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Prologue

The airport bathroom was quieter than the terminal outside it, but not silent.

Jonathan Pryce stood at the sink longer than necessary, fingers resting against cool porcelain as he stared at his reflection. Fluorescent light flattened everything—his face, his tie, the ambition he wore like armor. He looked composed. Unremarkable. A man between flights.

Inside, something else stirred.

He adjusted his tie, then his jacket, movements slow, deliberate, as if giving himself time to decide. His pulse was steady, but his awareness sharpened with every passing second. The hum of electricity in the lights. The muted echo of rolling luggage beyond the door. The faint scent of disinfectant layered over something warmer—human, intimate.

Pressure had a way of finding outlets.

Jonathan had learned that early. Pressure didn’t disappear. It collected. It pressed inward until the smallest release felt like oxygen.

He dried his hands carefully, folded the paper towel with unnecessary precision, and glanced once more at the mirror. Junior senator. Newly elected. Promising. Watched.

He chose the stall at the far end.

The door closed softly behind him, the latch clicking into place with a finality that made his breath catch just slightly. He sat, posture straight, shoulders squared, as if this were merely another private moment stolen from a relentless schedule.

But his body knew better.

The quiet wrapped around him. His senses tuned themselves to the space—the faint scuff of shoes on tile, the distant cough, the rhythm of his own breathing. Heat gathered low in his abdomen, slow and familiar, a sensation he had trained himself to ignore and never entirely could.

This wasn’t desperation. He told himself that every time.

It was hunger.

He shifted his foot forward, just enough for the leather of his shoe to cross the narrow boundary beneath the divider. The movement sent a subtle jolt through him, a spark of anticipation that tightened something deep in his chest.

Nothing happened.

He waited.

Waiting was always the hardest part. The stretch of seconds where he could still pull back, still decide this was foolish, unnecessary, beneath him. In that pause, everything he stood to lose crowded his mind—committee assignments, donors, whispered assumptions that followed him like shadows.

And still, the craving didn’t fade.

A movement from the other side.

A shoe adjusting. Not retreating. Lingering.

Jonathan’s breath slowed deliberately, but his skin felt too warm, too awake. His awareness narrowed to that small, charged space beneath the divider, to the promise of recognition without faces, want without consequence.

The tap came—light, unmistakable.

His entire body responded.

Not dramatically. Not violently. But with a deep, visceral surge that made his fingers curl against his thigh. Heat flared, sharp and electric, and for a moment he closed his eyes, letting the sensation crest. The risk, the anonymity, the simple knowledge that he was seen—wanted—without being known.

He tapped back.

The response was immediate. A brief pressure, a confirmation that sent a pulse of pleasure through him so intense it bordered on relief. His jaw tightened. His breathing deepened despite his efforts to keep it controlled.

This—this—was the release he craved. Not just physical, but psychological. The momentary shedding of vigilance. The permission to want without explanation.

Then—

“Sir?”

The voice cut through the air like ice water.

Jonathan froze.

The foot withdrew instantly, the contact severed so cleanly it left an echo behind. His heart thudded once, hard, before discipline reasserted itself.

“Sir? Are you okay in there?”

Authority. Or the suggestion of it. Calm. Professional. Too close to danger to ignore.

Jonathan straightened, every instinct snapping back into place. “Yes,” he said evenly. “Just a moment.”

Silence followed—heavy, listening.

In that pause, the arousal didn’t vanish. It lingered beneath the surface, unresolved, a quiet ache he would carry with him. But panic never took hold. He had learned how to contain things like this. How to lock them away and walk forward as if untouched.

Footsteps moved off.

Jonathan exhaled slowly and stood. He adjusted his jacket, smoothed his tie, and flushed the toilet out of habit more than necessity. When he stepped out of the stall, the other door was already opening. A man he didn’t recognize avoided his gaze, washing his hands too quickly, shoulders tense.

They did not look at each other.

They did not acknowledge what had passed between them.

That, too, was part of the ritual.

Jonathan returned to the sink, washed his hands again, and caught his own eyes in the mirror. His face was calm. His pulse had settled. Only the faint tightness in his chest betrayed anything else—and even that would fade.

By the time he reentered the terminal, the moment had already begun to recede, folded neatly into the place where he kept everything that couldn’t exist. He boarded his flight, opened briefing notes, and answered questions with practiced ease.

Containment was a skill.

Years later, no one would remember the junior senator who spent three minutes too long in an airport bathroom.

