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            THEY’RE THE TOUGHEST DECISION HE’LL EVER MAKE.

          

        

      

    

    
      Elliot Woodley has dreamed about being president since he was a kid. He’s spent his entire life working toward that goal, even though it’s meant living in the deepest and darkest of closets to do so.

      Except Leo saw through him. Elliot knows he should let the man go…

      Yet he can’t.

      He also knows Leo’s deliberately baiting him with Jordan.

      Leo insists they can have it all. Jordan doesn’t seem to grasp how badly things can go if their secret escapes.

      Elliot can’t stand the thought of the two of them walking off into the sunset together and leaving him behind.

      But can he find the courage to ask them to stay?
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            AUTHOR'S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Politics are messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, impossibly complex, and a lot of fun to write about. (Mostly because they’re messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, and impossibly complex.) That’s why I love using politics as a backdrop.

      Since the focus of this trilogy isn’t the politics so much as it is the people, I’ve taken certain liberties and simplified a few things here and there.

      But the kinky shit is absolutely realistic.

      The Inequitable Trilogy is a spin-off featuring characters first introduced in the Determination Trilogy and the Devastation Trilogy, and set in the same world as the books in the Governor Trilogy and others. It is a stand-alone trilogy that can be read separately from those books. All of the books in this world take place outside the current Covid-19 pandemic.

      I know this book was delayed (and delayed, and…) and I greatly appreciate your patience. I’ll tell you more about all of that, if you care to listen, in an Afterword at the end of this book. I didn’t want to talk about it first because, spoilers. But it has to do with a pandemic, my spouse and I both contracting Covid, my partner experiencing some serious health issues, massive changes, massive loss, and…

      Well, you’ll see.

      Although reading the Dedication will probably give you massive clue.

      I had to step back for a while from this book and decide if I would even keep portions of it in light of certain public events. We’ll talk about that on the other side of this story. Unless you like spoilers, then feel free to skip to the back and read the Afterword first.

      Yes, it’s a long-ass book. A freaking door-stopper of a book. The longest book I’ve ever written at over 281k words. There are some trilogies set in this world that combined don’t equal that word count.

      Not apologizing for that, either, because Leo, Jordan, and Elliot were FAR chattier than any other characters I’ve ever dealt with. I thought about trimming and snipping sections, but then I realized fuck it, I don’t have to adhere to artificial word count limitations and I’ll let the characters speak their minds. Besides, you deserve it, considering how freaking patiently most of you have waited for it.

      In the end I hope you feel that it was worth the wait.

      Meanwhile… I apologize for any free-range typos that tenaciously resisted capture and remain at large within this book.

      It’s strongly suggested you read the books in the Inequitable Trilogy in order:

      
        	Indiscretion

        	Innocent

        	Incisive

      

      There will be more books set in the world of the Governor Trilogy. You can check out the series information on my website at:

      
        
        https://www.tymberdalton.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      For Russ—My boy, my Daddy, my partner in crime, my soulmate…My growlie, cuddly pet snuggle Viking. Always. I’m sorry you aren’t here to see me finally release this freaking book that you heard so damned much about, listened to me whine about, and let me bounce things off you for literally our entire relationship.

      Please walk next to me and watch over me until I one day join you on the other side, when I’ll get to feel your strong arms giving me those amazing hugs again, and hear that beautiful laugh, and look into your gorgeous blue eyes. Then we can walk together into whatever comes next. It’s the only promise you ever broke to me, that you wouldn’t go first. So you owe me, sweetie. Right?

      Please wait for me.

      I love you, baby. Forever.

      Sweet dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time, there was a guy with a sister three years younger than him. They were raised by their loving parents on a farm in a rural area of Nebraska.

      Which is a redundancy, because most of the danged state is rural area and populated by farmers. Average, ordinary farmers.

      One day, for some stupid reason, this guy decided he wanted to be president of the United States. Even more stupidly, he told everyone his plans.

      Oh, I should add that this was all long before he eventually realized he was unquestionably gay. As a result, he buried himself deeply in the closet.

      Like, Mariana Trench-deep. Because he knew he’d receive negative pushback from his family if he ever came out. If they didn’t disown him outright.

      I know, there’s a lot of info missing from my tale. Sorry about that.

      Except I’m not so good at telling stories like this and I’m getting a little ahead of myself, aren’t I?

      Everyone assumes I’m a doting older brother to my only sibling. Isn’t that how big brothers are supposed to be? Especially with their little sisters. Be loving and loyal, protect and ride-or-die them, right?

      Yeaaah.

      See, the problem is to have that kind of dynamic, and for it to be a functional, healthy dynamic, the little sister needs to be a loving, loyal sibling in return.

      Otherwise, the guy is just some poor dumb schmuck who keeps getting tossed under the bus by his sister, or used by her and her friends for shits and giggles. Or he’s used by her and her friends to advance their careers.

      Until one day the guy finally realizes he’s always going to get the short end of the stick in that relationship, finds his spine, and manages to put his foot down. And keep it there.

      Wait. There I go again, getting ahead of myself.

      See? I told you I’m not skilled at spinning tales. I enjoy a good story as much as the next guy, but when it comes to the writing of stories I am in no way talented in that department, much less an expert. Damned sure not an author.

      That’s why I majored in economics in college and not literature.

      I wasn’t much more than a toddler when my parents told me I would soon get a little sister. There was no jealousy on my part to discover I wouldn’t be the only child any longer. Heck, I was looking forward to having someone around to play with and take care of. Mom and Dad told me I was getting to be a big boy, and it’d be my job as her older brother to help look after her.

      One of my earliest memories is a neighbor taking me to the hospital where Mom and Dad were, and Dad scooping me into his arms and holding me so I could see the tiny swaddled baby cradled in Mom’s arms where she laid in her hospital bed. When I was older they told me that when I first saw Stella I pointed at her and called her “my” baby.

      I helped Mom take care of her as much as she’d let me.

      As Stella grew older I guess none of us changed that dynamic. Stella quickly transformed into a spoiled and contrarian kid. Oh, she did chores, because that was one thing my parents were sticklers about. We wouldn’t get out of doing them unless we were literally so sick we couldn’t get out of bed. Farmers don’t have the luxury of taking sick days for piddly crap.

      Unfortunately, my baby sister became a master manipulator at a very young age. I think I was maybe seven or eight when I started to realize all the pitifully desperate attention I paid Stella would never be reciprocated. More times than I could ever hope to count I watched her turn on the waterworks in front of our parents and just as easily shut them down again when she thought the coast was clear.

      Usually to my detriment, getting her way with our parents and shafting me in the process.

      As the years passed Stella only grew sneakier and craftier. Just when I’d think she made a breakthrough and was starting to mature and desire a genuine relationship with me, she’d fuck me over without a second thought.

      Or apology.

      Like one time when I was fifteen. Stella and her bestie from school, Grace Martin, were horsing around in the living room, practicing cheerleader moves after Mom had specifically told Stella not to do that in the house. Of course as soon as Mom stepped outside they started doing it again. In the process they accidentally broke Mom’s favorite vase.

      Stella and Grace blamed it on me, when I hadn’t even been in the house. No, my ass had been outside working in Mom’s garden while those two were supposedly doing homework.

      Naturally, I got punished for it.

      It was just the latest incident in a running, hidden war between the two of us that for many years I didn’t even realize was being waged at the time.

      Stupid me.

      Once again, I kept silent about it and didn’t bother protesting my innocence. It wouldn’t have done any good and would have pissed off my parents even more.

      Because of course they were going to believe Stella and her best friend, the daughter of the wealthy banker who held the mortgage on their farm, over their own son.

      That’s okay. I held that betrayal—along with countless others—in reserve, stuffed deep into the secret well I specially dug to house all my resentment, anger, and other residual emotions left over from our childhood.

      I think my sister was happier than I was when I decided to go into politics. It wasn’t easy to keep her and her friends at arm’s length while I served in the Nebraska Unicameral.

      When I was elected to my first term in the US House, Stella was going to fly with me to Washington to watch my swearing in. She’d already talked it up to my parents about how excited she was to be going with me, and how proud she was of me.

      Keep in mind, this was before I’d even officially extended her an invitation for the trip.

      It was also far more care and concern than she showed me after I nearly died on the other side of the world. Although I learned from others she didn’t hesitate to cry about my injuries in front of people when she thought it’d earn her sympathy.

      So to cut Stella out of the arrangements at that point would have upset my parents and created a rift I didn’t want to prematurely impose on my relationship with them. Unfortunately, my parents claimed they couldn’t take the time away from their farm but I arranged for them to watch the ceremony via the Internet.

      That meant after the travel plans were finalized I told my chronically late younger sister that the charter flight my staff and I were taking left two hours later than it actually did.

      Might have told Stella to meet me at the wrong airport, too.

      Frankly, I hadn’t smiled so hard in years as I did when we landed in DC and I turned on my phone to find a flurry of first puzzled and then angry texts from my sister.

      Of course I didn’t put it in writing when I told her the time and place to catch the charter. Are you nuts?

      But for literally the first time in my life I was able to turn something around on my sister and my parents took my side. I mean, obviously, why would I deliberately give Stella the wrong information about something so important? It’s not my fault she was more interested in talking about the outfit she planned to wear than listening to me relay vital details.

      Yes, that would totally be Stella and my parents knew it, too. All of Stella’s life she’s gotten things wrong, including dates and times, due to her self-absorption and inattention to details.

      Plus I made sure to mention it more than once to my parents how happy I was Stella would be in attendance.

      Hey, gaslighting can flow both ways.

      If nothing else my sister was a valuable teacher in demonstrating how I didn’t want to conduct myself while in office. Both her and her bestie, Grace Martin, who eventually ended up running for and winning my old US House seat after I became VP. Grace proved even more cut-throat and cunning than my little sister and I often wonder which of them was the more negative influence on the other.

      This dysfunctional sibling dynamic we shared also meant I knew there was no way in hell I could ever let Stella—much less Grace—know my secret before I was ready to come out to my parents. She would have wielded it against me like a bloody cudgel.

      I suspect Stella and Grace started planning how to use me to their advantage from the moment I filed to run for the House seat. Mostly because neither of them gave a single shit, flying or otherwise, about my life until that moment. They were also eager to leverage their relationship with me without actually doing any, you know, meaningful work to help my campaign.

      Stella is, if nothing else, extremely resourceful when it comes to doing as little as possible and yet getting highly paid for it and claiming all the credit for herself. I think that’s why she gravitated toward working in public relations and lobbying. Politics is a natural fit for someone like her, who wants to glom onto the coattails of other people doing, you know, actual work.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love my little sister. But I stopped chasing her affection back when we were kids. I think I came to terms with our relationship long before I ever started coming to terms with the fact that I will likely never achieve the level of acceptance and respect and admiration I’m looking for from my father.

      No, I don’t know why I can’t yet make peace with that.

      Part of it might be because while I’ve seen my father express admiration and respect for others on occasion, I’ve yet to see my sister express a true emotion that didn’t first center on her. Maybe, deep down, part of me still hopes for a miracle with Dad while I know there is no possibility of one with my sister.
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      Joining ShaeLynn Samuels’ presidential ticket and running as her VP means my life forever changes and jams me under an unpleasant microscope of public scrutiny that’s impossible to escape.

      It also means Stella and Grace are more determined than ever to cozy up to me when it suits their purposes. I dodge my sister’s calls and texts several times a week.

      At first I manage to conceal the worst of this from Leo, because I know damned well if he takes a stance against Stella to ruin her so she’ll quit bothering me she would stand zero chance against him. Neither would Grace. I don’t necessarily want Stella crushed, because that would hurt Mom and Dad. I just want her—and Grace—to leave me the hell alone and not drag me into their unethical and likely illegal activities.

      Only when it becomes apparent that Stella has a more nefarious agenda do I finally limit her in-person access to me. The deciding factor is an impromptu private meeting one bitterly cold November afternoon not long after ShaeLynn’s first presidential election. I’m at my DC House office, where I’m wrapping up a few last details before my term as a US House rep officially ends. This is also well before Grace Martin runs for and is elected to what is about to become my old seat.

      Somehow, Stella manages to sweet-talk her way into my office building via her friendship with another congressman’s staffer. Since I stupidly haven’t left orders restricting her access at that point my Secret Service detail admits her.

      My gut tightens when Stella appears in the doorway of my inner office.

      “Hey, big brother!” she brightly chirps in a tone I also recognize as the precursor to an ask.

      Probably a gigantic one.

      “What are you doing here? I’m busy.” Throwing her out at this point is useless. Worse than useless, because she’ll no doubt go screaming to any reporter who’ll listen that I evicted her.

      Even more annoying, she’ll likely go to our parents and try to enlist their sympathy and support. That means it’s normally easier to prevent her access to me in the first place. Now that she’s here I need to deal with her as quickly as possible.

      I make myself a mental reminder to leave orders with my detail to prevent future drop-ins. Especially at my new residence once I’m sworn in as VP.

      Stella slips inside and closes my office door behind her while wearing a smile that further tightens my gut because I also know that expression very well. She has an agenda that I’m not going to like.

      “I wanted to talk to my brother for a few minutes. What’s wrong with that?”

      “Because I’m busy. And you never just want to talk.” I make a show of rifling through a briefing binder. “What do you need? Please make it fast. I’m really busy and in a hurry.”

      “You are sooo going to thank me later. I’m fixing you up with a date for the inauguration, and—”

      “Nope.”

      “At least hear me out!”

      “No.” I finally focus on her, shooting her what I hope is a dark glare. “I don’t give a crap who it is. I’m not letting you fix me up with a date for anything. Stop it.”

      The hurt shock on her face would make me waver if I didn’t know her tricks. “But it’s Grace Martin!”

      “Absolutely not.” I slam the briefing notebook I’m holding onto my desk and take great satisfaction in how she flinches. “I’m not letting you fix me up with anyone. Don’t want your help and don’t need it, either.”

      “But she’s single and so are you. You’ve known her for years. Come on, do me a favor, huh?” The return of her sneaky smile tells me all I need to know. “Besides, I already promised her I’d talk to you about it. You know her family has money, and—”

      Before I even process I’m doing it, I’m already rounding my desk and getting in Stella’s face, making her scramble back. I drop my voice and muster the best angry Leo impersonation I can.

      “Let me make something perfectly clear to you, Stella. I will not let you use me as a political favor vending machine. Now, I love you, and you’re my sister. But if you think you’re going to waltz yourself into the White House on my coattails, think again. Knock it off or I’ll have you banned from all access to me.”

      Her eyes widen and from the way she blinks it’s obvious she didn’t expect this reaction. “Sheesh, all right. Calm the hell down, bro. I was trying to do you a favor.”

      “Don’t do me any favors. Are we finished here? Or do I need to have Secret Service add you to the no-access list now and save myself eight years of aggravation?”

      And I mean it, too. I don’t want to be like that but I won’t put up with this.

      Her gaze narrows and she crossed her arms over her chest. “You know I’m friends with a lot of important people, right? And so’s Grace. People who can make or break your career.”

      “Are you threatening me? Because if you are, I’ll be happy to call a press conference and blow the whistle on you right now, so help me I will. I’m sure all your ‘friends’ will love seeing you make the news for trying to trade favors. FYI, I didn’t need any help from your so-called friends to get where I am today.” My heart pounds in my chest because I’ve never stood up to her like this before.

      She studies me and apparently realizes she’s played her hand too far this time. Holding her hands up, she rolls her fucking eyes at me. “Chill the fuck out, El.”

      I reach around her and open the door. With my best smile, and in a loud, cheery tone I know my staffers and the Secret Service agent stationed just outside my office door can hear, I say, “Thanks for stopping by, sis. Love you, too. Sorry I can’t spend time with you but I’m really swamped. I wish you’d called first.”

      Her lips press into a grim, thin line as she obviously struggles not to say something that will get her tackled and tased by my protective detail. “Yeah, whatever,” she mutters. Then she turns on her heel and practically stomps out.

