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            HE SHOULDN’T, BUT HE WILL—AGAIN.

          

        

      

    

    
      Leo Cruz is an experienced former Secret Service agent. Even though he survived a small-plane crash, being the body man for President ShaeLynn Samuels is frequently the most terrifying job he’s ever held.

      VP Elliot Woodley is deep in the closet and has his eye on being POTUS in eight years. Trouble is, Leo can’t let Elliot go despite Elliot’s inability to commit to something long-term between them.

      In walks young Jordan Walsh, like a lamb among starving lions.

      And Leo’s feeling pretty damn hungry.

      

      USA Today Bestselling Author Tymber Dalton writing as Lesli Richardson.
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            AUTHOR'S NOTE

          

        

      

    

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

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

      But the kinky shit is absolutely realistic.

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

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

      
        	Indiscretion

        	Innocent

        	Incisive

      

      There will be more books set in the world of the Governor Trilogy. You can check out the latest additions via my website at:

      
        
        https://www.tymberdalton.com
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        To Hubby, for all his love and support. And to Sir. He knows why.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          NOW — EARLY SEPTEMBER

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, my morning starts with having to awaken the president of the United States.

      Who is not, by any means, a morning person.

      Let me say that there are times the small-plane crash I survived when I was in the Secret Service was a far less terrifying experience than having to awaken President ShaeLynn Samuels when she hasn’t had enough sleep and is expecting to sleep in for a couple more hours.

      Especially at 4:49 a.m. on a Sunday morning.

      Doubly so if I know she’s in bed with her husband and her chief of staff.

      Who—just to be clear—are two different men.

      Actually, it’s her chief of staff I really need to awaken first to help me wrangle her. Because we’ll also need him downstairs in the SitRoom.

      I made the mistake of coming to work this morning so staff decided I drew the short straw by default. My timing was perfect—or sucky, depending on how you want to look at it. I’d no sooner arrived when one of the duty officers from the Watch Team scurried up to me and tasked me with this.

      Rat bastards.

      I mean, yes, wrangling POTUS is literally my job, but still…

      That’s why I’m now armed with a tray of coffee and their favorite cheese danishes from the downstairs kitchen. Unfortunately, I’m not allowed to carry a cattle prod in the White House or I would have one on me now.

      I watch the three chickenshit residence staff who just came on duty scatter as I approach the private living room door, that room through which I’ll enter to go knock on their inner bedroom door. I approached from this room rather than one of the other bedroom entrances because I don’t know what state the room—or its inhabitants—are currently in. I want zero risk of household staff seeing or hearing anything they shouldn’t.

      I wait until the living room door fully shuts behind me to approach the bedroom door. Balancing the tray on my right hand, I lightly rap on their bedroom door three times with my left, wait, then rap three more times, a little harder. Another brief wait, then three final, hard knocks before I punch in the numeric code on the lock so I can open it.

      It’s our prearranged signal. If they’re awake, it gives them time to call out and respond to keep me out, or gives them a chance to pull the covers around them.

      Except in an emergency, only the kids and I are allowed to knock on their bedroom door before they emerge on their own in the morning.

      If they’re not awake already, it means Chris will have likely roused enough by the third series of knocks that he won’t come up off the bed swinging at me before he’s fully awake.

      Hey, he’s retired Secret Service. It wouldn’t surprise me if he has a gun stashed in here somewhere. He’s also extremely protective of his two pets.

      Especially after Kev almost died two years ago.

      They’re sound asleep. Well, Chris lets out a soft groan but doesn’t get up, meaning he awakened enough to recognize it’s me and immediately started falling asleep again.

      It’s dark inside their bedroom. After the door swings shut behind me and chokes off the dim light from the living room, I pause just inside the doorway to let my eyes adjust. The heavy blackout curtains on the windows do exactly what they’re supposed to. There’s a nightlight in the bathroom that, after a moment, gives me enough working illumination trickling in from the dressing room hallway that I can step around the clothes and shoes strewn across the floor in a path from the door to the bed without tripping over them.

      I carry the tray over to Kev’s side of the bed and set it on the nightstand. Shae ended up in the middle and only the top of her head is visible. They keep the bedroom temperature set to sixty-five at night because they like it comfortably chilly.

      It means whoever’s in the middle can snuggle between the bodies on either side of them without getting overheated and kicking the covers off all three of them.

      Shoving back the angry grief trying to roil inside my soul at the sight of the three of them comfortably snuggled together, I focus on the here and now.

      On my job.

      In this way, they’re blissfully happy and lucky. It’s also not their fault my personal life is currently a shitstorm they don’t even know about. Well, maybe Chris has an inkling, but he’s been pretty busy the past couple of weeks so he might not know.

      Kev’s lying on his right side with his back to Shae and is still lightly snoring. I head across the large room to one of the walk-in closets, pull the door mostly shut, and close my eyes as I turn my face away while reaching inside the doorway to find the light switch.

      That’s not as insanely obnoxious as turning on the dressing room hall light or one of the lamps on the nightstands. Or opening the curtains. Besides, I don’t want any of the more astute members of the press seeing a light appear in the president’s bedroom this early on a morning she’s supposed to have nothing on her schedule except her PDB in a couple of hours, followed by family time with her husband and children.

      And with her chief of staff, who’s also unofficially one of her husbands.

      The public doesn’t know that, obviously. They only know Kev is her chief of staff and a close friend the First Family considers part of their family, and that he lives here with them in the residence. Public opinion is greatly in favor of that, considering all Kev’s been through and survived.

      Might not be such a favorable opinion if the public learns he shares a bed with the First Couple, though.

      Crossing the room again, I catch sight of Chris’ eyes barely cracked open as he stares at me. He lets out a soft warning grumble.

      “Sorry, boss,” I whisper, knowing he can probably hear me and, if he can’t, he can read my lips, even in that light. “NatSec.”

      Another soft grumble before his eyes close again.

      I round the bed and lay my right hand on Kev’s shoulder, my left retrieving his glasses from the nightstand, ready to pass them to him.

      If it was Shae lying there, I would gently shake her.

      I never shake Kev.

      We’ve discovered he has PTSD from the shooting, even though he hasn’t sought help for that. Chris warned me about it two months after the shooting.

      Instead, I gently squeeze his shoulder while rubbing with my thumb. “Prophet,” I softly say. “Watch Team needs you and Portia downstairs in the SitRoom.”

      His eyes pop open and he’s already holding out his hand for his glasses as he sits up, now wide awake. He’s naked, I’m pretty sure. The covers puddle around his waist, exposing the scars along his abdomen from the shooting and resulting surgery that saved his life.

      This sudden awareness of his despite how heavily he sleeps always amazes me. It’s rare that a civvie who’s never had military or first responder training can awaken this quickly. His years as a journalist prepped him for certain situations the way Chris’ years in the Secret Service prepared him. Me, too.

      “What happened?” Kev asks as he seats his glasses on his face.

      “Stupid Leader played target practice with a Global Hawk drone. Brass needs to brief her. NSA’s inbound now.”

      Stupid Leader is our private nickname for the current little fucker running North Korea. He’s been a massive pain in Shae’s ass to the point the public should be glad Kev is Shae’s chief of staff. He alone has kept her from declaring war on the little fucker.

      And the little fucker is also another commonly used private nickname of ours for the guy.

      I put the mug of coffee I’ve already prepared the way Kev likes in his hand.

      “Fuck. There goes our Sunday.” Kev takes a sip and turns while I reach for Shae’s mug. “Wakey-wakey, sweetheart. Duty calls.” He tugs the comforter down from her face, to her shoulders.

      “Nooo,” she groans, trying to pull the comforter back up.

      I see Chris’ arm move under the comforter and then Shae lets out a pained yip as she jumps.

      “Ow! Motherfucker!” She shoots a glare at him over her shoulder.

      His eyes are closed but the corners of his mouth have quirked in an evil smile. “Keep talking, sweetheart,” he rumbles. “I’ll gladly add more cane strokes to tonight’s total that you’ll owe me.”

      “Goddammit.” She finally sits up, holding the sheet up around her with one hand as she reaches for the mug of coffee. “This is so goddamned unfair,” she mutters. “It’s fucking Sunday.”

      Now that both of them are sitting up and talking, I step away from the bed. “I’ll wait outside.”

      “Thanks, Leo,” Kev says. “Give us ten. Please let them know we’re on the way.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      I’m turning to leave when Kev switches on his nightstand lamp, bringing another groan of protest from Shae. I let myself out the same door I entered and use the phone there in the private living room to inform the SitRoom that Portia and Prophet will be downstairs shortly. Then I head to the private kitchen to refill my travel mug with coffee, which I left in there when I prepared theirs.

