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            Meet The Lieutenant…

          

        

      

    

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

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

      He serves me at mine. Especially the pleasure part.

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

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

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

      It’ll be my turn.

      I am Susannah Evans, lieutenant governor of the great state of Florida.
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            Author's Note

          

        

      

    

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

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

      The kinky shit, however, is absolutely realistic.

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

      This is book 2 in the Governor Trilogy. Some events referenced in this book take place in book 1, Governor. Therefore, it is recommended that the books be read in order. (George Forrester’s story is told in Dirge, Devastation Trilogy book 1.)

      Note: The books in this series should be read in order.
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      For Hubby, for my bestie, Trish; for my Tymber’s Trybe group, and for Sir—He knows why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One
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      Now

      I never knew what I was getting into when I first met Owen and Carter.

      Maybe it’s better I didn’t know.

      Maybe I would’ve run away if I had.

      But now I’ve been sworn in as the lieutenant governor of the great state of Florida, working with Governor Owen Taylor.

      Publicly, it might seem that I serve at the governor’s pleasure, but that’s nothing close to the truth.

      He serves me at mine. Especially the pleasure part.

      We both serve my husband, Carter Wilson. My Master and Owner.

      Also Owen’s best friend and chief of staff.

      And, as Owen dubbed him long ago, a bastard extraordinaire.

      Boy, how I love him. Both of them.

      Not many women are lucky enough to have two men who love them as much as Owen and Carter love me.

      I grew up in a political family. My father likes to “joke” that me changing my party affiliation from GOP to Independent contributed to the massive heart attack that forced him out of running for higher public offices and into semi-retirement.

      Except, here’s the thing—I never wanted to be known as Benchley Evans’ little girl. I always wanted to make my own name.

      If anyone’s to blame it’s my father, because he’s the one who taught me how to be ruthless.

      Brutal.

      Never come in second.

      There’s only one winner.

      Joke’s on him. We came in first, all right. By a damned landslide.

      Without running under the banner of his precious GOP. And without the help of being a Democrat, either.

      Both parties have good points, but both parties have increasingly fatal flaws that mean neither is doing their constituents any favors in this state. Tribal politics run rampant. No one’s interested in actually governing, only scoring poll results and sound bites. Florida’s a major swing state, and party candidates are frequently too busy tonguing the taints of national-level pols, trying to curry favor with them to help their own careers, instead of focusing on what’s important to the people of our state.

      I wasn’t Florida’s first female lieutenant governor, so that wasn’t a glass ceiling I could shatter. But I damn sure plan on being Florida’s next governor, provided Owen is re-elected.

      There’s no reason to think he won’t. Carter won’t let him lose.

      If there’s someone who wants to win even more than my father and I do, it’s Carter. Which is one of the reasons why Daddy hates Carter so much.

      If only Daddy knew what else Carter does, he’d really hate him. Him and Owen both.

      But I love them, and no way in hell will I give them up.

      Not for Daddy, and not for anyone else, either.
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      Right now, I’m leaving Owen’s office and returning to my own before I finish for the day. At my husband’s earlier summons, I’d left my chief of staff, Draymond, while we were going over tomorrow’s schedule.

      As I stand waiting for the elevator, I feel a draft up my skirt and Owen’s cum threatening to slide down the insides of my thighs where Carter had him fuck me over Owen’s new desk just minutes earlier.

      That’s one way to break in an office.

      Except I screwed up.

      Well, not screwed up, really.

      I was counting on Carter being so damned busy today, between the swearing in ceremony and it being Owen’s first day as governor, that Carter wouldn’t think to do a panty check.

      I should have known better. Of course he would figure out a way for the three of us to privately celebrate the inauguration.

      Carter ripped them off me, and now they’re in his pocket.

      Which is why I have to squeeze my thighs together and pray the elevator hurries the hell up and gets here.

      Of course, squeezing my thighs together reminds me that I’m going to have bite marks and bruises all inside my thighs from where Carter pinched and bit me only minutes earlier, because there were too many people in the outer office for him to spank me.

      Worse, the bastard extraordinaire didn’t get me off.

      Ohhh, I’m sure I’ll get a proper punishment later tonight at home, after the inauguration ball, but…

      Yeah.

      I know I’m smiling right now over that thought. Because it’s not like I’m dreading it or anything.

      Just like I’m not dreading the fact that Carter gave Owen carte blanche permission to bend me over and fuck me anytime we can safely do so without risk of discovery.
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      I make it back to my office and hold up a finger to stall Draymond as I duck into my personal bathroom. I take a quick moment to clean up—breathing a massive sigh of relief that I haven’t left a damp spot on the back of my skirt—and then return to hear what my COS was saying.

      I really like the guy, Draymond Garcia. He’s a talented attorney who worked on several of Owen’s campaigns for us, and a friend of Carter’s. Carter took care of me, the way he always has, and hired Dray to be my chief of staff shortly after we won the election.

      Carter is the power behind the power, and don’t think I don’t know that.

      Daddy always says that time is never your friend, and it’s never on your side. But my Nana always told me to take time to make time, or else I’d regret it.

      Those two contradictory pieces of advice are both correct.

      Dray helps me in both ways—keeping track of my time for me and helping me make time where I need to. He is as hungry for power as Carter and I are. Another good reason he’s here—he wants to be here for the long-haul. Dray is focused on spending the next sixteen years in Tallahassee with us.

      With me.

      The only full-time woman in his life, outside his family and the occasional friend.

      No, seriously. He’s gay. Hot as hell, and his long-term live-in boyfriend, Gregory, is just as gorgeous.

