
  
    [image: Solace]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Lesli Richardson

	    

      
	    
          
	      Bleacke Shifters

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Mating: A Bleacke Shifters Story

          
        
          
	          Bleacke's Geek

          
        
          
	          Geek Chic

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Wind

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Spirit

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Christmas

          
        
          
	          Geek-Speak

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Expectations

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Moments

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Shifters Box Set 1

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Shifters Box Set 2: Books 4-5 (Bleacke Spirit, A Bleacke Christmas)

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Meeting: A Bleacke Shifters Story

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Deep Space Mission Corps

          
        
          
	          Love at First Bight

          
        
          
	          Bightmares

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Determination Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Dignity

          
        
          
	          Diligence

          
        
          
	          Desire

          
        
          
	          Determination Trilogy Box Set: Dignity, Diligence, Desire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devastation Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Dirge

          
        
          
	          Solace

          
        
          
	          Release

          
        
          
	          Devastation Trilogy Box Set: Dirge, Solace, Release

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devout Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Sacred

          
        
          
	          Profane

          
        
          
	          Penance

          
        
          
	          Devout Trilogy Box Set: Sacred, Profane, Penance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Governor Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Governor

          
        
          
	          Lieutenant

          
        
          
	          Chief

          
        
          
	          Yes, Governor: A Governor Trilogy Novella

          
        
          
	          Pet: A Governor Trilogy Novel

          
        
          
	          Governor Trilogy Box Set: Governor, Lieutenant, Chief

          
        
          
	          Governor Trilogy Omnibus

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Inequitable Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Indiscretion

          
        
          
	          Innocent

          
        
          
	          Incisive

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Love Slave for Two

          
        
          
	          Love Slave for Two: Beginnings (A Love Slave for Two Prequel)

          
        
          
	          Love Slave for Two

          
        
          
	          Love Slave for Two: Family Matters

          
        
          
	          Dead Moon Rising

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Maudlin Falls

          
        
          
	          How Many Times Do I Have to Say I'm Sorry?

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Maxim Colonies

          
        
          
	          Jailmates

          
        
          
	          Farborn

          
        
          
	          Saudade

          
        
          
	          Maxim Colonies Box Set 1: Jailmates, Farborn, & Saudade

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Space Confederation

          
        
          
	          Fierce Radiance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Suncoast Society

          
        
          
	          Safe Harbor

          
        
          
	          Home at Last

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Erotic Misadventures of Penelope Stylus

          
        
          
	          Penny Dreadful

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Great Turning

          
        
          
	          The Great Turning

          
        
          
	          The Great Turning: Into the Turn

          
        
          
	          The Great Turning: Future Ages

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Triple Trouble

          
        
          
	          Steam

          
        
          
	          Trouble Comes in Threes

          
        
          
	          Storm Warning

          
        
          
	          Three Dog Night

          
        
          
	          Boiling Point

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Of Boardwalks and Bison

          
        
          
	          Poly

          
        
          
	          Acquainted With the Night

          
        
          
	          Cross Country Chaos

          
        
          
	          Blow Shit Up!: A Guide to Method, Mayhem, Madness, and Magic for Writers Stuck in a Rut

          
        
          
	          Heartquake: A Snowed-In Reverse Harem Story

          
        
          
	          Sarasota Steam

          
        
          
	          Sunset Hearts

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Lesli Richardson’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
	    
	      Also by Tymber Dalton

	    

      
	    
          
	      Bear's Back MC Club

          
        
          
	          Tales From the Bear's Back Bar: What Would You Do?: Gay Male MC Club

          
        
          
	          Tales From the Bear's Back Bar: Spud the Pledge: Gay Male MC Club

          
        
          
	          Tales From the Bear's Back Bar: Here Comes the Spud: Gay Male MC Club

          
        
          
	          Tales From the Bear's Back Bar: Spud the Stud: Gay Male MC Club

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bleacke Shifters

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Mating: A Bleacke Shifters Story

          
        
          
	          Bleacke's Geek

          
        
          
	          Geek Chic

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Wind

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Spirit

          
        
          
	          Bleacke Moments

          
        
          
	          A Bleacke Meeting: A Bleacke Shifters Story

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Deep Space Mission Corps

          
        
          
	          Love at First Bight

          
        
          
	          Bightmares

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Determination Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Dignity

          
        
          
	          Diligence

          
        
          
	          Desire

          
        
          
	          Determination Trilogy Box Set: Dignity, Diligence, Desire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devastation Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Dirge

          
        
          
	          Solace

          
        
          
	          Devastation Trilogy Box Set: Dirge, Solace, Release

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Governor Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Governor

          
        
          
	          Chief

          
        
          
	          Yes, Governor: A Governor Trilogy Novella

          
        
          
	          Pet: A Governor Trilogy Novel

          
        
          
	          Governor Trilogy Box Set: Governor, Lieutenant, Chief

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Inequitable Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Indiscretion

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Love Slave for Two

          
        
          
	          Love Slave for Two: Beginnings (A Love Slave for Two Prequel)

          
        
          
	          Love Slave for Two

          
        
          
	          Love Slave for Two: Family Matters

          
        
          
	          Dead Moon Rising

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Maudlin Falls

          
        
          
	          How Many Times Do I Have to Say I'm Sorry?

