of the map. “This was the route we were working for the traffickers.” He traced a path from Mexico to San Diego, then two branches, one north to Nevada and the other east to Chicago via Missouri. “Nevada and Missouri are the usual destinations, but sometimes they transport victims as far as Chicago. We’ve been using funds flow, cargo manifests, and missing person reports.”

      “Then that’s where we start.” Marsh closed the laptop and rocked back in his chair. “We try to get ahead of the next transport.”

      “So we’re after the facilitator, then?” Facilitators were the middlemen, connecting capital to criminals.

      “Nailing the facilitator is phase two on our way to ultimately nailing EC.”

      Levi rested against the edge of the desk. “And phase one?”

      “Disrupting operations here in the States so badly that their source of funds and their supply chain, as awful as I know that sounds, are compromised. The facilitator, or better yet, EC, will have to show their hand.”

      “That’s what you were trying to do last weekend.” The usual anger in Levi’s voice about the botched raid had morphed into understanding, a welcome change.

      Marsh nodded as he stood. “They moved the transport up. That part worked. The last-minute location change was the miscalculation. And there was a missing minute in the security feed I should have spotted when their man waiting on-site abandoned ship. In any event, the idea is to exert enough stress on the foundation of the operation that they’ll have to poke their heads out to take action. We keep this next operation locked down—need to know only, and I go about things more carefully—so your traffickers don’t have time to make adjustments, then EC will have even fewer options.” He counted them off on his fingers. “Deterrence, retribution, or soliciting new clients.”

      One corner of Levi’s mouth hitched. “And that’s when we catch them.”

      Marsh smirked to match. “And that’s when we catch them.”

      It felt good to have a partner again. Someone to strategize with, to bounce ideas off, to celebrate the wins and mourn the losses in what would be a guerrilla effort. Had been so far. The welcome camaraderie sank into Marsh’s bones, reminded him just how long he’d been going at it alone, propelled him closer to the source of that companionship.

      Beside him, Levi inched closer and tilted his head. His eyelids fluttered closed, dark blond lashes on pale cheeks, and a breath escaped his lips, ghosting over Marsh’s, drawing him the rest of the way⁠—

      A phone alarm trilled, startling them apart, Levi reversing hard and fast. “What’s that?”

      “Our reminder.”

      “Reminder for what?” His voice trembled as he ran a shaky hand through his hair.

      Marsh didn’t think his answer would help those ripples of banked desire, the same ones coursing through Marsh, but it was now or never. He snatched up the ring box. “Time to I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Levi lowered the phone from his ear and disconnected the unanswered call, not bothering with a voicemail after the other three he’d left already. “I can’t get David to pick up.”

      Marsh parked the Bureau cruiser in the county administration building’s parking lot. “Our appointment is in ten minutes. Even if he picked up now, could he get here in time?”

      “Fuck.” Levi dropped the phone into his lap and slumped in his seat. Eyes closed, he scrubbed a hand over his face, mentally cursing the too swiftly moving clock and also Marsh for not giving him enough heads-up. “I can’t get married without my son there.”

      “Is this about David or about his mother?”

      There was that too. In Marsh’s hotel room, Levi had let the this better not fuck up my job talk and the this cowboy is smarter than I gave him credit for feelings distract him from the hardest part of the entire scenario. The guilt that had started as a dull ache in the pit of his stomach and intensified as they’d neared the waterfront now sat like an elephant on his chest as he eyed the distinctive government building through the windshield. He rubbed at the wretched pain with his fist. “It feels like a betrayal.”

      Marsh gently grasped his wrist and drew his hand down, holding it lightly on the console between their seats. “You have nothing to feel guilty about. Yes, this is a legal marriage, but your heart hasn’t betrayed Kristin. But, Levi…” Marsh’s gentle tug drew Levi’s gaze. “One day you will fall in love again, and that won’t be a betrayal either. From what I’ve gathered about Kristin, she’d want that for you.”

      He nodded, remembering those final days in hospice and the muted conversations he and Kristin had shared during her more lucid moments. Recalling the lectures—no, adjustments—she’d given him because she knew him better than he did himself. “She made me promise her.” Tears escaped as he forced words out around the lump in his throat. “She didn’t have the strength to eat or drink, could barely even move, but she squeezed my hand and made me promise to look love in the face again one day.”