      The bedroom door to the main hall opens eight minutes later. Kev and Shae emerge looking wide awake. They’re both dressed in jeans. She’s wearing a collared, short-sleeved knit shirt with the presidential seal emblazoned on the left chest. Kev wears a light blue chambray long-sleeved button-down and a tie.

      “Good morning, Madam President, Mr. Markos.”

      “Good morning, Leo,” she says, our daily charade beginning in earnest.

      I fall into step with them as we head for the main stairs, Secret Service falling in behind us, and I give Shae and Kev what little info I have.

      Had I not been here, it would have been a phone call from the Watch Team in the SitRoom that awakened them, or a knock on the outer bedroom door from a very reluctant Secret Service agent.

      Such is my job as body man to the president of the United States—what basically occupies my entire fucking life now.

      It’s okay.

      It’s not like I had anything else productive going on today.

      The whole reason I’m here right now when I had the day off is because lying in my fucking bed, alone, sucks balls.

      And lying there wide awake, staring at the ceiling while hating myself and wondering how the hell I managed to end up alone in the first place, is starting to etch deep and destructive grooves into my soul, even though it’s only been two weeks since I lost Jordan.
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        * * *

      

      Other than the National Security Advisor being rolled out of bed by his staff, no one outside of NatSec, the military, or Intel has been summoned. It’s only a matter of time before the news leaks and we’ll have press crawling up our asscracks.

      We’re almost to the West Wing when Kev glances back at me. “Anyone roust Plumber yet? I want him here for this. I want him read in.”

      “No, sir. Not that I’m aware of.” Outside the residence I always use protocols, even if we’re alone and they tell me we can drop them. They might all be my friends but old habits die hard and I refuse to get sloppy.

      Kev stops walking, meaning I almost plow into him. He arches an eyebrow at me. “You should personally go wake up Plumber.”

      I grumble, but since Kev doesn’t know what happened I don’t argue with him.

      Not the time for my private life to be up for discussion, anyway. “I’ll go wake up Plumber, sir.”

      Kev smirks. “Good man.”

      I pivot on my heel while they continue with Secret Service agents shadowing them. I take out my work phone and call ahead to Elliot’s detail to warn them I’m inbound to retrieve him.

      They won’t wake him, though. Lucky me, I get that chore.

      There was a time when I lived for it.

      This morning, however, it leaves me feeling sad and borderline resentful.

      Scratch that.

      It leaves me feeling completely resentful.

      It’s only two-and-a-half miles by car. At this time of morning on a Sunday, with a motorcycle escort and running lights, we arrive in just under seven minutes.

      That’s barely enough time for me to try to draw my emotions tight within me and lock them down. Elliot and I have spent maybe fifteen minutes together, total, over the past two weeks.

      Some of that’s my fault.

      A large part of that.

      Okay, it’s totally my fault. Happy?

      Earlier in the week I offered to go over to his residence today to “hang out” with him, but Elliot never gave me a clear answer one way or the other.

      Normally, that’s the opening for me to decide for him after playing twenty questions with him, which is usually what he wants me to do. It’s part of the dance that’s made up the bulk of our relationship dynamic throughout the years, even from the beginning.

      Right now, I don’t have the emotional strength to engage in that charade.

      Upon my arrival, I let myself in with my key as the agent standing watch on the front porch silently nods in greeting. I worked with the guy on The Shift before my life shifted. Once upon a time, that likely could’ve been me standing there. In the past, it has been me in that post.

      Vice President Elliot Gerald Woodley never has household staff inside during nights or on the weekends while he’s home, unless he has to host a dignitary, or head of state, or is holding some sort of event, or performing a photo op. So there’s no one inside to see me lock the front door behind me before I reset the alarm and make my way upstairs and down the hall to the master bedroom. The door’s closed but I know he’s asleep and alone.

      I open the door. Without preamble, I switch on the overhead light and head for his closet. “Get up. Now. Portia and Prophet need you in the SitRoom.” Today’s circumstances don’t warrant me waking him so abruptly and rudely, but…

      Yeah. This is what he gets.

      He rolls over and groans while I rummage through his closet and put together a suitable outfit for him to wear. He’s already sitting on the edge of the bed by the time I emerge with his clothes—suit, boxers, undershirt, socks, shoes, tie, and belt.

      I drop everything but the socks and shoes on the same side of the bed where he’s now sitting, the one closest to the bathroom, and I put the socks and shoes on the floor at the end of the bed, next to the bench where he’ll sit to don them. I find his flag pin on the jacket he wore yesterday and transfer it to the lapel of the one he’ll wear today.

      Then I throw him a bone. “Do you need my help with Duck?” I don’t bother looking to see where he left his walker. He’s a big boy. If he falls and busts his ass, that’s his fault.

      I’m afraid of the anger I might feel if I do see he’s deliberately neglecting himself, but I don’t know if the target would be him…or myself.

      He shakes his head, not looking at me as he runs a hand through his disheveled light brown hair. A few touches of silver have started lightening his temples. He’s even more handsome for it now than when I first met him a dozen years ago. I want to run my hands through his hair and massage his scalp, watch his eyes drop closed the way they always do…

      That’s when Jordan’s face floats into my mind.

      Guilt rolls through me and I stomp it into oblivion. I can’t afford for emotions to distract me right now.

      “I’ll get your coffee ready. You have ten minutes. Yell if you need my help getting down the stairs.” I turn and leave the bedroom door standing open behind me.

      I could’ve been here with him this morning, taking the phone call that otherwise would have roused him and doing all of this a lot more gently than I just did, except that’s not the way the world works.

      Not anymore.

      One of my greatest hopes used to be that Elliot would ditch his fear and choose me over a hopeless quest to earn his old man’s respect.

      Now?

      My greatest hope is that I can somehow wrangle into submission the flaming garbage pile where my love and kindness used to reside before I end up destroying what little good remains in my life and shredding Elliot’s soul—or future presidency—in the process.
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        * * *

      

      I’m standing by the front door with Elliot’s full travel mug in my hand when he slowly limps downstairs nine and a half minutes later. His hair’s damp, and it looks like he shaved. He hasn’t tied his tie yet, though. It’s draped around his neck, his collar button still unfastened.

      He’s also wearing his glasses. That he didn’t bother putting in his contacts tells me he’s not at his best right now.

      I didn’t exactly help him in that department, either.

      From the way he holds the bannister as he gingerly makes his way down I know he’s in pain but I can’t let that slow us down. I hand him his travel mug, button his collar, and quickly knot his tie for him without a word. Then I turn for the front door, knowing he’ll fall in behind me.

      The car and Secret Service detail are waiting. Opening the front door for him, I step aside and let him go first before I set the alarm and lock the door behind us. Then I follow him. Once in the car, I proceed to scan my morning e-mail on my work phone as we get underway. We’re halfway to Dupont Circle before he speaks.

      “What happened?”

      I choose to assume he means why I’ve just rolled him out of bed this way. “The little fucker.”

      With my peripheral vision, I watch as he nods and then turns his head to stare out his window.

      We can’t keep doing this.

      I can’t keep doing this.

      Unfortunately, I love the dumbass and I know he loves me.

      I take a deep breath, hold it, and slowly blow it out again.

      I don’t look at him, choosing to watch him out of the corner of my eye. “Pet,” I breathe, barely a whisper despite being alone back here with him.

      From the way his shoulders tighten I know he heard me.

      He nods slightly, slowly, deliberately.

      With my focus on my phone in my right hand, I shift position, allowing me to plant my left hand between us on the seat, next to his. My pinky finger reaches out and hooks his, stroking once before I draw away.

      He takes a deep breath, holds it, lets it out, and looks forward for a moment before slowly nodding again.

      Jordan’s face flashes into my mind. The tears in his eyes the last time I saw him.

      Struggling against the renewed torrent of anger and grief threatening to swamp me, I lift my gaze from my phone and focus on Elliot.

      His gorgeous blue gaze briefly flicks my way before darting forward again. Lines crease his handsome face, deeper ones than when we first met some twelve years ago and he was still a freshman congressman and not the vice president of the United States.

      He gives me another subtle head bow that’s been one of our silent cues for years.

      I tip my head to him in response.

      Lifting his travel mug to his lips, he refocuses his gaze outside the window, on the streets and buildings of DC.

      Inside, I’m struggling not to scream, to cry.

      To grab him, shake him, and beg him to quit fucking keeping me trapped in limbo.

      To say fuck it and walk away from the life I’ve tried to build—and rebuild—for myself.

      Jordan’s last words to me echo in my brain.

      Elliot needs you.

      I wonder how long those three words will sustain me and keep me from blowing everything up and saying fuck it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Depending on the circumstances, I’m frequently summoned into the SitRoom, or asked to accompany President Samuels inside. I have the necessary security clearance.

      I’m hopeful they will exclude me today.

      If I’m lucky.

