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      Thank you.
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            To the Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for downloading this book! It’s an epic ride for sure. Before you dive in I wanted to toss out one last reminder that this is the THIRD BOOK in a connected series. If you have not read Power Games, Book 1, or Power Twist, Book 2, this book won’t sense.

      So PLEASE put this book down if you have not read the first two books in the series.

      If you HAVE read books 1 & 2, then YAY enjoy Power Switch!

      Here are the links to books 1 and 2 incase you need them.

      Power Games - Book 1

      Power Twist- Book 2

      

      Thank you and happy reading! - KLM

      
        
        Please note Power Games was originally titled Power Play. This title change happened March 2021.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Jessica

        

      

    

    
      It's a strange concept, this notion of a morally sound conscience. Never once in my thirty years have I considered myself to have one at all—moral or not—until tonight. Yet here I stand in the middle of this political win/engagement announcement party with my stomach in knots because of said conscience telling me I’m doing something wrong. I should be happy, overjoyed that a life goal I’ve had since grade school is now being realized.

      Trey Benson is mine.

      Well, most of him.

      I’m careful to hide the cringe of pain from the cramping of my lower gut behind my nearly empty crystal champagne flute. Trey's deep rumbling laugh pulls my attention from the inner turmoil I have going on. With a lovesick sigh, I watch as he charms Senator Torres and take another sip of the remaining crisp liquid. The delicious tiny bubbles explode along my tongue, helping calm the earlier unease. Maybe if I keep drinking I won't care too much about the lack of joy behind his light eyes.

      Pressing the cool glass against my overheated cheek, I smile.

      He really is perfect. The handsome prince charming starring in all my childhood daydreams, and most of my adult steamy night ones too. Now here he is, with me. Half of my heart doesn't mind that he's not wholly mine—yet.

      Tonight he wears a custom-tailored black suit that draws attention to his fit physique, emphasizing his backside that every woman in this room can’t keep their eyes off of. His dark hair, a bit longer than normal, is styled back away from his eyes. The dusting of dark facial hair along his sculpted jaw draws attention to a full lower lip, or maybe it’s because I'm standing here fantasizing about it pressed against my own. With the perfectly proportioned straight nose and naturally tan skin, he could give any model a run for their money.

      Those honey brown eyes cut to me, brows furrowing. Something I can’t make out flashes behind his usual political mask before he turns back to the still-rambling senator.

      A smidge of my building hope drains, leaving sadness in the new fissures in my heart. Filling my lungs with a full, determined breath, I remind myself that just because he sees this as an alliance and not true love doesn't mean I have to. Do I hate that he thinks he’s in love with someone else? Sure, but I've never let a little hurdle like that stop me from getting what I want before, so why start now? Of course, it's even worse than that—he's in love with a woman I respect, one I hate doing this to, but what's done is done. This wasn’t all my doing. Trey made a deal of his own; I just capitalized on the opportunity. There’s nothing wrong with that.

      Trey Benson has always been mine. I sat back and watched him waste years with Rachel, waiting for my chance to be with him. Then Randi moved to DC, stealing my moment. I’ve waited, pined, sulked for long enough. This is my time, my chance to win him. Who does Randi think she is anyway? But then again, she is amazing in many ways—in all the ways needed to make a change in this city. To transform mindsets, correct their moral compass.

      Maybe even mine.

      Again, Randi's face flashes in the forefront of my mind, instigating the earlier internal conflict once again.

      No. I shake my head, blonde tresses sliding along my bare back. Trey is mine. Randi needs to come to terms with that. I will support her, support her cause, but Trey will be at my side instead of hers. Maybe once she realizes this is true love on my part, she'll step aside, allowing him to fall out of love with her and in love with me. He loved Rachel those few years and now loves Randi; surely his heart can change its course once more.

      “There's the happy couple.”

      Smile widening, I turn toward Celia Benson’s voice. Trey's shoulder stiffens beneath my hand.

      “Wonderful party,” I say, tipping the empty flute in her direction, acknowledging that all this was her doing. “As always.”

      With a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes, she loops an arm through my own and rests five red-tipped fingers along my forearm. “Come,” she encourages with a small tug. “We have numerous things to discuss.” Tilting forward to see past me to Trey, her smile grows. “Don't worry, honey. I won't borrow your beautiful fiancée for too long. Don't go anywhere.”

      The senator continues chatting, completely oblivious to the direct command from Celia to Trey. But the flush blooming across Trey's high cheekbones signals he didn't miss the superior tone in his mother’s words.

      I swallow hard at the tension between the two. Searching for a distraction, I lift the flute to take another sip of champagne only to remember it’s empty.

