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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!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Kristi

      Thank fuck you always know the right place to start
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      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.
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      “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.”
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      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.
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        * * *

      

      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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