      I love Elliot but there’s nothing more frustrating than being in a situation where I basically have nothing to do except stand in the wings and stare at him.

      It’s like sandpaper against my soul, slowly grinding me down.

      Especially over these last two weeks.

      Once we reach the White House I drop back as Elliot limps inside while saluting the guards flanking the entrance who open the doors for him. In fact, I don’t even go inside with Elliot. I step out of the flow of foot traffic and pause outside, where I pretend to scan e-mails on my work phone.

      I need more than a moment to myself but I can’t take the time to fall apart right now.

      Shae, Chris, and Kev know the basics of what’s going on between me and Elliot, and have for years. They’ve known since before the day they officially tapped Elliot to be veep that he’s gay, that he’s deep in the closet, that he insists on staying there for now…

      And that he belongs to me.

      Me? I’m not in the closet but I’ve never made a big deal about being gay, either. Secret Service agents tend to play everything close to the vest as part of our training. I might not be Secret Service any longer, but I spent enough time working in the private security sector that it wasn’t difficult to fall back on my training and keep myself as low-profile as possible.

      Which was a big help when Chris brought me aboard to work for Shae as her body man during her campaign for president while she was still a US senator.

      It was almost as good as working The Shift. For the first time in several years, my life once again felt like it had a sense of deeper purpose.

      It wasn’t an accident Shae chose Elliot to be her running mate. In part because of his attraction as a veteran, and his education, and backstory, yes. They’d added him to their short-list of VP candidates before they hired me to work for them.

      But he landed the job because of me, because I vouched for him.

      Because they trusted me, and I promised them I could control him and make sure he didn’t fall out of line and wouldn’t attempt to undercut Shae’s presidency to further his own future ambitions.

      Standing outside the White House, I’m mentally tracking how long it’ll take Elliot to get downstairs and safely ensconced in the SitRoom with Shae and Kev. Only once I’m certain he’s there do I head inside.

      A mere two weeks ago, my daily routine frequently revolved around finding a moment to stop by Jordan’s office in the East Wing to say hello.

      Even though we usually saw each other at home later that night.

      I force myself not to walk over to the East Wing, because I’m certain someone else already occupies what was his office and I don’t want to torture myself like that.

      I also don’t want to torture myself with the resentment bordering on anger over Elliot’s part in all of this.

      This being my current grief. Sure, I’m supposed to be the “Master,” whatever the fuck that means. Used to think I had a solid grasp on that role.

      Then life got damned complicated. Elliot pulled back yet again, Jordan walked into my life at almost the same time, and I realized I was tired of being alone and lonely every night.

      Felt exhausted from loving a man who was terrified to publicly acknowledge who I was to him as friends, much less lovers.

      Hoped that, in some way, me dating Jordan might jolt Elliot into making a decision.

      But Jordan…

      My sweet, beautiful boy.

      Sucking in a breath and chewing on the inside of my lower lip to stave off the pain knifing through my soul helps keep my tears at bay. I’m not much of a crier but fucking hell I’ve shed more tears these past two weeks than I think I have in my entire goddamned life.

      I head upstairs to the residence. Even though I have a desk in the administrative office just outside the Oval Office, I officially have a small office on the third floor, not much more than a desk in a glorified closet. Today, I can retreat there for a few minutes, lock the door behind me, and gaze at the small photo of me and Jordan, which I keep pinned to the corkboard beside my desk. The photo was taken the night of Shae’s first inauguration, before we headed to the first of the balls. We’re both wearing tuxes and my boy looks good enough to eat.

      The photographer perfectly caught us staring into each other’s eyes with us both smiling. Jordan’s expression is full of playfully feigned innocence, while mine is barely restrained hunger. I find myself blinking against the stubborn prickle of tears that hits me.

      I’ll never forget that night.

      It was the night Jordan completely gave himself to me as my boy, heart and soul—asked to be mine—and my world truly changed forever.

      It was also a melancholy night because I couldn’t proudly stand beside Elliot and publicly celebrate with him. I couldn’t dance with him.

      I couldn’t do anything more than give him a friendly bro hug and watch from afar as he uncomfortably danced first with Shae, then with his mom and sister, before making excuses to sit down because of his leg.

      Which was mostly a publicly acceptable reason to get him out of dancing with anyone else. Even back then, plenty of eligible women were already throwing themselves at him.

      Reaching out, I touch a finger to the picture. I have a larger version, an eight-by-ten, framed and hanging on the wall in my bedroom at home.

      Another, stronger wave of grief and resentment rolls through me. This time, I tip my chair back and stare at the picture of us.

      I could have married Jordan.

      I could have walked away from Elliot, married Jordan, and left the politics of DC behind me for good once Shae’s second term ends. Made a damned good life for us in the private sector where I’d been working when Chris plucked me up and dropped me back into the maelstrom that is our nation’s capital and its political machinations.

      There are so many things I could have done differently. I can beat myself up about them a thousand different ways and it still won’t change one salient point: my sweet, beautiful boy is gone.

      So are my dreams of living life with him safely tucked by my side.

      Leaving me picking up the pieces of my shattered heart and soul while trying not to hate Elliot, all while trying to do my job as the body man to the president of the United States of America.
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        * * *

      

      At 8:02 a.m. I’m in the family dining room in the residence and finishing my breakfast with Chris and the kids when I receive a text on my work phone from Secret Service that Portia, Prophet, and Plumber are out of the SitRoom and on the move. I don’t know where Elliot’s going next, but Shae and Kev are on their way upstairs to the residence.

      I opt to stay and tell Chris and the kids that they’re on their way.

      Honestly?

      I don’t want to cross paths with Elliot right now.

      By the time the two of them make it upstairs Chris is cooking breakfast for them. He’s a damned good cook and enjoys the hell out of doing it for his family. Shae and Kev look exhausted as they greet the kids and me and slump into chairs at the table. Kev’s loosened his tie and unfastened the top button of his shirt, his sleeves now rolled up to his elbows.

      I suspect there’s more office time in store for Kev today. He’s damned dedicated and good at his job. He currently holds the record for longest-serving chief of staff in a position that usually sees a minimum of two or three turnovers by this point in a president’s second term.

      He’ll never leave Shae’s side, though. Not willingly.

      Because he loves her, and Chris.

      The three of them together are pure magic and have been for years. They’re not the only political poly triad out there, either. That’s why I was stupidly dead-certain I could capture that same magic for myself, Elliot, and Jordan.

      Now I’m left wondering if I’ll still have Elliot by the time Shae leaves office.

      How horrible is it that a tiny part of my soul is starting to rot and ask, So, what? when I think about losing Elliot?

      I know Jordan wanted me to continue taking care of Elliot, but damned if I have the emotional strength to do so right now. Hell, if it wasn’t for the fact that I’m friends with Chris, Shae, and Kev, I’d have walked away from everything two weeks ago.

      Except I know that’s not what Jordan would want me to do.

      The psychologist hidden deep inside my wounded and battered soul also recognizes that it’s my pain and grief chattering at me. That I need to give myself time to heal and not make any rash decisions while consumed by the blazing fires of my personal pain.

      That I’ll eventually hate myself even more than I already do if I abandon Elliot and everything we have together.

      What little of it there still is anymore.

      I realize Kev’s watching me, his brow furrowed slightly. I shake my head because I don’t want him asking me if I’m okay.

      I’m not.

      Besides, I hate lying in front of the kids.
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        * * *

      

      I’m “Uncle Leo” to the kids, the way Elliot is “Uncle Elliot.” Yasmine, their nanny, is off on Sundays. It was supposed to be a family day today, but now Shae and Kev have to focus on the North Korean clusterfuck.

      Kind of their job.

      That’s why, right now, I’m heading downstairs in the elevator with twins Ivy and Myla, and their little brother, Hudson. The twins are nine and Hudson’s seven. With us are two Secret Service agents and we’re in search of a tortoise.

      That’s not a euphemism or code phrase.

      Hudson tows a small folding wagon behind him. We’re in search of their pet tortoise, Pecan, who gets the run of the downstairs at night.

      Pecan is a Sulcata tortoise, and they get huuuge. Right now, he’s only twelve inches long and weighs a couple of pounds. The girls are using the special “Pecan tracker” tablet the Secret Service set up for locating him. An elastic strap around Pecan’s middle holds the tracker in place on top of his shell so they can easily locate him the next morning. The tablet is secure. The only apps enabled on it are the tracker and the interface the kids use to turn on and off the “tortoise cam” that posts live video to their website.

      Pecan gets fricking fan mail. He has Halloween and Christmas costumes, and costumes for other holidays and special occasions.

      I shit you not. He even has a tux. Hell, he has his own Instagram account.

      Angela Shibata, our press secretary, receives several questions a week about Pecan at the daily briefings. He’s been featured on all the major late-evening talk shows and on some of the national evening news broadcasts.