      With a quick commanding snap of Celia’s thin fingers, three servers appear out of nowhere, carrying silver trays weighted with fresh flutes filled to the brim with bubbling liquid. The slight tremor in my fingers gives away my growing nerves. Careful to not knock off the ten other delicate flutes, I rest the empty glass atop a tray and take a full one in return. With both our glasses refreshed, we nod to Trey and the senator before shifting away from the men. Weaving through the partygoers, Celia smiles at several, quickly dismissing their attempts to engage her in conversation as we continue our short journey across the bursting room.

      “Is he behaving?” she asks, head dipped to keep the words between us. We pause at a secluded spot along the far wall where we can talk freely and watch the room.

      “Of course. Trey knows how to work the crowd in situations like this. Were you concerned he wouldn’t?” I ask cautiously.

      Not a single hair in her fancy updo shifts as Celia shakes her head. With the movement, her diamond chandelier earrings catch the light, the bursting sparkles snagging my envious attention. The Hawthornes are rich, but the Bensons are richer. No doubt those earrings are worth over a million and aren’t her only pair.

      “I’m afraid he might act foolish. He truly believes he’s in love with that wretched woman,” she says on a disappointed sigh. With her free hand, she presses two fingers to her left temple and massages the sensitive area. “I'm concerned about him, about our family.”

      Closing the gap between us, I clasp her elbow. “Why? What’s going on that has you concerned?”

      “She's not the right woman for him, for us. That woman is selfish and deceiving. I’m almost certain she’s manipulated his feelings for her own safety. Were you aware he almost died for her recently?”

      A gasp escapes. To cover my shock, I hold two fingers in front of my lips. “He did what?”

      “My son is blinded by what he believes is love. I can't—” Celia stops to clear her throat of the building emotions. “I can't lose him. He’s my only son. Which is why I did what I did, why we made our agreement. I know he considers what I did to be deceiving, but I'm only trying to save him. Save his life. That woman is not only a threat to his budding political career but also his safety.”

      “I—” I stop, unsure of what I want to say in response. My thoughts jumble between knowing Randi isn’t the type of person to manipulate someone for her own gain and wanting to believe Celia. I shake my head to clear the conflicting thoughts, but the several glasses of champagne are making my judgments and emotions unclear on where I stand. One thing is clear: Trey’s safety is as important as my own. “What can I do?”

      An almost smile lifts her sullen face. “I knew I could count on you, Jessica. Your love for him is clear.” Celia gives a reassuring squeeze to the fingers still wrapped around her elbow. “I need you to show him that it's simple attraction, not love, with that Randi woman. Make him see that you're the right choice for him, to come back to his family, his destiny. Bring my son back to me and his father. Please.” The glowing overhead lights shimmer off Celia’s damp dark lashes.

      “How can I accomplish that?” Even with the champagne coursing through my system, I’m aware what she’s asking is a near impossible feat. Trey has run from this life for years. He lives for his role with the secret service. Only recently did he begrudgingly accept to come back into the spotlight—all for Randi. How can I convince him that he not only doesn’t love her but needs to come back into the political fold for himself, not her?

      “My son is a good man, one who is driven to protect no matter the odds. This is where you need to draw his focus. Pull it away from protecting that woman to protecting you.”

      “I don't understand.” My head swirls. How many glasses have I had?

      Her honey brown eyes narrow in frustration. “If he's busy worrying about you, protecting you from some unknown threat, he'll forget all about this Randi woman. Use his weakness for our benefit.”

      I sway slightly as the implication of her words slams home. “You want me to create a threat against myself so he'll feel the need to protect me? How will that convince him to love me and not her?”

      Celia’s tone turns menacing. “If you're unconvinced you'll be able to pull off what needs to be done, I can always arrange for the threat to be real.”

      “And if I don’t? If I can’t convince him?”

      “Then I’ll make sure all your secrets are shared, and all the work you’ve put in to be someone in this town will be wasted. Your personal life, career, family, everything turned against you.”

      I swallow against the champagne that's fighting to surge back up my throat.

      “Now,” she says, giving my hand a condescending pat, “earlier I overheard my son make plans to meet up with that woman later this evening. Your first role as his fiancée is to make sure he’s unable to keep that commitment.”

      I nod, still unable speak.

      “I know you love him, as do I. This is for his benefit. We're just having to get creative on how to save him from himself. This is the life for him. This is his destiny.”

      “And me?” Does she consider me as a part of that destiny?

      “You'll have what you've always wanted. Him. If we play this right, this time next year, you'll be happily married, and Randi Sawyer will just be a distant ugly memory.”

      Taking a slow sip from my glass, I process Celia's words.

      Married.

      Happy.

      Mine.

      All those words are exactly what I want out of my future. Now’s my chance to make it happen.