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Maxim Colonies

          
        
          
	          Jailmates

          
        
          
	          Farborn

          
        
          
	          Saudade

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Suncoast Society

          
        
          
	          Safe Harbor

          
        
          
	          Home at Last

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Great Turning

          
        
          
	          The Great Turning

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Triple Trouble

          
        
          
	          Steam

          
        
          
	          Trouble Comes in Threes

          
        
          
	          Storm Warning

          
        
          
	          Three Dog Night

          
        
          
	          Boiling Point

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Acquainted With the Night

          
        
          
	          Heartquake: A Snowed-In Reverse Harem Story

          
        
          
	          Sarasota Steam

          
        
          
	          Sunset Hearts

          
        
      

      
    
    


  
    
      SOLACE

      
        DEVASTATION TRILOGY

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        LESLI RICHARDSON

        TYMBER DALTON

      

    

    
      ©2024, LESLI RICHARDSON

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HE DOESN’T KNOW HOW TO GIVE IN…

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m in way over my head. I’m waiting for someone to point a finger at me and call me an imposter.

      I don’t belong here.

      Yet I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be.

      I don’t know what the hell this is between us, but even while I hate it, I crave it, like a damn drug.

      I need it.

      I need them.

      And I’ll do whatever it takes to stay here, even if it means giving up who I am.

      

      USA Today Bestselling Author Tymber Dalton writing as Lesli Richardson.
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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.)

      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.

      This series was written before Covid, and it therefore does not exist in this “world.”

      

      The Devastation Trilogy is a spin-off set in the same world as the books in the Governor Trilogy, Determination Trilogy, and others. It is a standalone trilogy that can be read separately.

      It is suggested the books in the Devastation Trilogy be read in order:

      
        	Dirge

        	Solace

        	Release

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      For Hubby, and for Sir. He knows why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      My name is Declan Ronald Howard. I’m twenty-nine years old, have a law degree, and my official job title and duties for most of the past two years are deputy chief of staff to the governor of Tennessee, George Samson Forrester.

      My unofficial job can basically be summed up as fucktoy for both the governor and for his long-time friend and chief of staff, Casey-Marie Blaine.

      By day, I’m quickly mastering how to work my way through the machinations of our state government’s particular—some would say peculiar—way of doing things.

      By night, I’m either on my knees—or hands and knees, or back—doing peculiar things for George. That is, when I’m not doing them for Casey-Marie—who’s also my direct-report boss—and doing my best to keep her satisfied.

      Relationship status?

      Complicated.

      Which is a massive fricking understatement.

      Workplace harassment? Sexual harassment?

      Oh, we’re waaay beyond that. We left that in the dust about a hundred miles behind us.

      That was not a complaint, if you were wondering.

      I don’t honestly know what I’m feeling about it all.

      That I’m not fighting any of this, and that I’m even craving some of it—okay, most of it—confuses the hell out of me.

      For starters, I’m straight.

      At least, before all this started, I would have insisted I’m straight.

      So how did I get…here?

      I can’t answer that, because it wasn’t a straight line.

      No pun intended.

      But the turning point was the night a few weeks ago when Casey decided to take me in hand in her office instead of waiting to go someplace private, and George walked in on us.

      Want to know something else?

      I’m nearly certain she did it deliberately. That she staged it that way. There’s some sort of weird emotional dance going on between the two of them, George and Casey. Like neither of them can admit their feelings to the other and, somehow, I’ve become the chew toy between these two Alpha dogs. A chew toy that they use to make love through.

      Okay, maybe not making love, because it’d be more like rage sex.

      They leave angry, secret love notes to each other in my flesh.

      Everything tells me this is a dangerous rocket sled heading straight for disaster—personally, professionally, and politically.

      Yet every time I’ve been offered the opportunity to get off the ride…

      I’ve chosen to stay.

      Begged to stay.

      What does that say about me? That I won’t give in or give up?

      For most of my life, especially my adult life, I’ve felt like an imposter. A faker. Growing up, people told me I’d never be anyone, never do anything worthwhile with my life. Never amount to anything.

      That people like me weren’t worthy.

      Does the situation I currently find myself in make every horrible thing people have told me…correct?

      What else does it say that I have a sinking suspicion the only thing standing between Governor George Forrester and true insanity is…

      Well, me?

      Furthermore…

      What does it say about me that I’m reluctantly forced to admit I’m not only liking a lot of things I previously never thought I would ever want to try, but that I’m eagerly looking forward to some of them?