      Once she’s gone I lean close to the agent just outside my door and speak into his ear. “No one other than my staff, campaign staff, President-elect Samuels, her husband, Kevin Markos, Leo Cruz, or Jordan Walsh make it past the outer door today while I’m here. And I want my sister’s access to campaign headquarters and to my residence revoked immediately until further notice.”

      Not that I think Jordan will randomly show up today, but a guy can dream, right?

      That’s a whole ’nother complicated emotional issue.

      Without even batting an eye the agent nods. “Yes, sir.” He speaks into the microphone concealed under the wrist cuff of his jacket to pass the order on.

      I retreat into my office and close the door, taking a moment to lean against it and haul in deep, shaky breaths as adrenaline courses through me.

      I don’t know for sure what fuckery Stella is up to but I do know one thing for certain: if given half a chance, she’ll fuck me over to help herself or Grace without a second thought and with zero regrets because Stella has zero love or loyalty for anyone other than herself.

      Like hell will I let her.

      The only problem is, I don’t know where her next attempt will come from, or what form it’ll take.

      Or who will be helping her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          TEN YEARS LATER: NOW — LATE NOVEMBER

        

      

    

    
      I’m frequently plagued by nightmares.

      Nightmares from which I usually awaken in a cold sweat with my heart pounding and phantom pain clenching my jaw shut on an agonized scream.

      Nightmares where I’m in a foreign desert on the other side of the world. It’s a hot, dusty day, and I’m leading a patrol of men under my command through a village we’ve walked hundreds of times before.

      A village normally full of friendlies. Except today’s patrol feels extremely wrong.

      Lots of nervous glances and people skittering into their homes and other buildings as we approach. More so than usual.

      Enough wrongness that my pucker factor’s a ninety-nine on a scale of one to ten and I’m about to order my guys to retreat because I’m increasingly certain we’re walking into an ambush.

      In my nightmares time slows when I hear the sound of incoming rocket fire, even slower than it felt in real-life.

      In my nightmares all my guys are killed, leaving me alone and dragging myself and what remains of my left leg through the dirt.

      Until arms tightly wrap around me and a soft, comforting voice firmly speaks in my ear.

      “Wake up, boy.”

      My eyes snap open as I gasp for air and clamp down on the scream clawing free from my throat.

      His calm voice wraps around me like a soft, warm blanket swaddling my soul in comfort and safety. “It’s all right, El. It’s just a nightmare. I’m right here.”

      I shiver in the darkness of our bedroom. My body’s bathed in sweat and my pulse gallops while I saw ragged breaths into my lungs.

      Breaths filled with the scent of Him.

      Not filled with the scent of blood, and dust, and with the agonized cries of my men jaggedly scraping inside my ears.

      His chin rubs against the top of my head and he holds me while I try to rip myself free of the nightmare’s last and most tenacious tendrils.

      I’m not a severely wounded soldier of twenty-four.

      I’m forty-six, the president of the United States, and it’s the last week of November during the second year of my first term. Literally, nearly an entire lifetime has passed since that nightmare actually happened.

      The blackout curtains over our bedroom windows keep outside light from penetrating because I sleep like shit as it is. In the thick, comforting darkness I shiver in Jordan’s arms. Then I close my eyes and deeply inhale again.

      I smell Him, and hints of lube and cum from the sex we had before falling asleep last night.

      Around my throat his warm, soft leather collar cradles my flesh, and will until Jordan removes it in the morning when he gets me ready for my day as the leader of the free world.

      I realize I’m crying. Which isn’t unusual, because I usually awaken from my nightmares crying or screaming.

      Or both.

      Before we moved into the White House, Jordan had a talk with my Secret Service detail and warned them about my nightmares. That way, in case I do scream, no one will try to break into the bedroom.

      And if I scream because of play or sex, they’ll assume it’s due to a nightmare and not…well, the other option.

      Although logically I know they understand that Leo and Jordan both are more than just my friends or coworkers. My detail looks the other way about all of that to protect my privacy because that’s part of their job.

      When I was vice president my detail wasn’t stationed inside my residence at night and my bedroom was on the second floor. That gave me an extra degree of privacy. Now, there are usually agents stationed out in the main hallway in the residence unless I’ve specifically ordered them to clear out and retreat to the entrances. Easily within screaming distance.

      Slowly, my brain fully re-engages as Jordan softly murmurs all the things to me he knows will soothe my soul. He’s fourteen years younger than me yet I’ve willingly turned myself over to him. The public thinks he’s nothing more than my best friend and “body man.”

      That’s one term for it, I suppose. He takes care of my body, all right. Among other things.

      He’s my Sir.

      My keeper.

      His love and loyalty are sometimes the only tethers I have to sanity on my darkest nights.

      The only things keeping me from totally losing it and resigning on the worst of days.

      The man I entrust most of my secrets to, including the darkest ones.

      Especially the darkest ones.

      Ten years ago, I simultaneously and secretly loved Jordan from afar while also feeling terrified he’d walk away and take Leo with him. Which is why I fought so hard for so long to keep him safely at arm’s length. I didn’t want to admit I’d lost my heart to him only to have him break it. I was already vulnerable enough loving Leo as hard as I did.

      Now?

      Honestly?

      I cannot do this job without Jordan.

      Literally.

      I never want to lose Leo. Yet if I did, I now understand I could survive that, no matter how badly the loss would wound my heart and soul.

      But I cannot lose Jordan. Not professionally, and damn sure not personally. I lost him once already. I’m not stupid enough to let him walk away again.

      Fortunately, neither is Leo.

      It terrified me the night I finally admitted to Jordan that I’d had him watched and followed by the Secret Service during those long months while he was in Tallahassee. To finally admit the full truth of my love for him.

      To finally admit my need and weakness for him.

      That I won’t ever let him walk away from me again. I can’t.

      He’s my heart and soul. Losing him would destroy me.

      Jordan eases me onto my back and stretches out alongside me, my head cradled against his shoulder. I’m taller by six inches, stockier, and more broad-shouldered. When he lies beside me like this, while he’s holding me and keeping me safe, I feel like he’s larger than me.

      He’s definitely stronger than me, chasing away my demons for a while. Despite the differences in our life experiences, he’s already proven himself to be far stronger than I am in many ways. Like how he found the courage to escape his abusive parents when he was a child and freed himself so he could live authentically.

      Something I’ve yet to accomplish.

      We’re rapidly approaching my second Christmas as POTUS and Jordan knows how stressful this time of year is for me. I’ll be expected to hold photo ops with my family, including my stupid brother-in-law, who I absolutely cannot stand.

      It’ll be mentioned more than once, to my face as well as in the media, about how I don’t have a First Lady.

      How I’m Washington DC’s most “eligible” bachelor.

      My brother-in-law will likely be one of the more vocal people “joking” about that.

      I’ll also suffer through insinuations that maybe I’m more than just friends with my chief of staff, Casey-Marie Blaine, who’s twelve years my senior. Or that I’m having a secret fling with Yasmine Alvarado, the nanny to former president ShaeLynn Samuels’ children.

      To be honest, Jordan’s salted false rumors here and there about those possibilities and others to take the heat off me and help keep the truth concealed.

      Invasive questions will be asked of me about my relationship status, accompanied by smiles and winks. People will give names and phone numbers of eligible DC women to Jordan, with requests to pass them along to me.

      Stella is once again begging me to let her come to the White House to help with the holiday activities that the East Wing normally takes point on this time of year.

      Well no, thank you. For a bunch of reasons besides the fact that I’d be tempted to have Secret Service ship her and Ellis to Guantanamo Bay for the duration of my presidency.

      Reasons such as I don’t exactly know how Stella earns her money, except that she works for several extremely conservative and borderline shady PACs as a lobbyist. I possess even less knowledge about the true sources of her husband’s income beyond the salary he makes as a congressman.

      Also for reasons such as I do not and never will trust Stella with my personal secrets.

      And reasons such as I can’t stand her husband, who’s so conservative he makes MAGA Q-natics look like far-left commie pinkos.

      I can’t stand my sister either, truth be told.

      Which is a statement that I can’t share with anyone except Jordan, Leo, and Casey-Marie.

      Issuing Stella a direct, hard no in response to her desperate begging to be included in the White House Christmas holiday prep for a second year in a row will not make me her favorite person.

      Unfortunately, having her here in the White House would require that Jordan and I—and Leo, when he’s here—be particularly careful, even in the residence. The residence is normally my refuge, the one damned place in the entire fricking world where I can let go and be myself and not worry about witnesses.

      Stella’s constant presence would feel like living under siege and no way in hell will I put myself or my men through that. Not to mention when I relented and let Stella spend time with me here at the White House during this past Easter, she immediately tried to come between me and Jordan, which necessitated Casey-Marie’s intervention and having a “conversation” with Stella.

      Which didn’t go over well at all with my little sister. It led to more heated words between me and Stella and ended with me threatening to ban her and Ellis from the White House for the remainder of my term in office. Fortunately, that ass-chewing happened in private in my study, with only Casey-Marie as a witness.

      Had Jordan witnessed it I have a feeling Leo would have already dropped a massive rat-fuck on my brother-in-law, if not on my sister, too.

      I’m honestly shocked that exchange didn’t end up in the papers, thanks to Stella. That was further proof to me Ellis is using her for clout and he doesn’t want people to know how little pull he actually has with me.

      Unless Stella didn’t even tell him about the exchange, which is also possible. If she’s not very useful to Ellis then why would he stay married to her?

      This Thanksgiving, Stella and Ellis spent the day in Nebraska with our parents, where apparently he spent most of the time aggravating my parents by bragging about how he won re-election to his House seat.

      Truthfully, the election was nothing to brag about. It went to a recount and he won by less than two hundred votes, an even slimmer margin than his previous election. Jordan and Kev are convinced the only reason he squeaked out a win this time was that he was smart enough to tone his rhetoric back and name-drop me as his beloved brother-in-law to more moderate audiences, while simultaneously decrying me as an evil commie pinko to the rabidly moderate Evangelical voters he also courted.

      Talk about playing both ends against the middle. And hell, no, I didn’t stump for him. I recorded a robocall for his Democrat opponent and participated in a couple of virtual fundraisers for them.

      I squirmed out of going to my parents’ house for Thanksgiving because of a late-season tropical system which slammed into the Gulf Coast in Texas. I used the perfectly valid excuse that I had to stay behind in Washington and monitor the situation. Also bought me a slight bump in the polls for my dedication to my job, as well as a private dinner with Jordan and Leo in the residence, with them cooking for us.

      The texts Stella’s sent me in recent days have gone from hinting about her desired role this holiday season to outright demanding I make arrangements for her to come “help” me.

      Oh, and can she bring a friend with her? A female friend.

      A single female friend she would like to have as her helper, and who she wants me to meet, natch.

      Predictably, Stella’s once again shoving against my clearly laid boundaries and I’m sick of this dance. I’m tempted to tell her to go fuck herself. Not exactly a text, e-mail, or taped phone call I want her leaking to Fox or FNB, though.

      Make no mistake—my sister or not, I have no doubts Stella would screw me over without hesitation to score points with the shadowy dark-money entities who’ve paid her bills for many years. If Ellis could use that knowledge in a way to bolster his own rep with his base or the GOP party leaders, he absolutely would.

      I shake myself out of those thoughts and take another deep breath to center and focus myself. Right now, with my eyes adjusted to the dim light, everything’s blurry in our bedroom and I can’t read the time on the cable box without my glasses.

      “What time is it, Sir?”

      Jordan shifts against me. He’s probably squinting so he can read the display because without his glasses his eyesight’s not much better than mine. “Not even 1:30 yet, boy. You need to go back to sleep.”

      It’s a gentle order I’ll try to obey.

      He settles in again and peace momentarily fills me, the way it always does when we’re alone like this.

      Then his voice brushes my hair. “What do you think triggered this one?”

      Under Jordan’s watchful eye and with him sharing my bed every night, over the years he’s tracked my nightmares and identified a pattern.

      Stress.

      I mean, I’m only the leader of the free world, duh. That’s not stressful at alll.

      Except it’s personal stress that generally triggers them. Traveling and being away from the White House overnight for several nights in a row to anywhere other than Camp David will also trigger them, but I haven’t traveled overnight in a few weeks.

      “Stella,” I grumble. “Again. It’s that time of the year.”

      My sister and brother-in-law are supposed to eat dinner with me here at the White House on Christmas Eve. My parents will arrive on the 22nd, spend three nights, and then depart for home the evening of Christmas Day. I tried to talk them into taking more time off but that was the best I could get from them.

      I still consider it a win because it’s a longer stay than I’ve been able to talk them into in the past.

      Leo’s supposed to spend the entire week of Christmas night through New Year’s here in the White House with us. Meaning I have to find a way to nip Stella’s aspirations in the bud once and for all.

      Maybe it makes me selfish but I won’t give up a second of what little private time I spend with Leo and Jordan. Not even for my parents or my sister.

      Mostly because my parents and sister don’t know me like Jordan and Leo, and there’s a good chance they would disown me if they did, which is the main reason I’ve struggled to protect my secret for so long.

      Then again, there are plenty of days I wish Stella would disown me. It certainly would make my life a lot easier, even if a permanent rift between us would hurt my parents.

      Jordan sighs. “Do you want me or Casey-Marie to handle Stella?”

      That’s a very tempting offer and I even take a moment to consider accepting it. “No, I’ll take care of her. But thank you, Sir.”

      “Of course, boy.”

      I might be the president of the United States.

      I might have the nuclear launch codes.

      I might have the entirety of the United States armed forces at my disposal.

      But I have Jordan.

      In some ways, he’s more powerful than all those other things combined.

      Even more powerful than Leo. Once upon a time, Leo was the center of my universe.

      Now?

      It’s Jordan.

      And I hate that who he is to me has to stay a secret from the rest of the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      Meeting Jordan Remington Walsh for the first time damn near takes my breath away.

      Wait, let me back up.

      Sucky storyteller, remember? Because how I reached that point with Jordan requires a little backstory so you adequately understand the complete context surrounding the events which unfolded.

      Everyone assumes I wanted to be president because of lofty personal aspirations. The truth, when I’m honest with myself, is that I never wanted this job. Not really. That wasn’t the actual goal. Not by a long shot. The job was a means to an end.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t realize that until I was well on my way to that end.

      Yes, I’m a dumbass and I’ll freely admit it.

      The first time I thought about becoming president I was maybe ten years old. I remember sitting in our living room. Stella and I couldn’t watch what we wanted on TV that night because Dad was watching a presidential debate and we only had the one television. At the time, his preferred candidate was the incumbent.

      I remember how Dad fawned over the guy, respected him. Former military officer from the Midwest, came from middle-class farmer parents. Not only did Dad seem to respect the guy but my parents’ friends respected him, too. I sat through many conversations after church or at the local diner where my father came alive in a way he usually didn’t while he discussed politics.

      On that particular night Stella gave up hoping for TV time and retreated to her room to play. I remained on the couch and watched Dad, not the debate. Listened to him give his own opinions between sips of beer. Mom wasn’t paying any attention because she was too engrossed in her book.

      There I sat, desperately wishing my dad would one day be as enraptured by me and my words as he was by the guy on TV.

      Yeah, sucky reason, I know.

      Yet the idea quickly wound through my soul and thoroughly convinced me that if I wanted Dad’s respect I needed to earn it like that.

      That maybe, finally, my father would look at me and want to focus on me.

      That he might actually see me for a change.

      Think about me the same way he obviously thought about the guy on our TV, because I sure as hell felt invisible.

      It turned into an obsession. One whose true roots grew more obscured over the years. Until whenever I overheard my dad boast to others that his son wanted to be president it reinforced my life’s mission. Because there was the hint of things to come, of finally earning his direct praise. Dang sure felt like I couldn’t earn it any other way no matter how hard I tried.

      Maybe one day he’d actually say those things to me. Tell me he was proud of me.