      Draymond’s fashion sense is on fleek, too. Another reason Carter wanted him working for me—to make sure if he isn’t around to personally approve how I look, he knows Dray will step in and fix me up. He’s a handsome mixed Latinx with impeccable style, getting his six-five height and flawless dark brown skin from his tall father, and his gorgeous green eyes from his Puerto Rican mother.

      If I had to worry about Carter and Owen’s fidelity, maybe I’d be a little jealous of Dray and the time he gets to spend with my husbands.

      But more importantly, Carter trusts Dray with our secrets. He’ll be not only my body man but also my point man in terms of making sure I look like I’m where I’m supposed to be, even if I’m sneaking away for a few private moments with Owen.

      One of the three men Carter saved from the car bomb that fateful day in the desert by throwing his body over theirs was Dray’s older brother, Samuel. That means we literally don’t have to worry about his loyalties. If Carter called Dray and told him he had a body he needed help hiding, Dray wouldn’t waste time asking stupid questions.

      He’d show up with shovels. Or maybe even a wood chipper.

      And I can guarantee you he’d look good doing it, too.

      Carter helps pair Dray with discreet beards for family functions involving his grandparents. His parents and brother know about him being gay, but they all pretend around both sets of grandparents, just to keep the peace.

      Dray’s boyfriend goes, too. They’ve told the grandparents Gregory’s an orphan—which is technically true, since his asshole family disowned him when he came out—and that he’s Dray’s roommate—again, technically true—so they welcome him as another grandchild and are none the wiser.

      Once both sets of Dray’s grandparents have passed, the two of them plan to get married.

      Dray finishes going over this week’s schedule with me. I don’t miss the playful smirk he’s wearing.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing, ma’am.” Unlike when Owen calls me that, the m is lower-case.

      “Just say it.”

      He shrugs. “Your husband called me right before you returned. He told me that, in the future, I’m to snitch on you if I see you wearing panties, unless he’s specifically told me ahead of time he’s cleared it.”

      I glare. “Snitches get stitches.”

      He grins. “I’m more afraid of him than I am you, ma’am.”

      I prop my elbows on my desk, my head cradled in my hands. “Dammit.”

      He snorts. “Sorry, ma’am, but he outranks you.”

      “I’m the lieutenant governor.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And you know damn well I’m running for governor in eight years.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I lift my head. “And as my chief of staff, you’ll still squeal on me even then, won’t you?”

      He grins and shrugs. “Sorry, ma’am. Sarge outranks you.”

      I slump back in my chair. “You’re not sorry one damn bit. I think you’re a sadist, too.”

      “You might not be wrong, ma’am. Now, let’s firm up Monday’s schedule, please?”
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      When I’m ready to leave and head to our townhouse here in Tallahassee, the FHP officer assigned as one of my permanent security detail is sitting at his desk in my outer office, along with my administrative assistant, Andrea. He goes ahead to get the car.

      I personally don’t want a security detail, but Carter—and Owen—have insisted. Yes, it’s customary for the lieutenant governor to have security, but I was hoping to avoid it. They worry with Carter being Owen’s COS, and with me being Senator Benchley Evans’ daughter, that that it might paint a larger target on me.

      And, as Carter informed me, if he wasn’t Owen’s COS, he would be my personal security detail.

      Our townhouse isn’t far from the Florida Governor’s Mansion, not even two blocks, but it might as well be miles away for me. I won’t be able to sneak back and forth very easily. It’s a quick walk for Carter, however, which is one of the reasons he selected it.

      The other reason is that it’s a center unit. Owen owns the one to the left of ours, and Daddy owns the one on the right. Daddy’s sits mostly vacant, unless he needs to travel to Tallahassee for meetings or events. They used to have a house here, but sold it and bought the townhouse after Daddy’s heart attack. Once his term in the Florida Senate ended, they started living in their house in Brandon again full-time. Now, he and Momma are talking about buying another house here, since I’ll be here most of the time. If they do that, at least it means I won’t have to worry about them being right next door anymore.

      Meaning we’ll have nearly guaranteed privacy.

      We first invested in the townhouses when Owen was elected to the Florida Senate, which turned out to be a doubly good choice once I was elected to the Florida House of Representatives not long after. Just like with our two homes in Brandon, just outside Tampa, we’re usually using only one. Owen’s townhouse is for show. There is, in fact, a hidden door that connects our unit to Owen’s.

      We pass the Florida Governor’s Mansion as the trooper drives me through the chilly January afternoon, and I stare at the place as we ride by. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve driven past that mansion in my life, or how many times I’ve been inside it as Representative or Senator Benchley Evans’ daughter.

      I can’t tell you how long I’ve wanted to live there. Not as the wife or daughter of the governor, either.

      Eight years.

      Eight years, and I’ll officially be living there.

      I hope.

      I’m already trying to think of how we could explain Owen living there with us, even though I know Owen himself, and Carter, will nix that plan.

      I’m already missing our house in Tampa, our bedroom, our large bed, falling asleep in a warm, naked pile of jumbled limbs and unhampered love.

      This is going to be a major sacrifice for all three of us, but I think it’s worth it.

      Our state suffered greatly under several terms of GOP governors who were beholden not only to the state and national parties, but also to the NRA, Big Sugar, and other dark-money lobbyists. A party that spent too much time and money trying to court hard-right Evangelicals instead of returning to its fiscally conservative roots. It’s difficult to spot it if you’re merely a tourist in our state, enjoying the beaches or theme parks. Nothing feels wrong in those fantasy lands.