But Jonathan Pryce would.

Because desire, once awakened, didn’t disappear.

It waited.
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Pryce

Jonathan Pryce learned the weight of the gavel by feel.

Not the physical object—though it rested solidly in his hand—but the invisible pressure that accompanied it. The room fell quiet when he lifted his gaze. Conversations tapered. Staffers froze mid-note. Senators who had spent careers commanding attention waited for his cue.

Majority Whip.

The title settled into him with an almost physical sensation—like a tailored jacket he had waited years to wear. It fit. Too well, perhaps.

“Proceed,” Pryce said, voice even.

The meeting moved forward, predictable in its rhythms. Votes counted. Language softened. Leverage applied delicately, where it would do the most good. Pryce tracked it all without effort. This was the work he had trained for—the public mastery, the private calculus.

And yet.

His attention flickered, briefly, toward the edge of the room.

Callum Reid stood near the back wall, tablet tucked under one arm, posture alert but unobtrusive. He had learned quickly how to occupy space without drawing focus—an essential skill in this building. Pryce had noticed it the first week.

He had noticed Reid immediately.

Reid was not young in the way interns were often young. No nervous eagerness. No bright-eyed awe. He was late twenties, graduate credentials impeccable, prior Hill experience folded neatly into a résumé that suggested intention rather than aspiration.

And Pryce desired him.

The acknowledgment came without drama, without denial. It settled into Pryce with the same quiet certainty as everything else he trusted about himself.

He did not desire carelessly. He did not desire often. But when he did, it was total—an awareness that sharpened his senses and demanded discipline in equal measure.

Reid shifted his weight slightly, attention tracking the exchange at the table. Pryce’s gaze lingered just long enough to catalog the movement: the line of his shoulders beneath a well-cut suit, the focus in his eyes, the calm competence that radiated from him without effort.

Dangerous.

Pryce returned his attention to the meeting before anyone could notice. He had not survived decades in public life by indulging tells.

Still, the awareness remained—low, steady, unmistakable.

When the meeting adjourned, Pryce gathered his notes and stood. The room exhaled. Chairs scraped softly. Voices resumed at half-volume.

“Mr. Reid,” Pryce said, not looking at him.

“Yes, Senator.”

The sound of Reid’s voice did something inconvenient to Pryce’s concentration. Not softness. Not flirtation. Just clarity. Grounded. Controlled.

“Walk with me.”

They moved down the corridor together, Pryce a half-step ahead by habit. Staff parted for them without comment. Reid matched his pace easily, close enough that Pryce could feel the heat of his presence—not imagined, not metaphorical. Real.

“Your read on the caucus?” Pryce asked.

“Three soft yeses,” Reid replied. “One hard no. Two undecided who want cover.”

“Names.”

Reid provided them without hesitation.

Pryce nodded. “Good.”

They reached Pryce’s office. The door closed behind them with a familiar seal of privacy. Pryce removed his jacket and set it carefully on the chair, acutely aware of Reid’s gaze—not intrusive, not improper, but present.

Pryce welcomed it more than he should have.

“You’re settling in,” Pryce said.

“Yes.”

No qualifiers. No self-promotion.

Pryce leaned back against the desk, folding his arms. “You understand the constraints of this position.”

Reid met his eyes. “I do.”

“And the expectations.”

“Yes.”

“And the risks.”

A beat—brief, telling.

“Yes, Senator.”

The word Senator landed between them like a boundary line. Pryce appreciated that Reid respected it. He also resented it.

“You’re efficient,” Pryce said. “Discreet. You don’t speak unless you’re certain.”

Reid inclined his head slightly. “I learned early that certainty travels further than enthusiasm.”

Pryce felt a slow, controlled pull in his chest—recognition answering recognition.

Desire did not announce itself as hunger. Not for him. It arrived as awareness. As the body’s quiet insistence that something mattered.

He imagined—briefly, involuntarily—the pressure of Reid’s attention focused solely on him, stripped of professional context. The thought sent a faint current of heat through him, immediately contained.

This was not indulgence.

This was information.

Pryce straightened. “You’ll stay close this week.”

“Yes.”

“There may be long hours.”

Reid’s mouth curved faintly. “I anticipated that.”

Pryce held his gaze a second longer than necessary. Not a challenge. Not a promise.

A test.

Reid did not flinch.

Pryce turned away first, moving toward his desk, the decision already made and carefully locked into place.