      Football was Dad’s sport, not mine. Years of Pop Warner, then he expected me to try out for the team when I hit high school and later in college. No matter how well I played I couldn’t earn his praise, just his opinions of how I could have done better. At no time was there ever a discussion about whether or not I actually liked playing football.

      Ever. He simply assumed that’s what I would do because he wanted me to, and he put forth the expectation that I would go along with that.

      Just like I never discussed my sexual orientation with him or Mom or Stella once I eventually admitted it to myself after years of trial and error on my part. I’m not an idiot. At least, not about that.

      Don’t get me wrong, my parents weren’t and aren’t evil monsters. They damned sure weren’t religious zealots like Jordan’s parents. My fear of Mom and Dad disowning me if I come out might not even be completely warranted because I’ve never heard them openly disparage gays, or any other minorities, for that matter.

      Never heard them openly support them, either.

      Thus I chose to opt for the safer path and keep that part of my psyche deeply under wraps. Instead I ran for and won class president every year in high school. I went through ROTC in high school and college. Enlisting in the military was both an escape from home as well as a way to hopefully, finally, earn the recognition and respect I craved from Dad.

      You know one of the first things Dad said to me when I returned to Nebraska after I was discharged from the military hospital? Before I’d even completed my initial rounds of PT, or figured out how to walk on a left leg that was now minus a foot and the lower half of my tibia and fibula?

      “Well, at least now you can start running for office like you always talked about.”

      I mean, what do you say to that?

      I guess if you’re a chickenshit like me you nod and say, “Yes, sir.”
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      I graduate from college at twenty-two with an economics degree and enter the Army an officer. By the age of twenty-four I have a Purple Heart, a prosthesis to replace the foot and chunk of my lower left leg mangled beyond repair by an incoming rocket in a village in a Middle Eastern desert, and I know way more medical terminology and jargon than I ever expected to.

      And I still don’t feel like I’m good enough. Like I haven’t yet earned my old man’s respect.

      My first true act of rebellion occurs early during my recovery, while planning my next steps—literally and metaphorically. I return to Nebraska and temporarily live with my parents immediately following my discharge from the military hospital, meaning I have to update the address on my driver’s license, car registration, voter ID—all of that.

      While doing so I switch my party affiliation from GOP to Democrat.

      Don’t tell my family, either.

      Because, guess what? In our great state of Nebraska, to run for the Unicameral—our state’s legislative body—you only have to be at least twenty-one years of age and it’s nonpartisan.

      Your party affiliation isn’t listed on the ballot.

      That means everyone assumes I’m still GOP. I run on platform planks important to my constituents: farm and agricultural issues, trade, jobs, infrastructure, health care, climate concerns, and education. We’re a small community and I rely totally on grassroots donations without hitching my cart to the state Democratic party organization.

      My economics degree gives me a big-picture view of how Nebraska fits into the national and global economy. Being a wounded and decorated vet provides me a certain gravitas I’m not comfortable exploiting but which my campaign manager shamelessly waves like a flag at every opportunity.

      Because people in our area know me and my family, I easily win my race by nearly thirty points over the incumbent, a Republican in his seventies who’d moved to Nebraska from New York only ten years prior, was a VP for a credit card company, and who is now in the process of being dragged into a banking loan scandal.

      I feel equal parts thrilled and terrified when I win, especially since it seems to shock not only the regional press but officials in both state party orgs, too.

      When word finally gets out that I’m a registered Democrat, most of the people I ran to represent and who voted for me don’t care I’m blue instead of red. All they care about is I know them, I speak their language, and I genuinely want to better their lives, our community, and our state, not fill my own pockets. They don’t see me as some rich and snooty coastal elite liberal Democrat who looks down their nose at them—I am one of them. They see Elliot the wounded war vet, the son of their friends and fellow farmers.

      Although my sister blows a gasket and reads me the riot act when she finds out about my party change, as if me registering as a Democrat is somehow a negative reflection upon her.

      Even for Stella that’s a really weird reaction.

      What I don’t know at the time is that she’s already started networking with conservative political groups via Grace Martin’s father’s enormously influential pull.

      Ironically, even Dad doesn’t seem to care that much about my party affiliation as long as I stick to my word and do my best to fulfill my campaign promises.

      I didn’t plan to run for the US House of Representatives so early in my political career. I intended to run for a second term in the Unicameral, which would also be my last due to term limits. I was still mulling my options over what I’d do after that. Maybe run for the county commission, or a school board seat, while I built a career for myself in Omaha with one of the larger financial companies there. I’d already received several standing offers via contacts I made while in office. Then I could build out my network of contacts and influence to ease my way into higher elected offices and have plenty of endorsements and corporate support to get there.

      Except when our congressional district’s representative to the US House is dogged by persistent reports of campaign finance improprieties, accepting gifts and in-kind donations from Big Pharma and corporate farm lobbyists, accumulates a voting record that goes against the interests of farmers and residents in our state, and commits other various acts of malfeasance, the governor himself calls me and asks me to consider running for the seat despite the fact that I am a Democrat and he—and the seat’s incumbent—are both Republicans.

      The governor knows I’m solid on agriculture and trade and have an economics background. He also knows I have secure anchors in the region because of my family’s farm. He’s seen my performance in the Unicameral and how vocally and tirelessly I fight for my constituents, making me popular with them. How I’ve been able to work across the aisle both with my colleagues and with voters. My poll numbers are by any standards through the roof.

      Plus, he says I have a “face for office.”

      All these points and more the governor cites when he asks me to consider running and unseating the incumbent.

      I’ve already agreed to do it and filed the paperwork when I learn Grace Martin’s father put a bug in the governor’s ear to nudge me into running. That nearly makes me withdraw from the race before I’ve barely raised any money but did I mention I’m a chickenshit? There’s no way in hell I’d be able to explain to anyone why I gave up before I even tried without pissing off a lot of people.

      Meaning I might never receive what I seek from my father.

      This development also accelerates my professional timeline. I revise my plan with an eye to running for the US Senate sooner than I’d intended, and hopefully serving at least two terms there. Only then would I think about making my first run for POTUS, which would likely fail.

      Which is okay. Most initial attempts to reach that political height do fail. The first and sometimes second runs are more to get your name out in front of voters on a national level and try to court donors than to actually win. It would get people watching me.

      Maybe even my father.

      What I never count on while serving my first term as a member of the US House of Representatives is meeting one Leo Davidson Cruz.
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      The next part of my tale begins on a Friday evening fifteen years ago in a quiet DC bar. That’s when I first cross paths with Leo and he forever claims my heart.

      Not only am I still deep in the closet on that fateful evening but I’m woefully lacking in romantic experience with guys. Until that point my only sexual encounter with a man was one drunken night in college years earlier, when another guy whose name I can’t even remember and I blew each other.

      But I’m looking for more than just sex.

      I need more.

      Fantasies have filled my head ever since I was old enough to have a libido. While I rationally know what I want isn’t “bad,” try telling that to my brain after thirty-one years of living a certain way and attempting to uphold a particular set of stubbornly entrenched standards.

      Of being a “good” son. Of trying to exceed impossible, unknown, stratospheric expectations.

      Of struggling—and failing—to earn my father’s respect and recognition.

      I’m a freshman congressman and so far relatively obscure in this city. I’m also lonely as fuck and too mentally ground down to think about utilizing a beard, not that I have a clue who to talk to about doing that. I don’t want my secret getting out, if I can help it.

      Web searches on my personal phone keep highlighting this particular bar. I’ve visited before but didn’t talk to anyone on those occasions. Tonight, after leaving work and before I can talk myself out of it, I find myself heading this way.

      Now here I sit, nursing a Jack Daniels’ on the rocks and staring into the intense brown gaze of a gorgeous man who’s parked himself in my booth and pushed a fresh drink to me from across the table.

      Had he shown up five minutes later I’d already be gone. Because the familiar mental dialogue racing through my brain viciously scolds me for being here.

      Tells me I should be ashamed of myself.

      I usually hear these words in my father’s voice although sometimes I hear them in Stella’s.

      Which, agreed, is creepy as fuck.

      Then, the handsome stranger speaks. “Good evening, Mr. Woodley.”

      Oh, fuck!

      Icy spikes of fear gouge my stomach while a thousand terrifying possibilities hit me at once. The worst, of course, that maybe he’s a journalist for FNB, or Fox, or The Washington Post.

      I swallow before responding because my mouth’s gone dry. “H-hi.” There’s a painful irony that I’m attracted to this hunky guy and he already knows my name.

      He extends his right hand. “Leo Cruz.”

      “Elliot.” I force myself to shake with him because this conversation could go any number of ways. Simply being here doesn’t implicate me in anything other than wanting to have a drink by myself away from the usual DC watering holes frequented by politicos. I can claim I’m new in town and had no clue it’s a gay bar.

      Then he holds up his glass, waiting, his meaning obvious.

      I finally hold up mine.

      He reaches across the table and gently clinks with me. “To survival.”

      My pulse hammers but I can’t lie and say I’m not curious. “To survival,” I echo, praying my voice doesn’t tremble.

      We drink. He doesn’t speak for the longest time so I finally do. “What did you survive?”

      “A plane crash that forced me to take an early medical retirement from the Secret Service. I used to work The Shift.”

      Relief floods my soul. He’s not a reporter looking for a scoop that could upend my world.

      And…we talk.

      The longer we talk, dancing around the obvious issue, the more I realize whatever his ask is, I’m going to accept. If I don’t I’m relatively certain I’ll hate myself for it.

      Because Leo’s four years older than me, gorgeous, intelligent, fluent in several languages and, yes, he’s a survivor.

      Like me.

      Well, sort of like me. His airplane fell out of the sky and ripped his career from him, while a rocket fell on me, taking my leg and the lives of several other men.

      Countless decisions large and small brought us together to meet in this booth tonight.

      That’s why when Leo suggests decamping to his apartment I decide for once in my life to ignore my mental terror, follow my gut, and say yes.

      I don’t leave his apartment all weekend and spend it, for the first time in my life, feeling like I’m perfectly where I belong. Leo completely owns me by the end of that weekend. I guess he falls in love with me as hard as I fall in love with him.

      Then I spend the next five years desperately needing Leo while simultaneously terrified for anyone to discover our secret. I’m petrified he’ll leave me one day even as guilt eats away at me because I won’t openly date him. I beg him to date other guys because of that guilt, all while white-hot jealousy nearly consumes me at the thought of him going out with someone else.

      Or doing more with them, and I don’t just mean sex.

      I mean him being their Sir or Master.

      Yet Leo resists my suggestions and doesn’t date. He insists he only wants me. It’s a push-pull dynamic I know can’t continue forever without something drastic happening, good or bad.

      Yet I need him and his grounding strength to bind my soul together.

      Why?

      One thing’s for certain—I’m in far over my head in DC. I do a damned good job pretending to be a fully functional adult. The truth is I couldn’t do this if I didn’t have Leo lurking in the deep shadows provided by the darkness in my soul, a territory no one else has access to. He’s my rock, my anchor. All the years I’ve spent locked on this path I’ve set for myself, and to deviate from it in any way at this point could mean being yanked out of my closet.

      Losing my family.

      Losing whatever chance I might have to finally earn my father’s respect.

      Because of Leo and his connections, a universe’s worth of doors unlock for me in the political world. I’m serving my third House term when probably the largest door of all swings wide open.

      It’s Leo who puts my name into his boss ShaeLynn Samuels’ ear when she’s considering who to tap to be her VP running mate. It’s Leo’s word and recommendation that cements the deal.

      Being VP catapults me closer to the Oval Office decades earlier than I dreamed possible. Through it all Leo is the true center of my world, even if in our early years together my Congressional campaign schedule meant we’re sometimes forced to go weeks at a time without seeing each other in person.

      By the time I accept Shae’s offer to run as her VP, it’s rare Leo and I go more than twenty-four hours without some sort of in-person contact unless one of us is out of town.

      Leo is the reason I’ve made it this far and I’d be a complete dumbass to deny that.

      All of this is a very long-winded way of explaining how I arrived where I am and leads to me that earth-shattering moment, standing in President-elect ShaeLynn Samuels’ campaign office one November evening not long after her first election.

      Because somehow I’m the vice president-elect, and a handsome and innocent young grad student by the name of Jordan Walsh has been hired as the designer for the White House residence and other spaces, like my residence.

      And on that night, for the second time in my life, I irretrievably fall in love at first sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      I manage to follow Jordan’s order and fall asleep again. When I next awaken it’s because a warm, soft hand cups my cheek. A hand that has both comforted me and beaten my ass, among other torments.

      That’s not a complaint.

      “Good morning, boy.”

      I grumble a little because my leg aches like hell. I know there’s a workout on my early schedule, meaning I’m already dreading the day ahead of me. “Good morning, Sir.”

      Jordan kisses me and, for a moment, the world stops. Time stands still.

      It happens every time Jordan kisses me like this.

      Maybe I should feel guilty I feel this way about him when Leo tirelessly fought for me and our relationship during our many years together.

      Except Jordan and I are exactly where Leo says he wants us: together, safe, and happy. According to Leo he’s genuinely okay not being with us full-time right now as long as those three metrics are met.

      Does Leo miss us when he’s not here? Of course, but he’s pragmatic. He knows that in six years—or two, if I run for re-election and lose—he’ll have both of us all to himself. Besides, I’ll have a plan to publicly come out by then.

      I hope.

      Jordan’s already prepared my first cup of coffee. He obviously hasn’t taken a shower yet because he’s wearing sweatpants and a black T-shirt, both of which cling to his lithe body. Some mornings when he awakens me he’s already dressed in a suit. Those mornings we usually hit the ground running and he knows he has to get me vertical and presentable as quickly as possible after letting me sleep for as long as he dares without throwing my entire schedule out of whack.

      I look into his eyes and, before I can even ask for a respite, Jordan’s brow furrows.

      “Are you hurting this morning, boy?”

      I nod. Lying to him’s not an option.

      “Okay. No workout, then.” He perches on the edge of the bed and reaches for my coffee mug, which he’s left on the nightstand. I sit up and lean against him, taking the offered mug and sipping.

      Prepared perfectly, as always. “Thank you, Sir.”

      He drapes an arm around me and kisses the top of my head. “Sorry you’re in pain, buddy.”

      I suck in a ragged breath and try to maintain my composure. His simple, sweet compassion sometimes drives me to tears way faster than any of the more painful attentions he lavishes upon me when we’re alone.

      Probably because I’m not always convinced I’m deserving of the gentler, innocent facets of his love.

      Instead, I wrap both hands around my coffee mug and continue sipping. “How does this impact our schedule?”

      He glances at his watch. “We just gained forty minutes. How would you like to spend it? Boy’s choice.”

      How, indeed? I know I should opt to have my morning book brought to me but the pain currently ruling my body isn’t the fun and sexy kind, meaning I need this extra time in Jordan’s care to nourish my soul before tackling my day.

      “Can we snuggle, Sir?”

      “Absolutely.” He takes my mug, returns it to the nightstand, then stretches out in bed next to me. I immediately roll to face him, my head cradled on his arm as he embraces me and our legs tangle together.

      I deeply inhale His scent and peace fills my soul. I recall my earlier nightmare and how Jordan soothed me awake.

      Because of his sweats and the tee, I easily feel the lines of his body pressing against my naked flesh, the warmth washing from him. I wish we had time to do more than snuggle this morning but after my nightmare last night I know a rushed session would only stress me out more.

      I can wait until tonight.

      “What’s my day look like?” I mumble against his shoulder.

      Usually, unless there’s a meeting to prep for or I’m traveling, I don’t know what’s going on when I awaken beyond my early morning schedule up until my presidential daily briefing by NatSec—the PDB. Jordan informs me of what I immediately need to know at any given time. This reduces my stress, allowing me to focus on whatever’s right in front of me instead of trying to game out several plans in my head. Jordan handles all of that and I unerringly trust him.

      He’s never let me down.

      Ever.

      Jordan reaches up and hooks a finger through the D-ring on the front of my leather collar. “PDB, followed by an hour with advisors regarding trade policy with Brazil, Argentina, Colombia, and Venezuela. Then lunch with the Speaker of the House in your private dining room in the West Wing.”