      Marsh squeezed the same hand his late wife had, a connection bridging past and present. “You can do this, Levi, but only if you want to. We can call this whole thing off. It’s your play.”

      He withdrew his hand and swiped at the wet on his cheeks. “She’d also tell me to do whatever it takes to solve this case.”

      “All right, then, let’s do this.” Marsh cranked the car long enough to roll up the windows, then reached into the backseat to grab the white hat he’d swapped for the black one.

      Levi glanced once more at his phone. “I just wish…”

      “Wouldn’t you rather David be there when you’re ready to look love in the face again and say I do?” He settled a big warm hand on Levi’s shoulder. “He should see how brave his father is to take that chance.”

      Fuck, he was too perfect. Levi wanted to lean across the console and kiss him and wasn’t that a complete and total mindfuck after the conversation they’d just had. “Jesus.”

      Marsh smirked as if he had a front row seat to Levi’s mental gymnastics. “Haven’t we covered this?”

      Levi shook his head, bemused. “Amy’s gonna love you.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      Inside, they rounded the corner to the clerk’s office and Levi spied Amy at the end of the hall, chatting with a tall spindly man Levi recognized as Braxton Kane. As soon as she caught sight of them, she stopped midconversation and made a slow sweep of the man beside Levi from his polished boots to his bright white hat. Her dark eyes widened, and her mouth rounded into an O.

      “You must be Amy,” Marsh said as they approached. Levi had been around him enough now to notice how he modulated his voice, laying the accent on thicker when he wanted to charm or distract. “Emmitt Marshall,” he said. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Don’t let the syrup fool you,” Brax said, wise to Marsh’s ways.

      “Zip it, Brooklyn,” Marsh said with a zipping motion of his fingers and a spot-on impression of Brax’s New York accent.

      Amy tore her gaze from the cowboy long enough to cast Levi a devilish grin. “I don’t care how this came about”—she gestured between the two of them—“Aunt Liz is gonna shit.”

      Levi laughed out loud, the elephant from earlier traipsing off for now, its weight lifting off his chest. “Marsh, my sister, Amy Bishop.”

      “I like you,” Marsh said to her, then clasped Brax’s shoulder. “Better than I like this one.”

      Brax scoffed around a crooked smile. “Get over here, asshole.” Marsh’s faux affront melted, and the two men embraced, their hug tight and lingering. Something else Levi had noticed about Marsh—despite his swagger, there was a vibrating tension about him, a mental chess game always running behind his dark eyes. He expended so much energy being the Emmitt Marshall, but in Brax’s arms, Marsh let the front drop, his big body relaxing, his smile stretching into something easy and true.

      It was a sight to behold. One that made Levi insanely, irrationally jealous. He wanted to be that person for Marsh.

      Marsh leaned back and clasped Brax’s shoulders. “Thank you for being here.”

      “Wasn’t gonna miss this. Holt sends his regards. Toddler emergency.”

      “Aww, you could have brought the princess with you.” He flicked the brim of his cap. “New hat for her to destroy.”

      “Next time, I promise.”

      Levi snapped out of the green-hued fog when Amy whispered in his ear, “If I wasn’t a lesbian, I would let that cowboy ride me all night long.” She snickered at his answering splutter.

      “Bishop-Marshall party,” the clerk called from the office behind them, saving Levi from further embarrassment. At least for the next twenty minutes while he and Marsh filled out the necessary paperwork. The clerk only once gave them a sideways glance when they both presented their FBI badges as a second form of government-issued ID. Marsh unfurled his honeyed-accent, assured her she wouldn’t get in trouble for marrying them, and once that media-induced hiccup was overcome, their group followed the clerk out of the building.

      “How did you manage an appointment on such short notice?” Levi asked as they made their way down to the arbor by the water. “Given her reaction to our badges, I don’t think you played the FBI card.”

      “Different badge, so to speak. This is a military town. Your family served, I served, there’s always someone who knows someone, even across branch⁠—”

      His words and steps faltered, and Levi nearly stumbled beside him. “Marsh?” When that didn’t garner a response, he gave his shoulder a nudge and said his name again. Still nothing.

      Was Marsh getting cold feet? Now?