      It’s in the plummeting graduation rates and increased pollution statistics where the truth begins to emerge. Toxic algae blooms, increasing sinkholes, more dangerous tropical storms and hurricanes hitting our shores more frequently, the rising sea levels threatening our coastal regions.

      I’m no longer sure if, after sixteen years of running our state, I’ll still want a national office. I’m beginning to think no. I know Owen doesn’t want to pursue a US Senate or House seat. He wants to help get me elected and then return to private practice, this time in Tallahassee, so he can remain with us.

      Except…if I run for the US Senate, my time will be split between Florida and DC, and I’m not sure I can handle being away from my guys for that long, or if I’ll still have a taste for being a politician by then.

      The trooper walks me to my front door and waits to leave until I’m locked inside and have reset the alarm. I’m not going anywhere until it’s time for me to depart for the inauguration ball, and a limo will be sent for me then.

      One of the few times the three of us will be able to ride together without any questions being asked. It won’t be unexpected that we’d share a limo tonight. Our public victory celebration.

      It’s saving money that way.

      One more excuse Carter will ruthlessly use to explain some of the choices he’ll make over the next sixteen years to give us as much time together as possible. It’s less money to protect several people in one place, versus two groups of people in different locales.

      Daddy wanted to hire me a personal assistant, at his expense, to accompany me to Tallahassee. To help ensure my privacy and to do things for me like run errands, shopping, so there was no risk of spending taxpayer dollars on a state employee doing those kinds of things.

      Carter shut that down in record time, reasonably explaining that we couldn’t start our first term in office appearing to take largesse from someone so intrinsically tied to the GOP, my daddy or not.

      Fortunately, Daddy is a reasonable man and understood that.

      Unfortunately, Senator Benchley Evans is also a sneak. Carter soon caught wind of him setting up a blind trust, through which Daddy thinks he’s going to hire someone.

      I’m leaving that fight up to Carter. I don’t have time to deal with it.

      Right now, I need to get ready for tonight.

      I strip and examine my new marks in the bathroom mirror.

      Yep, those will show nicely for a few days, at least. Carter was careful not to mark me on my shoulders or neck or upper arms over the past couple of weeks, so they wouldn’t be exposed by the gown he and Owen chose for me to wear tonight.

      I take my shower and fix my hair, my makeup, and go through my work e-mail as I await the limo’s arrival. Carter had his tux sent to the mansion. He’ll take his shower and get ready with Owen, working to keep Owen calm and prep him for facing the crowd tonight.

      That’s one way Carter knows he doesn’t have to worry about me. I am my daddy’s daughter, and I was raised on these kinds of events. I can just about walk through them in my sleep.

      Even the ball is a relatively sedate affair when compared to the lavish, political party- and lobbyist-funded galas of past administrations. We’ve deliberately kept it low-cost—as low-cost as one of these things can be—and have invited people not just from our campaign staff, but lawmakers from both parties, as well as some private citizens worthy of recognition for their volunteerism, or their efforts for our campaign.

      Other than Daddy and three of his closest friends, who were more like adopted uncles to me growing up, there are no “lobbyists” on the invite list.

      Instead of spending money on A-list celebrity entertainment, Carter’s enlisted bands and choirs from a local high school and from FSU, which is located in Tallahassee. The cost of bringing them all in is still far cheaper than we’d pay for an hour of time for some well-known Top 40 band. Plus it highlights state talent. And had we accepted offers by celebrities for donated performances, it would have been labeled cronyism in the works by our opponents.

      What are they going to do, complain that talented high school and college students are being spotlighted? That will make any complaints look bad no matter how they try to spin it later.

      Carter hopes some of them will try so he can have Comms viciously lance their griping as sour grapes and petty, partisan politics. Also something we can point to as proof that it was time for a change in how things are done in our state.

      Our food tonight is being prepared by people who work for several non-profits in the Tallahassee area and which receive state funds to provide services to the homeless and needy. Meaning the fees they earn tonight are going to help charities while spotlighting them and giving them well-deserved media coverage.

      Our campaign is also paying for the decorations and facility fees. Carter is still weighing what to do with the remainder of cash left in our campaign coffers. Whatever its final destination, it’ll be a worthy recipient and that will be “leaked” to the press when it happens.

      Carter is ruthlessly protecting our infant administration. We’ll face so many outside threats as it is that any self-inflicted scandals we can prevent aren’t a bad thing.

      Right now, we’re still surfing a wave of both major parties’ desperation over our landslide victory numbers. Lawmakers are trying to jockey for position to appear to their constituents to be the most reasonable at working with us.

      That has to continue for as long as possible for us to achieve a fraction of our agenda. Giving either party a toehold to exploit scandal will torpedo us. But the fact that we ran as Independent—and won by such a huge margin—has already opened the floodgates of candidates deserting both parties to switch their affiliation to I.

      It’s also why I know we’ll have to make such excruciating personal sacrifices, and we’ll all face some lonely nights ahead of us.

      I’m used to that. I was raised in a family where that was the norm, not the exception. I know I’ll be okay.

      And it’s why I desperately worry about what the stress of that will do not only to Carter without Owen sharing a bed with us, but especially to Owen.

      I consider Owen every bit as much my husband as Carter. So does Carter.

      Dray knows, because he works for us, but he’s also a trusted family friend and has signed an NDA. We just can’t tell anyone else.

      Yet.

      Owen completes both of us in ways I never imagined possible. Which is why this works for all three of us.

      One day, we’ll be able to openly express our love and our relationship.