      Okay, most of them. Fuck.

      I certainly accepted this job feeling like an imposter. Like they made a mistake putting any level of trust in me. That by giving me any responsibility meant they were making a huge mistake. I basically took the job because Casey and I were already secretly involved with each other, and she told me I was now her deputy chief of staff.

      Now?

      Maybe I do hate some of what we do. I hate it when George takes out his anger on me.

      I hate that there are things so utterly broken inside him that I don’t know if I can help him heal them.

      I hate that he lost the love of his life. But if what we do together in any way helps him, then why should I feel guilty about that?

      And I’m starting to crave…things.

      I’m starting to crave Him.

      That should fricking terrify the hell out of me, yet part of me wants it even more because of that terror.

      Because despite the terror, there is a level of safety I feel with George, even if Casey is worried for me and threatens to quit and take me with her if George doesn’t toe her line.

      Months ago, I would have followed her to the ends of the earth and back without hesitation.

      Now?

      I’m pretty sure if she tried to leave and order me to go with her that I’d have to tell her no. That would also break my heart, because I love her.

      What’s more? I don’t want her to leave. I want her to stay. I want to convince her she can trust George, too.

      Which is weird, because they’ve known each other for literally most of my life. George was married to Casey’s best friend. He’s seventeen years older than me, and she’s fifteen years older than me.

      I know she wants him. I see the hunger in her eyes when she watches us together.

      I can see the desire in his eyes when he watches her with me, or even just at work, when he thinks neither of us are paying attention. The way he watches her.

      I want the best of both worlds.

      I’m a greedy, masochistic slut, apparently.

      Except I have a feeling that the pain both of them are wrapped in might destroy all three of us if it’s allowed to get out of hand and not meticulously managed.

      That’s why I have to be careful. I need to figure out how to heal George privately, while publicly pretending he’s only my boss. Especially during his re-election campaign for governor.

      I can’t be a distraction.

      I can’t be anything but his deeply buried dirty secret.

      I have to learn how to walk that high-wire, and it’s all on-the-job training.

      I cannot fail, because our state needs him.

      His children need him.

      And Casey needs him, because when Ellen died, Casey lost her best friend.

      I need him.

      Need, or crave, I’m not sure which.

      Maybe both. The two aren’t mutually exclusive.

      Either way, I’ll let him seek solace in my flesh, because it’s all I have to give. And I’m not giving in or giving up on him, or on her.

      Hopefully, we won’t all be consumed by the flames of his insanity in the process.
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        * * *

      

      Right now, we’re still a little ways out from the primary election filing deadline. The GOP hasn’t fronted anyone to run against George yet, and no candidates have bucked the state party and stepped up to challenge his assumed incumbency. Which is a damned good thing.

      That’s another reason we currently have to be so freaking careful. If any hint of impropriety leaks about me and George, he’d be turfed faster than a Vol spiking the ball after a game-winning touchdown pass. And we have open primaries, just to add to the fun. George is GOP, but he’s also a RINO—Republican in Name Only.

      There’s a lot the public doesn’t know about Tennessee Governor George Forrester.

      Like he’s an atheist. That he’s a sadist. That he’s socially liberal.

      That he dresses left, prefers I keep my eyes open and look up at him while giving him a blowjob in his office, and always has me tuck him in after he’s finished.

      That he truly owns me.

      That him telling me to lock his office door when he summons me makes me immediately hard, if I’m not already hard.

      That it didn’t take many times before him summoning me to his office made me hard, whether or not I knew the summons was for business or pleasure.

      That I’m the first man he ever received a blowjob from, or fucked, and the only man he’s ever been with.

      The way his breath feels against my scalp when we snuggle in his bed after a hard play and fuck session.

      How he sounds and the words he whispers to me while we make love.

      All these things and countless others would scandalize the voting public of Tennessee.

      Which is why I have to remain his dirty secret.

      I honestly think if it were up to him that he’d say fuck it, openly date me, and retire from public life after losing his re-election bid.

      Casey, however, would likely wring his neck. Apparently, there were a lot of plans made long before Ellen was killed in the plane crash that nearly killed George, too. Things Ellen wanted to try to achieve as first lady when George eventually became governor.

      So many social initiatives they wanted to accomplish: education reform, voter protections, equality guarantees.

      This means I’ll remain George’s dirty little secret for the foreseeable future, because he and Casey are dedicated to accomplishing as much as possible in Ellen’s memory.

      You know what?

      I’m okay with that.

      Because there are people in my personal life who’d probably want to hurt or maybe even kill me—or him—if the truth about me comes out.
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        * * *

      

      Guess this is a funny place to start my tale, but, honestly? I’m not exactly sure how I got here in the first place. There were a lot of possibilities I considered for my future—including the very real one that I might not even have a future—but this path never blipped my radar.

      Hell, earning my law degree and passing the bar didn’t make the top fifty possibilities.

