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Disclaimer




'Owned by the Boss' is A Political Enemies-to-Lovers Office Romance is a work of fiction. All characters, events, organizations, and locations depicted are fictional. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

This book touches on real-world political themes and issues, intended to reflect the broader realities and tensions of modern politics. However, it is not intended as a political statement or commentary, nor should it be interpreted as representing any real political figure, party, or ideology. It remains, first and foremost, a fictional work crafted for entertainment purposes.

At its core, this is a romance novel that explores complex relationships, power struggles, and BDSM themes between consenting adults. It contains mature content intended for adult audiences only. Reader discretion is advised.

The views, opinions, and actions of the characters do not reflect those of the author.








  
  

Chapter 1


Slade





Iwas married to my work. I didn't have time for romance. I didn't have time for love. I barely had time for self-love—though that was probably for the best, considering how my life was falling apart. 

And I definitely didn't have time for murder.  

But if anyone was going to drive me to it, it was Kieran Blackthorn.  

Just hearing his name made me want to strangle something—preferably him. But I knew Elis wasn't going to let this go. My wife was leaving me, and as if that dumpster fire couldn't get any worse, my campaign manager of four years was jumping ship too.  

I shot Elis a look that said, 'Quit while you're ahead,' but of course, he didn't even blink.  I sighed, long, hard, and desperate, like a man who was about to implode—and sure enough, Elis just kept going.

"Look," Elis steepled his hands over the desk, his grey eyes sunken from too many sleepless nights. Elis Wallace was the best damn campaign manager I'd had for the last four years in my riding, but I could tell the years were grinding him down like a dull pencil. His brow was carved with trenches deep enough to plant a garden, and his hands shook slightly—the beginnings of Parkinson's, though he was too damn stubborn to admit it. We were losing him to time, and it made something ugly crack open in my chest.  

"I'm no spring chicken," Elis said, his voice gravelly. "We need fresh blood in here. The people are aching for it. Besides, we're losing, and if we lose any more, we'll be in the single digits. Victoria Sinclair is eating us alive in the polls, and unless we change strategy yesterday—hell, last week—we're toast."  

"Yeah, but—"  

"No buts, Slade!" Elis hissed, jabbing a shaky finger at me like a grumpy father scolding his idiot son. "This is non-negotiable. Fourteen campaigns I've run for the Harrington dynasty—"  

"I wouldn't exactly call it a dynasty," I muttered.  

"And we've never lost!" Elis barked, ignoring me. "We will not lose this campaign, so buck up. Make nice with Cecilia. Tell her she can have her divorce after you're re-elected. Hell, tell her she can have the house, the dog, and the yacht if she wants—but for now, smile like you're still in love, damn it!"  

"Cecilia never liked the dog," I grumbled.  

"Good! Then maybe she'll let you keep it," Elis snapped. "Now, listen up: I'm bringing in Kieran tomorrow, and I don't want to hear a damn thing about it. You're going to suck it up, shake his hand, and pretend he's not a pain in your ass. Got it?"  

I sighed, dragging a hand down my face. "Fine, but I'm putting it on record that Kieran smells like stale cigarettes and bad cologne."  

"And yet, he wins campaigns," Elis shot back, smirking for the first time in weeks. "Now get out of my office before I give you another lecture about why you don't have the luxury of being picky."  

I turned to leave, muttering under my breath, "I'd take another lecture if it meant I didn't have to call Cecilia."  

"She married you, Slade. The least you can do is try to sound like you're worth the trouble," Elis hollered after me, his laugh gravelly but genuine.  

I strolled out of Elis's office, already annoyed at the thought of having to replace him. He'd been with me since the beginning, when I was just a loudmouth wannabe senator preaching from my soapbox, trying to live up to my father's legacy. The Harringtons came from a long line of politicians, stretching all the way back to the 1800s. Ever since I was a kid, my life has revolved around politics. It didn't matter whether we leaned left or right; what mattered was the game itself. Politics wasn't just a career in my family—it was everything.  

My father once called it a curse, but I'd never seen it that way. I had a fire in my gut to change the world for the better, to shape it into what it could be. My re-election wasn't just important—it was necessary to make that vision a reality.  

The gymnasium was alive with activity when I walked in. Campaign posters lined the walls, their bold slogans shouting promises into the cavernous space. Tables were stacked with brochures and pamphlets that volunteers handed out to anyone walking through the doors. American flags and red, white, and blue streamers hung from the ceiling.  

In one corner, I spotted Dylan, his brown hair catching the light as he spoke animatedly to Ciara, one of our event coordinators. Her bob of bright red hair bounced with every step she took, her energy palpable even from a distance. Nearby, Sarah, our ever-reliable elderly volunteer, worked tirelessly, her sharp eye ensuring nothing slipped through the cracks. Then there was Kristin, the loudest voice in the room, directing the fundraiser efforts with the authority of a seasoned drill sergeant.  

I swallowed hard as I made my way to my office. Closing the door behind me, I leaned against it for a moment, letting out a long, slow breath. My phone was buzzing in my pocket, and I quickly silenced it, heading straight to my desk and my computer. I knew Ciara had a speech planned for a fundraiser later on today, then we had a campaign strategy to go over, and after that, I'd have to prepare for the arrival of Kieran Blackthorn—the spawn of Satan, no doubt.

I rubbed my temples, okay. Not going there. 