      “I’ll do it.” Celia smiles, and we click the edges of our flutes together. “Now if you’ll excuse me. I’ll grab Trey a bourbon from the bar. He’s been drinking beer all night, and if I can convince him to mix, there’s no way he’ll be able to see Randi tonight. That man’s never been able to mix a day in his life.”

      Her smile widens, and if I’m not mistaken, a pulse of pride shines through her bright gaze.

      “You’ll make an excellent daughter-in-law, Jessica.”

      But for some reason, the praise falls flat. With a forced smile, I shift my way back through the crowd and head for the open bar, one thought swirling through my mind with each step.

      What the hell have I sealed my future to?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Randi

        

      

    

    
      I waited.

      Waited until the sun's first morning rays warmed the fading dark sky. Waited in the wicker rocker on the back porch, watching the pool’s sparkling water, anxious to see the man I love and finally say those words out loud.

      But he never came over like he promised.

      With each minute that ticked by, disappointment constricted my heart, making it ache like never before.

      As I slip off the pair of black yoga pants and crawl into bed, I attempt to convince myself everything is okay. It's one night, one promise.

      At the ridiculous fake engagement party/celebration for defeating Kyle’s bill to strip low-income Americans of their voting rights, I didn’t expect the influx of emotions that bombarded me when confronted with Jessica on his arm. It was then—actually, maybe even before today, but I wasn’t willing to admit it—that I realized I love him. Granted, this is me we’re talking about, so it might not be normal love, but I'm not normal, so I guess its par for the course. With my childhood, I don't know if I'm even capable of wholehearted love, but I do love Trey in my own unique way.

      But here I am going to bed alone with those three words still on the tip of my tongue, unable to speak them out loud to the man I feel them for.

      Because he didn’t come.

      Leaning over, I stretch to flip off the bedside lamp, dousing the room in darkness, the morning sun’s bright rays kept hidden by the thick blackout curtains. The sheets rustle as I wiggle to get comfortable while tugging the comforter up to my chin.

      I’ve just closed my eyes, ready to get an hour or so of sleep before I start my day, when a bright light flashes, causing my lids to slide open once again. Not moving from my warm spot in the sheets, I scrutinize the glowing phone screen, debating if I should check it or not.

      Part of me knows I can’t handle any more disappointment tonight if it’s not Trey with an explanation. Yet the other half of me thinks if it is him, I'm not ready for an excuse. Maybe it would be better to shut my eyes once more and let this fucking terrible day finally end. Let myself get the couple hours of sleep I need to be somewhat functional for today’s meeting with the Associate Attorney General, Sam Pierce. I have no idea what he wants to talk to me about but if someone from the DOJ wants to meet with me it can’t be good.

      Not having the energy left to continue fighting the internal battle I glide a hand out from under the mountain of covers and pick the now dark phone off the nightstand.

      Deep breath in, I tap the screen to bring it back to life.

      A single text stares back at me.

      Trouble: I'm sorry.

      I frown at the screen, unsure how to feel with those two words. Am I sad? Jealous? Mad? What is he even sorry for? Not coming over or something worse, something involving him and Jessica?

      Exhaustion from the day and my racing thoughts heighten every swirling emotion, making everything too much. With more force than necessary, I shove the annoying phone with its stupid message under the pillow and close my eyes, forcing myself not to acknowledge the dampness along my lashes. All I needed was a phone call, a text earlier in the night just explaining he wasn’t coming over. Anything that would calm my crazy thoughts and visions of him and Jessica together. But apparently I wasn’t on his mind until five in the morning, my worry and time never crossing his damn mind.

      Does that mean he was with her until now?

      What could they have been doing?

      Curling on my side, I try to picture dancing unicorns to get the visuals of Trey and Jessica together out of my mind.

      It's fine. I'm fine. We're fine.

      As I relax into the mattress, a small seed of doubt plants itself in the conflicting thoughts, keeping sleep at bay.

      What if… what if this is the beginning of the end of us?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Trey

        

      

    

    
      Fuck it to hell.

      A pain-laced groan rumbles in my chest before pushing past my dry lips. Back flat to the bed, I glower at the ceiling like it’s the reason for my pain. A headache throbs a slow beat in the back of my skull like a resounding warrior’s march. I should've just fucking stuck with beer and said no to the bourbon. Amateur move. I know better.

      Groaning again, this time with a bit of a whine to it, I press the heels of both palms against my closed eyelids and press hard, hoping the pressure will make the painful world I’ve woken up to somehow disappear around me.