      I never would have done that without Casey, either.

      Never could have done that.

      There are so many things in my life I never could have achieved had Casey-Marie Blaine not crossed my path.

      There are so many things in my life I never would have done, either.

      Good, and bad.

      But what is bad, really? I think that’s mostly subjective.

      I mean, there are some things that I believe we can all reasonably agree are “bad.”

      Polio, famine, earthquakes.

      Plane crashes.

      But what about other things? Like illicit affairs, beating someone, and forced sex with your boss?

      Attorneys.

      Are they “bad?”

      Your mileage may vary.

      What if I flip the script on you and tell you that second batch of “bad” things were all performed by consenting adults?

      Still think they’re bad?

      I mean, other than attorneys. Everyone knows we’re a special breed.

      Even the good ones.

      Doubly so when we’re either politicians, or working in politics.

      My life could’ve gone in a lot of different directions, considering where I came from.

      Including objectively bad directions.

      Then again, considering where I am right now, maybe I’ve already gone in a bad direction.

      Maybe it’s exactly the way I want to go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      When I awaken before dawn Saturday morning, I draw in a sharp breath because I need a moment to get my bearings. I’m not at home in my own bed. I’m not in Casey’s bed, either.

      The warm, naked body wrapped around me isn’t Casey—it’s George.

      As in Tennessee governor George Forrester.

      My boss.

      Which makes sense, because it’s his bed I currently occupy.

      Thanks to the excellent beating and fucking I received from him last night, I now ache in very pleasant ways, from head to toe, inside and out.

      Fuck, I needed that.

      Even my neck’s a little sore from where George choked me.

      Yeah, I feel the smile on my face, and the way my cock wants to harden over the memory. Ahh, breath play. I’d always wanted to try it, but Casey had said no.

      Last weekend, when I travelled to Washington, DC with George for a weekend conference, he did it to me. The first time sort of unintentionally, and the second time definitely intentionally.

      Fuuuck, yeah. I’ve never come that hard before. New favorite thing, thank you very much.

      Unfortunately, I can’t lie here in bed with him all morning, which is what I really wish I could do. I have stuff to get done today, the first thing being I have to stop by Casey’s house on my way out of their neighborhood.

      She lives only four houses down from George. George has a fundraiser to attend tonight and Casey and I are accompanying him. It’s formal, meaning I need to break out the tux hanging in my closet at home. I’ll bring it with me when I return later and get dressed here.

      I’m apparently spending most of the weekend with George. He had a horrible nightmare Thursday night and called Casey in hysterics. She then rushed over to sit up with him, meaning a nearly sleepless night for her.

      I was supposed to spend last night with Casey, but considering she didn’t get any sleep the night before, and she wanted George refreshed for the fundraiser tonight, she changed the schedule on us so George would have me last night and she’ll have me tomorrow night.

      I guess if you barely survive something as traumatic as George endured, having some lingering after-effects, like nightmares, is to be expected.

      When I start to ease myself out of bed, however, George proves he’s not nearly as asleep as I thought. His fingers unerringly find and tightly coil around my wrist, pulling me back to him.

      Then he starts kissing me.

      Of course I let him. He’s a damn good kisser, and I really don’t know how to tell him no.

      Not that I want to tell him no.

      Finally, I catch a glimpse of the time and realize if I don’t get my ass moving, Casey’s going to be pissed. “Sir, I really need to go.”

      “No,” he mumbles, wrapping his arms around me. “Stay with me.”

      Part of me feels horrible about leaving, but I have a ton of shit to do today if I want to be able to enjoy tonight and tomorrow with him. “Sir, I promise I’ll be back later.”

      Except he’s like a warm, sleepy octopus. Every time I try to get free, he comes up with a new way to hold on to me.

      I try one more time. I do not want to safeword, but I literally don’t have it in me to tell him no. I kiss him, distracting him and allowing me to finally untangle myself from him.

      “I’ll be back in time to take a shower and get ready with you tonight, Sir. You’ll have me all night and tomorrow.”

      Success seems within my reach as I manage to get my legs over the edge of the bed, my feet firmly planted on the floor. Now I have a chance of evading him.

      “Promise?” he asks.

      Poor guy is not a morning person, even under the best of circumstances. I’m not either, really, but Casey’s trained it into me over the years, because she absolutely is one.

      “I promise.” I kiss him again, easing the pillow I used into his arms.

      He wraps his arms around it and sighs. “You’d better.”

      I run a hand through his hair, massaging his scalp. His blue eyes drop closed as a soft, sleepy sigh escapes him. I do it again, gently rubbing, and it takes less than fifteen seconds before he’s sound asleep once more.

      Moving quickly now, I head to the bathroom, do what I have to do, and brush my teeth. Back in the bedroom, I scoop up my phone and clothes in the dim light and quietly close the bedroom door behind me. I opt to dress in the hall to reduce the chances of waking him again. Downstairs, after presetting the coffee for him, so all he has to do is hit the button when he finally makes it out of bed, I grab my laptop case and walk out to the garage, where I get in my car.