      My groan rolls free. “He’ll want to introduce me to his daughter again, won’t he?” I’ve already dodged several not-so-subtle “hints” from the man that she’s single and has a law degree.

      Jordan nuzzles the top of my head. “Embrace the suck, buttercup.” He chuckles, and so do I.

      I swear to myself I’ll come out in two years, win or lose. It’s my last viable excuse. Because I can’t keep lying to myself and say my fear flows from my worry about negatively impacting my own re-election chances as well as down-ballot races.

      When I come out it’ll be to declare to the world that I love Leo and want to marry him.

      Except I know I should do it now. Delaying this isn’t fair to Leo when I’ve already kept him waiting for far too long. Coming out would also mean he can be at my side during a grueling campaign slog. One everyone assumes I’m making but I technically haven’t officially announced.

      Unfortunately, once I come out and publicly claim Leo, it means Jordan’s put in a difficult position. We’ll lose some of what little logistical wiggle room Jordan and Leo currently benefit from if they can’t freely and anonymously go out together. They’d lose what few vestiges of normalcy they currently enjoy, since Leo would be in the spotlight and constantly surrounded by a security detail and reporters when out in public. And Jordan would, once again, be relegated to the shadowy sidelines.

      The upside would mean almost zero chance of anyone suspecting something’s going on between me and Jordan, or prompt questions about his living arrangement with us.

      Yet I have mixed emotions. Leo’s already spent years denying himself because of me and my career. I can’t do that to Jordan, too. That’s additional and avoidable guilt I don’t think I have the strength to bear.

      Sure, we have alone time we can greedily snatch in private in the residence—or in a hotel suite, if I’m traveling—when my duties aren’t pulling me apart at the seams.

      But I’m the one who ran for office. I chose this path for myself and chose to remain on it, even when forks appeared in the road that led to paths of far less resistance.

      Leo and Jordan did not get a choice. They never asked to be thrust into the public eye. Doesn’t matter they reassure me they’re here for me for life and not going anywhere—I feel guilty. Feeling guilty is something I’ve excelled at throughout the years.

      It’s sort of my superpower.
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      Later, after I exhaust our morning cuddle time and drag myself out of bed and into the bathroom, I sit on my shower chair while Jordan takes care of me. During moments like this I frequently play alternate timelines through my mind.

      In my latest fantasy the three of us have slept late and are now showering together in one large enough to comfortably hold us and easily accommodate our play. Jordan isn’t forced to remain in Sir mode because Leo’s there to take care of us.

      Not that I’d ever shirk my duties as POTUS. Which is exactly why these fleeting respites are so vital to my mental and emotional well-being.

      The impacts of my career and responsibilities are never far from my mind. I can’t escape them. The irony that I’ve built my own prison isn’t lost on me.

      “Earth to boy,” Jordan gently teases, calling me to focus on him as steam swirls around us in the shower.

      “Sorry, Sir.”

      He kisses me again. “No apologies. Where’s your mind today?”

      I sigh. “Not here, that’s for sure.”

      He knows what I mean—not on my job.

      “Leo’s eating dinner tonight here in the residence.” My head snaps up to meet his gaze, where I find him smiling. “Ah, that got the boy’s attention, huh?” He chuckles. “Thought it might. I’d planned to keep it a secret but since you’re not at your best it’ll give you something to look forward to.”

      A familiar mix of desire and anticipation rolls through me. “What time?”

      “Whenever you finish working. I’m cooking for the three of us.” His eyebrows arch. “FYI, Sir gets a night off, too.”

      I know what he means and shove back more guilt. To him, cooking is expressing love, a way to provide the service-based submission he craves while still tending to me as my Sir. Jordan needs a long-overdue night to fully drop into boy mode with Leo while I get to be Leo’s pet for a few precious hours.

      Jordan’s only here because I asked him. I mean, here-here, living with me in the White House. By his very nature he’s a service-oriented submissive even if he is an Alpha kind of guy in work mode. To everyone else he appears deceptively innocent and easy-going, one of his secret superpowers that he fully leverages to his advantage and my benefit.

      I’m almost afraid to ask but I want to know everything. “Is he spending the whole night?”

      Jordan wistfully smiles and brushes a hand through my hair. “Yes. I made sure you don’t have any early meetings tomorrow. Plus, I pushed back your PDB until just after an early lunch, unless something serious crops up. Executive time.”

      Relief floods my soul. “Thank you, Sir.”

      He pulls me in for another tight hug, one I desperately need. On mornings like this my pain leaves me feeling especially vulnerable and I need to reel that in before I face the world. A large part of me wishes Leo would force me to come out. Order me to marry him and announce it and get it over with. He knows if he strikes me hard enough at all the right emotional pressure points I would do it, too.

      Except Leo’s not that kind of sadist. He’s only interested in a willing victim. He’ll never push me more than I’m ready to accept. Letting him take me down and beat the hell out of me is one thing.

      Exposing layers of my secrets isn’t a step I’m prepared to take at this time.

      Part of me still hopes beyond hope I can…

      I don’t know. Earn my father’s respect in a tangible way before I come out?

      Sucky reason, I know. Never claimed to be perfect. Far from it.

      Jordan rubs the top of my head. “Stop thinking about coming out.”

      Chills wash through me despite the warmth of the shower. “That’s fucking spooky, Sir.”

      He smiles down at me. “I don’t deserve a pet POTUS if I can’t read you like a kids’ pop-up book.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Even after Shae tapped me to run as her VP I honestly didn’t believe it.

      Which sounds stupid, I know.

      I kept thinking there would be some last-minute change of heart on her part. Leo assured her he could control me and there was zero chance of me undermining or challenging her during her two terms. He outright admitted that to me and he’s absolutely correct.

      That’s not the only reason she chose me but it elevated me from a top-tier contender to being her first pick.

      Now? Here I am.

      With my game face on I walk down to the West Wing, Jordan at my side while we’re shadowed by a cadre of Secret Service agents.

      For me, one of the worst adjustments about taking office as POTUS was no longer seeing Leo nearly every day at work. When I was VP, Leo would always find an excuse to stop by my office in the West Wing, even if just to pop in and say hello. Now, he still works for Shae as her body man and personal assistant. He can freely come and go from the White House, including moving around the executive residence unaccompanied because I added him to the full access list. His years working for the Secret Service, the common knowledge he’s my best friend, and his job working for Shae means his presence draws no suspicion.

      Back when Shae was officially nominated as the party’s candidate, and she and I began receiving full-time protection, Leo chose Plumber as my Secret Service codename. Shae is Portia, Chris is Priest, and Kev is Prophet. Their three kids also have P designations.

      Leo joked that he picked Plumber for me because I’m great at laying pipe.

      When I was elected president, the Secret Service gave me the option of changing my codename but I kept it. I think when I work up the nerve to marry Leo I’m going to request Pillar for his codename—because that’s what he is, supporting me all these years.

      Or Pookie.

      Which I’m reasonably certain would playfully irk him and amuse the hell out of his former coworkers.

      The NatSec team meets me in my private study just off the Oval Office for my PDB. I even take these briefings on Sundays and holidays, although they try to keep those as light and short as possible. I don’t take “days” off—I take hours off.

      If I’m lucky.

      Because I have to be ready even if they awaken me at three in the morning. That’s the job I was elected to. I refuse to waste taxpayer dollars golfing every weekend and getting flown all over the country for ego-stroking campaign rallies like some past presidents. In fact, I travel as little as possible. Jordan combines as much government business as he can into every trip I take to reduce the overall costs.

      Besides, what spare “personal” time I do have in my schedule I prefer to spend it behind a safely locked bedroom door with Jordan and Leo.

      When I do take “vacations,” it usually means a long weekend spent at Camp David, where I’m still working every day because staff and advisors travel with me.

      Once my PDB ends I remain in my study. Jordan will get me when it’s time for me to move to the Oval for my next meeting.

      Today I didn’t bother with my contacts. I didn’t have the patience to deal with them with the way my leg’s aching. I pull my glasses off, drop them onto my desk, and rub my eyes. When I swivel my chair to look out the window I pause to study the joyful and brightly decorated Christmas tree standing in the far corner.

      Jordan erected and decorated it for me Thanksgiving Day weekend with Leo’s help, while I sat on the floor as ordered, clothed in sweats but wearing my leather collar, where I was in charge of untangling and handing ornament hooks to them. This tree, like the one up in the residence, is decorated with personal ornaments from Jordan’s own collection.

      It’s an artificial tree because a real one wouldn’t be able to support the weight of all the ornaments. Still, a large, live wreath carefully decorated and hung over my study window fills the room with a sharp, piney scent that lends an extra hint of magic to this time of year.

      Christmas is Jordan’s favorite holiday. He loves sharing the traditions he enjoyed with his beloved Mimi and brightens our lives with them to show his love for us in the only ways he can.

      It used to be my favorite holiday, too, once upon a time.

      Now, it’s just one more season of open speculation by the media about my private life.

      Ten years ago, Christmas was also the holiday where I finally forced myself to be a tiny bit brave and reach out as much as I dared toward Jordan for the first time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      Jordan Remington Walsh.

      Meeting this man changes the course of my life forever. There’s not a moment of that night I can’t remember with piercing clarity.

      When I first walk into the campaign office and see Jordan with Leo, I instinctively know Leo is already into him. No one else recognizes the signs but no one in that room knows Leo as well as I do.

      The way Leo leans toward Jordan and focuses all his attention on the gorgeous guy.

      The hopeful way Leo then looks to me, as if begging me to like Jordan.

      If Leo is into Jordan I know that means he’s already ascertained that Jordan is…receptive.

      An achingly intense innocence radiates from Jordan’s eager expression, along with a delicious wide-eyed wonder tinged with the echoes of a haunting disbelief he’s actually standing here with us. Like ghosts of darker days compete for his attention and whisper in his mind that he’s unworthy and try to convince him this won’t last.

      I know that feeling all too well.

      I wish I could protect his innocence by pulling him into my arms and holding him close and keeping him safe.

      Which is a laugh because I can’t even nut up to come out of the closet and openly date the man whose irrational levels of love and loyalty mean he’d willingly die for me. I mean, what does it say about me that here I stand, staring at a man I’m meeting for the first time and already falling hard and fast for, while the man who’s secretly loved me for years watches?

      Yes, I spent the previous years telling Leo he should date others even though he never took me up on it. I fully recognize that irony is slapping me in the face right now.

      No, I don’t want Leo dating Jordan—I want to date Jordan.

      God, do I suck.

      Weighing in about who to hire for the task of interior design was a decision I passed on. At the time I honestly didn’t give a crap how my residence and office would be decorated. I told Shae and Chris whoever they picked would be fine with me because there was no reason to have two separate designers when they’d need to coordinate the chaos of the inauguration day move.

      When they hired Jordan, Kev sent me all his information and I sat in on the brief video call with Shae and Chris. Later, I spent hours lost and wandering through Jordan’s online portfolio. While the video chat piqued my interest it was Jordan’s artwork that entranced me. I sensed a vulnerability in his work that deeply resonated in me.

      I genuinely looked forward to meeting him in person and working with him because I enjoyed his art. In what rare moments I had alone I found myself on my personal tablet and browsing his work, taking time to zoom in to examine sections of a particular piece that spoke to me. It felt like he’d seen some shit in his life but still managed to focus on positivity.

      I could totally relate.

      Now, with the adorable guy standing in front of me, I realize the artwork I spent so much time perusing truly is an extension of the man’s spirit.

      Don’t tell me love at first sight isn’t a thing because here I stand, proof it can strike twice in one lifetime. This is a man who looks too innocent, too pure for this town.

      Terror fills me and I struggle to school my expression. I want Jordan.

      Desperately.

      I wonder what it’d feel like to hold him in my arms and make love to him. I can damn near imagine his O-face.

      I want the man whose artwork haunts my thoughts to be the man in my bed.

      And since he can’t be in my bed I know it’s best he’s in Leo’s, no matter how bitterly that sears my soul. At least Leo can protect Jordan in ways I can’t. Give him the kind of life I can’t.

      Jordan can give Leo things I can’t, either.

      Like a social life with a fearless partner on his arm, finally able to attend events with someone instead of going solo.

      Like not spending nearly every night alone in bed. If I’m lucky, maybe Leo won’t ride off into the sunset with Jordan and leave my ass.

      Doesn’t mean I’m not fucking green with envy.

      Because Leo gets to be with Jordan.

      Over the next days and weeks, the longer Jordan works for us the deeper my feelings for him grow, and so do Leo’s.

      Make no mistake, while Leo hasn’t specifically said anything to me about it, with every day that passes I see it in Leo’s face, hear it in his voice, see it in every glance and gesture the two exchange that Leo’s desperately into Jordan.

      And I see it in the way Jordan responds to Leo.

      Yes, it makes me the stupidest man alive, I know.

      I get it.

      Especially when, not even a month into Jordan’s tenure, Leo comes to me and asks me if I mind if he dates Jordan.

      Begs me to tell him no.

      And… I can’t tell him no. Because I know I can’t let Jordan inside my defenses. Giving Jordan that kind of access to my heart would give him power over me even Leo doesn’t wield. The power to utterly destroy me personally and professionally.

      The power to rip my soul out.

      If I can’t allow myself to let Jordan close to me the least I can do is let Leo have him—rather, let Jordan have Leo—giving them a chance for happiness together while praying I haven’t misplaced my trust in my Master.

      And that he hasn’t misplaced his trust in Jordan.
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      With Christmas rapidly approaching, over the next several weeks I fall more in love with Jordan during every contact we have. I know Leo’s greatest desire—he wants us to be a triad like Shae, Chris, and Kev.

      I’m good with that, as long as it’s Jordan who’s our third.

      Just one problem: How do you admit to someone you only met weeks ago that you’re desperately in love with them when you barely know them? When you’re terrified to come out of the closet even for the irrationally loving and loyal guy who’s protectively cradled your heart in his hands for several years?

      Are you sick of my whining yet? I mean, yeah, I get why.

      Try living like this.

      Doesn’t mean I can force myself to make a move. If I hadn’t been a dumbass and run for this office I’d have the privacy I need to find a good shrink and hash it out.

      Now? That’ll have to wait.

      With my newly elected status Secret Service arranges a few things for me to both make their job easier and allow me to engage in some semblance of normalcy. Like after-hours shopping trips for Christmas gifts where the press can’t tag along.

      Yet I’m hyper-aware of how things can get leaked so I need to find a gift for Jordan that will appear mundane to everyone else but isn’t.

      One concession I’ve agreed to with Leo is matching neckties. Matchies. It’s something we’ve done for years, a secret way to feel connected to him even when I can’t be with him. It’s a substitute for a collar. If I catch a glimpse of Leo during the workday, even better. Then he touches his tie, even if we aren’t matching that particular day, to let me know he’s thinking about me.

      That he loves me.

      Tonight I’m desperate to find the perfect set of neckties.

      One for me, and the other for Jordan.

      I’m certain Leo will believe I’m extending an olive branch. What terrifies me is they might see through me. Which is stupid, right? And I know this.

      After agonizing over it I eventually select a dark emerald green tie with little flecks of royal blue that will look okay on me but will set off the green in Jordan’s eyes and make them look even lighter.

      I buy two. Matchies.

      Gooseflesh ripples across my body as I think about him wearing this tie. About watching me, touching it, letting me know he’s thinking of me.

      Well, a guy can dream, right?

      I buy wrapping paper and a box for it. This wasn’t the only gift I purchased tonight so a simple unassuming necktie among all my purchases won’t cause a stir.

      That’s the genius of Leo’s mind, that he considered all of this and created routines early on to help me cope. Secret rituals I can default to.

      Something else I feel guilty about. That I’ve kept Leo boxed up for so long when he’d love to openly be with me. Yet he doesn’t push me to come out even though it’d make our lives easier if he’d do exactly that. Easier in the long run, that is.

