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            HE KNEELS FOR ONLY ONE MAN…

          

          GOVERNOR TRILOGY BOX SET

        

      

    

    
      Politics, intrigue, and power exchange.

      Meet the Governor… Lieutenant… and Chief… in the first three books of the Governor Trilogy by Lesli Richardson. This seminal work spawned several other trilogies, with more to come!
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        * * *

      

      Meet the Governor…

      I kneel for only one man—Carter Wilson, my best friend, chief of staff, and bastard extraordinaire.

      It’s a price I willingly pay to be owned by Her.

      His wife.

      Who is also, as of when we were sworn in this morning, my lieutenant governor.

      I am Owen Taylor, governor of the great state of Florida.
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        * * *

      

      Meet the Lieutenant…

      I never come in second—that’s just how my daddy raised me.

      Except now, I find myself willingly choosing exactly that—being second. Publicly, I might seem to serve at the governor’s pleasure, but that’s nothing close to the truth.

      He serves me at mine. Especially the pleasure part.

      We both serve my husband, Carter. Or, as Owen dubbed him long ago, the bastard extraordinaire.

      I never knew what I was really getting into when I met Owen and Carter. Maybe it’s better I didn’t. Maybe I would’ve run away if I had.

      Boy, how I love him. Both of them. Somehow, they make being second okay. And in eight years?

      It’ll be my turn.

      I am Susannah Evans, lieutenant governor of the great state of Florida.
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        * * *

      

      Meet the Chief…

      Behind every good man is a good woman. That’s what they say.

      They’re wrong. Even my wife would agree.

      The truth is, behind every good man is a real bastard—that would be me.

      I knew from the day I met Owen that the only way I’d ever get him was to make sure I took whatever it was he loved and wanted most and hold it so close to me that he couldn’t help but come with it.

      He did.

      And now…now there are people who want to tear the three of us apart.

      I’ll die before I let that happen.

      I am Carter Wilson, chief of staff to the governor of the great state of Florida.

      And, according to him and my wife, a bastard extraordinaire.
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            AUTHOR'S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Florida politics are messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, insane, impossibly complex, and a lot of fun to write about. (Mostly because they’re messy, nasty, sexy, brutal, funny, insane, and impossibly complex.)

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

      The kinky shit, however, is absolutely realistic.

      Also, this trilogy was started before Covid was a thing, and I’ve decided not to incorporate those events into the world this series, and its related spin-off series, are set in.

      Note: The books in this series should be read in order.
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            MEET THE GOVERNOR…

          

        

      

    

    
      I kneel for only one man—Carter Wilson, my best friend, chief of staff, and bastard extraordinaire.

      It’s a price I willingly pay to be owned by Her.

      His wife.

      Who is also, as of when we were sworn in this morning, my lieutenant governor.

      I am Owen Taylor, governor of the great state of Florida.

      

      USA Today Bestselling Author Tymber Dalton writing as Lesli Richardson.

    

  


  
    
      For Hubby, who keeps me going, for believing in me, and for putting up with me when I’m in frantic mega-bitch mode from working on insane deadlines.

      For Trish, my bestie and PA, who also helps keep me sane(ish), and who when I first told her about Carter the bastard extraordinaire said I needed to write him ASAP.

      To all my readers—thank you for continuing to buy my books, and your patience with me.

      And for Sir—He knows why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      It’s hard not to shiver when the AC kicks on as I kneel, naked, on the floor of my new office, the carpet doing little to cushion my knees. My hands remain clasped behind my head, back straight, elbows out.

      This is how he’s trained me, and what he expects of me.

      My knees are spread as wide as I can manage and still keep my heels tucked under my ass.

      He circles me, inspecting me as he smiles and tugs on his shirt cuffs, adjusting the lay of the cufflinks. I know he wants to strip off that suit he’s wearing and fuck me right here, spread over my new desk, but he’s holding himself back.

      Waiting.

      I keep my gaze fixed straight ahead, even though my hard cock has a will of its own and is probably dribbling a puddle all over the towel Carter thought to put down before ordering me to kneel.

      He might be a bastard extraordinaire, but he’s also very practical.

      He looks pleased with himself, and he has every right to be. He’s the only man I kneel for and he damn well knows it.

      It’s a price I willingly pay to be owned by Her.

      His wife.

      Who is also, as of when we were sworn in at one o’clock this very afternoon, my lieutenant governor for the great state of Florida.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Carter Wilson, bastard extraordinaire, is eight years older than me, a decorated Army veteran, my best friend, college roommate, one of my two closest confidants, my chief of staff…

      And he’s the Master and husband of Susannah Evans.

      Susa owns me—mind, heart, soul, and body—and has ever since I first met her in college.

      Since she owns me, that means I belong to Carter by default. It was the deal I willingly accepted all those years ago.

      Susa grew up the daughter of a lawyer, a progressive Republican who pretty much ran the state GOP for decades. Still does, unofficially now. Benchley Evans was a county administrator, then a county commissioner, followed by four terms as a state rep, and two more as a state senator. The only reason he didn’t run for the big G or a national office was a massive heart attack that made his wife put her foot down and demand he choose his family over party and politics for once in his damn life.

      He also hailed from a family that first made their fortune in citrus and cattle. As freezes and canker and greening took down the citrus industry, and the exploding housing market chipped away at cattle lands, he’d already moved on to land development, jumping in early when acreage was still cheap.

      That meant he could easily afford to send his only daughter to any college she chose, for any degree she wanted.

      It was my luck—good or bad, you decide—that we ended up in Tampa together, selecting majors and minors that would help us with law degrees.

      But she’s also smarter than me in many ways. Far more ruthless politically. That’s why, when Carter decided we could change our home state in good ways, Susa insisted it should be me who ran for governor on a third-party ticket.

      This time.

      After eight years—if I win re-election, that is—she’ll be perfectly positioned for her own gubernatorial bid.

      I’ll do my best to get her elected. Once I’m out of office, I’ll return to the private sector while still championing a few key causes that are near and dear to my heart.

      But what I’ll be looking forward to most by then is time out of the public eye.

      For at least the next four years, my official residence is the Florida Governor’s Mansion in Tallahassee. I can’t simply choose to not live there, because it’d be a logistics nightmare for my security detail, as well as an unnecessary expense for taxpayers.

      Considering two of the key planks in the platform we ran on were better budgeting and smarter spending, I can’t do something that would so blatantly fly in the face of those ideals.

      I especially can’t cite wanting to be with Susa and Carter whenever I choose as the reason.

      I still own my house just outside Tampa, next door to Carter and Susa’s house and sharing the same backyard fence. But for the most part, I won’t be staying there during my term. Besides, there’s already a calendar full of official state functions, and many of them will be held at the mansion that is now my home.

      My only consolation is that Carter, as my chief of staff, is expected to either be with me or be on call for me twenty-four/seven. No one will suspect anything untoward if he’s spotted coming and going at odd hours. Susa’s presence, both as Carter’s wife and my lieutenant governor, will not raise many eyebrows, unless she regularly shows up at the mansion at an unusually late hour without Carter or staff of her own. One of the trade-offs we’d already talked about and figured into our plans was that by embarking on this path we’d lose privacy.

      Carter is more than ready and willing to give me what I need and crave when Susannah is unable to. He’s also ready and willing to be a warm body in my bed so I won’t feel so alone every night.

      Because before the whirlwind that was my campaign to become governor, the three of us shared a bed nearly every night.
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        * * *

      

      Where I’m kneeling about three feet from the far end of my desk, I can’t be seen when Carter answers the knock on my office door after unlocking it and cracking it open to see who it is. He moves aside just enough to allow someone else to step in, and my breath catches, my pulse races.

      Her.

      “I only have a few minutes,” Susa says in her usual clipped, all-business tone.

      Carter closes and locks the door behind her and, moving faster than it seems possible for a human to manage, grabs a handful of hair, tipping her head back.

      “What was that, pet?” he softly growls.

      She’s never allowed to use that tone on Carter and she damn well knows it.

      Her entire posture and voice change, needy and soft, even as my own body responds to Carter’s tone. “I only have a few minutes, Sir.”

      I struggle not to smile, not to laugh. With today’s craziness, she likely forgot herself.

      I only wish I could be there later tonight to watch when Carter reminds her who she belongs to.

      He marches her around behind my desk and I allow my gaze to follow them. He bends her forward over the desk, making her put her hands flat on it, and hikes up her skirt. Since she’s also wearing three-inch heels, it means her gorgeous ass sticks out nicely.

      “Who said you could wear panties today, pet?” I hear the fabric rip and a quiet meep from her.

      “Sorry, Sir. I thought—”

      “You thought wrong.”

      Another violation.

      She’s going to have fun sitting tomorrow.

      She’s lucky we already did a sound check one evening last week, before I took office, and we discovered Carter can’t spank us in here if someone’s in the outer office.

      Like Julia, my administrative assistant.

      Who, right now, is sitting out there at her desk, along with a trooper from my security detail.

      Holding out the offending material, Carter walks over to me with a playful smile on his face. “Do you believe this shit? Looks like a certain pet has forgotten her place.”

      “I see that, Sir.”

      He turns from me, stuffing her ruined panties into his left front slacks pocket. I have a feeling they’ll probably end up in my mouth later.

      Not the first time he’s gagged me with her panties.

      Not saying I mind it, either.

      “Loyalty.”

      I immediately relax into the position, knees still wide, but my back now rounded, my left hand on my thigh, my right flat on the floor, my gaze focused down.

      It’s a Carter thing.

      It works—that’s all that matters. Countless times he’s put me into this position during the day behind a locked office door, but with my clothes on. Especially if it’s been a rough day and I need a quick reset.

      I can think about Him, about what we have together.

      It’s not a one-way street. Carter is loyal to us, always putting us first no matter what. That might sound odd to someone who doesn’t know the three of us. There’s a lot of bullshit out there about what people “should” or “shouldn’t” do.

      Carter sets his own path, trims his sails, and we follow.

      Loyalty.

      When I first idly floated what at the time I thought was a ridiculous proposition—running for governor—it was Carter, and then Susannah, who had my back and were my most vocal and vicious supporters.

      Loyalty.

      She is my queen, my heart and soul, my sun and my moon, all rolled into one. My muse, my reason for living. I would kill or die for her if it came down to it. I would—and have—embarrassed the hell out of myself just to make her smile.

      Loyalty.

      All of these things I think of as I slow my breathing and my back muscles loosen, enjoying a break from the more formal Primed position.

      Primed is always performed naked. Frequently for long stretches of time. The bastard extraordinaire takes great pride in sometimes torturing me while in that position, expecting me to maintain it.

      Or expecting me to fail to maintain it, which brings punishment.

      Win-win.

      But that’s life with Carter.

      I didn’t say I didn’t enjoy it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In Loyalty, I can hear what’s going on but, because of where I’m kneeling and with my head bowed, I can’t see.

      But I can imagine, based on the sounds.

      Her low, pained grunts as she struggles to stay quiet probably means he’s pinching or maybe even biting the insides of her thighs.

      Which are now, most likely, covered with her own juices.

      She enjoys life with Carter, too. We wouldn’t be here if we didn’t. While this is not a place I ever envisioned myself being, now that I’m here I cannot imagine being anywhere else.

      I don’t even mean this office.

      I mean with these two people, and especially with Carter.

      Carter at his best is a loving, kind, gentle, compassionate, funny, brilliant, gorgeous, sexy man.

      Since I consider myself straight, those last two are pretty damn fine compliments.

      Carter at his worst is evil, sadistic, mean, brilliant, gorgeous, and…

      Yeah, sexy.

      It pains me to admit that.

      No, I’m usually literally in pain when I admit it.

      Not that he would consider any of those descriptors an insult.

      And, again, not that I’m complaining, because I’m not. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be.

      I know I don’t have to speak up and remind him of the time. It might not seem like he’s watching the clock, but I’m sure he’s calculating exactly how much he can cram into what little time the three of us have alone together right now.

      Maybe perhaps literally cram.

      That doesn’t even bother me anymore.

      After a few minutes of him torturing her, he speaks.

      “Boy.”

      I’m on deck. I smoothly rise to my feet even as they sting, full of pins and needles and protesting they still need a moment to recover.

      Carter smiles at me and my cock twitches. “Come here.”

      His fist is buried in her hair, her cheek is pressed against the desk, and her skirt is now rucked up around her waist. She’s gorgeous and mussed, her blue eyes wild with that special kind of energy Carter has a particular way of building in both of us.

      That please fuck me look.

      Our times together have been few and far between lately, first with our grueling campaign schedule, and now with taking office. We went from sleeping together every night to sometimes barely seeing each other for days at a time.

      That, above all, has been the most difficult part of all of this, losing that privacy, that time together. Not even sexy time. I mean being able to close our eyes, take a deep breath, and relax with our heads in Carter’s lap.

      We’ve all had adjustments to make. Susa and I trust Carter to take care of us, though.

      Like right now.

      I’m sure whatever Carter has in mind will carry us through until the next rare time the three of us can be alone together.

      Because it will have to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      Looking back on when our paths initially intersected, the first time I met Carter Wilson I was convinced he was a quietly cocky asshole.

      I wasn’t right.

      I wasn’t exactly wrong, either. I came to learn that it wasn’t a personality flaw so much as it was one of his charms. Not a bug, but a feature.

      As the old saying goes, it’s not bragging if it’s true.

      Which was the funny thing. Because with everything that Carter is and does, despite unintentionally coming off a little cocky, he is not a braggart. Definitely not boastful. Sometimes, he’ll even tell you things he’s done, if you ask him the right way and at the right time. Yet you get the feeling upon his retelling of events that it was no big deal to him, at the time.

      Even when it’s rightfully a big deal to everyone else.

      Especially things that are a big deal to everyone else.

      Maybe it was the age difference between us, or my lack of real-world experience at the time that made me read his surety in pretty much everything he did as “cocky,” because it wasn’t that he was preening and pecking and making himself look like an ass.

      If anything, he is a master of blending in and not being noticed. Look up subtlety in the dictionary and you’ll see his face.

      Which, again, fit him perfectly once I learned more about him.

      My initial read of him was due ninety-nine percent to me and the filter all of my perceptions flowed through at that time rather than the one percent that was truly about him.

      I’m not even exaggerating that ratio. Not in the slightest.

      We ended up as roommates in campus housing, a “quad pod” in the oldest dorm building, where we shared a room and a bathroom with each other, and a small common kitchen and dining/lounge area with three other rooms, for a total of eight people in that particular space.