      Unfortunately, today is not that day.
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      Logistically, it’s easier for the limo to pick me up first, then swing by the mansion and get Owen and Carter. Normally, the governor doesn’t get a huge security detail on a scale like you see for POTUS or other dignitaries. But on a normal workday, when going to the office and back to the mansion, Owen will usually have an officer assigned as a driver, as well as a shadow car. I’ll normally have one officer, who is also my driver.

      Unless we’re making an appearance somewhere. That’s when the head of security will evaluate every situation on a case-by-case basis. Our daily security detail officers, and security for any work-related events, are paid for by the state. Tonight, we’ll have a car ahead of and behind the limo, since we’re all together.

      Extra officers that Carter was careful to make sure were paid for—as was the limo—from our campaign funds. This isn’t an expense the taxpayers are footing. We are going to be extremely careful with how we spend funds.

      I’m ready to go when an FHP officer in full dress uniform rings our doorbell.

      “Good evening, Mrs. Evans.”

      “Good evening, Officer.”

      He offers me his arm to hold after I’ve set the alarm and locked the front door behind me.

      I smile. “Thank you, Officer.”

      I hook arms with him and let him escort me down the front walk, to where the limo is waiting, even though my heart is aching that it’s not Owen or even Carter who’s walking with me. There aren’t many opportunities now where I get to walk with Owen and can hold his hand or his arm without it raising suspicions.

      Tonight is one such night.

      Ironically, it’s a very high-profile night, too.

      The driver is holding my door open for me, and the officer waits until I’m safely inside and the door’s closed to return to his marked car idling in front of the limo.

      And away we go.

      Carter’s already planned our arrival at the ball. He told us that he’ll help me out of the limo, but make a very public point of handing me off to Owen for the walk inside, and he wants us to have the first dance together tonight. He wants there to be no whispers or innuendo, wants people to see that he has no problems with Owen having that kind of contact with me.

      We’re Governor Taylor and Lieutenant-Governor Evans. We’ve earned the right to celebrate tonight.

      My sweet boy. He did it, just like Carter and I knew he could.

      It’s a short ride to the mansion. Carter and Owen are standing on the front porch and waiting for me when the limo pulls up. They look gorgeous, the two of them together and dressed to the nines in their tuxes, both of them in black ties. I’d been looking at my phone, and I snap a quick picture of them, for my eyes only, before I drop my phone in my purse.

      My boys clean up well. Not that I had any doubt of that. They both look gorgeous on a daily basis in their suits and ties.

      I keep myself planted in the middle of the limo’s backseat as the driver opens the door for the men.

      Tonight, despite our previous rules, Owen has to go first. He’ll be walking ahead of both of us for the next four to eight years.

      At least, he will in public.

      I know our boy will hate it every time, feeling it’s not right, wanting us to walk ahead of him. But he’ll still do it, because he’s our good boy.

      “Governor Taylor,” the driver says.

      “Thank you.”

      My boy ducks inside the limo. His smile lights fires in me after his gaze sweeps over me, taking in the sight of me wearing this gorgeous shimmering blue gown, a gown which he helped pick out.

      “Mrs. Evans,” he says, smiling.

      I wink. “Governor Taylor.”

      He moves out of the way so Carter can get past him and sit on my far side. Owen will exit the limo first and needs to sit on the passenger side. With the door closed, Owen settles in on my right.

      “Here we go,” Carter murmurs. “Public faces.”

      I don’t care. My hands sneak out, to either side, and my fingers curl around their hands. Inside the limo’s darkened interior, the gesture can’t be seen. Even if someone’s planted a secret IR camera or something, it can be explained away as simply feeling nervous and wanting to hold their hands.

      We’re friends, for crying out loud.

      Even if I wish we could publicly come out to the world as more.
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      I know the “rules” that Carter has put in place to protect us, the three of us. I was raised on a variation of them, my father taking me to many political events over the years as I was growing up. Especially as Momma grew to hate them and I usually ended up being Daddy’s plus-one for RSVPs. Giving my daddy all due credit, however, he wasn’t mean or even particularly strict when teaching me about the “public rules” he gave me. He led by action, treating me in many ways like an adult, even when I was still a little kid.

      Assume we are always being watched and recorded.

      Assume anyone can hear what we’re saying—and that they are recording it.

      If saying something in a whisper, always cover your mouth so your lips can’t be read—but assume it’s not safe to talk in public.

      Assume all mics are hot, and treat them accordingly.

      Never let down your guard until safely behind a locked door with the curtains drawn and you have double-checked you’re alone in the space.

      And even then, assume the walls are paper-thin, and that there are people standing outside with their ears pressed against the door, unless it’s a situation like you’re safely at home.

      Even in a car, assume people can see and hear you.

      No public displays of affection with each other, beyond the occasional hug.

      Remember the long game and our goals.

      Never lose our cool in public.

      Although Owen did break that last one during the campaign, when that stupid fucking Kevin Markos from Full News Broadcasting interviewed him the Sunday after the school shooting.

      But even Carter gave Owen a mulligan on that one, because Owen still handled it professionally, and it is likely no coincidence that Owen’s poll numbers gained another five points after the live interview aired.

      Other networks replayed Owen’s on-air takedown of Kevin Markos for several days. Both Rachel Maddow and Anderson Cooper—as well as all the late-night talk show comedians—had a field day with it at Markos’ expense. Hell, even Fox News’ morning crew zinged Markos over it on Monday morning.

