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He wants them.




When I first met Kevin Markos, we were both drunk college students at Spring Break. It was a week I never expected, and a week I’d never forget.

Especially since I took pictures.

Unfortunately, life got in the way, careers got in the way…as did Kevin’s miles-deep closet. I thought the only way I’d ever see Kevin again was on a TV screen.

But now?

He’s desperate, broken, and broke.

ShaeLynn Samuels is a unique woman with future plans I want to be a part of. And Kevin never left my heart or my thoughts.

Now I have a chance to make both ShaeLynn’s biggest dream come true—and mine.

Kevin’s coming along for the ride whether he wants to or not.
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Chapter One

Now

After spending over twenty-five years as a Secret Service agent, most of that in the Presidential Protective Division, it’s difficult for me not to think of people in terms of code names.

Mine is Priest.

Next to me walks a man. I rest my right hand on the back of his neck, possessively cupping it as we make our way toward the White House exit, where a detail is about to transport us to my townhouse here in DC. To anyone else, it looks like a friendly, familiar bro gesture, one man to another, the other who everyone knows has had one of the shittiest weeks of his or anyone’s life.

In reality, this man is the love of my life, my boy, my slave, my possession, my property—the poetry my heart sings.

He is mine.

This man is Prophet.

He’s also the chief of staff to the president of the United States.

Whose code name happens to be Portia.

AKA my wife, President ShaeLynn Samuels, the former three-term US Senator from the great state of Florida.

* * * *

Once we’re safely inside the back of The Beast, code name Stagecoach, the huge, armored SUV limo custom-built for transporting POTUS and fam, Prophet and I are effectively alone. We leave the White House grounds with a much smaller motorcade than Portia would normally warrant. Tonight we’re rolling silent with lights and the bare minimum detail they’ll let me travel with, trying to attract as little attention as possible.

I put my boy on his knees in front of me and spread my legs. He leans in with an exhausted sigh and rests his head against my thigh so I can stroke his hair and gently rub my thumb in a small circle in the middle of his forehead, right above the bridge of his nose.

I close my legs just enough he’s gently captured and I watch his eyes fall closed behind his glasses as peace settles within him.

“Prophet,” AKA Kevin Markos, is a man who graced the TV sets of millions of conservative TV viewers for nearly twenty years, before he blew it.

Which was great for me, because when he walked out of my life twenty years before the night of his on-air meltdown, he’d taken my heart with him and I’d never figured out how to get it back.

He’s deep in the closet. This thing we have is a secret except from those who need to know—like Shae.

It’s been a rough couple of weeks, not made any easier by my wife’s inability to get her fucking shit together over the past couple of days, and thereby putting even more stress on my boy.

Then again, that’s partially my fault. I guess I trained her too damn well, her and Prophet, both. She relies on him far more than I ever dreamed she would, and has become to him what he is to me—heart and soul.

I didn’t wait all these years to finally have him back in my arms again just to lose him to another woman.

I mean, yeah, I sound judgmental and bitchy and more than a little like an asshole right now, sure. But here’s the thing—I’m tired, I’m stressed, I’m pissed off, and I’m more than a little bit scared.

Because these two people have become my world, and did so without me realizing how she was going to just slide on in there. Now, I’m worried I’m going to lose it all.

Correction, I’m not worried.

I’m terrified.

I’m a Secret Service agent. “Retired” is a descriptor and pension designation. When I turned in my badge and service sidearm, I was third in command for the PPD.

They don’t give that position to just any half-assed idiot who manages a GED and a meth habit simultaneously. You kind of have to know what the hell you’re doing, and the job requires you keep proving yourself to remain in it. We have a pretty high washout rate. Lots of agents end up at the FBI, because it’s hard, relentless, grueling work.

That means I can’t simply blink my eyes and forget everything I learned and trained for over the two and a half decades I was there.

In January, my younger brother and sister-in-law died when they were run off the road in Pennsylvania during an ice storm. That’s been almost ten months ago.

The other driver has not been caught.

Kevin’s ex-wife, best friend, and my wife’s press secretary—who’s all the same woman, sorry, I know that’s confusing—was murdered blocks from her DC townhome last week.

The shooter has not yet been caught, nor are there any substantial leads.

There is no rational reason to assume these two events are connected, two distinctly different crimes almost ten months apart. With every available government agency possible working the two cases, no one has thought they’re connected other than by tragic coincidence.

Except in my brain, there is something going on. This is kind of what I did for a living. One of my duties was threat assessment, which meant connecting the completely discrete and seeing how they fit together to form a larger picture.

My gut is telling me there is a connection, and that connection is through us as the First Family. This is not random, even though I have no proof. Everyone from my protective detail to the Secret Service director listens to me and nods and humors me, because I have a rep as a hard-ass for safety protocols and quadruple checking every last detail. They think I’m overreacting.

But let me tell you what—no protectee was killed or seriously injured on my watches—ever. I’m not talking stupid accidents like tripping, or falling off a bicycle.

It enrages me that there are no arrests in either case.

It terrifies me that the children could be in danger.

Oh, yeah. Adding to my already incredible stress, there’s also the little matter of Portia is up for reelection the first Tuesday in November, just a couple of weeks away, and we are now the guardians to my twin nieces and little nephew.

AKA Petal, Pixie, and Pyro.

He’s got a thing for fireworks, and he picked the name himself after he saw it on the code name list and we explained what it meant, so shut up. He’s five.

It was that, or he was going to pick “Pecan,” because he loves pecan pie, and I don’t feel like listening to five years of PPD agents arguing if it’s “PEE-can” or “puh-CAHN.”

And, duh, there’s two kinds of people—those who pronounce it correctly, and those who pronounce it the first way.

Losing Lauren has hurt all of us, but Prophet especially so. He’s the reason she was working here in the first place. He and Lauren worked at the same conservative cable news network when they met, and they were married for four years. It was an amicable divorce, and they remained close friends after.

Fast forward to six years ago, when a long series of events that started with him and I meeting at Spring Break in Daytona twenty years prior and having a week together neither of us could forget, ended with him literally melting down on live TV.

A week later, Portia and I stepped in, gave him a choice, and moved forward together, the three of us.

It wasn’t that simple, of course. There were some lies told by her, some by me to him and to her, and a helluva lot of hard work on the campaign trail and behind closed doors.

When Portia was elected POTUS two years later, the first hire Prophet made, on election night, was Lauren. He’d already told her he was gay, and hinted there was a guy from years ago. Then he hinted I was the guy, and that what Portia and I have is a mutual kind of beard sitch.

Which was a total fucking lie, because he’d long since stepped into Sir mode with Portia. He’s as in love with her as we are with him. And, yes, obviously, my wife and I definitely have a full relationship. She’s mine.

But she’s also His.

Prophet wasn’t even supposed to be here tonight, but Portia gets this thing sometimes where she can’t eat. I don’t mean she won’t eat—she can’t. She’ll puke it up. It’s a stress reaction. No matter what, no matter how I try, the sadist in me that she loves can never help her with that, and neither can Special Agent Bruunt, or the First Spouse, or even just plain Christopher Bruunt, her husband.

Believe me, I’ve tried.

Her Prophet, however, has the magic touch with His girl.

I wasn’t going to tell hm she still wasn’t eating, because even she admits after a few days her stomach will straighten up and she’ll be fine. Kev was trying to take a few days for himself to regroup and get his feet under him so he could get back to work with the election looming. Instead of staying at the White House, he’d retreated to the townhouse we all shared before Shae was elected. I visited him the past two nights to give him some stress relief.

But I’m guessing Leo, Shae’s body man, probably spilled the beans to Kev about her not eating. Kev unexpectedly showed up tonight to spend some time with her in her study and coax some food into her.

And now I’m taking him back to the townhouse to give him some personal time.

With me, he’s Kev, and he’s my boy, and I’m his safe space, his higher power. I can protect him from the world—or so I tell myself.

I want nothing more than to love and nurture him. Sure, with spankings, but he likes that.

With Shae, from me she needs the sadist, the primal man who won’t take no for an answer, who scares her in all the good ways and who can wrest control from her until she’s ready and able to take it back. A temporary mental break she can choose or not, depending on whether she needs it or not.

As Prophet, he can bring Portia in line with a raised eyebrow, a silent gesture. She’s a fierce lawmaker and executive officer in her own right, but we all need downtime. The thinking part of her brain never shuts off in healthy ways without a little assistance.

Prophet is that assistance. When the world sucks the life from her, Prophet breathes it back into her.

Unfortunately, you can’t drink from an empty well.

Tonight, that’s where I come in.

* * * *

We ride through DC’s darkened streets toward the townhome. There was a bit of a PR dance we did in the early days. After Kev melted down and lost his job, he sold his DC townhome and moved in with me, and old friend, to save money. Because he went to work for Shae, the public story goes, that’s how I spent time with her and eventually fell in love with and married her.

Once we married, we didn’t need my condo, so I sold it, and Kevin moved in with us. He was working for her, anyway, because we were in the midst of a presidential campaign at that point.

No one’s questioned us.

Because he’s chief of staff, he has access to POTUS 24/7. No one thinks anything of it if he’s staying at the residence.

As Prophet, however, he is always acutely aware of the optics. So he goes home a few days a week.

Until this happened.

Thank god he was spending the night at the White House the night Lauren was murdered. Logs, agent statements, and video prove he was here. That’s in addition to me and Shae alibiing him.

There is nothing more horrible than standing at a funeral you know is being broadcast to the world and watching the man you love sobbing, and you are helpless to console him because he told you not to.

Not with witnesses around.

I mean, I can hug him, sure, but just like he couldn’t really comfort me at Charlie and Tory’s funeral, I get it.

Optics.

Prophet sees this shit, because it’s kind of his job to see it. He’s amazing at it and he keeps us on a steady course.

When we’re close to the townhouse, I tap him on the head so he can return to the seat and be ready to get out when we arrive. Secret Service moved the public cordon back to keep onlookers away in the wake of the pictures and video of Kev’s tearful goodbye to Lauren.

Now he’s being fucking swooned over women—and men—who feel sorry for the heartbroken ex-husband who was still Lauren’s best friend.

Hands off, bitches. He’s spoken for.

Times two.

Can I say that, though?

No, of course not.

Hence one of the reasons I’m so goddamned bitchy now. As chief of staff, Kev normally fades to the background, the power behind the throne. To have him so visibly in the spotlight in this job is uncomfortable for him, and for me. I don’t like my boy being that exposed to the world. This is different than when he was on TV. Now he’s a focus, a target.

I’m no longer allowed to carry a gun, and that leaves me feeling naked and unable to protect him.

Once we’re safely locked inside the townhouse, I drop the duffel bag I brought with me and open my arms to him. He practically falls into my embrace and starts sobbing, Prophet is gone now, leaving my boy in residence.

It breaks my heart, and that’s tough to do because I’m a pretty stony bastard.

“Shh, boy. It’s okay. I’m here.” I take off his glasses and the White House ID name badge and set them on the end table by the couch. Then I help him slide off his denim jacket, and peel his Tampa Bay Lightning T-shirt off him.

Honestly? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him downstairs at the White House and him not be dressed in business casual, at the very least. When he’s up in the residence, sure, that’s different.

I pull him into my arms again and hold him, my hands against his warm flesh.

It kills me I can’t snap my fingers and fix this for him.

All I can do is try to help him through it. We slowly sway, dancing to music we can’t hear, while I wait for him to relax a little more. I feel him still trying to let go of “Sir mode” from being with Shae, and I get it.

It’s hard to step between worlds, especially when your own soul is so thin you’re not sure you might disappear between the doorways and never return.

Prophet is amazing. I’m not exaggerating when I say Kev got Shae elected. He’s too modest—he absolutely is why she’s in the White House. His cunning and political knowledge and his ability to read polls helped us easily trounce our competition.

Lauren once told me that when they worked for the network, Kev was extremely intense about work, a perfectionist. Much the man who is now chief of staff.

But that’s not my boy.

The boy I knew and wanted to nurture was lost and caught between trying to earn his father’s love and approval and pretending he was someone he wasn’t so he didn’t heap condemnation on himself or hurt Lauren.

My boy is gentle and sweet and wants nothing more than to hear he’s my good boy, and feel me stroke his head. He likes having his ass spanked, but he doesn’t need the raw, fiery passion of the man Shae likes to call the sadist.

Prophet, however, is a sadist, a perfectionist, a taskmaster of himself and everyone around him, including Shae.

I reach down and unfasten his belt and jeans and ease them down and off him. I kneel, which allows me to remove his shoes and socks, until he’s standing naked before me.

I once again pull him into my arms, breathing with him, complete acceptance.

Because that’s what the boy needs from me most of all—to feel wanted, loved, and accepted for who he is, the way he is.

I rub my face against his hair and nuzzle his ear. “My very good boy.”

I love that gooseflesh still ripples across his body when I say that.

We stand there until he finally calms and is fully with me again and I know it’s boy, not Sir, not Kev, not Prophet. Taking his hand, I lead him upstairs to our bedroom. At some point, the three of us are going to buy a house together in this area, so the kids can continue to go to school where they are now. We need to wait until after the election, though. Once Shae’s out of office, the three of us are going to live together full-time again, raise the kids, and love each other.

That’s my greatest dream.

In our bed and with me still fully dressed, I lay him down and stretch out on top of him. I hold his wrists over his head, pressed against the mattress, while I slant my lips over his for a sweet, gentle kiss.

Shae wants to be pounded into the mattress to shut her brain off.

Kev needs to focus on me and what I’m doing, to feel grounded in the moment.

What he and I have is more emotionally intense for both of us, though.

Slowly, I kiss my way down his body, over his chest, and abs, stroking him with my hands while his remain over his head. I smell Shae on him and I’m not sure if I should punish or praise my girl for it. But his cock isn’t nearly as hard as it would be if she hadn’t ridden him already.

I bend my head to it and lick, tease, taste.

Yep, my girl was definitely here.

It takes me a little while, but I finally coax a little interest out of him. Only then do I sit up and remove my shirt, my jeans. He squirms on the bed, his hands still where I put them.

When he’s like this, it’s almost as if invisible handcuffs bind him. It’s breathtaking.

And he’s mine.

I reach for the nightstand and get a condom and the lube. Seconds later, I’m sliding inside him, watching his face, the way his lower lip catches under his teeth as I fill him.

Then I can slip my hands under his shoulders and hold on, take my time. His arms wrap around me, and now he comes alive. I feel his hands, his fingers exploring everywhere, along my back, my ass, trying to urge me faster, but not tonight.

Not with him.

I drag it out, because he knows what I want and that I’m a very patient man when the mood calls for it.

Between us, his cock is completely hard again now, and he’s spilling pre-cum on both of us. Every stroke I take milks more from him and makes him beg even harder for release, relief, permission.

I nuzzle my face against the side of his neck and inhale, smelling Shae’s shampoo from where her head was tucked there earlier. “Who’s my good boy?”

“Me, Sir.”

“Then come how you know I want you to.”

I hiss as nails dig into my ass, making my cock twitch inside him, but still I maintain my long, slow rhythm. Not that he’s been in the mood to lately, but he’s not allowed to masturbate. That’s been a rule for a while now. He can ask me, or he can go Sir on Shae—and I think that’s where my problem now lays.

I told Shae that all Kev knows how to do now is to be Sir to her, to try to fix and love her the way I’m trying to fix and love him. He works with her at a very intense job, spends a good chunk of his day with her. I should have anticipated that he’d pour too much of himself into her at his own expense, but yes, I failed.

I don’t have a “sub” mode the way Kev and Shae do. I didn’t even anticipate Shae’s sub mode coming out the way it did with Kev—another failure on my part. With Kev, her sub mode is definitely full-time, even at work, and even though no one else except myself and Kev know it. With me, she takes the sadist out for play and then puts him back, end of story. She submits to me when she wants to, yes, but she’s not my slave the way she is Kev’s.

The way Kev is mine.

It takes him a while, but the climb is so much sweeter for it. I feel him tremble, tensing, rocking with me and trying to urge me faster with his body. That’s when I change my rhythm, fast, hard, deep thrusts in and slow, teasing drags out until just the head remains within him, over and over with every stroke hitting that sweet spot just right, until he’s there.

His body clenches around my cock, spasming, and I race to finish with him while, between us, he spills, hot and sticky, and I silently gloat.

One thing Shae can’t do for him.

In this way, she can’t claim him.

In this way, I will always own him.

I kiss him as he cries, because he always cries like this, from doing this exact thing together. I asked him why once, and he honestly didn’t know. It was relief, pure pleasure, like for a brief moment he felt good enough and that nothing else mattered.

So now it’s my favorite thing with him.

Sometimes he can come like this with Shae in bed with us, but most of those times when I try he can’t quite get over. I think with her present Sir mode is too close to the surface and won’t let him relinquish all control.

In those times, I grab the girl’s head and make her suck his cock to help finish him off while I fuck him.

Only once he’s quieted again do I leave our bed, clean up, and bring a warm, damp washcloth for him. Then I set my alarm and tuck him against me to take a short nap with him.

He won’t awaken when I leave. He’s too exhausted, too spent, and with two orgasms for the night, he’s too come-drunk now.

Dammit, Shae.

She’s fucking POTUS. She needs to get her shit together. Except I realize I’m responsible for this in the first place, which is why I can’t say that to her.

I’m a hard-hearted bastard, but I’m not clueless.

But I need to figure out how to get her to quit leaning on him so much right now, because he can’t even stand on his own.

Is it horrible of me to hope she loses the election?

I thought about “accidentally” outing us, because that’s the only damn thing that will make her lose at this point, especially after Lauren’s funeral. But I won’t do that to Kev, or the kids, or even to Shae.

I need to knuckle under and see if I can’t figure out a way to help Shae get through this without Kev, at least for a few days. Because my boy is hurting, and that’s something I don’t do well with.

At all.

It makes me want to hurt someone, and I don’t want Shae to be my target.






















Chapter Two

When I first met Senator ShaeLynn Samuels, I had no clue what direction my life would take, or the doors she’d open for me.

I had no idea I’d fall in love with her after helping her concoct what I thought was, at first, a crazy, reckless scheme to get her elected. But I was close to the end of my first career in the Secret Service, so as long as I could hold on for that, I was willing to give this a shot. For shits and giggles, if nothing else.

Find her a campaign manager and chief of staff, and then marry her once I hit retirement and help get her elected?

A lot of ifs in that plan.

Honestly? Before I really got to know Shae in campaign mode, I thought she’d lose the election. Even after Kevin joined us. I was actually looking forward to her losing, meaning the three of us would withdraw from the public eye, she would professionally regroup, and then we’d do…whatever.

I’d have Kevin, give Shae whatever she wanted for as long as she needed me to, and we’d all be happy. Everyone’s a winner.

I lied in multiple ways to Kevin about the plan that day we showed up at his house in Tallahassee. I didn’t tell him I would be marrying her. I didn’t tell him I thought she’d lose.

Hell, I didn’t tell her I thought she’d lose.

I was afraid if I told him that, he might not agree to this.

I needed him to think I was all-in.

I thought the senator was giving me the perfect opportunity to march in there and reclaim my boy and build the foundation of my happily ever-after with him. I was willing to let her spin whatever web she wanted to help me secure Kev’s agreement to this plan.

It worked in my favor, after all.

I didn’t honestly expect her to fall in love with Kev.

I didn’t think Kevin would come to love her, either.

In some ways, this thing we have is far easier than I ever dreamed possible. We each need something and can get it from the others.

We love each other.

More importantly, we trust each other. She knows that, of anyone in the world, we are the two people she can trust in every single way.

We’re also a family, even if we have to keep some details secret.

The kids love their “Uncle Kev,” though. They’re my kids now, and since Shae and I will never have a baby, they’re the only kids we’ll have. I wish the price hadn’t been so high, but I won’t let my brother down.

I can see me and my brother in their eyes, my sister-in-law in their hair and skin and beautiful faces.

We are what we are—a family. And I’ll kill or die to protect them, Shae, and Kev.

* * * *

Before that fateful afternoon in Tallahassee, if you asked me if I would ever jump at a second chance with Kevin Markos, I wouldn’t have dignified your question with a response. Not that anyone knew we’d even met, because he was a secret I kept close all those years. The bastard never got back to me after that week we spent together, stomping my heart in the process, and I was forced to watch from afar as he continued on with his life as if my world had never shifted on its axis.

Like I hadn’t mattered to him after all.

Like what we did was meaningless, and I was a stupid asshole for not being able to get him out of my heart.


Watch him get fucking married.

Even while I hated that, I still looked at the pictures I’d taken of him that week, pictures I told him I deleted from my phone.

Pictures I still jerked off to and cried over even as I hated myself for the weakness.

Meanwhile, I was left with a broken heart and a simmering resentment. Resentment that only grew worse with every freaking failed relationship I had with men or women. Relationships that failed, inevitably, because I couldn’t stop comparing them to Kevin, although at the time I tried to blame them on my back-breaking work schedule and the stress of being a Secret Service agent in the PPD. After the third woman, and about the tenth man, I gave up on relationships and focused on my career and channeling my intensity into my physical and mental training.

Until Senator Samuels came along.

Don’t get me wrong, I love Shae. I do.

But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t using her as much as she was using me. In the beginning, anyway. Four years into whatever it was, I realized this was a relationship of some permanence. That was a little terrifying, except I felt comforted by the fact that she made no demands on my heart. I could still secretly love Kev from afar, keep him tucked within my soul in an undisturbed pocket of perfection, and have a relationship with her.

A relationship in which I could take out my anger and frustration on her body. Which she was totes cool with, because that was exactly the kind of sex she wanted and needed.

That was the irony, right? That I existed in a Schrödingerian purgatory of hating Kevin’s guts and desperately missing him to the point that it literally tanked every relationship I tried to have before Shae. 

Then Kev had his public meltdown right when Shae was desperate to find a campaign manager so she could declare for her run for POTUS. I knew Shae was my best chance to get my hands on Kev and keep him close to me.

To us.

Because I also knew Kev could help Shae get elected, if anyone could.

I was absolutely right, even though in retrospect I assumed it wouldn’t happen that first election cycle. I think part of me was convinced Shae wouldn’t make it this time, not on her first attempt, and we’d have a couple of years of peace before she cranked up the machine to try again, or she’d run to regain her Senate seat.

Shae is a strange woman, in some ways. She is human and has needs and desires, but she haaaaates the idea of being emotionally vulnerable. She isn’t looking for Prince Charming to swoop in and seduce her and give her a fairytale romance.

She wants the Black Knight kept on retainer to periodically drag her off to the dungeon, have his way with her, and then go away once she’s had her fill of him so she can get back to work.

Lucky for her, I can handle that.

And her.

Even luckier for her that Kev is homoflexible enough he can handle her, too.

The other quirk she has, and one of the reasons I’ve come to love her so damn much, is that she desperately wants to take care of her loved ones. She accepted the kids without hesitation, despite knowing it’d completely disrupt our usual lives. She was pissed off that she couldn’t be home with me with the news broke about Charles and Tory.

She’s nearly lost her mind over not being able to help Kevin when we lost Lauren.

My girl is a fixer at heart, a doer. Her mother instilled into her at a very early age the drive to help others.

Now I need to figure out how to re-tune her a little so she’s helping Kev instead of draining him of energy and strength he can’t afford to lose right now.

* * * *

As I suspected, Kev doesn’t awaken when I ease myself out of bed well before my alarm goes off. I dress and shut off all the lights and head downstairs, where I neatly fold his discarded clothes and leave them on the couch for him. I never got to use the implements on him that I’d brought in the duffel bag, and that’s okay. He’s asleep, he let go, and he vented, which is the important part.


In the kitchen, I preset the coffee maker for him, adding an extra scoop of coffee the way he likes it, and set the timer on it to start at seven. He’ll probably already be wide awake and lying there in bed, unable to ignore his work phone despite me begging him to.

When we take time off, Kev doesn’t. We could be at Camp David and curled up in bed, the three of us, and he’s still checking his phone. He’s dedicated, he’s sharp, his mind is agile and flexible, and he’s able to stand his ground with POTUS.

Even at his own expense, when he really doesn’t have the strength to spare, like now.

I check the fridge and silently curse when I see he’s down to pot pies and frozen pizzas. I wouldn’t care about that if he was coming in to the White House every day, because I feed him there. I don’t let him leave until I’m sure he’s had food. But when he’s upset and not dealing well, he defaults to crap food he doesn’t have to think about to prepare.

I grab my personal phone, put in a delivery order with the secure courier service we use, for basics like milk, eggs, veggies, and other items, and have it set to deliver to the unit next door before noon. We own that unit and “lease” it for a dollar a day plus utilities to the Secret Service as their base of operations for guarding our house. They’ll receive the order, check it, and and put it away for Kev. This company is a verified provider for us, under contract and cleared by the Secret Service, and it means I don’t have to feel squicky about asking my former coworkers and subordinates to do my shopping for me. No risk of an accidental “scandal” because the First Family is using government employees for personal business.

Can’t do this for us at the White House, because SOP is only staff buys and cooks for the First Family, unless the First Family is cooking their own food upstairs in the family kitchen. It’s a security issue.

I check the laundry to make sure he didn’t forget anything in the washer and find the dryer standing open with a mixed load of jeans, underwear, and other items in there. Meaning he’s been fishing stuff out right from there and wearing them.

He’s barely existing right now,

With a sigh, I grab a basket, empty the dryer, take the laundry out to the couch, and fold it for him.

What? You think Dominants don’t do shit like this? That it’s beneath them?

I lived alone for twenty-plus fucking years. How do you think I got clean briefs?

I take care of my boy, and my girl. And now our kids. I’m still trying to find my footing in that last role, because I was used to being the fun older uncle, and now I’m the caretaker and the disciplinarian. I try to schedule my time so I’m home as much as possible, I sit and do homework with them nearly every day, and I have them help me cook dinner and do the dishes with me.

Shae and Kev set her schedule so she’s eating dinner with them almost every day, when she’s home. Kev joins us, too. He’s Uncle Kev to them.

We’ve already discussed, the three of us, that there needs to be a conversation about that, too. They’re young, the girls just turned eight and Hudson’s five. We need to instill in them the need to maintain our privacy, not talking about us and our relationship, and that we have an unusual dynamic.

Because once Shae’s out of office, whether it’s in a few weeks or four more years, the three of us are together for life.

There’s only so much I can do for him at the townhouse. I’m sure he’ll wake up, see it, and feel guilty, and I don’t care. I’ll talk him out of feeling that way later.

He’s my boy.

If I can’t publicly claim him right now, at least I can show him how I feel, my language of love to him.

I send a text to the head of my detail to give them a five-minute heads-up that I’m almost ready to leave. I would stay all night and all day, if I could, except I have a schedule to keep tomorrow, I have to think of the kids, and Prophet would never forgive me for totally ignoring the optics of the press catching me leaving the townhouse in the morning when Shae’s at the White House and not here. The deaths of my brother and Lauren have given us a brief PR respite so there’s not wild-assed conjecture swirling around us. We’re friends, it’s a trying time, and of course we’re going to comfort each other.

But it can’t last, and one careless optic could bring it all down.

In the kitchen, I leave Kev a sticky note on the counter, where I lay out his favorite mug and a spoon next to the coffeemaker.




LU,b

S.




We have lots of shorthand codes we’ve come up with over the past several years, which we use in text and in writing. This way, if someone ever gets their hands on something, they’re left with nothing they can use against us because they have no clue what it even means. Or if they have a clue, they have no proof.

Love you, boy.

Sir.

After prowling through the townhouse one last time to check doors and windows, I set the alarm, let myself out, and lock up. Agents are standing there, waiting for me, and escort Priest back to Stagecoach, and off we go.

I look back as we pass through the gates of the small, secure development and wish there was more I could do for my boy in this moment, because I haaate feeling helpless like this.

If I’d known in that moment that there’s a bottomless well to helplessness, I might have stayed the whole night.






















Chapter Three

Past

October, two years before the presidential election.




I meet Shae’s flight at Tallahassee International that Tuesday afternoon. I’m not alone, though. Another agent is with me today, a noob from the Orlando field office who’s only two months into his first assignment.

New guy gets to be the driver. I leave him waiting with the car and head into the terminal to await Shae’s arrival. Kid has hopes of one day making PPD, so today I’m giving him a taste, a mini trial run. Shae’s not officially under protection, so it’s a real-world simulation with little to no danger, and will allow me to gauge the kid’s readiness and give him constructive criticism.

I’ll admit Shae’s request for this trip has left me a little…confused. After picking her up, we’re heading directly over to the Capitol Complex to speak with Governor Owen Taylor. I already know where we’re going, and have confirmed the governor is in his office all afternoon, but from what I understand, Shae doesn’t have an appointment and wants it kept that way.

She wants this visit to remain off the books, for some reason.

When the senator steps into the main terminal, she heads right for me. It’s easy for me to remain professional with her in public. Kind of my job. Besides, while she’d probably be okay politically if our relationship came to light at this juncture, I might not. Not right now. Just because I’m third in command of PPD doesn’t mean I can’t be fired, or reassigned to Alaska, or some bullshit like that.

I can’t afford that at this time in my life or in my career. Not with my retirement so close I can taste it. I plan on retiring after the next presidential election. Go out with a bang, so to speak. I’ll be over my twenty-five years at that point, and will have hit fifty that previous April, meaning full pension, here I come. I already have feelers out at a couple of private security firms, who are salivating at the thought of courting someone like me to join their ranks. Surviving another presidential election will be an excellent addition to my resume.

“Feel like clarifying our errand today, Senator?” I ask while we await her suitcase in baggage claim.

She smiles. “I don’t know if today will pay out or not, but I’ve been doing some digging. Susa Evans was an unpaid intern for my mother back in high school. Her father, State Senator Benchley Evans, was a friend and coworker of Momma’s. He’s actually my godfather, but time and distance and all that. I haven’t been close to them since grade school. Benchley’s a ball-buster, but old-school. GOP, but knows how to reach across the aisle to get shit done. Doesn’t shock me Susa’s running for governor.”

