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            Beep-beep, motherf*cker.

          

        

      

    

    
      My husband Liam’s a hot, hunky Master, and a US Senator. What’s not to love?

      I mean, besides his hot and hunky ex, Ward.

      Who’s also Liam’s hall-pass f*ck exception, because I never thought it’d be redeemed.

      I feel kind of sorry for the guy. Because my husband has several truckloads of pain to offload on that man.

      And so do I.

      Meaning I have a front-row seat to the festivities.

      Beep-beep, motherf*cker.
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            Author's Note

          

        

      

    

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

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

      But the kinky shit is absolutely realistic.

      In this “world” Covid 19 doesn’t exist and is not a plot point.

      This book picks up exactly where book 1, Sacred, leaves off.

      The Devout Trilogy is a spin-off series featuring characters first introduced in the Inequitable Trilogy, and set in the same world as the books in the Governor Trilogy, Determination Trilogy, Devastation Trilogy, and others. It is a standalone trilogy that can be read separately from those books.

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

      
        	Sacred

        	Profane

        	Penance

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Hubby, for all he does and for over two decades of love and support.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Then

        

      

    

    
      I did it.

      Standing there surrounded by my cheering fellow graduates, my victory feels somewhat…hollow.

      Mom should be here.

      I don’t let myself think about the fact that my father should be here, too.

      I try not to think about him any more than absolutely necessary because that tends to make me…ragey.

      Especially because it’s not fair Mom died two years ago, before I graduated from college, and I blame her death on my father even though he’d already been dead for a year by the time Mom died.

      He might as well have killed her, from all the stress he put her through. All the heartbreak.

      Her dream for me was to get my degree so I could be successful in life.

      My dream was to get a degree so that I could earn a good living, help her out, and take care of her after everything she went through.

      Threading my way around fellow students who are now scanning the stands for their friends and family, I hear a familiar voice.

      “D!”

      I turn to see my best friend Ansen Miller heading my way. He’s already unzipped his robe and he carries his mortarboard in his hand. I raise a hand to him and, before I can stop him, he engulfs me in a hug that I return.

      “What are you doing for the reset of today?” he asks.

      “Going home,” I honestly reply. “Getting drunk, probably.”

      Also honest, even though I know it’s not the healthiest response.

      But dammit, I’ve earned it, and it’s the one day I’ll allow myself to cut loose in the privacy of my own home.

      “Mom said you need to come with us today. She said she figured you’d just go home and be alone, and she insists you come celebrate with us.”

      Inwardly, I groan. Asa Miller is a sweet woman who has apparently decided she needs to step in for my mom. Normally, I find this endearing. She’s a totally amazing mother and Ansen is a lucky guy to have two great parents. Not to mention his fantastic extended family.

      Today, however, I just want to…decompress.

      Be alone.

      Mope that Mom’s not here to celebrate today with me.

      Shove down my anger that Dad’s not here, either.

      Maybe finally allow myself a chance to really start grieving, because in all honesty that’s something I haven’t even done yet. I medicated my grief over Mom’s death with studying and working my ass off to graduate.

      “I don’t know, An,” I say. “Your family—”

      “Will alllll be there. Yeah, exactly. Momma said she won’t take no for an answer.” He grins. “You know she’ll just show up at your place and bodily drag you out to the car by your ear if you don’t come. She likes you, you know.”

      I like her, too. And his dad. Both his parents have embraced me, but Asa Miller especially has practically adopted me.

      And she’s not my mom.

      And Ansen’s father, Paul Miller, is a nice guy. Totally unlike the man my father morphed into.

      Reluctantly, I let Ansen drag me along in his wake toward where the entire Miller contingent is waiting. It’s not just his parents—it’s aunts and uncles and cousins and a grandparent or two, and I don’t know who everyone is. As soon as they see both of us they all start wildly cheering and clapping, swarming both of us and enveloping us in hugs. I think I’ve met everyone here at least once because Asa insists on me attending all of their family functions and holiday celebrations, in addition to having me over for countless weeknight dinners and Saturday afternoon football game-watching days.

      But I couldn’t begin to tell you everyone’s name outside their immediate family.

      They don’t even care I’m not a relative—to them I am “family.” Today I’m passed around like a stuffed animal, receiving congrats, hugs, slaps on the back, and kisses on the cheeks.

      It’s a whole thing with them. Loving and supportive and…nice. Their family is what I wish mine had stayed like and might have, if not for Dad’s accident all those years ago.

      Then Asa hooks her arm around mine. “D, you are coming over to our place now, correct?” She arches a perfectly shaped brow at me.