The phone in my office rang and I picked it up immediately. "Hey Ciara—I just started working on my speech—"

"Cecilia is on line one and she doesn't sound too happy," Ciara warned.

Right. Yes. "Thank you, I'll take it." I waited for the beep. "Hello—"

"You dog!" 

"Hello to you too, Cecilia," I muttered.

"Don't pull that shit with me! Don't you know what time it is? Your daughter is on stage right now performing Swan Lake and guess where her piece of shit father is? Not here. Not even a call or text message to let us know you weren't coming, you just didn't even show up!"

Shit. I hurried to check my calendar and groaned when I saw that it was circled three times in red highlighter. "I'm sorry. I can't—"

"Make it? Heard that one before. Why don't you just tattoo it on your forehead at this point? Save us all the suspense," she hissed.

"I love how you keep insulting me. Is this a roast, or did you actually have something to say?"

"Your daughter will be heartbroken if her father doesn't show up," Cecilia shot back. "So, either you make it tonight, or I'll mysteriously come down with a terrible case of the flu—for the entire rest of the campaign."

The line went dead.

"Fuck," I hissed, then I picked up the phone and called Ciara, she picked up on the first ring. "Ciara, what time does the fundraiser start?"

"Three o'clock… Why…? Is it code red?"

"It's code fucking red," I muttered and she sighed.

"All right, don't worry about it, we can stall until you arrive, but try not to be later than four o'clock. I'll have the limousine barcade ready to take you whenever you need to go in twenty minutes."

"You're amazing, and I don't pay you enough," I sighed into the phone.

"Damn right you don't," Ciara shot back with a laugh, then hung up before I could respond.

Christ, what time is it? I punched my fist into the air and checked the time on my Rolex Submariner. It was 11:45, which meant I had three hours to make it back here for the fundraiser event. I grabbed my coat jacket off the hooks and swung it over my shoulders, then hurried to the mirror in my office. I stared at my bright blue eyes and dark mocha hair, coiffed neatly at the top. And I hated what I saw. A failure as a husband, and soon to be a failure as a governor. I splashed cold water on my face and hurried out the door.


      [image: ]I arrived at the school with several agents in tow, ignoring the questioning looks as I made a beeline toward the auditorium, which was pitch black. I stumbled my way to Cecilia, who sat at the front, her long, ink-black hair pulled up into a messy bun, showcasing her beautiful olive skin. I crouched down and walked toward her, pressing a gentle kiss on her smooth cheek. "Hey, sorry I'm late," I breathed.  

She hummed and moved over for me to sit down while the agents stood near the front. All the other little girls were in swan tutus that looked so adorable, my heart melted. Stacy was front and center, standing out as the swan princess, with the other girls prancing around her.  

"Where's Jace?" I asked, craning my head for my eldest son.  

"Where else? Home," Cecilia clipped, turning her full attention to the stage.  

Right. Well, I guess the conversation was over.

The play ended with a flurry of prances, and we all stood clapping our hands while the curtain came down. She was good. I'd have to look into seeing if she'd be interested in doing private lessons. I turned to tell Cecilia, but she was already packing up her stuff and heading for the door. "Wait," I said to her. "Maybe tomorrow we can—"

"No," she deadpanned.

"You haven't even heard what I was about to say."

"My answer will always be no," Cecilia stared at me, and I wondered when her honey eyes started looking so dead. I knew it was too little, too late for us, that the man she married was long gone, swallowed up by the political pariahs and the bureaucrats. I loved her once, too, quite desperately, I remembered. She had been a protester at one of my grandfather's rallies, screaming at the top of her lungs against the pollution of our cities by large corporations. Needless to say, my grandfather had her thrown out. But days later, she'd come back, and I had been so enamoured, I followed their little group until they stopped at a bar, their signs scattered around them as they plotted and planned their next protest around pints of beer and Mary Jane.  

Cecilia had loved all things back then, and she, like me, wanted to change the world.  

Ten years later, things were different. Very different.  

I ached for her sometimes, for the family I had given up to be governor and all the sleepless nights I spent chasing a dream that was beyond my reach.  

"Okay," I forced a smile, and then my little princess came bounding over. 

"Daddy!" She threw herself into my arms, and I laughed while picking her up. 

"Hey, pumpkin! That was awesome! Who were you, a Swan or a Duck?"

"A Swan Daddy!" she pouted, still in her little swan tutu. "Did you see how high I jumped? Mrs. Campton says I will jump even higher next year!"

"Yeah! That was awesome! You almost flew through the roof!" I replied, kissing her plump cheeks. 

"Come on," Cecilia held her arms out. "Let's get you changed." I passed Stacy off to her mother while she pouted. "I assume you won't be coming to dinner tonight."

"No, there's a fundraiser at—" Cecilia was already walking away with my daughter in tow. I tried not to let it get to me, her dismissal. Over the years, I had neglected them, and I knew she hated me for it. I knew for certain that once the campaign finished, so were we.

I shoved the thought away, heading back to the fundraiser, just in time to see it in full swing. The energy in the room was electric; people from all walks of life were laughing, talking, and clinking glasses. I raced over to the reporters, where Dylan was snapping pictures of the crowd.  

"How's it going?" I called out, trying to catch my breath.  