“That why you endorsed her?” It’s only four weeks until the general, and Susa Evans is running for a job promotion from lieutenant governor to the big G.

“One of many reasons. The first being I really think she’s the best candidate. Most qualified, definitely. By far.”

I glance around, well aware of our surroundings. So far, no one’s publicly recognized Shae, even though she is one of Florida’s two US Senators, and has been for sixteen years, at this point.

Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you the failings of our education system on full display.

Or if they have recognized her, then they’re put off by the huge Secret Service guy with her.

That would be me.

“Taylor as VP?” I whisper.

She nods, also glancing around. “Yep. And Susa’s husband, Carter Wilson. I’d love to have that man leading my war room. He’s a fucking genius.” A wicked smile appears, one I usually only see when she’s begging to suck my cock. “That’s where I’ve been digging. I could use someone like Wilson as my campaign manager and chief of staff.”

I haven’t had time for deep background research on either man. I know they’re close friends, all three of them. It’s common knowledge they were roommates in college, and Taylor’s a perennial third-wheel to the Evans-Wilson power couple.

Personally, I strongly suspect they’re a deeply closeted poly triad. I remember reading about Wilson’s response to an active shooting at a school he and Taylor were at eight years ago, during Taylor’s first gubernatorial campaign. But mostly what I remember is Kev’s painfully bungled interview with Taylor about the events the following Sunday morning.

It came on the heels of Kev’s mother’s death, and it killed me that I couldn’t be there for him.

Wilson is a combat-hardened veteran and handled himself with distinction that day at the school. Possibly saved a number of lives by risking his own to track down and kill the shooter before law enforcement could even respond to the scene.

A smile plays across her lips. “Don’t worry, Sir,” she whispers. “No competition for you.”

“I fucking hope not,” I mutter just loudly enough she can hear me.

I get it—this nameless thing she and I have could end at any time, maybe not even by our choice, if it ever leaked to the media. But while we’re doing it, I won’t lie and say I’m not enjoying it.

Getting strings-free sex and able to spank a senator’s ass when I want to?

Uh, yes, please, thank you very much.

Part of our deal is I’m the only person she’s with, and she’s the only person I’m with. Might as well do this, because it’s not like I have any better offers. Besides, I’ve never exorcised Kevin Markos from my heart.

Believe me, I’ve tried.

* * * *

I don’t join Shae in Owen Taylor’s office, where he and Carter Wilson are already talking when we arrive unexpectedly. I did enjoy the vague terror Taylor’s receptionist displayed as Shae asked for a few minutes of the governor’s time while I stood there with a dark and stony glare on my face. I didn’t have to say a word, because I’m obviously Secret Service.

Not my fault if she assumes I’m Shae’s personal protection.

I wait outside during their chat and throw off scary-guy vibes while they have their conversation.

What I wasn’t thrilled with was how hot the two guys are.

As in, I’d do either of them.

Or both of them.

When Shae emerges from Taylor’s office, I find myself face-to-face with those two hunks and I’ll admit I see them as competition.

Competition I don’t want. I like what is currently an uncomplicated relationship with Shae.

I’m not going to admit I love her. Not yet. That’s how people get their hearts broken, by admitting stuff too soon.

Besides, I reserve love for Kevin, and look where that got me.

As we’re leaving, I call down to the kid to have the car waiting for us at the front entrance. Technically, this little errand today is stretching a few regs, but I can explain it all away.

Training the kid, duh. Also, I was already in Florida doing threat assessment. Shae gets dozens of crazy e-mails and letters every week, and some of those we have to follow up on. Meaning I need face-time with her to discuss them, and a little precaution never hurt anyone.

Thus everything is easily explained away.

I’m interested in talking with her about her quick meeting, but I know we can’t with the kid in the car, or with ears in the capitol. “Townhouse, six?” she softly asks while we’re alone in the elevator on the way downstairs.

“Yep,” I say without even looking at her.

I direct the kid to Shae’s townhouse. While I’m no bellboy, I do have manners and get her bag from the trunk for her and walk her up to her door, where I wait until she’s disarmed her alarm before I return to the car.

At five ’til six I’m back, letting myself in with my own key, and she’s got something almost ready for dinner, because the place smells great.

I drop my bag on the couch and walk to the kitchen, where I wrap my arms around her and nibble on the back of her neck.

She laughs and tips her head back for a proper kiss. “Is that your gun, Special Agent Bruunt, or are you happy to see me?”

“Yes, Senator.” Okay, it’s corny, but it never gets old and always makes me smile. “So what happened?”

The smile flees, replaced by a scowl. “No-go. Taylor isn’t interested in being VP, and Wilson says he’s basically retiring to raise their kids.”

“Ah.” I mentally check my relief. “So the search continues?”

“Yeah.”

I’ve been vetting people for her on the sly. Nothing that would break regs—mostly—but I’ve helped her eliminate several potentials who have down-low scandals that could set her campaign back by a lot were they to come to light as her running mate.

“I really don’t want to run for Senate again,” she says, “but I guess that’s what I’m doing if I don’t nail down a campaign manager before New Year’s. I can find someone to run that. Hell, I can bring back the deputy campaign manager from my last run, if necessary, but I really don’t think he’s POTUS-run material.” The guy she used for her previous Senate campaigns is now chief of staff to the governor of Georgia. He isn’t interested in climbing back into the national political mosh pit, either.

“Four terms in the Senate isn’t a bad cred to have.”

She turns in my arms. “It’s getting too close to my PR expiration date, and like hell am I going through plastic surgery. That’s just stupid. Guys can get away with looking all craggy and weathered. Women? Not so much.”

She’s got a point, unfortunately. Shae is a beautiful woman, with her long, black hair and piercing grey eyes. She’s switched from her contacts to glasses since we dropped her off, and right now she’s wearing a Lightning hockey jersey and a pair of shorts. For forty-five, she looks damn good, although coloring her hair to keep the grey out definitely helps.

“I’m going to go change,” I tell her. I brush one more kiss over her lips and head upstairs with my bag. She really needs a house so we can do everything we want to do and not worry about being overheard. It’s on her to-do list, but I have to admit, finding a campaign manager is pretty important.

Honestly? While she has good, strong poll numbers, I don’t think she can win a POTUS run this time around. She’ll have some pretty stiff competition from not just Fullmer, our current president, but a large and disorganized Democratic field that seems to sprout a new candidate every day.

She’d be better off running for Senate one more time—because she’s kicked her opponents’ asses every time—and then declaring. It’d give her more time to put together PACs and a campaign structure, find some wunderkind for a strategist, and yeah, she’d likely be unstoppable.

When we sit on her couch to eat, I take over the remote and switch the TV to FNB, where The Daily Readout With Kevin Markos is about to start.

She groans. “Really?”

Sir arches an eyebrow at her, and she grumbles, but falls silent. “I like his show,” I tell her. “He’s not like the others.”

She has noooo idea in what ways.

“What is it about his show you like so much? Aren’t you a Democrat, too? We’re supposed to be allergic to that network’s flavor of bullshit.”

I shrug. “He’s not trying to shove an agenda down my throat. Hey, he’s the only show I like on that network, okay? And he’s not bad on the eyes.”

Shae knows I’m bi. “Well, I’ll give you that. He is cute.” She smiles. “He’s interviewed me before.”

I know, because I’ve seen the shows.

I’ve seen alll his shows.

“Yeah?” I say. She doesn’t know I know him, much less how I know him.

“Yeah. Seems like a nice guy. Some of those newscasters, they pretend they’re nice on the air, but once the camera’s off them, they’re real stuck-up shitheads. He was nice before and after the interview.”

I clench my jaw to literally hold back the questions. Asking her how he smelled and if his hair is still as soft as it used to feel would be hard to explain.

Especially since I’ve never told her about him.

I’ve never told anyone about him.

The secret of my boy, and a hotel room in Daytona, and tiramisu, all set to a soundtrack of Queen, is something only two people know—me, and Kevin Markos.

And I don’t even know if Kevin Markos remembers who I am.

* * * *

We finish eating and I remain on the couch to watch the rest of Kevin’s show while Shae takes care of the dishes. I feel her slowly transitioning into “girl” mode, meaning she’s looking for the sadist tonight.

I can and will give her that, but not until after Kevin’s show is over.

She probably thinks I’m just doing this to be a sadist right now.

Duh.

But also because no, I’m not missing his show. I’ll be heading overseas for three weeks for a protection trip, and this is literally my last chance to really relax and unwind for several weeks.

I need this.

Once she finishes the dishes, there’s still ten minutes left in Kevin’s show. I grab her by the hair, jerk her down to her knees, and force her to swallow my cock to the root.

“Don’t make me come, girl, or you won’t come tonight. Just get Sir nice and hard.”

She moans around my cock, and that nearly does make me come. I sit there with my hand fisting the hair of a three-term US Senator from the great state of Florida while she unknowingly helps me relive fantasies about the blue-eyed news journalist currently filling her TV.

They say you never forget your first.

I was his first man, ever.

He was my first heartbreak.

Once he signs off, I switch off the TV, pull her off my cock, and stand. She’s forced to scramble to her feet or get dragged, because I’ve dragged her before.

Sadist in the house.

Upstairs, I use a couple of thick, thuddy implements on her ass that don’t make a lot of noise and give me and her maximum impact. Then I put her on her hands and knees and fuck her, just to find her dripping already.

I reach around her. “Make it fast or you don’t get any joy.”

She’s coming seconds after my fingers find her clit. I take a little pity on her and give her plenty of time to get off like that before I start fucking her.

This is for me. She’ll probably come at least once or twice more now that I’ve primed her pump, but that’s not the point.

She likes it when the sadist takes, not gives.

So that’s what I do. I close my eyes and ride her, reliving that week in my mind and driving my cock into her as hard and deep as I can.

The brutal, punishing fuck I wish I was delivering to my boy. The kind I would give him if he was ever in front of me, so I could tell him ha! and walk away leaving him heartbroken the way he left me.

In real life, that week was full of sadism, but it was built on love and tenderness, of me quickly unlocking his secrets, of realizing that calling him my good boy made goosebumps flow over him.

I was weak.

I’ve lived a lot since then, done a lot.

I think what I resent the most is that ever since that week, I’ve never recaptured the true beauty and peace I felt while teaching him pleasure and pain and promises. I’ve never recaptured the hope I felt when promising him he could move in with me in DC and I’d take care of him, even protect him from his father.

I’ve never felt a connection with anyone the way I did with Kevin.

It’s an ethereal bond I can’t sever or replicate, and I’m afraid it’s broken me inside in ways I’ll never repair.

All because he couldn’t be bothered to do the one thing I asked him to do if he wanted to be with me, which was call me.

That’s all.

To reach out to me, and I’d take everything from there. To take that one step to show me he wanted this.

To show me he wanted me.

Tonight I finish to the memory of his O-face the first time I made him come just from fucking him. The sheer wonder and unabashed pleasure as I smiled down at him and knew this man had just stolen my heart.

I flop onto my back and Shae squirms into my arms to kiss me, a contented sigh barely breaking through the dark. I’m only staying tonight because I have to be at the airport at five a.m. in the morning to return my rental—which is in my name, not a government rental—and catch my flight back to DC. Normally, I don’t spend the night with her, and she never comes to my place in DC.

“That was great,” she says, sleep already filling her tone, which I can tell is no longer girl and is once again full-on Senator Samuels.

I kiss the top of her head. “Yeah, thank you.”

“Thank you.” She quickly falls asleep in my arms, and I close my eyes to the thoughts of a blue-eyed college boy who I can never let go, no matter how hard I try.






















Chapter Four

A Few Weeks Later




November, the Friday after Election Day.




It’s Friday evening, and I’m home in DC for the first time in three weeks following an overseas trip to the Philippines, Japan, and Australia, working as lead agent for a trip protecting the Secretary of State. I now have four days off to myself.

What do I do?

Well, after stopping by Shae’s townhouse and pounding out a little frustration on her ass before dumping a load into same said shapely ass, I grab myself an order of Pad Thai takeout and head home to my condo. She’s got a charity dinner she’s attending tonight, so we can’t hang for a while.

This is the sucky part of this arrangement—I don’t have…companionship.

I definitely don’t have time for a relationship, though.

I mean, yeah, there are guys who’d kill to have what I’ve had with her for the past four years, without the complication of her being a sitting US Senator. While I was out of town she had private meetings with two other potential campaign managers, but she wasn’t thrilled enough with either one’s ability to run a national campaign for POTUS.

Which is why she’s holding off publicly declaring her intentions. If she can’t find a good campaign manager soon, she’ll run for re-election to the Senate.

If she does run for POTUS, Shea will need someone who can not only grasp the larger playing field, but also stand up to her and manage her moods. I’ve quietly had my ear to the ground, except leaving the country for work temporarily took me out of the loop.

Never dreamed I’d be dipping my toe into politics. I’m a couple of months into forty-eight, able to take my retirement when I turn fifty. Which will happen right before the Democratic National Convention.

Perfect timing. I plan to work through the presidential election and then retire.

All I have to do is keep what Shea and I have on the down-low until then. Then I can retire, start life in the public sector, and it won’t matter if people see us together.

I’ve already got a couple of security firms extending standing offers to me to join their firms. They like career protective agents, because we bring a shit-ton of specialized knowledge and training to the table.

For now, I need to survive the next couple of years.

Early tomorrow morning, I’m joining Shea at her townhouse for another round of stress release for both of us, followed by a discussion regarding another group of potentials for which she wants me to gather intel.

Tonight, I will engage in my second-favorite pastime, next to fucking and spanking Shea, and the only way in which I am a masochist, outside of my job.

I turn on Kev’s show. Once that ends, I’ll go through my DVR and start catching up on the episodes I missed during my trip. I don’t care that it’s old news at this point.

All I care about is that it’s him.

No, I don’t agree with his network’s politics. At all. I’m definitely a liberal through and through, and, honestly? I’m disappointed in Kev for remaining with the GOP. I’m not exactly in the closet with my sexuality, but my colleagues assume I’m straight, I’m sure.

I’ve made it home with ten minutes to spare before his show airs live at seven p.m. DC time. After locking my sidearm in my gun safe, I grab the last bottle of beer from my fridge, head for the living room…

And prepare to hold on to my heart.

I can still see the guy I made love to our last night together twenty years ago. I hate those goddamned contacts he wears. His natural light blue eye color looks so much better on him, but I get it. It’s likely a network thing. He rarely wears his glasses on-air, and when he does, it’s probably due to a headache, because he usually looks exhausted those evenings. I know from following his social media feeds that he sometimes suffers debilitating migraines. Every once in a while he unexpectedly hands his show off to someone else, and he nearly always posts soon after to his social media accounts to confirm it’s a headache.


I worry about him during these times, which is fucking stupid, yes.

Guy ghosted on me.

Obviously he wasn’t as ready to venture out of his closet as he said he was. Maybe he doesn’t even think about me. Maybe all I was to him was a way to finally scratch his itch. Maybe I’m nothing more than a lovesick asshole hung up on and creepily obsessing over a guy I can only forever watch from afar.

Chasing him couldn’t happen back then. Not with his father being an asshole of a congressman and me busting ass in my career. I wasn’t going to make waves that could splash me and derail my plans. If his father hadn’t been such a dick, okay, maybe I would have chased Kev, just a little.

But Kev had to want this. Want us.

Under other circumstances, I would have contacted Kevin after a couple of weeks and given him a chance to explain himself, or at least to give myself closure. But he needed to put forth a little effort of his own, if this was meant to work. I was then, and still am, on Facebook. I told him all about me. He could easily find me with literally thirty seconds of effort and relatively poor Google-Fu skills. He is a fucking reporter who covers the DC political scene. He could have easily found me, if he’d wanted to.

Does it make me a shitty person that, when I heard he got divorced, I bought a growler of craft beer and celebrated that night?

Makes me a shitty person, doesn’t it?

No, don’t hold back. I know it does.

I don’t apologize for it, either. I’ll own it.

It’d be different if I’d been able to peel Kevin Markos out of my soul and rid myself of those memories, I suppose. I’m…resentful.

No, make that bitter. Even this many years later. I still can’t eat tiramisu or listen to a goddamned Queen song without wanting to burst into tears.

Not a damn person on the face of this planet I can tell any of that to, either. Not even Shae. I might be a bitter, shitty person, but I’ll be damned if I’ll out him, or do anything to jeopardize his career. Bad enough I saved the pictures instead of deleting them, but in retrospect, I’m glad I did.

I stare at them sometimes, late at night when I’m alone, and I jerk off remembering the blissful shock on his face when I fucked him the first time and made him spill all over both of us.

Shae knows I’m bi, but she doesn’t know about Kev. I honestly wouldn’t put it past her to use any info I give her against him. I wouldn’t say she’s dishonest, but I know damn well she’d use a dirty trick if it’d serve the greater good.

Including blackmailing Kevin into giving her the coverage she wants, say to help push a bill through.

I won’t do that to him. The risks I take with Shae are mine to take. We’ll have mutually assured destruction if she ever fucks me over, because I can reciprocate, and she has a lot more to lose than I do at this point. I haven’t broken any department rules in my relationship with her so far. Over the four years we’ve been seeing each other, I think we’ve proven our trust with each other. In fact, we’ve helped each other, passing information back and forth the other can find useful in our respective jobs.

The closest I’ve been to Kevin was ten years ago, when he moderated a presidential debate. I was on duty, guarding the incumbent, and positioned on the far side of the auditorium.

Keven never saw me.

I had to force myself to focus, to scan the crowd, to stay on task.

When I finally collapsed in my hotel room early the next morning, I cried myself to sleep.

Kevin visited the White House a few times for interviews, or to cover pressers, or pool sprays, or to conduct interviews, but I managed to avoid him. It’d be too hard to deal with it now.

Instead, I do this.

I’ve made my way through the ranks. As third in command of the PPD, I still pull stints working protective duty for POTUS or other high-level officials or dignitaries when we need experienced agents for complex assignments, but my job now usually involves advance work and threat assessment, or helping train newer agents, or developing or evaluating security protocols and defenses, coordinating events, things like that.

After stripping off my shirt and undershirt, I sit on my couch with my Pad Thai and switch the channel to FNB to watch Kev’s cold open. This is my favorite part of the show, because the camera is only on him, and he’s usually a little witty, sometimes with a snarky comment that makes me chuckle. I can stare at his perfectly styled blond hair, the—uh, oh, glasses tonight.

There’s also something…different about Kevin tonight. Different in a way I can’t quite put my finger on. I wonder if there was breaking news today, or if he’s working on a headache. He looks like he feels crappy, for starters. Or like he’s been sucker-punched. There’s a haunted expression drawing deep lines in his brow that aren’t usually there.

While I’m on an intensive protective duty assignment, like I’ve just returned from, politics fall off my radar. The only thing I’m worried about in those situations is what will impact our logistics for the trip. Frankly, I know more about Australian radicals right now than I do political developments in the US this week.

I haven’t heard anything important enough to make its way up the pipeline to me through work, though. No protest rallies or jaw-dropping developments in Congress. None I’m aware of, anyway. No direct and pressing threats to POTUS or other high-value targets beyond the usual ones we deal with. They wouldn’t have told me to take off the weekend through Tuesday if there were imminent credible threats.

I sit forward and turn up the volume as he reads his text from the teleprompter.

“Good evening, and welcome to The Daily Readout With Kevin Markos. If you’ve been following the Supreme Court today, you know they’re hearing yet another challenge to the Obergefell v. Hodges ruling that eliminated gay marriage bans in the United States.”

He removes his glasses and sets them aside, clasps his hands on the desk in front of him, and stares directly into the camera. My heart thuds as I remember the feel of his lips wrapped around my cock.

“In the twenty years I’ve worked in broadcast journalism, I’ve made no secret about my political leanings. I consider myself a Republican, a fiscal conservative, but there is one key thing that my political party seems to forget.

“The roots of our party are supposed to be grounded in responsible spending, using the taxpayers’ money wisely. About protecting personal rights. About protecting individual rights. Frankly, I don’t understand where people get off repeatedly trying to repeal Roe v. Wade, or Oberfgefell v. Hodges. Because every time, the cause can be directly tracked to an individual trying to impose their religious beliefs, nearly always Christian beliefs, on other people. And every time, it costs the taxpayers money, both at a state and at a federal level.”

Stunned, I can only sit there and watch. He’s not reading off a teleprompter now. He’s…enraged. Livid.

Holy.

Shit.

I’m watching the man I love suffer a meltdown on live TV.

“That is a lot of damn privilege, for starters, to wantonly waste my tax dollars just because you feel your religious beliefs need to be rammed down my throat. Do you understand how many hundreds of thousands of dollars it can cost to take a case to the Supreme Court? Do you understand how many literal life-threatening cases are out there that should be heard by federal appellate courts or SCOTUS but are delayed months or years because the system is choked by religious prudes who hate gays, or who think they can rule what a woman does with her body?

“How dare you. No, seriously, how dare you? I’m tired of people screaming this country is a Christian country when it’s not. And yes, I consider myself a Christian. Our founding fathers specifically set out to prevent people from imposing their particular religious flavor on others, and violation of personal liberties is the antithesis of what my party used to stand for.

“I watch politicians and other leaders from my party cluck their tongues at liberals. Meanwhile, they’re taking illegal campaign donations from foreign nationals, failing to register as foreign agents when they take money from other countries, and engaging in voter suppression, while also claiming they hold a moral superiority.

“Well, I have a hot news flash for you—you don’t get to cherry-pick who you represent when you’re elected to office in the United States. You don’t get to represent large corporations and special-interest groups and foreign oligarchs and also get to tell voters they can’t legally vote because you don’t like their skin color or political affiliation.

“Are the Democrats perfect? No, they’re not. They think throwing money and new governmental agencies at an issue can fix everything, when it can’t. But at least they’re trying. They’re not deliberately attempting to strip rights from citizens who morally, legally, and ethically should have them. They don’t care if someone is gay or straight, cis or trans. Meanwhile, the Republicans are still worried about who might occupy the bathroom stall next to them. Why? Is it because certain Republicans are used to molesting people in bathrooms, so they think everyone else will do it, too?

“Here’s a novel idea—maybe my fellow conservatives should return to their roots. By that, I mean maybe conservatives should be more worried about balancing our budget by making rich corporations pay their fair share, instead of giving them tax breaks that hurt the middle and lower classes. Maybe our party should stop forcing the middle and lower class to pay a higher tax rate, all while trying to take away their health care, Social Security, and Medicare.

“Maybe, instead of letting tech companies run roughshod over our communities, we should ask them to pay back the grants and tax breaks they had thrown at them when cities whored themselves out to attract them, which placed the burden of infrastructure on local communities and residents, while those same companies pay little to nothing in taxes.”

My heart pounds, and I wish I could reach through the screen and stop him. This is career suicide, and…I’m utterly helpless and heartbroken for my boy.

But I’m also feeling pretty damned proud of him, too.

“Maybe it’s time our party steps forward, and instead of claiming they hold the moral high-road, they actually prove it by enacting term limits and eliminating dark money from campaigns. Maybe it’s time our party steps forward, shakes off the vocal far right racist and religious minority that’s gained an ever-tightening stranglehold on the GOP for the past couple of decades, and says enough.”

Kevin takes a deep breath. From the lack of a chyron or news ticker crawling on the screen, I suspect the control booth is in shock and he’s taken them totally by surprise with this rant.

“I’m tired of having to defend being a conservative. I’m tired of having to append, ‘but I’m not a racist or a bigot,’ to that. Which, I have to be honest, most people who aren’t racists and bigots don’t have to explain that they aren’t. Unless, of course, they’re a Republican.

“Unfortunately, racists and white nationalists and other bigots have usurped our party. It’s no longer an annoying and disconcerting bug—it’s a feature. While it enrages me that I have to keep making that qualification, I get it. I understand why people feel that way about my political party. And I shouldn’t have to. I lay blame for that squarely on Republican party leaders who’ve courted the money those disgusting vocal minorities hand over, and for failing to denounce them. Or is it that, maybe, our Republican leaders really are barely closeted bigots and racists? Sure seems like they are.

“I’m sick of going into network offices every couple of months and explaining that no, I will not air a story that paints the LGBTQ community as morally deficient, especially because they aren’t, and doubly especially when in my B-block I’d be airing a story about a GOP senator who was anti-LGBTQ and who just got arrested for child trafficking.”

I jump when he smacks his hand on the desk.

“You can sit there and whine all you want about people who aren’t white, cishet Christians, but you know what that doesn’t make you? A Christian. Get out of people’s bedrooms. Get out of people’s bodies and doctors’ offices. Get out of people’s religious beliefs, or lack thereof. You have no right to be judging people when our party has overwhelmingly been consumed by corruption and greed and hatred, and is doing anything but representing ‘true’ core Christian values.

“It doesn’t give me any pleasure to say this, either. Before you ‘whatabout’ me regarding Democrats, yes, they have their issues, too. As misguided as their approach is, however, their end goal is to help people. I can no longer argue against people who point to the GOP as a nest of corruption, greed, and stripping people of their rights. They’re correct! There is nothing defensible that this party has produced on its own in the last couple of decades.

“Am I switching parties? No. But understand something—I’ve spent my career here presenting you with facts. When I present facts that show my party screwed up, I get people calling me a cuck, or trying to say I’m a liberal. You don’t get to cherry-pick facts, no matter how people want to think they can. Facts are. Maybe some of my fellow journalists on this network want you to believe their opinions are facts, but come on. How stupid are you? Really?”

I blink, glad I record this show on my DVR every day, because I know I will want to watch this one again.

Many times.

I’ve never been so fucking turned on in my life. If I thought I’d be able to reach him, I’d head out to their studios right now and be waiting for him when he emerges, pull him into my arms, and kiss him.

My boy’s on a roll, though, and isn’t done yet.

“Why do you care if two women want to get married or buy a wedding cake? Does it hurt you? No! Why do you care if an eighteen-year-old woman on the other side of the country wants to get an abortion because her boyfriend pressured her into sex she really didn’t want to have, and she got pregnant, and she can’t take care of it? Especially when she later needs financial support and services to help her take care of it if she has it, but you’ll be the first to tell her too bad, she shouldn’t have had sex in the first place!”

Kevin rubs his forehead, and a renewed wave of worry sweeps through me. I wonder if there’s something else going on. Something…deeper he hasn’t talked about publicly. I remember his mom died of cancer after battling it for years.

Please don’t let him have a brain tumor or something.

But he’s still not finished with his from-the-heart rant. It’s almost as if, for the first time in his career, he can be completely honest.

“If our lawmakers won’t even keep their dicks in their pants, why is there some greater moral burden on people in lower income classes to not have sex? You know what? Maybe for some people that’s the cheapest entertainment they have in their lives. It doesn’t matter why, though. They have as much right to have sex as some rich guy living in a penthouse in New York City. They shouldn’t be penalized for doing something that’s totally natural for humans to do.

“Quit lying to yourselves. The Republican party isn’t ‘pro-life.’ They’re ‘pro-birth.’ Once a baby’s born, you show no damned interest in making sure it has a safe, healthy upbringing, and you’re lying to yourself if you think you do.

“No one’s using abortion as birth control, despite what loonies will tell you—and I honestly can’t believe that, in this day and age, that’s still a belief some people have. It ranks right up there with flat-Earthers and fake moon landing crazies. If people can’t afford condoms, they damn sure can’t afford an abortion. And no, your tax dollars do not pay for abortions, no matter what the liars say. It’s law that your tax dollars aren’t allowed to pay for them. Try using that phone in your hand for something besides Facebook and Snapchat. Read. Educate yourself.

“Because you know what will stop abortions? Governments have done studies proving that when proper sex education is combined with easy access to low-cost birth control, abortion rates go down. You know why? Because people are less likely to have an unplanned pregnancy if they have access to sex education and birth control. While we’re at it, there is no ‘war on Christmas!’ Say ‘Merry Christmas’ if you want to, but don’t get pissy if someone tells you ‘Happy Holidays.’ Just be glad they wished you well, and don’t be an asshole!

“You want it both ways. You want to claim some moral high-ground, yet you want to screw people over for your own gain. You want freedom to practice your religion, while at the same time you demand the freedom to shove your religion down someone else’s throat. You claim you want smaller government while trying to increase how invasively the government can regulate consenting adults and their love lives and their bodies and their religious beliefs.

“You know what? You can’t have it both ways. You can’t claim to be for the Constitution while trying to do everything within your power to dismantle what it and our founding fathers stand for. You can’t claim to be a conservative and then try to eliminate the very attributes that used to make our party great.

“What the hell is wrong with you people? Do you get off on trying to ruin people’s lives just because they’re different from you? Trying to justify your actions by saying, ‘I’m a Christian, but…’ doesn’t get you off the hook. It doesn’t make you morally superior. It makes you an asshole. It’s no wonder so many disenfranchised voters have left the GOP and either registered as Independent, or Democrat, or Libertarian, for fuck’s sake. The best we have are leaving, and the hyenas are in charge of the hen house. This is why the Democratic party is increasingly fractured—because socially liberal conservatives have joined it, trying to find a political home.

“Do you know how much money flows into this network to control what you think and how you harass your lawmakers? An awful lot. You think you’re watching this network and it makes you smarter than the ‘libtards,’ but I have to tell you something—the network and their shady corporate overlords spend tens of millions of dollars on studies and techniques to spin things to make you think and vote and buy the way they want you to.”

He’s practically screaming now.

“Large, global conglomerates are trying to tell you to think of America first. You want to know why? Because they want you kept scared, and stupid, and gullible. That’s why. Outside of hard news, this network’s programming is nothing more than one really long commercial for special interests to influence your vote. Even mine. And—”

The picture changes as a commercial interrupts him. I realize the control booth just cut him off.