      Carter was a sophomore at the University of South Florida in Tampa, and so was I, but he was eight years older than me. At first, I didn’t know why he’d started his college career late. Considering I thought he was a cocky asshole nearly upon first sight, I wasn’t about to delve too deeply into that well, at the time. I figured I’d find out soon enough.

      And I did.

      It was the Friday before classes were to start. I’d arrived bright and early so I could hopefully beat my unknown roommate there and grab the bed I wanted. Unfortunately, my scholarship wouldn’t pay for one of the newer apartment-style dorm rooms, so I was stuck with this. And since my roommate from last year flunked out, and I didn’t know anyone else who’d be in the same dorm situation I was, I would get potluck as far as a roommate and pray for someone who wasn’t a slovenly asshole.

      Later that first afternoon, after we’d both unpacked—well, okay, Carter was completely unpacked and settled within twenty minutes of his arrival a couple of hours after I’d started moving in, and there I was still struggling and figuring out how to store my shit two hours later.

      That’s when, with his back turned to me, Carter removed his shirt. Just a simple gesture, nothing unusual about it.

      Until I actually saw his back.

      I think I made a noise or something because he froze, his head partially turned. Not even looking at me but I got the distinct impression he could see me just fine with his peripheral vision.

      “Not pretty, is it?”

      I swallowed, my throat clicking as I did. “H-how…what happened?”

      His back, while well-muscled, was a gnarled mass of pink scars, what looked like cuts and burns. A hellish road map of pain and trauma disappearing under the waistband of his jeans.

      “In-country happened.” I suspected from his tone of voice he didn’t want to clarify, so I let it drop while he continued changing.

      That one exchange perfectly sums up Carter. There was an encyclopedia’s worth of pain and bravery and downright literal heroism behind the story, which he could have easily mined and immediately turned me into a devoted friend for life based on his stories alone.

      He didn’t.

      Again, that pretty much sums up Carter.
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        * * *

      

      If you look at Carter’s side of our shared dorm room later that afternoon, other than the fact that he has sheets and pillows on his bed, and a pair of sneakers neatly sitting on the floor next to his bed, and a well-worn backpack on his desk, you’d be hard-pressed to think he’s even brought anything with him.

      Here I am, still vainly trying to make all my shit fit in the dresser, bookshelf, desk drawers, and shove the overflow under my bed and into my closet, including the four totes of extra clothes and other crap I thought I’d need. My TV and DVD player sit on top of the dresser, and my desk looks like my school shit has exploded all over it and is making paper and book babies. While I just made my bed with clean sheets, it still resembles a Sunday late-afternoon hotel room checkout following a really bad—or maybe really good—bachelor party.

      I silently stew about all this because I consider myself a neat person. I had to be, growing up in my mother’s house, or there’d be hell to pay.

      Last year, my roommate and I were both very tidy. Although this year I have a lot more crap I’ve brought with me.

      I glance Carter’s way every time I make one more futile trip over to my closet and back while trying to tame my gargantuan mess into some semblance of order. As Carter lies stretched out on his bed and silently reads his Kindle without even glancing my direction, I can’t help but feel…less-than.

      Admittedly a feeling I am used to—once again, from growing up in my mother’s house—but at the time this is happening, I literally don’t have the vocabulary to put it all into context or give it neat and tidy labels.

      All I know is that this cocky asshole I’ve barely spoken five words to since his arrival has shown me up without even trying.

      Again, Carter isn’t even trying to show me up in the first place. My logical brain knows this.

      My emotions, however, are a fucking mess.

      I finally end up kicking another of the totes under my bed, along with an overflowing laundry basket holding my clean towels and extra linens.

      A soft snort from the man on the other side of the room catches my attention.

      I turn. “What?” I snap.

      “Nothing, man. Would you like some help?” During my struggle, he’s walked back and forth a couple of times, to the bathroom, or out of the room and back again. While he hasn’t been obvious about it, I’d spotted him observing my lack of progress during those journeys.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to shoot him a snarky reply—

      Except yeah, I do need help. If I get snarky with him, I might not receive that help. Plus, the tone he’d asked it in wasn’t snarky. He’d sounded genuinely warm.

      Not to mention I have a lot of experience holding back my initial, tip-of-my-tongue responses.

      Thanks, Mom.

      “Thanks,” I mutter. “I’d appreciate it.”

      He shuts off his Kindle and tucks it into the top drawer of the two-drawer nightstand next to his bed. Then he stands and rounds the desk/bookshelf combo we each have and which sit back-to-back between the beds to form a natural divider.

      He’s wearing jeans and a dark grey Tampa Bay Lightning T-shirt that cling to his leanly muscled torso. He isn’t some top-heavy gym rat. Combined with the lines in his face, he looks like a guy who’s earned his muscles the hard way, not in a CrossFit class.

      Another way in which I feel I don’t exactly measure up, even though I’m not in bad shape.

      Carter stands there for a moment, hands on his hips, his dark brown eyes taking in everything before he walks over and opens my top dresser drawer.

      I’ve brought two suitcases of clothes—also now stowed under my bed—but brought several garbage bags full, too. And my closet is stuffed.

      I’d learned that past spring to literally move everything out of my mother’s home if I wanted to keep my shit. I’ve left more things in a small storage unit I’m renting at a complex close to the campus.

      When I lived in the dorm during my freshman year, Mom cleaned out my room for me over Easter break. I was lucky she left some things boxed up in her garage.

      But I’ll never forgive her for discarding my belongings, items she’d tossed because they had no value to her. Many of my books, comic books, mementos, other things.

      Or, more correctly, things she’d discarded knowing they had value to me. Irreplaceable loss which was laser-focused, deliberately designed to hurt me. I wish I was exaggerating, but it’s not the first time she’s done something like that for that very reason.

      I’ve determined it will be the last time. Hence…this mess.

      “Let’s start here,” Carter says. His tone sounds patient, warm, and I quickly shed any indignation or resentment I started with, because he actually teaches me how to refold everything.

      Without an ounce of condescension.

      By the time we finish that part nearly an hour later, with me doing most of the folding after he shows me the best way to tackle each type of garment, I’ve emptied my remaining totes of clothes, and my closet no longer looks like it’s going to explode. The spare towels and linens have also been moved to a tote, leaving my laundry basket empty and ready for use.

      “Are you some sort of ninja minimalist organizer?” I ask, only half kidding.

      He doesn’t smile, but one corner of his mouth turns up in a slight quirk I’d later come to learn indicated how amused Carter feels. “No.”

      “How’d you learn how to do this?”

      “US Army beats it into grunts during basic. Let’s remake your rack.”

      I’m still processing the first sentence and didn’t realize what he meant by the second, until he starts stripping the sheets from my bed.

      Five minutes later, under Carter’s careful tutelage, my “rack” looks as put-together as Carter’s does. I almost don’t want to sit on it, it’s so neat.

      “Thank you, Carter.” I hold out my hand.

      He shakes with me. “You’re welcome.”

      I still think he’s cocky, but have discarded the asshole label. Also, I would make a genuine effort to get along with him since he’d gone through the trouble to help me.

      “I’m sorry I’m so disorganized. I swear I’m not usually like this.”

      “It’s okay. Just ask for my help, if you need it. I won’t be your maid, but I’m not going to live like or with a slob. I’m happy to teach you, but you have to do the work.”

      It’s after six when I finish doing all of that. While my pride still stings a little that this guy I didn’t even know taught me how to fold clothes properly, that feeling is more than overwhelmed by satisfaction that my side of the room actually looks put-together now.

      Thankfully.

      Carter returns to his bed and sits. “Did you bring anything for dinner?” There is a large communal fridge in the kitchen, but we each have small mini-fridges in our rooms.

      Shopping has not yet happened. I’ve been too busy schlepping shit from my storage unit to the dorm.

      “I haven’t hit the store yet,” I admit.

      “You hungry?”

      “Yeah.”

      He pulls on his sneakers. “Come on. I’ll drive.”

      Cocky or not, I’m not arguing with him. “Thanks.”

      While I don’t know it at the time, that’s the day I am forever pulled into Carter Wilson’s orbit.

      That’s also the day I meet my best and closest friend, and my life changes forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Let me set the scene for you—it’s the beginning of my sophomore year of college, and I embarrassingly spend my first afternoon in my new dorm room learning how to fold clothes like a ten-year-old because my older roommate takes pity on me.

      I am neither a slob nor an idiot, but I now feel the need to somehow prove both of those points to Carter. Because, rightfully, he probably thinks I am.

      With the room finally straightened, we head downstairs and out to his vehicle. As we walk, I notice he has a slight limp. “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “What?”

      “You’re limping.”

      “This is actually me on a good day.” His smile looks a little more grim this time, etching a few extra lines in his cheeks and emphasizing his rugged jaw. “I have a cane tucked in the closet for the really bad days. I suspect tomorrow this will catch up with me and it’ll be a so-so day.”

      We walk to Carter’s Kia Soul, which is several years old and a ridiculously ugly shade of nearly neon green.

      “Somehow, I don’t picture a man like you driving a vehicle like this,” I note after I climb into the passenger seat. Like his side of the room, the car’s interior is showroom-neat. It might as well be brand new.

      He now wears sunglasses that hide his brown eyes. He shrugs, a gesture I’ll soon come to learn is so typically Carter. “The Snot Box was cheap, it runs, I could afford to pay cash for it, and all my shit fits in it.” A smile quirks his lips. “And it’s so ugly I’m hoping no one ever steals it.”

      Those are all perfectly valid reason to own a car as disgustingly green as this one. “The Snot Box?”

      He points at the hood through the windshield and smiles, as if it’s self-explanatory.

      Which, actually, it is. “Fair enough,” I say. At least he seems to have a sense of humor. “What’s your major?”

      “I plan to attend Stetson for my law degree. Right now, I’m going poli sci for my major, with a criminal justice minor.”

      “Well, we’ve got that in common. I want to attend Stetson, too. Only I’m a criminal justice major with a poli sci minor. How old are you, again?”

      “Twenty-eight,” he says. “And no, I won’t buy alcohol for you while you’re underage, sorry.”

      I try not to feel defensive over that. “Not that I was going to ask. I’ll be twenty-one in six weeks. I have better things to do than risk my scholarship getting drunk.”

      He shrugs again, an easy kind of gesture indicating no skin off his nose. “Just wanted to put it out there. Pissed off my roommate last year.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I wouldn’t buy him alcohol. Once you hit twenty-one, obviously, it doesn’t matter.”

      “I’m not a drinker.” Although I leave out the fact that life with my mother would drive any rational person to take up alcoholism as a professional hobby.

      Which is probably why my step-father smokes pot behind her back on a regular basis.

      “Even better. Last roommate was. He got pissed off when I reported him to the RA after warning him I would do exactly that.”

      “Why’d you do that?”

      “Because he and his friends—who were all underaged—wanted to drink in our room. I didn’t give a shit if he wanted to break the law and university rules, but I’m not losing my scholarship or risking my ass with law enforcement for tolerating underaged drinking in my room. Fuck that noise.”

      “Ah. I can respect that.”

      “Good. So what happened to your roommate from last year?”

      “He flunked out.”

      Carter smirks again. “Leaving you stuck with me. Lucky you.”

      He had helped me out. I decide to give him a chance and keep an open mind. “You say that like you’re hard to live with.”

      He shrugs. “Fair warning, sometimes I have nightmares.”

      I wasn’t sure why he was telling me that. “Um, okay?”

      “And, serious warning, do not ever sneak up on me and try to scare me. You won’t like what happens. In fact, try to make a little noise when coming and going. Even if you think I’m asleep. I would prefer that you do that. I’ll never yell at you for waking me up, I promise.”

      That, at least, didn’t sound cocky. It sounded serious. “Can I ask why?”

      A dark cloud briefly envelops his features. “I…don’t react well to being startled. PTSD. Nearly broke my last roommate’s arm when he did it, him thinking he was going to be funny. Even after I’d warned him not to.”

      I don’t know how to react at first. “Oh.” Then I remember the view I had of his back. “Is that all related to you being in the military?”

      This grim smirk is devoid of humor. “Yeah, you could say that.” He falls silent, leaving us to listen to Mumford & Sons’ Babel album.

      At least he has great taste in music, and seems to be an honest guy.

      I can work with that.
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        * * *

      

      We stop at a sports bar before we reach the grocery store. It’s one of a local chain of restaurants that dot the Tampa Bay area landscape. I’ve never eaten at this one before, but it’s a more PG-rated version of Hooters, with waitresses who are dressed in garments that are actually more substantial than a mere suggestion of clothes, and the only breasts on the menu are poultry.

      The hostess seats us at a booth near the back of the restaurant at Carter’s request. When the waitress arrives to take our drink orders, I’m still mentally running through my bills and my bank balance to see what I can afford from the menu.

      Carter neatly cuts off my thoughts. “I’ll have water and sweet tea, please,” he says. “And this is all on my check.” He circles his fingers at the table, indicating me, too.

      “Just water, please,” I say, and she leaves to get them. My focus darts across the table, meeting his dark brown gaze. Flecks of other colors make a subtle appearance there, amber and hazel and dark chocolate. “Thanks.”

      A hint of humor returns to his features. “You haven’t had to put up with one of my nightmares yet. I’d like to build some goodwill while I still can.”

      “You did that by helping me get organized. Sorry again for that. I swear I’m not a slob.”

      He shrugs. “Some people don’t learn the skills. Can’t do something you were never taught.”

      “I’m usually much more organized. I have a lot more room at home.”

      “And where is home?” His focus returns to the menu in his hands.

      “Orlando. I mean, my mom lives in Orlando. Where are you from?”

      “Vermont, originally.”

      “Why’d you come to Florida for school?”

      He doesn’t look up from his menu. “No damn snow, for starters. Then there’s the James A. Haley Veteran’s Hospital right off campus. I wanted a school close to a large VA hospital.”

      I feel the click in my throat as I swallow, the image of his back flashing through my mind again. “Oh.”

      He doesn’t move his head, but I feel his gaze on me anyway. “Ask, if you want to. Either I’ll answer, or I’ll tell you I don’t want to talk about it. I’m rarely offended by the ask, if it’s polite.”

      “I don’t want to be…rude.” Everything about Carter so far knocks me off-balance, but he’s not doing it deliberately. I realize it’s all me, on my end.

      Like I’ve forgotten how to adult properly.

      Then again, he’s eight years older than me, so maybe he thinks of me as a kid.

      Now his chin tips up and to the side as he studies me. “As long as what I tell you doesn’t get spread around, I’ll talk about most stuff. Assume anything I tell you is to be kept in confidence, unless I say it in front of others. Even then, assume on the side of privacy.”