      I know a command when I hear it and maybe she’s not my mother, but she’s the next best thing to having a mom. “Yes, ma’am,” I say, forcing a smile I hope fools her. “I have received my marching orders.”

      “Great!” She keeps her arm around mine as if afraid to release me too soon for fear of me bolting.

      Which I might.

      Except then she pulls another one on me. “Ansen!” she calls out. “Ride with D so he doesn’t forget where we live!”

      He shoots me a smirk over the top of one of his cousin’s heads. “Yes, Momma.”

      But we both know what she’s up to and she’d probably readily admit it even if I confronted her.

      Which I won’t, of course.

      She wants to make sure I can’t back out. She damn well knows I know where they live. Over the years I’ve been to their house literally more times than I can count.

      I honestly think if it was up to her she’d have moved me into their oldest son’s room already. He graduated college three years ago and relocated to Texas for work, and she’s done far more than hint to me numerous times that I’m welcomed to live there.

      Me being gay wouldn’t be a problem, either, because Ansen’s out to his family.

      And no, she’s not trying to fix the two of us up. She already tried that and knows we’re nothing more than friends.

      Once we’re on our way to Ansen’s house he says it. “Mom’s worried about you, now that we’ve graduated.”

      I shrug. “There’s nothing to worry about. I have résumés out all over the place. I’m actually planning on taking a gap month while I consider my options.”

      “Can you afford that?”

      “Yeah, as long as I’m not stupid and go on a spending spree. I budgeted it in last year.”

      He doesn’t need to know I have a comfortable amount in savings, thanks to Mom’s life insurance policy.

      No one knows about that. I don’t want people to know, either.

      And it’s for my retirement. I pretend it’s not even there because I don’t want to think of it as a safety net.

      He slowly shakes his head. “You seem way more put-together than I am. You’re like a damned adult. When does that kick in for me?”

      I grin. “Probably never.”

      “Asshole.” But he smiles. “So let’s get our stories straight about your ‘vacation’ for Momma, because she’s gonna grill me later, dude.”

      I shrug. “The truth is fine. I’m going to decompress and take my time considering my options. I don’t want to grab the first offer and find out later it was the wrong choice. I know I have a rare luxury most people don’t, and that’s time. I want to research, maybe relocate, who knows?”

      “What are you going to do with a whole month off, dude? Do you even know how to take time off? You don’t even take full weekends off.”

      “I don’t know.” I think about it for a moment. “I’ll hopefully get laid.”

      He laughs. “You damn sure need that.”
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      The next Wednesday evening, I’m sitting in a bar near my apartment, one that I’ve heard about while in college but never took the time to visit.

      A gay bar.

      I’m no prude—far from it. But especially after Mom died my primary goal was to get my degree so I could go to work. I’m no monk but serious dating, or a time-draining relationship, didn’t fit into my game plan.

      I’m there for an hour and thinking about ordering a ride-share to come take my drunk ass home when a cute guy catches my eye from the other side of the bar. Brown hair and brown eyes, his black tee is stretched across pecs that obviously have more than a passing relationship with a gym. When he saunters over he’s at least three inches taller than my five-ten, and his tight jeans cling to his even tighter ass and reveal a print I hope isn’t a goddamned sock or I’m going to be pissed.

      He smiles down at me. “Haven’t seen you in here before.”

      “You’re absolutely right. You haven’t.”

      “First time out?”

      Either he sucks at flirting or I’m an unrepentant smartass who doesn’t know when to go for the sure thing. Or, maybe both. The two aren’t mutually exclusive, I suppose. “Nah. I’ve been out for years. First time here.”

      “No closet for you?” He reaches out and strokes his index finger up my breastbone, hooking it over the neck of my tee and tugging me closer. “Because I don’t do closets.”

      “What do you do?”

      His left eyebrow arches dangerously. “I’ll happily do you, but I have rules.”

      “What kind of rules?”

      “I have a thing about being in charge. And just because I want to fuck doesn’t mean I want to get married.”

      “Not sure I ever want to get married so keep talking.”

      He sucks his teeth. “You have a smart mouth, don’t you?”

      “Kind of matches my smart ass.”

      His predatory smile hardens my cock. Helloooo, sweetie.

      “Maybe I’d like to see what you look like begging with my cock buried in your mouth or in your ass.”

      I step close, pressing against him so he can feel my erection rub against his. I’ve got a brain full of fantasies I’d like a chance to explore now that I have a little free time to do so.

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” I say. “Maybe I’d like to see how hard I can beg with your cock down my throat.”

      “Oooh.” He grabs my hand and presses against his fly and, yep, that’s not a sock down there. “I don’t bottom, although if you’re a very good boy I might suck your cock after I spank you.”