Stunned, I sit back and draw in a deep breath, barely remembering I still have my Pad Thai in my lap.

I wait through the commercial break, which feels unusually…long. Finally, it’s replaced by a replay of last night’s episode of The Daily Readout, which starts from the beginning.

Uh-oh.

I grab my personal cell phone and scroll through my Twitter timeline.

It’s already exploding with howls of rage and laughter from both sides of the political aisle.

Kev will likely be out of a job by tomorrow, if not tonight.

There’s no coming back from something like this. Maybe before he turned his guns on the network, perhaps.

But that was a step too far, I’m sure. After this, he’ll likely be finished in cable TV news, which is a fucking shame. He’s brilliant, he’s insightful, he’s knowledgeable about politics.

He’s—

I blink, the idea slamming into me, horrifyingly perfect.

So perfect I actually giggle.

And I know exactly how to make Kevin say yes.

I open the Signal app on my personal phone and use it to dial Shea’s personal cell, where she also uses the app for privacy.

She answers. “Yes, Sir?”

That means she’s alone, probably still at home and preparing to leave for her shindig.

“This will sound crazy,” I say, “but I just found you your campaign manager for your presidential campaign.”






















Chapter Five

Early the next morning, we’re sitting at Shea’s small kitchen table and sipping cups of coffee. I arrived before dawn and I’ve already given her a good spanking and fucking. She lives in a townhouse, an end unit, but her next-door neighbor is out of the country until February.

Now we’re chatting before I leave to go work out and grocery shopping, followed by returning home to my apartment and catching up on laundry. I’ve let her wear a robe while we chat because it’s bitterly cold outside this morning, the house feels a little chilly in the kitchen, and she gets cold easily. I’m wearing sweatpants and nothing else.

We haven’t talked shop yet. Fucking and spanking first, because it’s easier for us to find time to talk than it is for us to find safe time and space to fuck and…the other stuff.

Especially the other stuff. Vanilla fucking, or getting head from her, is easy to sneak in. But that gets boring, after a while, and we both need…

More.

“Explain your rationale,” she says.

I don’t need a map to know she’s shifted gears. “He’s media savvy—”

She held up a hand. “Hooo, that was not media savvy I saw on display when I watched the video last night.”

When I arch an eyebrow at her, she sits back and waves at me to continue.

“He’s media savvy,” I repeat. “He knows politics and government. He can parse complex policy into plain English. He’d be excellent at managing optics. He’s good with people. He’s got the face for it. This incident aside, normally he’s a calm, steady presence. I don’t understand why he snapped.”

I see something in her expression, and I arch the eyebrow again.

“I did some asking around last night,” she finally admits. “To see if anyone knew why he snapped. You have to admit, Chris, that was pretty…nuclear.”

My heart races. Please don’t be a brain tumor! Please don’t be a brain tumor! “Yeah?”

“You were still out of town, so you probably didn’t hear about this. But here in DC, two young, black, gay male congressional staffers were attacked outside a bar Thursday night. One of them is still in the hospital, and it’s unknown if he’ll survive. The attackers were two white guys, who witnesses got on video screaming racial and homophobic slurs at them. They were harassing the staffers inside the bar earlier, when the men wouldn’t give up their seats at the bar where a hockey game was on TV, and they wanted to watch it.

“Bar threw the drunk white assholes out, and the guys waited for the staffers outside, where they ambushed them, attacked them with bricks, and nearly killed the one guy. It’s being prosecuted as a hate crime. The irony? The staffers both work for Republicans on the Hill.”

“Holy shit.” I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose.

There’s more, and she tells me. “Not the morning show Markos’ ex-wife hosts, but three others on FNB insinuated that the staffers must have been doing something to incite the white guys to attack them. Word is pressure came from above to skew the story.”

I groan. “Oooohhh, Jesus Christ.” I’m reasonably certain I now know what made him snap last night.

But she’s still not done. “And apparently one of the attackers, who are both in jail, thankfully, is the son of another congressional staffer. The network was pressing Markos to have the guy on his show last night so the man could defend his son’s character. The guy is friends with one of the network VPs.”

“Yikes.”

“It gets worse.”

I’m not sure I heard her correctly at first and I stare at her. “How could it get worse, Shae?”

“Markos learned literally minutes before going on the air last night that the mother of the victim who’s still in ICU collapsed and died at the hospital.”

That would do it.

Maybe I haven’t personally spoken with Kevin Markos in twenty years, but I literally have never missed an episode of any show he’s been the host of. I’ve worn out several DVRs in my time from recording and watching him, and I’ve either watched the episodes later, or streamed them online. I obsessively follow him on social media. I spend an unhealthy amount of free time studying him the way I would any other subject I need to know about for my job.

Kevin might be conservative, but he’s always been a strident supporter of equal rights, and a vocal opponent of things like voter suppression and discrimination.

Knowing what I know about Kevin, no doubt this was a double whammy of epic proportions.

I open my eyes and look at her. “I suspect the circumstances are connected.”

She gives me a snarky expression but keeps it out of her tone. “That’s probably a safe bet.”

“Did your sources hear anything else?”

“Only that Markos was fired last night, and he’s fucked, because he has a non-compete clause in his contract that will keep him off the air at large US news networks for two years.”

“Wow.” Unlike his divorce, I feel no joy at this news. I feel…sad.

Like I want to swoop in there and rescue my boy.

Because over all these years, I’ve never stopped thinking about him as mine.

“He’ll never come work for me,” she adds.

I smile. “Yes, he will. I guarantee it.”

She cocks her head at me, her brow furrowing in an adorable scowl. “What do you know? Do you really know him? I thought you were just screwing with me.”

I take a sip of my coffee. “I know him,” I quietly say.

“Why didn’t you say anything before?”

“Because it’s…complicated.”

“Well, are you going to tell me, or keep me waiting?”

“Sir and girl time, Shae.”

I watch her shiver the way she does when she’s struggling not to drop into subspace. She nods.

I wait her out.


“Yes, Sir,” she finally says. “Sir and girl.”

This puts it squarely into a private little metaphorical box we have between us. Whatever happens in that space, as Sir and girl, never gets revealed to anyone. That works both ways. It’s the only way she can let go to get what she needs, and the only way I can let go enough to give it to her.

Usually, we do not mix the streams, so to speak. We talk work, or we fuck, but beyond scheduling issues I never talk work in fucking mode with her.

Until now.

I grab my duffel bag, which holds a few implements and a change of clothes I brought with me, pull my personal cell phone from the side pocket where I’d stashed it and my wallet, and sit back. “I told you I’m bi.”

“Yeah?”

I punch in my pin code, navigate to the secure and hidden folder on my phone where I store my special photos, and punch in another, more complex pin code. I scroll through them and find one that shows his face where she’ll recognize him and turn the screen to show her.

“That’s from about twenty years ago.”

She gasps and claps both hands over her mouth, her eyes widening as she focuses on me. “Shut. Up!” she mumbles behind her hands. “Wait…” She leans in. “Is that you with him?”

I wistfully smile as I study the picture. It’s one of my favorites. Kevin’s light blue eyes are focused on me as he goes down on my cock, watching me. I still remember how it felt when he softly moaned around my cock as I told him what a good boy he was, how good he was doing.

How I reached out after taking this pic and stroked his blond hair, ran my fingers through it.

The way his eyes dropped closed at my touch.

My poor boy.

“There’s a reason I wasn’t joking when I told you tiramisu is a hard limit for me, and why I always change the song if Queen comes on while we’re together.”

Her hands remain clamped over her mouth. “He’s the reason?”

I tell her the short version of the story. By the time I finish, the shock has left her gaze, replaced by a reptilian gleam that always makes me hard. God, I love watching her in work mode.

“He could help me tailor the my message and figure out how to snag conservative heartland voters.”

I slowly nod. “He probably can. He’ll make a damn good chief of staff, too.”

“If he’d even want that. Might be better as press secretary.”

I shrug. That’s not where I want him, but she doesn’t need to know that right now. We’re still a long way from that point.

Still have to get her elected. And that is something I am positive he can do. Probably not this first time around, but give him a few years, and yeah. I think he could.

“How do you want to approach him?” she asks.

I close out the picture and folder and shut off my phone, tucking it back into the duffel bag. “Let’s give it a few days,” I suggest. “I bet he goes to his house in Florida. We should approach him once he’s there and has had time to…reflect.”

Now she arches an eyebrow at me.

“What?”

“His house in Florida?”

“Hey, I haven’t talked to him in twenty years. I didn’t say I haven’t researched the hell out of him during those years.”

She uses finger quotes. “‘Research.’ That’s a funny way to spell ‘stalking.’” She studies me, her expression guarded. “What do you want in return?”

There’s always an ask. This is DC, after all. Even between us, in this thing we share, there’s always an ask, a quid pro quo.

That’s the only way it works. It’s not just a power exchange we have, it’s a trust exchange.

I focus on her. “Him. I want him. You want to run for president, you’ll need him. Give him to me, and I’ll guarantee you your campaign manager.”

Shae chews on her lower lip for a moment. This is as close to true emotional vulnerability as she’s ever shown me. “What about me?” In the past, she’s told me she wouldn’t mind if I wanted to see others outside her, but that’s never been an issue for me. So I know she wouldn’t object on those grounds.

I shrug. “I don’t see why this has to change between us.” I mentally calculate things. “We just have to be careful with my job. If you’re going to run, then I’ll retire before the general election instead of after it, like I’d originally planned.”

“He’d be okay with…us?” she asks.

“He’ll have to be okay with it. He won’t have a choice.” I lean in. “You and that boy share a few needs in common. Besides, girl, you said you always fantasized about being spit-roasted. We bring him in, that won’t be a problem anymore. Outside of work, he’ll have permission to play with you. And he’ll be spending a lot more time with you than I can, especially during the campaign. He can fuck you, I can fuck him, and we all get what we need.”

Another of those shivers washes over her, making her run her hands up and down her arms.

She’s hooked, I can tell. “He interviewed me Wednesday evening, down in Tampa,” she says. “It was a good back-and-forth. He’s quick, sharp. Knows his stuff. Can pivot fast and keep up.” Another of those slow, sneaky smiles curls her lips. “He’s cute, too.”

“Cute?” I snort. “He’s fucking gorgeous and you damn well know it.” I sit back and sip my coffee. “You should see his O-face.” I smile. I know he interviewed her, because yesterday morning, while I was on the plane ride back to the States, I watched it and the interview he did earlier that same day with Governor-elect Susa Evans.

She leans forward, playing with her coffee cup for a moment before meeting my gaze. “Only problem with running for president is that I’m going to need a husband before the general, and preferably before most of the primaries are held. Ideally before the DNC. I’ll almost be forty-eight. Hard to convince a lot of the far-right to vote for me if they think I’m gay. Because, of course, if a woman is single at my age, and she’s not divorced or widowed, and she’s never been married, she has to be gay.” She rolls her eyes.

I smirk. “You proposing to me, Senator?”

Her gaze drops to her coffee again. “Maaaaybe.” She eyes me. “You’d be bored with retirement, anyway. You know you would. It’s a chance to see what it’s like to actually live in the White House instead of working there.”

“True.” I reach over and trail a finger down her arm. “Not jealous, are you?”

“Why?”

“That I want Kev.” Regardless, Kev is mine. He’s at rock-bottom, and I won’t waste time being coy to get him back in my bed.

I just need Shae to want him so I can get him.

The corner of her mouth quirks up. “Not if I get to play with him, too.”

“You mean if he gets to play with you, girl.”

She wraps her hands around her coffee mug. “Yes, Sir.” But I see the way her lips quirk again.

She’s definitely hooked, her mind spinning out the possibilities.

“Don’t want to fuck up my retirement,” I say. “Because the director will probably ask me to resign when we go public with our relationship, if I haven’t retired already. So I wouldn’t be able to marry you until that year, once I turn fifty and my pension is safe. We have to play it cool until then.”

She lifts her mug and takes a sip. “I need to form an exploratory committee by the end of this year,” she says. “We’re actually running late with that. I had no idea it’d be this difficult to find someone with integrity and brains to be my new campaign manager. I want Kevin involved in all of that.”

“We’ll talk to him before then. Two weeks or sooner.” The thought of seeing him again—and more—hardens my cock. “I’ll move him into my condo with me. He’s working for you and the campaign, he can come and go from your place as he wants. It’s almost expected.”

It’s the best of both worlds. Shea will be taken care of, and I will take care of him. “Gives us an extra cover story when we get married,” I add. “I ended up spending more time with you outside of work because he’s living with me.”

“How do you explain your connection to each other?”

I shrug. “We met in college.”

“That would make things easier all the way around, wouldn’t it?” she asks.

“Exactly.”

She sighs. “Okay. Give me a date so I can clear my schedule to get to Florida. We traveling together?”

“Meeting there is probably wiser. I have to go to Florida anyway to follow up on some threats.” I drop the next idea I’ve already pondered on her. “You should buy a house in his development.”

I get the eyebrow again.

“Hey, it’s on Google Earth, all right? And the property tax listings are public record. Besides, it’s a gated community. You’ve been talking about ditching the townhouse in Tallahassee so we have a house there where I can spank you and we can hide out. This is the perfect excuse.” Money’s not the issue—Susa inherited quite a fortune when her mother died, in addition to her own considerable income from her career as an attorney.

She smiles. “If you say so, Sir.”

“I do. In fact, I’ll research that and send you listings. Sooner that happens, the better.”

I already have the listings. I stayed up late last night doing research. There are five houses for sale in Kev’s development, one of them directly behind his. We could just open a gate in the fence.

“Why a house in the same development?” she asks.

I prop my chin in my palm. “Taylor, Evans, and Wilson.”

She scowls, because she needs a second to orient herself. “In Florida?”

“Yeah. They have houses right next door to each other in Tampa, and the townhouses in Tallahassee. They were roommates in college. They’re a poly triad, I’d be willing to bet. You yourself said that when you talked to Taylor and Wilson about the campaign, they were cagey when discussing Taylor’s ‘partner.’ House close to Kevin’s, especially in a gated community, means less chances of people talking.”

I wink. “Besides, imagine how I can make you howl if I don’t have to worry about what the neighbors think.” The walls of her Tallahassee townhouse aren’t paper-thin, but they’re uncomfortably close to it. I refuse to spank her there because I don’t need us having to explain away a 911 call for domestic violence.

“Mmm. Are you sweet-talking me, Sir? Because it’s working.”

“Good.” I sit back once more and sip my coffee. “I’ll drop listing links in your private e-mail by this afternoon.”

She sets her coffee mug down, rises, rounds the table, and crawls into my lap as she drapes her arms around my neck. “Do you have to leave right now, Sir?” She playfully bats her eyes at me.

I stroke her thigh through her robe. “Whyyyy?”

She shrugs. “Been a lonely few weeks without you around.”

I gasp melodramatically. “Have you actually…missed me?”

She rolls her eyes before tucking her face against the side of my neck. “Fine,” she mumbles. “Maybe I did.”

I take one final sip of coffee, scoop her up, rise, and head for the stairs. In my arms, she’s squealing and giggling. “Then maybe Sir can stay for another round of fun with his girl.”

Truth be told, it has been a long three weeks away from her. I don’t need my implements for this round. She’s already going to have a good set of marks on her ass from the way I went after her earlier.

This time can be all about the fucking.

When we reach her bedroom, I unceremoniously toss her onto the bed. She loves it when I get rough with her. I have to be careful not to mark her anywhere she can’t easily conceal, like lower arms.

I drop onto her, using my knees to shove her thighs apart as she start to struggle. So I grab her arms and pin them over her head at the wrists with one hand and use the other to untie the robe’s belt. “You sure are squirmy for a girl who wanted a round two.”

“Wouldn’t want you to think I’m getting soft, Special Agent Bruunt.” Her nearly manic grin says it all, though.

Game on.

“I’d never think that, Senator.” I’m already hard. I jerk down my sweat pants and easily notch my cock between her legs and find my target, making both of us moan.

At that, the fight goes out of her, the game abandoned. Her legs hook around mine, and the struggle is forgotten as she tries to rock her hips in time with me.

Soft and sweet doesn’t do it for her. It’s rare that she’s in a fluffy bunny mode, and usually those times come after emotionally draining circumstances, like dealing with tragedies. In those times, she just wants to sit curled in my lap and be able to cry and feel safe.

The rest of the time?

She wants the stuffing fucked out of her.

Which I proceed to do now. By the time I’m finished with her, we’ve both come again and lie there snuggling for a few minutes.

“The sooner we talk to him, the sooner I can announce,” she says.

I snort. “That’s some pillow talk, Shae.”

She rolls on top of me. “I mean it about getting married.”

“I know. I’ll do it.” I probably know this woman better than anyone. I mean, there is more to our relationship besides sex and spankings. But those other parts of our relationship usually happen over a phone or video chat. We don’t waste our precious time alone together making small talk.

The kiss she gives me now is different than how she usually kisses me. It feels like a promise she won’t renege on.

I tuck a strand of her black hair behind her ear. She grew it longer for me, when she asked me how I liked it. She gives me control in tiny ways I know are a big deal for her.

That’s why I relish them.

“You really love him, don’t you?” she asks.

I nod. “I never got over him. It’s why I’ve been single for so long. I tanked a lot of relationships without realizing exactly why. When I finally quit trying to replace him in my heart, I finally found a way to make a little peace with it.”

Which is a fucking lie.

I’ve never made peace with losing him. Maybe if I’d had some damn closure, okay. But for now, Kevin Markos remains an unpunctuated sentence in my soul—a life sentence, apparently.

She studies me for another long moment. “Would you still marry me if I ran for re-election instead of president?”

Ah. We’re having a “moment.” I never assume that with Shae. Early on, when I thought she was being emotional, it turned out she wasn’t. So now I assume everything isn’t a “moment” unless I see evidence of her making herself truly vulnerable to me.

“On the same timeline, yes.” I smirk. “As long as you still ask me.”

She sits up, straddling me. She’s still wearing her robe, but it falls open in the front. “No kids, though. Even if I wasn’t getting up there in years, management closed the baby factory, and it’s not reopening.”

She had her tubes tied long before we ever met, back during her first term in the Senate. “I know. I’m good with that.” I’m an uncle to my younger brother’s kids, and I’m happy with that role. I’ve never had a desire for more.

Maybe because of where my heart stubbornly remained.

“Chris—”

“Shae, it’s your call. If you change your mind, I won’t hold you to it. But that will be your decision. And we’ll need a prenup regardless of which way you decide. If you declare, keep in mind that at some point I’ll have to tell the brass we’re friends, at the very least, so they don’t try to write me up later. And we’ll have to be extra careful.”

She nods. “I know.”

“Your security won’t be nearly as stringent for a Senate run,” I add, trying to give her a little extra to consider. “Either way, we get Kevin in there for you. I know he can do it.”

Her fingers play with the hair on my chest. “I’m trusting you with him,” she finally says. “With…this.”

“If I thought he’d betray you, I’d never bring him in.” I catch her hands and bring them to my lips to kiss them before tucking them against my chest. “I’ll always take care of you, girl. As much as you’ll let me.”

Shae doesn’t really “need” me. That’s such a tricky word to use with her. There are certain things she enjoys, because it gives her a desperately needed mental vacation she can’t get any other way. The senator doesn’t “need” me to sit on top of her and run her life. She’s quite capable of that.

But what ShaeLynn Samuels has only with me is a tiny pocket of acceptance and trust and the ability to completely let down her walls and her guard.

And I will do whatever I have to do to protect that for her, at any cost to myself.

Just like I’ll protect Kevin.

Now all I need to do is bring him in from the cold.






















Chapter Six

Before

The night I first meet Kevin Markos is one I’ve both blessed and cursed throughout the years.

I’ve just survived a year of intensive qualifications and training with the Secret Service, another year working in the Orlando office to prove myself as a field agent, and this is my last week of a two-week vacation before I move to DC to start my new assignment working out of the office there.

My goal? To end up on The Shift. Presidential Protective Division.

When my old college buddies said they were hitting Spring Break, I knew this was my last chance to cut loose before I plunge headfirst into hell.

I spot the cutie as soon as he enters the club and I watch how nervous he is. First impression is to watch him because, unlike the other patrons there, he isn’t dressed like he knew what the fuck he was doing, he seems jumpy, and I curse the fact that I left my badge and gun locked in the room safe upstairs.

Until I finally realize what’s going on. This is no gunman about to shoot the place up.

I wager he’s alone, lonely, and probably peeking a toe out of the closet for the very first time.

The longer I watch him, before he finally realizes I’m watching him, I become more convinced that’s exactly what I’m seeing play out in real time. His gaze pauses and lingers on men. Every time I follow his line of sight, he’s scoping out guys.

I excuse myself from my friends and head over. The near terror on his face as I approach is adorable and tugs not just at my heart, but my cock. I want to drape him over my lap and spank him, but hopefully I can get his name before he bolts from the club.

Behind his glasses his wide blue eyes never leave my face as I stroll over, smiling. “First time here?” I ask.

He nods, and it takes everything I have not to burst out laughing. He’s fucking adorable.

And tonight, he’s going to be mine, if I have any say in the matter.

I extends a hand. “Chris.”

For a second, I’m not actually sure he’s going to shake with me. It’s like he’s having trouble remembering how to breathe, much less interact. “Kevin.”

I pretend I’m looking around, but I keep my focus on him as I do. “You here alone, or meeting someone?”

“Alone.”

Fuck. Me. I decide to put it out there. “So feel free to tell me to go to hell, if you want. But I get the feeling you were kind of checking me out, yeah?”

He nods.

“Single?” I ask.

“I’ve never done this before. I mean, I’ve been with girls, but I’m gay. I’m sure I am, but I’ve never been with a guy, and before I graduate and start my internship in DC, I just wanted to get out and meet a guy this week and…” It’s like he runs out of steam.

Holy shit, I’m in love. No, fucking seriously. He’s goddamned adorable, and he’s basically a virgin?

I think I just figured out how I’m spending my week.

No plan survives contact with the other side, and I’m already revising mine. This calls for slowing my roll just a hair, or he’s going to run like a scared rabbit. I lean in. “I think you’re hot, Kevin. You have dinner yet?”

He shakes his head, so I hold out my hand and wait him out.

Finally, he takes mine, and I fight the urge to clamp my fingers around his and drag him out of there. Instead, I gently hold his hand and lead him over to where my buddies are holding up a high top.

I introduce them, and of course it’s fucking Baker, who’s a twink who successfully masquerades as a respectable junior federal prosecutor during the week, who runs his mouth. “Chris, you bitch, first guy you talk to? Really? I always said you were lucky.”

I shrug and drain my drink, leaving the cup on the table. “I’m lucky. Don’t wait up.” I wonder if Kevin is going to run away, because honestly? I can’t believe this cutie isn’t swarmed with guys. “Finish your drink,” I tell him. “You can’t take it outside.”

“W-where are we going?”

I squeeze his hand. “Do you like Italian?”

* * * *

I spend the entire week in Daytona with Kevin, a week that changes my life.

For the first time, I’m in love.

I thought I knew what love was, but Kevin realigns my universe. He’s sweet and good and kind.

He’s also terrified—of himself, his truths, the world at large, but mostly of his father.

Because I want to make it into PPD, and because as a Secret Service agent we have contact with lawmakers, I know who Rep. Edwin Markos from West Virginia is. The man is definitely an asshole, and one who, when agents are sure no one’s listening, holds no respect from our agency. The hope is he never runs for POTUS, because it’ll end up being a short-straw kind of deal for his detail assignment. Yes, we absolutely protect whoever it is we’re assigned to.

But there are some people you’re more willing to take a bullet for than others.

Rep. Markos is one of those guys who might make an agent hesitate a fraction of a second before throwing themselves into the line of fire.

He’s that obnoxious.

It’s difficult to believe that asshole fathered this man. Kev looks nothing like him, so I’m sure Kev takes more after his mother.

By the end of the week, I’ve decided that, yes, this is more for me than great sexual chemistry. I’ve had amazing sexual partners in my life.

This is more than that.

Way more.

This is the first time I’ve ever connected with another soul. There’s just one problem.

Kevin’s closet.

A closet he’s hiding inside of because directly outside stands his father.

Deep in my heart, I think I knew Kevin wouldn’t call me after we said goodbye that week. I could feel his fear of his father washing off him in waves.

When I called him my good boy, it felt like he melted into a needy puddle.

As if he’d never heard a word of praise from his father, or anyone.

I wanted to convince him that if he’d only trust me, trust in me, I could show him what love really means and protect him from that pain.

That I would unconditionally love him, take care of him.

I make a deal with him—that he doesn’t even have to contact me immediately, that he can take a week or two if he needs it. But I give him all my contact info, and I have his, too. I tell Kev if he wants a relationship with me—a future with me—all he has to do is reach out to me.

That’s it.

A call, a text, an e-mail.

Anything.

He’s supposed to start an unpaid six-month internship at a DC conservative cable news network. His father is paying his room and board, and he’s already found roommates.

I tell Kev he can live with me. That I will take care of him. That if it ends up not working out with me, we’ll still be roommates.

All he has to do is take the next step, because in my heart I know if I chase him then he’s still living in terror of his father.

He has to want to be with me more than he wants to live in fear.

And that’s not something I can force him to do—only he has that power.

Our last night together, we spend it making love, me memorizing every line in his face as he rides me, every fleck in his gorgeous blue eyes. I make a silent promise to myself to let him go and not chase him.

That adage about letting things go and if they come back, they’re meant to be yours?

It’s bullshit.

I want to cry as I hold him in my arms and kiss every inch of his flesh. Something inside me tells me this is the last time I’ll ever see him. That he won’t be able to overcome his fear. That I’ll be heading off to continue my career in the Secret Service, and Kevin will chase his dream to become an on-air news journalist.

All while futilely chasing his father’s approval.






















Chapter Seven

Now

It’s three a.m when I return to the White House and head inside. Upstairs, I peek in on the kids and find them all safe and asleep.

While not having complete privacy chafes me sometimes, the retired Secret Service agent knows that, while in the White House itself, I can actually relax and sleep with the thought that Portia, Petal, Pixie, and Pyro are being looked after by skilled, trusted agents, many of them agents I trained.

It means I know I can silently make my way to our bedroom and ease myself into bed with my wife and close my eyes. She snuggles up next to me, sniffing me, kissing me. The past couple of nights when I returned from Kevin’s the sadist made a return to try to back her the fuck down.

Tonight? I’m too exhausted, mentally and physically.

Fortunately, it seems her earlier interlude with Prophet has also quieted something within her.

“Is he okay?” she asks in the darkness.

That’s such a loaded question. He’s definitely not okay. But I’ve been able to rein in a little of my own rage at her inability to fucking deal without Prophet’s guiding hand on her shoulder, temper my response.

“He needs time.” I kiss her forehead. “You need to keep eating.” I know he got her to eat at least a little. Usually when she has one of these spells, if we can just get her to eat something of substance and keep it down long enough to digest it, it’ll kick-start her body into demanding food again. I know she doesn’t do it on purpose. She’s not anorexic, it’s not a deliberate cry for attention. This predates Prophet’s entry to her life, and it’s nothing more than her body’s stress mechanism.

“Yes, Sir.”

Oh…wow. Yeah, I can hear it in her voice. She’s not doing well, either.

Unfortunately, she’s the leader of the free world, and I can’t coddle her in some ways.

I lie. “He wants you to resume full duties, game face on. I know you were going to send Elliot to that thing tomorrow night alone, but you need to go. You were originally scheduled to go, anyway.”

“What about Secret Service?”

Dammit. She has been paying attention. “They probably didn’t decrease the detail when you made the switch. Talk to PPD first thing and ask. If you’re good to go, you go. The election’s coming up, and you know Lauren would want you to get back out there.”

It’s a turn and burn, a fly-in to Chicago with an appearance on the tarmac there, a dinner in town that they’re using a chopper to transport her to, and then back to the airport and in the air to land at Andrews by eleven Eastern. She’ll be back here by midnight.

I hear her sigh. “Okay.”

Relief hits me. She’ll be busy, Leo will be with her, and it’ll give Kev a chance to unwind and process.

Although Leo and Elliot might be a little miffed at the schedule change. Leo was going to travel with Elliot instead of his usual body man.

Then again, I strongly suspect Leo and Elliot make a literal definition of “body man” when they’re together.

I personally tapped Leo to be Shae’s body man. I worked with him in the Secret Service, and he’s damned good. He nearly died in a small-plane crash while on duty, but he’s made a full recovery. Unfortunately, the limp he still has forced him into an early medical retirement. He’s multi-lingual, a literal weapon with his body, and gay.

Elliot is in the closet for his own reasons, most of them political. Once he makes his run for the White House, he’s probably going to come out, but he doesn’t want to before then and I respect his reasons.

I haven’t told Shae or Kev that I’m pretty sure Leo and Elliot are a down-low item of their own. No proof, not that the Secret Service agents would talk, but it’s a feeling. The way the two of them look at each other, the heated gazes I’ve seen them exchange, especially when they don’t think anyone’s paying attention.

I’m paying attention. Because I know what it’s like to have a powerful man own your heart and not be able to scream it to the world.

Been there, done that, got the heartache for it.

Meanwhile, I know Leo will keep Elliot’s secrets every bit as well as he does ours, which is another reason I hired him for Shae. I trust him to keep her safe in all situations, and to watch over Kev.

It’d be nice if we lived in a world where these kinds of things didn’t matter when it comes to the kind of job a politician can do, but we don’t, so there you have it.

* * * *

The next evening, I’m sitting in the living room and watching TV with the kids before it’s time to send them to bed when I receive a text via Signal on my personal cell.

Kev.
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That translates into I need Sir—boy.

Goddammit.

We haven’t texted or talked today. I know he had some errands to run regarding Lauren’s estate. I’d really hoped he’d be okay tonight, and Shae won’t be back until close to one a.m. because of some weather between here and Chicago.