      “When I saw your back earlier, you kind of sounded like you didn’t want to talk about it.”

      “That was before I realized you’re not an asshole.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      He smirks. “You’re welcome, kid.”

      I’m not going to ding him for that, because hell, he is older than me.

      And he is paying for my dinner. “How long were you in the Army?”

      “Nearly eight years. Enlisted at eighteen. Pissed my father off.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I didn’t want to go through ROTC. For starters, the instructor at our high school was a dick. Always discouraged minorities and girls from wanting to join. Fuck that shit. I didn’t want anything to do with him and decided to take my chances. I also didn’t want to go to college first. Once I was done with my time in, I wanted to be out and done. My brothers all did ROTC in college and went in as commissioned officers. My dad retired from the Army after nearly forty years. Two of my four brothers are still in. Two aren’t.”

      “Four brothers?”

      “Six brothers, total.” The waitress brings our beverages and says she’ll be right back to take our orders before she heads over to another table of eight people just seated by the hostess.

      “What do your other two brothers do for a living?” I ask once we’re alone again.

      He sips his iced tea and doesn’t meet my gaze for a moment. “Killed in action,” he quietly says.

      That’s Carter to a T. Economy of speech, economy of living. I’m left sitting there feeling like shit, but Carter takes pity on me. “You have any siblings?”

      I shake my head. “Only child. Well, by my father, I have two much younger half siblings I’ve never met. They live out in Nevada. Sister and brother. Basically, I’m an only child.”

      “I take it your parents are divorced?”

      “Yeah. Dad lives in Las Vegas with wife number three and the two kids. My mom was wife two. My mom and Austin, my step-father, live in Orlando. They got married when I was ten. I haven’t seen Dad since before then.”

      “Ah.”

      “Yeah. We don’t talk about Dad much at my house, unless it’s Mom and Austin inventing descriptive new ways to insult him.”

      Which is a mild way of putting it. It’s actually an Olympic-worthy sporting event in my mother’s house, and everyone’s expected to actively participate or risk being viewed as giving aid and comfort to the enemy.

      “Sorry,” Carter says.

      I shrug. “It is what it is.”

      “I heard that.” He picks up his glass of tea and holds it out to me. I realize what he wants and grab my glass of water. “To a good year,” he says, gently clinking glasses with me.

      “To a good year,” I echo.

      “Cheers.”

      “Cheers,” I reply.

      His gaze locks on mine for a long moment. I don’t understand why the intensity I suddenly read there does…something to my insides.

      Not in a bad way, either.

      I’m straight or I’d label it attraction or desire, anything in that realm.

      I sip my water and return my attention to the menu.
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        * * *

      

      When Carter finds out I can’t even scramble eggs—and that I survived my freshman year thanks to the meal plan paid for by my scholarship—he decides that’s where we’re going to start my culinary education.

      “Most people can eat breakfast at any time of the day,” he says. “If you end up with hungover buddies, you’ll be their hero if you can scramble delicious eggs and make French toast.” He glances my way. “Or if you want to impress your girl when she sleeps over.”

      I laugh at that. “You kind of need a girlfriend to make that happen. I haven’t had time for a social life, much less a love life. I can’t afford to let my grades slip.”

      “Good. We’ll get along great, then.” He’s leading me through Publix, back to the dairy section to get eggs, milk, cheese. We buy sugar, cinnamon, vanilla extract. Then over to the bakery, to pick up a baguette.

      “Is the kitchen equipped?” I ask. I haven’t even looked. Last year’s room was in this same building but on a different floor. We didn’t have a “kitchen,” just a communal fridge, sink, microwave, and two-burner induction cooktop tucked into a tight corner of the common room. I was too busy today futzing around organizing my crap to even look in the kitchen.

      “No, but I have what we need. Large blue tote in my closet marked Mess. I don’t mind if you borrow stuff from there as long as you make sure you wash and dry it immediately and put it back the way you found it when you’re finished. And don’t loan anything to anyone without asking me first.”

      “Sure. Thank you.”

      He nods, then pauses. “You really ate every meal like that last year?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “What if the dining halls were all closed?”

      “I kept some granola bars and beef jerky in my room.”

      He literally groans. “Dude. You seriously need to learn how to take care of yourself better than that.”

      “All right, Dad,” I grumble.

      When he laughs it sounds genuine, warm. Friendly. He hooks an arm around my neck and pulls me close, scrubbing his knuckles over my scalp. Not painfully, but playfully. Affectionately. He releases me before I barely register he did it. I’m six-four, and Carter’s got to be maybe only five-ten, but he feels…larger.

      Not to mention I sense the restrained power in him.

      For the first time in my life, I realize what it might feel like to have a big brother, although I never would have wished the emotional hell of my upbringing on anyone else, much less a sibling.

      “Come on.” He turns the cart around.

      “What?”

      “We need more stuff. Basics. I’m going to teach you how to eat like a grown-up.” While his words chafe a little, again, he’s not wrong.

      I tuck my hand-basket, which holds a few essentials like shampoo, into the cart. Carter is now grabbing more groceries, like oatmeal, dried fruit, all sorts of stuff I’m trying not to total up in my head.

      “I can’t afford to spend a lot,” I finally admit.

      He shrugs. “This one’s on me.”

      I have my pride, but I’m not an idiot. “Can we take it in trade or something?”

      There’s a playful twinkle in his eye when he cocks his head at me. “How do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. I can do your laundry for you or something.”

      He studies me for a moment before nodding. “Deal. Although I’ll never turn down a blowjob.” He follows that with a wink and starts moving again, so I know he’s kidding.

      At least…I think he’s kidding.

      He’s kidding, right?

      Like hell am I going to ask and look like an even bigger doof than I’m sure he already thinks I am.

      Of course he’s kidding.

      I’m…pretty sure.
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      The meal plan I have doesn’t kick in until Monday. I really don’t want to shell out money at a dining hall when Carter has graciously purchased groceries for us.

      He has me go first in the checkout line, since I have so few items.

      “I always wanted a little brother,” he says as he stacks groceries on the conveyor belt.

      “You don’t?”

      “I am the little brother. Mom made Dad get snipped after I was born. She’d always wanted at least one girl. After she had me, she told him if he ever wanted to have sex with her again, he would get it done.”

      “Poor woman.”

      “Yeah, well, she holds her own against all of us, trust me. We’re all terrified of her. I mean, in a good way. She had to be tough with Dad off on deployment so often. I’m not giving her grandkids, though.”

      “Why’s that.”

      “I got snipped a few years ago, while I was stationed in Germany. Kind of had a thing going with someone then, and it helped with logistics.”

      “Oh.” I’m still waiting for the elderly woman in front of me to count out every fricking coupon in the known galaxy to the checkout clerk, who apparently has an infinite well of patience. “What happened with her?”

      He isn’t looking at me when he answers, but his voice drops in a way that makes me think it’s a painful topic he doesn’t really want to discuss. “Things didn’t work out.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Old news.” He shrugs. “You?”

      “I’m single.”

      “I meant kids.”

      “Kind of need a relationship to have kids.”

      He gives me a “look.” Like a big brother might give a little brother, something between “you know what I mean” and “don’t be a smart-ass.”

      “Eventually, yeah, I’d love to be a father. It’s always been a dream of mine.” I try not to think about all the emotional baggage surrounding that. “I definitely want kids. School comes first, though. Relationship will have to wait, too. I can’t lose my scholarship.”

      “I don’t want to lose my scholarships, either,” he says. “I could use government money to pay for an apartment, but I’m trying to save as much of that as possible. That’s why I went dorm instead of my own apartment. Way cheaper for me. Keeps me on-campus. Not like I’m not used to bunking with a bunch of other guys. Having only one roommate is sort of an upgrade, for me.” He snorts. “Hell, having a real bed and air-conditioning is an upgrade from what I was used to.”

      I hadn’t even thought about all of that. “I figured you picked the dorms because you’re from Vermont.”

      “Nah. Everything I own, with the exception of a few boxes stored at Mom and Dad’s place, is in the dorm room. Got used to living light. Raised that way, as many times as we moved when I was a kid for Dad’s stations.”

      “Wow.” I mean, I don’t have a lot of room to talk, but at least I have a storage unit.

      I had more stuff before Mom “cleaned” my room for me. She’ll likely never admit it was because I pissed her off by not driving home for Easter dinner because I had spent the entire night before on the toilet, shitting my guts out, thanks to bad sushi.

      Mom never gives a sick pass, unless it makes her look good to do so, or it’s something like ending up in the hospital, or a communicable bug she might catch.

      Likewise, I’ll never confront her about what she did, because I know she’ll deny the motivation. Which means she’ll take satisfaction in lying about it and knowing how much it really bothered me after all.

      It’s far more satisfying for me not to confront her about it, denying her the satisfaction of knowing it burrowed under my skin. It’s the only weapon I currently have against the narcissist.

      I’m getting the feeling Carter and I will likely get along well this year.

      “Not to get ahead of myself,” I say, “but if things go okay this year, mind me calling dibs on you as a roommate next year?”

      He smiles. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      The cashier finally rings me out and I pay for my stuff using my debit card. I try to hand Carter a twenty, the only cash I have on me, but he waves me off.

      “It’s okay. If I couldn’t afford it, I wouldn’t do it. Another benefit of this is I have very little in expenses. Besides school, I have my cell phone and car insurance.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it. I’m drawing a disability pension right now, and I have the stipend from my scholarship. VA takes care of my medical. I’m okay.”

      Back at the dorm I help him carry everything inside, trying to grab the heaviest bags myself since he’s the one who bought it all.

      All the cold stuff he bought fits neatly in the two small fridges in our room.

      Well, Carter makes it neatly fit. I suspect if I’d tried putting it away it wouldn’t have worked.

      “Bring me one of your empty totes,” he says.

      I do, and the rest of our non-perishables fit in that, with plenty of room for it to sit next to the fridges and still be out of our way.

      His voice drops. “Once we get to know the others, then maybe we can store our stuff in the big fridge in the kitchen. I don’t want to have to drop into asshole mode our first weekend here because someone ate our shit.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      He toes off his sneakers. “I go for a run most mornings, if you’d like to join me. Let me clarify—I go out every morning. Might be more of a slow stroll than an actual run tomorrow, depending on my pain. I need to scope out the exercise room in this dorm and see if I like it, or if I’ll have to go over to the gym. I’ll probably do weights or machines some mornings if I can’t manage a walk or run. I get bored on a treadmill.”

      I’ve been wanting to get into an exercise routine and this sounds perfect. “Thanks. I’d like that.” I find myself…I don’t want to use the word “clinging,” but there really isn’t a better word.

      I’m already clinging to Carter.

      Except I don’t have siblings—who I actually know—my parents are worthless, and I really don’t have any close friends.

      Carter’s good with it, right? Has kind of already adopted me as a little brother. That makes it okay.

      Doesn’t it?
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        * * *

      

      Carter hits the shower while I’m catching up on Facebook and e-mail. I picked a dorm this year because my scholarship would pay for it, and if I wanted an apartment—or a better dorm room—I’d have to get a job to afford the difference.

      I’m not going to risk my grades to do that, and it’s my good luck I’m rooming with Carter.

      When Carter re-enters the room, he’s shirtless, hair damp, has a towel draped over his shoulders, and is wearing loose shorts. I get a look at his back again as he returns to his side of the room. I now see the scars extend under the waistband of his shorts and make a reappearance down the backs of his thighs and calves.

      “How long were you in the hospital after it happened?” I ask.

      He glances my way. “That’s an interesting question to lead with.”

      “Why?”

      He settles on the end of his bed. I’m sitting on the far end of mine. Like this, we can see each other around the bookshelves and desks that usually provide a natural privacy screen between the beds.

      “Most people assume there’s some sort of story attached to it. Like they want to hear violence porn or something. And the answer is six months. Another two in a rehab facility before I was discharged.”

      He scrubs the towel over his short brown hair. “I applied to college while I was still going through rehab, started working on that almost as soon as I was transferred from the hospital into the rehab center.”

      I do the mental math. “Wow. That means you were injured—”

      “Less than two years ago, yeah.” He smiles. “I don’t do well bored. Kind of a family trait.”

      “Would you still be in the Army if you hadn’t been injured?”

      He studies me for a long moment. “I don’t honestly know. I didn’t want to be career like my dad and brothers, but I thought I’d be in a little longer than I was. I had always planned to go to college and be an attorney after I got out.”

      “What kind of law do you want to practice?”

      “Something that pays well.” He smirks. “Maybe go into politics, working for campaigns. You?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. I want to help people. Make a difference.” I lean against the bookshelves. “I mean, obviously, I want to be able to support myself. But I don’t want to be some ambulance chaser, or trying to get people out of traffic tickets. Maybe go into environmental or civil rights law or something. I don’t know.”

      Carter leans back against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. “That sounds very specific.”

      “I’m not fond of my step-father.”

      He doesn’t uncross his arms, but he makes a small gesture with his left hand, indicating for me to continue.

      “Austin works for one of those really big-ass law firms. You’ve probably seen the ads on TV or heard them on the radio. Have their own 1-800 number, offices all over the state, and even up in Georgia and Alabama. Listening to him talk at home, you can tell he doesn’t give a shit about the people he’s representing. His favorite clients are corporations who basically pay him to keep them legal, or to get them out of jams for the least amount of money possible. That’s not the kind of attorney I want to be.”

      Carter uncrosses his arms and leans forward, watching me, his elbows propped on his knees. “You sound like you should go into politics. Run for office.”

      “Me? Phhpt. I’d suck as a politician.” Although he’s effortlessly struck a secret dream I know will never come to pass. Can never come to pass, because I’m no ass-kisser, I think both major parties suck, and I know for my own reasons that I would be too much of a liability as a politician and refuse to live my life like that.

      Yet I can’t bring myself to admit to Carter that I know that it’s nothing more than a dream.

      I get the feeling Carter sees more than the average person, because now he’s studying me.

      “What?” I mumble.

      “I’d vote for you, if you ran for office.”

      Now I know he’s got to be fucking with me. “You just met me. You had to teach me how to fold my dang clothes.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I already trust you. That’s a really hard thing to earn from people.” He shrugs. “If I see it in you, why wouldn’t others?”
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        * * *

      

      I take my shower, Carter’s words running through my head.

      Sure, in my fantasies I run for governor and win, and then kick ass making good changes in our state. Protecting our environment, fixing our screwed up public school system, things like that.

      But the reality is I don’t come from a politically entrenched family, I have no clue how to go about running for public office in the first place, and, hellooo, Carter had to teach me how to fold my damn clothes.