      I’m certain me coming out will unleash hell upon me personally, at least in the short-term.

      You’d think I’d move past that fear, considering what I survived.

      You’d be wrong. Especially since there are things about the hell I survived that I haven’t even revealed to Leo.

      Later that night, once I’m alone I agonize over whether or not to include a note with Jordan’s tie before I wrap it. Dare I risk something that can be connected back to me should things go wrong and Jordan decides to incinerate my world?

      Nothing Leo and I have together can officially be tied to either of us. We’ve put nothing in writing anyone can wield against us. We have unregistered burner phones and use an encrypted app for our calls and texts.

      But…dammit, I want something. Something tangible.

      Rummaging through my desk I find a pad of sticky notes. After a ridiculously long time I finally settle on drawing a smiley face and sign it with an E. After sticking it to the tie, I kiss my finger and touch it to the note while a fantasy of pulling Jordan into my arms and kissing him hardens my cock.

      Not that I can do anything about that. I don’t masturbate without permission from Leo and I’ve never broken that vow. It’s another way to help me feel connected to him.

      Then I carefully wrap the box, my pulse fluttering at the thought of Jordan smiling when he opens it.

      The next evening Leo drops by so we can exchange gifts. Master bought me two ties—in patterns only we have—and another that is one of a set the three of us will share.

      When I hand him the box for Jordan I watch his face and spot the way he immediately schools the eager glee trying to break through.

      “Matchies,” I quietly volunteer.

      In some ways it breaks my heart Leo believes I feel at best ambivalent about Jordan. Except I can’t risk Leo learning the truth and telling Jordan. Or maybe manipulating Jordan into thinking he has feelings for me. Leo’s a sadist, a trained psychologist, and a skilled former Secret Service agent. He might not mean to manipulate Jordan but I can see where Leo’s eagerness for the three of us to be together might create just that scenario.

      It’s bad enough secretly loving one man. The difference is I know beyond all doubts Leo won’t incinerate my world if he ever walks away. He’s not of the political world but he effortlessly and invisibly moves through it, from the shallows down to crushing-pressure depths.

      Meaning his loyalty to his ethics as former Secret Service, as a psychologist, and to his boss and friend would not allow him to shred me in his wake no matter how ugly our personal parting. Leo wouldn’t publicly wound me and then leave me to bleed out and be consumed by the scavengers of the political swamp.

      He would protect me and my privacy with his very life, even after a break-up, because that’s the kind of man he is.

      No matter my feelings for Jordan, I have no such assurances about him. Not yet, anyway. No matter how much I wish I did.

      Leo nods as he tucks the box into his backpack but then he withdraws an inexpensive plastic Christmas cookie tin and stares at it for a moment.

      “I didn’t ask or tell him to do this,” he says. “He asked me, and I told him it was all right and that I’d pass it along for him. I also told him he and I weren’t exchanging gifts this year because I know he’s stressing over finances and his free time is limited. Although I bought him two ties.”

      Leo doesn’t have to tell me who “he” is—it’s Jordan.

      Struggling not to rip the tin from his hands and greedily clutch it against my chest consumes more restraint than I’m comfortable admitting, yet I force myself to remain still and nod over his words.

      “He really likes you, El.” Leo’s brown gaze fills with worry, and hope, and that ever-present patience that has sustained me for so long. “I know you don’t trust easily or well but I wouldn’t let him close to either of us if I thought he’d be a risk to you. He could be your body man and provide both of us with cover for me to spend more time with you.”

      That nearly shatters my resolve.

      Still, I resist. The last time I carelessly, selfishly gave in to what I really wanted, people died.

      He passes me the tin and I carefully open it. Nestled inside, in tissue paper, is an assortment of beautiful homemade cookies. I carefully pluck one out and take a bite of the best shortbread I’ve ever put in my mouth. It’s perfectly tender with a sweet, buttery richness that melts against my tongue.

      Leo smiles. “He’s a damned good cook. Keep that in mind.”

      I nod and look down at the tin again to give myself a moment while I slowly take another bite.

      “Good, pet?”

      “Delicious.” I offer him the tin but he declines with a smile. “Those are all for you. I have plenty at home.” His smile fades as he sadly sighs. “If you can’t do this, tell me, and I’ll break up with him.”

      I shake my head even as I take another bite of the cookie. It’s better than sex and I imagine Jordan standing at Leo’s counter and rolling out the dough. I’ve spent countless hours with Leo over the years at his place and know every inch of his kitchen.

      Leo sadly sighs again and reaches over to cup the nape of my neck. “Stubborn pet,” he whispers, kissing me. “Love you.”

      I close my eyes. “Love you, too, Master. Please tell him thank you for me. They’re delicious.”

      He gently kneads the back of my neck. “Want me to call him right now so you can tell him yourself?”

      Terror grips me and I shake my head without dislodging his hand.

      He rests his forehead against mine. “I won’t walk away from you, El. I promise. Ever.”

      Except while I know he means that now…

      I also realize that might be a promise he’ll be unable to keep. That maybe even Leo’s irrational levels of love and loyalty for me might have a fuck-it point.

      Somehow, I need to get my poop in a group and de-ass my fucking head before I lose these two men.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      Even with my full schedule my mind drifts to the fact that I’ll get to spend time with Leo tonight.

      Years ago I managed to ditch my fears about losing Leo. I know I won’t, especially with Jordan sharing my bed every night. The main source of my personal fear now is about our future together and how I can best do right by the two men I love without ruining my career, other candidates’ election chances, or alienating my parents.

      Now that I occupy the office I chased for years it’s Jordan who allows me to actually do my job. If not for him and his energy, his focus, his strength—his selfless, irrational levels of love and loyalty I thought only Leo could possess—I could not maintain the level of functionality required to adequately perform my duties.

      Had I known then what I know now I never would have run for president. I damn sure would have turned down Shae’s offer to be her VP. I would have served in Congress for one or two more terms, retired, gone to work in the private sector as an economist or lobbyist, and eventually married Leo.

      Except…Leo and I both love Jordan. Had I given in to Leo years ago, dropped out of politics, and married him so I could have the happily ever after I always craved, we wouldn’t have Jordan.

      Not to mention I would have always wondered what if when it came to the question of earning my father’s respect.

      Where my guilt used to be that Leo spent so much time alone because of his love for me, now my guilt is that I cannot bring myself to confess to my family and the greater world at large that these two men are the loves of my life. They are my strength and my grace, my blessings.

      I am a coward. Still.

      This is something I feel in every step I take because had I been braver years ago, had I been honest, had I been able to stand up and become my own man instead of engaging in a fruitless pursuit of some unattainable ideal entrenched within me as a child, there would be men alive today who sacrificed their lives in a desert halfway across the world.

      My men—men in my command, my responsibility.

      And it’s my fault those men are dead and that others were injured.

      Which is something I’ve never been able to confess the full truth about to anyone, not even Leo and Jordan.

      War hero. Decorated combat vet. Wounded soldier.

      Those are words frequently spoken by others about me. Words that always make me cringe and fill me with self-loathing because I’m a faker. It cranks my debilitating imposter syndrome to stratospheric levels and amps my guilt even higher.

      Maybe it’s karma that I’m now responsible for all the soldiers who wear the uniforms of our various military branches. The sleep I lose over their safety. The visceral terror I experience whenever I make decisions impacting their lives and service.

      It’s penance I know I must pay.

      A knock on my study door snaps my focus back to the present. “Come.”

      The door opens, revealing Jordan. “Mister President, are you ready for your next meeting?”

      Nodding I stand, trying to suppress my pained wince as I do. The incoming cold front that swept through DC late yesterday has ratcheted my pain levels higher than I first thought.

      Thank god I skipped my workout this morning or I might not even be vertical right now.

      Jordan steps inside and pulls my study door shut. “Do you want me to have your wheelchair brought down?” he whispers.

      “No,” I grumble. But when I start for the door Jordan won’t step aside like he normally does.

      I realize why.

      Taking a deep breath I shake my head. “No, Sir,” I whisper. “I’m okay.”

      The frown furrowing his brow signals he’s not convinced.

      “My meetings don’t require me to walk around,” I remind him. “I’ll tough it out.”

      That was the wrong answer because his gaze narrows. “Sir, if you are in pain we need to address it.”

      Make no mistake, the way he says that word—sir—is in no way that of an employee to their boss.

      He might as well have called me boy and snapped his fingers while pointing at the floor, because it has nearly the same effect on me.

      “I’m all right, Sir,” I whisper. “Please don’t make me use my chair. If I was walking around a lot, sure, I might break down and ask for it. But not today, and not with the Speaker eating lunch with me. Please?”

      That’s the last thing I need, one of the Speaker’s asshole aides leaking something to the press.

      Or worse, to my brother-in-law.

      It’s no secret I sometimes use crutches or a wheelchair in front of others but I try to keep those occasions to a minimum.

      Jordan’s resigned sigh reveals he’s going to give in but he’s damned sure not happy about it. “I reserve the right to call for it if I feel you need it.” He finally steps aside and opens the study door for me.

      I nod and head down the hallway to the Oval Office.

      Why’d I want this job again?

      Oh, yeah.

      Because I’m an idiot.
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      “So what are your plans for the holidays, sir?”

      I inwardly groan. This is the third time the Speaker has not-so-subtly attempted to maneuver our conversation toward personal matters. The first two times, he worked his daughter’s name and single status into the mix. Now I expect he’s about to tell me—once again—that she’s single and has no plans for the holidays.

      It’s me and him and a Secret Service agent in the small private dining room just off my study.

      Sitting back, I dab salad dressing from my lips with my napkin. “John, we really don’t have a lot of time today. I’d like to nail down a rough outline of our agenda for the next session before we finish lunch.” He’ll be starting his tenth term in the House after handily winning re-election.

      “I’m just saying, sir, there’s a lot of holiday events coming up. I know Meghan doesn’t have any plans if you need a volunteer to help with East Wing duties and take some of the burden off your plate.”

      The words escape my mouth before I even realize I’ve said them. “There is no ‘burden’ on my plate. Please stop trying to play matchmaker because I’m not on the market.”

      No, I can’t believe I said it either. I know my knee-jerk reaction has much to do with my current irritation over Stella’s latest round of pressure on me in combination with my pain-induced grouchy mood.

      He looks…stunned. Which probably has more to do with my blatant irritation than what I actually said.

      I take a deep breath. “Look,” I continue, not bothering to moderate my tone now that we’re doing this. “I really wish everyone would stop fixating on my personal life. I wasn’t elected to play out a DC version of The Bachelor. Just because I’ve never flaunted any of my relationships doesn’t mean I haven’t had any or don’t have one now. Frankly, I’d appreciate everyone staying the hell out of my personal business. Especially when I’m happy with the way it’s going. I’m embarrassed on everyone else’s behalf, the way they’re tripping over themselves when I’m not in need of pairing in the first place.”

      His eyes widen a little. “I-I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean any disrespect. Ellis never said anything. I just thought you were—”

      “Single, yeah. I know.” I might regret this later but I’m sick and tired of this bullshit. “Something you should understand is that there are a lot of things my brother-in-law doesn’t know about me. I was raised not airing my laundry, good or bad, unless it’s literal laundry. Just because I’m able to have a personal life without it hitting the press doesn’t mean I don’t have one.

      “Did you ever think that maybe there’s someone in my life who doesn’t want to dodge the fricking press every time they need a gallon of milk, or want Fox or FNB sending hidden cameras after them at their job, because we’re not at a point in our relationship where we want it to be public knowledge? Maybe because we’re still trying to figure things out between us. Also, what I’ve just said is between the two of us. Don’t be spreading that around. Especially not to Ellis. Do I make myself clear?”

      The look on his face means my tone has slid from snippy to pissed off by the time I conclude my tirade. “I’m sorry, Mister President. No offense intended.”

      “That’s fine. Do you have any other female relatives you want to try to shove into my lap, or can we please get back to work?”

      A measure of satisfaction fills me as his face reddens. “Of course, sir.”

      I’m sure Jordan and Casey-Marie will want to beat me when I admit what I said, because it’ll probably end up on all the cable news networks tonight.

      Then again, maybe it won’t. Since we’re the only ones here—not counting Secret Service—John knows damned well I’ll blame him for it leaking. He wants to keep me happy and on his side since he needs my support and political leverage for some extreme progressive banking and tax policy reforms he wants to shove down the GOP’s throat, and which I’ve already told him I’m not completely on board with yet.

      I mean, we’re in the same party, so you’d think that would buy me a little loyalty. Doesn’t mean he won’t fuck me over if it will help him politically.

      I decide to throw him a bone. “My brother-in-law and I aren’t nearly as close as he tells people we are.” I arch an eyebrow at him. “Meaning I wouldn’t give him or anything he says more importance than you would any other member’s opinion on that side of the aisle.”

      His eyes widen. “Ah. Message received, sir.”

      “Good.” I motion at him with my fork. “That’s not for public consumption, either. Just tactical intel for you.”

      He smiles. “Understood, and greatly appreciated.”

      Our working lunch can’t end soon enough. In fact, when Jordan appears twenty minutes early I leap for the easy out.

      “You need me, Jordan?” From the way I tip my head, one of our silent cues, Jordan understands what I’m really saying.

      As always, my Sir pays attention. “Yes, Mister President. Sorry to interrupt but you’re needed.”

      “No problem. We were finished.” Not really but the Speaker won’t argue with me.

      No one argues when POTUS is needed for something.

      I stand, forcing a smile so I don’t let out a grunt of pain. The Speaker stands with me as a matter of protocol. “John, it was a pleasure, as always. Very productive.” I stick out my hand and shake with him. “Sorry to cut things short.”

      “Not a problem, sir. I understand.” I let Secret Service escort the Speaker out while Jordan pauses, waiting for the hallway to clear.

      Then Jordan turns to me and speaks so softly I struggle to hear him. “Study. Now.”

      Despite whispering his demeanor brooks no resistance. I lead the way and once the door is closed and locked behind us, Jordan sits on the sofa. I wearily plop down on it and flop over, my head in his lap.

      Jordan’s hand sinks into my hair starts massaging my scalp. “There’s my good boy. How’d it go?”

      Like ripping off a bandage I tell him what I said about my relationship status.

      He sighs and ruffles my hair. “Sometimes boy, I think you’re deliberately trying to get outed. At least we know there’s no love lost between him and Ellis so the Speaker probably won’t risk pissing you off and spilling your tea. Good call on tossing Ellis under the bus. The Speaker will love having that info.”

      “I ‘m sick of dodging people.”

      I glance up and he’s giving me “the look.” “Well, you know the easiest solution to that, right?” His right eyebrow arches oh, so perfectly.

      That’s a rhetorical question, of course.

      Yeah, I do know the easiest solution but I’m still a chickenshit. “If I can make it two more years then it won’t matter when I come out.”

      “And if you don’t have your father’s explicit attaboy by then? Or if you start using getting Ciro elected as an excuse to not come out?”

      A chill washes through me because I know he’s right. “Then I’ll need to figure it out, I guess,” I mutter.

      He gently tugs on my hair so I tip my head back again, meeting his gaze.

      “We’re not going anywhere. But if you don’t come out by the time you leave office I am going to force the issue and make you marry Leo, no matter what orders he’s given me. You understand that, correct? I won’t let you keep doing this to yourself after you’re out of office.”

      A pleasant shiver trills through me, a frisson of need and desire and fear all jumbled together in a jaggedly comfortable mix.

      I’m no stranger to this sensation. “Yes, Sir.”

      I get the irony. I’m the leader of the free world and I willingly cede control to a man fourteen years my junior.

      Hey, it’s not crazy if it works.

      Oh, it definitely works.

      Now if it keeps working for the next two to six years, I’ll survive.

      Maybe I should have thought about all this a little more carefully before I was stupid enough to go through with running for president.
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      Most people would feel contented to reach what anyone else in their right mind likely considers a reasonable pinnacle in US politics. I mean, I’m the freaking vice president of the United States.

      That’s good enough, right?