      If it was only my throbbing head and sour stomach, I might not be hating life as much as I am in this moment. But it’s not just the physical aches from the hangover that are haunting me. One is of the heart, something that isn’t as easily fixed with Tylenol and caffeine. Last night, I didn’t show up when I promised I would, and I'm not sure if there's anything to make that better. Recalling the melancholy look she shot over her shoulder as she left the party has the twisting of my stomach worsening.

      What’s left of the bourbon and beer mixes in my gut, making me consider throwing up just to have some relief. I have no valid excuses for not making it to her place last night when I promised I would. I got drunk, and by the end of the night, when I could finally leave without Mother or Jessica making a scene, it was late and I was done.

      But as much as I want to blame Jessica for starting the bourbon trend halfway through the night, she wasn’t the one who kept going back to the bar. No, they weren't the ones who tried to dull their misery with one more sip, one more glass.

      That was all me.

      Now I understand how Randi suffered that night in Chile just wanting to get so drunk that the world and all its troubles faded away. That’s what I wanted last night, what I needed to survive the entire party without strangling those bottom-feeding asshat aristocrats.

      Years have passed since I’ve been on this scene, yet nothing has changed. Everyone wants something, and no one thinks about anything other than their own ambitions. Every breath, every laugh and word were a struggle knowing this is the life I’ve sealed myself to for the unseen future. All for Randi. And even though last night was a beating—more like an MMA fight—I don’t regret any of it.

      I strain to swallow down the rising emotions, but my cotton mouth prevents it. Fuck, I love her. I miss her desperately, like she’s the air I need to survive, and it's only been twelve hours since I last laid eyes on her.

      I shouldn’t have let last night get that far. Should’ve turned Jessica down when she offered me my favorite bourbon. But I didn’t, and now here I am alone, hungover and pining for the only woman I’ve ever truly loved.

      Scrubbing a hand down my face, I slap my cheek a couple times to get my head in the game. Going into the party last night, we both knew what this arrangement would require. Our plan to keep Mother on Randi's side while I played along with the engagement shit made sense at the time. But now I'm not so sure. Everyone is getting what they want except me. Because all I want is Randi. Us together. Never apart, from now until the end of either of us.

      But I can't. She can't. This is a delicate power game we’re playing with Mother and half of the city. And Randi ending up in a smear campaign because of me isn’t an option. So maybe not showing up on her doorstep at four in the morning was a better idea than I’m giving myself credit for. Unlike during the campaign, so much more is on the table now, so much to lose if anyone finds out about us and our grand plan to make it through the next three years and then be together.

      A thump at the front door drags me out of my depressing thoughts. Pulling the hand away from my face, I squint a single eye at the open bedroom door, wishing I had X-ray vision to see who's waking me up at… shit, what time is it?

      With another cranky groan, I smack the bed blindly, searching for the phone I know I pitched haphazardly onto the comforter after texting Randi the two words that shredded my heart.

      Fuck, am I catching her dramatics?

      Squinting at the phone in my hand, I scan the time, then drop it back to the rumpled sheets. Who the hell is pounding on my door at nine in the morning on my day off? Someone who wants a good Bobbiting, that’s who.

      Yep, Randi is 100 percent rubbing off on me. For the first time this morning, I manage a smile.

      The beating against the front door turns into an impatient jackhammering.

      Grumbling a string of undecipherable curse words, I stretch my tight arms high above my head, letting the stiffness slowly ease from my shoulders. Bare feet on the floor, I arch my back, making it pop in several places and creak in others, ignoring the person now using what sounds like a battering ram against my condo door. Not bothering with clothes, I shuffle through the living room, my annoyance and the throbbing in my head increasing with every step.

      Face pressed against the cool metal door, I peer through the peephole, blinking a few times to clear my foggy vision. Annoyed dark eyes stare back at me like he can see through the door right into me.

      “Motherfucker,” I grumble as I snap the deadbolt free and yank the door open, not caring if there’s anyone in the hallway who could see me in my birthday suit. “What the ever-loving hell do you want, Tank?” Tank—real name David Washington—is my best friend and team lead, and Randi’s only other friend in this town. He leads the alpha secret service team assigned to protect Madam VP ever since the campaign trail.

      “Put that thing away,” he grunts, avoiding looking at my naked junk. Ignoring my smirk and enticing swivel of my hips, he shoves the door open enough for him to step past without touching me and slips into the condo. After securing the door, I follow as he marches through the living room and turns into the kitchen.

      “Good morning to you too,” I mutter. “I feel like shit, man, so tell me what you’re doing here and get out. I need my beauty sleep.”

      “You’re already pretty, Playboy. All the girls tell you that. But you do look a little worse for the wear this morning.”

      “Tank,” I whine.

      His upper lip twitches in a sneer at my pouting. “You really have no clue?”