      Like I’d be able to keep track of campaign finance laws and all that bullshit.

      Besides, I’m not exactly some narcissistic, macho asshole who can go grab the highest office in our state by the balls. I’m not built like that. I’m more a behind-the-scenes kind of guy. My ignominious start in the dorm this year notwithstanding, I’m usually a pretty organized kind of guy. Power behind the throne.

      That’s where I’m most comfortable. Especially since I don’t want to trade my personal freedom for public attention.

      I helped a friend of mine get elected to student council all four years in high school. He went to college in Colorado, though. But I helped out with student elections here last year. Helped with campaign organization.

      I’m great with that kind of stuff, analyzing data and making it make sense, crunching numbers, seeing patterns.

      I want to do something…bigger than myself. With bigger meaning.

      Make a name for myself away from my mother and her voice in my head slicing through my hopes and dreams and telling me that I’m not smart or persevering enough to make it on my own without her help and her money.

      I need to survive college first. That’s step one.

      Step two? Law school.

      Passing the bar exam is step three. A pretty big step, because it’s fucking hard to pass.

      Carter turns in before I do, so I use my laptop and earbuds to watch Netflix instead of turning on my TV. I don’t want to keep the guy awake after how nice he’s been.

      I also don’t know him well enough to risk watching porn tonight. I need to get to know him better before I take those kinds of risks around him.

      It’s around midnight when I finally shut my laptop off so I can get up to use the bathroom before turning in.

      Removing my earbuds, that’s when I hear it.

      A muffled moan from the other side of the room. It does not sound like a sexy moan, either.

      I peek around the end of the bookshelf. Carter lies splayed on his bed, facedown, both hands tightly fisted in the covers and his face buried in his pillow.

      He’s thrashing a little, and I realize he’s having a nightmare.

      Torn, I stand there watching, listening, feeling guilty and uneasy. He warned me not to scare him, so I’m afraid to walk over and touch him and shake him out of it.

      I also realize he’s crying.

      Whatever nightmare currently has him in its grasp, I don’t want to know the details. It must be miserable to make him sound like that.

      I end up taking the coward’s way out and fake a loud cough before stepping into the bathroom, where I close the door behind me with the amount of noise I would normally make if we were both awake. I make no attempt to stay quiet as I do what I need to in there.

      When I emerge, Carter’s sitting on the edge of his bed, near the end, feet on the floor, head in his hands. In the dim light spilling through our shared window, I can see his chest heaving, like he’s just run a marathon.

      “You all right?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” he hoarsely says without looking up.

      I get settled in bed. On the other side, I hear him stand, a long exhalation of breath, and then more sounds, like he’s straightening the covers.

      “Thanks,” he softly says in the dark. “I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.” I wish there was more I could do for him.

      Unfortunately, I suspect it’s a battle only he can fight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday morning, Carter is up and moving a little after seven. I don’t mind the early hour, even on a Saturday, because while I’m not exactly a morning person I’ve never had trouble shifting my schedule around someone else.

      Thanks, Mom.

      Yeah, that’s sarcasm.

      Deep, dark hollows that weren’t there yesterday shadow Carter’s eyes, and he’s moving slowly, with a decided limp that’s far more obvious than last night. Since he’s wearing shorts I can see the gnarled, twisted scars along the backs of both legs.

      I’m not sure how to handle the nightmare topic, so I take the chickenshit’s way out and decide not to mention it unless he does.

      “Today’s going to be a slow amble.” Carter practically grunts the words, every syllable pained and grating. He’s sitting on the end of his bed, bent over tying his sneakers.

      “No worries. I probably need to build my stamina to keep up with you.”

      He lifts his head and I spot the hint of a smile there, although I don’t understand what’s so funny.

      “I’ll probably run your ass into the ground once I’m feeling better.”

      I’m no macho asshole. “Honestly? You probably will.”

      His smile widens into something not quite so difficult to look at. When he shoves himself up and off his bed, he makes another pained grunt and I fight the urge to rush over and help him.

      If he wanted help I’m sure he’d ask for it.

      He braces himself against the counter holding the sink we share and does some stretches. In my space, I do the same, not wanting to hurt myself in case we do pick up the pace. I’ve already embarrassed myself enough in front of the man. I’d like to at least hold my own in some way.

      When he finishes that he cracks his neck. His T-shirt clings to him, and I feel…inadequate next to him. Here’s a guy who lives with pain, who’s survived horrors I can’t even imagine, and he’s pushing himself to do more. And he still looks like he’s in way better shape than I am.

      What am I doing? Whining about my mommy issues.

      Yeah.

      I decide then and there I’m going to hold Carter as my example, someone I’ll aspire to emulate.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      “No cane?”

      “Not today. We’ll take it easy.”

      Taking it easy means taking the elevator down instead of the stairs. He sets off at a pretty fast pace and I have to quicken mine to keep up. It doesn’t matter that his rolling, loping limp makes him bob back and forth. I’m quickly breathing heavy in just a couple of minutes.

      “This is a slow amble?” I manage.

      He laughs, not sounding the slightest bit out of breath. “No. This is our warm-up.”

      A few minutes later, his limp has eased a little and, sure enough, he picks up the pace. It’s a slow jog that I finally settle into, matching him, eventually finding the right combination of stride and breathing where I feel like I’m not going to keel over.

      We keep this up across campus, heading south toward the Sun Dome. There are others out this morning, running, walking, biking, but not a lot of traffic. It’s warm and humid—Florida, duh—but not oppressively so.

      Yet.

      I can already see that, this year, my benchmark for being “in shape” is going to climb if I truly want to keep up with Carter. Last year I got most of my exercise walking back and forth from my dorm to my classes. I didn’t want to mess with a bicycle.

      Once we hit the Sun Dome, we lap the parking lot before Carter finally slows to a walk, pausing in a shaded, grassy median to do more stretching.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      I nod, too winded to talk right now, but I take the time to stretch. If this is him on a bad day, when it comes to keeping up with him on a good day…

      Well, I’m going to be absolutely fucked.

      “You’re doing great,” he simply says.

      I drop onto the grass with the obvious excuse that I want to do more stretching, but frankly, I need the break.

      “Try doing this with a forty-pound pack and in full uniform, in Afghanistan, in summer,” he says.

      When I look, his gaze isn’t on me. He’s facing west, but his focus is thousands of miles away. Even I can see it.

      “How bad was I last night?” he finally asks.

      “I only heard you the one time. I’d had my earbuds in, though, so I don’t know how long it’d lasted before I noticed. Sorry.”

      He slowly nods, then turns to me. His gaze pins me in place as he stares into my eyes.

      “Stuff I tell you, it stays between us, unless I give you the okay to share it. Understand? About my health, or about my time in, or about anything personal like that.”

      I nod.

      “Car bomb.” I have to strain to hear him. “We were on foot patrol, away from our Humvees. Our unit took fire and we got penned in. Little town we’d never had trouble in before. Three of our guys were hit. We called for air support while our guys back at the vehicles tried to come in after us, at least give us some cover.

      “This little fucking piece of shit car heads toward us, can’t even tell what color it is because it’s so thick with dust. No doors, no windshield. Driver dives out of it and I yell at everyone to take cover. I threw myself over the three guys we had down and took the brunt of the blast.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      He shrugs, that typical Carter no big deal shrug. “Lost three guys, seven more wounded, in addition to me and the three already down.”

      “What about the three guys you protected?”

      He shrugs again. “They made it.”

      “You’re a hero.” I don’t realize I’ve said it out loud until he smirks.

      “I’m just a grunt, kid. Just another nameless grunt. I woke up a week later back in Germany and wishing they’d kept me knocked out longer. I’d already had four surgeries in addition to the emergency field triage the medics did to keep me alive. That was my first step to returning home and civvie life.”

      After a few more minutes I suspect are completely for my benefit, I can tell he wants to set off again, and we do. He’s still limping but his strides are more even now, less of the side-to-side rolling movement than before, and I have an easier time keeping up with him. We return to the dorm and both of us take long slugs from the water fountain in the downstairs lobby before riding the elevator up.

      He’s not looking at me when he speaks again. “You did good today, kid.”

      An unexpected flush of satisfaction fills me. “Thanks,” I mumble.

      “No, I mean it. Dibs on the shower, though.” I finally look at him and he’s grinning. It takes a few years off his features. “After you get your shower, I’ll teach you how to make French toast and scrambled eggs.”

      He holds his fist out, and I bump with him. “Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      I notice Carter apparently won’t go shirtless around the others in our pod. When I finish my shower, I find he’s wearing baggy sweatpants and a T-shirt. While the dorm building is co-ed, the pods are not, and each floor is divided in half by gender. I know I won’t remember anyone’s names for a while, so for now I think of the other six guys sharing our pod more in terms of features—Tall, Skinny Blonde Geek With Glasses. Short Fat Gamer Dude. Mr. Personality. Probably Wanks In a Sock Guy. Snooty but Hopefully Not Evangelical Christian Bro. Really Cool Muslim Dude.

      Labels like that.

      Don’t judge me. I’m the dude who needed a literal fucking military hero to teach me how to fold my goddamned T-shirts and how to scramble eggs, all right? I’m not saying I’m perfect.

      I help Carter carry what we need into the kitchen. It seems no one’s up and about yet but us. Twenty minutes later, I’m astounded to realize I’m actually making French toast.

      Damned good French toast.

      He shows me how to slice the bread properly, even though apparently we should’ve let it get stale first.

      By the time we finish with the French toast, I’m almost literally drooling. It’s the scrambled eggs that finish me off, however, and convince me that Carter’s a damned genius.

      These aren’t merely scrambled poultry parts shit from a chicken’s ass.

      These are heaven.

      Light, fluffy, perfect, not too dry, not too runny. He shows me how to whisk the eggs, adding in just a little milk. How to keep turning and working them in the pan.

      No shit, these are the best motherfucking scrambled eggs I’ve ever had in my life, and I helped make them.

      Fuck you, Mom.

      By the time we’re sitting down to eat, four of our roommates have wandered out due to the aroma and are apparently disappointed to discover we only cooked enough for us.

      Carter takes pity on them. “I’ll leave a grocery list for you today,” he says. “If everything is in the common fridge in the morning when we get back from our run, I’ll cook everyone breakfast.”

      Thus starts Sunday Mornings With Carter.

      The next morning, I head out with Carter for our run and he’s moving a little better than yesterday, limping less than he was. He takes us in a different direction, north across Fletcher Avenue and past a golf course. We’re running faster than yesterday, but don’t go as far, and I know without Carter saying anything it’s because of me and my trouble keeping up with him today.

      “You think they went shopping?” I manage to ask on our way back despite the brisk pace.

      He flashes me a grin. “I know they did. I checked before we left. That’s good. Might mean we can use the big fridge after all.”

      After returning from our run and showering, Carter and I head to the kitchen. This morning we’re making French toast and scrambled eggs again, and I don’t even fucking care, because at this rate I could eat those eggs and that French toast every damn morning of my life.

      The other guys gather around as Carter teaches me how to cook, and I realize he’s teaching them as well. He’s a natural teacher, a natural leader. Even though at six-four I’m six inches taller than him, he still feels…bigger, somehow. I can tell from the way the other guys react to him that they’re feeling something similar.

      An unusual jolt of jealousy flashes through me. He’s my roommate, and I get dibs on him.

      Which is a stupid thing to think, I know.

      He’s now the de facto quad pod padre, and I tell him as much once we’re back in our room after we’ve finished eating—and the other guys have helped out by cleaning up the kitchen and dishes.

      There’s that easy shrug again, a hint of a smile in place. “Makes our lives easier,” he says, but he doesn’t clarify and I don’t ask.

      It looks like this year is off to a fantastic start for our little group.

      If only I knew…
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        * * *

      

      The dining hall downstairs will be open tonight. From what I’ve discovered, they have a decent salad bar, so Carter and I opt to go with that after he offers to buy. I spend my post-run Sunday skimming through textbooks and reading lists in preparation for my classes this coming week. When it’s time to head downstairs to eat, I poke my head around the corner of our privacy wall.

      Carter’s stretched out on his bed and reading his Kindle. I now realize there are three pictures on the small bulletin board stuck to the wall over the head of his bed. “Who are they?”

      He looks up, over his head. The picture on the left is of three military guys wearing dark sunglasses and dressed in desert camo, all sporting shaggy beards and mustaches. The picture in the middle must be a family shot, due to the seven men—one of whom is a younger Carter—gathered around an older man and woman. The picture on the right looks like an older one, of two much younger men, likely still in their late teens, who both resemble Carter so strongly I instinctively realize it’s his two deceased brothers.

      Carter shuts off his Kindle and sits up, tucks it away in his desk, and points to the picture on the left. “Gohber, me, Kenney,” he quietly says. “They died that afternoon. We were best buds from basic on.” He points to the middle picture. “Us, before Tom and Pete shipped out on their last tour and we lost them. Last picture ever taken of all of us together.” The picture on the right. “Tom and Pete,” he quietly says. “Tom was two years older than me. Pete was four.”

      I watch as he stares at the pictures for a long moment. Then he kisses his fingers and reaches out, touches the picture of his brothers, and of his fallen friends.

      And here I am, bitching about a narcissistic mother and an absentee father.

      I can’t begin to comprehend what this man has endured and survived. All I know is I can damn sure try to not make his life any more difficult while we’re rooming together.

      I stare at the first picture. You can’t see Carter’s eyes because of the sunglasses, but with the full facial hair and the keffiyeh around his neck he looks even older than he does now. All three men do.

      “I’m sorry,” I lamely say.

      Carter’s still looking at the pictures. “Not your fault.” He finally turns, but doesn’t meet my gaze. “Let’s go eat.”

      I follow him out of our room and wonder what other heartache the man has experienced in his life. Only eight years older than me, and he’s already lived a lifetime.

      Whereas I’m still feeling like I’m nowhere close to getting my shit together.

      I do know that, when I grow up, I want to be like Carter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      I fall in love with Susannah Joleen Evans the first day we meet, on our first day of classes. Not some love at first sight bullshit because of her looks, either. Although, yes, I think she’s beautiful.

      That’s not what seals my fate.

      We share a class, the three of us. Florida Politics & Government. I don’t know it at the time, but Susa is working on a mass com major with a poli sci minor, with her eye on a Stetson law degree. Carter and I have two classes together this semester, this one, and Introduction to the Social Sciences.

      This one is a Monday-Wednesday-Friday morning class that starts at nine. When Carter and I arrive about twenty minutes before the first class is scheduled to begin on Monday, we practically have our choice of seating. Carter chooses a desk in the back of the room, the desk closest to the far corner. Then he moves his desk so it’s positioned against the wall. He even angles it so it’s facing out toward the room.