"Better now that you're here," Dylan smiled at me, his kind eyes crinkling with amusement. His jawline was sharp, and his dark hair was always perfectly styled, making him look like the kind of young investigative journalist who belonged in the pages of a magazine rather than trailing behind a political campaign. He had followed us with the rest of the media from the start, but I always found him more easy-going than the rest. "Look, it's a madhouse. And I think I saw some protesters with pink spray paint in the back, wearing tattoos of cruelty-free animals and slogans like 'Save the Turtles' all over their bodies."

"Don't joke," I snorted a laugh, shaking my head.  

"I'm kidding. You're good, man," Dylan said, giving me a reassuring pat on the back. He flashed me a grin that could disarm anyone in a room. "Go knock 'em dead!"

Before I could say anything else, my name was announced. The crowd turned to face me, the lights flashing in all directions. I raised my hands in acknowledgment, the hum of anticipation filling the room. Taking a deep breath, I strode to the podium. Showtime.


      [image: ]I was smiling so hard my cheeks hurt, but the familiar rush of talking to the crowd was still buzzing through me. "Let me know the results of the fundraiser, I'm hoping we can get more undecided voters once this is over."

Ciara nodded as she walked beside me, her ruby heels clapping on the floor. "Sir, what about the campaign? I know you spoke with Elis, but it might be better if I had an understanding of what's happening, that way I can prepare the interns—"

"We haven't decided on hiring Kieran yet," I cut her off as we strode to my office. "I don't want that pompous ass closer to me than necessary..." The words died in my throat when I saw Kieran standing in my office.

Shit.

"Always rays of sunshine when I see you," Kieran said, stuffing his hands into his pockets. He wore a black and white striped suit that made his shoulders appear impossibly wide and his waist extremely narrow. My throat went dry, and I looked away from him.

"Where the hell is my security? We can't just let the crazies in because they dress nicely," I said to Ciara, who bit back a laugh.

"Well, should I ring a gong or are you guys going to fight right here and now?" Kieran rolled his eyes, and Ciara laughed. "I'll see myself out, boss," she said as she left. 

"Let me guess," I said, closing the door behind her. "Elis called you and you jumped at the chance to ruin my life."

"Your guess is correct, but I'm not sure I could ruin it any further than it already is," Kieran replied, his mouth thinning into a hard line. "You're tanking."

"Thanks, Captain Obvious. Anything else you want to point out?" I snapped, rubbing my temples.

"I meant to say you're cratering," Kieran said, adjusting his stance near the full-length window. The sunlight streamed through, illuminating his vibrant green eyes, which seemed to gather all the colours of the spectrum and trap them in their depths, making them almost hypnotic. "It's pitiful, really, how much you need me to come clean up your mess."

"That's the spirit," I deadpanned. "Newsflash: I don't need you for anything."

"You call that pathetic fundraiser anything? Talking to small-town newspapers because you want to avoid the big dogs? You're hiding, Slade. Don't think I haven't noticed. Your wife is MIA, your campaign manager is too old to care anymore, and this campaign is over before it even left the ground."

"Shut up!" I spat at him, hating how his words struck home.

Kieran's smile grew. "Does that bother you, Slade Harrington?" He stepped closer to me, his mocha skin almost glowing in the light. "I'm sure it does. And yeah, Elis fucking begged me to help you, on his knees. He knows the best when he sees it, but you… I'm not sure… maybe you'll be nothing more than that one-time governor from Minnesota," he snorted. "Hell, it looks like you're joining the one-hit wonders club. Next stop: a spot next to Who Let the Dogs Out and Macarena."

"God, you're such a prick!" I said, breathing hard. "I'm surprised you get anywhere with that attitude."

"Lucky for you, you aren't paying me for my sparkling personality," Kieran breathed, and it took me several moments to realize how close he'd gotten. 

It was another reason why I fucking detested him.

Kieran had an annoying habit of getting in my face, so close almost until our noses were touching as if daring me to close the distance between us. 

I felt the air fizzling, and excitement jolted through me.

When I looked at him, it was like I couldn't stop looking at him. It was as if my eyes wanted to devour him, drink in every last drop of his appearance. Kieran was mixed with Caucasian and African American, but his features were striking, so striking that I found myself sinking into the murky pools of his eyes before I could even stop myself.

"Vicky Sinclair will crush you," Kieran replied. "But I won't let her."

"And what makes you think I'm going to hire you?" I demanded, my nostrils flaring at his audacity.

"You already have," Kieran smirked, as he licked his pink lips. "I start tomorrow." 

Then he was gone, leaving the scent of his cologne lingering in the air. I took a deep, agonizing breath, now realizing how hot and feverish my skin had become. Kieran had a way of getting under my skin, digging out all the things I was trying to hide.

He wasn't wrong, though. I was acting cowardly—too afraid to face the real media and answer their questions. I was stuck doing small-town rallies when I should've been in the big cities. Damn him, I gritted my teeth, running a hand through my thick brown hair. I tried to ignore the way my stomach clenched whenever he was near. No, I wouldn't think about that.

I was running to become the governor of Minnesota. 

And I'd bury any doubt—about my campaign, or the parts of me I wasn't ready to face.








  
  

Chapter 2


Slade





"You're now three points behind in the polls, Vicky Sinclair has launched a campaign called 'Operation Kill', and you have a meeting with the treasury board about overspending," Ciara said upon greeting. 

"Any good news?" I asked, trying to sound hopeful.