      George started insisting that I park inside his garage. Even gave me a clicker for the roll-up door.

      The funny thing is, I honestly don’t think it’s because he wants to hide my car, even though he alluded to that as an excuse.

      I think he really wants my car parked in his garage because…

      Well, because I’m His.

      His car is parked in there, too, but normally that’s the only one, and it’s a three-car garage. He rarely drives anymore because of security concerns. He gave Ellen’s car to Aussie, and she lives on campus in a dorm. The boys are away at school in Knoxville, living there.

      As I wait for the door to roll up, I realize how lonely it must have been for George once Aussie left for school last year. From having a wife and three kids at home to being a widowed bachelor.

      Shit.

      It’s no wonder he wanted me to stay longer this morning. Especially after all the nightmares he’s suffered through alone.

      I back out of the garage and hit the button on the remote to shut the overhead door. Then, because I know Casey will beat me in a bad way if I don’t, I arm George’s alarm with my phone app. George didn’t give me a chance to set it last night when I arrived because he’d been too eager to get me upstairs and in bed.

      Yeah, okay, I was pretty damn eager, too.

      That’ll also alert Casey that I’m on my way to her house, because she gets alerts for George’s alarm system and gate openings.

      It’s a chilly morning. Overcast, grey. I hope it’s not raining tonight for the fundraiser. We’ve had a lot of rain so far this winter and spring, exceptionally wet ones, and we’ve had an increased number of emergency road and bridge repairs than average from landslides, washouts, and flooding. It’s something TDOT and emergency management officials are keeping an eye on, and one more stressor on George’s plate.

      I have to wait for George’s gate to open to let me out. Then I pull out, barely needing to tap the accelerator before I’m turning in at Casey’s driveway. I punch in my gate code at the control box and wait. As the gate swings open, I’m remembering the first time she brought me out here after she bought the place twelve years ago, how impressed I was by it. George and Ellen bought their house at the same time.

      Right around the time Mom died.

      Part of me still likes Casey’s old house better, even though it was much smaller and not a fraction as fancy as this one. I fondly remember plenty of evenings sitting around in her living room, me doing my homework, or reading through whatever she’d assigned to me that day, or helping her with research on cases, or doing home improvement and repair projects for her, things like that.

      It was cozy.

      Although, I can’t deny that, during college, being able to claim I lived here between semesters was pretty sweet, too. Name-dropping the exclusive neighborhood certainly gave me a cachet most of my classmates didn’t have.

      Not that I used it to impress girls, because I didn’t date when I was in college. I was too busy busting my ass to get good grades and hold on to my scholarship.

      And before long, I had no reason to date, because I had Casey.

      I hit the button on my door clicker for Casey’s garage and pull my Jaguar E-Pace into the three-car garage, to the right of her Mercedes. She teased me because I didn’t buy a Mercedes SUV, but I got a good deal on the Jag, new, and that’s still a prestige brand.

      I might not live in a fancy place, but once I passed the bar, I’ll admit I spent a pretty penny on my ride. Appearances are everything in law and politics, and that was one of the first lessons Casey taught me. I can’t be rolling up to a black-tie fundraiser in a twenty-year-old Chevy that’s seen better days. No one wants to pay an attorney who looks like he’s broke-ass. That means I spend money on my clothes and shoes, and on my car. They’re my uniform, I suppose.

      Along with the Rolex Casey gave to me when I graduated from law school. I alternate wearing that with the Breitling she gave me as a day collar when she first made this official with me. My masks against the world. I can hide a lot of anxieties and insecurities behind the insulation these trappings provide me.

      I hurry inside, the smell of coffee brewing hitting me as soon as I open the utility room door. Her house is an almost perfect twin to George’s, with only a couple of minor changes to the layout of the kitchen, and some closets and bathrooms upstairs.

      Casey’s not in the kitchen, so I immediately head downstairs to her basement, taking the stairs as fast as I dare so I don’t face-plant.

      Sure enough, she’s already tackling the elliptical this morning. Her earbuds are in and she’s likely blasting something with a high-octane beat.

      I know she’s aware I’m there because her phone, which is propped in one of the two cup holders on the elliptical machine’s control panel, will have received alerts when I armed George’s alarm, when I opened his gate, opened her gate, and when I opened her garage door. So I drop to my knees on the yoga mat, bow my head, and wait.

      I’ll kneel here until she’s done, or until she’s ready to acknowledge me.

      Doesn’t matter how long that takes, either.

      I close my eyes and listen to the rhythmic sound of the machine, her soft grunts and panting. It’s soothing to me and lets me set aside the real world for a little longer as I center myself with Her.

      She soothes me.