Leo could be here in fifteen minutes, but he’s with Shae. I don’t want to leave the kids alone.

Alone, relatively speaking, because I’ll have an agent up here with them. But if they should wake up and need us, I don’t like the idea of one of us not being here for them. I did it the other night, but Shae was in her study, on-site.

Kev never reaches out, however. He’ll suffer in silence to his own detriment.

That he’s reaching out means it’s bad, and he’s hurting in ways he’s not capable of dealing with.

Maybe if his father hadn’t been a narcissistic douchetard, my poor boy would have learned healthy coping skills. Shae was doing fine up until I introduced Prophet to the equation, and she’d probably still be doing okay if it wasn’t for that. They both developed different coping skills after that, modifying their personalities to easily adapt to the new situation. I know it’s helped both of them in many ways, but it’s inadvertently created a massive fucking pain in my ass that I never foresaw.

And right now, Kev needs me, and Shae needs Kev.

Kev had planned on coming in to work tomorrow. Shae’s counting on that. If he doesn’t, I’ll have not just one, but two trainwrecks to deal with, and we have a general election coming up. Fortunately our campaign staff is amazing, but we have a country to run.

Fuck.

I carefully spin through my replies in my head, the mental code ring for the three of us. I doubt he’s been watching Shae’s schedule today. Last he heard, she wasn’t going anywhere today, and I left word with Leo this morning to tell staff not to disturb him unless someone launches a literal nuke somewhere in the world. So Kev likely doesn’t even realize she’s not here, or he wouldn’t have reached out at all.

Which worries me.

Shae asked me the other night if I thought he’d hurt himself, and I lied and said no, I didn’t.

The truth is, I don’t know.

I hope he won’t.

I think if I’m able to help him through this, he won’t.

I can’t guarantee it, however.

The good thing is he has no access to firearms. He’s never fired one, never had a reason to—he’s always had me, and then he’s usually with me or Shae, and we have protection by default. He doesn’t have the combo for the gun safe at the townhome, where I keep my guns. Due to being First Spouse I’m not allowed to carry, since I’m no longer active duty and I’m a protectee, although I do have a special firearms license as a retired federal law enforcement officer. Once Shae’s out of office I’ll start carrying again.

I have an idea and I excuse myself to the bathroom so the kids won’t follow me. I lock myself in and call Yasmine, the kids’ nanny.

She answers on the first ring. “Good evening, Mr. Bruunt.”


“Hey, Yaz. I’m really sorry, but would it be possible for you to come stay with the kids tonight? I’ll pay you overtime for the week, obviously. Shae’s not back yet, and I’d rather not leave them with the agents for too long. They’re going to bed in less than thirty minutes, but I probably won’t be here when you get here, if you can do it.”

“Sure. I can be there in thirty.”

“Thanks. Just take the bedroom you usually use. I won’t be back before dawn, but hopefully before they leave for school. Kev’s supposed to come back to work tomorrow, but he’s having a rough night and needs an ear.”

Yaz has signed an NDA, but we still try to be a little discreet around her. She also knows Kev’s basically part of our family and understands how rough losing Lauren’s been on him and the rest of us.


“Of course, sir. Not a problem. I’ll be there shortly.”

“Thanks. I’ll tell the kids you’re coming in case they wake up.”

“Sure thing.”

“Do you want me to send a car?” I think about Lauren, how maybe if she’d had a car, she’d be alive.

“No, sir. I’ll call an Uber, but thank you.”

“See you soon.”

I hang up and text Kev.
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Hang in there. Love you.

It’ll take me that long to arrange a detail, have them assemble, get the kids to bed, change clothes, and pack what I’ll need. I’ll stay over and come in with Kev in the morning.

Fuck Prophet’s optics. My boy needs me.

I return to the living room after notifying the detail I’ll be going over to the townhouse so they can prepare and be waiting, and to let them know Yaz is inbound, plus to have one of the female agents ready to come up when I’m ready to leave in case Yaz isn’t here by then.

I snuggle the kids to me. “Hey, guys? Yaz is on her way. After I say goodnight to you, I need to go to the house to talk to Uncle Kev. Okay? So if you wake up in the night and I’m not here, she’ll be here in her bedroom. Aunt Shae won’t be back until really late.” I’m leaving out the part where I’ll be gone all night, because they don’t need to know that.

Ivy looks a little pouty. “I want to see Uncle Kev.”

“Me, too,” echoes Myla and Hudson.

I didn’t tell them Kev was on-site for a little while last night. They would have been hurt knowing he didn’t come up and see them, even if I had lied and said it was after their bedtime.

They’re indirect victims in this, too. They loved Lauren, they love Kev, and they’re just kids. They don’t understand all of this and shouldn’t have to. It was hard enough on them losing Charlie and Tory.

“Uncle Kev is going to try to come to work tomorrow, but no promises. If he does, if he can get here before you leave for school, I’ll have him stop in and say hi, okay?”

They all finally give me nods. I send them off to brush their teeth and get ready for bed.

I’ve tucked them all in and kissed them good night when Yaz arrives. She says goodnight to all of them, too, and then I’m heading downstairs to my awaiting car, a garment bag in hand and my duffel bag with things I’ll need.

It’s fifty-five minutes after Kev’s text when I unlock the townhouse door and walk inside. Kev’s not downstairs, and I don’t bother calling out to him.

I hurry upstairs and find him huddled in a ball in the middle of our bed, sobbing uncontrollably. There’s a manila envelope next to him, some scattered papers, but in his hand are several pieces of lined yellow paper, stapled at the upper left corner and covered with handwriting.

I drop everything and kick off my shoes so I can climb into bed with him. There, I gently pry the paper from his hand, turn him to face me, and hold him until he literally cries himself to sleep in my arms.

Only then do I pick up the letter and read it, first skipping to the end to see who it’s from, although I can guess.

Lauren.

I realize they’re actually several letters stapled together, from different times, the oldest one on top.

As I read them, I can’t help but cry, too.

For him, and for her.






















Chapter Eight

Dear Kev,

As I write this, it’s a week after the election, you’re now chief of staff for President-elect Samuels, I’m now press secretary, and I realize that there are dreams I might never make come true no matter how much I wish I could. I should be thankful, grateful for what I have achieved, and yet I can’t let go.

You, my sweet man, are a beautiful soul, and I absolutely meant it when I said if they hurt you, I will make them pay, however I have to. Then again, if you’re reading this, I’m not here anymore to make good on that threat. Ha!

Sorry.

But I can see it in your eyes. When I watch you watch him, there’s a love, a heat there that even in our best days you never held for me.

That’s not an accusation, sweetie—that’s realization.

In my heart, I suppose that I always hoped you’d come back to me one day. Even after the divorce, even after that awful day when I held you while you cried and you finally confessed about him.

I just didn’t know who the him was, at that time.

I spent most of the two years between that awful day and this night hating the man, because I thought he stole you from me before you were ever even mine.

Tonight, as I flipped through pictures online of the past two years, I realized I’ve been looking at this all wrong.

I stole you from him.

I know I didn’t know it, at the time. But I stumbled across one picture where after you all got the news about winning Iowa, she’s hugging him, you’re standing behind her, and the two of you are looking at each other with a mix of love and satisfaction that I’ve never seen two humans wear before.

Maybe no one else realizes it because they don’t understand. Anyone else, they probably see two smug bros enjoying a victory.

I see in your face the fact that you are a man who knows he’s going to get fucked shortly by another very happy man.

I didn’t marry you because it was convenient, or because I thought it was a business decision for my career, or because of the optics. I married you because I love you, Kev.

Because I’m in love with you.

You are, and always have been, the love of my life.

I see such a beautiful, brilliant soul inside you, encased in pain. Before I knew about him, I thought the pain was due to your asshole father. I thought you were trying to prove something to him, and maybe you were.

But now, when I see you through opened eyes, I realize you’re not trying to prove things to your father so much as you’re trying to make him proud.

No, I don’t mean your father.

Correct me if I’m wrong (and, haha, you can’t, so there, phhhtp!) but I think you might have never contacted him because of your father and your fear of your father, but I think the rest had nothing to do with him.

I honestly think, at least subconsciously, you were always trying to reach him. You were hoping he would see you, contact you. You felt you deserved to be alone and lonely because you never contacted him after that week together, but you never stopped loving him, never stopped needing him.

I know now that work was a self-medication for you, a way to escape me and what you weren’t able to sustain with me. I know you loved me, and still do, but I also know it wasn’t the way I love you. It was a relief when I suggested filing for divorce, wasn’t it?

You know what’s stupid? I was sort of hoping that day I came home early that I was going to find you were having an affair. Then I could hate you, evict you from my heart, move on, and let go.

But I couldn’t.

Because that sweet, kind man did and does love me.

You’ve just never been in love with me, am I right?

That’s always been reserved for him, that lucky fucking bastard.

I hope he knows what a gift you are. I hope he makes you smile and makes your heart sing, sweetheart.

I hope he never takes you for granted.

I hope he protects you.

I hope he loves you, the way you deserve to be loved, and that he makes you feel that love.

I will settle for being your friend, for being your girl, for always watching you watch him. I think I can really like her because while I don’t know (and don’t want to know!) what “the deal” is with her and him, maybe there is a parallel.

Maybe she really loves him the way I love you.

But his heart is yours every bit as much as yours is his.

That’s sweet, too. Over, what, twenty-two years now you’ve had this love? Held this torch? Both of you?

You are a kick-ass chief of staff. I can say that now, because you were a kick-ass campaign manager. I’m blessed to call you my bestie. I’m even more blessed to know I’m your girl, even if it’s just as friends.

Because maybe I don’t have someone to love me back the way he loves you, but maybe, one day, I’ll find that person. If I do, I’ll make sure you sign off on them first, because obviously you know what true love is and how to make it last, even when decades and miles and life keep you apart.




Love,

L.

* * * *

Dear Kev,

Tonight I got to sit on a riser behind several former presidents and watch my new boss get sworn in.

All through today, as I watched you and him, I saw nothing but love and pride, no jealousy on your part, and blatant, barely constrained need on his.

Someone’s getting fucked over the Resolute desk tonight, I bet.

Enjoy, sweetie. :)

These past few weeks have been a whirlwind. When I went home to Mom and Dad’s for Thanksgiving and was talking to them, they asked about you. They asked how you were doing, if there was any chance for us to reconcile.

I finally had to hint to them—no, I didn’t give away all your secrets—that we are still and always will be besties, but it turns out that it never would have worked between us, and I’m okay, but that you need your privacy.

Mom outright asked if you were gay.

I told her there were secrets not mine to tell, but that you have someone, and are happy, and that it’s okay that the press and other people still think you and I might be an item in secret.

That I’d rather everyone thinks that than to think poorly of you, because you’re a good man, and you’re doing good work for a good person.

Tonight, you saved a dance for me at all three balls, and I got to pretend the world outside doesn’t exist.

For tonight, I got to dress up for you, be your girl, and I was happy.

But you know what? It’s okay. I’m okay.

Because I do have a dream job—holy crap, I’m PRESS SECRETARY!

And I have you to thank for that.

I hope I’ve never let you down, but I needed you to know that I am forever grateful to you and awed by the trust you have in me to come to me first for this job.

You had no intention of leaving before I said yes that night, did you? I think about it in retrospect, and you had that look. That sneaky little commanding way you used to get at work with me, where you knew damn well I’d do just about anything for you.

I meant it that day I said you’re different now. That side of you comes out at work more, and it’s hotter than fuck on you, honey. Like you won’t take no for an answer. Command and control, right?

Don’t ever change, Kev.

Love you,

L.

* * * *

I read through the other letters, but the last one, dated that past February, not long after Charles and Tory died, guts me.




Dear Kev,

God, this has been a fucking shitty month, but it opened my eyes.

We buried Charles and Tory and while my heart bled for their family, and for the kids, it shattered for you.

I watched you unable to step in, unable to take over, unable to fix this.

I know you hurt most of all for him, for his pain, for being unable to flank him, drape your arm around him, and hold him through his tears.

You are the strongest man I know, Kev. Never let anyone tell you otherwise.

Why do I write these and tuck them away?

Because I know life is short. I know from talking to your mom before she died that I should never leave things unsaid.

I see how you love those kids as if they’re your own—because they are. They just don’t know it.

They’re your kids because they’re his kids now, and you need no other reason to love them besides that.

Maybe that’s why you took this job, because he asked it of you and you take on that which you love for their sake to the very detriment of yourself.

I realized maybe that’s why you married me and stayed married to me for so long despite knowing I wasn’t the love of your life.

And that’s okay, sweetie. Really, it is.

I know I said yes to you for this job not just because you would have talked me into it anyway, but because it was you. I stay long after most administrations have had two or three press-secs by now—because of you.

If you’re here, I’m here, even though I know I serve at the pleasure, yadda-yadda.

If you leave, I walk with you.

I love the kids, too, and realize that loving them is easy, because you love them. I can close my eyes and pretend they’re our kids, the kids we never had, even though I never really wanted kids before.

How stupid am I?

I wish we’d had kids. They would have had your eyes, I hope, and your kind, beautiful heart. And they would have always tied me to you, at least in some small way, so you’d always be in my life.

Because I’ll stay as long as you stay, but I worry. Those two years of the campaign were miserable as fuck for me, because even though I had your old office, I didn’t have you. I couldn’t drop in on you. I couldn’t watch you when I got home.

You weren’t there.

I said yes to stay in your life, to see you almost daily again, and I’m lying if I say otherwise.

Life is short. Love is hard. Losing is even harder.

I know you’ll be here setting some sort of masochistic COS service record for your reasons, likely because he asked it of you. I’ll be here with you.

Where we go from there? I’m afraid to think that far.

We have to win in November. We need four more years.

Because I’m not ready to let you go, and losing you like this will crush me. I hate admitting that, but there it is.

Where is there a place for me, however small, in your life once this ends?

I’m not ready to face that.

Thus I plan to work my ass off to help her get re-elected, because then I can defer that fear for four more years.

Because I’m not sure how to watch you walk away from me again and know you won’t look back because you’re too busy looking at him.

Love you,

L.






















Chapter Nine

I don’t sleep.

At one point, I get up, quietly gather all the papers and neatly stack them on our dresser, turn off the lights, strip, set my phone alarm to let me know when we need to get up, and return to bed to hold him.

I knew Lauren still loved him, but I thought it was deep friendship. His best friend.

She obviously didn’t know the truth about Shae.

Optics.


Prophet is a genius.

I’m not sure if he should go into work today. Work is a salve for him, and maybe in an unhealthy way. Perhaps I should clear my schedule and stay here with him today.

Except time is short, and yes, we do have a campaign to win. Poll numbers are excellent—thanks in no small part to the sympathy factor—but that’s not a guaranteed win.

He stirs in my arms at some point before the alarm goes off, realizes I’m holding him, and nuzzles his face against my shoulder.

That’s when he bites me. Not a playful nip, but latching on to the inside of my upper pec in a way I recognize.

I run my hand down his back, to his ass, and grab a handful of flesh and dig my nails in, hard. The muffled gasping cry hardens my cock—and his.

My other hand settles on the back of his head, fingers threading through his hair and holding him in place so I don’t accidentally dislodge him. I roll onto my back and he comes with me. I rake my nails up his back, likely close to breaking the skin and making him softly growl.

When my boy’s emotional pain is deepest, sometimes he needs a reminder that I’m here and not going anywhere. Not the full-on sadist Shae needs, but the softer version.

I blindly grope for the nightstand, finally get my hand on the drawer to pull it open, and find the lube. One-handed, I flick the cap open and squeeze it over the seam of his ass. Discarding the bottle, I run my fingers down to his rim, pressing two in and making him grunt against my pec, where he’s still biting down.

I reach between us, find my cock, and he spreads his thighs and angles himself. While I hold the base of my cock he wiggles his hips and then shoves himself onto me with another grunt that nearly makes me come just like that. We don’t usually fuck bare like this without a little prep first, but just like Shae needed her Sir to mark her the other night, I think Kev needs me to mark him.

I kiss his temple. “That’s my good boy,” I whisper. “Take what you need, baby. It’s yours.”


He finally releases his bite and rises up to kiss me, his hands braced on my shoulders as he rides me like a man possessed. I run my hands up and down his thighs, pinching, scratching, tugging his nipples and leaving marks on his sides.

Kev pants, gasps for breath but doesn’t break our kiss. I don’t know exactly what he needs right now, what this is for him, but I meant it—it’s his. It’s all his, everything I am and have, I will give it to him.

Maybe I screwed up. Maybe I should have approached him instead of waiting and then, later, seething. I was young and stupid and thought he needed to put forth the effort.

I never knew his true level of fear.

Had I done that, he would have been mine, Lauren would have been free to find someone, and he wouldn’t be saddled with guilt and pain and loss.

We wouldn’t have to hide who we are to each other.

He slows his thrusts, a different rhythm, and I realize what he’s trying to do. He’s short-stroking, trying to find the sweet spot, but he’s never managed it like this, in this position. Like this, he always needs an assist.

We’ll need to wash the sheets in the morning, and I don’t even fucking care. I flip him over onto his back without pulling out. He wraps himself around me as I brace myself on the bed and basically start over, holding myself back and working to build him up.

I kiss him while I do, biting, sucking, our faces rasping together. We might end up with swollen lips by morning and I really don’t give a shit about that optic.

I care about my boy’s heart, his soul.

About taking away his bad pain.

I lift my head and stare into his eyes. “My sweet, perfect boy,” I softly coo. “I want to feel you come for me, baby.” I say that and more, every trick in my book to drive him hard and deep into subspace, where it’s easiest for him to let go to me like this.

It takes a while. To the point I’m not sure I’m even going to make it, because I’m exhausted. Who needs a fucking workout—this is damned cardio.


Then I feel him tensing, the change in the sweet sounds he’s making, and I know he’s close. I focus only on him, on reading him, on that one exact spot and the perfect damn angle to glide across it.

He lifts his head and bites down on my shoulder, screaming as his ass grabs me and throbs. I feel him spill and it slicks between us as I realize I’m there, too, now, and I fuck him hard, deep, marking him in secret just as everything else between us is secret right now.

Catching my breath, I cup the back of his head again and roll to our sides while he screams, and screams, and screams.

* * * *

Kev had dozed off again when my alarm goes off. I reach over and silence it. He winces as he sits up and our bodies part.

“Shower first,” I tell him.

He nods and staggers out of bed.

We use the bathroom and end up under the spray, where I hold him for a moment before we get started. I shave him, he shaves me, and with that done, I get out first, text the detail an ETA that we’ll be leaving, and strip the sheets to get the load started. We’ll have time to put them in the dryer before we leave.

Then coffee.

In the bedroom we get dressed, and I tie his tie for him, then he ties mine. He still hasn’t spoken, but I know from what he’s doing that, yes, he’s going to do this.

Once we’re downstairs and he’s hunting for his glasses, keys, wallet, and name badge, I finally speak.

“If you can’t handle it, you’re to go upstairs and text me immediately. Got it?”

He nods, but I can see it—Prophet feels he’s failed.

I pull him into my arms and hold him. “It’s okay, baby, I whisper. You’re not alone. Feel it, let it happen, and breathe. Keep breathing.”

“We have to win,” he says, his voice ruined for now.

“I know. We will.”

“We have to win for her.”

He doesn’t mean Shae, and I know it.

“I know.” I kiss his forehead. “Focus on that. On election night, we’ll toast her.”

“I didn’t know,” Kev hoarsely says. “I mean, I knew she loved me, but…” He sucks in a breath like he’s trying not to cry.

I cup his face in my hands. “Tonight, you and I will pack her office. Okay?”

He nods.

“Today, Prophet gets his feet back under him. Because tomorrow starts kick-ass final crunch time, right?”

He nods.

I pull him in for another hug. “My good boy. I love you so much, and you can do this. I know you can.”

“I love you, too, Sir.”

On the way to the White House through the darkened streets, I have him sit next to me, leaning against me, my arm around his shoulder. I don’t let him worry about optics—the windows are tinted anyway.

As we slow for the turn into the driveway, I kiss him. “Deep breaths, Prophet. You’ve got this. Lean on me.”

“Yes, Sir.”

By the time the doors open, Prophet—or a damn good imitation of him—is in the house. He follows me out of the limo and inside. It’s barely dawn, so no one to watch us. We head upstairs, where Yaz and Shea are in the kitchen pouring themselves some coffee. Shae’s in her bathrobe and looks exhausted, but she brightens when she sees Kev.

She walks over to him and hugs him, nods when he whispers something in her ear, then kisses the top of her head even as he’s looking at me and I’m nodding.

We get the kids up and moving, and they’re happy to see Uncle Kev. I can see he’s happy to see them, too. I’d hoped this would help him, reminding him these kids love him.

His strength comes not from within, but knowing someone else needs him. If he wants to make it through the next couple of weeks, he’ll have to take that to heart.

While he’s sitting with the kids for breakfast, I follow Shae into the bedroom, and into the large, walk-in closet area.

I grab her by the throat and slam her against the wall almost hard enough to drive the wind out of her.

She’s shocked, stunned, not expecting the sadist right now, but I need to jumpstart this process or we’re all fucked, and especially poor Kev. “Do you really love that man out there?”

“Y-yes, Sir,” she whispers.

“Do you want to win?” I growl in her face.

“Yes, Sir!”

“Then get your head out of your fucking ass and into the game, girl. If you lose this election, it’ll break Prophet’s heart. Do you want to do that?”

Her eyes widen. “N-no, Sir!”

“Okay, then. Fake it until you make it, girl. Day after the election, we can all chill out and have a long cry together, but don’t you dare fucking let that man down. This is an order from me. Do you understand?”

Mega asshole dick move?

Check.

Do I care?

Nope.

“Yes, Sir.”

In this case, the means totally justify the ends. I will do whatever I fucking have to for my boy. I will kill and die for him.

I will break out every psychological dirty trick in my book.

I would divorce my wife, if need be. And yes, I do love her, am in love with her.

But I will not let my boy down.

Failure is not an option.

Stick…

Meet carrot.

I lean in and kiss her, hard, the sadist still in residence. “He needs a win, sweetheart. You’re the only one who can give it to him. I know you won’t let him down.”

I see the fire finally return to her eyes.

Thank god.

I release her throat and pull her into my arms. “You got this, baby. It’s yours. Reach out and take it.”

She hugs me, hard, then steps out of my embrace to start getting ready.

I return to the dining room, where the kids are finishing up breakfast. “Come on, gang. Let’s move it,” I tell them.

“If Aunt Shae loses,” Hudson asks, “will we still be able to put up the Christmas trees?”

Before I can even process that question, Kev leans in, his placid smile in place.

Prophet’s smile. “Aunt Shae won’t lose, honey. Even if she did, yes, we’d still be able to put up the trees.”

“Okay.”

My boy’s back. Maybe not all the way, but just like Shae, the fire’s still there, it just needs some careful stoking and tending to become a bonfire again.

Shae makes it out in time to say goodbye to the kids as Yasmine gets them moving downstairs to the awaiting car. She spends the day in school with them, usually in Hudson’s class as a helper, but sometimes in Myla and Ivy’s class.

Once we’re alone again, Prophet clears his throat and crooks a finger at Shae.

She goes to him and he pulls her in for a long, strong hug. “That’s my girl,” he softly says. “Ready to win an election?”

“Yes, Sir.” She smiles up at him, and I suppose a lesser man would be jealous about that smile, but I’m not.

They’re both mine.

And I love them.


“Then let’s get our asses to work,” he tells her, spinning her around and delivering a stinging slap to her ass that makes me cackle.

Before she can respond, Leo appears. “Good morning, President Samuels.” From the smirk he wears, I know he heard at least the smack.

We’re on the clock.

“Go get them, baby,” I tell her, and send them off to work.

I go pour myself another cup of coffee and hope I’m strong enough to keep them pulled together.






















Chapter Ten

Election Night




Well, it’s not Florida cursed by bad weather this time—it’s Texas. Ice and rain sweep through the state, and ahead of the bad weather the governor orders polls to stay open later, plus extends the deadline for absentee and provisional ballots to be filed.

The three of us flew to Florida in the pre-dawn hours so we were the first at the polls, voted, and flew back to DC for the wait at the campaign headquarters until we move to the hotel where the party will be held. The kids will be brought over after school lets out, and if it looks like we’re going to win, they’ll stay with us until we know for certain. If not, Yasmine will take them back to the White House early to distract them and play with them until putting them to bed.

I wouldn’t say I’m confident, but ever since the morning I gave Shae her “pep talk,” she’s been a different woman.

Also, that same night of the pep talk, I sat with Kev in Lauren’s office and helped him pack everything, holding him as he cried, and then he spent the night with me and Shae in the residence. Since then, there’s been so much traveling that he really hasn’t had a choice about where he sleeps. He sleeps where he can. Sometimes, it’s on Air Force One during the day and then he’s up all night helping run poll numbers.

It’s been non-stop trips across the country for Shae, some with me, some without, but with Kev at her side for all of them. She kicks David Ignacio’s ass in the last two debates, including flustering the guy so badly in the final one that even Fox and FNB commentators said he deserved to lose the election if he folded so easily under stress. Then they started ripping GOP leadership that they weren’t able to field a more competent contender.

By six p.m. Kev finally closes his laptop and we head to the hotel. It’s out of our hands, totally. There’s still three hours on the West Coast, but we’ll know once the East Coast starts reporting. California is ours, without a doubt. Exit polling shows that the GOP voters really didn’t even bother turning out. The last debate pretty much sealed his fate, but no election is over until the votes are counted.

Ignacio concedes at nine p.m., leaving the kids screaming in joy and Prophet wearing a wide, pleased smile as Shae hugs me. Then she starts laughing as, still hugging her, I walk her backward toward Kev and then grab him, too, smooshing Shae between us and making her laugh as the kids join in, throwing themselves at us in a huge family hug, where we wave in Elliot, Leo, Yasmine, and Hudson and Shawna Harris.

That’s the picture the next day, a joyful family portrait of all of us hugging and smiling.

And one of them, captured perfectly, shows me and Kev looking at each other.

That one’s going on the wall in our bedroom.

That night, before we go downstairs, we all grab a beverage of some sort and raise our glasses.

“To Lauren,” Shae says.

“To Lauren,” we all echo as we take a sip.

* * * *

Motherfucking West Virginia.

What kind of goddamned self-loathing do you have to keep sending Edwin Markos back to Congress?

I take some small measure of satisfaction knowing it was his smallest margin yet. But with Shae’s election guaranteed, she’s going to spend the next one heavily stumping for whoever the Democratic candidate is in that district. Also, for Susa’s lieutenant governor, Ethan, who will be making his own run at the big G in Florida.

On January 20th, I have a demand of my own. It’s not just us and the kids and Elliot walking the route—I want Leo and Kev there, too. Leo doesn’t know I caught sight of him leaving Elliot’s office late one night, lips puffy and pink and looking like a man who’d just had fun.

When I walked down there, Elliot emerged—also looking like a man who’d just had some fun.

When he saw me, his eyes went wide, and he stammered, but I smiled and placed a finger over my lips and said, “I didn’t see a damn thing.” Then I headed on to Shae’s study.

We all have secrets. Now the ones weighing on Portia, Priest, and Prophet are a little less smothering, but we don’t want to do anything that would rebound on Elliot in four years. And now we can start looking for the perfect house, too.

I can fully focus on the kids, on my initiatives as the First Spouse, and on actually enjoying life for a change. Leo and I helped Kev go through Lauren’s townhouse and clean it out. There were more tears, but cleansing ones, this time. Then he put what he wanted in storage, and donated or sold the rest. She’d left her parents two different life insurance policies Kev didn’t realize she had, and they didn’t begrudge she’d left him the house and contents, other than a couple of family items he carefully packed and shipped to them.

It had, after all, been his house, too, at one point.

With that off his mind, I see my boy return, sadder in some ways, but healing, as are we all. He still goes to our townhouse a couple of nights a week, but never two nights in a row.

We’ve started planning our family vacation, and I’m thinking Florida is going to win out. Life is good, and it can only get better.

Right?

* * * *

This May morning, I stare into the mirror as I tie my tie. It’s fighting me tooth and nail today, for some stupid reason. I think I’m on attempt five or six, and it still looks like shit. It’s supposed to be ungodly warm by DC standards, so I’ve made the call to not wear body armor today. I’ll have a short walk from The Beast inside today’s event venue, where I’m giving a speech to businesses about supporting exercise programs in schools to help produce healthier kids who can do better in academics because their entire bodies are being supported.

First Spouse. Some people still have trouble with that one and call me the First Gentleman.

I can’t help the snort that escapes me. I’ll never get used to that title, no matter how many times I hear myself referred to as that.

I’m definitely no gentleman, and I’m sure Kev and Shae would privately agree wholeheartedly with that assessment.

The First Bastard, perhaps. Or First Sadist.

Except that would roil more than a few feathers, I’m sure.

Less than three years left of this bullshit. Then it’ll be Elliot’s turn. I have no doubts he’ll win when he runs, either. Shae’s poll numbers are through the roof, the economy is strong, unemployment numbers are low, and the stock market is purring.

I’m still futzing with my goddamned tie when I hear a knock on the bedroom door.

“Come.”

In the mirror, I watch the door open and Kev pokes his head inside. He quickly steps into the room and closes the door behind him, snapping the lock.

“Perfect timing,” I say as I turn and point at my collar. “Help me with this goddamned thing, would you?”

If Kev keeps smirking at me like that, he will get himself bent over the end of my bed and fucked right now. Which will make us late, but totes worth it.

It’s good to see him smile again. After losing Lauren, I wasn’t sure I’d ever see my boy wear a smile.

“I thought you had to wear one of these all the time when you were an agent?” He sets the leather portfolio in his hands on the bed and walks over.

“Don’t make me spank you,” I warn. “You know I will.”