"The coffee maker broke, so Dylan got everyone Starbucks," Ciara beamed, her red hair swishing while she walked.

"Thank God for Dylan, he's doing the Lord's work," I muttered. The hallway buzzed with muted conversations and the rhythmic click of Ciara's heels against the polished floor. And the air was thick with caffeine, ambition, and just a hint of panic—a potent cocktail for politics. Interns hustled between desks, juggling clipboards, coffee cups, and binders like their lives depended on it. One was struggling with a towering pile of folders, wobbling as he walked, while another typed so fast it sounded like her keyboard might break.

God, it was like a rush. I loved campaign season—well, not so much the losing part, but the rest of it? Absolutely. The thrill of everyone's energy was downright contagious, like caffeine for the soul. It was the people—their passion, their determination—that made it all worth it. And these guys? They'd been with me since day one. Four years of highs, lows, and more coffee than any human should consume. We reached the glass-walled conference room, where a group of staffers waited. The room was packed as I pushed the door open and took a deep breath.

I saw Dylan in the back handing out Starbucks coffee, so I strolled over to him, greeting everyone with a large smile. "Thank you so much, you're my saviour," I laughed.  

"It's nothing," Dylan said, shrugging. "Besides, I figured if I pumped you with enough coffee, you'd be high enough to give me another great scoop."

"You reporters," I scoffed. "Always after the next story. Well, I'm glad I'm not the only junkie in the room."

Dylan laughed, and it wrinkled his brown eyes, making them shine even more. "Yeah, trust me. So, when are we sitting down together? I'm sure I can wrangle something out of you before you hit the road."

"No can do, my friend," I said, grabbing a coffee. "I'm tighter than a drum these days."

Dylan leaned in just slightly, his smile turning into something a little more mischievous. "Tighter than a drum, huh? I'll take that as a challenge." 

I raised an eyebrow, my heart doing a little flip I wasn't ready to acknowledge. "Keep talking, Dylan. You're only digging yourself into a deeper hole."

"Hey," he said, his voice low, "I'm just trying to help you loosen up a bit." 

I paused, taking a sip of my coffee, but the heat in his gaze almost made me choke. Damn, he knew exactly what he was doing. "Well, you're not the only one with a scoop, buddy."

Dylan's smile grew wider. "I like it when you're this evasive. Makes me want to dig even deeper."

I couldn't help but smirk back, though I wasn't entirely sure where this conversation was headed. "Just don't expect any dirt. I'm a closed book."

"Uh-huh," he said, giving me a knowing look. "I bet you're full of surprises." 

Were we even talking about the campaign anymore? I felt my throat go dry, and I turned to face the room. Elis was gesturing at me to hurry over to him, so I gave Dylan a short shrug and headed over to Elis. "Good morning, Elis. How are you today?"

"My hands won't stop shaking, I've got a bladder the size of a pea, and I'm pretty sure I'm about to pass out. How do you think I'm doing, Slade? Just another day in paradise."

"Misery loves company, I see," I muttered and took a sip of my coffee. "So, what's on the agenda for today?"

"Kieran will be here any second, so buck up," Elis grumbled, his face looking a little drawn and haggard. "Then after that, I'm taking off, I'm not feeling too well, but I'll be back later on. I promise."

"Oh," I stared at him with concern. "Are you okay? We can just continue when you get back."

Elis smiled thinly, and it finally sank in why we desperately needed Kieran. Elis was inching closer to sixty-five; he should've retired years ago, but his obsession with this job kept him tethered to it just like the rest of us. There was so much to do in this world, and he–like I wanted to see real change. 

"Don't worry about it, kid," Elis patted my shoulder. "Just focus on winning, alright? Make me proud and don't turn into the disappointment they're all secretly betting on."

"Great, no pressure." I punched my fist in the air, checking the time. "Where is your golden boy? He's late—"

"Actually, I'm right on time," a voice said, coming through the dual glass doors. Everyone went silent as Kieran Blackthorn walked in. 

Christ, he was stunning. 

His green eyes practically glowed, and his mocha skin had that perfect smooth tone. His hair was cropped short on the sides but curly and longer on the front, falling just above his brows. Jesus, his navy blue suit fit him like it was custom-made—tight enough to show off his toned frame but not too much. The man looked like he walked out of a magazine.

I felt hot and cold. His eyes—those piercing green eyes—seemed to see right through me, like he knew everything I was trying to hide. My face grew warm, and I could feel the heat crawling up my neck. God, get a grip. Was it hot in here, or was it just me? It was as if the air had thickened, and I couldn't breathe properly. He had this power over me, and it made every part of me want to step back, but I couldn't. 

Something about him kept pulling me in. 

"Good, you're here. Finally," I said, taking a sip of my coffee. "I'll give the floor to you." I took a seat at the conference table alongside Elis, Ciara, and the rest of my team while Kieran stood front and center with a few other people I hadn't met yet, who I assumed were people he was bringing on to assist us with the campaign. 

"This is my team," he began. "Maya 'The Hammer' Cross is our Senior Strategy Architect—she's got a reputation for dismantling any opponent's game plan. Jaxon 'The Fixer' Graves is our troubleshooter; he's the guy who cleans up any mess, no matter how big or messy. Tessa 'The Brain' King runs data and analytics—she's the one who sees patterns and predictions no one else can. And then there's Finn 'The Closer' Ward—if there's money to be made, he's the one getting those checks signed."

