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Power is never loud when it matters.

It learns to move quietly first—through procedure, through precedent, through the comfortable illusion that nothing is changing because nothing is being announced. That was the lesson Jonathan Pryce had learned early, long before titles hardened around his name, before votes became currency and silence became skill.

You didn’t survive Washington by winning arguments.

You survived by understanding where discipline ended and where obedience began.

That understanding had made Pryce indispensable.

It had also made him lonely.

The first rule had always been control.

The second was distance.

And then there was Reid.

Reid had entered Pryce’s world the way certain truths always did—not as disruption, but as presence. Measured. Watchful. Assigned, at first. Necessary. Reid was supposed to be protection, nothing more. A boundary. A professional constant whose proximity was designed to be invisible.

Instead, he became clarity.

What passed between them in those early days was not reckless. It was not impulsive. It was careful, deliberate, shaped by two men who understood exactly what they stood to lose. They spoke in looks and pauses, in choices not made, in moments that lasted precisely as long as they were allowed to.

And still, it happened.

Not because either of them forgot the rules—but because both of them understood them too well.

Party Discipline had taught Pryce the cost of proximity. It had shown him how easily intimacy could be misread as weakness, how quickly a private choice could become public leverage. What should have remained contained—what had been contained—was recorded, reframed, and weaponized by people who did not need truth to cause damage. They only needed proof.

The aftermath had been survival.

Silence. Distance. Control restored through restraint.

And Pryce had believed, briefly, that restraint was enough.

Opposition Research proved him wrong.

Because leverage does not disappear when it is ignored.

It waits.

What followed was not scandal, not exposure, not even threat in the traditional sense. It was something more refined. More patient. The quiet understanding that systems built on secrecy do not destroy what they uncover—they absorb it. Reassignments were made. Conversations happened behind closed doors. Information moved laterally, unacknowledged but unmistakable.

Reid saw it first.

He always did.

Where Pryce tried to contain, Reid observed. Where Pryce delayed, Reid stepped closer. He understood that silence created vacuums, and vacuums invited pressure. He believed—perhaps too much—that awareness could outpace control.

It cost him everything.

Reid disappeared not in chaos, but in quiet. Not in violence, but in efficiency. Taken not because he was careless, but because he mattered. Because love, once identified, becomes data.

The message to Pryce had been simple.

We have him.

You have choices.

The blackmail that followed was not sudden. It was calculated. Proof surfaced only when its value peaked. Time was introduced only when patience had run its course. Pryce understood then what he had refused to name before.

This was not about scandal.

It was about obedience.

They wanted Pryce functional. Predictable. Aligned.

They wanted him to believe that love was a liability he could still afford to manage.

They were wrong.

Because Pryce had finally understood what Reid had known all along: discipline without courage is just compliance dressed up as control. And silence does not protect what is already marked.

What Pryce felt for Reid was no longer something that could be contained. Not privately. Not professionally. Not morally.

It was no longer about survival.

It was about choice.

Power, Pryce realized, does not belong to those who hold office longest. It belongs to those willing to decide what they are prepared to lose—and what they are not.

The system had made its move.

Now it was Pryce’s turn.

Because when the votes are counted, when leverage is exposed, when love refuses to stay hidden—

There is only one rule left.

Majority Rule.
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Jonathan Pryce watched the video without sound.

He had learned quickly that silence was the only way to endure it.

The screen glowed in the darkened study, its light sharp against the careful order of the room. Pryce sat at his desk, posture composed out of instinct more than control, his hands folded loosely in front of him. He had turned the framed photographs face down earlier — not because they mattered, but because he didn’t want witnesses. Even still ones.

On the screen, the hotel suite appeared exactly as he remembered it.

The angle was wrong. Elevated. Detached. Someone else’s eyes.

But the room itself was unmistakable.

The lamps were dimmed the way he had wanted without thinking. The curtains were half-drawn, city light bleeding through the gap. The chair near the window had been shoved back, crooked, because Reid had moved it aside earlier — impatient, practical, focused on clearing space rather than maintaining symmetry.

Pryce’s jaw tightened.

He recognized himself immediately.

Not the man the cameras followed through corridors or captured at podiums. This version was looser. Jacket discarded. Tie undone. Shoulders unbraced. The careful tension he carried everywhere else had been set down, briefly, like something he trusted would still be there when he needed it again.

He watched Reid cross the frame.

Reid moved with the same awareness he always had — alert even when relaxed, controlled even when unguarded. Pryce had once thought that contradiction was what made him such a good officer. Later, he understood it was what made him dangerous to love.

The footage was intimate not because of what it showed, but because of what it captured unintentionally.

The way Pryce reached without looking.

The way Reid responded without hesitation.

The way neither of them checked the door again.

Pryce stopped the video.

The room went dark, the sudden absence of light almost physical. He remained still, eyes fixed on the blank screen, pulse steady only because he refused to let it accelerate.

This was not memory.

Memory belonged to him.

This was evidence.

He exhaled slowly and restarted the video, scrubbing forward just enough to confirm what he already knew. The timestamp glowed faintly in the corner. The angle never changed. Whoever had recorded it had not needed to adjust. They had known exactly where to place the camera. Exactly how long to wait.

The realization landed quietly, but heavily.

This had never been about catching a moment.

It had been about owning one.

Pryce leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking softly beneath him. He closed his eyes, but the image lingered anyway — not the footage, but the feeling it had stolen. The sense, that night, that the world had narrowed safely to one room. One man. One decision that felt chosen rather than managed.