      When he spots me watching him, he shrugs. “Don’t like sitting with my back to a room or a door. Force of habit.”

      I don’t ask because I more than suspect it has something to do with his time in the Army, the scars covering his back like a topographical map of the Andes, and his nightmares. Friday night’s dinner pops into mind, how he specifically requested the booth in back after glancing around the restaurant, and had sat facing the room.

      But since I would prefer to sit next to him, I take the desk next to him, to his right and between him and the door. I slide it back against the wall and a little closer to him so we can more easily talk.

      She walks in about five minutes later and I notice her immediately. She briefly pauses in the doorway and scans the room, no hesitation in her manner when she heads directly for where Carter and I are sitting. And it’s not that there are no other seats—the room’s still over half empty.

      Yet she offers us a smile as she approaches. “Mind if I sit here?” she points to the desk that would be in front of Carter if he hadn’t moved his desk all the way into the corner. Now, that desk is sort of positioned on his left side.

      Blue eyes that look like they could flash-freeze you, or form a warm, sunny summer sky. Her longish brown hair is pulled back at the nape of her neck with an elastic band in a casual ponytail. Jeans and a loose blouse can’t hide the fact that the watch on her wrist is likely worth more than my car and Carter’s put together. Not flashy, but definitely money. Nails not so long they’ll slow her typing tip long, graceful fingers, and are perfectly coated in a shimmery teal blue. Subtle makeup on a face that doesn’t need it.

      Carter shrugs, and something in my heart pulls tight and makes me nod, too. Mostly because Carter’s nodded, but also because there’s something…confident about her. In a quiet way, though, reminding me a lot of Carter.

      “Thanks.” Before she unshoulders her backpack she grabs the desk and angles it the way Carter did, parallel to his and backed against the wall.

      Maybe it’s my imagination, but while Carter watches her it almost seems like a dark cloud flits across his face, shadowing his eyes for the briefest moment. As he glances my way again he quickly schools his features.

      She produces a spiral notebook and a tablet from her backpack, along with the course’s main textbook. Instead of chatting non-stop with us like I thought she might, she takes out a pen and opens the text, skimming through it.

      Carter and I had been discussing what to make for dinner. Since he’s offered to teach me how to cook I’m not stupid enough to turn him down. Especially after the weekend’s breakfast offerings.

      The other guys in our quad pod are now looking at him like he’s a god.

      We return to our discussion. Carter had been in the middle of describing a Greek dish to me that sounded delicious. My mother never offered to teach me how to cook. Any time I asked to help, she ran me out of the kitchen.

      I’m not going to lie and say I wasn’t starved for some positive attention, because I was. Even if it means following my older roommate around like a needy puppy.

      I’ll take it. Not like Carter or I have girlfriends or jobs. We’re both full-time students with goals, and the more time I spend with the man, the more I like him. The more I feel…drawn to his calm nature. Like the world could be ending and he wouldn’t break a sweat.

      I felt like that even before I learned he was a literal hero.

      I don’t think the woman is paying either of us any attention when she speaks five minutes later. “My dolmades will knock your socks off.”

      I stare at her. “Pardon?”

      Carter’s silently watching her again.

      She doesn’t look our way. “Dolmades. That’s what you’re talking about making, right? And I make a mean tzatziki sauce.” She finally glances at me with those incredible blue eyes before her gaze lands on Carter. “You make your moussaka, I’ll make the rest and provide the kitchen and the groceries. Tonight?”

      I am incapable of letting the growing, tense silence sit for too long and I don’t even know why. “You don’t even know us. Why do you want to cook with us?”

      She finally turns to face us, and her gaze swivels to and settles on me. “I broke up with my boyfriend, Kendall, three weeks ago, before he headed out to France with his family. He’s due back this evening. I know the first place he’s going to stop is my house. I would appreciate some…backup. I can hit the grocery store near me. They have everything we’ll need. I’ll buy. I should be able to get you guys out of there by midnight. He won’t take much convincing. He’s a damn idiot.”

      I can’t pull my attention off her. Next to me, I’m aware of Carter shifting position in his chair.

      “You don’t have any older brothers who’ll take care of this for you?” he asks. “Or your dad?”

      “Please. My dad will ruin his life. I don’t want that, I only want him gone. He’s not dangerous, just annoying as fuck.”

      “He doesn’t have a gun?”

      “He hates guns. I’m more dangerous with a ball point pen than he is with a gun. He’d shoot his own damn head off with it.”

      I realize I’m watching this like a tennis match. Carter settles back in his desk, arms crossed over his chest. “How would your father ruin his life?”

      She smirks. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      “No.”

      Her full-on smile melts me. “Susannah Joleen Evans, daughter of State Senator Benchley Evans. Former Hillsborough County commissioner, former state rep, and the spine and brain stem of the Florida GOP. You can call me Susa.”

      I’m mesmerized. I’ve heard her father’s name before, bandied about between my mother, step-father, and their friends.

      As someone that my step-father respects—and sort of fears.

      “How old are you?” Carter asks instead of responding with his name.

      “Turned nineteen last week.”

      “You’re not living in a dorm?”

      “No. Daddy bought me a house in New Tampa. He and Momma live up in Tallahassee full-time, even though they still have the house in Tampa. I wanted to live in a dorm. Really wanted to be on my own, finally. Had it all booked and everything. So, of course, Daddy threw a shit-fit and called the university president himself. Next thing I know, a real estate agent is calling me and begging to show me houses, and Daddy’s given him a budget to work with. That was Daddy’s compromise—my own house, or live at home. And I did not want to drive in from Brandon every day.”

      Holy. Shit.

      Carter looks at me and I realize he and I already have some sort of spooky silent communication going on. Spooky in a good way. I perfectly understand that his slightly arched eyebrows are a question. He’s waiting on me to say yes or no.

      I’m useless in a fight, unless it’s exchanging snarky Facebook comments and memes.

      I shrug. It’s up to you.

      Carter slowly nods. “Okay. You have yourself a deal.” When he shakes with her I feel a little jealous, but now I’m not sure if it’s because someone’s intruding on my time with Carter…or because I want to shake her hand, too, and Carter got to do it first.

      Then she offers me her hand.

      Her grip is surprisingly firm and she looks into my eyes when we shake.

      I’m…gone.

      “Carter needs to take the lead,” I stupidly say, closing my mouth before I accidentally spill any of his secrets or make myself look like more of an idiot than I already have.

      Her focus returns to him, her head cocked, appraising him. “Why’s that?”

      “I have…experience,” he says, smiling.
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        * * *

      

      We don’t get to talk for much longer because the instructor arrives and class starts soon after. Halfway through the class, Susa gets into a discussion with the instructor that basically silences the whole room as she comes back at him with facts and figures I damn sure know aren’t in my fucking textbook.

      The instructor is maybe in his fifties and crosses his arms over his chest. “And how, exactly, did you come by all this knowledge?”

      I can’t tell if he’s being condescending or genuinely curious, but I do see the way Carter’s now watching Susa.

      Reappraising her.

      A desperate need for them to like each other thrums through me.

      “Because Daddy helped write that bill, for starters. He’s the ‘Evans’ in question in the full title.” She sits back, a playful smirk on her face, tapping her pen against the desk, her legs crossed and one foot bouncing a little. “And I was standing right there in Gov. Alexander’s office when he signed the dang thing. Somewhere, I have the pen he used. He gave it to me.”

      The instructor’s eyes widen. “You’re Senator Benchley Evans’ daughter?”

      She lifts her chin a little. “I’m Susannah Evans,” she says. “And I’m going to make a name for myself, thank you very much.”

      Somehow, I believe she’s absolutely right. I hope I’m there to see her do it in person.

      By the end of class there’s a couple of things I know for certain—she’s nearly two years younger than me, acts older than Carter, and seems to have a brain that can run circles around both of us and the instructor.

      Am I turned on?

      Hell, yeah.

      I also know she’s way out of my class, so to speak.

      At the end of class, she holds out her hand for Carter’s phone. He passes it to her after unlocking it, and she plugs her name and address into it, then texts her phone from it.

      With a playful smile, she returns it. “Can you be there by five? I’ll go shopping on the way home. Anything special you need for your moussaka, or can I get what I usually get?”

      “Whatever you usually get,” he says, studying her.

      She gives him a playful smirk. “What are your names? You never introduced yourselves.”

      “Carter Wilson.”

      She looks my way. “Owen Taylor.”

      “Carter. Owen.” She’s already packed her stuff. “See y’all at five, then. Feel free to bring laptops or textbooks or whatever. I’ll be happy to tutor y’all for free in this class.” She drops us a wink before she heads out, leaving both of us watching her.

      At the same time, Carter and I turn and our gazes meet.

      I feel a wall go up in him, just a subtle way he shifts position. “Looks like we have dinner covered,” he says.

      “Looks like we do.” I feel like he’s…studying me. I don’t get the distinct feeling he’s that into Susa, though. Hell, she’s ten years younger than him.

      Before he can walk out, I reach out and touch his arm, staying him, letting the room empty.

      “Are we okay?” I softly ask.

      As if it was never there, the wall disappears. “Yeah. Why?”

      “I just… Sorry. Nothing.” There’s me, frantic to be a people pleaser.

      Thanks, Mom.

      He tips his head, indicating her. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt tonight. Sorry. My brain was already running through logistics, and I kind of shifted modes without thinking.”

      Relief fills me. Of course. Military. “Sorry.”

      He playfully smacks my shoulder. “Don’t apologize. It’s nice having a friend who can read me the way you seem able to.” He pauses and turns back to me. “Never hesitate to be honest with me, Owen. Please. I don’t have many friends.”

      I opt to lighten the mood. “And now you’re stuck with an annoying little brother.”

      He grins, and something about it makes me think he hasn’t been used to doing much of that lately. “Yeah, I am. Let’s get moving. I’ll meet you back at our room later, and we’ll leave by four thirty.”

      “Sounds good.” I follow him out with thoughts of Susa’s blue eyes floating through my mind and threatening to harden my cock.

      This is going to be an interesting semester.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      I make it through the rest of my classes and return to our room, beating Carter there. I have enough time to grab a quick shower to rinse off the sweat from walking between buildings. I shave again.

      Then I throw on jeans and a button-down short-sleeved shirt. One of my better ones, light blue chambray, sort of serious but not stuffy.

      Carter arrives about that time, takes one look at me, and slowly shakes his head as a smirk fills his features.

      “What?”

      “You know this isn’t a date, right? She’s using us to get rid of her ex-boyfriend.”

      “She’s using you,” I say. “I might look big because of my height, but you and I both know you’re the muscle. I’m the distraction waving at him while you kick his ass.”

      He drops his backpack on his bed. “Why do you say that?”

      “I’ve never been in a fistfight in my life. Hell, I don’t even fight over parking spaces. I can stand there and cross my arms and look tough, but I’m pretty damn useless as a bodyguard.”

      “Don’t put yourself down. You’re in good shape. You just need some training, and PT with me every morning will take care of a lot of that.” He glances at the time. “I’ll grab a shower, too, since it’s still early.” He shoots me a grin that relaxes me.

      He’s not upset.

      Maybe this is how big brothers rag on little brothers, I don’t know.

      I never had one of either to know, the half-brother I’ve never met not withstanding.

      We’re heading to Susa’s in my car tonight, and Carter’s navigating from his phone. Frankly, I’m kind of glad he asked me to do the driving.

      I don’t have the fanciest car, but I really didn’t want to roll up in the Snot Box and have Susa laugh her ass off at us. No, I don’t have great luck with women, but there’s something different about Susa.

      Yeah she’s asked for our help, but I sense how damned strong she is in other ways.

      She’s lit, not even like a furnace, but more like a nuclear reactor.

      I wonder how close and how long I can stay near her before I catch fire and burn.

      I don’t even think I’d mind all that much, to be honest.
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        * * *

      

      Susa’s house isn’t just a house. It makes my mother’s McMansion look like a fucking abandoned Alaskan latrine. Elandra Marriott Solemar doesn’t like to be shown up, but…

      Yeah.

      She’d be jealous. I can imagine the way her eyes would narrow as she wonders what she has to do to show the person up.

      A silver Mercedes S560 four-door sedan sits parked in the driveway. I’m already feeling inadequate rolling up in my three-year-old Subaru. One of the few nice things my mom’s done for me, handing down her used car to me and paying for my car insurance and registration, since I earned a full scholarship. That, in addition to a very small monthly stipend from her that’s barely enough to cover my cell phone, gas, and a few other expenses, like laundry. The additional living expense allowance from my scholarship takes care of the rest, which is why I’m careful with my money.

      Except I pay for my mother’s largesse in many painful ways both large and small, trust me.

      Last year, I picked up a few extra dollars here and there tutoring students. With my own increased class load this year, I’m not sure if that’s going to be an option.

      Susa greets us at the front door as we make our way up her walk. She’s changed into loose shorts and a USF Bulls T-shirt that hangs off her and hides her form. She’s barefoot, so now I can tell she’s probably around five-four.

      Even dressed like this, she’s still beautiful.

      “You guys are right on time. Welcome.”

      It’s not exactly sparse, but it looks like she went shopping at IKEA to furnish it to the bare minimum. Yet it still has a homey feel despite that.

      I relax immediately, liking the vibe. It’s not the slightest bit pretentious.

      “You live here by yourself?” Carter asks as we follow her inside, his head craning as he looks around.

      “Yep.”

      “Why didn’t your dad want you living in the dorms? Was he worried about your safety?”

      She snorts. “Not exactly. More like my privacy. Or, to be more accurate, his privacy.”

      I let Carter do the talking. “Why?”

      We reach the kitchen and while they’re playing conversational tennis again, I’m swept up by the room. Dark grey granite shot through with threads of black and gold, dark cherry cabinets, stainless steel appliances, and expensive charcoal-colored slate tile floors.

      Fuck the rest of the house, this kitchen is likely worth more than my mother’s house.

      “Because I’m Benchley Evans’ daughter. There are people who’d pay big bucks to hack into my laptop and see my communications with him. Or see what I might be doing that could be leveraged against him as embarrassing information. Anything they think they can use against me or him.”

      “Is there?”

      She turns and leans against the counter. “My daddy didn’t raise an idiot. This is another reason I broke up with Kendall. He’s a…liability.”

      “That’s an interesting way to phrase it.”

      “He likes to party, likes to have a good time. Drinks too much and talks too much. His family’s carrying some serious financial debt, too, which I didn’t know at first. That all adds up and makes him an additional liability for a number of reasons.”