I crossed my arms, raising an eyebrow at him. "So, this is your dream team, huh? And what does that make you, Kieran? The killjoy?"

"And you wonder why you're losing," Kieran sighed, causing everyone around me to chuckle, but I felt my hackles rise. "Anyway, these are the people who will be helping me going forward." He picked up a button so that the project screen came down behind him. The team dispersed, finding a seat near the back while Kieran brought up the analytics for the campaign. Kieran's eyes scanned the room as he paced slowly. "We're hemorrhaging votes," he began, his tone steady but cutting. "People are tired of being talked down to, tired of the rhetoric. They want real solutions, not more promises. The key to winning is not in grandstanding or attacking Vicky Sinclair; it's in focusing on the issues, staying sharp and clear. If we can do that, we don't need to resort to distractions. Sinclair's own words will hang her. Remember back in 2013, she said she'd never use government funds to benefit corporations. Yet, now she's proposing $1.4 million in tax cuts for big business."

He stopped in front of the screen. "We can't afford to veer off course. The best campaign is like a blade: it has to stay focused and precise. If we're going to win, we need to become a sword made of the same metal we've been sharpening." He paused, his gaze sweeping across the room. "It's the art of war. You don't fight the enemy by attacking their strength; you expose their contradictions. The people will rally behind that. It's simple, but it's powerful." 

It was the exact opposite strategy we'd been planning with Elis. I frowned, turning to Elis, who shrugged, not at all concerned about how Kieran was going to tear apart our entire campaign and turn it into something else. 

"But…" I said feeling off-kilter. "What about—what we were doing before? I thought we were going to go after Vicky after she did the smear campaign against me, attacking my family—"

"Focus on the issues, Mr. Harrington," Kieran spoke as if I were a small child. "This isn't tit for tat, she can attack you all she likes while you focus on what people are dealing with, the hardships, the homelessness, the affordability crisis—stay in your lane."

I felt the tension coil in my stomach. "But she's slinging mud at me, Mr. Blackthorn. You want me to just sit here and take it? What kind of message does that send? She's attacking my family—my family! And you're telling me to just ignore it? This is politics, not a damn tea party. We go after our opponents, hit them where it hurts, and make them pay for their mistakes. That's the old way of winning, and it works!"

Kieran's eyes narrowed. "And what's your point, exactly?" he asked, his tone condescending but with an edge of coldness that made me bristle. "You think slinging mud back at her will somehow make you look better? It's not a fight you're winning, Slade. The people are tired of the same dirty tricks. They want solutions, not petty retaliation. You think a smear campaign is going to fix homelessness or the affordability crisis?"

"I don't care about the damn strategy right now. If we don't hit back, we look weak. People want a leader who's not afraid to fight, to defend what's his. This isn't just about the issues—it's about showing the voters you won't let anyone walk all over you. You can't let Vicky get away with this crap."

"This isn't about personal vendettas, Slade. It's about the bigger picture. It's about staying on track, making sure the voters know we care about them, not about petty political games. You can't go down that road and expect to win. Trust me on this." His gaze was unwavering, almost like he was daring me to argue further. 

Trust him? I scoffed. I couldn't stand him. I turned to Elis for help, but he gave a 'leave it alone' look, and I sighed. "Fine, we'll try things your way."

"Thank you," Kieran replied. "Now, onto the other matters, optics. This might not be easy for you to hear, but there's a reason Vicky is attacking your family, and that's because you're never seen with them."

I felt my blood heat up, my face flushing with anger as Kieran's words struck deeper than he likely intended. "What the hell are you talking about?" I snapped, my voice tight with barely contained fury. "I'm with them all the time—"

"Yeah, well, your wife surely doesn't seem to share that sentiment," Kieran cut in, his voice dripping with venom. "She was spotted last week in the Hamptons, cozying up to a known playboy billionaire. Real good look, don't you think? Especially with a Republican candidate who's being absolutely creamed by his Democratic opponent."

The words hit like a punch to the gut. I tried to suppress the seething rage crawling up from my chest, but it was like trying to hold back a tsunami. "Wow, your personality is a masterpiece, truly. I mean, who else could make arrogance seem like an art form?"

"This isn't about me," Kieran said easily. "It's about you. Do you really want to talk about winning?" Kieran continued. "Your own wife can't stand to look at you, and your kids—well, I've seen more of them in the tabloids than I've seen on any campaign trail. Maybe they've finally figured out what the rest of us already know: You're more married to your political career than your family. And that's a damn shame."

Every nerve in my body was on fire.

I could feel the anger curling in my stomach, burning its way up to my chest. My hands balled into fists, my fingers aching from the tightness, but I didn't say a word. I couldn't. 

If I did, I might have lost it completely.

"Don't think for one second you can keep up the act," he said. "You're falling apart, Slade. The voters can see it. And you're too busy pretending it doesn't matter." 

I forced myself to exhale slowly, my body trembling with the effort. I couldn't let him get to me like this—not now, not when everything was on the line. But deep down, I knew he was right. The cracks were starting to show, and no matter how much I tried to ignore them, the damage was already done. Ciara touched my arm, shooting me a warning glance.

"I propose we fix that," Kieran announced. "Calistra needs to join your campaign as soon as possible. She'll attract female voters and minorities, she's very good at public speaking, and we can use her to help your blunders. You'll be seen as a family man, sympathetic, and relatable. Understood?"