      Yet here I am, hours before dawn, lying in bed and staring at the ceiling with Jordan peacefully sleeping next to me while terror knots my guts as I contemplate the day looming ahead of me.

      I’m a fucking dumbass.

      Why the hell did I insist on running for POTUS?

      If I hadn’t, I’d be two months away from returning to civilian life as a private citizen after Shae’s term ends on January 20th. I’d be able to move in with Leo and Jordan and live the rest of my life under my terms. Write a book or two, give a few paid speeches every year, be a guest lecturer at a university, appear at high-dollar rubber-chicken campaign events in exchange for a stipend.

      So…

      What the actual fuck?

      I guess this proves I must be a masochist.

      It’s not only today’s election heavily weighing on my soul. I can’t stop thinking about my sister’s face, watching tears roll down her cheeks less than two months ago at the funeral of her best friend, US Representative Grace Martin. Grace still held my old House seat.

      Until she died alone in her DC apartment from a drug overdose.

      At least, that’s what the official report says.

      Except…

      I know for a fact Jordan spent time with Grace earlier that evening not long before she died. He was cleared of any wrongdoing because she texted him several times after he left her apartment. The police verified Jordan wasn’t present when Grace died. They pulled the building’s CCTV video to confirm exactly when he left. They also triangulated Jordan’s cell phone’s location and used credit card receipts to determine exactly when he bought a coffee, definitively placing him nowhere near Grace’s building at her approximate time of death.

      Jordan later admitted to me he secretly met with Grace several times at her request over the previous weeks, getting close to her to figure out the angle behind her and Stella’s latest attempt to cozy up to me.

      While part of me jealously hates Jordan spent any time alone with Grace Martin my rational brain knows he wasn’t screwing around with her. Because I trust him. And because I knew he hated her.

      Plus, he’s gay. Duh.

      He was only doing what he does best—using his innocent façade to the best advantage against someone who was, admittedly, a fucking pain in my ass.

      Beyond the scant details Jordan shared with me, both he and Leo have remained steadfastly silent regarding Grace’s death. Meaning I can’t help but wonder if there’s more my irrationally loving and loyal men aren’t telling me.

      Or can’t tell me.

      Bringing me back to the subject of Stella’s crocodile tears at Grace’s funeral.

      I hate to sound callous but I’ve known Stella all her life. The performance she put on that day could have earned her an Emmy. Also earned my suspicions at a time when I thought perhaps maybe I should soften my stance toward my little sister and extend her more compassion. Sitting next to her in the National Cathedral, I kept my arm draped around her shoulders like any caring big brother would.

      Everyone else certainly bought Stella’s act. I have no doubts that when Stella called me the afternoon after Grace died, my sister felt legitimately shook and upset over her friend’s passing. I heard it in her voice and since her expressing genuine emotions is so rare I couldn’t help but note it.

      Why exactly she was upset is something I’ll never know. I’m cynical enough to believe it was more over the loss of her co-conspirator and best congressional contact, meaning a complete upheaval of plans Stella and Grace had in the works involving me, rather than the actual death of Stella’s longtime “friend.”

      Because, as we’ve already established, my little sister is a bit of a shit.

      If I hadn’t been convinced Stella’s tears were fake by that point the selfies she took with me in the cathedral would have clued me in. Along with the way she kept glancing around, obviously checking to see who was watching her with me and carefully cultivating her reactions.

      Oh, and the fact that she also tried to introduce me to several people in the church, as soon as the service ended. Fortunately Jordan, Leo, and my detail swooped in to escort me away, claiming I was needed.

      The anger flashing in Stella’s eyes might as well have belonged to the bratty teenaged girl conspiring with her now-dead bestie to lie and set me up to take the fall for her yet again. I’m honestly shocked she wasn’t trying to livestream the funeral and her manufactured tears on social media.

      The ancient dread flowing through me settled into the deep grooves already etched by Stella into the bedrock my soul. An ugly, nasty, dark emotion bordering on fearful rage with more than a heaping helping of guilt for feeling like that about my sister.

      That was the exact moment I considered several distinct possibilities, the first being maybe Stella was more involved in the circumstances surrounding Grace’s death than she’d admitted.

      Another possibility?

      That maybe Grace’s death wasn’t an accidental overdose.

      Or maybe Leo or Jordan knew Stella had something to do with Grace’s death and they refused to tell me to protect me. Believe me, I am under no illusions that my sister and her bestie were up to no good when it came to exploiting their relationship with me and leveraging that into using my office for their benefit as much as possible.

      I mean Grace legitimately had a history of fucking people over stretching back years, and that was no secret to Stella. It wouldn’t be a shocker if Grace turned on Stella when it looked like Stella wouldn’t be as much use to Grace as Grace originally thought Stella would.

      Which would explain Grace’s sudden interest in trying to befriend Jordan outside of Stella’s presence and risk possibly pissing off my sister.

      Equally likely it’s possible Stella knew something about Grace’s death, even if she wasn’t directly involved.

      Leading me to consider yet another scenario: that Stella might be legitimately innocent in Grace’s death but maybe Grace finally pissed off the wrong person and, somehow, they got to her. Maybe Leo and Jordan knew more about that than they’ve let on and are protecting me by withholding that knowledge.

      I mean, obviously it’s not because either of them are involved. Right? Leo would rat-fuck Grace, not kill her, meaning Jordan wouldn’t need to cover for him. Besides, Leo wasn’t even there and Jordan was cleared.

      It bothers me I’ll never know the truth. Because any digging into it could indirectly expose me or the two men I love to a scandal.

      Ironically, it wouldn’t bother me if Stella was caught in a scandal, as long as it didn’t ensnare me or my men in the process. Stella would get what she damned well deserves. I’ve already clearly stated to others, many times, that I refuse to let my sister manipulate me or allow her to use me for gain. It’d only bother me if her downfall upsets our parents.

      All this is a very long way of saying there are a lot of reasons why I wish I hadn’t run for POTUS.

      Part of me wants to lose this election but I can’t bring myself to deliberately sabotage my chances. Plus, Jordan’s worked his ass off for me and he’s confident I will handily defeat Boone, my GOP opponent.

      Actually, Jordan’s confident I already have beaten Boone, based on poll numbers from early voting results. I’m afraid he might be right.

      It also means I’ll continue to dodge my sister’s bullshit for the next four to eight years.

      Does it make me a horrible person that I’m not sad Grace is dead because the aggravation she caused me died with her?

      Fucking election.

      Stella is still shoulders-deep up the asses of some very well-connected people with a lot of dark money to spread around. So was Grace. Far-right donors who also cross-pollenate the membership rosters of a very secretive political religious group frequently called “The Family.” Meaning if I take the initiative to completely cut Stella out of my life, she could turn my career and personal life into a living hell.

      With strict orders not to tell Jordan or Leo, I’ve had the head of my detail secretly look into some of Stella’s activities, ones he could explore without attracting any attention as well as the backgrounds of the people Stella works for, and of her closest associates.

      There lies a darkly tangled jungle of vines bearing toxic fruit. I don’t need to invite extra trouble into my world so leaving that situation as undisturbed as possible makes my life easier, for now.

      In fact, Stella’s joining me at the hotel in DC later tonight for my presumptive victory celebration. Jordan would’ve happily cancelled her invite if I’d said the word but it’s one of those cases that I will cause less trouble for myself if I let her attend and schmooze. Freezing her out will make her loudly bitch about it to everyone who will listen, including the press and, even worse, to our parents. The less ammunition I give her the better.

      Although I laid down the law and forbade her from bringing a plus-one tonight unless she cleared them at least two weeks in advance with Secret Service. Which she’s had problems doing because I’ve asked for far stricter requirements than normal for anyone she tries to add.

      So far she hasn’t managed to leap that high bar. Even better? I can blame it on the Secret Service and they unflinchingly bear the brunt of Stella’s ire.

      Bonus.

      As long as Stella hopes she has pull with me I can keep a better eye on her and simultaneously hold her at arm’s length. Keep your enemies closer, and all that bullshit.

      Closing my eyes I take a few slow, deep breaths, willing sleep to pull me under once more even though I doubt it will. Except my eyes open again when I hear Jordan’s breathing change.

      He stirs, lifts his head, checks the time, and rolls over to drape an arm and leg across me. “Can’t sleep, boy?”

      My arm automatically hooks around his shoulders and tightly cuddles him against me. “No, Sir.”

      No reason to tell him what I’m thinking about. He’s not fond of Stella because she’s a pain in my ass. Plus, if Jordan were to know some of my darker suspicions about Stella, he might tell Leo.

      I absolutely wouldn’t put it past my Master to intervene in some secret way that could trigger an avalanche of trouble for Stella—possibly snaring Leo in the process—which would then likely snowball into my parents demanding I intervene on Stella’s behalf.

      Either way, I lose. I’d much rather Stella end up a victim of her own karma and leave Leo with completely clean hands.

      Besides, it’s much sweeter that way.

      Jordan’s sigh brushes against the softest parts of my soul. Like me Jordan is a creature composed of a complex mix of the Alpha and the beta, depending on the situation. I know outside of work that Jordan would prefer to be boy all the time with Leo above us, yet I couldn’t have asked for a better man to have by my side in this job.

      We sleep naked most nights—except I’m usually wearing my leather collar—and I savor the warmth of his bare flesh pressed against mine. That’s when the hand splayed over my abs slides lower and his fingers wrap around my cock. Predictably it hardens in his hand because chemistry never lacks between us.

      I swear I could be on death’s door and a wink or gesture from Jordan would harden me like fucking iron. Maybe it’s weird to go from thinking about my sister’s dead friend to having sex but we’ve been running so hard in the lead-up to today that this is the closest I’ve been to getting laid in weeks.

      His hand slowly pumps my erection, once, twice.

      The third time, I roll on top of him and take over, slanting my lips over his in a crushing kiss that makes him moan in the way I know means he’s giving in, for now. We do this sometimes, switch things up.

      Right now, I want to show this man how much I love and need him in the only way I truly get to show him.

      That’s by making love to him.

      I need it as much as he does because other than my private time with Leo, it’s the only thing that shuts off my brain for a little while and gives me any kind of respite from my rambling, anxious thoughts.

      My hands find his and I yank them up and pin them over his head against the mattress, transferring both wrists to my left hand while keeping my weight braced on my forearm. Immediately, his body squirms under mine as he tries to rock his hips against me.

      I shove his thighs apart with my knees. Lust boils in his gaze as he wraps his legs around my waist, his erection laying against his abs and pressing against mine.

      With my lips just above his, I draw this out for him. I doubt I’ll get back to sleep after this but hopefully he will. “Who owns you, baby?”

      He’s gone. His breathy voice tells me that. “You own me.”

      Fucking right, I do.

      I could have killed Leo when he let Jordan leave DC and return to Tallahassee. That was never part of the plan. At least, not part of my plan. I’d planned to work up the courage to ask Jordan to be my body man for the campaign but I wanted to hold off and wait until the very last moment. I needed to be certain Jordan agreed to do it because he wanted to, not because Leo wanted things that way.

      And I wanted to have a long talk with Leo first. Yes, it was Leo’s plan, but I also needed to be sure Jordan wouldn’t burn us.

      Especially not burn me.

      Not only did Jordan’s departure fill me with anger at Leo, it filled me with dread that stories might start popping up in tabloids about me and Leo.

      Then…they didn’t.

      Jordan kept our secrets.

      Meaning I wanted Jordan back more than ever. Wanted him in my arms, in my bed.

      Still I couldn’t admit my feelings about him to Leo.

      Stupid, yeah.

      The point is now Jordan knows how I feel about him. We even have matching daith piercings in our ears, his in his right and mine in my left. Left leads, and right receives.

      Jordan’s idea but he left the placement up to me, perhaps knowing I would choose the one that silently meant I owned him.

      My tangible stake on him, the way Leo staked him by piercing his nipples.

      Kissing Jordan is never boring. I slant my lips over his and crush them with the kind of kiss that makes him dig his heels into my ass, grind his hips against me, and softly moan into my mouth.

      The kind of kiss that tells him no matter what, I’m here for him, too. Thick and thin.

      Because I love him and I cannot do this without him.

      Because I’m irrationally loyal and loving when it comes to this beautiful, sweet man.

      On second thought, I don’t want to know if he and Leo have knowledge about Grace’s death. I’m at the most eight years away from what is now my biggest dream, and that’s to live a quiet life as a civilian with Leo and Jordan and enjoy my life out of the spotlight.

      Grace is dead. Nothing will change that. Risking my men being snared in an investigation isn’t something I’m willing to leave to chance by stirring up questions.

      Nipping my way along Jordan’s jaw and down his neck to the hollow of his throat, his morning stubble lightly rasps against my lips. I love this about him, too, that what little body hair he has is fine and soft. I lick his flesh and savor the sweetly salty taste of him.

      Then, right in the center of his chest, I suck hard to leave a dark hickey Leo can’t possibly miss if he tries to sneak away alone with Jordan for a few minutes.

      Jordan chuckles as I do it. “I wondered when and where you would mark me.”

      I lift my head to check my handiwork. “That’s cute that you think it’s the only place I’m going to mark you.” I bite down hard on his left pec, just to the right of his pierced nipple. I chew on him, sucking and making him moan and squirm before I repeat it on his right pec.

      Three dark purple marks that his undershirt and dress shirt will conceal, of course. I always have to be careful not to bite him too high on his neck, even though marks like that on him would lead to absolutely zero questions from anyone.

      On my neck?

      That’d be a serious problem when I don’t appear to have a partner.

      I finally release his hands and work my way down his body and leave another large, dark hickey between his navel and cock, right over his happy trail. While I do his fingers plunge into my hair and he hangs on, squirming with need.

      Only once I’m happy with that mark do I lean over, grab the lube and a condom from the nightstand drawer, and quickly prep him and me both. Sliding deep inside him makes both of us moan. His fingers wrap around my biceps and I brace my hands on the mattress on either side of his head, caging him. This way I can stare into his eyes.

      “Love you,” I whisper.

      And I do. I’ve loved him ever since that first night I met him in person.

      He kneads my upper arms as I slowly stroke into him. “Love you, too, El. You know I do. Not going anywhere.”

      I smile. “Wouldn’t let you. Already told you I’d send US Marshals after you if you tried.”

      Yeah, I’m not kidding and he knows it.

      His soft laugh chuffs free, quickly turning into a moan as I thrust hard and deep to distract him.

      I know my guy. I know what he likes, and I hate the dark jealousy that roils my soul when I know he’s spending time with Leo and he’s not with me.

      Yes, it’s fucking weird. Sue me. I’ve never claimed to be perfect. Far from it. And, no, I don’t feel jealous of what he and Leo do together when they’re with me.

      It’s only when I’m alone do I feel those old, familiar tendrils of inadequacy and loneliness and fear tighten around my soul.

      Pausing my thrusts while deep inside him, I reach between us so I can wrap my fingers around Jordan’s erection and slowly stroke. From the way his eyes glaze over and how his lashes flutter I spot all the signs that, in this moment, he’s as far from Sir mode as I can take him. To drop him deeper requires Leo’s touch.

      Another quirky irony in this situation—Jordan sinks me as hard and deep into subspace as Leo can in all the ways that matter, even if he doesn’t realize it. I think Jordan believes I need the hard pummeling Leo gives me. In some ways, I do need it.

      But not for the emotional aspects.

      On my knees in front of Jordan is as much of a religious experience as I get. Far more beneficial to my soul, far as I’m concerned. The physical domination Leo gives me that Jordan can’t is only one aspect of our dynamic.

      What gets me through every day is the mental and emotional release Jordan provides.

      “Give it to me, baby,” I whisper, savoring his soft, gasping, needy whimper in return.

      Yeah, I take every opportunity I can to get Jordan off, even if I know there’s no relief in it for me at the time.

      I enjoy knowing it’s me he’s finding pleasure with.

      More than a few times I’ve evilly sucked one out of him right before sending him to Leo. The good thing is Jordan’s younger than us and still at an age where he can nearly always get it up again fairly quickly.