He actually rolls his fucking eyes at me. “Oooh, noooo, Sir. Please don’t spank me.” He reaches up to untie my tie.

“Brat.”

“Your brat. You should know.” His blue eyes meet mine for a moment, sending my pulse racing and thickening my cock. It’s a rare moment we’re alone in the residence and the kids are in school, so we know we won’t be interrupted.

Unfortunately, today, we don’t have time to play.

Behind his glasses, the grey in his eyes stands out against the charcoal in the suit he’s wearing, and picks up the jeweled-tone blue in his tie. I’m so glad I fucking forbid him from wearing those stupid colored contacts. I prefer the glasses. I think it makes him look hotter.

Then he grabs my shoulder and spins me so I’m facing the mirror again. Turning my collar up, he yanks my tie free and starts fresh. He drapes the tie around my neck and adjusts the lay of it around my shirt collar, but I think that’s an excuse for him to brush his fingers against my neck.

Not like I mind.

Then he reaches around me, under my arms, to tie it as he looks into the mirror from over my right shoulder.

“You’re a little naked today, aren’t you?” he quips, noticing my lack of body armor.

“It’s hot, and I really don’t need it today.” I stretch my arms back, cupping my hands around him and pulling him against my back, smiling at him in the mirror when I feel his cock is hard, too.

Maybe that’s enough sadism right there, knowing he’s hard and can’t do anything about it until tonight, once the kids are in bed.

I wouldn’t want to make us late, now, would I?

I wiggle my ass against him, though, loving the soft moan breathed in my right ear.

“That’s mean, Sir,” he mutters.

“I know.” My smile widens, as does his.

Sure, this is a delicate balancing act the three of us are performing, a thousand feet in the air with no net, and a crosswind threatening to send us into the abyss.

I don’t care.

Worth it.

Worth it to have him back, worth it to know I’ve played an important part in my country’s history.

Worth it to know that, after Shae’s served out her second term, we can all retreat to the comfort and safety of a home that’s ours and just live our lives. Shae can do whatever it is she wants to do, with me continuing to provide the perfect alibi for her, Kev will have the cover of being her chief of staff, or personal assistant, or whatever the hell title she wants to use for him, the kids will be teenagers and in high school by then, and the Secret Service will take care of transporting them to and from school and events.

And then?

I will finally be able to sleep in most weekends.

With Kev.

Because like hell am I going to want to let him out of my sight for a while.

Kev deftly knots my tie, snugging it up against my throat before smoothing down my collar.

I release my hold on him so I can turn in his arms and kiss him. A slow kiss, tender, one that’s definitely sadomasochistic because it makes both of us even harder and now we definitely don’t have time to screw around.

“Love you,” I whisper, which draws a lopsided smirk from him.

“Going soft on me, Sir?”

“I mean it.” A wave of…something sweeps through me. I hated feelings like that when I was still on active duty, especially when I worked The Shift. It usually meant something bad would happen.

I make a mental note to text Shae while we’re en route to the shindig to check on her. She’s giving a speech out in LA this afternoon, and Leo went with her because Kevin’s been bogged down working on budget fight prep. He’s going with me today because the House Speaker will be there as well, and he wants a little time to speak with the guy outside of the Hill.

Besides, I wanted lunch with Kev. And he’s Shae’s stand-in.

“Love you, too, Sir.”

I hug him tightly, closing my eyes and breathing in for a moment. The blessing and the curse of this whole situation is that when we’re in the residence—if the kids aren’t here—we’re guaranteed privacy by dint of my position as First Gentleman.

First Spouse. What-fucking-ever.

But that rare privacy comes at a very high price for all three of us.

“What’s wrong, Chris?”

I don’t open my eyes. “Right this second? Absolutely nothing, except I don’t have time to do what I really want to do to you.”

“Beat my ass?” I can hear his smart-assed smile.

“Make love to you,” I quietly say.

He draws back just enough to look me in the eyes again as I open mine, but serious Kev is in the house. “What’s wrong?” he asks again.

“Nothing. Just…” I’m chafing under time restraints today. “Countdown clock in my head,” I admit. “I spent too many damn years without you.”

He leans in again, his forehead touching mine. “I’m not going anywhere,” he whispers. “Only where you tell me to, Sir.”

Sliding my hands down his back, I cup his ass and squeeze hard before finally releasing him after one more brush of lips against lips. “We need to get moving, I guess. Someone will come looking for us.”

“You mean looking for you.” He steps away from me and grabs his portfolio.

I snag my jacket from the hanger and pull it on, taking one last look in the mirror before I turn to follow him.

I never grow tired of looking at his ass. I don’t understand guys who want to make their partners walk behind them. I’d rather bring up the rear so I can watch their rears. Shae’s perfect posterior is nothing to sneeze at, either.

It’s also why never allow her to wear slacks around me while she’s in office. Not for official functions, anyway. I have too much fun sliding her skirt up her thighs and running my hands over my shapely property and leaving extra marks there in her soft and pliant flesh.

I like knowing that, after I’ve marked her, she’s got to park that perfect ass in a chair behind a desk or at a photo op, and she’ll be thinking about me, even if only for that brief moment when ass meets seat.

Note to self—make Kev wear a butt plug to work tomorrow.

Just for funsies.






















Chapter Eleven

We ride through DC streets, and it even fucking looks hot outside. It’s been an unseasonably hot May. Thank god this is an indoor event. My office set it up to be a little bit of a photo opp, people can get pictures of me walking from the motorcade into the front door.

“By the way, saw that comment you made to Bill Graham at WaPo in that article on your dad’s bill,” I tell him, unable to hold back my grin. “Bet your old man is steamed.” The article actually came out last week, but I didn’t see it until this morning when I was playing catch-up on the toilet with my phone.

Kev smiles, but it’s the smile of Prophet, the successful political operative. “Well, he’s the one trying to cut VA benefits. If he didn’t want me to call him out on his shitty bill, he shouldn’t have put his name on it as a co-sponsor.”

I grin. The bill has zero hope of making it out of committee, it’s more some play to a base he thinks he has, but Kev slammed him damned good on it.

When we arrive in front of the venue, there’s a large crowd, larger than I expected. “Uh, wow. Lots of kids.” In fact, there’s a lot of school-aged kids here today, which is great.

Including a group not much older than Hudson right up on the barricades, cheering as the cars pull up.

As I get out, I start to follow my detail, but those kids, man. They look happy to be here, happy to see me.

“Rope line,” I call out to John, who’s now about ten steps ahead of me. I veer off at a ninety and ignore the swears from my detail. I know Kev’s right behind me, shadowing me, keeping an eye on the time and he can be my bulldog to get me into the building if this takes too long.

I start to shake hands, take selfies with the kids, working my way through the group of kids. I’m trying to say hi to them, focus on them, ignoring the angry buzzing around me of agents trying to reconfigure themselves with my last-minute plan change.

I mean, I know better, don’t leave your detail behind, but also I drilled into these same agents rule one is you keep your eye on the protectee and expect them to veer off.

Ha. Training refresher. I know I put at least half my guys through this same exact scenario when I was still in and working with them.

I’m about two-thirds through the rope line when I notice a man push his way forward. But before I can really process what’s going on, Kev has launched himself in front of me and shoving me back, making himself big in front of me—he’s got good form—and screaming as I hear three pops.

Time doesn’t really slow down.

Adrenaline dumps into your system and it’s sort of the body’s natural time warp for fight-or-flight instincts to kick in. Senses are heightened, your world shrinks into a tight ball right where you need the focus.

Kev hits the ground as Jack, one of my agents, gets his hand on the man’s gun, between the hammer and frame, and wrenches it from him.

I dive on top of Kev and have time to see the blood, see his glasses, where they landed in front of him with blood on them, and—

Time snaps back into focus.

“Gun! Gun! Gun! Prophet down! Prophet down!” agents yell as the crowd stampedes and my detail tries to form a cordon around me and Kev.

I feel agents pulling at me, trying to evac me from the scene, and they actually have me back on my feet until I realize Kev’s eyes are closed and he’s not moving. I fight my agents off and once again drop next to Kev, where three agents are already tending to him.

“Sir, we have to get you out of here!” John yells.

I turn on him. “We’re riding with Kev.” I’m already moving, grabbing his glasses from where they fell, now broken and smeared with his blood.

DCMP officers have swarmed the shooter, and he’s face down, yelling something incoherent as about six officers in full tac gear are sitting on top of him, handcuffing him.

Fortunately, there’s an ambulance in the motorcade. Medics are already rushing this way with a stretcher as agents grab Kev and carry him toward them. Someone grabbed Kev’s portfolio and shoved it at me. The only thing keeping me out of the ambulance is that the two paramedics in back need room to work.

Instead of The Beast, I dive into the motorcade vehicle right behind the ambulance, where I point out the windshield. “Follow that fucking ambulance to the hospital!”

Two of my agents jumped in with me, and the driver tries to argue with me. “Sir, we need to get you—”

“To the fucking hospital! That’s a goddamned direct order and don’t make me fucking call Eisenthal!”

Because I fucking will.

The agent punches it, pulling out behind the ambulance and riding about three feet off its rear bumper.

Behind us, agents are scrambling to follow.

I know my detail isn’t happy with me, and I don’t fucking care. Protocol dictates they whisk me away to a secure location, but I’ll be damned if they’ll separate me from Kev and I won’t know if he’s alive or dead.

Another thought hits me. It’s been maybe less than two minutes since the shooting, even though it already feels like an eternity.

I lean over the seat to grab John’s shoulder, the agent who ended up riding shotgun. “Get Portia off the ground and in the air now,” I order. “Send her to Offutt.”

John turns. “Sir, sit back and put your goddamned seat belt on. We got this. You aren’t on The Shift anymore.”

He has a point. I buckle my seat belt. “Where’s the kids? Yasmine? Who has eyes on them?”

The world post-9/11 means the assumption is a coordinated attack, unless or until proven otherwise.

“Yasmine’s in class with Hudson. They’re safe. They won’t be moved unless we know there’s a threat, sir. We’ve already got extra agents inbound to the school. We can’t exfil them like this without putting the whole school on lockdown first and scaring the kids.”

Part of me hates that they can’t go to public school like regular kids. I hate that they are stuck in classrooms with the elite and rich, and that it might later lead to a detachment from what the average person feels and experiences.

Unfortunately, it’s necessary, based on how we lost Charles and Tory, and Lauren. I can’t risk their lives. Tory’s parents can’t raise them—not that they are physically capable of it at their ages—because then the security logistics become a nightmare.

Besides, Charles asked me to take them. And I love them.

Who knew being a parent could be so goddamned scary?

John turns again, frowning. “Sir, are you hurt?” I realize he’s looking at my hands.

At Kev’s blood on my hands.

And I’ve got his glasses and portfolio, which also has blood on it.

“No,” I finally say. “I’m fine. It’s not mine. It’s—” I have to clamp down on it. I can’t say it.

I’ve drawn and tasted his blood before, but not like this, in such copious, terrifying amounts.

Life-threatening amounts.

It’s only my past training that keeps me from bursting into tears.

It feels like forever to reach the hospital, and I’m about to fight my way out of the car because they force me to hold at the ambulance bay until they can clear a small consult room close to the OR suites to put me in and sit on me after a turn through a bathroom to wash his blood off my hands. There’s still some on my jacket, on the cuffs of my shirt, but I don’t worry about that.

If he had anything, I’d have it, too, and so would Shae.

Kev’s alive and rushed immediately into surgery, so there’s that going for him. The paramedics who transported him train for trauma situations just like this.

Another point in Kev’s favor.

He’s in good health and doesn’t smoke or anything.

I belatedly think about whether he’s marked up and realize it doesn’t matter. I don’t need to make excuses even if he is marked.

How did I get from our playfully frisky morning, where he tied my tie for me, to this nightmare?

I reach up to my throat and touch the knot, part of me reluctant to take it off now because he tied it for me.

Sure, it’s silly and superstitious, and I know me removing my tie will have zero impact on the skilled surgeons fighting to save Kev’s life, but still…

I can’t help it.

From left field, my earlier premonition sneaks back into my mind, and I wonder about this.

Why did I work the rope? I wasn’t supposed to. It wasn’t in the plan, but I saw the group of kids standing there and wanted to give them a good memory—and give Shae a good optic for the news.

This is what sums up my entire job: PR. I am public relations. I might help a charity or champion a cause, but it’s all public relations for Shae’s administration, the Democratic party, and helping set up Elliot’s run for POTUS.

I slump in my chair. I broke protocol. Had I just gone straight inside, I’d have been okay.

Had I worn body armor, maybe Kev wouldn’t have jumped in front of me.

Had I not veered from the plan…

I close my eyes and, for the first time since I was a kid, I say prayers.

Please don’t take my boy from me.






















Chapter Twelve

Longest three hours of my life before the surgeon emerges to brief me and let me know they’ll be bringing Kevin out soon. Meanwhile, Angie has held an emergency press briefing with the basics of what they know, and will conduct a full one at five p.m. in the White House. All other questions are being directed to the FBI and Secret Service.

I refuse to give an on-camera statement because, honestly? I’m not sure I can without crying, and there’s a fine point between moving others to emotions and looking like a guy trying to capitalize on a situation.

Since no one knows about Kev’s true relationship to us, I’m worried Prophet would yell at me for giving a live statement this soon when I can’t control my emotions. My office issues a brief statement through Angie’s office.

Once Kevin’s out of surgery, he’s moved straight into a private room right off the ICU that’s usually an isolation room for infectious cases. Because of the circumstances, I’m allowed in there, with my detail.

I sit there, cradling Kevin’s glasses and portfolio in my hands and unable to believe this turn of events.

That’s when his dick of a father shows up.

I’ve already been warned by the head of my detail that he was inbound, and given the option to keep him out, but I tell them to let him through.

I’m still pissed I have to share this vigil with the man when I know how Kev really feels about him.

And about how basically he’s the main reason Kev and I couldn’t be together years ago.

This is nothing more than optics for the guy, and I fucking damn well know it.

But the optics look worse—for me and Shae, and in turn, Elliot—if I ban him from the hospital.

Keep in mind Kev hasn’t seen his father in person, much less spoken with him, in five years now. Not since the night the fucker showed up at the townhouse a few weeks after Shae’s first election.

Representative Edwin Markos’ bellowing voice precedes him in the hallway, sending the Secret Service detail in the room snapping into alert readiness as he thunders through the door.

He looks at me, a dark glare filling his muddy brown eyes before he hooks a thumb over his shoulder, his meaning clear. “You. Out.”

I tip my head back, looking away from him and back at Kev before I speak. “Fuck you, old man,” I quietly say.

If it wasn’t for the way the four suits step in, two of them directly in front of me, I’m sure the man would have laid hands on me.

Instead, he sneers. “You’re the reason my son’s dying. You and that goddamned bitch wife of yours. Out.”

I don’t raise my voice. “He’s critical, but stable. And I said fuck. You.”

Fuck optics—Kev is my boy. Edwin Markos lost any claim to Kev the night I met him in Daytona and made him mine.

Apparently no one’s ever told him no before, because the old bastard doesn’t give up. “I wasn’t asking—I was telling. Get out. Now.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“I don’t give a shit you’re married to that woman—I’ll have you thrown out of this hospital. You’re not his family.”

The fuck I’m not.

I’m more family to Kev than this bastard is.

I still don’t raise my voice. “I have a notarized durable medical power of attorney that says otherwise, old man. It also means I can have you thrown out. Don’t think I won’t, either, Congressman Markos.”

Game set and match. Under the circumstances, I take little satisfaction in the way his eyes bug and his jaw gapes. “What! I’m his father!”

Yeah? Well, he’s my boy.

That’s not what I say, obviously.

I settle back in my chair and drop my voice, finally looking his way. “Then I guess you shouldn’t have been a dick to him, huh? Maybe you should have made an effort to repair your relationship with him. You haven’t seen him in five damn years. He’s my best friend, my brother. I know your son far better than you could ever hope to, which is why he asked me to hold his power of attorney years ago. You want his attorney’s number? He’ll back me up on this. So I suggest you settle your shit down, right now, and slow your roll before I ask these eager gentlemen to escort you out of the building. Because my wife happens to be POTUS, they’re itching for an ass to beat, and I’m sure she’d issue pardons to all of us for beating your ass.”

John stands closest to the guy, and I watch the way he clenches his fists, almost aching for me to give the word to do exactly that. They’re all upset it’s Kev in the bed and not one of them. They’d love an excuse to rough this guy up as they evict him.

How do I know this?

Because I know.

Because I wish it was me in that bed right now.

Because if my position was reversed with any of the agents in my detail, I would still wish it was me in that bed right now.

These guys probably won’t sleep until Kev turns a corner and is pronounced out of the woods. They won’t sleep until I finally sleep.

And I won’t sleep until he turns a corner.

I know all of this.

I know.

Because they will all be haunted for the rest of their lives by the bullet they should have taken.

Just like I will be haunted by the fact that I should’ve been wearing body armor, and I wasn’t. That I broke protocol, and it was Kev who put himself in harm’s way.

That my boy, who’s had zero protective training, threw himself in front of me, a retired Secret Service agent who worked PPD.

That the man I swore to kill and die for, to love and protect and cherish, took a bullet for me.

A bullet intended for me.

The special agents in my detail will also blame themselves far more than they should because I blame myself the most. I broke protocol to work the rope without giving adequate notice. Had I followed the plan and kept moving, we would have been inside the building. There wouldn’t have been a gap in coverage.

That’s all on me.

Worse, I knew all this shit, and I still went for the photo op because I was thinking ahead to the elections, to help Elliot. I saw those happy, eager little kids, and I wanted them to have a good memory.

Kevin hung back because of me, not wanting to walk ahead of me.

Because he’s my good boy, and according to public protocol, he’s supposed to follow me because he’s Shae’s chief of staff.

It also allowed the asshole time to reach the rope.

We hit an impasse as I stare at the congressman. He was probably very imposing in his younger days, one of those men who’s actually deeply insecure so he’s all bluff and bluster trying to make people bend to his will.

I see through him.

I have nothing to bend.

Right now, my focus is Kev, and I won’t leave his side until he fucking opens his goddamned eyes and I know he will be okay.

The asshole mentally regroups and straightens. “May I have a few minutes alone with my son?”

I wouldn’t put it past him to take a picture of Kev like this and release it to the press in some sort of sick attempt to turn this around to get sympathy for himself.

“No.” I look at the glasses in my hands. “You can find a chair and drag it in here and wait with me, but I’m not leaving.” There are times I feel somewhat guilty that my former coworkers are now in a position of having to protect my ass.

This is not one of those times, because if they weren’t here, I would have already punched the motherfucker in his goddamned mouth.

I’m reasonably sure being the First Spouse won’t give me much legal protection, either. The pardon quip aside, that only works for federal crimes, not state and local ones.

Another impasse. The guy finally looks at one of my detail. “Go get me a chair.”

“No,” I say, not that the agent was about to do it in the first place. “They’re not allowed to leave me. You go find your own damn chair and drag it in here, asshole. They’re not here for you.”

John disguises his laughter as a cough.

I know that’s what he’s doing, because I heard him cough exactly like that more than once when we worked The Shift together.

Hell, I can’t count how often I’ve coughed like that myself.

“Apparently they damn sure weren’t here for my son, either.”


I feel all of them tense again, the very air in the room shifting as they lean in, waiting for the word from me. We’re brothers in this way, and they know I won’t rat them out if they lay hands on the guy.

“Either get your own fucking chair, or get the hell out of here,” I say. “Because you are about to talk yourself into an interrogation session I’d be happy to view the highlight reel of at a later time.” I stand, and that’s when the guy finally realizes I’m two inches taller than him and have at least thirty pounds more solid muscle than him, not to mention about twenty-five years to the younger. “And I’ll be happy to throw your ass out of here personally, Congressman Markos.” I offer a chilly smile. “Just give me a reason.”

After finally processing the expressions on the faces of the men surrounding me, the asshole finally seems to understand the odds are against him. He turns, retreating into the hallway where we all hear him angrily ranting to staff about needing a chair and wanting to talk to a doctor.

They might help him with the first, but they won’t help him with the second. I’ve already left strict orders I am the only one who will receive information about Kev’s condition, and only I will release that information to others.

John leans in as I retake my seat. “Just say the word,” he murmurs. “Please.”

“Believe me, I might.”

* * * *

Shae texts me an hour later.




How is he?




I know this is hard on her, too. She loves Kev as much as I do, but she’s in a spectacularly vulnerable position in terms of PR, not to mention logistics. She has to react as if he’s a beloved family friend and treasured staff, not the third in our bed. We can’t screw things up for Elliot.

I’m guessing she’s probably on Air Force One. As soon as word of the attack blasted over the radios, her heels likely didn’t touch the ground as the agents working The Shift grabbed her and bolted for The Beast to get her to the airstrip and in the air. It’s SOP for situations like this, especially when we don’t know if it’s a one-off attack or part of a larger plan, a distraction.

Although, at this point, it’s looking more and more like an idiotic lone gunman, maybe an FNB die-hard sheeple who probably thinks Fox News is too liberal, if the news reports I’m seeing are close to accurate.

Except they probably aren’t accurate. They rarely are this soon, and I haven’t even been briefed yet.

I have made a point of ignoring the man occupying the other chair in the room, a man who quickly realizes I absolutely meant what I said about not releasing any information—or control—to him.

Still, my thumbs hesitate over my phone’s screen before I respond. Said response will be kept as brief as possible. We’re always cognizant that, especially in times like this, someone would love to intercept our personal communications. If that ever happens, we need to make sure they’re as banal as possible.




Unchanged.




Kev would kick both our asses if we blow this over him, I know he would. He’s vested too much of his own energy into this venture with us. Maybe it started with me forcing him into it, but the kiss he laid on me that night when we realized yes, Shae had done it, will forever remain etched in my memory.

My gaze lifts, staring at the monitors marking his life, before settling on his face. On the ventilator tube pumping air into his lungs. The scrape on his forehead where he hit the ground after diving between me and death.

The IV bags dripping fluids and antibiotics and pain and sedation meds into his veins.

My boy.

And, right now, all I want to do is curl up next to him in that bed and sob, and I can’t.

Not even because of Congressman Edwin Markos sullenly glaring at me from less than ten feet away.

But because it would piss Kev off if I break the act and risk Shae’s reputation. Because my boy has, somehow, perfectly encapsulated what a chief of staff to POTUS should be.

Because of him, and the hard work, the sweat and tears—and literal blood—he poured into Shae’s career, she hit the pinnacle.

I mean, professionally, where do you go from here without running for office yourself?

You don’t.

He would kick my ass for jeopardizing things, and I couldn’t even be mad at him for it.

If only he were awake eyes open and able to glare at me for possibly risking everything, I’d gladly take every bit of it and more.

Just to know he’ll be all right.

Because if my boy isn’t all right?

I don’t know if I can live with myself.






















Chapter Thirteen

Now

I know in movies they show a guy getting hit by a bullet and collapsing, and either it’s a scratch, an in-and-out that will heal cleanly, or the person dies, usually after delivering a melodramatic line or two.

That’s not real life.

Depending on the caliber, the load, the slug—and a variety of other factors, including where it hits and its trajectory—a bullet might do little damage, it might shatter bone, or it could be one designed to somersault and expand and fragment upon impact, doing as much damage as possible. The exit wound could be neat and tidy, or look like some demon punched a fist through the victim’s guts.

Kevin was shot three times with a .380, fortunately cheap-ass range rounds made for target shooting from a short distance.

Thank god he wasn’t shot with something larger, or a hollow point.

Thank god the guy was a crappy shot, and that he was tackled and Jack got his hand over the gun, between the hammer and the slide, before he could squeeze off another round.

The main concern now is a risk of internal bleeding and infection. All three rounds hit him in the abdomen, two inside him, one in-and-out through his side. All three missed bones and, even more importantly, his spine, miracle of miracles.

But Kev lost a lot of blood, and there’s a very real danger of infection from the damage done to his intestines.

I can’t lose my boy.

Fortunately, Kev’s father lasts less than two hours before he stands and storms out without further word to me or my detail.

I leave orders with Secret Service and the hospital that the congressman is not allowed further access to Kev unless I’m present.

I’ve also instructed Comms, through my staff, to put out hourly press briefings, and that we’ll hold an actual presser sometime tomorrow.

My chief of staff brings me an overnight bag and a change of clothes, my personal phone and charger, and my laptop, because I’m not going anywhere.

When Shae’s deputy chief of staff stops by and tries to suggest I go home because of the optics, I have to fight the urge to tell him to go to hell.

I don’t give a shit he’s right that Kev would say the same thing, were he awake.

The kids want to come visit Kev though. I tell them no, not yet. I feel guilty that I should be there for them, but honestly?

I can’t right now.

Maybe that makes me a shitty dad, but my mental tank is empty. Shae will be home soon, and they’re surrounded by staff, agents, and they have Yasmine. I can’t be a good dad right now. They’re used to me or Shae being unavailable from time-to-time, so it’s not like it’s the first time this has happened.

I want to wait to let the kids come see Kev when he’s awake.

I absolutely do not want to admit to myself that the only way I want them to see him like this is if we’re afraid he won’t survive, so they have time to say goodbye.

Or that I want my face to be the first Kev sees when he opens his eyes.

I ask the staff to bring in several chairs, so the agents can take turns sitting. We’re in a private room, with no one to spy on us, and I know they’re nearly as upset about this as I am.

Playing dirty, I make it a direct order. Since I outranked them when I was in, they eventually give in and sit, all but one, who stays on the door, and they take turns at that post.

“It’s not y’all’s fault,” I say to John, giving voice to what they’re all thinking. “It’s mine.”

John wearily shakes his head. “No, Mr. Bruunt, it’s—”

“Chris,” I insist, looking at each agent in turn. “While we’re alone in this room, it’s fucking Chris, all right?”

These four agents are my primary detail and see me nearly every day, and when I leave the residence. When I travel, they are ones who accompany me.

I specifically requested these four men, because I knew, next to the agents I requested be assigned to The Shift for Shae, these these guys the best at what they do.

And I failed them.

“I broke protocol.” I feel I require this confession, these witnesses.


I have to own my shit.

“Never should have worked the rope,” I add. “I fucking know better.” The words choke in my throat. “I did this.”

They exchange a glance, and I know. John tips his head forward for a moment, considering, then looks at me. He would normally never broach this subject, but this isn’t normal for any of us. It’s the stress, and the adrenaline crash, and the worry, and the knowledge they will face a ration of shit from the director, no matter how hard I go to bat for them once I can think straight.

“Tell me the truth, Chris,” he softly says. “If we’re talking about things that remain inside this room, then tell me the truth so that, if they even let us remain on detail, we can do our jobs better. We all know the three of you are…close. But who is he?”

Of course these men won’t talk. The shit I’ve seen with them at my side—the stuff none of us have talked about, because it’s our job not to talk about it—I have to confess it.

Denying Kev, or my love for him, is not an option in this darkest moment of my soul. Maybe Kev would never know I denied him in this circumstance.

But I would.

And that’s one thing too much that I cannot live with or have occupying my conscience.


Sitting up in the recliner, I lean in the way I have countless times already and gently wrap my fingers around Kev’s right hand. I have his bracelet and ring, both on my right hand. I stare at him as I stroke the backs of his fingers with my thumb.

“He’s mine,” I admit as I will him to wake up. “Ours, but specifically mine. Shae loves him, too. He’s been mine for…” I carefully consider my answer, because I’d never stopped loving or missing him after that week so long ago. “A long time. Then hers, too, when he started working for her before her election. He came to work for her because of me. Because I asked him to.”

Close enough to the truth.

I continue. “Obviously, it’s easier for her to spend time alone with him without raising questions, but now you understand why no one can ever offer him enough money to hire him away from us, or why he’ll never willingly leave his post when most presidents have gone through two chiefs of staff, or more, by this point in their administration.”

A soft breath escapes John. “Damn,” he whispers. “I’m so sorry, Chris.” He gets now why I won’t leave Kev’s side.

He understands completely why I totally blame myself.

It’s also more personal now, the way it would be if it was one of the kids who’d been shot.

The way it was when my brother died.

In their minds, Kev has subtly shifted from inner circle to family, even more than the dubious honor of getting shot accomplished for him.

From this point forward, as long as Shae’s in office, Kev will now be handled with kid gloves, given a driver, a detail—whatever is felt he needs—to protect him.

He’ll no longer have the luxury of refusing protection.

Ever.

Because even if I wasn’t going to make it a fucking order from Sir to his boy, the brass upstairs will make sure it happens, as long as Kev’s a part of this administration. The only thing they hate more than someone getting hurt or killed on their watch is it happening a second time.

And in no reality do I ever want to contemplate that he won’t wake up and return to us. The only way I can survive this is if I concentrate on when he wakes up and is healed and returns to work.

The only bright spot in this whole mess?

Finally, I now have a publicly acceptable reason to permanently move Kev into the residence with us. I’ll ask Shae to “joke” about it with staffers, tell people that I put my foot down as Kev’s best friend to make it so, and that she had to keep her “little man” happy.

Happy hubby, happy…

Whatever.

Happy spouse, happy house?

My phone buzzes a few minutes after ten with a text from Shae.




Wheels-down at Andrews. Can I come by?




John is taking a turn guarding the door. I stand, stretch, and walk over to him. “Shae wants to know if she can come visit,” I ask. “What’s the situation? Honestly?”

He lets out one of “those” sighs. If we weren’t locked in this room, the five of us—not counting Kev—he wouldn’t have reacted like that, but he wouldn’t have given me a forthright answer, either.

“Tomorrow morning after their shift change, and after morning rush hour ends, would be preferable. We can lock down the hospital now, but I’ll need to call in and roll people out of bed, it’ll disrupt hospital operations, and I’ll have to close their ER to intake, which is full tonight. I mean, I will—”

I shake my head. “No.” I walk back to my chair and tap a reply. “I’ll ask her to put in a formal request through her detail for late morning tomorrow.”