I gritted my teeth.

"All right, now let's move on to statistics…" Kieran continued his presentation, and by the time it was over, rage had consumed me.
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Elis massaged his temples, looking way older than sixty-five. "No can do, princess."

"Yes, get rid of him! I want someone else, anyone else who doesn't—"

"Doesn't what?" a voice said by the door, and I whirled around to see Kieran standing there, leaning against the jamb, his face stoic as ever. "You know, if you're going to insult me, why don't you wait until I've actually left the building and not three feet away in the next room?"

"Obviously, I wanted you to hear me!" I hissed, throwing my hands in the air. 

"If I walk out that door, it's for good," Kieran warned, his voice dripping with disdain. "And let's be real—you're not exactly swimming in options. No one else is stupid enough to take on a sinking ship like yours. Are you really willing to gamble that? Because, right now, you're failing at everything else."

"Wow, you really do have a way of lighting up the room, Kieran—like a dumpster fire in the middle of a blackout," I snarled at him. "Good riddance!" 

"Boys, let's play nice," Elis raised his hands, trying to ease the tension. "Slade, you're losing so badly even the polls are asking for a refund, and Kieran, bless his heart, has generously offered to help me and these tired bones. How about we give it a month? If you still want to throttle him or if his way of working gives you more heartburn than your last family dinner, then feel free to fire him. Sounds good?"

Sounds like hell. "Fine, but if he steps out of line, he's gone!" I moved to storm out of the room, but Kieran caught my bicep, stopping me from going forward.

"This isn't a game, Slade. When I play, I play to win," he said, his piercing green eyes flashing with annoyance. "You're your own worst enemy. If you're going to self-sabotage, do it on your own time—just stay out of my way."

"Fascinating. Do you do birthday parties, or is this a one-time performance?" I snapped. "How about this? We'll steer clear of each other going forward, how about that?"

Kieran's eyes darted to my lips, and my breath caught. He stared at me and then let me go. "Fine by me," he said, then quickly walked away.

What the hell was that? I thought back to the way his mouth parted, opening slightly as he gazed into my eyes. He wasn't a short man, we were almost the same height, but the way he looked at me just now… it was enough to make my head spin. I turned to look back at Elis, who winked at me. I grunted and stomped out of the room.

Kieran was a thorn in my side and yet... dammit, he might just be the only one who could get me back on course.








  
  

Chapter 3


Kieran





Iwas a particular man. 

Who liked particular things, and Slade Harrington happened to fit that bill right down to a T. See, this man was sinful. Delicious. Delectable. The kind of man you'd bend over backwards for… or forwards, depending on the mood.

And around him… I was always in the mood.

Slade was the type of man I used to ruin in boarding school, he was like those prissy brash men, who thought they didn't need a big fat cock up their asses only to realize the sheer euphoria once they had one. And I'd absolutely wreck that ass.

I wiped away the steam on the large bathroom mirror, staring at myself. My deep green eyes, like prisms gathering every flicker of light, held a tantalizing glow. A strong, chiselled jaw framed my face, with dark stubble dusting my chin and brushing over my cupid's bow lips. My straight nose and slightly hooded eyes added an intensity I knew well. I looked like a rare aphrodisiac, a treasure few could resist. My caramel-chocolate skin was a lure, rich and enticing. I leaned closer, inspecting the reflection. 

Beauty like this was both a weapon and a curse, and I wielded it mercilessly.

Slade was different.

He was a politician, which meant he believed the bullshit flying out of his mouth on a good day. I knew taking this job would be challenging, Elis had said as much when he all but begged me to take it, and yet, I knew the second he called, I wouldn't refuse. I wanted this job. I wanted to work for Slade, under him—hell, anyway I can. 

We'd known each other for most of our careers. I was the best campaign manager in the game, having worked on several notable campaigns—from Marcus Lane's gubernatorial race in California to Evelyn Harper's fiery Senate bid in Georgia, and even Victor Prescott's presidential run. My reputation was unmatched, and my results were undeniable.

However, working for Slade would prove to be the ultimate challenge.

He was ticking.

I could see it in the way he spoke and in the way he moved. He was a man being pushed to his limit—his breaking point was about to snap.

And I wanted to be there—to see it.

To watch this man snap. 

Implode.

Then I wanted to gather him and pick up all the mangled and crushed pieces. Fuck, I braced my hands against the granite countertop, a shiver rolling through me. Calm down, I told myself. This isn't the time to lose control.

No, that was for later.

I'd lose control when I finally had Slade. After all these years, he'd be mine. I sprayed some cologne on my chest, taking my time to rub lotion into my smooth bronze pecs, moving down to my tight abs, and making sure to oil up my thick legs.  

I headed to my enormous closet filled with rows upon rows of suits, Doc Martens, and Rolex watches, all colour-coordinated, crisp, and clean. The order gave me a sense of calm. I carefully selected a navy suit, remembering the heat in Slade's eyes when he'd seen me in it before. Yes, this colour would do.  

I put product in my curls, smoothing them back until they sat wavy and dewy over my brow. Then I selected a pair of dark brown Doc Martens, strapped on a watch, and grabbed my briefcase.  