      This morning I take my time because I know there will be no peace for me, win or lose, before tomorrow morning. Probably won’t be much sleep either unless I can steal a few catnaps here and there while in transit. Jordan will look out for me in that way, too, protectively putting his foot down when he sees I’m close to collapse and keeping people away from me when I need a few moments to myself to patch over the cracks in my façade.

      Part of me wants to stay in this bed with him forever and abdicate my responsibilities to Ciro if I win. I can—

      The creak of the bed startles me out of what sadly turns out to be nothing more than a vivid dream. So vivid that my cock’s hard and aching and complaining that it’s not buried inside Jordan’s ass.

      In the darkness I sense rather than see Jordan’s form before his warm hand cups my cheek. “Sorry, boy,” he softly says. “I was trying to give you a few more minutes to sleep.”

      Sleep.

      I did fucking sleep, finally.

      I did not, however, get laid. I softly groan and close my eyes as my head falls back on my pillow. That’s when I hear Jordan snap on the lamp on his side of the bed and behind my eyelids I sense the sudden, intrusive light.

      “What time is it?” I grumble.

      “Almost 5:30.”

      I groan again. “Fuck.”

      Then Jordan chuckles.

      “What’s so funny, Sir?”

      Next to me, the mattress dips and he presses his lips to mine. “I guess I know what kind of dream I woke you from.” His fingers brush my cock through the covers.

      Yeah, he can’t miss that. “Remind me why I’m an idiot and ran for office?”

      He kisses me again, taking his time until I open my eyes and find him staring into mine.

      “Because you’re the best man for the job, boy. That’s why.” There’s no gentle teasing, no humor in his tone. He’s completely serious in this moment. “Because your country needs you and your leadership now more than ever.”

      That Jordan believes in me means a lot. He is no yes-man. He calls me on my bullshit—professionally, anyway—and is my reliable gut-check.

      “Keep reminding me of that, please?”

      He nuzzles my nose with his. “Absolutely.”
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      An hour later we’ve boarded Air Force Two to fly to Nebraska so I can cast my vote. It’s not an ideal optic for a presidential candidate to vote absentee his first time running, even if a presidential political campaign is a perfectly legitimate reason to do so and I wouldn’t have been the first to utilize it. Technically, my permanent residence is listed as my parents’ address in Nebraska, and has been ever since I was sworn in as VP eight years ago.

      That’s because I don’t have a home of my own. I’m inhabiting Number One Observatory Circle for the duration of my tenure as vice president but it’s my temporary work residence, not my “home.”

      I rented a small apartment in DC while I served in the House. To save money I stayed in the back of my office in Nebraska when I had to travel there. I paid rent so there weren’t any conflicts. Before that, I rented a small studio apartment while I was serving in the Unicameral.

      But I’ve never owned a home.

      I’m basically poor compared to other US politicians at my level. I didn’t have a lucrative law career or family money to support me when I ran for office the first time. I also refuse to pocket money from special interests. I’ve stashed as much as possible into savings, both my government salary and my military disability pension. I could buy a modest home now, but there will be security considerations to take into account. Not to mention Leo and Jordan deserve input. I want this to be a group decision. And depending on how today turns out, that decision is one that’s still likely four to eight years in my future.

      I digress.

      Again, I suck at spinning yarns.

      Don’t look so shocked. You were warned.

      From the moment we exit my front door this morning at Number One Observatory Circle I’m “on.” Outside the gates of my residence press eagerly await to capture images of me emerging, meaning I have to be very careful today because all eyes will literally be on me.

      Casey-Marie Blaine, my chief of staff if I win, meets me and Jordan at Andrews, where we depart from. Various campaign staff also join us, as do the traveling press pool who’ve followed me ever since I officially declared.

      I remember to smile, I remember to shake hands.

      I remember to pretend I’m a functioning adult.

      At every chance I look to Jordan, who always stands in my line of vision if not at my side.

      And we exchange one of our many secret gestures—head nods, or touching the daith piercings we both wear in our ears. Our silent communications allow us to have entire conversations without speaking. Something Leo taught us both.

      Leo might have pierced the boy’s nipples but Jordan willingly let me mark him like this. Jordan wanted me to know he’s as vested in me as I am in him. I surprised him by asking for a piercing for me, too.

      The ultimate in matchies.

      To Leo’s credit he didn’t get upset about us not consulting him first. Considering all the years I spent with Leo and wouldn’t let him collar me but then I go and not only let Jordan order me to wear a day collar for him but I get pierced for Jordan without bothering to ask Leo first?

      Fortunately Leo loved that we bonded so strongly to each other. Which is one of countless reasons why I love that fricking sadist so goddamned much. Unfortunately, due to work, Leo won’t be able to join us until later today. He’ll meet us at the hotel where we’re holding our election watch party.

      And likely where I’ll give my victory speech.

      Stella isn’t with us this morning. Casey-Marie laid down the law to her and told her unless she wanted to pay the full price for her ticket there wasn’t space on the plane because of the travelling press pool and security and staff, and that we’d see her at the hotel tonight.

      I secretly relish that it pissed Stella off. Besides, Stella’s legal residence is in DC, so it’s not like she has to travel to Nebraska to vote.

      My stomach knots when we’re notified Air Force Two is making its final approach. As Jordan, Casey-Marie, and I buckle into our seats in the private suite in the plane’s nose, she gives me a smile.

      “Breathe, kiddo. You’ve got this.”

      Alone with them I don’t bother forcing a smile in return. “Keep reminding me of that.”

      “Hey.” I look up at her sharp tone. “I wouldn’t be here, and neither would Jordan, if we didn’t think you’ve got a handle on this. You aren’t the first POTUS who has a few emotional issues and you won’t be the last. What matters is how well their staff kept that hidden from the public. It means you’re fricking human. I’d be worried about you if you weren’t stressed to hell and back right now because it’d mean you’re some kind of narcissistic, sociopathic asshole without a soul.”

      “Keep reminding me of that, too, please.”

      “Don’t worry.” Her smile turns evil. “I’m having fun getting my sadistic jollies wrangling you, buster. You think I’m bailing on you any time soon, think again.”

      It’s more Jordan’s laugh at that than Casey-Marie’s comment that finally coaxes a smile from me. “I don’t deserve either of you. Thank you, both of you, for doing this.”

      Jordan reaches over and squeezes my hand. “We’ve got you. Never forget that.”

      In Nebraska I get to spend less than ten minutes in private with Mom and Dad after we cast our votes and the press takes pictures. “Private” meaning it’s me, my parents, Jordan, and what feels like at least half of my detail.

      No press.

      Dare I even hope that this is the moment I finally receive what I’ve truly sought from Dad throughout all these years?

      Mom sprained her ankle a couple of weeks ago, so she and Dad don’t want to make the trip to DC. Jordan made sure that info got passed to news outlets so there aren’t questions about why they aren’t traveling with us, even though it makes me feel a little like a shitty son for broadcasting it.

      Today, Mom’s using a wheelchair and Dad’s pushing her. I lean in and hug Mom again. Despite everything I regret I can’t get home to visit more often without turning their lives upside down in the process. They already hate the fact that there’s a Secret Service detail protecting them around the clock. But even if they tried to order the detail be removed, I’d override them. For all their imperfections they are still my parents and I love them.

      “Love you, Mom.”

      She smiles up at me. “Love you, too, El. Everyone at church says they’re voting for you, sweetie. Even though you’re a Democrat.”

      I return her smile, amused. “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate that.”

      Then I turn to Dad. He’s never been much of a hugger. When I graduated from high school, from college, and when I left for the military. And a very awkward hug when I returned home from my time in the service minus part of my leg.

      He sticks his hand out, answering the question for me. I receive a terse nod. “Everyone’s pulling for you, El.”

      I shake with him. “Thanks, Dad. Love you.”

      He nods again.

      And…that’s it.

      I can tell Dad wants to escape the insanity of the press swarming us and return to the solitude of their farm but I ask anyway. “Sure you don’t want to come to DC with us for the party tonight?”

      I mean, I already know the answer but I’m a hopeless dumbass.

      Dad sniffs, another tell that he’s irritated. “No, that’s not us. Too many people. And besides, your mother’s ankle. We’ll watch it on TV. Stella said she’ll be there with you. And you can call us.”

      Sometimes I don’t know when to let go. “I’ll even pay for the tickets to fly you out and back. We’ll take care of everything.” From the corner of my eye I see Jordan step forward, likely sensing I’m close to breaking.

      Except now I know the bitter truth and that is I will never receive what I need from my father over the phone if I win.

      If I ever receive it at all. Beginning to think I need to learn how to make peace with what’s increasingly looking like an eventuality.

      Dad shakes his head. “Thanks, son, but it’s all right. Good luck tonight.”

      I’m pretty adept at forcing smiles after years of practice. “Thanks, Dad.” Except that sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach might be me about to puke.

      “Make sure to say hello to Stella for us when you see her,” Mom says.

      “I will.”

      She reaches out to me for one last hug and I linger, wishing I’d taken a different path years ago. “You’ll do great, sweetheart,” she whispers in my ear. “I just know it. I’m so proud of you.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” She also hugs Jordan before Dad wheels her out, surrounded by the Secret Service detail who drove them today.

      I barely process Jordan’s authoritative tone. “Give us the room for a moment, please.” Casey-Marie helps him herd my detail out and steps out with them, leaving me alone with Jordan. He pulls me in for a long, strong hug but doesn’t say anything. Thank god, because if he did I might break down right here and start crying.

      That’s one of the things I love so much about Jordan—that he knows exactly what to say, and exactly when not to say anything.

      I focus on my breathing, on putting one foot ahead of the other, and not on what just happened. A quiet yet seismic shift in my universe.

      I’m probably going to win this thing and it’s still never going to be enough. Somehow, I have to make peace with the fact that I’m the only one to blame for my fate.

      Quickly. Because there is no way out of this hell other than to keep plodding forward until I’m through it.

      Two minutes later we’re on the move again. Maybe it’s for the best my parents aren’t coming because I’ll get to spend time with Leo tonight. My soul needs it. Especially now.

      More importantly? I know Jordan needs time with him as much as I do.

      The rest of the day passes in a freaking blur with my attention pulled in countless directions. That’s a damned good thing. It helps keep my mind off the crushing realization I’m trapped in this life because of false hopes and a fruitless, quixotic quest.

      I’m also penned in by a whirlwind of frenetic activity while I totally immerse myself in the role of heir-apparent to President Samuels’ administration. I can’t let my public mask slip, not for a second. Not with the polls still open and the media aggressively focused on me.

      Yes, I’m an idiot. I think we’ve already established that.

      Indulge my whining for a little while longer while I get you caught up. Please?

      By the time we’re safely ensconced in the hotel suite that’s our base of operations for our election watch party, I’m completely wiped out. I only had food and water today when Jordan literally put it in my hands and ordered me to eat or drink, even if I was in the middle of talking to someone.

      My campaign team is used to this and doesn’t see how close I am to losing my freaking mind. At the same time, I’m borderline ecstatic that it appears I’ve managed to successfully fool the country into voting for me.

      Which also terrifies me, that they have so much confidence in me.

      Jordan gives me a quick pep talk when we steal a few minutes alone in the suite’s bedroom. I vacillate between reveling in the fact that I’m so close to my lifelong goal…and terrified that I’m so close to my lifelong goal. Maybe some sociopaths run for this office and say they aren’t intimidated by it but I’m not one of them.

      Jordan grabs my head, pulls me in, and kisses me.

      Time freezes, meaning nothing matters outside this moment.

      Outside of Him.

      The warmth of his lips slanted over mine brings to mind my rudely truncated dream this morning. My cock hardens in my slacks, a conditioned response despite my current mental state.

      Ending our kiss, Jordan rests his forehead against mine and I finally spit out the words because I know he won’t bullshit me. “Did I fuck up doing this?”

      “No, buddy. You’re amazing, and Leo and I love you. You’ll be a fantastic president. I promise Leo and I won’t let you fail. Ever. Fuck your dad and what he might or might not think. You’re here because you earned it and because you deserve it.”

      His conviction soothes me. I nod and take a long, deep breath, relishing his scent. We use the same deodorant and body wash and shampoo by his design. Throughout my day I get whiffs of him, no matter what.

      But that can’t replace his warmth, the feel of his arms around me, his body pressed against mine.

      This interlude reminds me I need to step up. I need to be the man Jordan believes I am. His faith and confidence keep me going and remind me what’s important regardless of the faulty rationale prompting this journey.

      I’m here now and I need to do my fucking job.

      Rejoining everyone in the suite, I resume my previous charade and throw myself into the role with one crucial thought in mind—Jordan never would have let me announce I was running in the first place if he and Leo weren’t completely convinced I could do this. Shae wouldn’t have picked me to run with her, endorsed my campaign, or stumped for me. I wouldn’t have received so many endorsements from people I respect.

      Time slips and bends, until I realize Leo’s finally arrived.

      In fact, I’m in the middle of talking to Ken Windham, my campaign manager, when I sense Leo’s presence. I know that sounds stupid but it’s like Jordan and I have a sixth sense about Leo. When I hear the suite’s door begin to open I’m already turning and lock eyes with Leo as he enters the room.

      God, I’ve missed Him.

      Leo pauses, his gaze sweeping the room to locate Jordan, who is also now looking at Leo.

      I don’t even glance at Ken. “Ken, let’s pick this up again in a few. Excuse me for a moment.” I’m already moving before he answers.

      “Sure.”

      They assume Leo passes me info from President Samuels. Which…okay, that’s kinda true.

      Sometimes.

      But as I head toward the suite’s bedroom door Leo’s already in motion and will beat me there. I spot Casey-Marie angling toward another campaign wonk approaching me. She cuts them off at the pass as she and Jordan both move to position themselves in front of the bedroom door.

      I follow Leo inside and he shuts and locks the door behind us. Before he can even say anything or make a gesture I’m already dropping to the floor.

      He sighs. “Oh, pet.” His whisper destroys me and nearly drives me to tears. He reaches down and cups the back of my head, massaging it. “Jordan told me. I’m so sorry, pet.”

      He doesn’t even need to explain, that’s how tight our bond is.

      I close my eyes and press my head against his legs. If I speak I will start crying, and I can’t afford for anyone to see me like that tonight. There aren’t any press up here in the suite with us right now, and only critical campaign or government staff are allowed in. Still, everyone has cell phones.

      Outside my Secret Service detail, Leo, Jordan, and Casey-Marie are the only people in this suite tonight who have my utmost trust not to betray me.

      “You know you’re going to win tonight, don’t you.” It’s not a question.

      “Unfortunately,” I mumble against him. Through his slacks I feel the warmth of his body.

      And the hard bulge of his erection.

      Before he can stop me I’m already unzipping him and fishing out his cock, softly moaning as he tightly grips my head and his erection spreads my lips.

      His tone turns dark and steely while he slowly plows my mouth, shoving in as deep as he can, all the way to the root. “That’s what my pet needed, isn’t it?”

      Fuck yes, it is. Something to temporarily detach my mind from reality.

      But talking right now isn’t possible. It’s all I can do not to gag on his cock because I don’t get to suck him nearly as often as I’d like and I’m a little out of practice. Jordan doesn’t have a pencil dick but he’s not as large as Leo. I hold on to the back of his thighs while he totally takes control.

      The scent of Him fills my lungs, warm and familiar and stirring a deep longing inside me. For a moment, between trying to time my breathing and not gagging on his cock, I think about announcing tonight that I’m marrying Leo. If I won’t ever secure what I’ve craved and sought throughout my entire life then why the hell should I keep denying myself happiness?

      Much less keep denying Leo happiness?

      It’s tempting. Soooo tempting.

      And yet—

      He lightly slaps my cheek, more of a pat really, and it yanks me back to the present. “Focus, pet.”

      The deep, sharp spiral of subspace sucks me into its grasp. For a precious few minutes, nothing exists but the feel of Leo’s erection sliding between my lips, the taste of his pre-cum, his ragged breathing, the feel of his fingers digging into my scalp.