      A shudder ripples through me and now my cock’s painfully hard. “Better be neg and not give me any crap about wrapping. No stealthing me, either. I’ll let you do a lot to me but you aren’t fucking me bare right now.”

      He slants his lips over mine, the late-day stubble on his cheeks rasping against mine as he kisses me. I taste the rum and Coke he’d been drinking.

      Fuck, he can kiss.

      “Name’s Jaz,” he says. “But you’ll call me Sir.”

      “Daniel. I don’t give a shit what you call me, but if you call me Dan or Danny I’ll bite your dick off.”

      He grins. “I’m going to call you my eager little slut by the time I roll your eyes back in your head.”

      “Promises, promises. Share an Uber back to your place?”

      He nuzzles my neck and bites hard enough I have to grab his arms to keep from my knees unhinging right there. “Yeah. Let’s go, boy.”
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      Instead of spending the next several weeks digging into the tightly packed grave I’d buried my grief in, I spend it on my knees, or with my feet around my ears, or with my head being driven into my headboard, or some variation of that.

      Usually while my ass is hot and red and stinging and covered with the imprint of Jaz’s huge hands.

      Everyone’s a winner.

      We alternate where we spend time, my place or his, and he even says he wants to be exclusive. He’s six years older than me and works in the datacenter of a local cable company.

      I haven’t accepted a job yet but I have offers rolling in from all over the country, and now I’m considering taking one closer to…here.

      Which is something I didn’t anticipate.

      Because maybe I’m not ready to move in with someone, much less get married, but I like this calm stability we have.

      I enjoy not being alone.

      Jaz isn’t an asshole. He’s intelligent, funny, and we have great conversations when he’s not face-fucking me and calling me his dirty fucking slut while my hard cock drips all over the place and loves every damn second of that.

      Three weeks to the day we meet he tells me he loves me, and I finally, finally allow myself to ease up just a tiny bit on the rigid control I’ve kept on my life and my heart.

      Because maybe he’s my peaceful future after surviving a shitstorm of past emotional trauma.

      I’m actually in…love.

      It feels great, to be honest. I’ve never let myself fall in love before. Never got close enough to anyone to be in love with them before.

      He sees the darkness in me, in my past, the charred remains of my childhood and the scars I’ll always carry, and he doesn’t care about them.

      He cares about me.

      He loves me.

      He breaks me down and then when I’m crying he lets me curl up in his lap in a ball, holds me tightly, and tells me what a good boy I am for him.

      And I fucking love that shit.

      I crave it, like a damned drug. The more I get, the more I need, until I’m letting myself fantasize about moving in together and building a life together.

      I start to heavily focus my job search locally, so I can remain near Jaz.

      And then one night, after he spanks and fucks me into a puddle of goo in my bed, he’s pulling on his jeans and buckling the belt he just beat me with, and that’s when it all goes to shit.

      “We need to have a talk, Daniel.”

      I’m already half asleep and I roll onto my side to focus on him. “About what?”

      He pulls on his shirt. “We’re not going to do this anymore.”

      A dark, dangerous buzzing, like meth-addicted mosquitoes, rings in my ears. “Do what?”

      “This.” He circles his finger and points at the floor. “I didn’t want to say anything before. Wanted you to have a good night.”

      I sit up. “What are you talking about.”

      He cocks his head at me in that way he has and that’s when I process he called me Daniel and not boy.

      “I met a guy last week and the more time I spend with him, the more I realize this isn’t going to work with you and me.”

      My blood runs cold. “W-what?”

      “Don’t worry, I never bare-backed him. Look, you’re a nice guy but you need someone in a better place than I am. You got a lot of stuff to deal with, and I get that, you went through some shit. And look at all those offers you said you’re getting. You know you’re moving soon. It’s better to do this now than drag it out before I get more hooked on you.”

      “You…you’ve been cheating on me? You’re the one who said you wanted to be exclusive!”

      “Yeah, I know.” He rubs his forehead, like he’s working on a headache. “I moved too fast, and that’s on me. Which is why I’m telling you this now.”

      “Now, as in after you fucked someone else?”

      “Yeeaaah.” He stands there, looking uncomfortable. “So, take care, and good luck. I’m sure you’re gonna be fine.”

      I’m still sitting there ten minutes after I heard him shut the living room door behind him. It feels like I can’t…breathe. Like I want to cry but my chest hurts too bad to even suck in air.

      How goddamned ironic is this, right? I let myself think of a future where I’m not alone, where I’m vulnerable to someone else who I believe actually understands and accepts all of me, the dark and the light, and…

      Fuck.