      “Is that important to you, that people have money?”

      “No. It’s not his income bracket that’s the problem, it’s his debt-to-assets ratio. He’s already in debt for running up a credit card he never should have applied for when he was eighteen. Used it to buy a gaming system and stereo for his car. Idiot. Besides, I don’t like feeling that maybe one of the reasons he’s dating me is because he thinks I’ll pay for stuff. I’m a trust-fund baby, not a trust-fund idiot.”

      “I don’t know about Owen, but I’m debt-free.”

      I realize I’m being brought into the conversation and turn. “I don’t have any debts. No money, but no debts.”

      “That’s fine,” she says. “I appreciate your honesty, both of you.”

      “How old are you, again?” I ask.

      She wears a smirk that would do Carter proud. “Everyone assumes I’m close to thirty. I just turned nineteen. Some kids had expensive private schools and tutors—I had the halls of our state capitol. I learned at the sides of the best political assholes this state ever hatched or imported, and I plan to show them all up. I’m going to get myself elected governor.”

      Her tone bears not a hint of braggadocio. She says it in a quiet, calm way, as if listing items she purchased from the grocery store.

      I needed milk and eggs.

      I bought cereal.

      Apples were on sale.

      I’m going to get myself elected governor.

      I think this is the exact moment I know for certain I’m in love with her.

      Okay, sure, I will admit I spent a moment wondering if I’d be the First Gentleman of the state, or how that title worked, exactly.

      She’s watching Carter, as if she senses he might laugh at her audacity. Instead, he meets her statement with a look of sober appraisal.

      “I think that’s great,” he finally says. “You strike me as the kind of person who will do just that.”

      “Plan is to get my law degree, go into practice for a couple of years, make some connections of my own, then run for state office.”

      “House or Senate?”

      “Haven’t decided yet. Depends on poll numbers at the time, who’s weakest. Whether I’ll need to move somewhere else first to establish residency in the district. The rep and senator in this district were both just elected, and they’re pretty strong contenders. Daddy’s district is further south of here. But they’ll both be term-limited out by the time I’m ready. So will Daddy. Who knows? Depends on their successors.”

      Carter’s standing there, slowly nodding with his arms crossed over his chest. But his gaze is on the floor, like he’s turning something over in his mind as he’s listening.

      “Two terms as governor, then I’m going national,” she continues, holding her elegant hand out flat before zooming it up toward the ceiling. “Straight to a US Senate race.”

      “POTUS?”

      “Probably not. I like having my freedom.” She playfully smiles. “Maybe a cabinet position, at some point. Depending on which one I’m offered. Regardless, I can score gigs as a talking head on some network. Pull in some major dough that way. Write a book, speaker tour, all of that. Become a respected GOP strategist.”

      I speak up, feeling like I’m getting left behind, even though I don’t have anything close to the concrete plans she’s laid out trying to congeal in my brain yet. “I’m going for law, Carter’s majoring in politics, you’re majoring in communications. We’re like our own campaign team.”

      Their gazes sweep my way, meet along the journey, briefly pausing on each other before landing on me.

      I feel like I’ve goofed up or something. Like now they’re humoring me.

      Like in that brief pause they shared, they’ve already nailed down a whole playbook’s worth of plans.

      “What?” I ask, my cheeks heating.

      Then Carter smiles that smile, the one that says everything’s okay. He pats me on the shoulder. “Let’s get cooking, buddy.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite her youth, Susa obviously knows her way around a kitchen. I’m torn between trying to pay attention to what Carter’s showing me, and what Susa’s doing.

      “Where’d you learn to cook?” Carter asks her

      “Nana taught me. She wasn’t really my grandmother, but she felt like one. She’d worked as a cook for Daddy’s family when he was growing up. She got married, raised her kids, then her husband died. She nearly lost her house because he didn’t have life insurance and she’d stayed at home to raise their kids. Daddy paid off her house and debts, moved her in with us—as family, not as an employee—and helped her sell her house so she’d have money to live off of. He always introduced her to people as his other mom. She adopted me as another grandchild. We had a cook on weekdays, but Nana took over for Sunday dinners and special occasions. Daddy used to fuss at her to relax and rest, but she loved to teach me about cooking.”

      Her brow furrows, and she sniffles a little as her voice drops. “I loved her so much. She really was another grandmother to me. She died two years ago, and I still can’t believe she’s gone.”

      Intellectually, I know people have close relationships with their family.

      I am not one of those people. I was raised feeling inferior, and I feel inferior to both Susa and Carter now for myriad reasons, but not of their doing. They’re not trying to make me feel like that.

      Over the past year, I’ve read a lot of books and have started working on myself, on my outlook. I know the relationship I have with my mother isn’t healthy. Except self-improvement is also one of those “easier said than done” kinds of things, you know?

      Carter has lived a lifetime already. Susa acts like she has. As we prepare dinner, I sort of fade to the background and listen to them talk, especially as Carter asks her political questions about his adopted home state. Susa is an amazing font of information.

      I feel…useless. In more ways than one.

      I mean, if someone wanted to ask me about Mumford & Sons, or Imagine Dragons, I could tell you all sorts of minutiae about them and other bands. I could wax melodic about the works of Neil Gaiman and Hugh Howey.

      While I’d been hyper-focused in high school on passing my AP classes to jack up my GPA and make sure I aced my SATs to secure my scholarships, I’m a literal empty vessel when it comes to practical information of nearly any kind.

      Hell, I can’t even change a damn car tire. I’m lucky I can put gas in the fucking thing.

      Yet here stand these two people, discussing legislative issues that I couldn’t tell you anything about, even though I was raised in this fucking state.

      I literally cannot tell you who our lieutenant governor is right now.

      The only reason I remember our governor’s name is because I didn’t vote for the asshole, and it was my first ever election. His administration was embroiled in scandals even before he was sworn in, and it’s ground our state legislature to a halt in terms of getting anything passed. Everyone’s too busy covering their asses or caught up in committee investigations.

      Even a bi-partisan gun safety bill to revise how concealed carry applications and background checks are handled got hijacked by NRA lobbyists and ended up dying before it ever left committee.

      These two people before me sound…passionate in terms of politics.

      I kind of wish I was, too. I want to help people. I want to do good things.

      These are the kinds of things I wish I knew.

      “Can you teach me all of this?” I ask during a break in the conversation.

      She smiles, revealing a cute dimple in her left cheek. “Sure. A lot of it’s history. Some of it’s insider knowledge. Right place, right time. Like Daddy says, time is never on your side.”

      “Doesn’t feel like it, does it?” I note.

      She shrugs, and it’s such a Carter-like gesture I think maybe they’re perfect for each other despite the ache that settles inside my soul over that thought.

      She tips her head at us. “But Nana used to say that you should always take time to make time, or else you’ll regret it.”

      “Which one’s right?” I ask.

      “Both,” Carter quietly says, his gaze resting heavy and sad on me. “I can tell you from experience that it’s both.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER EIGHT


          

        

      

    

    
      I have no idea what we’re cooking. As the preparations continue, it’s obvious Susa and Carter know what the hell they’re doing. She’s not referring to a cookbook, or to a recipe on her phone, as far as I can tell, and neither is he. They teach me how to brown meat, how to make sauce, how to stuff the…whatever it is we’re stuffing.

      More than the cooking, they’re discussing Florida politics. I’m doing my desperate best to listen and follow along and not get lost. Carter is picking Susa’s brain about everything from lawmakers to laws to lobbyists.

      She’s a virtual encyclopedia of information. I mean, literally, she’s a political savant, and not only regarding Florida politics. She’s quite knowledgeable about national-level issues, too. Beyond the actual facts, she also knows invaluable context and backstory.

      Once everything’s in the oven and I volunteer to scrub pots while they talk—because, in all honesty, I’m enjoying listening to their discussion and how intense they are about it—it allows me a few minutes to actually focus all my attention on the subject matter.

      During a brief lull in the conversation I find my voice. “Did you mean what you said in class earlier?” I ask her.

      She turns to me. I see the flecks of sapphire in her light blue eyes and know I’m in love with her, even if I can’t say anything. Getting shot down by her would not only be expected, it would likely draw pity from her, and Carter, that might be too much for me to emotionally deal with right now.

      “Which part?” she asks.

      “About making your own name?”

      “Absolutely.” She leans against the counter, crossing her arms over her chest before she tips her chin up and firmly meets my gaze. “I’m not just Daddy’s DNA. I think he wanted a boy, but he got me. He wants me to take over his position in the state party one day. I have no desire to spend the rest of my life introduced to everyone as Benchley Evans’ daughter, Susannah.”

      It flashes through my mind that I’m seeing the real her, the strong, no-bullshit Susannah Evans, a woman the whole world is going to know one day.

      This is where it starts. Right here, tonight, in her kitchen. It’s big—huge. I’m sure of it.

      I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.

      She’s a force of nature, and we’re witnessing the emergence of the butterfly whose wings create the hurricane.

      I want to be swept away by the force of her winds, sucked into her vortex and held captive in the eye of her storm.

      When I shift position, my gaze meets Carter’s and…for a moment, there’s something there, but it’s like he’s dropped into inscrutable mode again. Before I can even ask him about it, he’s back to smiling Carter.

      “What about tutoring me?” I ask. “I’m going to need it.”

      She nods. “I’d be happy to.” A playful smile quirks her lips. “I’ll take it in trade.”

      “Trade?”

      She glances at Carter. “Cooking for me. Or, at least, doing the dishes. I love to cook, hate to clean up. And cooking for one sucks. I’d rather cook for three.” She focuses on me again. “How’s that sound?”

      A chance to spend more time with her? “Sold.”

      Carter snickers. “Slick negotiator. I’ve already got him agreeing to do my laundry, and I thought that was a victory.” They bump fists and share another smile.

      My face heats at that, but he didn’t say it in a mean way, more playfully.

      Still, her smile widens and the dimple makes a reappearance. “I have a washer and dryer. Bring your laundry here. It’ll save you time and money. That’s one of the sucky things about living here—I’m alone all the time. I was looking forward to being able to make friends in the dorm. Get to have a normal life and normal friends, for a change.”

      Her smile fades. “Except Daddy’s right that it’d be hard for me to trust people. I’d never be able to let my guard down there. Not once they know who I am.”

      “You trusted us,” I note.

      She cocks her head and smiles at me. “There’s just something about you I…trust.”

      “Ha!” Carter says to me. “See?” Then, to Susa, “I told him the same thing.”

      “Daddy says I’m an excellent judge of people. I mean, I trusted you, too,” she says to Carter. “Sorry, didn’t mean that to sound wrong.”

      “No worries,” he says. “I didn’t take it that way.”

      She glances up for a moment, apparently composing her thoughts. “I am Daddy’s daughter. I’m driven, I can be cut-throat. But I’m also going to show him I can do this without needing him to plow the way for me.” She motions at the house. “I have a trust fund he set up when I was little. It’s paying for college and living expenses, and I’m in control of it. He said to consider this house a gift. He bought me a car for graduation.

      “But I don’t go running to him every time I have a problem and asking him to fix it for me. I’m still mad at him for making me get a house, but on the other hand, I understand why he did it. He’s trying to make sure I don’t end up with a scandal attached to my name before I even have a political career. It’d take one stupid decision by a roommate to put me in a newspaper article. I hate that he’s right about this, but it was an argument I decided wasn’t worth having with him.”

      She’s not merely an old soul, she’s ancient, in this way. Seriously, if I couldn’t see her face, I would assume she’s at least thirty or older. This is a grown woman wearing a hot teenager’s body, and I’m totally…gone.

      Lost.

      It’s nearly six thirty when the doorbell rings. Susa and I freeze, she in mid-sentence while discussing an environmental bill that is in danger in the state House, a bill that she actually helped work on during high school.

      Carter doesn’t skip a beat. He heads out of the kitchen, toward the front door.

      Susa and I realize where he’s going and we both scurry after him. My throat goes dry because I have no idea what we’re getting into.

      I do notice as I follow Carter into the front hall that his limp has virtually disappeared, and he’s holding himself tall, spine straight.

      I don’t know how long he can maintain that, but I plan on backing him up however I can. I might not be much use, but I’ll try.

      I won’t leave him alone, that’s for sure. Even if he probably doesn’t need me.

      Carter motions for Susa to step up to the front door and peek out the viewfinder. She does then nods, confirming it’s Kendall.

      “Here we go,” Carter softly says. He points for Susa to move back and stand behind me. With me looming right behind him, he opens the front door.

      The guy standing there is somewhere between me and Carter in height, so maybe six feet tall. But he’s downright skinny. Compared to him, I’m a damn bodybuilder. I’m feeling pretty cocky about our chances now.

      As long as he doesn’t, you know, pull a gun and murder us right where we stand.

      Carter keeps his left hand on the edge of the door, his right on the doorframe, his body blocking the doorway. “Can I help you?”

      The guy frowns at him, then sees Susa standing behind me where she’s peeking around me. “Who the hell are these guys?” he asks, obviously directed at her.

      Carter snaps his fingers and points at his face with his right hand. “Eyes on me, kid. Answer my question.” Even Carter’s voice has changed, deeper than normal, an easy force behind his words that I realize was probably pretty damn helpful during his time in the military.

      I pull myself to my full height, put on what I hope is a dark, threatening scowl as I cross my arms over my chest, and stare down at the guy. I can’t guess his age, definitely younger than Carter, maybe my age.

      The guy apparently needs a moment to process our presence. Finally, he says, “I want to talk to Susa. Alone.”

      As if.

      “She doesn’t want to talk to you, Kendall,” Carter says, already starting to shut the door. “Good-bye.”

      “Wait!” The guy actually puts his hand out to prevent Carter from closing the door, and even I know that’s a mistake.

      Carter’s voice drops into a threatening growl. “Back. Off. She broke up with you. She’s done.”

      “Susa, please! At least talk to me!”

      “What part of ‘she broke up with you’ aren’t you grokking, kid?”

      “But I love you!” He’s still trying to talk over Carter’s shoulder and to her.

      At that declaration, it takes everything inside me not to climb over Carter and go after the guy myself. I’m reasonably sure I can take him, through sheer body mass and indignant, jealous outrage, if nothing else.

      “You’re in love with Daddy’s money, Kendall,” she shoots back with a stinging venom in her tone that makes my heart sing. “If you show up here again, you’re going to get hauled off by deputies. Go away. We’re done.”

      “That’s it, kid,” Carter says, closing the door.

      The kid sticks his arm inside, and Carter heaves the door shut, trapping the guy’s arm and making Kendall yelp in pain.