      “For my endless supply of bacon the housekeeper keeps on hand just for you?”

      “You’re tossing around jokes while your girl's on the lip of a boiling fucking pot?” Tank lets out an incredulous huff. “Knew you didn't deserve her.”

      In two steps, I'm in his personal space, our faces inches apart. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Unless you want me to whip mine out to fucking compare, get that limp-ass dick away from me.” He steps back with a snarl. “Go get some fucking pants on, Playboy. Shit happened last night while you were playing the perfect politician.”

      “What—”

      “Clothes,” he thunders. “I don't want to see that shit.” A smirk pulls at his lips. “Makes me feel bad for Randi knowing that's what she’s settling for.”

      Middle finger in the air, I spin and stride to the bedroom. The dresser shakes at the force of me opening one drawer after another in search of a clean pair of workout shorts. Not wanting to waste a second, I tug the Dryfit shorts on as I walk back into the living room, pausing at the edge of the kitchen. Tank's head is buried in the fridge, searching for the bacon, no doubt.

      “Bottom drawer.”

      The clatter of the plastic drawers opening and closing fills the kitchen. Knowing this conversation won't start until the bacon is cooking, I search under a cabinet and snag the first frying pan my fingers touch. I toss it onto the stove, the banging metal making me instantly regret that choice.

      “Start talking. What the hell could she have gotten herself into in the past twelve hours?” Stretching above the microwave, I snag a bottle of aspirin from the cabinet and pop four of the small white pills into my mouth. Dipping my head beneath the kitchen faucet, I suck several mouthfuls of cold tap water down, soothing my dry mouth and throat while swallowing the much-needed medicine.

      “You know as well as I do that girl attracts the trouble,” he says, cutting his dark eyes to me. “Present company included.”

      “Ha ha,” I mock. Instead of watching him destroy the sealed bacon package with his bare hands, sending the uncooked meat flying around the kitchen, I lean over the counter, pull open a drawer, and feel around for a spare buck knife. “Here,” I mumble, getting his attention before tossing it to him. “You've got jokes for someone who's eating forbidden food in front of the man who has your wife's number on speed dial.”

      Tank’s shoulders stiffen. I can't hold back a chuckle at his clear fear of his wife. Not that I blame him. That woman is a badass. Anyone smart would be more than a little terrified of her.

      “You wouldn't,” he says, voice tight.

      “Then talk, big guy, and my lips are sealed.”

      When he shoots me a glare over the sizzling pan, I motion like I'm zipping my lips, then toss the imaginary key over my shoulder for emphasis.

      He just shakes his head before turning his full attention to the cooking bacon. “I have no idea what that woman sees in you.”

      I waggle both brows and point to my crotch. “You did earlier.”

      “Poor girl.”

      “Fuck off. Stop stalling. Tell me what's going on.” I massage my temples, thinking good thoughts that the medicine will kick in soon. The savory aroma of the cooking bacon churns my already sour stomach while also smelling fucking delicious. “I want to puke and eat at the same time. I'm getting too old for this shit.”

      “Did you mix or something?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Amateur.”

      “Don't I know it.” With a less-than-dignified groan, I press my forehead against the cold marble counter. “Are you ever going to fill me in on what happened last night?”

      Just to be an ass, he waits a few more beats before saying, “Did you know the Department of Justice is snooping around?”

      My neck almost pops with whiplash as I bolt straight up. “What?”

      He nods while nudging the bacon around the popping grease with a spatula. “I don't know what they want. All I know is the associate attorney general blindsided us while leaving last night. And I don't think Randi has a clue as to what he wants to talk about, because she looked just as shocked as I did.”

      His dark eyes flick to mine, a grimace pinching his features. I know that look. He’s holding something back.

      “What are you not telling me?”

      “Listen, I'm not gay or anything, but… Playboy, that man, the AAG, is one sexy-ass motherfucker.”

      “What?” I shout, immediately regretting it. I slam my hands against both sides of my head to keep it from exploding.

      His massive shoulders rise and fall in a shrug. “All I'm saying is her shock might not be from his title. Just a feeling I got.”

      “Shit,” I exclaim, leaning forward and pressing my elbows to the counter.

      Silence falls between us as I process everything he’s dumped on me. One part bothers me the most.

      “Sexier than me?” I question. I know I should be worried about why the AAG is snooping around more than his looks, but I’m not.

      Spatula in the air, he leans against the corner of the counter and motions for me to stand. No idea why, but I do without question.

      He twirls the spatula. I follow the movement, holding on to the counter for support as the room spins with me.

      “Neither of you is my type, but I'd say you have a run for your money with the AAG. Add in the fact that he's an attorney, like her, and he has a few more points on his side.”