      Fortunately, I recognize this place. I recognize this pain. To a lesser degree it’s what I felt when I got the call about Mom.

      It’s grief.

      Guess I can’t outrun it after all.

      But I know one thing’s for certain—no one ever gets a second chance to hurt me.
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      Standing here on the stairs in our DC townhouse and watching my husband’s back as he disappears to our bedroom, I’m…reeling.

      To have my suspicions completely confirmed even though I think I had myself convinced I was wrong.

      I desperately wanted to be wrong.

      Even after unlocking Liam’s old cell phone and reading all the e-mails for myself, and seeing the pictures and videos taken while he was in college and law school, I wanted to grasp for any explanation, any reason I had even the slightest hope of being completely wrong.

      Pictures of him and the guy who broke his heart back in college.

      Confirmation that my husband’s “ghost”—his old roommate and boyfriend who ghosted him on graduation day, and who never so much as contacted Liam again—is none other than the newly sworn in freshman US senator from Georgia, one Ward Mason Callahan.

      I don’t know what disgusts me more—that Ward is married to a woman…or that he’s a motherfucking Republican.

      Or, even worse, that I think Ward Callahan is hotter than hell.

      I shouldn’t think that about the fucker. I really shouldn’t. It can lead to a very dangerous situation.

      I mean, more dangerous.

      Liam sure can pick ’em. His type is good-looking subby guys. Considering how many people hit on me in a given week I don’t think that makes me a narcissist to say I think I’m good-looking.

      Still worse yet, as of a couple of weeks ago, on swearing in day, Liam and Ward seem to have picked up exactly where they left off in college. My hubby apparently has taken full advantage of the hall-pass fuck waiver I stipulated to before we got married ten years ago.

      Yes, when I first met Ward Callahan on swearing-in day, I knew for certain, deep in my gut, that he was my Liam’s “ghost.”

      I knew.

      I knew it the same way I can be blindfolded and tied up and still sense where Liam is within the room.

      I felt it at a visceral level, part instinct and part learned observation.

      I’ve only seen Liam visibly rattled like that two other times during our total of fourteen years together. First when his mother died, and again when his father died.

      It’s not that Liam isn’t capable of being rattled but feeling it and letting his feelings show, especially in public, are two completely different things. He’s a fucking ruthless attorney. I’ve sat in a courtroom and watched him cross-examine witnesses and mesmerize juries during opening and closing arguments. I’ve seen videos of depositions he’s taken.

      His skill in this way is one of the reasons he was such a high-earner when he actively practiced law full-time for a living.

      But Ward Callahan’s mere presence visibly rattled my hubby. Even before Liam introduced me to Ward I suspected the man was his ghost. I’m the chief of staff to a congressman, meaning I excel at making snap evaluations of people and situations on the fly, which is an invaluable skill for successfully performing my job.

      It wasn’t just my gut telling me, though. It also wasn’t anxiety, or irrational jealousy, either.

      For starters, now the word that my husband sometimes spoke in his sleep, a word I was never certain I heard correctly, made perfect sense to me.

      Because I always thought he was saying “wood,” or “word,” or “what.”

      Except it wasn’t just a word—it was a name.

      Ward.

      He was dreaming about his ghost.

      In addition, the men look to be about the same age, and my appearance at that moment obviously threw Liam into a borderline panic without me understanding why, at the time.

      Until Ward Callahan talked to me when Liam stepped away for a moment, presumably to speak to the vice president.

      Except, again, in my gut I knew that was merely an excuse to buy Liam a moment to pull himself together.

      That’s when I confirmed it. Because as Liam hurried away, Callahan’s head swiveled, watching Liam even while he answered my questions.

      “You and Liam met at NYU?” I asked as casually as possible. “Law school?”

      Ward slowly nodded, maybe not even realizing he was giving himself away. “Undergrad. We were roommates.”

      The truth slammed into me so hard right then that it took every ounce if self-control I had in that moment not to jump up and down and point my finger at him that my hunch was confirmed.

      I know damned well Liam only had one roommate during college and law school. His previously unidentified “ghost.”

      Motherfucker.

      I should also be commended for my incredible self-control in not launching myself onto Ward Callahan in a screaming rage and getting arrested for assaulting a newly sworn in US senator.

      Not exactly a brilliant career move for the chief of staff to a congressman.

      A thousand possibilities flicked through my mind as I watched that man watching my husband while we talked. Callahan’s blue gaze burned with a hungry, desperate fire I know all too well.

      The desperation of a man barely surviving, who’s gone too long without getting what he truly needs. A man—married to a woman, mind you—so desperate that he would stand there and actively eye-fuck the other man’s husband right in front of him, without explaining the full truth of the matter.