      Every morning, he’s located and returned to his pen in the residence so he’s not wandering loose while public tours are underway. Sometimes during the day, if Jordan had the time and there were press around, and there was nothing horrible going on in the world requiring the press deluge comms staff with questions, he would bring Pecan downstairs and let him make his rounds. Pecan’s very sociable and enjoys being petted on the head. Now, the job falls to Chris, when he’s around.

      It used to be one of Jordan’s favorite things to do at work. I loved watching the joy in his expression as he answered questions about the tortoise, and how Jordan got a kick out of watching people take pictures with Pecan or try to get selfies with the tortoise.

      You will never snicker so hard in your life as when the prime minister of Great Britain is lying on his stomach on the floor of the Oval Office, with his cell phone out, trying to capture himself and a tortoise in the frame, while the president of the United States photobombs the shot behind them, and a dozen pool reporters and photogs and cameramen climb all over each other in their eagerness to get pictures and video of it going down.

      After school and on the weekends, the kids take Pecan outside. Then the press goes batshit having fun taking pictures of him.

      Like they will this morning, I’m sure. In fact, I’m certain someone’s already notified the press that Pecan will be on the move shortly and they’re probably all racing outside to get the best vantage point to film him. Then they all start yelling for the tortoise’s attention, trying to get him to come to them for better pictures.

      Can you blame them? It’s a ratings boon and it’s “good news,” so people eat that shit up. Rightfully so. The world’s crappy enough. Smiling over three kids and their pet tortoise is a welcomed change. It’s wholesome and happy.

      Talk about a timeline cleanser.

      Chris brilliantly piggybacked environmental and wildlife conservation awareness and protection initiatives onto the wave of Pecanmania that swept the country once the First Tortoise joined the household. One reason Kev bought the kids a pet tortoise, which he did while Chris, Shae, and I were overseas on an official trip, was because this particular species lives upwards of seventy years.

      Although they do get rather large.

      As in several hundred pounds.

      After the kids lost their parents—Chris’ younger brother and sister-in-law—in a car accident that turned out to be murder, Kev was thinking in terms of permanence.

      A pet they likely won’t have to bid a sad farewell to until they themselves are elderly. Fortunately, this family has the resources to properly care for Pecan throughout his life and to guarantee he’ll be taken care of in case he outlives everyone else.

      Meanwhile, he’s probably the world’s most spoiled and famous tortoise.

      Ironically, the kids asked for him to get a Secret Service moniker, so he’s known as Pepper. It’s ironic because Pecan was also one of the P words on the code name list. Shae is Portia, Chris is Priest, and Kev is Prophet. When the kids came to live with them, they also received code names: Ivy is Petal, Myla is Pixie, and Hudson is Pyro.

      He picked that himself. All three kids did. Hudson loves fireworks, so it suits him.

      Elliot is Plumber.

      I was the one who chose Elliot’s code name because it was an inside joke between me and him and, later, Jordan, when I told him about it.

      Because the man’s damn good at laying pipe, if you know what I mean.

      Not that we’ve done any of that lately.

      Chris privately grumbles over the kids naming the tortoise Pecan. Apparently, there’s an ongoing marital disagreement between Chris and Shae, both of them native Floridians, regarding how to properly pronounce “Pecan.”

      I’m staying out of that one despite them repeatedly attempting to draw me in and win me to their side.

      I’m no idiot. Around them, I call the tortoise Pepper, like the Secret Service agents do.

      While the kids really don’t need me to babysit them because they have a dedicated team of Secret Service agents accompanying them, plus they are on the White House grounds, it’s a way for me to get out of my head for a little while, keep myself busy, and not think about the shitstorm that is currently my personal life.

      So I don’t have to think about my past or contemplate my future.

      So I don’t have to think about Jordan.

      Which…in this case sort of defeats that purpose, but doing this still beats the alternative.

      We locate Pecan in the Red Room. He’s asleep pointing face-first into the small corner formed by where the fireplace’s fascia meets the wall. Of course the fireplace is never used. It’s just for show now.

      This is the damned White House. You honestly think they’d let that happen and risk burning the place down? We have central heat and AC, thank you very much.

      Hudson drops the handle of the wagon and walks over to the tortoise. “Ready for your fans, mister?”

      Pecan pokes his head out and looks up at the sound of Hudson’s voice.

      Yes, tortoises are good pets if you have the means to properly care for them. Pecan responds, and when he’s wide awake he’ll even sometimes come when called by name. Especially if he thinks you’re holding one of his favorite treats.

      The twins help Hudson put Pecan into the wagon. They know to wait until we’re outside to swap the tracker for the camera and activate it.

      The kids are adorable. It’s amazing how resilient they are, how much they’ve been through, and yet they’re still happy, normal kids.

      As normal as they can be as members of the First Family.

      They default to calling Chris and Shae “Dad” and “Mom” most of the time now. I know there’s been a discussion with the kids regarding Kev but they know to never discuss their living arrangements with anyone. It’s been couched in terms of security and safety, but it accomplishes the same result—that the kids don’t spill the beans.

      There’s another reason I opted to follow the kids down here today.

      Jordan frequently ended up with Pecan duty on school mornings. He was personally responsible for the tortoise’s most popular costumes. He was instrumental in putting together a limited-edition Pecan photo calendar sold as a fundraiser for the wildlife preservation charity Chris is heavily involved with.

      One of Jordan’s duties was helping stage pictures for social media posts for the East Wing. This was one of the things he loved doing, and it was so utterly, perfectly Jordan that I feel a little closer to him by taking part in it today.

      I blink back tears as I watch the kids carefully situate Pecan on the towel in his wagon before trundling him outside.

      This isn’t fair. Jordan should be here.

      I want to take a picture of them and send it to him and even start to reach for my personal phone…

      But then I remember.

      Elliot needs you.

      Jordan’s last words to me echo through my memory while I struggle against another wave of crushing grief.

      I’m forty-six years old. Never before have I ever felt so utterly lost and alone. Not even in those darkest days after the plane crash, when I tried to rebuild both my body and my life.

      I’ve faced loss before. Or, I thought I had.

      Since losing Jordan, every bit of pain I ever thought I knew now pales in comparison.

      At this point I suppose I can only pray it gets better before I give in to the self-destruction seductively beckoning to me from within the darkness deep inside my soul.

      Hopefully, before I accidentally take Elliot—or Shae—and their administration down with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      The evening I officially meet Elliot Gerald Woodley for the first time, I spot the freshman congressman in a bar early on a Friday night, before the place has gotten crazy and crowded. He’s sitting by himself in a narrow booth and looking terrified as fuck as he clutches in both hands what appears to be a bourbon on the rocks.

      While there are a few het-presenting couples at tables and at the bar, the place is well-known as an upscale, predominantly gay hangout for people who spend a lot of time on and around Capitol Hill. Sort of a corner closet, if you will. Not exactly a seedy hook-up joint. More of a down-low kind of place.

      Where you can have plausible deniability if you’re seen there.

      Even better?

      It’s a block from my apartment building.

      Which was a happy coincidence.

      He’s not wearing his lapel pin, but the congressman’s face is not unknown to me. I know a little about US Representative Elliot Woodley (D-NE), including that he nearly died while deployed overseas in the army. The guy’s also handsome. If he’s in the closet, meaning he’s not looking for drama or a scandal, he might be exactly what I’m looking for.

      If he’s a bottom.

      Please let him be a bottom.

      My guess is if he was a Top he wouldn’t look so terrified while he sits there nursing what I think might be Jack Daniel’s. I could be wrong, but I doubt it.

      About him not being a Top, and about the JD on ice.

      I currently work for a private security contractor, doing some personal protection fieldwork but mostly instruction, logistics management, and threat assessment, along with the occasional assignment requiring my linguistics or psychology training. It’s work that pays well and allows me the freedom to pick and choose my assignments. Meaning I usually stick with easy or safe ones that keep me busy and prevent boredom from settling in.

      This weekend, however, I’m completely unoccupied and searching for fun.

      After observing Elliot for about ten minutes, I notice it doesn’t appear he’s specifically waiting for someone. If I hesitate too long in approaching him he’s liable to leave when he finishes his drink.

      Or bolt, like a terrified deer.

      He wears an off-the-rack suit that isn’t exactly discount-store cheap but definitely a far cry from bespoke finery often seen on more senior congressmen who’ve repeatedly dipped their hands into lobbyists’ honeypots. Yet it fits him well. Either he’s just that lucky, or he’s got a skilled tailor.

      From what I know of his story, he doesn’t come from money. He’s Midwest hardscrabble-bootstrap farm-boy stock, meaning he likely appreciates what he has, rarely takes things for granted, and probably suffers from a raging and nearly crippling case of imposter’s syndrome.