I tap out a reply I imagine is making her purse her lips, take a deep breath and hold it to keep the fuck from leaving her mouth, and even as she does, her public mask slips back into place.




Logistics nightmare. Request late morning tomorrow, pls.




I know from how long she takes to reply that she’s now sitting there and seriously debating trying to play the POTUS card to defy me.

I add a text.




DYD.




My phone rings seconds later from a blocked number, meaning it’s probably her official, secure phone.

“I mean it,” I answer by way of greeting, using the only tone I safely can use on her without us being alone together. “Don’t you dare play the POTUS card.”

Eventually, I hear a soft huff I know is a laugh. “Did I ever tell you how fucking spooky it is when you read my mind like that? It’s bad enough when Kev does it.”

I manage a weary smile, so she’ll hear it in my voice. Otherwise, she won’t buy it. “And yet, you still married me, honey. And that’s why he’s our Prophet.” I take a deep breath. “Go home, hug the kids for me, and please apologize to them for me.”

“You aren’t coming home?”

“Not until he opens his eyes.”

She knows better than to argue with me. “If I’m not there, as soon as he does—”

“I’ll call you and put him on the phone so you can tell him yourself.”

“Okay.” I know she has to get off the line now, because I hear the tears threatening in the soft, breathy way she says it. She’s grasping for the end of the rope and trying to hold on tightly, but she’s frayed.

I know the feeling.

* * * *

The nurses find me a fold-up cot somewhere, and it’s marginally more comfortable than the stupid recliner, except I’m not ready to use it yet.

They’ve backed off his sedation. He’ll stay intubated, for now, until he’s awake and responsive. But right now he’s also on a fuckton of painkillers.

The clock ticks past midnight, and the nurse and on-call stop in to check on him. Thanks to Kev’s job title, he has his own assigned nurse who’s monitoring his vitals on a monitor at a station just outside the room.

The miracles of modern medicine.

She physically steps into the room to put eyes on him every thirty minutes, and the doctor stops by every hour.

Once they leave, I take my personal phone, open iTunes, and scroll through to the playlist I used when Kev and I last snuck in a good, hard scene what feels like too damn long ago. A playlist he first heard in those sweet two weeks following our reunion, and music compiled from my memories of that first week we spent together.

A lot of ‘80s and ‘90s music, along with classic rock, and some indie rock. I turn the volume up just enough I can hear it, and set my phone on the bed near his pillow. Once again, I take his hand and stroke the backs of his fingers. I think about how, in the past, he’s held on to my hand and squeezed—in pain and in pleasure—and wish I was a praying type of man.

But I’m not.

I haven’t been in years.

I lay my head on the bed, as close to his as I can without disturbing IV lines or monitor leads.

Aerosmith, Rolling Stones, Imagine Dragons, Pearl Jam, and Queen make up a good chunk of this playlist. As the minutes tick past, I think I’m doing okay.

Until “Love of My Life” by Queen starts playing.

Oh, fuck.

Memories slam into me—that last night so long ago, our first night reunited.

Our wedding night.

I close my eyes. The tears I’ve been holding back by sheer force of will burst through with a vengeance. It’s too much. The possibility of losing him, especially like this, shreds me.

I’ll give up everything we’ve achieved, in a heartbeat, if it means he’ll be okay.

Something brushes against my free hand. When I look, it’s John, trying to hand me a couple of tissues. He holds the box in his other hand and wears a grim expression.

“Thanks,” I manage. Not releasing Kev’s hand, I blow my nose and settle in again.

But after a moment, I’m aware that John isn’t moving away to give me space.

“I’m okay,” I lie.

He pokes me in the shoulder, and I’m about to order him to leave me alone when I realize he’s not looking at me.

Jolted into realization, I sit up to find Kev’s eyes barely cracked open and staring at me.

I guess the whoop I let out scares the nurse, because she bolts into the room, slamming the door into Ted’s back, where he was standing against it. He turns and is in the process of drawing when he realizes it’s her.

I squeeze Kev’s hand hard, not giving a damn who sees me cry.

Standing, I lean in and press a kiss to his forehead. “Good boy,” I whisper. “I love you so fucking much.”

He slowly blinks, his gaze full of confusion and pain and the cloud of damned good pharmaceuticals, but yeah, he’s there.

I reluctantly step back so she can check his vital signs. The doctor comes running in, too, and after a few minutes, he nods.

“This is a good sign, Mr. Bruunt,” he says. “We still need to watch out for infection, but this is good.”

“How long does he have to stay on the ventilator?” I focus my attention on Kev, whose gaze searches for me if he can’t see me.

“I’ll consult with the surgeon and we’ll likely be removing him from it in a few hours. We’ll need to restrain his hands, though, so he doesn’t pull the tube out himself.”

I somehow manage not to burst out laughing at that news. “Whatever needs to happen.”

“Eh, you should go home.”

I finally pry my gaze from Kev’s blue eyes and stare at the doctor. “No.”

After they affix the restraints to Kev’s wrists, the nurse and doctor clear out for a few minutes. I grab my personal phone so I can text Shae.




Call me.




She either couldn’t sleep, or had the phone under her head or something, because my phone rings seconds later.

“Is he okay?”

“Talk to him. He’s intubated and groggy, but his eyes are open. He won’t be able to speak to you.” Kev’s gaze follows my hand as I reach in with the phone and hold it against his ear. Because I’m so close, I can hear her, and if the other guys can, too, they pretend they can’t.

“Hey, you.” It sounds like she’s trying not to cry. “You’re not allowed to scare me like that, dude. What would we do without you?”

I don’t know how much Kev is processing of what she’s saying, but I lean in and press another kiss to his forehead.

At this point, I don’t care who sees me.

His gaze shifts a little, like he’s trying to look at the phone, then returns to mine. I smile at him, stroke his hair, let my hand settle on top of his head and gently rub the spot between his eyes with my thumb.

He’s mine, and whatever I have to do to make this up to him, I will.

I’ll divorce Shae in a second and marry him, if he asks me to.

Dying for me was never part of our agreement. I’m a little mad at him for risking his life for me, but only because I know I owe him everything.

“The kids told me to tell you they love you and want you home as soon as possible,” she says. “I’ll try to bring them in the morning when I come to visit you. I love you so much, sweetie.”

I take the phone back. “It’s me.”

She’s sniffling. “How is he?” I tell her the latest. “Can I bring the kids?”

“They have school.”

“I was thinking about—”

“No,” I say. “They need to go to school. They can’t miss it. Not unless it’s not safe to let them go. Have the detail bring them by the hospital after school, and only if they clear it through me first. Just you in the morning.”

I’m still rubbing his forehead, and while he’s groggy, I know the gesture make it through to the deeper center of his brain, because his gaze has softened in that familiar way. He might not remember much—or any—of this part later, but that’s okay.

I will.

“Are you sure?” she asks.

“Yes. He’ll be more awake by then, too. I don’t know how groggy he’ll be in the morning, and he might end up sleeping through a visit.”

I finally get her off the phone and resume my vigil at my boy’s bedside. I don’t bother using the cot, for now, because if they’re going to be checking him more often, it’d be pointless to be in the way like that.

He drifts back to sleep, which is for the best. They’re happy with his vital signs, and happy with the latest round of blood work. That means I feel reasonably safe getting my hopes up.

I can only hope it doesn’t bite me in the ass later.






















Chapter Fourteen

Now

It’s nearly two hours later when they decide Kev can come off the respirator. In that time, he’s drifted in and out of consciousness, but seeming a little more there every time he opens his eyes and looks at me.

I squeeze his hand every time he comes back to me, letting him know I’m there and not leaving him.

While the medical personnel tend to him, I stand back and closely watch despite them asking me to leave the room.

Yeah, having four Secret Service special agents at my beck and call has its perks. Telling a doctor to get to work and forget about me leaving Kev’s side is one of them.

They’ve held off giving him his next dose of pain medication, and they pump a little something into his IV to help wake him up. I guess they need to check his breathing without the machine helping him first before they actually pull the tube. Then he’s coughing, and they’re telling him to breathe, and those sounds are some of the best I’ve ever heard in my life.

The doctor steps aside while the nurses finish doing whatever it is they’re doing. “He’ll probably go back to sleep when we give him his next dose of pain meds,” the doctor says. “You should go home and sleep, sir.”

“I’ll go home when I’m ready.” Impatiently, I stand there watching. They place an oxygen cannula on Kev and get him settled again, with the head of his bed raised a little more than it was before.

Finally, they finish fucking around with him, the nurse adds a syringe of medicine to Kev’s IV pump, they check his vitals one last time, and then they all leave the room.

Back at his side, I lean in to press another kiss to his forehead, which this time earns me a strange look from him. “Love you,” I whisper.

“Chris—”

“Shh.” I sit in my chair and take his hand, stroking my thumb over the backs of his fingers. “Squeeze my hand.”

He does, weakly, while watching me.

I smile. “You remember waking up a little bit ago?”

He frowns. “I… Something about Queen?”

Relief sweeps through me. “Close enough.”

“What happened?”

“You earned yourself a spanking,” I whisper. “That’s what. You’re not allowed to scare me like that.”

His eyes flutter closed, then snap open again, like he’s fighting the effects of whatever they’re dosing him with. “What?”

I squeeze his hand again. “Go back to sleep. We’ll talk later.”

He does.

I take out my phone and snap a picture of him before I turn on the playlist again, bumping the volume down a little.

He smiles, even in sleep, and I want to believe this means we’re out of the woods. I lay my head against the bed and reach over with one hand to rub his forehead with my thumb the way I know he loves.

My boy.

Mine.

At just before nine that morning, Kev’s drifted in and out a few times, and my detail and I are working on over twenty-four hours without sleep, when Jack is notified that Portia is inbound.

I’m certain there’s a media firestorm whirling outside the hospital, but ask me if I care.

Because I don’t.

That woman is going to get a spanking for disobeying me, though. She’s at least an hour earlier than she should be, but I get it.

When she arrives, her detail has to stay out in the hall, because mine aren’t going anywhere yet, and there’s not enough room in there for all of us. She heads to me first and hugs me. She looks like hell, her eyes puffy from crying, and with only the barest traces of makeup on her face. She’s pulled her hair back into a low ponytail, too.

Kev was asleep, but during the quiet hubbub of her entrance, he awakens.

She immediately breaks away from me and goes to him, leaning in and hugging him, whispering to him.

I lean in. “Kiss him,” I whisper in her ear, and she gives me a strange look.

I nod. “It’s okay. They know now. They won’t tell.”

I spot the way her gaze softens, maybe even close to tears again. She leans in and kisses Kev, on the lips. “Love you, Sir,” she whispers.

He manages a pained smile for her. “Love you, too.”

Then she turns and really seems to see me. She points at the private bath. “Go get a shower,” she orders. “I won’t leave until you’re done. I’ll stay with him. I have time.”

I kiss her for that. “Thank you.”

I’ve been afraid to leave Kev’s side. Other Secret Service agents have brought us food and coffee as we request it, but other than to use the bathroom, I haven’t left Kev’s side since they brought me here once he was out of surgery.

I quickly strip and stand under spray that’s not nearly hot enough for my tastes, but then I realize it’s probably a safety feature to prevent scalding.

I flip it over to cold for a moment, shivering as the biting edge of the water chips away at my exhaustion a little. Back to warm, and now it feels hotter. I quickly shave in the shower, hoping I haven’t butchered my face in the process, but I’ve shaved faster under worse conditions, so I’m used to it.

Ten minutes later, I’m back at his bedside and feeling more human. I don’t bother putting on a tie, and I roll the sleeves of my fresh shirt up my forearms and leave the top button open at the neck.

Shae looks up at me. “Maybe you should go home and sleep. Have you slept?”

I shake my head. “I’ll nap now that he’s improving. I’m not leaving him yet.”

“You can’t live here at the hospital.”

Watch me, is what I want to say.

What actually comes out of my mouth is, “We’re completely moving him into the residence when he’s discharged.”

Now I get the eyebrow. “We are?”

“Yep. He’s going to need to recover, he won’t be able to handle the townhouse’s stairs at first, and he’ll want to work, you know he will. Can you think of a logistically better option?”

She presses her lips together in a pitiful and nearly successful attempt to hold back her smile. “No, I can’t. I’ll notify the Chief Usher.”

“And I want him in the second floor, not the third floor,” I add.

She glances over at the agents, but then meets my gaze. When she speaks, she drops her voice. “We’ll officially assign him to the third floor.”


I arch my eyebrow at her. “You know damn well where he’ll be.”

Yes, she does. He’ll be in our bed, with us.

Not that the public will know, or even most of the staff. The second and third floors are off-limits to the public. Yasmine signed an ironclad NDA that will protect us, but she’s dedicated to the kids. I have no worries about her loyalty, and they love her, too.

“You need to contact Sec. Bryant and tell her to shove it down the pipe that Kev gets a detail from now on. Otherwise, you’ll need to EO it.”

She presses her lips together in that way I know so freaking well, but my girl nods. “I’ll call Sasha.”

I kiss her. “Thank you.” I finally get Shae out of there after a promise that I’ll nap. I know I need to release my detail and let them change out, but I’m afraid to.

I need to deal with Eisenthal, now, so he doesn’t pull them. Publicly, Shae needs to follow chain of command to keep things looking legit.

John looks like he’s about to drop. “Go ahead and switch off,” I tell him. I know there is already another shift there, at the hospital, awaiting my word to release these guys, so coverage isn’t an issue.

Eventually they file out, the new shift replacing them. The door no sooner shuts behind them than I’m on my official phone and calling Director Andrew Eisenthal. I also don’t care if these guys hear me. They know me, maybe not the way John and the others do, but they’re all good men.

Eisenthal and I have had a slightly contentious relationship ever since I ended up marrying Shae. For obvious reasons, he can’t know the truth about what transpired, or the exact timeline of events. I know he wasn’t happy with me, however, when he learned I was marrying her. The perceived impropriety was more in his mind than anywhere else though. Because I wasn’t on an official protective detail for her, and I could point to where, when assignments were being handed out, I officially reported that I knew Shae personally.

Nothing that could come back and bite me in the ass, because Shae is a fricking genius when it comes to setting up a plan. Apparently, she learned her tactics while studying at her mother’s feet.

One benefit about my position is when you call the director of Secret Service, he usually takes your call.

“Yes, Mr. Bruunt?”

I know that chafes him, that he’s now forced by protocol to defer to me, but I’ll take every advantage I have and run with it. “My detail from yesterday morning,” I say without preamble or bullshit. “They stay on the job.”

A soft grumble crosses the line. “Mr. Bruunt, staffing is not your—”

“Cut the bullshit, Andrew. You know damn well it used to be my expertise. I broke protocol, not them.” I rub at my forehead, a headache threatening to break through. “I worked the rope line without letting them know ahead of time. It’s my fault. I decided on-site without clearing it with them first.”

Another uncomfortable pause. “Again, Mr. Bruunt, no offense, but—”

“Please don’t make me call Shae about this. You don’t want her daily readout list to include a call ordering you to keep my detail, do you? Because I will totally pull that dick move on you, sir.”

I throw that last word in there in an attempt to soften the blow. We both know he’ll end up caving, and I’m trying to give him a chance to spare a little dignity when it comes to this.

“I’ll take it under advisement, Mr. Bruunt.”

“That means they’d better be on-duty tomorrow morning, or you will face a media shitstorm of epic proportions by end-of-day tomorrow. My wife isn’t the only one who knows how to manipulate a pool spray. No suspensions, no write-up in their jackets—nothing. I’m an agent, just like you, just like them. I made the mistake of thinking I was bulletproof, which is another issue. I didn’t wear my vest today because I wasn’t planning on working the rope line. Like I said, I broke protocol, and my best friend nearly died.”

I honestly thought he would leave me spinning in the wind, but he caves after a tense silence. I’ll gladly take the dressing down if it means those men still have jobs. “You, better than anyone, know how this works. Why would you do that? Why would you act so careless and stupid? So reckless? I would expect something like this from your wife, because she’s a civilian. You know the risks and you still took them? What if the kids had been with you?”

I slump back in my chair, finally able to breathe a little easier that my stupidity didn’t cost those men their jobs. I’d already thought of that myself, about the kids. “Because I wasn’t thinking, and I saw a group of kids there. Young kids. Honestly? I was thinking how cool would it be for them to say they got to see me up close. They were little kids. And now they’re probably traumatized because I was an idiot.”

“Thank god there weren’t any other reported injuries.”

“How’s Jack’s hand?”

Eisenthal snorts. “He’ll live. It was his left, and he’s a righty, so he’ll be on duty tomorrow. Medical cleared him.”

“Good. Thank you, Director Eisenthal. I appreciate this.”

Another grumble. “Don’t you dare put me in this position again. Ever. Understand me?”

“I will be a model protectee from this moment on, I swear.” I turn so I can watch Kev where he’s sleeping. “And I need another favor, please.”

“Really? Aren’t you pushing it now?”

I ignore the jab. “Prophet. When he’s released, he’ll be moving into the residence with us. I want him to have permanent protection any time he has to leave the White House without myself or my wife.”

There’s a notable pause from Eisenthal. “I know he’s your friend, and considering the circumstances, I don’t blame you, and I even agree with you. Still, that has to go through official channels. I can’t up and do it without orders from the Secretary, you know that.”

“That’s already in the works. I’m giving you a heads-up now so you can start the preparations. Secretary Bryant will receive a call from the president’s office, if she hasn’t already. But Prophet doesn’t move anywhere he’s not protected, unless he’s already with Portia or myself.”

“We’ll take care of it.” He pauses. “How is he?”

I have to swallow back the lump in my throat. “They’re guarded, but optimistic. He’s already been awake and talking, but he’s asleep right now from pain meds. We’re waiting to see if he will end up with an infection or not. As long as he doesn’t, and there’s no bleeding, the doctors say he’ll likely make a full recovery.”

He breathes a sigh of relief. “Thank christ.”

“Any news on the shooter?”

“I can’t reveal the details of an ongoing investigation, but still looks like a lone wolf situation.”

“Why was he trying to go after me, anyway? Did he say?” There’s an uncomfortable silence, and I check to make sure I didn’t lose the call. “Director Eisenthal?”

“No one’s told you?”

A chill washes through my gut at his tone. “Told me what?”

An uncomfortable hesitation fills his voice when he next speaks. “We…haven’t released this to the media yet. Ongoing investigation, so don’t say anything. I know gave orders for you to be briefed on this.”

“On what?”

“Chris, he wasn’t targeting you. Kevin Markos was his intended target.”






















Chapter Fifteen

I let the kids come visit that afternoon, and Shae comes with them. Kev’s still groggy, but awake enough to give the kids smiles and so they can lean in and kiss his cheeks, hold his hands, and convince themselves he’s going to be okay.

With every hour that passes, the doctors breathe a little easier. No signs of internal bleeding, his blood work still looks good, his vitals are strong.

Leo shows up around nine. Kev wakes up, but still looks groggy.

“Go home, Chris,” Leo says. “I’ll stay with him all night.”

Kev turns his head to me. “Chris, go home and sleep. Please. Make Shae eat. Tell her I said so.”

I’m scared to. I’m terrified if I leave him he’ll take a turn for the worse, or his father might show up or something.

“I’ll keep his father out,” Leo says. “Don’t worry. And Kev’s been issued full protection by the Director. He has his own detail now. They’ll be here, too”

“Please, Chris?” Kev asks. “I’m worried about Shae.”

“Uh, she’s not the one in the bed.”

He motions me in close, and when I lean in, he makes fish lips at me until I kiss him. “Please, Sir?” he whispers. “Go get some sleep. I trust Leo.”

I haven’t told him yet he was the target, not me. I’ve passed the word not to tell him that yet.

“Let me go talk to the doctors first.” And I do. I talk to the doctors, the nurses, I remind everyone that Congressman Markos or his representatives are not allowed on this floor, much less in Kev’s room, and make sure the detail knows it, too. Then I return to his room to kiss him goodnight.

“Love you, boy,” I whisper.


He gives me a tired smile. “Love you, too, Sir. Kiss the girl from me, huh?”

“I will.”

I hug Leo. “Don’t worry,” he says. “No visitors unless I know them personally and know they’re friends.”

I nod. “Okay. And you stay with him if he gets a visitor.”

“Absolutely.”

I trust Leo. It has to be enough.

I let my detail lead me downstairs to where The Beast awaits to carry me home. When I return, I guess someone let Shae know, because she and the kids swarm me when I go upstairs, wanting updates.

“He’s okay,” I tell them, updating them.

Once we get the kids in bed, I climb into our shower with Shae and stand there, crying as she holds me.

“It’s my fault,” I tell her. “It’s my fault.”

“If he was the target, it’s not your fault at all.”

“He might not have thrown himself in front of me if he knew I was wearing body armor.”

“Uh, yeah, he would’ve. Just like you would’ve done the same thing in reverse, you know you would. He’s going to be okay, and, hey, like you said, perfect excuse to make him move in permanently, right?”

“Yeah.”

She holds me while I get it out of my system. I know it’s stress and exhaustion and everything else. I don’t even remember going from the shower to bed, but next thing I know, it’s morning, and she’s on the phone with someone. When she spots I’m awake, she smiles and walks over. “Here.” She hands me the phone.

“Hello?”

“I’m in the hospital one damn day, and you’re sleeping late, Sir?”

I close my eyes and break down in tears even as I laugh. “You’re an awfully brave boy when there’s a damn phone between me and your ass.”

“Yes, Sir, I am.”

“Love you, Kev.”

He sighs. “I love you, too, Chris, but I’m not dying. That’s what I’m calling for. Doc said my blood work still looks good. No sign of infection. They’re going to let me try water by mouth today to see how I tolerate it. Maybe clear liquids and broth tomorrow.”

I don’t care that I’m crying. Shae hugs me from behind as I do. “You’re in so much fucking trouble. Don’t you dare ever put yourself in front of a bullet again, do you hear me?”

“Yeah, well, nice to know I’m missed.” I can hear him smiling.

“I am going to fucking beat that gorgeous ass of yours when you’re feeling better.”

“Oooh, promise?”

He’s really okay. If he’s joking around, he has to be okay. Emotion squeezes my throat nearly shut. “Please don’t ever scare me like that again, baby. I can’t take it. I can’t lose you.”

“I’m not dying, Sir. I promise.”

I sniffle back tears. “Let me speak to Leo, please.”

“Okay, here he is. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Leo comes on the line. “There, see? I didn’t lose him overnight.”

“Damn good thing.” I rub at my eyes. “I’ll be in once I get a shower and wake up. Thank you for this.”

“Hey, it’s okay. If Shae is going to stay close to home today, what I’ll do is go home after you get here, then come in again tonight for the night shift.”

“Thank you so much. I love you, dude.”

Leo laughs. “Yeah, well, I love you, too, Chris, but I’m spoken for in that way.”

“I know.” I manage a laugh. “And he’s a lucky guy.”

* * * *

I don’t have to worry about Congressman Markos making another attempt to visit Kev in the hospital, because his detail sends an agent to the man’s office that morning and informs him he isn’t allowed in the hospital.

Which enrages the man, but it doesn’t make it into the media, so I can only assume he doesn’t want anyone to know that little factoid and ask questions about it.

It might make him look bad, after all.

Kev heals, and less than two weeks after he was shot, and three days after they let him start eating regular food, he’s discharged via ambulance straight to the White House, where I accompany him the entire way.

Fuck what the world thinks. They’ve kept it out of the papers that Kev was the target because they’re still trying to find out why. For now, the world thinks the heroic chief of staff and best friend nearly died trying to protect the First Spouse.

I think if Kev was going to run for POTUS he’d win just from this alone.

Because of all the obvious reasons, I’ll have to be careful once Kev’s brought home from the hospital. While he was still in the hospital, I personally went to the townhouse with John, Jack, and other agents to get everything Kevin would need for a long-term stay, and to clean out the fridge.

There’s no reason for him to be alone at the townhouse. Not when we’re his family.

Once he’s situated in our bed in the master bedroom, I drop it on him that he’s now a full-time resident of the White House. When Kev tries to protest, to remind me of the optics, I play dirty—I bring the kids and Shae into our bedroom and let them carefully pile onto the bed with him, give him puppy-dog eyes, and ask him to live with us, full-time, from now on.

From the look he gives me, I know he knows exactly what I’m doing, but it works and he drops all objections. I’ll let my chief of staff take the lead, along with Angie, with getting the word out. The man was shot, we don’t know if there are other plots afoot against any of us because Lauren’s killer is still at large, as is Charlie and Tory’s, it’s less expensive logistically having him at the White House, where our protection detail is gathered in one place, and it means he can get back to work faster.

Shae and I can’t stay in bed with him all day, even though that’s exactly what I want to do.

Fortunately for me, my schedule is far more malleable than Shae’s. I can head up to the residence during the day to check on him and make sure he’s okay, and I do just that.

By “checking on him” I mean locking the bedroom door behind me and climbing into our bed, where I carefully spoon my body around his for a few precious minutes.

We still don’t have any answers as to why Kev was targeted. David Gayle isn’t talking and has lawyered up. It’s frustrating, to say the least.

My wife can launch nukes, but she can’t legally authorize waterboarding the fucker who shot the man who shares our bed.

Sometimes, life truly isn’t fair.

Kev is under strict orders from me to call me if he needs me to come help him with anything, but I know he won’t. He’s itching to get back to work. Technically, he could be working up here, but I’ve ordered him to take at least a few more days off.

Mostly because I want to be able to come up here and do what I’m doing right now, which is being annoyingly loving to him.

This is the sixth time I’ve come up today to check on him. I’ve got him snuggled against me in our bed, where he’s been watching the news on our bedroom TV. He’s got his iPad, which he’s been using to watch other news feeds as he’s trying to get caught up.

“I’m never getting spanked again, am I?” he snarks.

I carefully tighten my grip around him, still worried about hurting him despite his assurances that I’m not. I nuzzle my lips against the side of his neck and graze my teeth against his flesh. “Maybe. If you’re a good boy and follow your doctor’s orders.”

“That’s disappointing.” He wiggles his ass against me and my slacks suddenly grow uncomfortably tight. “Maybe I want to be a bad boy and earn a spanking.”

I reach down and pinch his thigh, making him laugh. “Stop it. Behave, or I’ll think up an appropriately unenjoyable punishment for you.”

“Aw. Buzz-kill.” He tips his head back for a kiss, and of course I can’t resist him.

For a moment, I consider making love to him just like this, cuddled on our sides and taking my time. For obvious reasons, I haven’t felt horny since Kev’s shooting, and neither has Shea.

I’m glad I don’t have to leave the White House today, although I won’t be able to spend too much time up here right now. I’m supposed to take a call soon from some protocol guy about organizing our first state dinner of Shae’s second term. Former First Ladies have had large staffs dedicated to all this kind of shit.

Me? I’ve had my staff focused on the fitness and nutrition initiatives I’m championing, along with the charitable organizations I help with, including Alzheimer’s research.

Although I have increased the White House staff a little and handed off many of the protocol-based duties to them. I personally think it’s better for continuity’s sake to have it be permanent, non-partisan staffers rather than my own staff. That way, it serves the office of POTUS more efficiently. They also handle things like organizing the Easter egg roll, holiday decorations, and other traditional celebrations that happen at the White House.

But there are a few positions that haven’t been filled or created yet, and I’m slowly chugging my way through that process. With my luck, I’ll have it all done just in time for Elliot’s election.

Lucky bastard. Leo, that is. Because my gut tells me he’ll be filling my role, since I’m nearly positive Elliot’s filling Leo.

Thankfully, as Kev continues to heal over the next days, and life finally shifts back to normal for us, I can relax.

My boy is home and safe.

My girl is home and safe.

Our kids are safe—and happy. We have no satisfaction yet, and might never know who or why Charles, Tory, and Lauren died, but I’m hoping this is the last of the bad kind of surprises that will rock our family.

If only I were so lucky.






















Chapter Sixteen

Christopher

I’m having lunch in the residence dining room on Monday when Leo comes up. The kids are in school, Kev is with Shea at a meeting over on the Hill, and the White House, despite how many people work here, feels kind of empty, to me.

This is Kev’s first full official day back at work since he was shot, and it takes everything in my power not to go with the two of them today and personally supervise him.

Except he has a job to do. Prophet is back in the saddle, and Priest has to let go.

It’s been almost a month since he was shot, and we have no more answers than we did the day of.

I’m actually a little surprised to see Leo here. Usually, when Shea has to attend a meeting, especially with Kev involved in the meeting, Leo’s is there with her.


“We need to talk, sir,” he says.

“What’s with the ‘sir’ shit in private?” I joke.

Except from the look on Leo’s face, whatever he’s come to talk to me about…

It’s grim.

He’s not deterred. “Sir?”

I nod and sit back, my nerves jangling as every instinct and bit of training from twenty-six years spent in the Secret Service tries to kick in all at once. “What’s going on?”

He glances around. “We alone?”

“Yeah.”

He pulls out the chair next to me and sits before he looks me in the eyes. “I need you to stay calm, sir.”

“What happened?” Fear fills me. “The kids? Shae? Kev?”

He shakes his head and lays a staying hand on my arm. “They’re all fine. But we need to talk.”

My pulse had spiked and now I want to smack him. “You fucking scared me!”

He leans in closer, dropping his voice. “Chris, promise me.”

“Promise you what?”

“I’m going to tell you some things, and I need your word you’re going to stay calm, sit here, and let me tell you, and you aren’t going to jump up and demand Shae nukes someone.”

I have a feeling I’m not going to enjoy the rest of my lunch. I push away the plate holding what’s left of my ham sandwich and stare at him. “What the fuck?”

But he doesn’t move, waiting.

“Fine! Just tell me.”

And…

He does.

Unfortunately, the information doesn’t leave me wanting to jump up, at first. It leaves me…cold.

Chilled.

Heartsick.