He desired his intern.

He would not act on it.

He would control it, contain it, bury it beneath layers of discipline and precedent—just as he had done before.

And yet, as Reid exited the office, Pryce felt the familiar, unwelcome truth settle into him with calm inevitability.

Desire, once acknowledged, did not disappear.

It waited.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2

[image: ]




Reid

Callum Reid learned quickly where not to stand.

Too close to power and you were noticed.

Too far from it and you were irrelevant.

He positioned himself in the narrow band between—close enough to hear everything, distant enough to be overlooked. It was a skill he’d honed long before stepping into Jonathan Pryce’s office for the first time.

Intern.

The word still amused him. It sounded young. Temporary. Harmless. None of which applied.

Reid was twenty-eight. Law degree finished. Hill experience behind him. He hadn’t come here to learn how the building worked. He’d come to learn how men like Pryce used it.

And Pryce noticed him.

That awareness had arrived almost immediately—quiet, unmistakable, unsettling. It wasn’t the obvious kind of attention Reid had learned to deflect over the years. No lingering stares. No casual compliments disguised as mentorship.

It was focus.

Pryce watched him the way he watched votes—carefully, analytically, with intent. Reid felt it during meetings, in corridors, in the quiet moments when Pryce’s gaze landed on him and held just long enough to matter.

Reid had told himself not to read into it.

He had failed.

As he moved through the morning’s tasks—briefing memos, vote counts, staff coordination—his awareness kept circling back to Pryce. The man’s presence had gravity. Not loud. Not performative. It drew people in without asking.

And Reid was not immune.

He stood at the back of the meeting room again, posture easy, attention sharp. Pryce chaired the session with effortless authority, voice steady, hands calm. Reid watched the way senators leaned in when Pryce spoke, the way conversations bent around him.

Power was attractive. Reid had always known that.

What unsettled him was how personal the attraction felt.

It wasn’t abstract admiration. It wasn’t ambition wearing desire’s clothes. It was physical in a way Reid had learned to catalog and ignore—a tightening in his chest when Pryce’s voice dropped, a heightened awareness when Pryce passed too close in the hallway.

Dangerous territory.

Reid had worked for powerful men before. Some had flirted clumsily. Some had tested boundaries deliberately. Pryce did neither.

Which made it worse.

When Pryce called his name—Mr. Reid—it wasn’t possessive. It was precise. It suggested expectation, not ownership. Reid felt the pull of it anyway, a subtle heat he refused to indulge.

After the meeting, Pryce asked him to walk with him.

Reid kept his expression neutral as they moved down the corridor, though his pulse had quickened despite his efforts to remain unaffected. Pryce walked half a step ahead, as always, but close enough that Reid could feel the presence of him—solid, controlled, warm.

Reid gave his analysis cleanly, efficiently. He always did. Pryce listened without interruption, absorbing, calibrating.

When they reached Pryce’s office and the door closed behind them, Reid felt the shift immediately.

Privacy changed everything.

Pryce removed his jacket, movements unhurried, and Reid had to fight the instinct to look away—or worse, to look too closely. The room seemed smaller with the door shut, the air subtly charged.

“You understand the constraints of this position,” Pryce said.

“Yes,” Reid replied. He meant more than Pryce knew.

The risks were not abstract to him. He understood them intimately—career-ending, reputation-shattering, irrevocable. And still, standing there, he felt the unmistakable awareness of Pryce’s attention, measured but intense.

Reid recognized it because he felt it mirrored inside himself.

Desire, he knew, did not always announce itself loudly. Sometimes it arrived as clarity. As the body’s insistence that something mattered.

He noticed the details he shouldn’t—the faint crease at the corner of Pryce’s mouth when he focused, the quiet confidence in his stance, the discipline it must take to carry so much and reveal so little.

Reid wanted him.

The admission surprised him with its calmness.

He didn’t fantasize. He didn’t imagine outcomes. He simply acknowledged the fact, the way he acknowledged risk when entering a negotiation.

This attraction was real. And it was a mistake.

“You’ll stay close this week,” Pryce said.

“Yes.”

“There may be long hours.”

Reid allowed himself the faintest smile. “I anticipated that.”

Pryce looked at him then—really looked—and Reid felt the heat of it settle beneath his skin. Not hunger. Not possession.

Recognition.

Reid held the gaze. He did not look away. He did not invite more.

When Pryce turned back to his desk, Reid felt the loss of that attention like a physical thing.