      When Carter gently squeezes my left hand and doesn’t pull away, I know he’s not going to ding me for this, either. I also feel badly, because there are things I can get away with around Owen that Carter can’t. Like dancing together tonight.

      I wish I could put Owen’s hand in Carter’s and send the two of them out to the middle of the dance floor together, because Carter has certainly earned that. He loves Owen beyond depth and reason, and I don’t begrudge it in the slightest.

      Carter fell in love with Owen.

      Owen fell in love with me.

      I fell in love with Carter.

      Somewhere, along the way, we all fell in love with each other, held on tightly, and didn’t let go.

      But the world at large is incapable of understanding that, how that works.

      Especially the world of politics. They’d eat us alive, looking down on Owen for choosing to kneel before us, and looking down on me for having two men. Carter would likely come out okay, except some would criticize him for “sharing” his wife.

      Carter, however, would literally throw himself on a sword before exposing Owen to a scandal of our own making. He would, without hesitation, take any blame and direct all criticism onto himself to protect our boy.

      It’s why he’s ruthlessly protected our administration from the day we filed primary paperwork, hiring an attorney dedicated to doing nothing but making sure we didn’t violate a single campaign finance law or break any election laws. It’s why, if in doubt, we paid from our own pockets and then the campaign reimbursed us later, if it was a valid and allowed expense. It nearly always was valid and allowed.

      But we were careful.

      Nothing got paid out of the campaign accounts unless there was a receipt. Period. Every donation was documented, and yes, we refused several large and questionable donations. It was better to err on the side of caution.

      Now, here we are. We have allies on both sides of the aisle because we were courageous enough to take a stand and fight the good fight. It’s given good people in both parties the courage to take stands of their own to help us accomplish our agenda. It inspired several lawmakers to change their party affiliation from Dem or GOP to Independent.

      Make no mistake, it’s also made us a few enemies. Though our three worst enemies, who we were most concerned about derailing our agenda, lost their re-election bids. Three state senators—two Republicans and a Democrat.

      Turfed out by the voters. One of the Republicans actually got thoroughly trounced in his primary by a moderate first-time candidate who was only twenty-two and had just graduated college with a poli sci degree.

      Granted, we have term limits in Florida, but it’s hard to get turfed out after one term once you win the general the first time. Especially in a primary.

      You really have to be doing something wrong.

      Or, you’ve really had to run afoul of the father of a candidate for lieutenant governor, said father who then anonymously drops some interesting documents about shady real estate dealings you’ve conducted in another state into the inbox of a reporter for the Miami Herald.

      Thanks, Daddy. I owe you yet another one.
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      Owen’s fingers stay curled around my right hand until a block before the hotel where the inaugural ball is being held. Then I give his hand another squeeze and pull mine away.

      It’s showtime.

      Owen is so much better at these events now than when we first started this journey. Carter and I had to deprogram a childhood’s worth of bullshit, courtesy of his narcissistic bitch of a mother. He was always nervous, sort of stiff, and terrified to talk too much.

      Whereas Daddy always encouraged me at these events, even when I was literally a kid, to talk to people, to ask questions, taught me how to converse.

      Owen’s mother used him as a prop for her own purposes.

      Okay, in a completely unhealthy and nonconsensual way, compared to how I’m admittedly using him. As Carter himself said, we broke Owen down, with love, to first deprogram him and remove all the bullshit he’d been taught. Then we built him back up stronger, better, healthier. Owen is the man he is now because of the hard and unconventional choices we all made back then. The Owen we know and love was reborn over sixteen years ago, his second year of college, when he and Carter became roommates in the dorm and then they met me the first day of school.

      We were all reborn.

      We are all better people now.

      We are stronger, and we are going to make our state a better place.

      The limo pulls to a stop in front of the hotel and a uniformed trooper immediately steps in to open the door for us. Owen emerges first, followed by me, Carter right behind me. Normally I’d follow Carter, too, except I’m the lieutenant governor.

      Carter’s “just” Owen’s chief of staff.

      If only everyone knew the truth.

      Fortunately, there’s not a huge crowd outside the hotel, but Owen does want to work the rope line.

      I go with him. I can’t help but notice that Carter’s gaze is as intense and watchful as any of the troopers or county deputies in the security detail, studying the crowd, watchful for potential threats as he stays close to both of us. Once we reach the door, Carter rests his right hand in the small of my back, pats Owen’s shoulder with his left, and obviously guides me into position to take Owen’s arm before Carter falls in a step behind us.

      Owen smiles down at me. “Shall we, Ma’am?”

      One small capitulation Carter allows, because no one but the three of us knows that Owen means that with a capital M.

      I smile back. “Let’s do this, Governor Taylor.”

      Dray is waiting for us inside the lobby. Normally, it’s easier—and safer logistically—to take a VIP in through a service entrance. But tonight is a celebration, and we’ve earned this little bit of pomp.

      When we enter the lobby, the people inside erupt in cheers and applause, and both Owen and I smile and wave, looking great for the cameras, I’m sure.

      I know Carter is still shadowing us, watching. This is the other reason he wanted me walking with Owen, so he could be more watchful, more ready.

      Since the day of the school shooting, I’ve seen a far darker side of my husband emerge. More nightmares, more sullen moods from time to time. The wary, combat-hardened sergeant instead of the polished attorney.

      What happened that day at the school a couple of months ago reminds Carter too much of his time in the Army, when he was on deployment, and the day he almost died.