In the kitchen, I measured out one cup of oatmeal, two cups of matcha, and a scoop of protein powder for my balanced breakfast. I sat at the island table, letting the warm notes of Miles Davis drift into my ears as Siri played jazz. 

Order. 

That's what made me relax. 

Once I was finished, I headed out and locked the door to my penthouse apartment. The drive to the office was quiet, just as I liked, with nothing but the rumble of my Mercedes-Benz beneath my fingertips.

I arrived just in time; my team was already pulling into the driveway, and I met them halfway. We all fell into step with one another and made small talk until we got to our own respective offices. Since Elis had made it clear this was a trial period, I made sure not to fill the office with too many of my things. I kept the walls a muted gray, unadorned save for a small whiteboard in the corner. A single chair matched the desk, designed ergonomic but impersonal. The room lacked warmth—no photos, no plants, not even a coffee mug to suggest permanence. The large window overlooked the bustling city below, its glass spotless, reflecting the emptiness of the space. 

It felt more like a waiting room than a workplace.

It was cold and empty, and I couldn't have been happier. 

"Boss?" Jaxon said, sticking his head through my door. "We've got some problems."

And I hadn't even sat down yet, this must be a new record. 

I bit back my smile and placed my briefcase on my desk, following Jaxon out of the room. There were raised voices coming from one of the conference rooms, and I realized that Cecilia had arrived. 

Huh. I clicked my tongue and opened the conference room where Cecilia was pacing, her hands curled into claws because of her blood-red French-tipped nails. She wore a striking red dress with large white pearls that made her look very presidential, and if I didn't know any better, I'd think she was running herself. Her black hair was shiny and glossy, like a raven's wing, styled in a polished updo that complemented her smooth, tawny skin.

"Don't you knock?" Slade hissed at me, his blue eyes blazing.

God, he looked amazing.

As usual, his shirt was half-buttoned, exposing his sharp collarbones, firm pecs, and a dress shirt tucked into an impossibly narrow waist. It was clear he spent time at the gym; his muscles bulged with every move. His shirt was unbuttoned so far down that I could almost see the hint of chest hair dusting his skin. His auburn hair was thick and tousled, with rich, fiery undertones that caught the light. It had a natural wave, similar to my own. Slade had all the features that would make him classically handsome to most, strong jaw, thin lips, long nose—he'd be unremarkable in a crowd.

And yet, my heart always flutters when I am next to him.

I shoved my hands deep into my pockets, stamping down my amusement. "I apologize, you were making so much noise that I thought we were under siege."

"Funny," Slade snorted. "Now if you'll excuse me—"

"You're the new campaign manager, right?" Cecilia asked, looking right at me with warm hazel eyes. 

"Blackthorn. Kieran Blackthorn," I said easily, and she held out her hand for me to shake. 

"Good, I'm glad you're here, this concerns you too," Cecilia said.

"Oh? Do tell?" I smirked, closing the door behind me.

"Leave him the fuck out of this—" Slade snarled.

"No," Cecilia held up her hand to silence him. "We're having a bit of a spat, you see. My husband seems to think I should drop everything and follow him once again on his ridiculous campaign right before he files for divorce. You can't understand how asinine that sounds to me," she spoke quickly, her voice almost musical. "The kids are still in school, and to pull them out during the middle of the year seems almost cruel—"

"Jace and Stacy said they were fine with it! They like coming on the road with me—"

"This isn't about you!" Cecilia said, her nostrils flaring. "Goddammit, Slade, they'd do anything just to spend a single moment alone with you, you need to start thinking about your family and what they need—"

"And you don't think I've been doing that?" Slade exploded. "I've been running back and forth, between fundraisers and campaigns and meetings just to meet all your ridiculous deadlines and activities—"

"Ridiculous?" Cecilia seethed. "How dare you—"

"Em!" I coughed into my fist. "As entertaining as this is… I do need to get back to my work."

Slade shot me a dirty look, and Cecilia smoothed out her expression. "Of course, sorry. I just… What do you think is best? Elis recommended you, yes? Well, what do you think?"

What do I think? Now that was a dangerous question. I saw the horror display all over Slade's face, and I couldn't help but smile. "Mrs. Harrington—"

"Call me Cecilia," she clipped. "Please."

"Cecilia…" 

"I think… you're a brat." She made a choking noise, but I continued. "I think your husband's a brat. You know, I remembered reading once that you used to be in politics, that's how you met—on the sidelines, protesting large corporations' greed that impacted pollution or something like that. It seems to me that after he won, you abandoned all your morals, too caught up in the lifestyle of the rich and famous, forgetting why you're even here. I think that's why you fight with him so much, because you don't remember why you're here." 

"Well, I remember. I remember the girl who would laugh in the faces of all the posh, rich guys, who wore clunky boots and hung out in the mud, chained herself to tractors, or blocked off city gates. Where is she? Or is she lost amongst the rich and the famous? Or is she still in there somewhere?" I paused, assessing her. "No matter what I think about your husband, I can see his heart. He wants to enact real change, and he needs you to do it. Remember your purpose, Cecilia, because if all you think you're here for is to stand around and look pretty, then that's all you'll ever be."

She was stunned into silence, but I could tell my words unravelled her.

Slade's jaw had dropped, and my smirk grew.

"Now, if you'll excuse me, I have a campaign to run," I said, then strolled out of the room.


      [image: ]"Shut the fuck up! You didn't!" Elis burst out laughing, he was so red I thought he was choking.