He exited the office moments later, composure intact, breath steady, mind racing.

This was not sustainable, he told himself.

And yet.

As Reid returned to his desk and immersed himself in the day’s work, the awareness did not fade. It stayed with him, low and persistent, like an echo of something already begun.

He had come here to learn how power worked.

He was learning something else instead.

Power did not always take.

Sometimes, it waited.
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Pryce

The house was quiet by the time the car arrived.

Jonathan Pryce watched from the second-floor window as the familiar sedan pulled to the curb, headlights cutting clean lines across the gate before shutting off. No one lingered. No one looked around. The driver didn’t come to the door.

Discretion, like everything else in Pryce’s life, had been engineered.

The knock came exactly on time.

Pryce didn’t rush. He straightened his cuffs, checked his reflection in the darkened glass, and moved toward the door with the same controlled pace he used in the Senate corridors. This was routine. Predictable. Safe.

The man waiting on the other side was beautiful in the way Pryce preferred—contained, polished, deliberately neutral. Dark hair, strong lines, a body shaped by intention rather than vanity. He wore a tailored coat, scarf loose at the throat, expression calm and unreadable.

“Good evening,” the man said.

Pryce stepped aside. “Come in.”

No names were exchanged. They never were.

The escort moved through the house with practiced ease, already familiar with the space. Jacket removed. Shoes placed neatly by the door. The ritual unfolded as it always did, smooth and unremarkable.

Pryce poured a drink he didn’t intend to finish and leaned against the back of the sofa, watching.

The man unbuttoned his coat slowly—not as a tease, but as a habit. Each movement was deliberate, economical. He didn’t rush. He never rushed. Pryce had appreciated that once. The absence of urgency. The lack of expectation.

The coat slid free. Then the tie. The shirt, unfastened button by button, revealing skin warmed by the room, muscle shifting beneath it.

The body was flawless.

And Pryce felt nothing.

Not nothing—not enough.

His gaze lingered where it always did, cataloging the familiar details, the symmetry, the quiet confidence of someone who understood he was desired. Pryce’s body responded out of reflex, a low, distant awareness that this was what release looked like.

But his mind—

His mind betrayed him.

Callum Reid’s face surfaced unbidden. Not imagined in this space, not stripped of context. Just present. Reid standing in his office earlier that day, posture attentive, eyes steady. Reid’s voice—Yes, Senator—controlled, precise, carrying an undercurrent Pryce hadn’t stopped thinking about since.

The escort’s shirt fell open completely.

Pryce’s attention fractured.

He noticed, with a flicker of irritation, how wrong it felt to be here now. How the quiet of the house pressed in too tightly. How the routine that had once steadied him now felt hollow, insufficient.

The man reached for Pryce’s glass, took it from his hand without asking, set it aside. Another familiar gesture. Another expected move.

Pryce closed his eyes.

Reid’s hands were steadier in his memory than the man standing in front of him. Reid’s presence sharper. More dangerous. Less contained.

That was the problem.

Desire had always been something Pryce managed. Something he redirected. Something he handled with precision so it never bled into the rest of his life.

This—this—was bleeding.

The escort stepped closer, close enough that Pryce could feel the heat of him, the promise of physical distraction. Pryce opened his eyes and met the man’s gaze.

For the first time in years, the sight did not anchor him.

“Sir?” the man asked quietly—not his name, not really, but the sound Pryce had permitted him to use in moments like this.

Pryce inhaled, then exhaled slowly.

“Stop,” he said.

The man froze instantly, professionalism reasserting itself without offense. “Of course.”

Pryce straightened, the movement sharp, decisive. His pulse hadn’t slowed. If anything, it felt tighter, coiled, restless.

“That will be all,” Pryce said. “Tonight isn’t—” He stopped, then finished evenly. “I won’t need you.”

The man nodded, unbothered, already stepping back into his routine. Shirt rebuttoned. Jacket retrieved. No questions asked. No wounded pride. That, too, had once been the appeal.

Minutes later, the door closed softly behind him.

The house returned to silence.

Pryce stood alone in the living room, hands braced against the back of a chair, the faint echo of unresolved desire humming through him. The familiar relief had not come. The careful compartment he relied on had failed him.

For the first time in a long time, he felt exposed—to himself.

Reid had done this without touching him. Without intention. Without even knowing it.

Pryce straightened and moved toward the window again, watching as the sedan disappeared down the street.

Control had always been his greatest strength.