Not at all sure I might not puke right there.

When Leo finishes spinning this web to me nearly twenty minutes later, I can’t even…think.

I have to sit there and breathe, absorbing it, processing it.

For starters, because it doesn’t make a damn bit of sense. None of it.

The truck that ran Charles and Tory off the road has been located and traced back to David Gayle. It was discovered late last week, hidden under a tarp in an old barn on his uncle’s property, by—ironically—a crew from a TV show that hunts antiques. Someone noted that it looked like it hadn’t been there very long, because the tarp was newer. But it had been covered with older stuff, like someone was trying to hide it. Once uncovered, they realized that the damage on it was unusual and specific, and when they looked inside the cab, they found, among other things, an old prescription receipt stuck under the seat with Gayle’s name on it, which prompted a call to authorities. There were no license plates on or registration papers in the truck, but running the VIN number confirmed it was last registered to Gayle.

Damage all along the passenger side of the truck matches the damage on Charles and Tory’s car, and there was paint transfer that matches both vehicles. There is zero doubt in the investigators’ minds that this is the vehicle that ran them off the road.

The uncle who owns the property is elderly and in a nursing home. Gayle was, before shooting Kev, helping to take care of the place. The uncle’s brother-in-law called in the TV show to help go through things and try to make some money to pay the property taxes to keep it going for another year.

Likewise, the gun used to kill Lauren has been traced back to one of two guns that were reported missing by the uncle’s brother-in-law last week while in the process of helping sort out the house’s contents ahead of the TV crew coming in. They’d both belonged to the uncle’s father, and he’d specifically asked for them to go to one of his grandsons.

Said gun was found in the cab of the truck. Which was the other reason they called authorities, because they weren’t sure if it was tied to the attack on Kev’s life or not.

And they found Lauren’s purse in there, too.

The second missing gun turned out to be the one recovered when Gayle shot Kev.

The ballistics test on the weapon recovered from the truck was rushed through because of the other circumstances, and a preliminary match was made early this morning, just before financial ties connected to Gayle and his family were starting to unravel.

“Where did this intel come from?” I finally manage. “Is it solid? Why haven’t we heard anything about this? They should have notified us!”

“I have a friend at Quantico. It’s getting passed along the food chain, even as we speak. But they know I work for your wife and that you’d probably want this news sooner.”

“But they should have—”

“It’s been kept quiet because of the rapidly developing circumstances, and wanting to be sure. I’s and T’s. They were going to question Gayle about it this afternoon, but apparently someone talked somewhere, looks like his attorney was tipped off, so now warrants have been issued. Portia will be getting briefed by the FBI director soon, which is why I ordered Secret Service confiscate phones until they’re brought back here.”

“They…they have proof of all of this? Did Gayle finally talk?”

Leo’s grim look grows even darker. “Gayle killed himself in his cell ninety minutes ago. His last visitor was his attorney, Jasper Schoult, fifteen minutes before he did it.”

I blink, sure that I misheard him. “Wait…what? Can you please back up, because what you should have led with was, ‘Hey, Chris, the motherfucker who shot Kev offed himself.’”

But Leo is undeterred. “Three weeks before Charles and Tory were killed, Jasper Schoult formed a shell company. Yesterday, that company paid out five hundred thousand dollars to a shell company that was formed by yet another shell company and is listed in the name of David Gayle’s wife. This is in addition to other payments the first shell company made to additional shell companies listed in the names of Gayle’s oldest son and daughter. The money is still in those accounts, though, and court orders were issued less than an hour ago to freeze the accounts.”

“I…I don’t understand.”

“There were six payments last year—before and after Charles and Tory died, and before and after Lauren was killed. There was another one made before Kevin was shot—and then the last one yesterday.”

“You’re saying someone paid to kill them?”

He nods.

I’m still not tracking. “That doesn’t add up. You said six payments last year.”

“The other two payments last year were made before and after Stephen McDannig died.”

“Who?”

“The GOP candidate who challenged Kevin’s father in the primary.” But before I can finish turning that over in my brain, Leo plunges forward. “It gets worse. It turns out Gayle had terminal cancer.”

That was something that had not been revealed to us. “Wait, what?”

“He left a suicide note saying he had cancer, and was sorry for what he did, but that’s all it said. He apparently never told his family he had it. Not even his wife knew. His father and mother both died of cancer, and he swore he’d never go through treatments and suffer like they did.”

“So why did he target…” I can’t think, can barely breathe. “Why?” I realize I’m crying. “We didn’t even know the guy!”

Leo’s still not done. He lays his hand on my arm again, and this time his grip turns solid, firm, unyielding.

A grip to anchor.

A grip to restrain.

Leo takes a deep breath and looks me in the eyes. “His criminal attorney, Jasper Schoult, is the brother-in-law of Harris Ferrey, of the law firm Ferrey, Jackson, Smith, and Rawlston. Gayle used Ferrey, Jackson, Smith, and Rawlston to create his will, and to form trusts for some mineral and oil rights for properties he’d inherited and wanted to pass on. That same firm also handles class-action lawsuits for certain cancer cases. Mesothelioma, stuff like that.”

That law firm name sounds familiar. “Why do I know that law—”

“Chris.” He drops his voice, and I realize what he’s doing even as he does it, trying to keep me calm. “It’s the firm Edwin Markos works for. And Schoult lives practically across the street from Markos. The FBI is en route to Markos’ house with a warrant for his arrest, if they haven’t arrived already. They also have a search warrant. Edwin Markos is Gayle’s attorney of record for the trust filings for the mineral rights. And Markos liquidated funds in the same amounts and at the same times that the shell company paid out to the other shell companies, including this weekend. Schoult confessed that he received a call from Markos while he was with Gayle this morning, and that he handed the phone to Gayle so Markos could talk to him directly.”

* * * *

Despite what I promised Leo, I rip free from his grip and I’m up and running. I want Shae and Kev back here before this breaks wide open and they find out about it from a pool spray. And I want the kids home.

Now.

They are not going to hear this from some little asshole with a cell phone, or from a teacher.

They’re going to hear it from me.

Leo swears and races after me as I don’t even bother waiting for the elevator. I hit the stairs and take them two at a time, emerging on the first floor and nearly slamming into another agent.

“Transport,” I order. “Now. We’re going to the Hill.”

“Mr. Bruunt—”

“Now!” I scream. “Did I fucking stutter? Let’s go! You either drive me, or I’m taking off on foot. Which is it?” I belatedly thank god there aren’t any public tours today.

“Belay that order!” Leo barks, then turns on me again while the agent stands there trying to decide who to listen to, and other agents swarm toward us. “Chris,” Leo says, “you can’t leave. It’ll be a fucking circus. I’ve already sent word to cut the meeting short as soon as they can, confiscate their phones, get them out of there ASAP, and bring them back here. And the kids are already en route.”

“I won’t have Kev and Shae broadsided by this and me not be there.”

Leo grabs me by the shoulders and shakes me. “Chris! Stop and think about this for a minute. I mean, really think about this. You barreling over there, when it’s already a media circus, is only going to compound this and make it infinitely worse. We need to hold a press conference later today, once we receive word Markos is in custody and the FBI releases a statement. It hasn’t even broken in the news yet that Gayle’s dead—”

“That’ll be any second though. And everyone will want Kev and Shae’s reactions!”

“Exactly. Which is why I’ve already sent word to get them out of there and confiscate phones.”

I stand there staring at him, watching him blur when tears burn my eyes as I finally process everything. I’m…

I’m sobbing. Three innocent people are dead, Kev nearly died, and the kids could’ve died, too, if they’d been in the car.

Charles and Tory’s baby.

What would have happened to Kev had I left his hospital room and given Edwin Markos time alone with him like he demanded?

Would he have killed Kev right there?

My knees nearly give out as the adrenaline crash hits me.

Leo pulls me into his arms and asks the agent to call the elevator and help him get me back upstairs. He also gives orders to clear and keep all staff off the second and third floors until he gives the okay.

I’m…

Twenty-six years in the fucking Secret Service did not prepare me for this.

Kevin’s fucking father. He’s behind all of it.

Goddammit.

I sob against Leo’s shoulder as he and two other agents herd me back upstairs into the residence.

* * * *

Leo is waiting downstairs when Yasmine and and the kids arrive. He whisks them upstairs, where I drop to my knees and pull the kids in for a long hug.

And I…shatter.

I hate myself for it, but I utterly break down crying—in grief, in relief—that they’re here, safe, and with me.

Because how close I came to not even having them twists my guts and fills me with fresh rage.

I want Yasmine to hear this, too, so she’ll have the full story to help them deal with this. With Leo, I take them all into the Yellow Oval Room, where I sit on one of the large formal sofas with the kids and wrap my arms around them.

There are things I wish I could rip from my memory, shred, and rid myself of forever. One of them is telling those kids—my kids—that we now know the bad man who nearly killed Uncle Kev is the same one who killed their parents, and who also killed Aunt Lauren.

Halfway through it, Leo’s phone buzzes. After looking at it he says, “They’re here. I’ll be right back.” He bolts from the room.

We are all crying by the time I stumble my way through the story. Just as I finish that, I hear a commotion. Kev and Shae, with Leo bringing up the rear, rush into the room.

“What happened?” Shae asks. “No one’s telling us anything!” She sweeps over to the kids, barely constrained terror on her expression as she enfolds them in a hug, kisses each of them on the head, and reassures herself they’re okay.

She’s a damn good mom for someone who never wanted kids. They’re our kids now, all three of us, because Kev’s as good as a dad to them, too.

But as I look at Kev, I can’t do this to him here. “Shae, stay with the kids. Leo will fill you in.” I rise and walk over to him, take his hand, and lead him to the bedroom, where I lock the door behind us.

He wears his professional mask now. “Chris, what the hell is going on? Why did Secret Service confiscate our phones?”

God bless Leo.

I take his hands and lead him to the loveseat, where we sit. There, I kiss his hands and then tuck them against my chest.

This memory is another I wish I could scourge from my brain. Shock first, his mask crumpling, dissolving, as I lay out everything to him, starting with the fact that Gayle is dead, and then tying it all together, finishing with the coup de grâce of who is behind it all.

My boy’s grief and rage, his anguished cries as I hold him, will haunt me forever.

I cry with him, and he ends up with his head in my lap, sobbing. I’ll need to change slacks, because there’s now a puddle of snot there, and I don’t even fucking care.

Stroking his hair, all I can do is hold him, love him, and pray that today doesn’t break him in ways I can’t put back together. I’m sure there will be a lot of bullshit flying over the next several days, and no doubt some asshole will try to paint Kevin with his father’s tarnished brush, even though Kev was also a victim in this.

Twice, if you count his broken heart because of Lauren.

Calls for him to step down will no doubt be launched by some opportunistic assholes.

That’s standard.

But I won’t let him.

I don’t know how long we sit there, but I won’t move until he’s ready. Eventually, he’s cried himself hoarse. Shattered and broken, he stares into the distance with a haunted look on his face. “Why?” he whispers.

“We don’t know yet. I don’t know yet.”

“He tried to have me killed? He…he had Lauren killed? Why?”

“Buddy, as soon as we know anything, you’ll know it. I promise.”

He rolls over and looks up at me. “I’ll hand in my re—”

“‘Christmas list’ better be the next two words out of your mouth, boy.”

He stares at me, finally focusing. “Chris—”

“No.” I cup his face in my hands and kiss him. I kiss him to remind him of the literal decades of love between us, even if we weren’t together for most of it.

I kiss him to remind him of the perfection that is the three of us.

I kiss him to remind him that I need him, and the only way I can do this is with him.

I kiss him to remind him that Shae loves and needs him in ways I can’t even begin to hope to fulfill for her now.

I kiss him to remind him that he’s mine.

I end the kiss by pressing my forehead to his. “No,” I whisper. “You’re not going anywhere. You will not resign. You’re mine. You belong here, with me. Shae can’t do this without you, and neither can I.”

He finally nods. “Yes, Sir.”

We clean up and I change clothes. Shae sweeps into the bedroom, fury in her expression as she grabs Kev and hugs him tightly. He leaves to go talk to the kids while Shae watches him go.

“Can I order nukes now?” she darkly mutters as she passes me on her way to the closet to change clothes.

“Don’t tempt me, honey,” I say after her.

There’s a knock. “Come.”

Leo slips in and closes the door behind him. “He’s in custody. Arraignment in the morning. They’re executing search warrants on his home and office now, as well as several more warrants against a couple of banks.”


“Send Angie up here, please,” I ask.

“I’m going to talk to the press,” Shae calls from the closet.

“Like hell you are,” I call back. “Overruled, girl. I’m pulling rank. Angie’s handling it.”

She pokes her head through the doorway to glare at me. “I need to make a statement.”

“No, you’re going to let your press secretary handle this.” Thank god Kev is living here now. I don’t have to worry about him getting swarmed by press. But I’m going to pull the kids out of school for a few days. The last thing I want is them getting hassled about this. Yasmine can get their assignments and work with them here in the residence. I hate to do it, but I have to protect them.

“Give me one good reason I shouldn’t make the statement?”

“You’re an attorney. How about tainting a jury?”

She scrunches up her face and glares at me before letting out an aggravated scream. “Goddammit!” She turns to Leo. “Send Angie up here. Please.” Once he’s gone, she heads back into the closet. “I hate when you’re right!”

I follow and grab her by the hair, pulling her in for a kiss, holding her there until she goes pliant and responds.

“But you’re going to be my good girl, aren’t you?” I ask.

“Yes.” She glares.


I smack her ass, hard, making her yelp. “Yes?”

“Yes, Sir.”

She sticks her tongue out at me, but I let that go, because none of us are at our best.

Late that night, as all three of us are curled up in bed with Kev safely snuggled between us, I’m the last one awake. It’s been, no shit, a media firestorm.

The only consolation I take from this day is that I finally have answers about Charles and Tory. I have an answer about Lauren.

I know the kids, Shae, and now Kev are all safe.

And it reaffirms Priest was right—it wasn’t a coincidence, and it was centered around our family.

Because Kev is our husband, and I can’t wait for the day I can finally publicly scream it to the whole goddamned world.






















Chapter Seventeen

Kevin

Chris and Shae tell me I have different “masks” I wear, depending on the circumstances and the audience. That there’s “Sir” Kev, work Kev, kids Kev, public Kev, press-conference Kev, campaign Kev, and then the boy Kev only the two of them get to see when we’re safely locked behind a door and I know I can let all my defenses down.

Tuesday morning, it’s been less than twenty-four hours since my father was arrested, and almost a full day since Gayle’s suicide.

The autopsy showed Gayle likely would have died in a matter of weeks. He wouldn’t have made it to trial. Why he waived his right to a speedy trial is now clear.

He never intended to make it that far, one way or another.

One of the things we’ll never know, unless my father cracks and admits it, is if Gayle killing himself was always the backup plan, or if it was one fueled by desperation once Dad was tipped off about the truck being located.

My personal bet? That Gayle told him the truck was taken care of, and my father never followed up on it. That maybe Gayle was keeping it back as an insurance policy in case my father ever tried to screw him over. Or, maybe he was waiting for things to die down to take it to a scrap yard. Who knows?

I genuinely feel badly for Gayle’s family, now that I know what I know. Something else obvious from everything investigators have discovered is that he was doing this to make sure his family was taken care of. That his grandson, who has health issues, would be able to get medical care. His wife had no idea. She’s even passed a polygraph, as have her children. I’m convinced she’s innocent.

None of that makes Lauren’s death easier to swallow, but it gives me the ability to release my hatred for the man’s family. Like the rest of us, they are casualties, not additional symptoms of a larger underlying problem.

Something else they found in the truck’s cab that didn’t make sense at first was a bottle of peanut oil. When looked at in context of the dates of the the payments around Stephen McDannig’s death…

It doesn’t help that earlier on the day of of McDannig’s death, Gayle’s cell phone was pinged in the vicinity of McDannig’s house. Within one hundred yards.

When he had no reason to be there.

But while in that vicinity, Gayle called the same burner phone that called Schoult yesterday.

Investigators are busy trying to triangulate Gayle’s phone and the burner phone and cross-reference them to other dates. They’re still going through my father’s financials, but they suspect they will come up with more information from farther in the past about other deaths.

Last night, when I talked to Leo about secretly arranging this outing, I asked him if there was any way for my father to have an “accident” and die in custody, and he chuckled and patted my shoulder.

I wasn’t kidding, either.

“It’s better he goes through the humiliation of multiple trials,” he said. “That cements his downfall.”

Yes, I cried yesterday, but no more tears. Not for that fucker.

I don’t want trials.

I want justice.

I now stand alone in a small witness holding room in the federal courthouse, where I watch a CCTV feed as US Marshals bring Edwin Markos into the courtroom just on the other side of the wall from where I stand. No more thousand-dollar suits. He wears an orange jumpsuit, wrist and ankle manacles, and a bulletproof vest, and his grey and thinning hair is disheveled, and stubble lines his jaw.

That has to be one of the larger insults to him. My father never leaves the house without every hair in place.

No one knows I’m here today outside of Leo, the Secret Service detail, and a couple of US Marshals. I awakened well before dawn and slipped out before Shae and Chris woke up so I could come do this. I left them a note that I had to run an errand, that Leo was with me, that I was safe and surrounded by Secret Service, and that I would return by late morning.

I’ll take my spankings for it without complaint, because I’m sure Sir will want to spank me for leaving without permission, given the circumstances.

I was brought in much earlier this morning through a secure garage entrance usually used for prisoners. The black, heavily tinted van was obviously mistaken for prisoner transport. The agents transported me from the White House to a secure location just before dawn and then made the vehicle swap.


We didn’t want the press to know, obviously.

The mask I wear today barely conceals my homicidal rage, even though I have been extremely careful not to react to anything when outside the confines of the residence.

I will not give the media the satisfaction. This situation is horrific enough without adding grief porn to the repeat video loops that will play on FNB and elsewhere.

Lauren was a kind, beautiful soul, a shining light in a landscape that often proved quite dark. She deserved more time on this planet.

I miss my best friend.

That Edwin Markos still breathes isn’t justice. Not when my sweet Lauren is gone. Not when my kids lost their parents, and will suffer for the rest of their lives from that loss.

Not when I remember the gut-wrenching sobs wracking Christopher as Shae and I held him and tried to comfort him after Charles and Tory died.

Not when I remember the tears in Shae’s eyes as she leaned over my hospital bed and whispered how much she loved me and needed me.

Not when I remember the agonizing tears of Lauren’s mother and father at her funeral.

Not when I Googled Stephen McDannig last night and found pictures of his grief-stricken wife and four young children taken at the cemetery during his funeral.

My father’s attorney enters a not guilty plea—of fucking course—and I don’t process the rest of it as I stare at him through the video screen and will him to spontaneously combust where he stands.

Bail is, thankfully, denied.

After the prosecutor and defense and judge set dates for hearings and filings, my father is led from the courtroom by US Marshals.

I open the door to the hallway where two of my Secret Service agents wait with a US Marshal. The entire courthouse is on lockdown until this proceeding concludes and he’s out of the courthouse. No press in the courtroom today, just one pool camera feed all the networks will access.

Without a word, the US Marshal leads us back through a cleared and secure service corridor where we encounter no one. He has us wait, then goes ahead to check something. A moment later, he emerges from another corridor and waves for us to join him. We leave the two Secret Service agents behind outside a heavily reinforced door that unlocks a moment after the US Marshal swipes a keycard and punches in a code.

He keeps his voice low, barely a whisper. “I have to stay with you, sir,” the US Marshal says as he leads me inside the small holding area. “I can’t let you within arm’s reach of the cell.”

“That’s fine.”

“And we have less than five minutes before I need to get you out of here. We shut off the surveillance feed.”

I nod.

It’s cold in here, with a metallic, antiseptic hint to the air. Fluorescent lights protected by reinforced fixtures in the ceiling shed harsh light that gives everything a greyish tinge. A purgatory personified, if ever there were one.

Four small, windowless, one-person cells comprise this holding area, but instead of barred walls along the corridor they have solid fronts and reinforced plexiglass viewing windows with tiny air holes, and heavy metal doors. A slot in the door, over a ledge, is probably for food trays or accessing hands for manacles, or something like that.

My father sits on a bare metal bunk and looks up as I approach. He’s still wears his manacles and bulletproof vest. As I stare at him, I realize had ten-year-old me known what he was capable of, I doubt I could have become a functioning adult at all.

Behind the mask, adult me comforts ten-year-old me, tucking that terrified child safely behind Sir, who would, if left alone with this monster, gladly kill him with my bare hands.

When I arranged this with Leo’s help, I didn’t tell Shae or Chris. I knew they’d talk me out of it, try to insist it was better not to.

That Chris would order me not to, and, for the first time, I’d have to willfully disobey him. Best not to even tell them.

They won’t understand.

I need this.

I need this for ten-year-old me.

I need this for Lauren.

It’s not my fault Lauren is dead, but it is my fault she crossed my father’s sights. She did nothing more than love me, and it eventually killed her.

I can’t help but wonder now if, based on my father’s behavior around her when I was married to her, he was jealous of me for marrying her.

Late yesterday, Leo talked to his contacts inside the investigation. They confided in him that the initial questioning of people around my father confirms he’d been ranting about Lauren right before her death, and then smiling and happy the day the news of her murder broke. That was before he gave the tearful speech on the House floor.

In retrospect, my father likely targeted Lauren because of an incident that occurred at a press conference. Dad gave an interview the evening before, and made some stupid, shitty comments about Shae, the kind meant to play to some mythical “base” and the kind of sound bite that gets a lot of publicity because of how fucking stupid it is.

The next day, during the regular White House press briefing, a reporter naturally asked Lauren for a comment about my father’s comment.

Lauren’s snarky and completely legitimate reply, which boiled down to implying the only person who really cared about Edwin Markos’ opinion was Edwin Markos, triggered laughter from the reporters—laughter at my father.

Laughter he imagined he heard ringing through the halls of Congress, apparently, because at least five different people remember how enraged he’d been after the press conference aired. As Lauren’s retort knocked his own sound bite off the top of the charts, his rage reportedly grew.

Five days later, Lauren was dead.

But of course, my father had an alibi. He’d been at a dinner with twenty other people fifty miles away, so no one looked at him as a suspect.

As I stand there, staring at him, I force myself to process that he will never again walk free. There’s too much evidence, and more being uncovered by the minute.

Already, there are deep background-sourced reports being aired that people have wondered for the past three years if maybe there’s not been some dementia taking hold. I don’t know if that’s him setting up a defense, or if it’s the truth, and it honestly doesn’t matter.

Regardless of his supposed mental condition, when he set the wheels of this plan in motion, he knew exactly what the fuck he was doing.


He warned me he’d do it, that day he stopped by the townhouse, in December, after Shae’s first election as POTUS.

His vow that he’d destroy Shae and those she loved.

A vow I mistakenly thought was nothing more than an impotent threat.

This was deliberate, premeditated, and I’ve already given my statement to investigators.

I’m glad I inherited Mom’s looks and not his. Especially her eyes. I don’t have to look into the mirror and see my father’s muddy brown gaze staring back at me.

Once the FBI finishes processing the house, I’m going to retrieve whatever’s left of Mom’s things, what few good memories I can salvage, and then I’m going to arrange to have it burned to the ground.

Chris and Shae don’t know that, either. I’m not going to tell them.

Leo’s already agreed to help me. Considering the hundreds of death threats that have already rolled in against my father, it won’t be difficult for investigators to believe that it was a random crazy who did it.

My mask doesn’t slip a centimeter as I study this wretched, broken demon and hold my head high.

He finally licks his lips. “Don’t worry, you won’t have time to enjoy this. This is a temporary setback.” He grimly smiles. “Circumstantial evidence, reasonable doubt—”

“No.” I slowly shake my head. “House held an emergency vote forty-five minutes ago. They unanimously expelled you.”

The vote was unprecedented for a number of reasons, but in the wake of everything the country’s been through, they wanted to send an immediate message of unity…and, yes, save their own asses with voters. Normally, a vote like that wouldn’t take place until after a trial and a conviction, and even then maybe not.

Except as soon as news broke that Dad was arrested yesterday, at least twenty women in five different states and DC stepped forward and immediately filed reports of sexual harassment against him, with incidents dating all the way back to his that failed campaign in Florida. He’d threatened to kill their loved ones if they exposed him, and he had hinted he’d killed others before and gotten away with it.

Once investigators finish processing the current batch of charges and clear those cases, that’s something else they’ll look into.

There are too many representatives who are already on shaky ground in their districts to allow this kind of blatant fuckery to go unanswered. Far too shaky to risk being perceived as being lenient on one of their own.

Hence it was on those grounds—the sexual harassment and threats—that they called the expulsion vote.

“The governor of West Virginia will sign an executive order this afternoon to call a special election to fill your seat,” I add, the ultimate insult to injury. I received that confirmation just before walking into the courthouse.

He wobbles to his feet, an insane grimace contorting his features. “I’ll fight those bastards. They can’t do this. I’ll have my day in court. They’re denying me my right to due process!”

Facing down this man gives me no joy, no pleasure, not an ounce of satisfaction.

It does, however, give the ten-year-old boy strength and closure and the bravery to finally break free of this vampire’s hold.

I step as close as the US Marshal will allow. In a whisper, I tell my father everything that I know, all the evidence against him—which even his defense attorney doesn’t know yet because we’re only one day into this and discovery motions haven’t been filed.

I don’t gloat as I watch horror seep into his wrinkles and turn the hollows under his eyes into a Death mask. He had no idea so many of his secrets had been ferreted out. He likely thought he’d talk his way out of it, the way he’s talked—or threatened—his way out of all consequences in his life. That he’d create enough reasonable doubt he’d get off and resume his life.

He didn’t know the shell companies and finances have all been tracked back to him—he thought his arrest was triggered by the discovery of the truck.

He assumed with Gayle dead that there would be no one to testify against him.

As he staggers back, heavily collapsing onto the bunk, I lift my chin a little higher. “If you’d stopped at McDannig, Charlie, and Tory, you would have gotten away with it,” I add. “Maybe even if you’d stopped at Lauren. But you got greedy, didn’t you?”

I’ve put this timeline together in my head. Based on what I now know, I’m certain I’m right. “When I made the comments to the press about you the week before I was shot, that sent you over the edge. Before that, Gayle was supposed to die of cancer and ‘leave instructions with you’ for his family to claim the funds, wasn’t he? They’d never know what he did, and you’d explain things away to his family. Maybe tell them Gayle didn’t want them to know about the funds before he died because he was afraid they’d be confiscated or something. I’m sure you had a bullshit excuse ready that they’d believe.

“But you couldn’t stand the thought of me publicly denouncing you, could you? So you offered him another sizable payment. You probably thought he’d get shot and killed by Chris’ detail. Maybe you told him to try to do just that. Probably gave him the schedule. You weren’t expecting it when he was taken into custody, and you didn’t know that he hadn’t done anything with the truck.

“There’s a record of you calling calling Jasper Schoult from your house on Sunday, literally minutes after you completed the last deposit. He received another call from a burner cell yesterday morning while he visited Gayle. That call was triangulated to within a few hundred yards of your house.

“You paid Gayle extra to kill himself, right? Because that’s what everyone thinks. Once investigators confronted Jasper Schoult yesterday, he abandoned privilege. He had no clue Gayle was anything to you but an old henchman from ‘back in the day’ you wanted taken care of, but didn’t want a connection to you, for obvious reasons. Once they laid out the full criminal conspiracy, money laundering, and the other murders, Schoult immediately broke privilege and told them everything. Including that you made that burner call, and you spoke to Gayle.”

His jaw falls open, but I’m not done. I know this is bad, this could taint his case, he could try to claim tampering or some bullshit, but I don’t fucking care. Besides, there’s too much evidence that was secured the right way.

And I know.

“Lawyers don’t do well in prison, Mr. Markos,” I softly remind him. “Gayle took the easy way out. You might want to think about doing that, too. Shae is still president, I’m still her chief of staff, and I’m going to testify at your trial that you told me you were going to ruin Shae. That’s premeditation. You’ll die in prison, one way or another. How much humiliation you go through in the process is totally up to you.”

My mask slips only enough a dark, cold smile can make it past. “And when you die, I’m going to have you buried in an unmarked grave somewhere Shae, Chris, and I can go and piss on you whenever we feel like it.”

I turn and head for the exit as his wordless screams of rage and rattles from his manacles fill the space.

The US Marshal signals for the door to be unlocked, and he escorts me to my awaiting detail.

I don’t look back.






















Chapter Eighteen

Shae

Two weeks after Edwin Markos’ arrest, he conveniently dies in his sleep while in custody.

At least, that’s the cause of death Leo informs me will go on the man’s death certificate.

He was, after all, an old man. And he was alone in an isolation cell. He just…didn’t wake up the next morning.

I don’t want to know any more than that, because plausible deniability, yo.

No, seriously, I don’t want to know.

But if anyone is ever charged in the bastard’s death, the last thing I’ll do before I leave office at the end of my second term is issue a full goddamned pardon for the person, and fuck the optics, if it’s charged as a federal crime.

What’ll they do, fire me?

Ha!

I hear about this development fifteen minutes after it’s confirmed a little after five a.m., long before the public is notified. I’m in the workout room upstairs on the third floor in the residence when Leo comes upstairs and notifies me. I hurry to wake Kev and Chris and tell them, where I’d left them sleeping in and comfortably snuggled against each other in bed in the master bedroom.

Yes, that’s one nice thing about not worrying about reelection—I’ve hit the “I don’t give a shit” portion of the festivities when it comes to staff seeing Kev coming and going from our bedroom.

Since Kevin is still the bastard’s next of kin, disposal of Markos’ body is up to him. At Leo’s…careful suggestion, Kevin tells officials he wants the man cremated immediately without an autopsy. Less than twenty-four hours after Markos drew his last breath, he’s nothing more than a couple of pounds of ash and charred bone.