      But even more importantly, Owen still has no idea how close he really came to death that day in the school. It’s a lesson Carter will not forget, and refuses to stop beating himself up over. He’d let his guard down that day, thought they were safe. Had he not shoved Owen to the floor and dragged him around behind the counter in the school’s office, it could have been Owen who got shot next. He’d been standing in front of the counter, but directly in line with the opening to the hallway where the deputy was shot.

      The shot that killed the deputy would have, no doubt, hit Owen first.

      Sure, one can make a lot of arguments against that line of thinking. Except Carter’s convinced of it, and that’s all that matters. It’s his mind that frantically races, worried about Owen, about me.

      It’s why Carter insists I will have a security detail.

      I know it’s also why, when last Friday night I tried asking him one more time to loosen that requirement, he grabbed me by the arm, dragged me into our bedroom, and paddled my ass red without speaking a single word. He didn’t stop until I tearfully apologized and promised to never again ask for him to cancel my security detail.

      Then he pulled me into his arms, tightly holding me, silent sobs wracking him as his waking and sleeping nightmares fought for control of his soul, until I was the one holding him and he fell asleep in my arms.

      His first halfway decent night’s sleep in weeks.

      He never sleeps well when the two of us aren’t in bed with him, but especially when Owen isn’t, and Owen had to be in Tampa for interviews that night and stayed over in the Brandon house.

      I’m afraid what might happen to Carter if there’s ever another close call. I don’t honestly think he could handle losing either of us. I think it would completely snap his sanity.

      But that’s fair, because I don’t think I could handle losing either of them. From the first day I met them, I sensed we were all meant to be together, even though, at the time, I didn’t realize that was going to be literally.

      All because of Carter and his master plan.

      Or maybe I should call that his Master plan.
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      I think I fell in love with Carter first. But he was older, off-limits.

      Or, he should’ve been.

      And then I fell in love with Owen. How could I ever choose between them?

      That’s when Carter made me a promise—that I wouldn’t have to choose.

      Ever.

      All I had to do was trust him.

      When I look at the bigger picture, I honestly think I got the best deal. Owen likely never would have run for office—any office—if it hadn’t been for Carter. What we’ve accomplished was never part of Carter’s original plan that he secretly formulated before they met me.

      Not really.

      Carter never would have plunged into the world of Florida politics the way he did if it hadn’t been for me.

      Yes, Owen had a wishful-thinking kind of dream about maybe being governor, one day. But even he’ll tell you he considered it a pipe dream. That he didn’t have the drive or determination to go for it, even though he longed to help people.

      Carter, however, saw through him, and realized he absolutely could get Owen elected, once they met me.

      I wanted to be governor, and Carter saw that immediately. Not like I hid it. But he also knew it would be easier to get Owen elected first.

      Carter sacrificed everything for that goal, for me. He sacrificed being able to love his boy and his pet in relative obscurity. All because he knew Owen’s biggest wish was to make me happy.

      Could we not have pushed Owen to run, and ended up staying in the private sector? Sure.

      Except Carter also knew I’d never be happy settling for a simpler life like that, even though, had Carter asked it of me, I probably would have agreed to it by the time I realized how much I loved these two men.

      Owen was content to be carried along in my current, following me and Carter in our wakes. As a result he’s now governor, but he’s lost all privacy, lost the ability to flop into bed with us at the end of a long day, or to curl up with us on the couch and unplug, with his head in my lap and his feet in Carter’s and simply…be.

      Lost the peace of mind coming home every day gave him.

      He’s lost the freedom to be Carter’s boy—and mine—whenever he wants.

      Lost the ability to speak or even live freely, in that he now has to worry if someone’s got a cell phone camera pointed at him any time he’s outside the confines of his private residence, or ours.

      No more runs to our favorite tap house in Hyde Park to have flights of craft beers, drinking to the point we’re all giggling and laughing before we take an Uber home, pawing at each other in the backseat the whole way, Carter pulling each of us in for long, deep kisses without a care who sees us.

      No more intimate dinners for three at our favorite steakhouse, tucked in the corner booth we love and able to play footsies with each other.

      No more casual strolls through the grocery store together with us laughing and joking about nonstandard uses for phallic-shaped foods.

      They’ve done all of this for me, with no guarantee we’ll be able to make it all the way. I have no illusions, either. If I don’t get elected the first time I run for governor, I’m not going to make some pitiful repeat attempt in four years. That’s just pathetic. I’ll have already moved on to bigger and better things by then.

      These two men love me, and love each other. Maybe some people would rightfully criticize Carter for how and why he brought the three of us together, but you’ll never hear me or Owen complain about that.

      What we have is perfect, perfectly us, and perfect for us.

      But back then we were kids, and we laughed and loved and planned.

      And I remember the day I first laid eyes on the two of them as if it were yesterday.
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      When I wake up that Monday morning for my first day of college, I’m filled with excitement. I have a load of classes I’m eager to dig in to, starting with Florida Politics & Government. Daddy warned me over the phone last night to try to keep an open mind, listen, and learn, even when I know more than an instructor.

      In some of these classes I’m already sure, based upon the curriculum and syllabus, that I know more than the instructor.

      I start my first year at USF Tampa a year and a half ahead with credits earned through dual-enrollment. The only reason I don’t already have a two-year college degree is that I spent my freshman year of high school in Tallahassee, working as an intern to state senator Marlene Samuels. The sixty-two-year-old—at that time—had energy and enthusiasm to spare, and she ran my ass into the ground.

      I learned so much from her. It was her last year in office, and she was the reason I knew I could run for office. It wouldn’t surprise me if her daughter, ShaeLynn—who’s only two years older than me and who was, at that time, already in her third year of college and studying to be an attorney—one day ends up as President. ShaeLynn’s a force of nature, someone even more driven than I am.