      But then Callahan left and Liam returned and I wondered if maybe I was overreacting. Or perhaps just possibly that I was wrong.

      I mean, I’m rarely wrong but stranger things have happened.

      It is DC, after all.

      Of course I was willing to give Liam the benefit of the doubt once I had time alone later to breathe and and think and try to rationalize myself out of what I already knew to be the truth.

      Besides, having that particular emotionally charged conversation wasn’t going to take place there, at work.

      In the damned US Capitol building.

      No fucking way.

      Except…

      I knew.

      Even though I wanted to gaslight the hell out of myself and pretend it didn’t happen, that I didn’t see what I knew I saw, and that I had to be wrong, my gut wouldn’t let it drop.

      Not after all my memories of holding Liam as he cried when he had nightmares. Not after seeing what losing the man had done to my husband.

      Not after knowing how the chickenshit motherfucker had ghosted Liam without so much as a goddamned phone call to explain himself, ripping Liam’s heart out in the process.

      As far as I’m concerned, that’s an unforgivable sin.

      No one fucks with my husband and gets away unscathed. No one.

      Not even people who hurt him before I ever knew him.

      I decided later that same afternoon that my best course of action would be to wait and see what happened next. Because on the remote possibility I was wrong, I didn’t want to accidentally trigger Liam and dredge up his painful past.

      Or do damage to an innocent man’s life.

      Or get myself arrested for assaulting a senator.

      Unfortunately, I was not wrong.

      Over the past couple of weeks I’ve felt an unusual tension building in Liam, a jumpiness he’s never exhibited before, and I knew I needed to talk to him about it. Because I wanted him to know that I knew the truth. And that, despite the anger I’ve held at “the ghost” on Liam’s behalf throughout all these years, if he really wanted to cash in his hall-pass fuck with Ward Callahan…

      I was good with that.

      Really good. I mean, the guy is gorgeous. I wouldn’t mind having a piece of him myself. I might have even been able to look past the fact that he was married to a woman and a Republican.

      Except.

      That was all…until.

      Until I realized Liam had likely already cashed in his hall-pass fuck chit without letting me know first.

      That pissed me off and set me on a journey to get proof before I confronted Liam about it. I really hoped he’d come clean before the confrontation, meaning I’d still be pissed but at least he’d independently taken the step to atone and I could forgive him and move on.

      He did not.

      Meaning I was now on a quest.

      This morning I remembered his old cell phone. The one in Liam’s desk at home.

      The one I never saw him carry on him but which he refused to throw away, even though he never used it. And the one that always managed to travel between our houses, back and forth to DC, despite never being used.

      Imagine my utter lack of surprise when I left work early claiming I felt sick, headed home, and retrieved that phone from Liam’s desk just to find it fully charged.

      And locked.

      Not with the same passcode he’s always used on both his work and personal phones, either. Codes he knows I have and I’m free to use any time. Just like he has my codes.

      Without success I tried several passcodes that seemed obvious to me.

      But when I had a thought…

      I felt sick inside as I pulled out my personal cellphone, hit Ward Callahan’s Wikipedia page, and then tried 1016.

      The phone unlocked.

      October 16th—Ward’s birthday.

      Even before I swiped into the pictures, videos, and read through the ocean of entries in the e-mail account, I already knew in my soul what I’d find.

      I wish I could say I was shocked but that would be a lie, because I wasn’t. Not shocked about finally confirming the identity of Liam’s ghost and finding proof of my husband’s infidelity, I mean.

      When I married my husband, we’d been dating nearly four years at that point. I fully understood he was a package deal by default, a ménage, even if he didn’t consciously realize it because one of the participants was perpetually MIA.

      Honestly? I choose to believe Liam did not realize it back then. Not really. Hell, I’m not even sure if he fully understands that now.

      There have always been three people in our relationship and later, our marriage: me, him, and goddamned Ward Mason Callahan.

      Fucker.

      I didn’t know Ward’s name back then, obviously. All I knew was that Ward shattered the heart and trust of the man I love and I’ve always wanted to seek some sort of revenge for that transgression.

      I never dreamed Ward returning to Liam’s life would or could become a reality. Or that Liam would ever have an opportunity to fuck him.

      Much less that I’d fall for the fucker, too.

      It took me a couple of hours to read through all the e-mails. Apparently, Liam started sending them immediately after Ward disappeared in college, but Ward never responded. Over the years, Liam seemed to use those e-mails as a type of therapy. In fact originally, many of them weren’t even sent. Liam would stick them in his drafts folder after writing them. He even said as much in several of the e-mails, that it was more for him to work through stuff in a safe way.
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