Burn, motherfucker.

Burn.

I hold my breath until that process is completed. It certainly looks like, based upon investigators’ initial work, there might be three more suspicious deaths in Edwin Markos’ orbit that could be attributed to him. Not like Markos would have talked about them, though. He refused to say anything to investigators after his initial arraignment.


Kev admitted to me that he went to the courthouse that morning and confronted him. That’s the only closure he needed. Chris doesn’t know Kev did that, though. It’s for the best, because Chris would worry and fret about future blowback for it.

It’s also for the best that Chris didn’t get to sit in a courtroom with the fucker, because he likely would have tried to kill Markos. At the very least he would have created a very ugly scene that the kids didn’t need to hear about later from others. Because Chris keeps telling me, in private, how shook he is thinking about what Markos might have done to Kev had he left the room and allowed the man a few minutes of private time with Kev.

How Kev might not be with us now.

How guilty Chris feels Markos was even allowed in the hospital in the first place.

I keep reminding him that we didn’t know. But the Sadist is a very soft-hearted man when it comes to those he loves and considers His.

I give him and Kev as much alone time as I can for Kev to try to reassure Chris he’s alive and well and not going anywhere.

Yes, he’s living full-time in the White House from this point on. Again, what is the public going to do, fire me? Considering what happened, anyone who tries to disagree can go piss up a rope. We pay for his food and expenses the way we do for the kids. He’s not a moocher or a freeloader.

And now, for Chris and the kids, Tory’s parents, and for Kevin, and Lauren’s family, healing can finally begin.

A few weeks after that all dies down, Chris and Leo go with Kevin to his father’s house to sort through his belongings. At our attorney’s recommendation, after Kevin retrieves what he knows he wants from the house, we have a professional moving company come in and, under Leo’s supervision, box up everything and empty the house, taking the contents to a storage unit Kevin rents just outside DC.

All papers are kept separate and easily accessible. We don’t know what incriminating evidence might remain. While I know Kevin wanted to light a match to the place, he understands that evidence might give others closure in the future, and he wouldn’t want to deny them that.

For now, Kev hires professional cleaners and then puts the house up for sale.

I’m genuinely shocked his father didn’t change his will to cut Kev out, but apparently the man was so narcissistic he didn’t think he’d die.

Kevin puts the money from the sale into an account, escrowed in case there are any lawsuits against the estate from others.

He said if none are forthcoming, he’ll keep that aside for the kids, for their college educations.

Dammit, he made me cry. And not from a spanking, either, for once.

We’re selling both Florida houses, and the DC townhouse. They are an unnecessary expense and a draw on Secret Service resources. We’re going to buy a house in this region, somewhere rural, but close enough we can easy ferry Tory’s parents back and forth, and large enough for all of us.

Once the kids have graduated from high school, we’ll buy a house in Florida for the three of us and sell the one up here. Then we’ll settle in and nest. Chris and Kev will be more than ready to have my undivided attention.

Although Elliot is making frequent “hints” to Kev that he’d like him to run his campaign, or, at the very least, consult as a strategist and then come aboard as his chief of staff.

Worst fucking job in government, but my Sir is seriously considering it, with our blessings. Kev’s good—damned good. For a variety of reasons.

I’m not sure how I’ll feel about that closer to the election. I might be ready for Kev to quit when I leave. I know first-hand how exhausting Kev’s job already is.

Can I just be selfish and enjoy my guys?

I want to raise our kids. Hudson started slipping and calling us Mom and Dad a few months ago, and we haven’t corrected him.

Sometimes, Ivy and Myla call us that, too.

If they want to, fine. If not—fine. We love them, and that love isn’t contingent upon them using a specific title for us.

I need my kids to be happy and feel loved.

I’ll damn sure never extract any kind of promise from them like my mother did to me.

Because of the circumstances with the kids, I got sneaky and asked Benchley and Michelle if they’d mind if the kids called them Grandma and Grandpa. Michelle was all for that plan, leaving Benchley smiling and nodding his assent, too.

And we added a new member to the household, and it’s totally Kev’s fault.

Chris and I had to be out of town for a summit meeting in Paris. The kids were going to a zoo with their class, and Kev and Yasmine went with them.

Somehow, and I’m still a little foggy on the details, there was a discussion with one of the reptile keepers, who apparently was also a breeder, and raised tortoises, and there was an impromptu after-school detour arranged by Secret Service.

Chris and I awoke to our phones blowing up with media swamping us and asking what the “First Tortoise” was going to be named.

Because Kev told the kids sure, they could have a pet tortoise.

And it gets better.

He bought them not just any ole tortoise, but a Sulcata. These fuckers get huge!

But when I asked him over the phone, once we realized we weren’t drunk or dead in some sort of alternate dimension, Kev quietly explained Sulcatas live a loooong time.

In other words, unlike a dog, or cat, who might not live more than ten or fifteen years, the kids likely won’t have to bid a sad good-bye to their pet.

Even Chris couldn’t argue with his logic.

And Hudson ended up naming him Pecan, much to Chris’ dismay, although my Sir hid his reaction well.

But now Pecan has the run of the White House, and we have baby gates upstairs to keep him from falling down them. After hours, when he roams the first floor, Secret Service actually came up with a strap that goes around him and holds a tracker so they can quickly find him.

As a school project, Ivy and Myla set up a “White House Tortoise Cam” website, strapped a small camera to him when they take him outside for grass time, and now he’s the most popular tortoise in the world. He’s also a hit during press briefings.

Go figure.

Tonight, the three of us are all snuggled in bed together, Kev in the middle. It’s cold outside, tomorrow is Thanksgiving, and we’re going to have a full house of guests and family.

Pecan is confined to a specially built pen that can hold him, located off the family kitchen, because we don’t want him to accidentally get stepped on or lost. He’ll get to come out and visit tomorrow once things settle down.

Physically, Kev has fully healed from the attack. Emotionally, I’m sure it’s going to take him a while, but he has our love to support him.

Our family.

I insisted that he be included on our Christmas picture cards this year. Him, Elliot, and Leo, and Yasmine. A double secret right out there in the wide open.

Kev leans in to kiss me, and I know what he wants because I can feel his cock pressing against me.

Chris, who I thought had been dozing, speaks up. “Are we doing this? Because I could go either way.”

“I’m doing something, Sir,” he quips.

Chris reaches out, fists his hair, and hauls him in for a kiss. “What was that, boy?”

He grins. “Took a bullet for ya.”

Chris freezes, blinks, and bursts out laughing. “Motherfucker,” he mutters. “I’m never going to live that down, will I?”

“No, Sir.”

This joking has replaced some of the tearful, heavy conversations of just a couple of months ago, and it relieves me, honestly.

My boys are back, and there’s an easy, sweet undercurrent to our lives now that was missing for far too long.

“If I let you fuck my ass, can I go a day without you playing that card?” Chris says.

“Oooh, baby.” Kev rolls toward him. “How about I make a First Spouse Sandwich?”

“Sold.”

I let out a meep as I find myself grabbed, rolled, and on the bottom of the pile in the middle of the bed with Chris on top of me, his cock easily sliding home inside me.

He smiles down at me. “Hiya, President Samuels.”

“Hey there, yourself, Special Agent Bruunt.”

“Oooh, official title porn,” Kev jokes from where he’s grabbing a condom and lube. “Been a while since we’ve played that game.”

Chris kisses me as he wiggles around and gets comfy, a deep, sweet grunt rolling from him as Kev lubes him.

“Ooooh, yea,” Kev groans from on top of him even as Chris lets one of his own fly. “That’s what I’m talking about. Hail to the chief, baby.”

Chris starts moving, thrusting, and with a hand between us for the assist, it doesn’t take long for him to get the first one from me.

“Good girl,” he says, nibbling on my neck. “So fucking good.”

These two goofballs are mine. All mine.

“Yeah, she is,” Kev says. “So’s this ass.” I feel a hard thrust that rocks Chris and me and makes Chris groan again.

“You keep that up,” Chris says over his shoulder, “I won’t last long.”

“I don’t need you to last long,” he teases. “I just need you to hold still so I can fuck your brains out.”

I was going to start laughing, except I start coming again, and that kind of distracts me. By the time we finish, my two boys are worn out, we’ve cleaned up, and now we’re splayed across our bed again, with me in the middle this time.

“The bed comes with us, by the way,” I say.

Chris and Kev both burst out laughing. “Uh, you know something about this bed we don’t, hon?” Kev asks.

“I meant when we move out. We’re keeping this bed. It’s ours, and frankly, it squicks me out the idea of other people fucking in our bed in the future. When we move, it comes with us to wherever we move to.”

“Ahhh,” the boneheads say together.

“Now we’re tracking,” Chris says.

We snuggle. Just when I think they’re almost asleep, Kev speaks. “I think I’m going to tell Elliot no to chief,” he says. “I’ll consult for the election, but…no.” He sighs. “I want this.”

I pull their hands onto my stomach, where they can lace fingers with me and each other. “Sounds good to me, Sir.”

“Me, too,” Chris says.

In retrospect, part of me wishes I hadn’t run for POTUS. We would have had our freedom, safety, maybe Charles and Tory and Lauren would be alive.

But I can’t live like that, what-iffing myself.

For now, my men and I are alive, happy, and we have three kids to raise.

And a tortoise.

Oh, and my husband’s an idiot. Everyone knows it’s “PEE-can.”

Just don’t tell him I said that.




The End

http://www.LesliRichardson.com
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[science-fiction, post-apocalyptic, futuristic, dystopian, GLBTQ fiction]




It’s almost one hundred years since The Great Turning, the catastrophic meteor strike that changed the world forever. Russell Owens is a recently discharged New North Americas Army sniper who only wants to return to his home just outside of Yellowstone to resume life with his gentle husband, Ted. Russell doesn’t want to re-up and hates that he had to kill for a living.

Zola Wright is the most skilled assassin the NNAA has ever had. She was tricked into re-upping—once. When the burned-out Red is sent to find Russell to talk him into returning, what her commanding officer doesn’t realize is that she’s not coming back. Her conscription time is up, and she wants out. She’s also reluctantly falling for Russell.

Now the sniper and the assassin are the ones being hunted, on the run from the army they just finished serving. Their former CO has secrets he’ll kill to keep. But Russell and Zola have more in common than their killing skills. And when Russell and Ted both fall for Zola, she knows their only option is to stand and fight together for the happiness and peace they yearn for—or die trying.




Chapter One




Russell Owens no more noticed the noontime heat of the mid-April sun beating down on him as he hiked than he’d noticed the stifling humidity in Houston after his first month stationed there.

It just…was.

Nothing to be done about it, except to keep moving.

Moving.

Always moving.

He’d opted for an easterly trek instead of a more direct northern and westerly course, following the skeleton of what remained of Old Highway 10 toward the shipping yards of Baton Rouge.

It could possibly take him weeks longer to reach his final destination, depending on the condition of the roads between there and home, but it would keep him well clear of the wastelands of the New Mexico and western Texas territories. He hoped he might be able to hop a boat to take him up the Mississippi, at least as far as New St. Louis, which would put him squarely in the heart of the Midwest Territory.

From that point, it should be easy to join a caravan heading northwest toward Rapid City, or farther. If his luck held, maybe he could find a caravan going all the way to the Seattle Stronghold, which would take him even closer to home. He’d listened to the radio chatter during his five-year conscription at Houston. He’d kept up with scuttlebutt. He’d studied the weather patterns. He’d followed the ShiTr reports, as they called them—Shipping and Transportation.

Late spring and summer meant caravans traversing the high passes and cutting weeks—sometimes months—off transport times.

Someone would be able to help him get to Montana.

Home.

To Ted.

With that thought firmly gripped in his mind, Russ kept moving.

Moving.

Always moving.

Overhead, the sun slowly swung across the sky until it was beating on his back instead of directly against his battered floppy lid, one of the few things from his conscription period he didn’t mind holding on to. The beige canvas hats were practical, durable, and came in handy.

He’d burned one of his uniform shirts the first night he’d camped out. Just pulled it off and set fire to it. In retrospect it was a foolish move, one which could give anyone who might be following him a clue to his route, but he didn’t care.

It felt good to do it. Not like he needed it any longer.

Despite unofficial requests by Colonel Craige and Major Hicks to reconsider opting out and to please speak with them one last time before filing, he hadn’t.

They hadn’t issued orders to speak with either of them.

So once Russ’ filed his opt-out, he’d been issued a civvie ID card, and his chip code had been updated, Russ had packed his ruck and bugged out of Houston before anyone knew he’d actually departed.

Gone.

Out.

Free.

And now, back to Ted.

Maybe if they’d tagged him for a different role he would have reconsidered, if Ted had been for it. Go for corporate status, a lifer. Or even a wonk. If there were no available transfers to the Bozeman barracks, he could have easily afforded to pay Ted’s passage and been assigned digs on base and lived a boring, humdrum life as a fleet mech, or a clerk, while Ted made a decent living as a civvie sol-ec tech.

Hell, Russ wouldn’t have minded being a cook.

But no. That wasn’t possible. Not with what they wanted him to do.

He’d despised every second of it. He hated being shipped out on midnight air runs to territories foreign and domestic to back-up other Red units or ground grunts doing enforcing, rooting out bands of thugs, or calming Fundie rebel skirmishes.

And he wasn’t good enough at kissing ass—or willing to engage in dirty tricks—to step on the backs of his fellow Reds to get a promotion higher than the rank of captain. And in Craige’s command, you pretty much had to be like that to advance any farther up the food chain.

Russ might have been the best sniper the New North Americas Army ever had, but each shot he took, each kill he made, it chipped away at a piece of his soul until he knew the only good thing left inside him was his love for Ted.

That’s where the rest of him still lay.

And that’s where he’d go, home to Ted, in Montana.

Or he’d die trying.




* * * *




His second night on the road, Russ made a nest for himself in some thick, tall brush a few dozen yards off the old roadbed. He ate a protein bar for dinner instead of popping open one of the MREs he’d purchased on base before he left, or starting a fire and hunting something. He definitely didn’t need a fire. The gentle, warm breeze felt pleasantly mild, and a nearly full moon gave him plenty of light to see by. Not to mention staying dark in his position kept him safely hidden from anyone who might pass his location.


Yes, he was once again a legally free citizen of the New North Americas, whatever that meant. He’d done his five years of mandatory conscription time, earned enough coin to help him and Ted expand their compound the way they’d always talked about, and he could theoretically live out the rest of his life in peace.

If the nightmares would ever stop.

Russ never slept well or deeply. Not anymore. Especially when out in the open.

Add to the list that he was still far closer to Houston than he’d like to be.

A few hours later he startled awake, his fingers closing around the grip of the 9mm he’d purchased for his own use as a sidearm during conscription.

Listening, he waited, body tensed. He knew what had awakened him—all the normal sounds of crickets, birds, and other nocturnally active denizens had gone silent in his immediate vicinity.

Usually, that meant a predator.

It took a while until his ears heard what his instincts had already picked up—the footsteps of several people walking along the crumbling tarmac of the old highway. No one spoke.

He didn’t move, kept his breathing slow and light through barely parted lips.

Still, his pulse raced. From the sound of it, many or all of the people in the group wore boots similar to what he wore on his feet, military-issue tactical hiking boots, thick and waterproofed and made for keeping troops vertical and mobile as long as possible. They made heavy, unmistakable footfalls to the trained ear.

Especially when the troops wearing them made no effort to stay quiet.

Russ didn’t spot any telltale lights and suspected they were using the moon for illumination, conserving precious batteries so they didn’t have to resort to loud hand-crank chargers. He didn’t dare move or lift his head over the brush to see how many there were.

Craige and Hicks had both been off-base when Russ left, not due to return until the next morning. He hadn’t responded to their requests to speak with them one last time before his opt-out forms were formalized, and he wasn’t hanging around to wait on them, either. His chip code had already been changed to reflect his freeman status. Sure, he could have spent one last night at the barracks.

As a civvie, he didn’t owe them shit.

Still, he wouldn’t put it past Colonel Craige to send someone after him “just to talk.” To try to coax or haul him back in by whatever means necessary so they didn’t lose the best sniper they’d had in over twenty years.

Hell, the best sniper the Nanners ever had, period.

Russ was no idiot. He’d heard the rumors during his conscription. About how Craige had the highest overall re-opt numbers of any Red commander, Houston’s specialty re-opt numbers higher than any barracks in general. Low-level wonks or people without specialized skills, no one cared. Those numbers ran along the average of other barracks.

But the specialists, the techs, the Reds—there was definitely a spike in Craige’s re-opt numbers in that bell curve when compared to other barracks.

Numbers reportedly obtained by bribing or coercing people into re-opting, if the scuttlebutt was true.

Dead Reds didn’t count.

Russ didn’t plan on boosting their numbers, much less dying.

As Russ remained motionless and listened, the footfalls passed his location without slowing. Either they weren’t looking for him, or they were but weren’t equipped with one of the precious few night-ops glasses the Houston barracks had for just such an occasion.

If they were looking for him, he suspected they weren’t looking very hard.

Or weren’t very good at it.

Either option was fine with him.

Russ remained invisible in his nest in the tall brush. He’d started to relax when something else pinged his attention. Still on high alert, he held his breath again until, yes, he sensed someone else. This one moved far more stealthy than the first batch. Much lighter on their feet, possibly even a woman.

There were more men than women in the Red units overall, but the second-best sniper in the NNAA was a woman, as was the best assassin, both of them stationed out of the Houston barracks. Russ knew the sniper, because she was in his squad, but he had never personally met the assassin, Captain Wright.

The unseen presence slowly worked their way down the old highway, pausing now and again as a night noise apparently caught their attention.

Then they stopped, not too many yards from where he’d entered the high grass off the highway. In daylight, a trained eye would easily pick out his trail. At night, however, even with the bright moon, they couldn’t. Not without a light.

Eventually, Russ heard the person continue on until, once again, he was alone and the only noises surrounding him were the usual nighttime sounds of this sparsely inhabited region.

Still, he knew his sleep was shot for the night. Instead, he chose to think about Ted, about how he’d soon be reunited with him. Be able to hug him again. At six-one, his partner was only two inches shorter than him, with blond hair and blue eyes and a snarky sense of humor, combined with a gentle soul, a combo which never failed to get Russ’ motor running. Russ wanted to do nothing more than hug that man, hear his laugh.

See him smile.

Russ knew it’d be too easy to close his eyes and let his mind wander, but he didn’t want to be distracted. It’d be too easy for someone to sneak up on him. Knowing there were other people out there in the dark, unseen, meant he couldn’t let his focus slip that much.

Instead, he smiled as he stared up at the sky and fantasized about getting home, where he belonged. To getting on with his life. To reconnecting with friends.

To reuniting with Ted.




* * * *




Captain Zola Wright mentally cursed the four men walking a short distance in front of her.

Could they possibly make any more noise?

At that point, it wouldn’t have surprised her if they broke into bawdy drinking songs.

They might as well, for all the racket they were making. Sneaking up on someone trained in concealment and who didn’t want to be discovered would be damn near impossible at this point.

Then again, she hadn’t wanted this mission. She sure as hell didn’t want to be in charge of a group of lifer wonk privates who didn’t give a shit about what they did because of their job security.

And, frankly, she didn’t want to find the man she was looking for.

Not that she was dumb enough to admit that to her CO, or to the wonks assigned to go with her on this mission.

She had less than two weeks left in her own two-year opt-in term. It was just like Half-Assed Hicks to assign her some bullshit job like this, even though she suspected the orders came directly from Colonel Craige above him. She’d never met Captain Russell Owens in person. Now that decorated sniper was a civvie, she really didn’t have any desire to meet him. Owens had earned his freedom, as far as she was concerned. Did his time, and opted out.

Lucky bastard.

Although unknown to her personally, she respected him, his reputation, and his record. They’d worked several missions together, without actually being face-to-face, him and his squad providing sniper cover to her Red troops on the ground. She knew his rep and his skill level—the best sniper the NNAA had, bar none.

He had countless logged kills, maybe as many as she had, but she envied his ability to do it from a distance. Even though he was a Red, they were assigned to separate squads that never mixed despite being stationed at the Houston barracks.

If that was by design of their higher ups, Zola didn’t question it. She focused on doing her job, no matter how much she hated it, and herself, as a result. Besides, with over ten thousand people stationed at the Houston barracks, not counting civvie personnel and civvie NOKs, it was a city unto itself. And as much time as Zola spent on the road on missions, there were people in her own unit she barely knew, much less people in other squads.

Once she’d been assigned to the covert Red assassin unit at the Houston barracks after basic ended, Zola had never been able to get herself transferred out again despite despising the job. Had she known being good at what she did would mean seven years of hell doing it, she would have faked clumsiness, ineptitude with a blade and a choke wire, pretended she couldn’t track a blind, three-legged bull in a china shop at high noon—anything to keep from having to take lives and being pigeonholed as an assassin.

Now they wanted her to find and talk to Owens, try to convince him to come back, opt-in for another term.

How the frak am I supposed to do that when I don’t even want to be here for another opt-in?

Not that she’d ever admit that to Major Hicks or Colonel Craige. She was no idiot.

But she had to at least make the effort in front of the wonks, even though they didn’t know the specifics of her orders. If she found Owens, she was to talk with him. If he didn’t want to return, she was to report the conversation, his last-known whereabouts, and pass along his exact intended destination, if that intel was available.

She hated that, too. Hated that she knew, deep in her gut, that her higher-ups wanted him back, dead or alive, regardless of what they’d told her.

She’d found Owens’ burned uniform shirt earlier and had a hard time not laughing in front of the lifers when she told them it was probably from a hunter or transient, and they’d believed her.

Burning the unneeded traces of her military life. It was something she planned to do herself in very short order, eliminate all hints of her Red career once she was a civvie.

She wouldn’t be able to so easily get rid of the memories, or the bad dreams, or the 9001 chip status that would follow her to the grave and likely earn her looks of fear and grudging respect any time she had to be scanned, but at least she’d be free.

Not that Hicks had said as much, but she suspected if or when Zola found Owens and reported his inevitable go-fuck-yourself reply, Colonel Immanuel Craige would order someone else be sent to take care of him. Likely from a Red unit under his command out of a different barracks, someone who didn’t know Owens and who hadn’t worked with him personally.

If scuttlebutt was to be believed, it wouldn’t be the first time Colonel Craige had someone eliminated who he’d deemed too valuable to lose. Either that, or non-medical retirement opt-out Reds from Craige’s command had the worst luck ever. Maybe he didn’t want trained Reds running around with civvies, possibly able to hook up with Fundie rebel groups or thug bands that sprouted from time to time. Able to join with opposition forces, or even train others in their specialized and highly deadly tactics.

Worse, someone who would know the Red playbook and be able to come up with counter tactics.

That was her guess, anyway. She didn’t know for sure. No one had ever offered up a better supposition for it, and she never contributed her own opinion to those conversations. Last thing she wanted to do was have word get back to Craige or Hicks about her thoughts.

Thus she kept them to herself.

Besides, she’d never been assigned that task, to eliminate a Red opt-out. She had no concrete proof it ever happened in the past, either. Had never talked to anyone who’d admitted to doing it. Early on, she’d thought maybe it was just a calculated mind fuck meant to discourage Reds from opting out. Even though amongst the Reds the rumor mills sometimes worked overtime, there was too much circumstantial evidence of it to be merely coincidental. Usually, it was rumored, they picked a lifer Red to do the dirty work.

It apparently wasn’t a widespread practice amongst the Red units under other commanders, as far as she knew. Zola wasn’t stupid enough to blow the whistle on something she couldn’t prove, especially not this close to her own opt-out.

If Colonel Craige couldn’t have them, no one could. That was, she’d heard, his unofficial mantra. A dead Red didn’t count against his opt-out stats. She also knew he took great personal pride in his opt-in numbers, for some crazy reason.

She didn’t care why. That was above her pay grade.

She knew his philosophy would likely apply to her as well. Which was why she’d never come right out and told Craige or Hicks that she wasn’t going to opt-in a second time. They’d just assumed she was, a belief she was happy to nurture and encourage despite never outright saying so.

What they didn’t know was that people from her closely-knit area in the Carolina Territory had a long history of rigging the conscription, ever since the system was created following The Great Turning. They had been smart enough to fake their info when registering children, traveling for days or even weeks to rego centers far from their homes, and once there lying about where they lived.

The NNAA didn’t have a means of verifying anything before it was entered in their computers. Rego center wonks rarely questioned someone claiming their origins in the local region when they registered children, even when they obviously weren’t from there. And if doubts were raised, the lifer wonks running the rego centers were easily convinced to look the other way with a token of appreciation, such as a bottle of home-brew, or a pack of 420 smokes, or a medium coin passed under the table to them.

Zola and her brothers had all been registered via the San Antonio rego center. Her mother had been registered out of Detroit, and her father out of Chicago.

The NNAA wouldn’t be able to track Zola once she opted out. She’d made sure to verify that. Once a conscript opted out, their chip status was changed to freeman. If someone ever wanted to check her, once the ID number was cross-referenced with the status database, that was it. They didn’t have the ability to check names anymore. The overtaxed and ancient computer database system was far too fragile as the population had slowly begun to rebound, placing even more of a strain on it and the quickly degrading satellite network.

Zola already had her plan in place, had done her research. She’d claim she was heading back to her listed hometown region of Tampico, in the Old Mexico territory. That was where she’d reported for her conscription not long after she’d turned twenty. After she opted out, she would even journey south along the Texas coast from Houston, in case anyone followed her from the barracks.

Once she was sure no one was able to track her true destination, she’d head home to the Carolina Territory.

And then figure out a way to make a normal life for herself. She was still young. She still had a long life ahead of her.

Hopefully.

A long life to figure out how to rid herself of the nightmares she suspected would plague her for years.

At least pet cats and dogs wouldn’t care how dead and broken she felt inside. Although Zola struggled not to think of the pets she had to leave behind in her parents’ care when she’d left home for her conscription.

It hurt too much, knowing that most, if not all of them, had probably passed in the time she’d been gone.

She’d always envied those who’d lived before The Great Turning. They’d had life so much easier. No forced conscription period. Their wars had been fought in distant countries with aircraft and missiles that could bestow death from a distance. What had been America had been peaceful. A population that could stand together and help one another.

Her great-grandfather had told her stories as he showed her books stored in his basement, pictures of a time well before her birth twenty-seven years earlier. Before a meteor struck the Earth and devastated a massive section of the eastern Asian continent, as well as triggering tsunamis and cataclysmic global conditions that killed off over two-thirds of the world’s population within the first five years between starvation, diseases, and violence.

Before billions of people died and countries fell, dissolved by the disaster and by the deaths of their people.

Before the New North Americas formed, when there were still separate countries and states comprising the North American continent, and not one central government slowly rebuilding things one industry at a time.

Before, they had technology and machines that made life a breeze compared to today.

Fuel that flowed from pumps anyone could operate, filling vehicles that could take you anywhere you wanted, without a care. Vehicles nearly anyone could afford to own and operate and drive.

Next year marked the one hundredth anniversary of The Great Turning. People had finally eked out lives and rebuilt communities as the weather patterns improved, making large-scale farming of crops and livestock possible again in much of the continent. She wanted a chance to live. To work.

Maybe even find someone to love and raise a family with.

She damn sure couldn’t stomach spending her life as a paid killing machine for the NNAA. The only reason she’d stayed in for one opt-in period was because she’d stupidly believed John Porter when he’d said he loved her. He was staying in, and had begged her to opt-in, to stay with him.

That they could have a life together. He had spent months seducing her, getting her to fall for him.

And she’d fallen, hard and painfully.

She’d been dumb enough, naive enough, to fall for everything, thinking someone could love someone like her. A paid killer.

Not this time. Never again.

Zola paused and held her breath. Ahead of her, the sounds of the men faded into the night. But there was…something.

The feel of a large animal close by. A predator.

Watching her.

It wouldn’t be a bear or a large cat, because those had been hunted almost to extinction in the warmer, open climes of the South. They were only found in the North, and in mountainous regions.

This was neither.

And they weren’t close enough to a body of water for it to be an alligator.

She closed her eyes and waited, listening not just with her ears, but with all her senses.

It could be a person, but she’d scented no traces of a fire, spotted no signs of human life, other than the idiots ahead of her, ever since they’d found the campsite earlier.

If it was a person out there, they definitely didn’t want to be found.

This was, she’d told Hicks, why she was refusing a vehicle when he offered her the use of one. Owens was smart enough to head out on foot. She couldn’t be expected to track the man if he went off the road if she was zipping along and couldn’t watch for subtle signs.

Half-Assed Hicks had agreed with her rationale. Then he’d said Colonel Craige wanted her to take the wonks, and she knew she couldn’t argue with him about it. It’d look too suspicious.

What she didn’t want Hicks to know was that refusing a vehicle had also been a stall tactic on her part. One well-trained man, alone, could move far faster than she and four lifer wonks could. They would hike through the night tonight and stop for a couple of hours around noon tomorrow to nap and rest during the heat of the day, when they could more easily set a watchman.

In this case, her rationale was that she wanted to try to get ahead of Owens, let him catch up to them. Again, logical thinking that Hicks and Craige couldn’t argue against. Owens likely would have holed up for the night and only move during daylight hours. Without someone to stand guard, he wouldn’t camp out in the open and would want every advantage.

After a few moments, Zola opened her eyes again and moved on. Yes, she realized there was a very good chance it was Owens somewhere nearby out there in the dark.

If it was him, it meant her logic was—unfortunately—accurate. Because they would pull ahead of Owens.

But the last thing I want is an encounter with Owens in the middle of the night in the middle of nowhere. I have less than two weeks left before I opt-out and run. Professional courtesy.

She continued walking, determined to catch up to her thunderous herd of wonks and light a fire under their asses to pick up the pace.




* * * *




For more information about The Great Turning and other books in the series, please check out the series page on my website. 
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