      I know that I’m lucky with my lot in life. Blessed, even.

      Doesn’t mean I won’t still work my ass off.

      Daddy might have money but, as he cautioned me countless times, it doesn’t mean I can be lazy. I fully understand why he snagged me the internship with Senator Samuels. It was well worth having to take classes remotely, doing schoolwork in the evenings and on the weekends, so I could spend my weekdays studying at the feet of Marlene Samuels.

      You cannot pay for that kind of education.

      Even though Senator Samuels is a Democrat, Daddy highly respects her and has always spoken well of her, and cautioned me to work my ass off to impress her.

      I did, and she wrote me a glowing letter of recommendation for my college application packet.

      I’m determined to make straight As and make a name for myself so I don’t spend the rest of my life known as Benchley Evans’ daughter.

      I’m Susa Evans, and I’m going to make sure people know who I am because of what I’ve done, not because of who Daddy is.

      Momma had felt nervous about me living in Tampa by myself this year and not staying at their home in Brandon, but Daddy knows I can handle myself. I’m my father’s daughter in more than one way.

      Driving to campus every day will be annoying. I’d wanted to live in a dorm this year, but Daddy nixed that. The politician-to-be knows he’s right, but I’m still mad at him for overruling me. Buying me a house was his way of trying to compromise and soothe my anger over him putting his foot down about me not living in a dorm.

      I’m also annoyed because it means I’ll have to figure out how to deal with my ex-boyfriend, Kendall. That storm will no doubt blow up tonight, if the increasingly desperate and pleading tone of his multiple e-mails are any indication. I broke up with him right before he departed on a trip to France with his family, and he’s due back in town tonight. If I was living in a dorm, I’d have all the backup I could handle.

      Douchey timing on my part, I know, but it was calculated. I knew had I done it sooner, I never would have gotten rid of him. He would have been whiny and clingy and apologizing, maybe even cancelled going on the trip, and I needed a few weeks away from him to gain some extra perspective.

      Because while he was good in the sack, that was about all he was good for. He damn sure wasn’t someone good for my future. Especially not with the load of debt his family’s carrying, something I didn’t know about until I ran a full background check on him just before I broke up with him. Having him out of my hair has been a relief, meaning I definitely don’t want him back.

      The last thing I want to do is call Daddy and ask him to talk to Kendall’s parents for me, to get Kendall to leave me alone.

      That would be like admitting I can’t adult.

      Scratch that. Calling Daddy is the second-to-last thing I want to do. Calling the cops is the last thing I want to do, because I know damn well it’d get back to Daddy anyway.

      I’m still mulling all this over when I walk in that classroom Monday morning, where I immediately spot the two hotties sitting in the far back corner. Hard to miss them, from how they’ve moved their desks. The one guy looks a little older, intense brown eyes with smoky depths and a watchful gaze that sees everything. Brown hair, gorgeous. He’s literally backed his desk into the corner, angled out toward the room.

      The first thought that flits through my mind when I look at him is former military.

      He has the same look on his face worn by some of the law enforcement officers I met in Tallahassee who work security for the capitol building. Officers who were former military, and who saw active combat during their in-country deployments.

      They didn’t like having their backs to a room or a door, either.

      I’m immediately drawn to the guy and hope I’ve just found the answer to my Kendall problem. With my luck, this guy’s probably got a clingy, whiny girlfriend who will stomp her feet and refuse to let him do what I ask of him tonight.

      But it’s either take a chance and ask, or sac up and face Kendall on my own. Otherwise, I’m going to have to hang around the damn library until about midnight and hope Kendall hasn’t parked himself at my front door. I refuse to call law enforcement except as a last resort, because I know damn well it’ll get back to Daddy.

      Then good-bye living on my own. I know I’m nineteen, but he and Momma would basically move in with me at that point. Or, at least Momma would.

      That would mean good-bye any sex life I might hope to have.

      The guy seated next to Brown Eyes appears to be a little taller, most likely a little younger, too, from the lack of lines on his face and around his eyes. Gorgeous green eyes and blond hair, super hot. He’s angled his desk, too, and sits to the right of Brown Eyes.

      Still, it’s Brown Eyes I want to get to know better.

      A lot better.

      I decide to go for broke, since I don’t see a ring on either of their hands. I walk over, smiling as I do. “Mind if I sit here?” I point to the desk that technically now sits to Brown Eyes’ left.

      Brown Eyes might think he’s looking pretty casual when he shrugs, but I’ve already spotted the flash of resentment, gone almost before it’s there.

      Green Eyes is practically drooling, bless his heart. He’s adorable.

      I wonder if Brown Eyes is gay and lusting after Green Eyes.

      “Thanks,” I say. Then I proceed to move my desk, too, to match how they arranged theirs, and I sit and focus on my textbook.

      Or, I pretend to.

      As I listen to them resume their discussion about cooking, of all things, I give thanks. It sounds like they’re both single, probably dorm roommates, and Brown Eyes is going to teach Green Eyes how to prepare a Greek dish tonight, one that I can cook in my sleep.

      I finally make my move a few minutes later. Greek food is something I can cook the hell out of, fortunately, and I offer to let them come cook at my house tonight, I’ll provide the kitchen and groceries, and all they have to do is scare Kendall off.

      Thankfully, they accept.

      It’s not until the end of the class when I actually learn their names. I’m even more convinced by Carter’s mannerisms that he’s former military, even though he hasn’t specifically said that. It’s painfully obvious Owen is already smitten with me, which is adorable and not exactly a bad thing.