      Levi glanced from Marsh to the arbor where the clerk and their friends moved into position beneath the arch of flowers.

      The flowers.

      Bougainvillea.

      Levi couldn’t stop the grin from splitting his face. “You didn’t look at pictures before you booked the appointment?”

      Marsh removed his hat, held it over his chest, and shook his head. His expression of wonder and peace, a dash of that same easiness from earlier when he’d embraced Brax, was a lovely sight.

      His hand curling around Levi’s was an even lovelier feeling.

      “There a problem, Major Marshall?” Brax called.

      “I thought you were a colonel?” Levi said.

      Marsh cleared his throat but didn’t take back his hand. “Wrong titles are a thing with him and Holt.” His gaze, though, remained locked on the arbor that bloomed with the magenta flowers he loved. “If I believed in fate…”

      “Don’t most cowboys?”

      Marsh swung his gaze to Levi and his rich brown eyes were full of something Levi couldn’t put words to. Was afraid to. “If you’re not careful, Agent Bishop, this one might start to.”
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        * * *

      

      Marsh rested against the harbor railing and watched as Amy laughed at something Levi said, the two of them seated on a stone bench near the arbor. Heads close, it was impossible not to notice the sibling resemblance—same high cheekbones, same straight noses, mismatched lips that stretched into balanced smiles, a shared spark of mischief in their eyes. Those two would be trouble—the good kind.

      “When we talked Thursday night, I don’t recall ‘marry Agent Bishop’ being on the list of ways to get back into Kwan’s good graces.”

      “Friday morning, technically.” Marsh tore his gaze from the Bishops and gave his attention to the man who’d hopped a same-day flight for him. “Thanks for getting down here so fast.”

      “My business partner has a private jet at her disposal.”

      “How is the bounty hunter business going?”

      “Well.” Brax shifted, blocking Levi and Amy from Marsh’s wandering gaze. “Now quit dodging.”

      Damn cop, always with the interrogations. “I took the evidence Holt helped me gather and put it to good use. Beyond that, it’s better if you don’t know. Plausible deniability and all that shit.”

      Brax quirked a brow. “Rewind three sentences. My husband is already involved in this.”

      Holt was a digital assassin, Marsh’s fucking protégé, who could hack all his secrets in ten minutes flat, but Marsh could try—and fail—to deter his friends. “Need to know basis.”

      “Marsh—”

      “I’m trying to keep your family safe and in the clear. I’ve already told you both too much.” He had no doubt the Madigans could handle anything thrown their way, but Marsh had already lost one friend to this crusade. He would avoid aiming bullets at his other ones as long as he could. “I cannot lose you too.”

      “Okay,” Brax conceded. “But you’re family too, and if you need tactical support, we’ll be there.”

      He was lucky to call Brax family after going AWOL on him for months. Even luckier to call Lily, Holt, and the rest of the Madigans family too. They were a force to be reckoned with and more family than an only child could ever hope for. “The Madigans protect their own, I know.” But he’d rather try moving this through pseudo-official channels first. He needed collars, not coffins. “You’re on the call list if it comes to that.”

      Satisfied, Brax relented and relaxed against the rail beside him. Marsh’s gaze went right back to Levi, unable to take his eyes off his new husband. He tapped his new ring against the railing, still not quite believing the whirlwind weekend that had resulted in a whirlwind marriage, even if it had all been his idea.

      “You like him,” Brax said.

      “He’s a good agent and a good father. He just needs a little help.”

      Brax jostled his side. “Easy on the eyes too.”

      Marsh chuffed. “I’m going to tell Holt.”

      “He’s the one who said it first.”

      Marsh laughed out loud, drawing Levi’s attention and the unguarded smile Marsh was quickly becoming addicted to. “He’s also more emotionally unavailable than you or Sean ever were, which means I’m going to fall head over heels for him.”

      Brax scooted closer and his normally gruff voice gentled in that way that made him a good cop, a good soldier, a good husband and father. “Marsh⁠—”

      “Don’t apologize.”

      “You give and give, Marsh, but when do you ever ask for what you need?”

      “I’m not as selfless as you make me out to be.” Just look at what he was asking of Levi. He owed Levi more than a check for risking his job and his neck.
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