      “But she loves me,” I state. “I think.” My jaw drops as a scene from last night flashes through my still somewhat fuzzy memory. “Shit.” I sink back onto the stool and stare at the white marble. “She wanted to tell me something last night. That's why I said I'd come over.”

      “You didn't go over last night,” Tank states.

      “I know. I didn't want to go over that late and drunk. I forgot she had something to tell me.” With a curse, I shove off the stool to pace the expansive kitchen. “Fuck, this is worse than I thought when I first woke up. I thought I'd just disappointed her by not showing up when I said I would, but now she probably thinks I'm avoiding her or didn't want to hear what she had to say. Or—”

      “Get your head out of your ass, Benson. This is bigger than that. Did you hear me? The associate attorney general demanded a meeting with her. Today. Something big is about to drop, and we have no fucking clue what that entails.”

      “Her meeting with the Russians?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe it has something to do with Birmingham.”

      “Possible. But why approach her if that’s the case?”

      “Shit.”

      “My thoughts exactly, which is why I'm here so damn early on our day off getting ready to eat through my stress with two pounds of bacon.”

      I arch a brow. “There's another pound in the freezer.”

      “Fine, three pounds of bacon.”

      “When's the meeting?” Pausing in front of the Nespresso machine, I pop a pod into the dispenser with one hand while swiping a mug off the exposed shelf with the other. After hitting the brew button, I turn to face Tank, who's busy placing several crispy slices of cooked bacon on a plate. “You said today.”

      “This afternoon. He's coming by the house around three.”

      “We need to be there for her.” And I want a good look at this guy.

      “It's our day off,” Tank states like I could’ve forgotten as he shoves three pieces of hot blackened bacon into his mouth. “What excuse would we have for showing up and sitting in on her meeting? We’re her friends, yes, but not everyone is good with the notion that she tells us everything. We know we’d never use it against her, but others don’t.”

      The gurgle of the bubbling water pulls my attention to the brewing coffee. Focused on the dark streaming liquid, I shuffle through the options. I hate to admit it, but he's right. We don't need to draw attention to our friendship with Randi. Who knows? The fuckers might take us off her protection detail just to be assholes.

      But I can’t not be there.

      “Call in a favor to the beta team lead, Chaz. He owes you, I’m sure.” Before the last drip reaches the foam, I pull the mug up to my lips and take a scalding sip of the steaming liquid. Hopefully this will help clear my head. “Tell him we want to sub in for two of his agents for a few hours today. That way we’ll have a legit excuse to be there, nothing suspicious.”

      Excuse or not, I'll be at that meeting.

      I cringe behind the coffee mug.

      Even if Randi might be pissed as hell and not want me there.
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      The wooden front porch step creaks under my dress shoe as I travel up the short set of stairs toward the front door. The unknown of the next few hours rakes at my nerves. A thin sheen of sweat dampens my palms and shines across my forehead. It’s hot as a sauna in hades today. I hate these humid summer days where Mother Nature attempts to smother you with the heat.

      I pause at the closed door, half ready to get inside to the AC while the other part of me doesn’t want to face her. I hate disappointing the people I love. That’s due to those childhood years I spent doing whatever it took to make my parents proud of me, working for the parental love that should’ve come easily only to be rejected at every opportunity.

      Instead of knocking, I twist the knob and push the heavy door open. Inside, a beta team agent perks his head up, eyes scrolling across my face and then down my chest before turning back to his phone. Quiet day, I guess. Wonder if anyone else knows about the upcoming meeting with the associate attorney general, Sam.

      Sam.

      What kind of name is that anyway? Three letters do not make a name. That’s like Bud or Rob, neither of which are strong names, which means this Sam character will be weak as fuck. Just like his name.

      No, I'm not jealous.

      Keeping my steps silent, I move around the house, searching each room for Randi. My ears perk up at the sound of a voice I know and hate.

      At the edge of the living room, I pause just out of sight, giving myself a second to observe her. Dressed in dark jeans and a lightweight long-sleeve T-shirt, she's curled on the lush sofa, iPad forgotten on her lap, attention riveted on whatever is on TV. Again, Birmingham’s voice pours through the house.

      I shift my attention from the beauty I love to the idiot on the screen, my brows furrowing in confusion at what I see at the bottom of the screen.

      Special Briefing with President Birmingham.

      Birmingham stands behind the podium in the White House press briefing room, face flushed as he points to someone in the row of chairs in front of him and leans forward. The reporter’s words are mumbled, but he must hear her clearly. With a nod, he leans back and clasps his hands on top of the podium.

      “Yes, this is a last resort. Leading this country into a war that, in the past, has proven to be unwinnable is not ideal. However, we cannot allow these countries to continue extorting us. The price of oil continues to rise, and something must be done.”