      He also possesses the kind of farm-raised good looks you can’t get from a gym or a plastic surgeon’s scalpel. Panty-dropping blue eyes, light brown hair that undoubtedly appears dark blond if he spends a lot of time in the sun, and a slightly bashful aw, shucks smile that’s not remotely fake or forced. He wears glasses tonight but I think he normally wears contact lenses.

      There are plenty of rumors that his future gaze is focused on getting himself elected POTUS.

      Maybe I’m setting my sights too high but damned if I will pass up a chance to try. I’ve never been a social climber in bed. That holds no interest for me.

      This man, however, interests me…and I’m not exactly sure what it is about him.

      He’s a puzzle I want to spend time playing with, at the very least.

      After asking the server and finding out my guess was right about what the congressman’s drinking, I order fresh drinks for me and him both. He’s almost finished the one he’s working on and I don’t want to wait too long.

      Carrying the drinks, I walk over and take the risk of sliding into the other side of the booth without asking first. His eyes widen and he sits back more as a reflexive reaction due to his fear. After I ease his drink across to him, I offer him a smile and hold up a hand in greeting.

      Keeping my voice down, I say, “Good evening, Mr. Woodley.”

      Now he really looks scared.

      Shitting bricks terrified, actually. “H-hi.”

      I extend my right hand. “Leo Cruz.”

      He shakes with me. “Elliot.”

      I hold up my glass, waiting. Takes him a moment but he finally hoists his.

      I gently clink glasses with him. “To survival.”

      Slowly, his brow furrows as his fear transforms into curiosity. “To survival.” We both sip and now he studies me. “What did you survive?” he eventually asks when he realizes I’m not going to speak again until he does.

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

      His body language changes yet again, relaxing as he realizes he’s in the presence of someone professionally trained and sworn to keep secrets.

      Good, because that’s what I want. I want him to let his guard down with me, to let me in.

      “Wow,” he says. “What happened? I mean, if you want to talk about it.”

      I do, because I know it’ll help relax him even more. So I tell him.

      “Worst part of it is feeling like I’m incomplete, in some ways,” I admit after I finish my tale. “I mean, I can run the average person into the ground, right? I can still hold my own in a fight. But I can’t work The Shift, can’t keep up with the rigorous physical requirements, you know?

      “I could’ve transferred into another unit but, after you’ve worked at the top, everything else amounts to a demotion, no matter what the reason. Worse, I hate how the guys I used to work with look at me like they feel sorry for me. It’s the pity that really fucking kills me. Like I’m damaged goods. Adding insult to injury, right? It was easier to move on to more profitable professional pastures.”

      Elliot slowly nods as he turns his glass in his hands. “I know,” he quietly says. “Purple Heart and a fake leg. But I’m a ‘hero.’” He makes the air quotes with his index fingers without releasing the glass. “I’m not a fucking hero. I didn’t duck in the right direction, so I got my foot and part of my leg shot off. Yet I’m the lucky one, because I lived while two other guys—men in my command—died that day. Five others seriously wounded.”

      Then he sighs and those gorgeous blue eyes of his lock on mine. “But I guess I don’t have to tell you how that feels.”

      “No. I know all too well.” I swirl the ice in my drink, take a sip, and set it back on top of the ring of condensation on the table. “I was in charge of the team. We were doing advance work for a campaign appearance.”

      Without lifting his glass, Elliot slides it across the table and gently clinks it against mine. “To them,” he softly says.

      I nod. “To them.”

      We drink.

      This man is utterly broken, in some ways.

      Familiar ways.

      It wells from every pore and makes me sympathetically ache with him, like the pain in our souls throbs on the same wavelength.

      Taking him home tonight won’t be enough for me. I can tell that already.

      I need him. I need the fact that he already gets a massive part of my psyche and I get him, too.

      I need every bit of nervous terror he’s emitting.

      I need to be the one to make his desires and secret longings come to life.

      Nothing short of totally possessing this man will do.

      I get it—I just met him. Explaining my need for him is a waste of time. It’s deeper and darker and far more serious than simply wanting to get my rocks off. More than just an overnight indiscretion.

      Inside the core of my being, my soul viscerally resonates with his pain and longing.

      I want to soothe him.

      I want to stripe his ass.

      I want to become intimately familiar with the curve of his back as he kneels before me.

      I want to watch his eyes as I sink my cock deep inside him and claim him everywhere.

      I want to own him.

      The question, of course, is will he let me?
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        * * *

      

      We spend another thirty minutes talking before I finally go there.

      I drop my voice. “Why are you here tonight, Elliot?”

      He focuses on his glass. “Third time I’ve come here. First two times I had a couple of drinks and left again without talking to anyone. I didn’t know what to do. I was too scared to approach anybody.”

      Cool. He’s cautious because of his fear. Meaning, hopefully, he won’t turn into a train wreck with me. “My apartment’s only a block away.” I sit back. “Let’s head there and continue our conversation in private.” I’m looking him right in the eyes as I say it.

      Up until this point, our “conversation” has primarily consisted of dancing around the issue that has us crossing paths tonight in this particular bar.

      He’s dancing because he’s terrified and yet also filled with blatant longing.

      I’m dancing because I recognize his terror and desperately do not want to scare him off. I am reasonably certain if he bolts out that door and he’s not on my arm, so to speak, I’ll never get another chance to approach him like this.

      He’ll dive head-first into his closet and nail the door shut behind him.

      I’m four years older than him but his ordeals have aged him somewhat. Still damned handsome.

      I can tell from our conversation that he’s brilliant and witty and self-effacing. Who knows if he’s in politics for the right reasons? But he’s apparently not a narcissistic asshole or a reality TV star, so I’ll consider it a win.

      While processing my comment, Elliot slowly sits back, staring at me, his throat working nervously as he nudges his glasses up his nose. I’m a sucker for guys with glasses and always have been. There’s a sweet vulnerability there that sucks my sadist right the hell in every damn time.

      “No one will ever know,” I say so softly it’s nearly a whisper. “I swear it.”

      From the rapid, shallow rise and fall of his chest I can tell it’s taking every ounce of strength he has to remain in place and not flee in terror.

      If only he’ll trust me, give me a chance.

      Finally, a barely perceptible nod.

      Our tabs are already settled, so I give him the slightest of head tilts before I slide out of my side of the booth and slowly walk toward the door. I watch his reflection in it as I reach out and push it open.

      He’s following me, a definite limp making him bob a little as he walks. He carries a battered canvas messenger bag that seems perfectly him, somehow.

      I slow my exit so I’m holding the door open for him when he emerges.

      “Thanks,” he murmurs, pausing on the sidewalk to see which way I head.

      We walk together in silence, not arm-in-arm or holding hands. Just two DC suits heading somewhere this evening.

      Nothing to see here.

      He’s about an inch shorter than my six-two and easily keeps up with my limping stride.

      At my building’s front door I already have my keys out and I’m glancing around. We’re alone, and thankfully there’s no one in the lobby getting their mail. Taking a calculated risk, when I open the door for him I keep my hand on it, elbow up, forcing him to duck under my arm.

      He does, without hesitation.

      Hopefully, the smile I’m wearing doesn’t scare him as I step around him and head for the stairs.

      Only thing I don’t like about my building is it’s a walkup and I’m on the third floor. But the rent’s reasonable because I’m subletting from a guy I work with who’s on assignment in London for a couple of years and who doesn’t want to let go of the apartment yet in case he ever decides to move back. It’s a quiet building, the basement workout room’s decent, and most of its residents are long-term civil servants.

      It also means I get a bit of a workout every day, whether I want it or not, just by leaving my apartment.

      At least I’m not on the fourth or fifth floors.

      That would suuuuuuck.

      We’re already on the second-floor landing when I apologize. “Sorry. I should have mentioned I’m on the third floor.” I mean, I’m not sorry but it seems proper to offer an apology.

      Plus, I want to hear his reaction.

      He’s not even breathing heavily even though he’s taking his time and relying on the handrail lining the stairwell. “No big deal. I live in a third-floor walkup.”

      Not smiling isn’t an option. “Something else we have in common then.”

      “Yeah.”

      Then a thought hits me and I pause, turning. “Not on C Street, are you?” Please, don’t let him live there.

      He looks confused. “No. Why?”

      If he doesn’t know, I realize that’s another conversation we need to have.

      At another time. “Never mind. Doesn’t matter. I was curious.”

      Between college, training for the Secret Service, and then active duty, I never learned how to live anything but lightly. Even though at this stage of my life I have a place of my own and don’t usually have to jet off at a moment’s notice.

      I could also afford a place much larger and more expensive than the one I’m in but I like the neighborhood, I like the price, and it’s a short walk on a good day to most everywhere I need to go. If the weather’s bad, or it’s not a good day for me pain-wise, it’s easy to call a cab or ride service to pick me up and ferry me around. I don’t have a car. If I need one for work, I rent one and expense it.