      She’s always had a way with me and I’ve learned not to question the way things are between us, because it works for me. I trust her completely and always have. She’s never given me a reason not to.

      This is another secret relationship I have, although it’s not nearly as scandalous as my relationship with George. While she’s older, and my boss, at least I’d get a wink and a nudge from most guys for bagging Nashville’s most eligible cougar.

      We could get in trouble at work but that would be the extent of it. It’d be a minor scandal, at best. The kind of scandal that would give me extra cachet in this town while it could tarnish her image a little.

      But we’ve been careful. Before George learned about us, only Ellen knew. Casey wanted someone else to know about us in case something happened to her. Casey has far more assets than I do, and she’s left a considerable amount to me in her will.

      Because despite the appearances she puts forward to the world for her own reasons, Casey and I have been exclusive as far as sex goes.

      Until recently.

      Until George.

      She’ll frequently go out with other men, or make it look like she’s dating them, but that’s for political reasons or to help the guy out as his beard, or to make an introduction for someone in an innocuous way, with a standing quid pro quo in place in case Casey ever needs an introduction. Or, of course, as a return for a quid pro quo she struck with someone else.

      But she’s never had sex with anyone else during the eleven years we’ve been together and, until George, neither had I. There’s no reason for us to lie to each other about it because we have standing permission to sleep with others, if we want to, as long as we let the other person know about it in advance. And we have veto rights with each other.

      Neither of us have exercised that option.

      Until recently, George felt certain she slept around. Easy mistake to make, since he’s known her since college. It also proved to me that Ellen kept our secret for us. If she wouldn’t even tell her husband—her Master—then no way she told anyone else.

      I patiently wait for Casey to finish her workout, because in this situation it wouldn’t do me any good to be impatient, anyway. Casey will take as long as she takes, and it’s on her schedule, not mine.

      This was also part of the deal I agreed to with her—that she’s totally in charge.

      Of everything.

      Including me.

      Especially me.

      She helped me apply to college, and for scholarships, and helped me study to earn my degrees. She’s helped me with my career, first at the law firm and then in politics and government. She’s introduced me to political operatives who’ve mentored me and taught me more than I could ever learn in any classroom. I am what and who I am today mostly due to her intercession and guidance.

      She’s eventually going to help me achieve my revenge, too. But again that’s in her timeframe, not mine. It has to be a plan that won’t snag either of us—or now George—in its shadow.

      It’s a long game I’m willing to play because I know Casey is both a woman of her word and a cunning tactician and long-term strategist.

      Finally, I hear her pace slow as she enters her cool-down phase. Once she finishes, the machine stops and she steps off of it, walking over to me.

      Her feet come into view and she stands directly front of me. “Greeting, boy.”

      I rest my head on the tops of her sneakers, kissing them, and cup the backs of her heels in my hands. “Good morning, Ma’am.”

      “You’re late.”

      “George was a little clingy, Ma’am. He woke up when I was trying to get out of bed. He didn’t want me to leave. I promised him I’d be back this evening in time to take a shower and get ready with him.”

      She softly snorts but it sounds amused, not mean, and her hand scratches the top of my head much in the same way I rubbed George’s earlier. “He take care of you last night, boy?”

      I smile against her sneakers. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Sit up.”

      I do, knowing I’m still smiling and unable to help it.

      She studies me as she looks down into my face. “He beat you?”

      “Boy, did he.”

      She motions with her head. “Let me see.”

      I stand and quickly strip.

      She has a hell of a poker face but I’m an expert in reading her. “Holy fuck,” she mutters, her eyes scanning my body. With a finger she motions for me to turn.

      My smile widens when I hear her sharp intake of breath as she gets a look at my back and ass. I took a peek in the mirror in the bathroom over at George’s. I look like I had the crap beaten out of me.

      My cock also gives an interested twitch. I doubt that she’s going to give me any relief this morning, although she might have me take care of her.

      “Goddamn,” she finally says. “Did you safeword?”

      “No, Ma’am.” I finish turning, facing her and feeling proud of myself. “I loved every second of it.”

      She now stands with her arms crossed over her chest and a practiced mask in place. “I take it he bred you?”

      “Mouth and ass.” Even that now feels normal in my world. Which tells me that maybe, despite the risks to our careers, this is absolutely the right path for my life. If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t have so readily and rapidly adapted to it and come to enjoy it, would I?

      It’s not just the sex—it’s the sadism, and George’s dominance, and the way he seems to cherish me when we’re done with all that and he cuddles with me in the aftermath.

      I love and am in love with Casey. Absolutely. It’s not an exaggeration to say I’d kill or die for this woman.

      But there’s always been a wall within her soul I’ve never managed to scale or penetrate, a wall around her heart. I know she loves me, that isn’t it. I also know she will never marry me. That was something she was honest about with me from the start.