      A hand shoots into the air. The prick of a president points to the woman, who stands. After straightening her skirt, she locks eyes with Birmingham and raises her chin. “There’s talk that the DOJ is seeking responsibility for the spike in gas prices closer to home. Is this true?”

      “No,” Birmingham brushes her off. He scans the room, looking for another question to answer, when the woman speaks up once again.

      “Why would the leaders in the Middle East do this now? What are you saying has changed to make them drive the cost higher only for Americans?”

      Absorbed in the press conference, I step through the door, pausing at the end of the couch. Randi's eyes flick to me before turning back to the TV. Shuffling on the couch, she leans closer to the screen.

      “We don't know the why. But as the leader of this great nation, I cannot sit back and do nothing while the hardworking Americans bring home less and less due to the cost of getting to work. We will stay strong. We will push back. Thank you.”

      With that, he walks off the stage, but not before shooting that one female reporter a death glare.

      The moment he's out the door, the screen flips to a beautiful blonde sitting behind a newsroom desk. Her fast words lull to background noise as I turn to face Randi.

      “Did you hear that?” she asks, lost in thought. Nibbling on her pinkie nail, she stands and moves to the other side of the room. “Vlad said something like that,” she whispers. “Said if we didn't stop Kyle, there would be war.”

      “Maybe you should call the Russian president and ask him.”

      She shakes her head, her loose dark hair falling over her shoulders and hiding her face before she tucks the rogue locks behind her ear. “No, I don’t want to draw attention to my… friendship? Relationship? Whatever Vlad and I have with the DOJ looking around. The tension between our two countries is still tense, and Kyle still isn’t aware that I’ve been in contact with Vlad. The meeting he and I had in Chile wasn’t illegal, per se, but it could add clout to an investigation if the AAG is trying to find dirt on me. I mean, Vlad did openly say he wanted to help me get into the president role. That’s borderline treason talk.”

      “True. Didn’t think about how the AAG would view that relationship. Those fuckers are always snooping around, trying to find anything that’ll stick. Fucking lawyers.”

      She blinks. Not a single emotion shifts across her blank face as she stares me down.

      “Okay, no lawyer jokes. Noted,” I say, daring a step closer to where she stares out a window at the backyard. “Randi… fuck, I'm sorry about last night.”

      “Yeah, that's what your text said.” My gut clenches at the annoyance in her tone. “Sorry for what exactly?”

      “I didn't—”

      “Actually, stop,” she says with a huff before turning to me. “I can’t process all this right now. I'm mad, hurt, and a whole bunch of other emotions I can't filter through, but honestly, I don't have the capacity to deal with it. I'm the vice president of the United States, and our idiot of a president is about to lead us straight into a war which he said himself is unwinnable. In less than an hour, I have a meeting with the AAG, and I have no fucking clue what he wants to discuss. I'm tired, hungry, and on the verge of losing it because I'm so unprepared for what this day will bring me. So I just can't right now.” Motioning between us, she purses her lips and shakes her head. “In the last twenty-four hours, this has gone from complicated to a weight I'm not sure I can bear at this point. I know that was my doing, asking you to play the part with Jessica until we figured out things with your mother and stopped her from sabotaging my political career. Guess I wasn’t prepared for the suspicious thoughts and doubts that seeing you together created. It doesn’t change how I feel about you, and it doesn't change us, but right now, I’m not ready to hear your explanation.”

      “I understand,” I rasp. Heat builds beneath my skin, making my stiff clothes unbearable. Shrugging out of my jacket, I lay it across the back of the couch and perch on the armrest. I lean forward, resting both elbows on the tops of my thighs and clasp my hands together. Looking up through my lashes, I wait until she’s focused on me. “Just let me say one thing.”

      Her eyes roll to the ceiling in annoyance, but a hint of a smile tugs at one corner of her lips. “One thing.”

      “I screwed up not calling or coming over. I can see my actions, or lack thereof, hurt you. Seeing you upset because of me is the kind of torture that would break the strongest of men. I handled the situation badly and have no excuse besides saying I'm an idiot and I’m sorry.”

      The bright overhead light reflects off the wetness building along her lower lids. “It was the not knowing. The wondering if…. Trouble, were you with her? Tell me now. Were you sorry because of something you did with her?”

      Jolting up from the couch, I stride the few steps toward her before pausing. Two fingers beneath her chin, I tip her gaze up to meet my own.

      “No, baby. Fuck no. There’s no one else for me. I was drunk and didn’t want to come over like that.” I search her face, wishing to every god that I could ease the hurt I caused.