Tonight, it felt fragile.

And that unsettled him more than any headline ever had.
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Reid

Callum Reid arrived at the office before sunrise.

It wasn’t unusual. Early hours were currency on the Hill—proof of seriousness, of readiness. But that morning, the building felt sharper somehow, its corridors quieter, the air holding the kind of stillness that preceded impact.

He set his bag beneath his desk and powered up his tablet, already reviewing the overnight news alerts. Nothing explosive. Nothing obvious. No scandals. No leaks.

And yet.

He felt it before he saw it.

Pryce was already there.

The Senator’s office door stood open, lights on, the faint murmur of a phone call carrying into the hall. Reid slowed his pace instinctively, catching fragments as he passed.

“No,” Pryce said. Calm. Firm. “That won’t be necessary.”

A pause.

“Yes. Today.”

The call ended.

Reid straightened, schooling his expression before stepping into view. Pryce looked up immediately, gaze locking on him with an intensity that made Reid’s breath hitch before he could stop it.

“Good morning,” Reid said.

Pryce studied him for a beat too long. Not unfocused. Not distracted.

Alert.

“Mr. Reid,” Pryce replied. His voice was steady, but something beneath it had sharpened—like a blade freshly honed. “You’re early.”

“So are you.”

A corner of Pryce’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. “Come in.”

The door closed behind them.

Reid had learned to read Pryce’s moods quickly. It was necessary for survival in this position. This—this—was different. Pryce moved with precision bordering on restraint, every gesture controlled, every word measured.

Contained.

Which meant something was leaking beneath the surface.

“We’ll be restructuring the whip count,” Pryce said, already turning back to his desk. “I want updated projections by noon. Quietly.”

“Of course.”

“And clear my afternoon.”

Reid hesitated. Pryce noticed immediately.

“That includes the committee reception,” Pryce added. “I won’t be attending.”

Reid nodded, though that was unusual. Pryce rarely declined visibility without reason. “I’ll handle it.”

“Good.”

Silence stretched.

Reid stood there, tablet in hand, acutely aware of the space between them. Pryce’s jacket was still on, his tie perfectly aligned, his posture immaculate. And yet, Reid could sense the tension coiled beneath the surface, like a wire pulled too tight.

“You’ll be staying late,” Pryce said.

Reid met his gaze. “I assumed.”

Another pause. Pryce’s eyes searched his face—not intrusively, but with intent. Reid felt the awareness flare again, unmistakable now. Whatever had shifted overnight had not dulled Pryce’s attention.

If anything, it had intensified it.

“I’ll need you close today,” Pryce said quietly.

The words were professional. The implication was not.

“Yes, Senator,” Reid replied, his voice even despite the heat settling low in his chest.

Pryce turned away first.

The morning accelerated after that. Meetings stacked. Calls rerouted. Pryce moved through the day with ruthless efficiency, Reid at his side, fielding questions, managing staff, closing gaps before they widened.

They barely spoke directly, but Reid felt Pryce’s awareness like a constant pressure—watching, tracking, calibrating.

Once, in the corridor outside the caucus room, Pryce’s hand brushed Reid’s arm as they passed.

It was accidental. Necessary. Barely a touch.

Reid felt it everywhere.

Later, as the building settled into its afternoon lull, Reid brought Pryce a revised memo. He handed it over, fingers close enough that Reid could feel the heat of Pryce’s skin without contact.

Pryce didn’t take it immediately.

His gaze lifted instead, meeting Reid’s with something unguarded flickering briefly in his eyes—frustration, perhaps. Or want.

Reid’s pulse jumped.

“Thank you,” Pryce said at last, taking the memo.

Reid nodded and turned to leave, but Pryce spoke again.

“Mr. Reid.”

Reid stopped.

“You’re doing excellent work.”

The words were simple. Earned. And somehow heavier than any compliment Reid had received before.

“Thank you, Senator.”

Reid left the office with his composure intact and his thoughts anything but.

By the time evening approached and the staff thinned, Reid understood one thing with unsettling clarity.

Whatever line he and Pryce were approaching, Pryce had already crossed it in his own mind.

And Reid was no longer certain he wanted to stop him.
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Pryce

By ten p.m., the building had emptied into echoes.

Jonathan Pryce preferred it this way. The Capitol at night was honest—no cameras angling for reaction, no colleagues measuring advantage in smiles. Just corridors, lights, and the quiet hum of power settling into its bones.

His office was still lit.