      I had to be okay with that reality to do this with her, and I am. I get it. It’s wrapped up in her old pain and is tied to the secret of what happened to her in her past as a kid, a secret she might never tell me about. She holds her secrets extremely close, including from me.

      But I love her and I’m happy with the status quo.

      Or, I was, before she shook things up and brought George into the mix.

      Whether she intended it or not, it opened my eyes to seeing a different side of the man and pointed a spotlight at a void in my life that I had no idea was there before. One which George seems to fill perfectly.

      Feeling needed.

      Then I see her gaze narrow and she leans in, staring at my throat. “What happened there?” She indicates her own throat.

      I feel the blush immediately rise in my cheeks as I realize what she means. I bear faint bruises there the average person likely wouldn’t even notice. Bruises a dress shirt and tie will normally conceal.

      “From our play, Ma’am.”

      She continues staring at my throat while I watch her mind working, calculating, trying to put it together in her head before she even asks it.

      Which, of course, she does.

      She plays with the necklace she always wears. She does that a lot now. It’s a small, round, silver and blue pendant, almost like a little locket, on a stainless chain. I rarely see her without it. I’m not sure what it is, but she started wearing it immediately after the crash and Ellen’s body was retrieved. So I have my suspicions.

      Finally, she speaks. “How, exactly, did those marks get on your throat?”

      “George’s hand, Ma’am. When he choked—”

      “WHAT?”

      Ohhhhh, fuuuuuck.

      In all the years I’ve known Casey, I can literally count on one hand with fingers to spare the occasions I’ve witnessed her lose her composure. Three of those times really don’t count, because they were triggered by the news of the crash, confirmation of Ellen’s death, and following her return home with Ellen’s remains.

      Something like that would make even the strongest man break.

      Right now?

      Fury doesn’t come close to describing her current mood.

      Therefore, I opt to keep my mouth shut until she says otherwise.

      I watch her force a composed mask back into position. When she next speaks, it’s in a terrifying whisper that wilts my cock and makes my balls want to shrivel and crawl up inside my abdomen.

      “What, exactly, did he do? When did this become part of the menu?”

      Lying to her is forbidden. That means I start my explanation by backing up and telling her about our play during the DC trip, which we really haven’t had a chance to discuss beyond the business end of things.

      It was for the National Governors Association. George gave their keynote address Saturday night after a weekend of seminars and meetings. A lot of people see giving that keynote speech as a stepping stone to higher office. In some cases that’s true, but they’d wanted George to deliver it last year and he’d declined. This year, Casey intercepted the invitation and accepted for him, before he could turn them down.

      It was also Casey’s test run for George and for me, to see if I could keep him calm on the flight—I did, barely—and shepherd him through the stressful weekend. With us gearing up for a war footing with the campaign, there will be a lot of times where Casey can’t go with him, meaning it’ll be up to me to be in charge of George. Officially, I’ll be his body man.

      Ironic title, yes, I know. For his last campaign, when he ran for re-election to the state senate, I was his body man then, too.

      Just not so…intimately.

      When she booked our room, she reserved us a suite and paid for it out of George’s personal funds so it wouldn’t look suspicious or fall under deeper scrutiny at some future time.

      After my retelling of the events—of the weekend and of last night—she turns from me and takes a couple of steps away.

      I don’t speak. Damn, I barely even breathe.

      Finally, I hear her sigh. She returns to me and reaches in to cup my cheek. “No more breath play. Period.”

      I swallow back my disappointment. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “I should fucking punish you for letting him do that to you. I told you no on that. But that was before George, and I never clarified it, so I suppose I can’t fault you for allowing it. But never again. I’ll tell him so you don’t have to, don’t worry.”

      I blink back a prickle of tears that takes me by serious surprise. “Yes, Ma’am. Thank you.”

      “You really can’t tell him no, can you?”

      It takes me a moment to finally shake my head and admit it to her. “No, Ma’am. I don’t think I can now.”

      “Oh, Declan.” Her thumb strokes my cheek. I press my face into her warm palm, nuzzling her. “He isn’t stable right now. You realize that, right?”

      I do, but I don’t care. “I think I’m helping him.”

      “I think you are, too, but answer my fucking question, counselor.”

      “He’s…not. But he’s getting better. He’s already better than he was.”

      “He’s got PTSD. A bad case, which has been untreated and is finally catching up with him.”

      She’s not wrong. I nod. “Yes, Ma’am. I believe you’re right.”

      “With the stress of the election coming up, he’s only going to get worse if we don’t wrestle him under control. Are you really all-in on this? Because without saying too much, he’s part of the long-term plan. You know this. In fact, without him, I have to start over from scratch with the plan.”

      I suppress a shiver because I know what she means. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Okay. Here’s a new rule for you. If I say no to something, even if he says yes, I’m still your final authority. You have to trust me when I say this intervention is needed. I also have to lay down some new laws and guardrails for the man before he fucks up beyond redemption, personally or professionally. That means a united front from us. Can you do that? Be loyal to me?”