      More money and aggravation saved on my part. Besides, I enjoy watching my savings account grow every month.

      Something else my native-Californian parents and sister cannot understand—how I can get by without a car of my own, or why I choose to live in a tiny one-bedroom apartment in the middle of DC instead of commuting.

      I’m at the end of the hall, another reason I like this apartment. It’s quiet and gives me a little more privacy. I unlock and open the door, then quickly disarm my alarm. After I flip the lights on, I wait for Elliot to step inside past me before dropping my keys in the bowl on the bookshelf next to the door. I lock us in and he stands there in my entry looking…lost.

      Stepping close, into his personal space, I look into his blue eyes and wait.

      He nervously licks his lips and meets my gaze. “I…don’t know what to do next,” he finally whispers as if afraid someone will overhear us.

      I take his bag from him and set it aside. Bracing my left hand on the wall behind him, over his right shoulder, I lean in close.

      He doesn’t pull away.

      “We can talk,” I softly say, barely a whisper. “Or we can do more. How much more depends on you and what you want. I’m clear, and I have lube and condoms.”

      His nostrils flare as he processes my offer.

      Then he gives me a tentative nod. I suppose this is truly the moment our dynamic started, the pattern of him wanting me to order and push because he’s rarely brave enough to ask, but I didn’t recognize it as such at the time.

      I arch an eyebrow at him. “More?”

      Another nod.

      I brace my other hand over his left shoulder and now he’s caged by my body. A heady mix of fear and lust rolls off him in absolutely sinful waves. I want to bathe in that and him all night long. My cock thickens and presses against my zipper in my slacks. It takes every ounce of willpower I have not to grind against him.

      Leaning close enough our lips could brush against each other if I go any farther, I say, “For this weekend, you can call me Sir. I don’t have anywhere to be until work on Monday morning. If you’d like to spend the weekend here, with me, I’d like to have you.”

      “Yes, Sir,” he whispers. “Please.”

      “You ever been with a guy before?”

      “Once, years ago. In college. We blew each other.” He sucks in a deep breath. “But I’ve always fantasized about…more than that. I don’t just mean sex.”

      Please please pleeeeease… “More?”

      He stares into my eyes. “Having a Sir.”

      My inner sadist sits up, stretches, and lets out a silent, hungry growl. “Then kiss me, boy.”

      I wasn’t expecting him to grab the lapels of my blazer and haul me against his body like a drowning man. He kisses me with a desperately needy hunger that sets my cock howling for relief.

      I guess I know what I’ll be doing for the next forty-eight hours.

      Or, rather, who I’ll be doing.

      Whether Elliot still wants me by the time Monday morning rolls around…

      I guess we’ll find out. If it’s up to me, he’s never going to be with another man.

      Much less anyone else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      It’s nearly eleven in the morning when the kids finish playing outside with Pecan. I help verify they’ve turned off the tortoise cam before they load Pecan into his wagon and we head inside.

      While we await the elevator, I drop back and turn to one of the agents on duty today.

      “Is Plumber still on-site?”

      He quietly speaks into his wrist mic. A moment later, he nods.

      I’m torn between feeling shitty about how I treated Elliot this morning while also wishing I’d awakened him by dumping a glass of cold water on him.

      The perfect real-life metaphor.

      When the elevator slides open I send the kids upstairs with a promise I’ll stop by before I leave.

      Then I force myself to walk to the West Wing.

      Elliot’s office door is closed. I have door-knock privileges. I’m also one of three people, besides Secret Service, who are allowed to open the door without knocking first, if it’s closed.

      Shae and Kev are the other two.

      Not even Elliot’s own chief of staff has permission to walk in without knocking and awaiting his response. It’s one of the few ways Elliot can silently defer to me around others without it raising eyebrows. If it’s ever needed, we’ll use the excuse that I’m conducting business for the president and I require immediate access to him.

      Since it’s Sunday, Elliot’s alone in his office. All of his staff—at least the ones based over here and who don’t work out of the EEOB—have the day off.

      I’m supposed to have the day off, too, but we already know how that worked out for me.

      I stand there for a moment with my hand resting flat on the cool surface of the door while trying to make up my mind what to do.

      I’m frustrated, I’m hurting…and I don’t know if having face-time with Elliot right now is a smart move on my part.

      Except I love him. I know he loves me.

      And I’ve already lost so much.

      There’s a lot of relatively fucked up mental and emotional garbage in Elliot’s head, garbage that he’s been unable to adequately address because of his self-made prison and futile attempts to earn his family’s approval and respect.

      That’s in addition to a heaping dose of PTSD and survivor’s guilt that he’s never truly sought help for, much less addressed.

      I have two choices.

      I can shove Elliot away once and for all and complete the destruction of my personal life, meaning I walk away from my job and Washington altogether. Staying if I’ve broken up with Elliot would hurt too damn much and I’m no masochist.

      Then again, all these years spent orbiting Elliot have been emotional masochism, haven’t they?

      Except leaving also means shredding Elliot emotionally and the thought of doing that guts me. It would also mean letting Chris down and opening the triad to exposure, and the thought of doing that grates on me even worse. I’ve been asked to uphold a trust. I don’t take that lightly. Especially considering who Shae is.

      Or, my other option is that I can suck it up and try to deal with this like an adult.

      Like the “master” I claim to be.

      Unfortunately, I currently have zero confidence in my abilities in that area. I know Elliot’s hurting but my resentment and grief make it difficult for me to set my pain aside.

      I take a deep breath, grab the doorknob…

      And find it’s locked.

      My left hand’s already squeezed into a tight fist and halfway up to angrily pound on his door before I catch myself and common sense takes over.

      No. I will not do this.

      Especially not here.

      I’m a fucking adult, and this is the goddamned White House.

      The burner in my pocket is one of three cell phones I usually carry. It’s exclusively used to text and call Elliot. I leave it in my pocket and head upstairs to see the kids one more time, clarify with Shae it’s all right if I take off for the rest of the day, and then I head out. I’m three blocks from the White House when I pull out the burner and fire off a text.

      
        
        Stopped by office & door locked. Message received. See you whenever next wk. GD

      

      

      Yes it’s passive-aggressive—emphasis on the aggressive—and I’ll fucking own that.

      Unfortunately, I’m currently out of fucks, flying or otherwise. It’s best I separate myself from him for now before I say or do something I cannot take back.

      Before I really hurt him.

      Based on the copy of Elliot’s schedule I saw yesterday or the day before, I think Elliot has meetings tomorrow morning and is supposed to be in the Senate chambers to preside over a ceremonial thing before lunch. In the afternoon, he’s flying out to California for…something. To be honest, I haven’t even seen his most current schedule for this coming week. Elliot won’t return to DC until Thursday, I believe.

      Fuck if I know, or even care right now. Which is totally unlike me. I used to memorize his daily schedule and bust my ass to try to slip as much contact into our days as possible.

      I normally have daily rituals with him, where I text him every morning when I get up, even if I know it’ll be awhile before he can respond, so he’ll know I’m thinking about him. Then I text him last thing every night before I go to sleep, even if we’ve talked on the phone that evening. It’s something we’ve done over the years to help keep us close even when distance and circumstances separate us.

      But in the wake of losing Jordan it’s all I can do to drag my ass out of bed every morning, dress myself, and deal with Shae, meaning I’ve let all the rest slide.

      Maybe I do need some time to myself.

      The GD is a shorthand code we have for going dark.

      Meaning I’m turning off the burner until further notice.

      Also meaning that, unless Elliot uses his personal phone or an official phone to contact me on my work or personal cell phones, he won’t be able to contact me.

      Or, of course, if he sees me in person.

      Right now, the likelihood of that is apparently next to zilch.

      Despite how it would be logical and easily explainable that the vice president called me on my personal or work phones, Elliot is filled with mind-numbing fear and will never do that, unless it’s legitimately for something work-related.

      Going dark.

      Dark, like my mood over the past two weeks.

      Dark.

      Like my grief.

      Dark.

      As dark as the inky, poisonous slime currently engulfing my soul.

      Dark.

      Growing darker by the day.

      But I don’t turn off the burner when I slip it into my pocket before hailing a cab. Once I’m inside the cab and on my way home, I loosen my tie and ignore the quick buzz of the burner in my pocket, which means Elliot’s replied. I’ll look at it later.

      Actually…

      I slip my hand inside my pocket, find the burner’s power button, and hold it down until I know the phone’s shut off.

      There.

      I won’t be tempted to say something I can’t take back, or forced to rein in my temper over what will probably be an excuse that I know is him trying to bait me, consciously or not, into ordering him to let me have contact with him.