Reid sat across from him at the conference table, jacket draped over the back of his chair, sleeves rolled to his forearms. Pryce had noticed that earlier and deliberately not commented on it. Small things accumulated. He was careful about what he allowed himself to register.

Stacks of paper lay between them—draft language, vote tallies, contingency notes. Pryce moved through them efficiently, pen marking, hand steady. Reid mirrored him, anticipating questions before Pryce voiced them, sliding the correct document forward without being asked.

Too competent.

Too close.

“Senator,” Reid said quietly, “if we shift the language on subsection C, we might keep Reynolds without losing the moderates.”

Pryce glanced up. “You’re confident?”

“Yes.”

No hedging. No softening.

Pryce studied him for a beat longer than necessary. Reid met his gaze without flinching, eyes clear, focused. Pryce felt the familiar tightening low in his body—not sudden, not overwhelming, but insistent.

Awareness, he reminded himself. Not indulgence.

“Do it,” Pryce said.

Reid made the adjustment swiftly, fingers moving with practiced ease. Pryce watched the motion before he could stop himself—the controlled precision, the quiet assurance. He forced his attention back to the page.

Minutes passed. Then more.

The clock ticked softly on the wall. Outside the windows, the city glowed, distant and indifferent. Pryce loosened his tie a fraction, then stilled, aware of the symbolism even in that.

Reid noticed.

“Long day,” Reid said.

Pryce huffed a quiet breath. “Long career.”

Reid’s mouth curved faintly—not amusement, exactly. Recognition.

They returned to work.

At some point, Reid stood to retrieve a binder from the credenza behind Pryce. He passed close—too close—and Pryce felt the shift in air, the brush of presence without contact.

For one suspended second, Pryce imagined reaching out.

The thought was sharp enough to startle him.

He straightened abruptly, standing. “Coffee,” he said. “Do you want some?”

“Yes,” Reid replied, after a brief pause that Pryce did not miss. “Thank you.”

In the small office kitchenette, Pryce focused on the mechanics—water, grounds, buttons. The mundane steadied him. Reid leaned against the counter opposite, posture relaxed but attentive.

“You don’t delegate much,” Reid said.

Pryce glanced at him. “I delegate constantly.”

“Not this,” Reid said. He gestured vaguely toward the office beyond. “You like being in the center of it.”

Pryce considered denying it. Instead, he said, “Control has its uses.”

Reid nodded slowly. “It does.”

The coffee finished brewing. Pryce poured two cups and handed one over, fingers brushing Reid’s for a fraction of a second.

It was nothing.

It was everything.

Pryce pulled his hand back immediately, his expression unchanged. Reid did not comment. He did not smile. He simply took the cup and stepped back.

Professional. Controlled.

It unsettled Pryce more than a mistake would have.

They returned to the table.

As the night wore on, Pryce felt the strain building—not fatigue, but vigilance. Every movement required attention. Every word demanded calibration. He was acutely aware of Reid’s nearness, of the steady rhythm of his breathing, of the way his focus never wavered.

This was dangerous territory.

Near midnight, Reid leaned back in his chair. “We’ve covered everything urgent.”

Pryce checked the time, then nodded. “You should go.”

Reid hesitated. “I can stay.”

The offer was simple. The implication was not.

Pryce met his gaze and felt the full weight of the moment press in—the quiet, the hour, the intimacy of shared work. For an instant, he allowed himself to imagine what it would be like to stop pretending this was only professional. To acknowledge the pull openly. To let the tension resolve itself.

The thought flared hot and immediate.

Pryce stepped back from the table as if the floor had shifted beneath him.

“No,” he said sharply. Too sharply.

Reid straightened at once. “Of course.”

The air between them tightened.

Pryce inhaled slowly, forcing his tone back into neutrality. “That wasn’t—” He stopped himself, jaw tightening. Explanations were unnecessary. Dangerous.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” he finished.

Reid stood, gathering his things. He paused at the door, hand on the handle.

“Good night, Senator.”

“Good night, Mr. Reid.”

The door closed.

Pryce remained standing long after Reid’s footsteps faded. His pulse was elevated now, his thoughts unsettled. He moved to the window, staring out at the city without seeing it.

That had been close.

Closer than he intended to allow.

He adjusted his tie back into place, squared his shoulders, and returned to his desk, burying himself in work until the tension dulled and the night surrendered its grip.

Control was not optional.

It was survival.