      Carter throws his weight against the door, pinning him there. “Want me to break it, Kendall? All I need to do is yank your hand back. Think I can’t do it? I will. Leave, now, and you won’t need an ER trip.” He yanks the door open just long and far enough the guy can jerk his arm free. Then Carter slams it shut so hard I hear the sliders in the living room rattle from the change in air pressure.

      Carter flips the deadbolt and presses his eye to the viewfinder. “You have fifteen seconds to get in your car and leave,” Carter yells. “You try to fuck with our cars, you’re leaving in an ambulance.”

      He watches, then starts to softly chuckle.

      “What?” Susa and I both ask.

      “He just tripped running for his car. Nearly knocked himself out against the fender.” He remains there, watching for another moment. Then he straightens, nodding, before he turns. “He’s gone.”

      Susa throws herself past me at Carter, giving him a long hug that I’m struggling not to feel jealous over.

      “Thank you!” she says.

      I really didn’t do anything but stand there. Of course Carter’s earned her gratitude—and her hug.

      His gaze catches mine before he returns her hug. “You’re welcome. Anytime. My pleasure.”

      Then she turns and hugs me, too.

      I hope she can’t feel the way my cock hardened in my jeans. And her hug lasts a too-brief forever, leaving me smelling a sweet floral scent that I realize is her shampoo or something.

      She’s wearing a broad grin. “I’d be willing to bet he doesn’t come back.”

      “Can he call your phone?” Carter asks.

      “I blocked him on my cell, and I don’t have a landline. I never answer numbers that aren’t in my contacts.”

      “Good girl,” Carter says, and I note the way she blushes even as she gives him another smile.

      And that her glance lingers a hair too long on him.

      “Dinner smells great,” I say more to break my own growing tension than to interrupt their silent exchange.

      She awards me with a smile. “And now we can sit down and actually enjoy it.”
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        * * *

      

      The small, four-person dinette set feels even tinier in the large dining room area just off the kitchen.

      “We could have eaten at the breakfast counter, I guess,” she says, “but this way we can see each other.” The table is round, so there’s no “head” of the table, but she’s put Carter between us, with her on his right, me on his left, and the empty chair between me and her.

      At least I’m facing her, meaning I have no trouble stealing long glances at her while she’s talking with and focused on Carter.

      The food is amazing, and I’m still not sure exactly what I did. I know I couldn’t recreate it by myself. I was too distracted listening to their discussion while we cooked.

      Which brings me to a question that I know might sound out of left field to them, but one I need answered.

      “How did you two cook without recipes?”

      They both look at me, then glance at each other before focusing on me again. “I have those recipes memorized,” she says. “I’ve made them, no kidding, over a couple hundred times growing up.” She shrugs. “I don’t need a recipe.”

      We both look at Carter, who’s now wearing an amused smile. “It might piss you off,” he warns both of us.

      My gaze narrows. “Why?”

      His focus returns to his food. “I have a really good memory.” He forks another bite of food into his mouth.

      “Like a photographic memory?” I ask.

      Another of those totally Carter shrugs. “Not quite eidetic, but close enough.”

      Fuck me, now Susa’s re-evaluating Carter. I see the way her gaze narrows, how she seems to be…calculating.

      “Tell me about the Carris-Thompson environmental bill,” she says.

      His eyes unfocus for the briefest moment. I remember them talking about it earlier, but I couldn’t tell you what it was. Our instructor mentioned it in class today. I think.

      I’m…pretty sure.

      Maybe?

      Fuck, I don’t know.

      Carter starts not only regurgitating everything the instructor said, but some of what Susa had added during their discussion earlier that evening…and apparently the actual text of the bill, which I remember was in our reading material for the class.

      “Holy fuck,” I mutter when he finally stops.

      She points her fork at him. “We need to get you elected.”

      He slowly shakes his head. “Not me.” He nods toward me. “Owen is the face. I’d be happy to be the power behind the throne for him.” Our gazes lock, and I believe him.

      Totally.

      Then he looks at Susa. “Or for you.”

      She studies both of us for a long moment. “Gentlemen,” she says. “Not to sound clichéd, but I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”
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      I volunteer to wash the dishes. Carter and Susa are still discussing Florida politics, although we’ve moved on to the state’s GOP organization and how dysfunctional it truly is, while the state-level DNC isn’t any better. It only takes me a minute to rinse everything and tuck it into the dishwasher while she brings me plastic food containers to pack the leftover in.

      “So what would you peg as being the biggest problem both parties share?” Carter asks her. “At the state level.”

      “Honestly? Rich, white, older men like Daddy. Especially cishet ones. They’re trying to court a minority hard-core ‘base’ that doesn’t really exist for either party, guys just like them with money, instead of picking a solid platform to run on. They worry about grabbing national cable news channel sound bites instead of actually doing their damn jobs. Or, on the other end of the extreme, they’re too caught up in their political dogma to do their damn jobs. They try to wrap everyone in to everything and, in the end, lose nearly everyone.”

      Carter leaned against the counter. “Example?”

      “State Rep Mitchell Dominguez, three years ago. Democrat incumbent. Lost a state House seat in a deep blue district that should have been his for the taking down in Miami-Dade. He started worrying about what they were doing in DC instead of what they were doing in Miami-Dade. Went national with his platform, when the key issue the citizens in his district were worried about was FDOT wanting to enact eminent domain proceedings on some properties to create new Florida Turnpike on and off ramps, and all the traffic that would bring their region. The GOP guy, new guy, Paul Sanchez, ran unopposed in the primary because no one thought they’d ever unseat Dominguez, and there was a state Senate seat up for grabs, thanks to term limits, that everyone wanted to try for.

      “Sanchez was a newbie to the GOP, ran without any local party support. Guy’s a literal freaking racist. There were first-hand reports of him being buddy-buddy with white nationalists who are, again, literal Klansmen. He belongs to this small radical evangelical church who, yet again, literally preaches gays are an abomination and should be killed. Massive anti-abortion guy, anti-gay rights. All of that. Fucker never should have made it past primaries.

      “But few people heard any of that because he kept the focus on that one key district issue and hammered Dominguez on his national politics every time the guy turned around. Sanchez controlled the message because Dominguez was sloppy and had a shit-for-brains guy running his comms. Instead of Dominguez looking local and meeting Sanchez there in that battle pit, and saying, oh, by the way, this guy is a flipping racist, Dominguez was chasing his own tail at every debate.

      “But Sanchez looked good to the locals who were showing up at town hall meetings and saying, ‘Hey, I don’t want to lose my house or have all that extra traffic in our area.’ Sanchez found out who all the FDOT people were behind this, by name, was doing the homework, and calling them out at all these local rallies. He wore out more shoes, knocked on more doors, and made more phone calls.

      “So who are these hard-working, middle-class people going to vote for? The guy who’s kvetching about what the assholes in Washington are doing, or the guy who shows up and says, ‘Hey, you elect me, I’m going to be knocking on Joe Smith’s office door in Tallahassee and fighting for you to save your homes.’”

      She looks at me, then back to Carter. “You tell me.”

      Carter had been slowly nodding through all of this as he listened.

      “Now, fortunately, someone with half a fucking brain got through to Dominguez,” she continues. “He unseated Sanchez two years later, before the asshole could do any real damage to state politics. Didn’t hurt Dominguez could leverage the fact that massively pro-life, fifty-year-old Sanchez got his sixteen-year-old mistress pregnant and paid for her abortion five years earlier.”

      “Ouch,” I say.

      She snorted. “Yeah. Daddy had a personal hand in that ratfuck. I might have asked him how he’d feel if I’d been the mistress. He didn’t have the info the first time around or he would have used it. Again, the GOP couldn’t find someone qualified to run in the district to unseat Sanchez in the primary, so Daddy dropped that bomb about four weeks before the general, when it was too late for Sanchez to mount an effective counter-attack ahead of when early voting opened.”

      The way Carter tips his head tells me that news interests him. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Daddy might be staunchly red, but even he couldn’t stomach the thought of that guy being tagged GOP for another two years.”

      “Wait.” Carter tips his head back and stares at the ceiling for a moment. “That means you were fifteen when all this happened?”

      Holy. Shit.

      When I was fifteen, I was focused on passing my high school classes and when Imagine Dragons were dropping their next album.

      She smiles. “It’s amazing what rich old white guys will talk about when there’s a girl in the room who they completely underestimate. Daddy frequently takes me to events instead of Momma, because I’m better at getting him information. Which works out for both of us, because Momma hates going to those things, and she was usually busy with her own work.”

      “What does she do?” Carter asks.

      “Until three years ago, she was a professor of anthropology at FSU. She retired.”

      “Can I ask a stupid question?” Carter poses.

      She smirks, the dimple returning. “Sure.”

      She’s fucking adorable, and I’m so fucking screwed.

      “When are you running for office?” Carter asks.

      She shrugs. “Well, I’m personally not going to screw around with local-level offices. I am going to leverage Daddy’s name and contacts, in that respect. I’m independent, not stupid. I know how to play the game. Need to be at least twenty-one to run for state House or Senate. Then, I’m going for the big G. But you have to be at least thirty to run for that, and have to be a registered voter in the state for seven years. That means I have time. Now, all I have to do is get my law degree, make my own rep within the state party, and bring it home. Depending on who’s looking strongest when I hit that point, I might run as a lieutenant first. Make deeper connections. I know any GOP candidate will break his own neck trying to kiss Daddy’s ass for political brownie points and name me their lieutenant governor.”

      “Why don’t you want to try for smaller local offices first?”

      She snorts. “You know how much I can make being a lawyer between now and then? I mean, sure, if it wasn’t for Daddy, I’d go that route. Build name recognition and connections. Practice in a populated county where I can run for county commission or school board or something, bring in the poll numbers.” She smiles. “And learn the dirt, where the bodies are buried, so I can leverage that when I run.”

      Wow. She’s really thought this out.

      I had trouble planning my class schedule last year.

      In addition to all of this, she admitted earlier in the evening that she already has a year and a half of college credits completed via dual-enrollment classes she took in high school. So she’s actually academically ahead of me and Carter.

      I feel like not just a slacker, but like a total loser compared to Susa and her work ethic. She possesses a drive I damn sure don’t have at my age, a determination I don’t think I’ll ever have in my life. I’m not hard-wired that way.

      Which is why I know my secret desire to be able to enact greater good through public office is nothing more than a fantasy I’ll make myself feel lousy and less-than about every time the thought flits through my mind.

      “You must really love the GOP,” Carter says. She snorts. “What?”

      “I hate the bastards. If it wasn’t for Daddy, I wouldn’t be in the party in the first place. Not very fond of the DNC, either, to be honest.”

      “Why not run for office as a third-party candidate?” he asks.

      She snorts again. “I’d love to, but that’s not going to happen in this state. Maybe some guy could pull it off, but no way could a female candidate make it like that. At least, not in the current political environment. I hate saying that, but there it is. A female candidate needs to be red or blue, needs the weight of the state’s party behind her. Especially not for governor. I mean, maybe if she was lieutenant for eight years to a strong third-party male candidate who kicks ass and has good poll numbers? Sure. We’re a closed-primary state, so that part would benefit her, at least.”

      Carter’s gaze falls on me. Something about the way his gaze steadily holds mine for a long, quiet moment twists things deep inside me in a good way. The one thing I’ve learned about Carter in the short amount of time I’ve known him is that he seems genuine and doesn’t need me to try to impress him. I can be myself around him in a way I can’t around my mother and step-father or their friends.

      He doesn’t deliberately make me feel stupid, or in the way.

      But I can’t identify the expression on his face right now as he’s contemplating…something.

      “What?” I finally ask.

      He glances at her, and their gazes meet. The good kind of twisting inside me is suddenly tinged with green, until they both look at me again.

      My face heats under their intense focus.

      I’m totally fricking lost—yet again. “What?”

      Carter seems to do another quick mental calculation. “He’s two years older than you. You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “I think so.” She smiles at me.

      “Okay, what?”

      “But wait,” she says. “You’ll be eligible in two years.”

      Carter shakes his head. “No, not me. I have no desire to run for any office. I’ll be happy as chief of staff. That’s where the real power is, anyway.”

      “Ahhhh, smart man.”

      I wonder if they’ve even heard me. “Uh, hellooo?” I give a little wave. “What are we talking about?”

      Carter awards me with another of those smiles I can’t process but really like. “Getting you elected governor on a third-party ticket.”

      “Who, me?”

      “Yeah, you.”

      “Um, I don’t even have a law degree yet. Can we not put the cart before the horse?” Never mind the fact that no way in hell could I manage to get myself elected.

      Susa chews on her right thumbnail as she studies me. “Timing doesn’t work out exactly with the election schedule. But that’s okay. We shoot for local and lower offices first.” She nods. “Yeah, it’d be totally doable that way. Build his rep, his name. Little cushion of time, in case there’s a strong candidate we don’t want to go up against.”

      “You guys can quit fucking with me anytime,” I mutter.

      “We’re not fucking with you, “Carter says, his tone completely earnest. “We’re planning.”

      “You’ve got the looks for it,” Susa says. “Being a candidate literally is ninety percent how you appear to the public. If you don’t fuck up in a horrible way, that is. Or they don’t catch you fucking a dog, a little boy, or a dead hooker. I wish I was kidding about that part.”

      Her compliment about my looks is totally swamped by my growing fear. “I don’t have a law degree yet. You remember that, right?”

      She dismisses my objection with an airy wave. “We’ll get there. And don’t worry, I’ll teach you what you need to know.” She smiles at me. “We have faith in you.”

      Later, I’ll look back on that moment and realize that’s when it was all taken out of my hands.

      Believe it or not, I’m totally okay with that.
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      It’s difficult to believe I’ve known Carter less than four days. It feels like I’ve known him for years.

      Then, in the space of less than one day, Susa quickly burrows under my skin.

      Emotions swirl through me that I don’t understand and can’t label. Love? Infatuation? Desire? Eagerness?

      Premonition?

      I don’t know. I usually don’t like not knowing, because, growing up in my mother’s home, I’ve needed to know things like this as a survival tactic.

      Except, for the first time in my life, I make a conscious decision to be okay with not knowing and decide to just…let it all happen.

      While I’d brought my class materials and my laptop with me, we end up gathered in Susa’s living room to talk, with her perched in a comfortable lounger chair and me and Carter on her sofa.

      Other than the coffee table, a low table doing double duty as an entertainment center, and a bookcase, it’s the only furniture in the large area. The vast, gaping emptiness of the room emphasizes the cozy, close gathering of furniture in front of the TV.

      She tucks her feet under her and leans forward a little as she talks, the intensity glowing around her.