      But it’s Carter I’m really drawn to. He wears a dark air of danger—and I know that sounds stupid, but it’s him.

      Sure, I suppose if Carter turns out to be gay or something, I’d definitely love to give Owen a chance. I might have turned nineteen just last week, but it’s not my first rodeo. I’ve had a couple of boyfriends besides Kendall.

      I’m positive one of the reasons I’m having trouble getting rid of Kendall isn’t his love of me so much as it’s his love of my money.

      Carter strikes me as exactly the kind of guy I need to scare Kendall off for good.

      As I head to my next class, I’m finally feeling relaxed about the confrontation with Kendall that I’m certain is coming tonight.

      I also didn’t realize until much later that my world had literally shifted on its axis, setting me on my course for the future.
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      I almost feel sorry for Kendall when he shows up and Carter handles him.

      Almost.

      I can tell Owen isn’t great with physical confrontations, but he’s doing a fantastic job standing there behind Carter and looking downright imposing.

      Owen’s also big enough for me to hide behind while Carter damn near breaks Kendall’s arm in the door when the dumbass tries to force his way inside.

      At least tonight I don’t sense the resentment I thought I spotted in Carter’s expression earlier. Tonight, when I hug Carter after Kendall’s departure, Carter returns my strong hug with one of his own that lasts even longer than I hoped it might.

      It leaves me feeling gooey all over.

      This man is a warrior. I mean, I know now, from our conversations, that my earlier guess about him being former military was correct.

      But then when I hug Owen…

      Sigh. Perfection.

      Thank god Daddy and Momma never scrolled through my Kindle. It’s full of e-books featuring a heroine with two—or more—guys who are strong enough to take care of her and keep her safe.

      This would be a ready-made dream come true, with the two of them.

      When we sit down together to eat dinner at my tiny IKEA table that only seats four—the men are my first real guests, because Daddy and Momma have been up in Tallahassee—it feels perfect then, too.

      Being friends with them feels comfortable in a way nothing has ever felt before. Carter is twenty-eight, almost ten years older than me. Owen’s only two years older than me.

      Doesn’t matter. Not to me.

      After dinner, once the kitchen is cleaned up and we’ve returned to the living room, as we continue discussing politics it strikes me that Carter is a far deeper man than most people likely realize. He’s got a way of grasping the larger picture you don’t usually see in someone so new to the jungle that is Florida politics.

      While I’m studying Owen, an idea comes to mind.

      I can imagine Owen being sworn in as governor, with me as his lieutenant. Because Carter’s put forth an interesting proposition of a third-party run, and I can see it all laid out.

      It’d piss Daddy off something fierce, but it’s workable.

      Really workable.

      And it’ll ensure everyone knows my name without the parenthetical statement of who my father is as the sub-lede.

      I want that.

      Really, really want that.

      It’s amusing to learn Carter has an eidetic memory. When I quiz him, he literally can recite nearly verbatim what both I and the teacher said on the subject. From the shock on Owen’s face, I can see this is news to him, too.

      My mind races, miles and years ahead of where we are right here tonight. Someone like Carter, who can remember everything?

      He’s a weapon in more ways than one. Especially in the political world. Maybe he doesn’t realize that.

      Or, perhaps he does.

      At the end of the evening, Owen excuses himself to use the bathroom before they prepare to return to their dorm. Once I hear the bathroom door close behind Owen, I turn, and Carter’s now standing right behind me.

      I mean, he moves like a damn cat. He’d been sitting on the couch and I never heard him move.

      My clit’s throbbing as I stare up at him, at the intensity in his gaze as he studies me.

      “You really want to be governor?” he whispers.

      I nod. “I do.”

      “I want Owen to be governor. He wants it, but he’d never go for it on his own.” He studies me for a long moment, his gaze sweeping my body before settling on my eyes again. “I don’t want to hurt him,” he says.

      How bad is it that I know exactly what he means?

      And that we’re going to do it anyway.

      “Me, either,” I say.

      “I mean, there’s a lot of stuff you don’t know about him, or me. We do this, together, but we do this my way, and you don’t argue with me or deviate from the plan. I’m in charge. That means keeping this a secret from him, for now. You fuck the plan, or you lie to me, and we’re done. No second chances. Understand?”

      This is the second moment my world seriously shifts, although this one I vaguely recognize, at the time.

      “Yes, Sir,” I whisper, because no other answer feels right.

      The long, slow, sexy smile he gives me sets my clit throbbing in ways it never has before, no matter how great the sex, no matter how hot the book, no matter how fantastic the vibrator.

      Never have I ever felt like this before.

      I viscerally recognize that not only does this man completely understand me, he is in many ways a twin to me when it comes to politics, and the opposite side of the coin to me in personality in the ways that count.

      He leans in, cups the back of my neck, and slants a world-shattering, possessive, hungry kiss across my lips that I try to chase when he pulls back. He stops me with a finger to my lips and that smirk.

      “My very good girl,” he whispers. “We’re going to do great things, the three of us.”

      I turn when I hear the bathroom door open down the hall. When I turn back, Carter’s now sitting on the couch as if he never moved in the first place. He drops me a wink, which convinces me no, I didn’t imagine the whole thing.

      Shivers. Literal damn shivers race through me, and I don’t mean the spooky-house kind, either.

      I mean the I really want to fuck him kind of shivers.

      Because I know as we stare into each other’s eyes that this man before me is going to be the man I marry. He’d just claimed me.

      Believe it or not, I’m damn good with that.
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