And tonight, he had nearly forgotten that.
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Reid

Later that night when he got home, Reid didn’t bother turning on the lights.

His apartment was quiet, the city muted beyond the windows, everything softened by distance and exhaustion. He closed the door behind him and leaned there for a moment, eyes shut, breathing in the familiar scent of his own space—clean cotton, faint soap, the lingering warmth of a place lived in alone.

He stripped as he crossed the bedroom, movements unhurried, automatic. Suit jacket discarded. Shirt. Belt. The day slid off him piece by piece until there was nothing left between his skin and the cool air.

He stretched out on the bed naked, letting the sheets skim across him, the fabric whispering against his thighs, his stomach, his chest. The sensation made his breath hitch despite himself.

He hadn’t planned on this.

That was the problem.

His body had already decided.

He lay on his back, one arm tucked beneath his head, staring at the ceiling as the night replayed itself in fragments he couldn’t dismiss. Pryce standing too close. Pryce’s voice low in the quiet office. The brief, accidental brush of fingers around the coffee cup—heat transferred, undeniable.

The memory sharpened everything.

Reid closed his eyes and let it happen.

The smell came back first—Pryce’s cologne, subtle and expensive, something clean layered over something darker. It clung to the memory of the office, to the air between them. Reid inhaled as if it were still there, his body responding instantly, awareness flaring hot and immediate.

God.

The sheets felt different now. Too smooth. Too present. Every nerve awake, tuned to the echo of a man who hadn’t touched him at all and yet had left him like this.

Reid shifted, the movement slow, deliberate, letting sensation build instead of chasing it away. His thoughts circled Pryce relentlessly—his restraint, the tension in his jaw when he’d said No, the way control had snapped back into place like armor.

Reid had seen it.

He’d felt it.

The knowledge settled deep in his chest, equal parts thrill and danger.

Pryce wanted him.

Not abstractly. Not theoretically. In the same way Reid wanted him now—physically, insistently, without permission.

Reid’s hand drifted across his own skin, the touch grounding him, familiar, necessary. He let himself imagine Pryce’s gaze instead—focused, intent, unflinching. The way Pryce watched everything. The way he noticed.

Reid’s breathing grew uneven, the quiet room filled with the soft sound of it, the sheets tangling around his legs as sensation peaked and held.

This was reckless.

This was inevitable.

He turned his head into the pillow, the world narrowing to heat and memory and want, the release cresting not as something explosive, but as something relieving—tension finally easing, his body surrendering where his mind had held fast all day.

When it passed, Reid lay still, chest rising and falling, the aftershock warm and grounding.

Silence returned.

But Pryce didn’t leave him.

The thought of the Senator lingered, quieter now but no less potent, settling into Reid with unsettling permanence. This wasn’t just attraction. It wasn’t just proximity.

It was attachment forming where it shouldn’t.

Reid rolled onto his side and stared into the dark, sheets cooling against his skin.

He wanted Jonathan Pryce.

And he wasn’t sure he could keep pretending he didn’t.
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Pryce

Jonathan Pryce arrived at the Capitol before most of the lights were on.

Sleep had been brief and unsatisfying, the kind that dulled rather than restored. He had woken before dawn with the sense that something had shifted—not externally, not yet, but internally. A recalibration he hadn’t authorized.

That alone irritated him.

He reviewed the morning briefings standing at his desk, jacket already on, tie precise. The headlines were manageable. The caucus was restless but contained. No leaks. No surprises.

Good.

By the time Callum Reid arrived, Pryce had already decided what needed to be done.

Reid entered quietly, tablet in hand, posture composed. He looked—annoyingly—well rested. Focused. Sharper than the night before.

That confirmed it.

Pryce didn’t greet him immediately. He finished reading the paragraph in front of him, set the paper down carefully, then lifted his gaze.

“Close the door.”

Reid did so without comment.

Pryce studied him with the same attention he reserved for close votes and unreliable allies. Reid met his eyes calmly, professionally. There was no trace of nerves. No hesitation.

Which meant whatever had passed between them last night—whatever Pryce had nearly let happen—had not unsettled Reid.

That was a problem.

“I’m assigning you to a new track,” Pryce said. “Effective immediately.”

Reid’s brow lifted slightly. “Of course.”

Pryce gestured to the chair across from him. Reid sat.

“This stays between us,” Pryce continued. “The language hasn’t cleared counsel yet. The leadership team doesn’t have it. If it leaks, it’s dead.”