      This is where I truly belong. On my knees before a man I have no right to, because he’s stuck by me and tolerated my fear when anyone else would’ve said fuck it and walked away in aggravation years ago.

      Irrational love.

      Irrational loyalty.

      Times two, counting Jordan.

      “Close, pet,” he gasps and I prepare. Just a few thrusts later he spills and I swallow fast, not wanting to lose a drop of it.

      He’s still softening in my mouth while I close my eyes and breathe. Belatedly, I hope I didn’t slobber all over my tie. If so I’ll need to take it off and pass it to Jordan at some point and swap ties with him. Or, he likely has at least one or two spares for me in the kit that he totes everywhere to help me with Duck.

      Leo’s grip on my head gentles as he massages my scalp. “Such a good boy,” he whispers, knowing exactly what buttons to push in my soul. “You’ve got this. You know you do. You’re smart, you’ve worked your ass off, and you deserve to be here.”

      Leo never lies to me, never bullshits me. I force my eyes open to find him staring down with a sweetly sexy smile. “I’ll still be here in eight years, if that’s how long it takes. You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

      Finally, I release his cock and place one last kiss on the head of it. “Thank god for that.” Because it’d kill me to lose this man because I’m a fucking dumbass.

      “Hang on tight to Jordan, pet.” He gently flicks the daith piercing in my ear. “He’s strong enough to carry you, even through the darkest valleys. I wouldn’t have let you do this if I wasn’t certain of that.”

      “You didn’t exactly have a choice. I went after him.”

      He tips my head back so he can look me in the eyes. All humor’s vanished from his features. “I wanted him to be with you from the beginning, once I knew he was perfect for us. Yes, you two found your way together despite my stupidity. But once you did, if I had even a hint of a doubt he wasn’t the best person to walk at your side he wouldn’t be here no matter what the two of you wanted.”

      He crouches, putting us eye-to-eye. “Pet, trust me when I say there are things you don’t need to know. The important thing is I know. And I bet my life and yours that Jordan can take anything you or this job will ever throw at him. Short of someone on The Shift failing to do their job to protect the two of you, Jordan will never let you down. Ever. Trust him, follow him, obey him. That’s all you have to do. And while you’re in office, if I ever give you an order that contradicts Jordan’s, you default to obeying Jordan. Always. No matter what. Jordan’s word to you is law even if it pits you against me, even if it guts you to do it—always obey Jordan. Promise me.”

      There’s an intensity in Leo’s tone I’ve never heard before and a chilling shiver runs through me. “Master?”

      He kisses me. “Do. Not. Ask. I wouldn’t tell you anyway. What did I just say?”

      “Always trust Jordan. Always obey him.” I swallow the lump forming in my throat. “Even if it contradicts you. No matter what.”

      But the beaming smile breaking through the clouds in his expression can’t mean anything bad, can it? “My perfect pet,” he softly croons, kissing me again and taking my mind back to that sweet place I miss so much when he’s not around.

      I trust and love these two men with all my heart but I don’t know if I can ever confess the truth to Leo. That even if he hadn’t given me the direct order, I’d already planned to do exactly that—to obey Jordan, no matter what.

      What scares me is that Leo feels he needs to give me such a command in the first place. Because I know one other truth about Leo Cruz, and that is he will always sacrifice himself before he ever sacrifices me or Jordan.

      I pray it doesn’t mean he feels I will one day need a reminder to obey a command from Jordan that I might not want to because Leo’s in jeopardy.

      Or that it doesn’t mean Leo thinks he might one day have to sacrifice himself for me or Jordan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER NINE


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      The rest of my afternoon schedule is infinitely easier to bear with the knowledge that Jordan and I will spend our night with Leo. The rarest of events, as of late.

      I don’t even care what Jordan’s cooking, or what activities are on the agenda with Leo. I’ll gladly settle for something as mundane as snuggling in bed and watching TV, all three of us cuddled together with Leo between us so we can share him.

      A little after six o’clock that evening, I’m still on the phone when Jordan pops his head into the Oval and indicates he’s calling it a night and returning to the residence.

      My heart races because I know what that probably means—Leo’s here, or arriving soon.

      Not like I can ditch this call, either. Now I really want to wrap it up so I can return to the residence.

      I love Jordan but no matter how many times Leo reassures me Jordan is strong enough to support me and bend without breaking I can’t help but worry about him. I am ultimately responsible for him because I’m the fricking president. He and every other person in this country are my responsibility.

      Including my stupid sister and her wing-nut of a husband.

      That’s a weighty burden I don’t take lightly.

      Even more importantly, I can’t help but worry about Jordan because I desperately love him. I’m older than him and have far more life experiences. I’ve literally led men into combat. Not worrying about Jordan and his well-being isn’t possible.

      While I can let go to Jordan and let him control my days—and nights—I still fear I’ll lean too heavily on him and he’ll shatter under the weight of my responsibilities.

      Or that he might not respect me if he knew my darkest secret, the one even Leo doesn’t know.

      Time drags and crawls before I can conclude my call and head upstairs. On the way, I instruct my detail to hang back tonight to give us privacy in the residence. I’m certain Jordan’s already relieved the household staff for the evening.

      Upstairs, I spot no one in the Center Hall when I emerge from the elevator. I’m already loosening my tie as I head over to my private living room just off the master bedroom. There sits Leo on the couch, where he’s doing something on his phone. He looks up as I close the living room door behind me and cross the space in several strides, dropping the briefing binders I was carrying into one of the chairs along the way.

      I need him.

      At some point I’m certain you’re going to think Damn, he’s awfully whiny to be POTUS.

      In some ways you’d be right. But considering the average citizen has a certain amount of privacy I no longer enjoy, cut me some slack, huh? I work long days and frequently even longer nights. It’s not uncommon for me to work until one or two in the morning—or later—and then get up again by five to start my day.

      Leo rises and smiles and that’s all I can see now. He drops his phone onto the couch and pulls me into his arms for a long, sweet kiss that blissfully silences my noisy brain for a few precious moments.

      Thisss.

      “Hello, pet,” he mumbles against my lips.

      I don’t want to move. “Hello, Master,” I mumble back, enjoying his throaty chuckle.

      Without interrupting our kiss Leo strips my jacket from me and drops it to the floor. In this moment, nothing exists for me outside this man and his embrace.

      Not even Jordan.

      Speaking of Jordan, I realize a delicious aroma is wafting from the kitchen meaning Jordan already has dinner preparations in full swing.

      Leo eventually ends our kiss and wraps his arms around me again. “I’ve missed you, pet.”

      “Missed you, too, Master.” My eyes drop closed as we stand there, foreheads pressed together while I deeply inhale his scent.

      “Is My boy taking good care of our pet?”

      “You know he is, Master.” It’s on the tip of my tongue to propose to him right then when Leo turns us and shoves me down onto the couch, where he crawls on top of me, stretching out along my body and slanting his lips over mine.

      My mind falls quiet and focuses on Him, to the point we’re grinding on each other and might be on the verge of our clothes disappearing when I faintly hear something.

      I know Leo hears it too because he freezes before lifting his lips from mine even as I try to follow and maintain the kiss.

      He’s a damned good kisser.

      But, back to the distraction.

      “Is that Jor?” he quietly asks.

      When I actually focus on the sound I realize, yeah, it does sound like Jordan.

      Singing.

      Before I can stop Leo he’s up and moving, streaking across the room.

      Goddammit. I want to get beaten and laid. I’ll even settle for beaten and not laid, as long as there’s a beating in it for me. Is that too much for the leader of the free world to ask of his Master?

      Except here I am, chasing my guy through the White House residence and we’re still dressed, unfortunately.

      Leo halts in the doorway leading to the family kitchen. I spot his goofy smile when he glances back to see if I’m following.

      Stepping close behind so I can peer around him, I see what he’s staring at.

      Our sweet guy, standing at the stove, cooking.

      Earbuds in.

      Apparently he’s listening to Hamilton, because he’s currently belting out “The Schuyler Sisters” at the top of his lungs and singing allll the parts.

      And I do mean all of them.

      Doesn’t mean he can sing them all well but I love his enthusiasm and it gives me a small pleasure to look forward to once I’m out of office. I would gladly sit there for hours watching and listening to him cook and sing.

      Fucking adorable.

      He’s also dancing in place as he cooks, that sweet, tight ass of his sashaying around in sweatpants and a T-shirt which both cling to his lithe body in ways that should be illegal.

      Jordan confidently in his element is all-in. The kitchen is by far his natural habitat, where he feels completely at home. He loves not only the act and art of cooking, but it’s also a love language for him, passed down by his beloved Mimi. He loves cooking for us on these all-too-rare occasions the three of us are together in the residence. Because it’s his hands and energy that have fed and nourished us, not just settling for food someone else prepared, no matter how good that “outsider” food might be.

      From what Leo and Jordan have both told me Jordan used to cook for Leo as often as their schedules allowed, meaning sometimes they had little more than a weekend breakfast together, if they were lucky. Those were times he and Leo both cherished and savored.

      I think back to my early days with Leo, when I’d spend weekends with him and he’d cook for us while I happily sat on the kitchen floor on my cushion at his feet and wished time would freeze so I never had to leave.

      I draw in a sharp breath as the prickle of tears blurs my vision.

      Leo glances back at me, scowling. “What’s wrong, pet?”

      I blink my eyes to clear them. “Nothing, Master,” I whisper, slipping my arms around his waist. “That’s just it. This is perfect.”

      He lays his hands over mine and squeezes. “Could be like this every night, you know,” he gently reminds me without any hint of accusation or impatience shading his tone.

      I rest my chin on his shoulder. “I know, Master. One day soon it will be.”

      Jordan’s in the process of hitting a high note when he turns from the stove toward the sink and catches sight of us standing there. He startles, letting out a shriek before laughing and removing one of his earbuds.

      “Why didn’t you let me know you were standing there?” He walks over and kisses Leo, then me. “You scared the shit out of me, Daddy.”

      “Sorry, baby.” Except the amusement in Leo’s tone says he’s anything but sorry. “We were enjoying the show too damned much to interrupt.”

      And that’s when Jordan blushes, meaning my Sir is nowhere in the house right now. He’s all Leo’s boy in this moment and I don’t mind in the slightest.

      He’s still fucking adorable. Maybe even more so.

      Jordan drops his voice. “I honestly figured you two would be busy fucking already.” He leans forward and pokes his head out of the doorway to glance around and guarantee we still have the residence to ourselves.

      We do.

      Sometimes, it’s good to be POTUS.

      Then Jordan kisses me again, lingering for a moment as he stares into my eyes. I see the sweetly soft hazel-green gaze of the boy who wants to cook and care for us and not the sharp-eyed, crafty, cut-throat politico who I cannot do this job without.

      I want to bend this boy over the counter and fuck his gorgeous little ass.

      Apparently Leo senses that. He turns in my arms and, after noting my expression, he reaches around me, fisting the back of my shirt to keep me in place.

      Smart move, because I’d already moved toward Jordan.

      “When will dinner be ready, baby?” he asks over his shoulder.

      “About twenty minutes, Daddy. I’ll bring it into the living room.”

      “Bedroom,” Leo corrects, leaning back for another kiss from him. “And neither of you should plan on leaving it tonight once we get started, either,” he teases, a sexy smile curving those handsome lips.

      Jordan’s voice takes on that breathy, needy tone that makes me want to put him on his knees right now and fuck his throat. “Yes, Daddy.”

      God, that’s sexy as hell.

      I suspect the boy will be sandwiched between us tonight and not a damn one of us will mind.

      Although I still want my beating. I kind of need one, and these precious few hours will help bind my soul together to allow me to do my job.

      A job I have to keep reminding myself more and more as of late that I literally spent my whole adult life working toward and wrapped my entire identity around.

      Damn, I’m a freaking idiot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TEN


          

          THEN: JANUARY 20 — INAUGURATION DAY

        

      

    

    
      What the hell have I done?

      No, seriously—what the hell have I done?

      Why in god’s name did I run for POTUS?

      Worse, how did I win? Who in their right mind would ever vote for me?

      I am a man of secrets. I am also a very bad man who got people killed and injured.

      Yet the nation, and even the world, is assembling to watch me take my oath and step into the Oval Office like they think I’m a capable, functioning adult.

      The true definition of surreal is sitting there in the Senate the day I had to certify the Electoral College results electing me POTUS.

      Yeah, I still can’t believe it, either. I didn’t merely win—I soundly trounced Boone by both Electoral College and popular vote margins large enough that not even the whackiest congressional Q-natic could dispute the results. Every major network called the election for me by midnight, and Boone called me at one a.m. to concede.

      Now, as I stand inside the Capitol building a little before noon and await my cue from Secret Service to head outside to face my inevitable fate, I try to process my abject terror that’s not merely of the existential variety.

      What, exactly, did I think I was going to prove to myself—or anyone else—by doing this?

      All I managed to do was fubar my personal life. Did I think I lacked privacy before?

      Haha, you stupid motherfucker.

      Ciro and his wife and kids just walked out to take their seats. Stella and my parents are already seated with the other dignitaries, such as previous presidents, the SCOTUS justices, the Gang of Eight, and others, including Leo, who’s seated with Shae and Chris.

      He tried to get out of sitting out there but I wanted him there. If he’s not going to be by my side, I want him seated with the rest of the dignitaries, where he belongs.

      Inside the Capitol building Jordan stands beside me and lets his hand brush against mine. That’s all the physical contact he’ll risk because we’re surrounded by people and photographers.

      He nudges his glasses up his nose. Behind his hand, while it’s blocking the view of his mouth, he whispers just loudly enough only I can hear him.

      “Breathe, boy. You’ve got this. I have faith in you.” Then he drops his hand and offers me a smile.

      I suck in a shaky breath while twisting my right hand back and forth. Doing so, I can feel the chainmail bracelet on my wrist, safely hidden under the cuff of my shirt sleeve, and it offers me a little comfort. It’s not frigidly cold today but it is breezy and the weather’s supposed to turn rainy, so I’m wearing an overcoat on top of my suit, giving me another level of comfort that my bracelet can’t be spotted.

      My day collar. I never take it off, unless Jordan removes it from my wrist.

      Jordan wears a bracelet that’s almost an exact match, but it’s on his left wrist.

      Matchies. Left leads, right receives.

      He wears the one Leo put on him on his right wrist.

      When it’s time for us to move again I try to remember my Sir’s words to me, His reminder to breathe.

      This should be the easy part, right? I’ve given thousands of speeches over my years in politics. This one’s on a teleprompter and Jordan went over it with a fine-toothed comb. Hell, he wrote a good chunk of it. What portions he didn’t write he heavily edited. And I’ve practiced it several times so I have my tempo down. I know the words, where to pause, where to gesture.

      I should enjoy this moment because other than hosting the White House Easter Egg Rolls and handing out candy at Halloween this is literally the easiest thing I will do for the remainder of my time in office. The job only gets more difficult from this point on. Lives will depend on me. Hundreds of millions of lives in this country alone, and that’s not counting what impacts my decisions have on the billions of other inhabitants of this planet who don’t live in the United States.

      Many people view me as a hero because of my military service.

      Unfortunately, that’s not the image I see when I look in the mirror.

      I see an imposter, a coward who got people killed and wounded.

      One of the Secret Service agents leans in. “Sir, it’s time.”

      Jordan pats me on the shoulder as I take a deep breath and wonder if this visceral terror will ever abate.

      Or if I’ll someday look back on this moment and wish I’d never run for office—any office—in the first place.
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      I walk where I’m led, sit where I’m told. There is a literal sea of humanity out there on the Mall today, standing in the cold to watch me do this.

      There are no words to express how humbling that is.

      After the initial speeches by the inauguration committee, the national anthem is sung, and the pledge is recited, Ciro gets sworn in first as my VP, per tradition.

      Then it’s my turn to stand and take the oath. I say the words, I make the motions.
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