      I know comparing her to a furnace might get old, but it’s the most apt term I can think of. She radiates heat and lights the room.

      I would willingly be consumed by her.

      Carter has apparently already read through our textbooks and the course syllabus, because he’s talking with her about things I know are still a few weeks away, at least.

      I finally grab my spiral notebook and a pen to jot stuff down as I listen to them.

      Maybe, if nothing else, this’ll be one class I won’t struggle through.

      They spend hours talking, digressing too many times to count into national politics that impact Florida.

      I try to absorb as much as I can. Thankfully, they don’t mention me running for office again, because I’m not sure how long I can gracefully accept what has to be teasing on their parts.

      I’m so lost trying to follow their conversation right now that I’m not even sure if a search and rescue team with GPS could ever find me. Intellectually, I know I’m not a stupid person. But I feel out of my league now.

      Way out.

      Not-even-playing-the-same-sport out.

      By the time Carter glances at the time and starts making what are obviously the motions to get us up and moving back to our dorm, I’m utterly in love with Susa.

      Worse, I know she’ll likely never be able to love someone like me. She deserves someone with drive, ambition.

      Someone who doesn’t feel lost and clueless.

      Someone like Carter.

      I’ve dated a couple of times between high school and now. Yes, I’ve already lost my virginity, thank you very much. I’m not a total noob when it comes to relationships, even though none of the three girls I slept with ever dug deeply into my heart in a way I could say was “love.” It was more a case of we went out, they wanted to do something…and I did.

      I was actually relieved when they broke it off with me, because it meant I didn’t have to do that dirty work.

      When I watch and listen to Carter and Susa, I can perfectly envision them together, a true political power couple if ever there was one.

      Except as I pay attention to Carter, I can also see hints that Susa’s more into him than he is her.

      Or maybe that’s just wishful thinking on my part, who knows?

      There’s no small measure of mixed parts relief and regret washing through me when Carter turns to me and offers a smile as he pats my thigh. “We should think about heading back to the dorm. It’s after eleven.”

      I nod. “Oh, sure. Yeah.” This evening spun past me in a flash.

      “I had fun tonight, guys,” Susa says. When I look, her gaze is fixed on me.

      Heat races through me and I nod. “Me, too.”

      “Same time tomorrow, then? We have plenty of leftovers.” She smirks so much like Carter I’d wonder if they were related if I didn’t know they aren’t. “Bring your laundry tomorrow.”

      “That’s right,” Carter says to me. “Time for you to start making good on that.”

      “Sure.” I don’t mind. It’s more time I can spend with Susa. And it means it’s money I don’t have to spend on the washers at the dorm.

      Like hell will I complain.

      I don’t know when the “we” of me and Carter became a threesome, but I can’t say I totally mind it, either.

      Maybe I’ll let Carter drive us in the Snot Box tomorrow.

      Hey, I’ll take all the chances I can to look as good as I can to Susa.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, she seems nice,” Carter says as I drive us back.

      “Yeah.”

      “And you don’t really have to do my laundry if you don’t want to.”

      “No, a deal’s a deal.” I opt to joke around with him. “Unless you’d rather have the blowjob.”

      He laughs, an easy, relaxed sound. “That’s a hard choice, right there. Don’t tempt me too much. It’s been a long damn time.” But he lets the joke fade into a comfortable silence broken only by my radio playing a local rock station.

      We’re almost all the way back to the dorm when he speaks again. “What do you want to do for your birthday?”

      That’s six weeks away. This first week of classes, I’ll be lucky if I can remember to take a shower on a daily basis.

      Then again, with Susa to look good for, that might not be so difficult after all. “I don’t know. I really hadn’t thought about it. Why?”

      “I’ll take you out. My treat. I mean, twenty-one, that’s a cool birthday. I’ll drive. Get you home safe. Unless you’re supposed to go home to see your family or something.”

      “God, I hope not,” I mutter. I finally realize my mother has yet to call or text me since I’ve been in Tampa. I’ve texted her at least once a day since moving in, knowing if I don’t, it’ll piss her off.

      She’s allowed to ignore me, but the converse doesn’t apply.

      Never has.

      “That sounds like a story,” he says.

      “Just a continuation of what I told you already.” I think about his offer to go out. “Okay, yeah, sure. I’d enjoy going out with you. Thanks.”

      “We can even ask Susa if she wants to come with, if you want.”

      I bite my tongue not to jump all over that. “Oh, sure. Yeah, that’d be fine.”

      “Or would you rather celebrate it on a Friday night?”

      My birthday’s on a Thursday. But come to think of it… “Yeah. Let’s do that.” I pull into our dorm building’s parking lot.

      “I’ll even take it easy on you the next morning. We’ll walk instead of run.”

      When I look, I spot his smirk. “You’re a real pal, big brother.”

      He grins. “I try.”

      I can’t go to sleep yet. Long after Carter’s turned off his lamp and presumably rolled over to go to sleep, I’m perusing information from links in the class syllabus with my earbuds in as I listen to music.

      This isn’t my only class this year, but I know it is, by far, my favorite.

      Even though it’s only our first day of classes.

      Carter makes it enjoyable—Susa makes it perfection.

      It’s after midnight when I shut my laptop down. Even with the earbuds in, I hear Carter. He had a nightmare last night, waking me up, but I cleared my throat and he immediately awakened.

      Tonight’s noises on a scale of one-to-ten sound like an eleven, making last night’s maybe a one. Ripples of gooseflesh sweep over me as I listen. It’s a low, guttural moan, pained, worse than anything I’ve heard from him so far.

      Sitting up, I remove my ear buds and realize he’s also sobbing.

      My pulse spikes. This feels…bad.

      Really bad.

      I clear my throat and set my laptop on my desk, but whatever demons have Carter locked in their grasp are pretty damn strong tonight. I get up and walk around the bookshelves. He’s on his stomach, the sheet tangled and twisted around his legs. One pillow is on the floor, the other is over his head.

      I keep my voice soft, not wanting to startle him. “Carter, it’s okay. Wake up.”

      His whole body tenses as he freezes, seems to catch his breath, then he starts softly sobbing again, more controlled now. In relief that he’s awake, or because of his nightmare, I don’t know. Yet I can’t bear to simply turn away from someone so obviously in pain.

      I walk over, grab his pillow from the floor, and sit next to him, holding the pillow in my lap and laying a hand on his back, between his shoulders. He’s drenched with sweat.

      After a minute, he’s calmed himself. I draw my hand back when he rolls onto his side to face me. Even in the dim light, I can see how haggard he looks.

      “Thanks,” he hoarsely says.

      Lamely, I set his pillow on his bed. “You dropped this.” I don’t feel right simply getting up and leaving without making sure he’s okay first.

      He sits up, and it puts our faces close, but I don’t pull away. “Thank you, Owen. I’m sorry I woke you up.”

      “I wasn’t asleep yet. I was on my laptop. I’m sorry I didn’t hear you sooner.” I make a mental note to start leaving one earbud out so I can hear him.

      He slowly nods and finally meets my gaze. In the dim light, his brown eyes look nearly black, and the haunted expression on his face tugs at me.

      This is a man who’s been through hell and just relived it.

      “You don’t have to do my laundry,” he finally says. “I have a feeling I’m going to be putting you through hell this year.”

      “I don’t mind.” I offer him a smile. “I moved here from Hell. This is like a vacation. And I’ll make you a deal in return.”

      “What kind of deal?”

      “I’ll do your laundry as long as you promise to ride to Orlando with me any time my presence is requested.” I offer him my hand. “Deal?”

      He looks at my hand for a long moment before taking it, squeezing, but like he’s reluctant to let go for fear that his nightmare might suck him down again. “Deal,” he says.
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      We walk the next morning. Carter’s not limping as badly as our first day out, but I can tell he didn’t sleep well, even after the nightmares. We set out early, while it’s still relatively cool, and none of our pod mates are up and moving yet.

      “Tell me about your mom,” he says as we head west along a sidewalk.

      “That’s a weighty subject.” But I talk, mostly because Carter asks me pointed, insightful questions during our walk. By the time we make the turnaround to head back, I realize I’ve told Carter more about my dysfunctional family—including my father—than I’ve ever told anyone else.

      Ever.

      Never before have I ever had anyone I trusted as much as Carter, someone who is utterly beyond the reach of my mother’s influence.

      I never felt any freedom growing up, even at school. I made the mistake once in ninth grade of confiding to a kid I thought was my friend. I’d talked about wishing I could at least go visit with my father.

      Never did I suspect my mother even knew the kid’s mother, but within a week I was getting the cold shoulder from Mom. It made me practically frantic trying to figure out what I’d done wrong so I could atone for it.

      She let me twist in the wind the better part of two weeks, my step-father no goddamned help whatsoever, before she icily informed me that if I’d rather live with that worthless sonofabitch—because god forbid we use his real fucking name—then I could call him up and have him come get me. Which he probably wouldn’t do, because if he wouldn’t pay child support, why would he even want me?

      Which, of course, led to me tearfully begging to stay and apologizing for even saying anything about it to my friend.

      Also led me to not trust anyone for years.

      Not with stuff like that.

      Damn sure not my mother.

      Hell, two of the three girls I dated, I never told her about, including the girl last year.

      To this day, I’m still not sure which pissed my mother off more, that I’d wanted to go visit my father, or that I dared talk about him to someone else without her permission. Not that it matters, I suppose.

      “It sounds like your dad escaped,” Carter notes.

      “Yeah, but he was no angel, and I say that as an adult looking back. But, no, I don’t think he’s the monster my mother tried to make him out to be, either.”

      “It’s good you’ve gained some perspective.”

      “Especially at my age.”

      “Do you have any contact with him?”

      I shrug. “A little on Facebook. Not openly. Because even though my profile’s locked down I wouldn’t put it past someone to tell my mother if they saw me interacting with him just to score points with her and my step-father.”

      “Sounds like a charming woman,” he drawls.

      “Thing is, she can be. She can come off looking like the world’s greatest mother. To the point that it would sometimes make me feel like maybe I was crazy. Maybe there was something wrong with me. Then I’d remember things she said or did and realize, no, it’s not me, it’s her.”

      “I take it you don’t plan to return to Orlando after you get your law degree?”

      “Hell no. I think I’ll probably stay in Tampa. I still have years to worry about that.”

      He shrugs. “Never too early to start planning.”

      I unlock the front door of our building and hold it open for him. “Still wanting to get me elected, huh?” I hope it comes out snarky and teasing.

      Yet he pauses, meeting my gaze. “Why can’t you believe what we see in you?”

      My face heats. Fortunately, I can blame it on the pace of our walk and the heat. “I just told you about my mother.”

      He pats my shoulder. “Let’s grab our showers and get some breakfast, buddy.”

      I follow him inside and wonder not how long I can put up with Carter and his nighttime terrors, but how long he can put up with me and my daytime ones.
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      I like to joke—privately, with Carter and Susa—that I am a pet who arrived mostly pre-trained. The first time I make that joke is on that Tuesday afternoon, when Carter and I return to Susa’s.

      We bring our laundry with us. Carter is the one who suggested we take the Snot Box today, because it’s easier to get the baskets in and out of the back hatch, rather than wrangle them into the trunk of my car.

      Logic, yo.

      But I grab his basket and carry it downstairs for him, stacked on top of mine, despite him offering to carry his own. We’ve both stripped our beds and it doesn’t escape my notice that there are two extra sets of sheets—tightly folded, because even his dirty laundry is stored neater than mine—in Carter’s things.

      When we reach the Snot Box, he opens the back hatch for me. Once I have the baskets and laundry detergent stowed, then he does something that totally surprises me—he hands me his keys.

      “Come on,” he says as he heads for the passenger door. “You know the way.”

      I scurry around after him, opening the door for him. He’s still limping more than he was yesterday and it’s the least I can do for him. “You serious?”

      “Yeah.” He grins. “Unless you’re too embarrassed to be seen driving the Snot Box?”

      I’m feeling a little humbled that he’s actually trusting me enough to let me drive his car. “No, I’ll drive.”

      “Thanks, buddy.”

      I close the door for him and wonder if it’s his pain making him hand this off to me. I know he takes a couple of medications, but I don’t know what, and of course I haven’t pried. That’d be fucking douchey. I saw him taking something not long before we left today and he’s definitely moving more stiffly this afternoon than he was this morning.

      When I get behind the wheel I realize my legs are longer than his. “I need to adjust the seat and mirrors. Sorry.”

      “That’s fine.” Carter settles back in his seat and I notice him wince.

      I don’t mention it, because he seems to be the kind of guy who doesn’t want to be fussed over too much in the light of day. Despite the traffic, we make it to Susa’s place about twenty-five minutes later, and I hurry around to the back hatch to grab our stuff before he can.

      Susa greets us with a smile and holds the door for me, directing me to the utility room. Even though I wanted to put them in the baskets and carry them, too, Carter’s carrying the bottles of soap and fabric softener, because he’s stubborn and he’s Carter.

      “I don’t mind if you want to wash my clothes with yours,” Carter says.

      “That’s fine. Makes things easier.”

      He hesitates in the utility room doorway, leaning against it. “Look, you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. I don’t really expect you to wash my clothes all year.”

      It’s almost like there’s a worried tone in his voice. I expect he’s concerned about last night, but honestly, it doesn’t freak me out. He’s the most honest person I’ve had in my life.

      Ever.

      I turn, wanting to lighten the mood. “I expect you to teach me how to do it the right way. I’m a well-trained pet. I just need a little fine-tuning in some areas, that’s all.”

      That earns me a hearty laugh and a smile that makes me feel good deep down inside. When he laughs at me, it’s never cruel.

      That’s something I’m not used to, and I think I’m going to come to enjoy it a lot.

      “Okay,” he finally says, still smiling. “We’ll whip you into shape. I just wanted to spare you fingering my briefs, is all.”

      “Hey, fingering your briefs is a small price to pay to have a wingman to help me face my mother. I’m getting the better end of this deal, trust me.”

      Once I start the first load and I join them in the kitchen, Susa gives us a formal tour of the house. Now that we’re not worried about Kendall showing up out of nowhere, or distracted by cooking and conversation, we can all relax. She doesn’t have much in the way of furniture. A desk in one bedroom that looks out on the pool lanai, some boxes stashed in the second guest room—which doesn’t have a bed—and a king-sized bed, nightstand, and dresser in the master bedroom, which also looks out on the pool. She has a large flat-screen TV mounted on the wall, but the cable box and DVD player sit on the dresser under it.

      She has a hot tub and a large pool on a screened lanai, and the small backyard is surrounded by a tall privacy fence.
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DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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