      “With Jessica in the picture now—” She blows out a breath. “I’m not sure where I stand, and when you didn’t come over, I just assumed, which was stupid.”

      “Like I said, I have no excuse. I was drunk and it was late, that’s it. But I hope you'll forgive me for not following through on something I said I would do, and the thousands of other times I'll act like an idiot in our future. It will happen again, but I can promise causing you pain, hurting you, will never be intentional. It's just a piss-poor side effect of me being a guy.”

      A full smile lifts her cheeks. “Well played, Trouble. Well played.”

      “Does that mean I'm forgiven?” I ask, not hiding the hope in my voice. “Tell me what I need to do, Mess. I’ll do anything to ease the hurt I caused.”

      My heart falls a little at the shake of her head.

      “Not forgiven yet.” With a quick glance at her watch, she interlaces our fingers and tugs me toward the door. “But I’ll give you thirty minutes to convince me.”

      “Thirty minutes, huh?” I say to her back as I follow her up the stairs toward her bedroom.

      At the landing, she pauses and turns.

      “Not up for the challenge, Trouble?”

      With a near growl, I tighten my grip around her thin fingers and shoulder past, practically dragging her behind me into the master bedroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Randi

        

      

    

    
      Oh hell, I don't have time for this, or the energy, but him between my thighs might be just what I need to survive this day. My chest aches with the growing ball of stress building behind my breastbone. I wasn't exaggerating downstairs. I can’t add any additional complications to this day. But even though Trey is one of those complications adding to my strain, the second he walked into the room, everything felt easier. Almost like his presence alone offered the reassurance of an extra shoulder to help carry the weight piled on my own. How he does it, I don't know.

      Tricky Trouble. That's his new name. Because somehow with his simple yet sincere rambling speech, him not showing up last night no longer feels like an attempt to keep a shady secret involving Jessica away from me. It cleared the growing suspicion and doused my self-doubt.

      And what a speech it was. He really would make a great politician if his heart was in it. Addressing the fact that our miscommunications, disappointments, and unintentional hurt will happen again was like gaining a “get out of jail free” card for future use. And curiously enough, I'm okay with it. Because in all honesty, I'm terrible at this relationship stuff. The only serious relationship I had was when I was fifteen, and I ended up alone and pregnant—not really a high bar to set for future relationships. But what makes Trey special is I'd rather be with him, knowing pain and headache will happen, than never experience the highs, laughter, and smiles that come with being with him.

      Maybe that’s the simplest sign of true love. When the hard work, the fighting for each other is worth it because you have each other in the end.

      A hard shove against my shoulder sends me tumbling back to the bed, a wide smile splitting my face as I sink into the cloudlike down comforter.

      “Thirty minutes, you say,” he muses while rubbing along his clean-shaven jaw. He sinks his teeth into his full lower lip, his heated gaze slowly scanning down my body. “First, these need to go.” With deft fingers, he makes quick work of the top button of my skinny jeans and the zipper quickly follows. With an impatient tug, they pool around my feet. Watching him, my breaths turn to short, needy pants as he stares fixated at the apex of my thighs, sliding the tip of his tongue along the edge of his straight white teeth.

      After discarding the jeans, he pulls the long sleeve T-shirt over my head. I cringe internally as he unclasps the plain nude bra I’d chosen this morning, not thinking anyone would see it today. The self-conscious thought vanishes as the tips of his finger trail down my bare arms when he slides the straps from my shoulders. With a flick of his wrist, it flutters to the floor, adding to the growing pile.

      Every article of clothing is gone—except one.

      “Aren't you forgetting something?” I ask with a pointed glance to my sailing unicorn-printed boy shorts. Okay, not the sexiest things to be wearing, but to my defense, I figured I’d be the only one to see these. At least I shaved my legs yesterday for the party. Thank unicorns for small miracles.

      Trey shakes his head with his signature mischievous smirk tugging at his lips.

      “You and unicorns.”

      “They’re the best of all the mythical creatures. They have a weapon on their heads.” Duh.

      Without another word, he turns, sliding his leather harness off his shoulders as he walks toward the bathroom. The harness and two sidearms clunk to the top of the dresser before Trey disappears through the door. When he reappears, his smirk has grown to a full grin. Displaying his prize in his raised hands, he stretches the long white tie from my robe and yanks it tight, twisting the ends around his fists.

      I seal my thighs together, hoping to quell the pulling need between them. With a deep shuddering breath, knowing magical things are to come, I relax against the bed and wait.

      The mattress dips by my feet.

      “Arms above your head, baby. Wrists together.”

      Maybe a little too eagerly, I slide my arms up the smooth fabric of the duvet, stretching them high above my head. Trey makes quick work of binding both wrists together before testing the tie once to ensure it's not too
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