      All because he’s too chickenshit to admit he needs me or wants me and he can’t bring himself to simply ask me to come to him.

      No. Not playing those games today. I don’t have the energy for them anymore. He had his chance to ask me when I made the suggestion the first time, and then again this morning when we were together.

      Message received.

      Loud and clear.

      I bought the burners for us specifically for this purpose, so there’s nothing to track back to either of us. I paid cash for them while in Florida several years ago. I use pre-paid debit cards, also purchased with cash, to pay the bills. All we use them for is to text and call each other and that’s it. We use the Signal app to do that, for an extra layer of security encrypting our texts and call data. The apps are set to auto-delete messages after they’ve been read, and both phones have Wi-Fi and Bluetooth disabled, so the phones aren’t discoverable through anything but cell towers.

      For obvious reasons, he never takes his into the SitRoom. It stays in his desk when he’s in the White House and goes home with him every night. If he’s traveling, it stays in his pocket, sometimes off. I showed him how to pull the battery in case he’ll be in a sensitive situation, like a SCIF. The chances of there being malware on it are infinitesimal, because I check them monthly and the only active app on his is the Signal app. He can’t even make phone calls or send regular texts with his because I disabled the features.

      I mean, could someone dig long and hard enough and maybe one day come up with a CCTV picture corresponding to a transaction of me buying a debit card and expose me?

      Maybe, but there’d have to be a crime to trigger the search warrants. Plus, enough time will have passed that it’s unlikely there will be any existing footage. We’re not committing any crimes. We never do government business through these phones.

      There’s nothing illegal in what we’re doing. It’d only be a politically adjacent personal scandal. Besides, DC is a large city but small enough, with enough overlapping cell towers, and a large enough population, that it helps obfuscate our trail even more.

      When I reach my apartment, I resist the urge to power the phone on again and read his response.

      I could do that hoping he’s asking me to return to the White House, and that he’s apologizing for locking his office door when he damn well knows I was on the premises and would likely stop by.

      Or I could do that hoping his response leaves me any of the usual openings he offers for me to decide for him and show up.

      Or it could simply be him telling me okay, and that he’ll see me next week. Which will hurt.

      Or…?

      Or probably none of the above, which will sting like fucking hell, too.

      I’ve touched that stove countless times in the past. I’ve never kept a relationship like this before, where I have to bust my ass all the time and feel like I’m getting little to nothing in return much of the time.

      I get it. He’s not anonymous. He’s in the closet and terrified of being outed.

      He loves me every bit as much as I love him.

      That all used to be good enough.

      Everyone has a breaking point, though.

      It’s starting to look like losing Jordan was mine. At least with Jordan in my life, I had…someone. Something.

      I wasn’t alone and lonely.

      Worse, my mind is consumed with thoughts of Jordan, and…

      Dark.

      The truth is, I’m not going dark—I’ve been there. My soul dove deep into the abyss two weeks ago.

      The question is will I ever be able to recover and head toward the light?
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        * * *

      

      I don’t use a cleaning service. I’m paranoid, yes.

      Besides, for the past six-plus years I haven’t needed a cleaning service. The apartment is small and plenty easy for me to keep tidy, even without Jordan’s daily attention to it.

      Although for the past two weeks I’ve barely done anything beyond taking out the garbage.

      The very walls are infused with memories that now painfully tug at me.

      Elliot needs you.

      But does he?

      Really?

      Sure as fuck doesn’t feel like he needs me. Not anymore.

      Definitely seems like he doesn’t need me today.

      That’s my pain and grief talking, yes. I’m well aware of it.

      Today, however, I don’t have the mental energy to think past that pain and argue with myself. For now, the psychologist has chucked his concern into the fuck-it bucket, put up a Gone Fishing sign, and I’m on my own.

      Thus, I clean.

      I start in the bathroom and work my way through the apartment, to the living room, then the kitchen. I clean and scrub and reorganize until it’s after seven that evening and I’m exhausted and drunk because I’ve been working on a nearly full bottle of Grey Goose I forgot was in my freezer. I’m praying we don’t have some sort of national emergency that will require me to get dressed, return to work, and pretend to soberly adult.

      See? No car is a good thing. I can’t get popped for drunk driving.

      The burner phone remains on the breakfast bar, where it sits with my personal and work phones, which are charging.

      I could simply not charge it, let it die, stick it in a drawer, and forget about it, leaving Elliot’s response forever rendered a Schrödingerian paradox.

      Going dark.

      I swirl the remaining few swallows of cold Grey Goose in my coffee mug and stare at it.

      I’m really fucking drunk right now.

      Like, drunker than I think I’ve ever been, even in college.

      And I’ve been pretty damn drunk in my life.

      In a mood like this I’m sorely tempted to call Elliot, ream him a new one, lay all the blame for my current mood right on top of him, and then tell him to go fuck himself once and for all.

      Elliot needs you.

      It’s now impossible for me to tell if I hear that in my voice or in Jordan’s.

      I used to believe Elliot needs me. Does he?

      Really?

      What do I get out of this anymore? Something-something altruistic greater-good, something-something…

      I walk into the bedroom and stare at the picture of me and Jordan hanging on my wall. On my personal phone and backed up on a secure hard drive are hundreds of pictures, tame and not, of me and Jordan together over the years.

      I have no picture like this of me with Elliot.

      I have no personal pictures of me and Elliot, tame or otherwise. Sure, there are plenty of official photos or press photos where we’re both captured in the same frame but we’re not “together” in them.

      The closest thing I have is the picture Shae used for their Christmas cards two years ago, including me and Elliot on them, along with Kev, and Yasmine, the kids’ nanny. Jordan bowed out despite me wanting him in it, too, and Shae requesting he join us. He actually went over my head to Chris and begged off doing it.

      The only time Jordan ever did anything like that.

      Jordan never would tell me why but I suspect it’s because he and I had plenty of pictures together and he was good and kind enough to want me and Elliot to have one without him in it.

      Hanging on my bedroom wall next to the picture of me and Jordan is a framed picture Jordan drew for me in charcoal pencil, of me and Elliot. We’re sitting on a rock in my parents’ backyard, my arm draped around Elliot’s shoulders, his head tucked against me and both of us smiling. It’s a partial duplication of a photo on my phone, one taken by my sister out in California five years ago.

      The actual photo was of me and Jordan on our second Christmas together, and the first where I took him out to meet my family. We’d been together a year at that point.

      My beautiful boy with his infinite heart. Despite asking Jordan not to buy me anything that Christmas, because I knew he was trying to save his money, he still made that for me, drawing it in secret after our return and giving it to me just before New Year’s. I immediately had it professionally framed.

      Elliot’s never seen it in person, although I took a picture of it and showed it to him.

      I blink back tears as I study it now. Jordan perfectly captured Elliot—with his glasses on, of course—and in it, my fingers are tangled in his hair. Jordan even adjusted the proportions it so it’s Elliot’s build.

      Because Jordan loved me so much, and knew how much I secretly resented not having a picture of me and Elliot together, he created me one.

      Honestly? I consider this my most precious possession. Irreplaceable. Not only because of the subject, but because of the love it represents, the fulgent presence of Jordan’s selfless heart and soul.

      I also have a framed copy of the holiday card sitting on my dresser. But, right now, thinking about those holiday cards—that it’s the only “public” photograph I have of me and Elliot together, and it’s not even of just us—leaves me feeling bitter and…mean.

      Or maybe that’s the Grey Goose slamming into my liver and brain like a cheesy small-town flea-market wrestling act.

      Dark.

      Midnight. Ink. Coal.

      Sewers and ancient, crumbling catacombs full of rotted corpses.

      I tip my head back and drain the mug, leave it sitting on my dresser, and go take a shower. I should have gone for a run today, or at least worked out downstairs to burn off some of these dark and ugly thoughts, but I really don’t want to be around people right now.

      I try not to think about the alternate universe where Jordan and I probably went grocery shopping this afternoon, then cooked dinner together and made love before falling into an exhausted sleep ahead of a busy Monday at work tomorrow.

      I try not to think about the alternate universe where Elliot didn’t accept Shae’s request to join the ticket, didn’t run for re-election to the House, and it was him and me doing all those things today because he is no longer an elected official. Where, between my savings and my job, we have more than enough money to support both of us, meaning he can stay home and take care of me and be nothing more than mine.

      I try not to think about the alternate universe where it’s me and Elliot and Jordan in a happy triad, my two boys joking around with each other while I proudly watch them being together and know that I’m the luckiest man alive.

      Standing there alone in my shower, I close my eyes. In the self-imposed darkness, I let the water beat over my head while tears run down my cheeks before being washed away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      I grab Elliot by his tie and wrap it around my fist, tugging so he’s forced to dip his knees and look up at me.