"I most certainly did," I said, smiling so wide my cheeks hurt.

Elis bellowed so loudly that everyone in the coffee shop was staring at us.

"You dog!" Elis boomed. "She treats everyone like something she stepped in! And you just waltz in there and tell her where to go?"

"Not in so many words," I snickered. "But… yeah."

"Damn," Elis snorted. "I knew I hired you for a reason."

I chuckled, tearing off a piece of my croissant and chewing it. Well, to say Slade had been pissed at the way I spoke to his wife had been an understatement, but I didn't care. We were going to win, no matter the cost. Slade just didn't realize what the cost was just yet. Elis regarded me with a soft smile. "You've grown so much, Kieran. I wish your father were alive to see it." 

A pang shot through my chest when he mentioned him. My father had been a great man, a respected 'fixer' in the political community. It was how he met Elis, and they became good friends. Most people didn't know this, but Elis was like my godfather. After my father died, he took care of me, helping me get into boarding school and teaching me everything I know about political science.

"Thank you, that means a lot," I replied easily.

"Look, my health isn't the best," Elis leaned over the table. "I… don't want to scare you, but it's not looking too good."

I slowly set down my croissant and wiped my mouth with a napkin, taking my time to gather my thoughts. "What are you saying, Elis?"

Elis smiled shakily. "Parkinson's, you know? They say… well," he smoothed a hand over his grey hair. "I might need to come stay with you for the remaining time I have left."

I took a stuttering breath. Parkinson's was an ugly disease, and I knew I'd be forced to watch my mentor and friend deteriorate before my eyes. "Of course," I swallowed around the knot in my throat. "I'll have round-the-clock care, trust me, you'll want for nothing."

He smiled at me and patted my hand. "Thank you, my boy." He sighed, looking around the cafe. "It's hard to say, but I'll miss this the most. The rush of the campaign, the people, the interns—in a few months it will all feel like a dream."

"Well, that's if your Slade is willing to keep me on," I muttered, eating my food. "He seems… like he's ticking or something."

"That's because he is," Elis scoffed. "Look, I've known him since he was a boy and there's something you need to understand about him, Slade is a damn good politician, people believe in him but the worst part? He doesn't believe in himself, that's where you come in."

"Me?" I sputtered. "What do I have to do with this?"

"Being a campaign manager isn't just about 'fixing things.' Sometimes, there are problems you can't solve, which means you have to get into the trenches alongside your candidate and pull them out. Remember this: the brain and the heart often want different things, but when they align, that's where the magic happens."

"And Slade needs pulling out?"

"Oh yeah, one hundred percent," Elis said seriously. "Don't miss the signs, or else you'll have a candidate that shows up pissed drunk talking about running for president of the moon instead of the country."

I snorted a laugh, and Elis patted my arm. "Touche." 


      [image: ]"You've got some nerve!" I heard Slade's voice before I saw him stomping into my office like some crazed ape. His hair looked wild as ever, his shirt gaping, forcing my eyes to dip down to his firm chest. I cleared my throat and signalled to Jaxon to wrap it up so that I could have a moment alone with Slade. Jaxon packed up his laptop, coffee and all the other things he'd left on my desk before striding out of the room.

"Slade," I sighed. "Always a pleasure."

"That shit you said to my wife was completely uncalled for and way out of line!" he seethed, slamming the door shut behind him.

"Was it though?"

"Yes, it was!" 

I chuckled at how irate he seemed to be and slowly stood. "I don't think so, I think it was exactly what she needed to hear. Did she join the campaign?"

"Yes, but—"

"So? Nothing to worry about," I grinned, bracing my hands against my desk and leaning on it. "Now to focus on what's important. Did you know the thing about governors is they spend four years telling you how broke the state is, then spend a billion dollars campaigning to keep their job? Crazy."

Slade's jaw worked, and he shook his head. "You can't just gloss over things you said to me, that was way out of line, and it's just another tick against you."

"Hold on, let me write that down in my ‘Things I Didn't Ask For' journal."

"Fuck you," Slade snapped. "Do you think I need you? Your haughty attitude and the way you boss everyone around? Well, I don't. I was doing just fine without you, and I certainly don't need you going forward."

"Amazing. If only I had a trophy for unsolicited brilliance," I replied and chuckled when he looked like he wanted to spit fire at me. "How do you relax, Slade?"

"What?"

"How. Do. You. Relax?" I reiterated, then sat back down in my chair, spreading my legs a little, and noticed how his eyes dipped down to my crotch. Slade's tongue darted out to lick his lips. 

"I… I jog. Run. I mean—not that it's any of your business," he replied testily.

"Good, go for a jog. Tomorrow you have a town hall meeting to answer questions from voters, and then we hit the road," I said.

"But—are you sure we're ready—"

"As we'll ever be, I have Jaxon working on your response to Vicky Sinclair, and then we come out swinging so hard she won't know what hit her."

"Oh," Slade breathed. "Thank you… I guess." 

I stood, rounding the table, forcing him to back up, noticing how his pupils had dilated from how close we'd gotten. Slade was breathing heavily, his massive chest rising and falling, his lips wet and delicious. It took everything in me not to lean forward and take his bottom lip into my mouth and suck on it. "Of course, Governor… I am at your disposal, use me however you see fit," I all but purred, then strolled out of the room.
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