Love, Pryce thought bitterly, was supposed to be a private failure. Something that weakened you quietly, if at all.

No one ever warned him it could be monetized.

His phone vibrated once on the desk.

He did not look at it immediately.

That, too, had become a discipline.

When he finally reached for it, the message was brief. No number. No name.

Still pretending this doesn’t hurt?

Pryce’s mouth thinned.

He did not reply.

He had learned that response was what they wanted — reaction, negotiation, proof that he was still manageable. Instead, he set the phone facedown beside the computer and stood, crossing to the window. Outside, the city moved as it always did, indifferent to leverage and loss. Traffic flowed. Lights changed. People crossed streets believing the systems above them were stable.

Pryce rested his palm against the glass.

Reid had believed in awareness. In proximity. In stepping closer to danger rather than pretending distance would neutralize it. Pryce had called it caution. Had convinced himself that restraint was protection.

He knew better now.

Restraint had only made the footage more valuable.

He turned back to the desk and shut the laptop, the click final and deliberate. Whatever they thought this reminder would do — shame him, frighten him, return him to compliance — they had miscalculated.

Love had cost him silence.

It would not cost him resolve.

Jonathan Pryce straightened his jacket, already feeling the familiar weight of control settle back into place — altered, but intact. If this was the terrain they intended to fight on, then they had finally forced him to acknowledge the truth he had avoided since the beginning.

This was no longer about survival.

It was about power.

And Pryce had never lost a fight once he accepted the rules had changed.
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Reid
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Reid woke without panic.

That was the first thing he noticed.

No spike of adrenaline. No scramble for orientation. Just the steady return of consciousness, measured and quiet, like a tide that had already decided how far it would go. His breathing was even. His pulse calm. If there was fear, it had settled deeper than instinct.

He opened his eyes.

The room was unfamiliar but deliberate. Clean lines. Neutral colors. No windows. The light came from recessed fixtures in the ceiling, already on, already adjusted to something approximating morning. The air was cool and dry, filtered. Controlled.

Reid stayed still.

Moving too quickly was how people revealed what they didn’t understand yet. He let his senses finish assembling the picture instead.

Bed: narrow, firm, bolted to the floor.

Walls: solid, sound-dampened.

Door: steel, flush, no handle on the inside.

Camera: present, but not obvious — placed where it could see him without feeling like surveillance.

That last detail mattered.

Whoever had designed this space did not want panic. They wanted compliance that felt voluntary.

Reid exhaled slowly through his nose.

So this was how they were doing it.

He sat up and placed his feet on the floor, testing balance, circulation. No restraints. No cuffs. His wrists were unmarked. His clothes had been changed — soft, utilitarian, nondescript. Prison pajamas without the indignity of stripes.

He flexed his hands once.

They were not trying to break him.

They were trying to hold him.

Memory surfaced in fragments rather than scenes.

The moment something felt off.

The absence of noise where there should have been sound.

A hand at his elbow — firm, precise.

A voice telling him to breathe.

Not threatening.

Not rushed.

Professional.

Reid’s jaw tightened slightly.

He had spent his career learning the difference between chaos and control. This was not a snatch-and-grab operation. This was a transfer. An extraction performed by people who believed they had every right to him.

The door opened.

Reid looked up calmly.

The man who entered was not armed visibly. No tactical vest. No uniform. He wore a collared shirt and slacks, his hair neatly combed, his expression neutral to the point of anonymity. He carried a tablet in one hand and a bottle of water in the other.

“Good morning,” the man said.

Reid didn’t answer.

The man set the water on the small table beside the bed and took a step back, maintaining distance. Not fear-based. Procedural.

“You slept through the night,” the man continued. “That’s good.”

Reid tilted his head slightly. “You checking on my comfort or my viability?”

A flicker — not annoyance, not surprise. Interest.

“Both,” the man said evenly. “We don’t intend to harm you.”

Reid let the silence stretch.

“Intentions,” he said finally, “aren’t outcomes.”

The man nodded once, as if acknowledging a correct answer. “You’re not wrong.”

Reid took the bottle of water, turning it slowly in his hands. Factory seal intact. No attempt at chemical leverage. That mattered too.

“Where am I?” Reid asked.

The man smiled faintly. “Contained.”

Not a location.

A status.

Reid took a sip of water and set the bottle down. “And this is supposed to reassure me?”

“It should inform you,” the man replied. “You’re not a hostage in the traditional sense.”

Reid’s gaze sharpened. “Then what am I?”

The man hesitated — just a fraction too long.

“Relevant,” he said.

There it was.

Reid leaned back against the wall, folding his arms loosely. “How long?”

The man glanced at the tablet. “That depends.”

“On me?”

“No,” the man said. “On him.”

Reid didn’t react.

Inside, something steadied.

So Pryce knew.

Of course he did.

The man turned to leave, pausing at the door. “You’ll be fed shortly. You’ll have access to books, limited media, exercise time. We’re not trying to punish you.”

Reid’s voice was calm. “You’re trying to wait me out.”

The man met his gaze. “We’re trying to avoid escalation.”

The door closed.

Reid sat alone again, the soft hum of ventilation the only sound in the room.

He closed his eyes.

Pryce would be furious. Controlled, precise fury — the most dangerous kind. He would be calculating already, weighing cost against outcome, loyalty against survivability.

Reid understood that calculus better than anyone.

What Pryce didn’t yet know — what Reid had learned the moment he woke — was that this wasn’t a cage designed to crush him.

It was a system designed to hold until something else resolved.

Which meant someone was afraid of movement.
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