      I pause for dramatic effect. “I have no interest in forcing you to do something, unless you want to be forced. If that’s the case, I need you to tell me that. If at any time you need me to stop or slow down, you say red or yellow. Understand?”

      He nods. “Yes, Sir.”

      I head for my bedroom with Elliot in tow, barely giving him time to follow. I want the boy mentally off-balance while I blow his mind.

      And his cock.

      I haven’t been laid in sooo damn long. It’s been way longer than that since I’ve been able to have any kind of emotionally satisfying scene.

      My last sexual partner was absolutely a ten but he was closer to vanilla than kinky. This man makes him look like a gangrenous slug in comparison.

      There’s something about Elliot Woodley that’s already dug deep under my skin and I don’t even have his clothes off yet.

      That’ll happen soon enough.

      Smiling, I snap my fingers and point at the floor at the end of my bed. He looks down, then up at me as if he’s unsure.

      “Down, boy. On your knees.”

      “I…” He swallows, his cheeks growing red. “May I sit, Sir? Kneeling’s hard with this particular leg.”

      I immediately feel like a shit and pull him in for a long, sweet kiss. I use the distraction to back him toward the bed and lower him onto the end of that instead.

      Then I drop to my knees and smile up at him. “Let me start over, boy. Eyes on me, or I’ll stop.” I unfasten his slacks and am happy to find his gorgeous cock hard and eagerly pressing against his zipper through his briefs. I watch his face as I free him, wrap my fingers around his uncircumcised cock, and slowly ease his foreskin back.

      He shivers.

      Fucking shivers.

      I wish I could make this moment last forever. I slowly swirl my tongue around the head of his shaft and savor the taste of his pre-cum. His hands fist the covers as he watches me go down on him.

      Oh, he’s mine.

      He just doesn’t know it yet.

      Every soft gasp he gives me as I take my time going down on him becomes part of my soul. He shivers again as his cock pulses. When he grows even hotter and harder in my mouth, I know he’s close to the edge.

      Which is, of course, my cue to pull off and let him simmer for a while. I climb up his body, straddling him and pushing him down onto his back before I lean in to kiss him. That’s when I grab his hands and shove them over his head, pinning him to the mattress by his wrists.

      “While you’re with me this weekend, I want you to shut off your brain, boy. I want your focus only on me, and what I’m doing to you, and what I tell you to think about, and that’s it. Understand?”

      “Y-yes, Sir.”

      I sit up and yank off my blazer, tossing it onto the chair next to my dresser. Then I kick off my shoes and pull off my socks. I opt to stop there, for now. I want a psychological advantage over him once I get him naked.

      “Sit up.”

      He does, and I quickly strip his blazer, tie, shirt, and undershirt off him.

      Fuck me, he’s gorgeous. His body is a little softer than I would have guessed but he’s even more attractive for it because he’s real. He bears a few scars on his torso I suspect are mementos from his ordeal.

      Kissing him again, I ease him back onto the bed. I’m going to take my time unwrapping this present. Never believed in god before but maybe Elliot is a sign there’s a benevolent creator after all.

      I’m talking this man is beautiful.

      Notice I didn’t say perfect—which is why he’s so beautiful. He’s real, not some guy obsessed with gym time so he looks like an Instagram model.

      Slowly, I kiss my way along his chest, back to his abs, where I ease his slacks and briefs down his hips. He might as well be a virgin, considering his lack of experience with guys.

      That’s even hotter, to me.

      I get to be the one to teach him and I don’t take that privilege lightly. A good first experience can change a person’s life for the better, while a bad one can break them.

      The last thing I want to do is break him. I cherish my toys, even if I’m doing evil and nasty things to them in the process.

      The first serious hiccup occurs when I slide his slacks down to mid-thigh. That’s when it’s like he realizes he’s about to be naked in front of someone else. He flinches and starts to sit up.

      I can’t interpret his expression but I put my left hand out, fingers lightly splayed across his chest, and keep my voice low and gentle. “What’s wrong?”

      “I…” He swallows hard. “I…” He sucks in a desperate breath. “My leg.”

      “What about it? Am I hurting you?”

      “No, Sir.”

      I pause my efforts to get him naked and my right hand cups the top of his left thigh through his slacks. I can feel where, several inches below his hip, something that isn’t flesh starts. I don’t know the terminology but I’ll have my boy teach me.

      So I can take care of him.

      “Then what’s wrong, boy?”

      It looks like he’s forcing himself to talk. “My leg. I-I don’t have one. I mean, I’m missing part of one.”

      “I kind of gathered that from our talk earlier. Is that a problem? Or is there something special I need to know so I don’t harm you?”

      “I… I just…” He stares at me and I wait him out. “It doesn’t freak you out?”

      “The plane I was in dropped out of the sky and I nearly died. I spent a lot of time in physical therapy. No, an artificial leg doesn’t bother me.” My left hand is still splayed across his chest but now I’m applying a little pressure, hoping to coax him into lying down once more.

      I reach up with my right hand and stroke my fingers down his abs, over his scars. “We all have scars. Some inner, some outer. Some more visible than others. I have plenty of both. It makes us who we are, in the end.”

      He still looks nervous.

      That’s why I keep my tone gentle. There’s plenty of time for him to meet the sadist later, but not right now. “Just say it, boy. Nothing you say or ask of me should embarrass you. Judgment-free zone.”

      His face turns an adorable shade of red. “I…sweat.”

      “Oookaay? I think most people sweat.”

      The pink deepens. “You’re going to want a towel before you take it off me. Or I can go take it off in the bathroom, if you’d prefer.”

      Now I’m tracking. I climb up the bed and kiss him until I feel him once again starting to melt and he reaches for me.

      “You stay right here. Don’t you dare move.” I’m up and off the bed before he can object. I grab a clean towel, dampen a washcloth with warm water, and return to find him watching me.

      Then I kneel in front of him and set the washcloth and towel next to me. Before he can object again, I hook my fingers in the waistband of his slacks and briefs and start tugging. Once they’re off and expose him completely, I look up into his face to find his cheeks are still beet red.

      “Watch me,” I gently say. “Eyes on me. Tell me what I need to do.”

      He talks me through rolling down the outer sleeve that holds his prosthesis on and I immediately grok what he means about sweating. It was a warm day today, and after our walk here, and a three-flight climb, he’s a little damp. I use the washcloth to swab his thigh and the inside of the sleeve, and dry both with the towel. Once I have his prosthesis off and set aside, I remove the two limb socks he’s wearing over the liner that protects what’s left of his leg.

      “The liner comes off my stump the same way,” he says. “Just roll it down inside out. Then I wash and dry it.”

      “Is it okay for me to call it your stump?”

      He finally looks amused. “I mean, yeah. That’s what it is. But thank you for asking. Some amputees don’t like that term. I personally don’t care.”

      Once I’m down to bare flesh, I kneel in front of him again and kiss my way up his inner thighs. His cock has gone limp and twitches some the higher I go.

      I stare up at him. “We’re going to take a shower together and you’re going to let me take care of you this weekend.” He shivers again and damned if that isn’t fucking erotic and sexy and twisting my heart into knots over him. “All right, boy?”

      He nods. “Yes, Sir.”

      “I take it you haven’t been with someone since you were injured?”

      “No, Sir. You’re the first to help me with Duck. I mean, besides when I get fitted for it. A new one. I mean, this isn’t my first one. I mean…” He takes a deep breath, like he’s trying to force his brain to comply with my demands. “No, I haven’t been with anyone.”

      I keep eye contact with him as I lightly run my fingers up and down his left leg, over the knee, over his shin and calf, what are left of them. “Duck?”

      “Yeah. That’s what I call my leg. I’ve got another one, a blade, for running and stuff.”

      “Why do you call it Duck?”

      He smirks, and that’s when I’m absolutely certain I’m in love. “Because I didn’t.”
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        * * *

      

      I spend the next twenty minutes or so convincing him that, yes, I’m fine with his body. That I’m not freaked out, I’m not disgusted, I’m not filled with pity or loathing or anything other than lust.

      Because he’s a hot guy who just happens to be missing a foot. Big fucking deal.

      I mean, it is a big fucking deal, obviously. It was a life-shattering experience for him.

      For me, the fact that Elliot’s missing a foot only matters in the logistical context of making sure I don’t do something to make his life more difficult, or inadvertently trigger him in some way.

      Turns out the easiest way to convince Elliot of this is by licking and kissing him all over, to the point he’s too distracted and horny to feel self-conscious.

      He gets hard again so, yay, obviously my cunning plan works.

      I roll him onto his front so I can rub and kiss his back and tentatively start nipping his ass, the backs of his arms and shoulders, and the back of his right thigh. For obvious reasons, I don’t want to mark or risk injuring his left leg where he wears the liner and where the sleeve rides on his thigh.
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