      I nod.

      “I need to hear you say it, Declan. Pick a side. Now.”

      It almost physically scrapes my soul that here, in private, she’s calling me by my name instead of boy.

      “Yes, Ma’am. I am loyal to you.”

      “I need leverage against him to keep him moving forward and on course. You are now that leverage, since I no longer have Ellen to guide him.”

      Fuck. I hate myself, but I still say it. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Therefore, think about your loyalties for a moment, Dec. Think long and hard. Think about our long game, the promises I’ve made you. Promises I will absolutely keep when the time and opportunity present themselves.” She arches an eyebrow. “We tracking?”

      This above all else means I will honor my loyalties to her. “Yes, Ma’am. I am tracking.”

      “If I tell you we’re resigning and George is on his own, you walk with me. There is no negotiation about this. I can’t have you undercutting my position with him.”

      I have to suck in a breath at that thought, and it’s painful, aching. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Say it, Declan.”

      My breath hitches. “If you say we’re resigning, I resign with you, Ma’am.”

      Her gaze softens. She’s still cupping my cheek. “In exchange,” she says, “I’m going to give you to him.”

      From despair to hope in the blink of an eye. “Ma’am?”

      “You’re still mine, don’t get me wrong. You’re my responsibility. And I’m going to want time with you, obviously. But depending on how my little chat with the man goes this morning…”

      She sighs again and it sounds weary, resigned. “Unless it contradicts something I’ve already ruled on, you’ll be his, at his beck and call, his schedule. I’ll tell you when and how I need you and work around that. If anything skirts the edges of what I have already told you is a no, assume it’s a no until you clarify it with me. If you’re feeling any doubts about something, assume it’s a no until I okay it. Are we clear, boy?”

      My pulse races, excitement coursing through me. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      She pats my cheek before releasing me. It feels like an eternity before she eventually speaks again. “Get dressed,” she quietly says. “Go home, get your stuff done, and go back to George’s this evening like we originally planned. Do not contact him before you return, unless I tell you otherwise. If he contacts you, forward it to me. Keep your personal phone on and handy in case I need to talk to you. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” I’d hoped that, at the very least, she’d let me take a shower with her this morning.

      But I know better than to argue, or to question her.

      I start to lean over and grab my clothes, but she speaks again. “Hey.”

      I look up.

      She motions with her finger, and I straighten. She leans in and brushes a kiss across my lips. “You’re my very good boy,” she says. “And I love you very much.”

      Joy rolls through me. “I love you, too, Ma’am.”

      “You already love him, don’t you?”

      I start to protest…except I’m not allowed to lie.

      And it hits me that admitting it to someone else makes it…real.

      “Yes, Ma’am. I do.”

      “That’s all right.” She sadly smiles. “I never would’ve done this if I thought it’d harm you, or you wouldn’t want to. I will always protect you, as long as you’re mine. You understand that, right?”

      I nod. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “I didn’t arrange all of this just for sadistic kicks, either.”

      “I’m starting to see that, Ma’am.”

      She even sounds sad. “I honestly think we were close to losing him for good. I don’t think he would’ve survived the election. I don’t mean that metaphorically, either. I mean it literally. I’ve been worried ever since Aussie left for school. I think he would’ve found a way to kill himself.”

      Shit. Well, that confirms it. It wasn’t just me thinking that.

      And it confirms why she won’t let George keep his bottle of Xanax at his house. She holds it and doles them out to him as needed.

      I nod. “I don’t think you’re wrong, Ma’am.”

      “I’m not asking you to tell me everything he says to you, but if you have any hint he might be about to hurt himself—”

      “I’ll tell you immediately.”

      She nods. “Exactly. Well, you take steps to keep him safe first, and then call me when you can do so without leaving him alone.”

      She motions for me to lean in and give her another kiss, so I do. “Let yourself out, sweetie.” She heads for the stairs. “I’m going to take my shower and get some work done before I go talk to George. Text me before you head back to George’s. You don’t have to wait for a reply from me.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      She ascends the stairs, leaving me standing there and full of thoughts that make little sense in some ways. Plausible deniability rules everything she says and does with me and George, especially since he became governor.

      I know she and Ellen were extremely close as friends, and likely had something deeper than that between them before Ellen met George. I know Casey used Ellen to help convince George to run for office, to nudge him the direction Casey wanted or needed him to vote or act. Ellen was his political muse, fed intel and directions by Casey.

      But now, as the governor’s chief of staff, Casey’s had to be extremely careful how and what she says to him without that extra buffer of Ellen to help feed things to George. She’s walked a treacherous tightrope between best friend and trusted advisor.

      I wonder how far she’s willing to take this.

      As I start to get dressed, I realize the question isn’t how far she’s willing to take this, but how far am I?

      The answer to that, of course, is as far as I need to.
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