Reid nodded once. “Understood.”

Pryce slid a folder across the desk. Their fingers did not touch this time. Pryce had made sure of that.

“This will require long hours,” Pryce said. “Travel. After-hours coordination. You’ll be reporting directly to me.”

A pause—brief, but real.

Reid looked up. “That’s a significant consolidation of responsibility.”

“Yes.”

“And visibility.”

Pryce leaned back slightly. “I trust your discretion.”

The words were deliberate. Loaded.

Reid held his gaze. “You have it.”

Pryce believed him. That belief unsettled him more than doubt would have.

“You’ll need to adjust your schedule,” Pryce said. “I want you available when I am.”

Reid didn’t smile. Didn’t soften. “I already am.”

Something in Pryce’s chest tightened—not with attraction alone, but with the dangerous satisfaction of control being acknowledged.

Good, he told himself. This is good.

He stood, signaling the end of the meeting. Reid rose as well, gathering the folder.

“One more thing,” Pryce said.

Reid paused.

Pryce stepped closer—not enough to touch, but enough to be intentional.

“This role puts you in sensitive rooms,” Pryce said. “Situations where perception matters as much as performance.”

Reid nodded once. “I understand.”

Pryce held his gaze a fraction longer. “Good.”

“Of course, Senator,” Reid said.

The formality was correct.

It did not help.

Reid left the office moments later, door closing softly behind him.

Pryce remained standing, hands braced against the desk, the familiar sensation of pressure settling into him—desire transmuted into vigilance. He had done the right thing. Increased structure. Increased oversight. Reasserted authority.

And yet.

Instead of easing, the tension sharpened.

He moved through the morning in a blur of meetings and calls, Reid never far from his periphery. They worked seamlessly—too seamlessly. Anticipating each other. Finishing thoughts. Closing gaps before Pryce voiced them.

Anyone watching would have seen efficiency.

Pryce felt proximity.

Once, as they passed in the corridor, Reid glanced at him—not lingering, not inappropriate, but with a flicker of awareness that Pryce felt like a physical touch.

That should not have happened.

By late afternoon, Pryce realized the truth he’d been resisting since dawn.

Bringing Reid closer had not restored control.

It had concentrated the risk.

He returned to his office after the final meeting, loosening his tie as the door closed behind him. The quiet pressed in, heavy with things unsaid.

Pryce stared at the folder Reid had left on his desk, the clean lines of his handwriting visible through the cover.

This was not desire alone anymore.

This was momentum.

And Pryce knew—deeply, uncomfortably—that once momentum built, stopping it required more than discipline.

It required sacrifice.

The question was whose.
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Reid

The call came just after six.

Reid was already dressed, coffee half-finished, bag open on the bed as he ran through the day in his head. He’d learned quickly that Pryce’s schedule was less a plan than a living thing—responsive, volatile, shaped by forces that rarely announced themselves in advance.

His phone vibrated.

“Reid,” Pryce said when he answered. No preamble. No apology. “Change of plans.”

Reid straightened instinctively. “I’m listening.”

“We’re wheels up in ninety minutes,” Pryce continued. “There’s a problem with the numbers in Denver. Quiet, but potentially catastrophic if it isn’t contained.”

Reid’s pulse ticked up. “Media?”

“Not yet.”

“Opposition?”

“Yes.”

Reid was already moving, pulling his jacket from the chair. “What do you need from me?”

A brief pause. Not hesitation—calculation.

“You’ll be in the cabin with me,” Pryce said. “This involves leadership coordination and private assurances. You’re handling the background work. Talking points, vote pressure, contingency language.”

Reid processed that quickly. This wasn’t intern work. This was senior staff territory.

“I understand,” he said.

“Good,” Pryce replied. “The car will pick you up in forty.”

The line went dead.

Reid exhaled once, slow and deliberate, then zipped his bag. This was what the role actually meant—being pulled into the center of moving power with no warning, expected to perform without margin for error.

His new position wasn’t ceremonial. Pryce hadn’t brought him closer out of convenience.

He had brought him closer because he trusted him.

That thought followed Reid all the way to the tarmac.

The jet waited apart from the others, sleek and understated, staff moving efficiently around it. Pryce was already aboard when Reid climbed the steps, jacket immaculate, expression unreadable.

“Senator,” Reid said quietly as he entered.

“Sit,” Pryce replied, already reviewing documents spread across the table in the private cabin. “We don’t have much time.”
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