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Campaign of the Heart 

Chapter 1 – The Collision
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The room was already too warm.

Luke adjusted his cufflinks out of habit rather than necessity, the small, precise movement grounding him as the low hum of conversation swelled around him. Donors, journalists, volunteers—each one a moving piece in a carefully constructed machine. Every smile, every handshake, every word spoken tonight had been planned, measured, and approved.

That was how campaigns were won.

“Five minutes,” his assistant murmured at his side, her voice barely cutting through the noise.

Luke nodded once. “Has Councilman Rivera arrived?”

“Just now. He’s in the green room. Press is lining up.”

“Good.”

He scanned the space again, his gaze sharp and methodical. Banners hung from the walls, bold and confident. The candidate’s slogan—simple, optimistic, safe—was printed everywhere. It was a message people could believe in without thinking too hard.

That was the point.

Luke thrived in spaces like this. Controlled chaos. He didn’t just manage it—he shaped it.

Everything tonight would go exactly as planned.

It had to.

“Luke.”

He turned at the sound of his name, already preparing a polished expression, but the words died before they fully formed.

The disturbance started at the back of the room—raised voices, not yet shouting but close enough to fracture the careful rhythm of the evening. A ripple moved through the crowd as heads turned, conversations faltering.

Luke felt it instantly: disruption.

“What is that?” he asked quietly.

His assistant frowned, craning her neck. “I—I don’t know. Security should—”

The first chant cut through the room like a blade.

“Housing is a right!”

The words were loud, clear, and impossible to ignore.

Luke exhaled slowly, already recalculating. Protesters. Here. Now.

Not part of the plan.

A group pushed forward, signs lifted high, their messages bold and messy in a way that no campaign branding ever was. REAL HOMES, NOT PROMISES. STOP DISPLACEMENT. LISTEN TO US.

And at the center of it—

Him.

Luke’s attention locked in before he could stop himself.

The man didn’t just move through the crowd—he commanded it. Dark hair, slightly disheveled like he’d run his hands through it one too many times. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing strong forearms, and his expression burned with a kind of fierce, unfiltered conviction Luke almost never saw in rooms like this.

He wasn’t polished.

He wasn’t careful.

And he wasn’t afraid.

“Housing is a right!” he repeated, louder now, his voice carrying effortlessly. “Not a campaign slogan you dust off when it’s convenient!”

Security was already moving in, but too slowly.

Luke stepped forward.

“Wait,” he said sharply.

His assistant blinked. “Luke—”

“I’ve got it.”

This was salvageable. It had to be.

By the time Luke reached the center of the room, the man’s gaze had already found him.

And held.

For a fraction of a second, everything else fell away—the noise, the movement, the tension pressing in from all sides. There was something unnervingly direct about the way he looked at Luke, like he saw through the tailored suit and rehearsed calm straight to whatever lay underneath.

Luke straightened instinctively.

“Sir,” he said, his voice even, controlled. “This is a private event.”

A flicker of something—amusement, maybe—crossed the man’s face.

“Funny,” he shot back, not missing a beat. “Because the decisions made in rooms like this don’t feel very private to the people getting pushed out of their homes.”

A few murmurs rippled through the crowd.

Luke felt the shift immediately. Attention sharpening. Phones lifting.

Of course.

He kept his expression neutral. “If you have concerns, there are appropriate channels—”

“We tried those.” The man stepped closer, not aggressive, but deliberate. “Meetings. Petitions. Forums. You name it.”

Up close, the intensity was even more striking. His eyes—sharp, alive—held Luke’s without hesitation.

“And what did we get?” he continued. “A campaign built on promises you already know you’re not going to keep.”

The accusation landed harder than Luke expected.

He didn’t flinch.

“That’s not accurate,” Luke replied calmly.

“No?” The man tilted his head slightly. “Then tell me—how many affordable housing units are actually funded in your candidate’s proposal?”

Luke opened his mouth.

Closed it.

Not because he didn’t know the answer—he did—but because the truth was complicated in ways that didn’t translate well under bright lights and recording cameras.

The man smiled, but there was no warmth in it.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “That’s what I thought.”

Something in Luke bristled.

He stepped closer, lowering his voice just enough that it felt more personal, more contained—despite the audience pressing in around them.

“You’re disrupting an event designed to create change,” Luke said. “If you actually care about the issue, this isn’t the way to handle it.”

For the first time, the man’s expression shifted—just slightly.

“Create change?” he echoed. “Or create the appearance of it?”

Their eyes locked again.

And there it was.

Not just tension.

Something sharper. Stranger.

Recognition, maybe.

Luke couldn’t explain it, and he didn’t have time to try.

Security finally reached them.

“Sir, you’ll need to come with us,” one of them said firmly, stepping forward.

The man didn’t resist.

But he didn’t look away from Luke, either.

“This isn’t over,” he said quietly.

Luke held his gaze. “It is for tonight.”

Another flicker of that almost-smile.

“Not even close.”

Then he was gone—escorted out along with the rest of the group, their voices fading but not disappearing entirely.

“Housing is a right!”

The chant echoed faintly even after the doors closed behind them.

Silence settled over the room, heavy and expectant.

Luke exhaled slowly.

And then, just like that, he shifted.

The polished version of him snapped back into place, smooth and unshakable.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, turning to the crowd with a composed smile, “I apologize for the interruption. As I was saying...”

The event moved forward.

It always did.

But something had changed.

Luke felt it in the tightness in his chest, in the way his thoughts kept drifting back to that moment—to those eyes, that voice, that unfiltered certainty.

To him.

Later, when the room had emptied and the last of the staff was packing up, Luke stood near the stage, reviewing notes on his phone. Adjustments would need to be made. Messaging refined. Damage contained.

“Rough start,” his assistant said lightly, stepping beside him.

“Manageable,” Luke replied.

She hesitated. “Do you know who that was?”

Luke’s thumb stilled against the screen.

He didn’t look up immediately.

“No,” he said.

But the answer felt incomplete.

Because even without a name, the man had left an impression that was... inconvenient.

Memorable.

Dangerous, in a way Luke couldn’t quite define.

He finally slipped his phone into his pocket and glanced toward the doors, as if expecting—

What?

Another disruption?

Another challenge?

Another look?

The doors remained closed.

Still, the echo lingered.

“Housing is a right.”

Luke adjusted his cufflinks again, the motion tighter this time.

“Find out,” he said.

His assistant raised an eyebrow. “Find out?”

“Who he is,” Luke clarified, his tone calm but unmistakably firm.

She studied him for a moment, then nodded. “On it.”

Luke turned back to the empty room, the campaign banners still hanging in perfect, unbothered symmetry.

Everything looked exactly as it should.

Controlled.

Polished.

Safe.

And yet—

For the first time in a long while, Luke had the distinct, unwelcome sense that something had just slipped beyond his control.

And he wasn’t sure he wanted it back.
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Chapter 2 – Opposite Sides
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Austin hated mornings like this.

Not because of the early hour—he’d been up since six, fueled by bad coffee and stubborn determination—but because of the weight in the room. It clung to the walls of the community center, settled into the worn-out couches and folding chairs, lingered in the tired eyes of the people sitting across from him.

Waiting.

Hoping.

Trying not to expect too much.

“We got the notice yesterday,” the older woman said, her voice thin but steady. “Thirty days.”

Austin leaned forward, elbows on his knees, listening—not just hearing, but really listening. That was the difference. Too many people nodded politely and moved on. Austin stayed.

“What’s your landlord saying?” he asked gently.

“That they’re ‘renovating.’” She made air quotes with visible effort. “But we all know what that means.”

Yeah. He did.

It meant higher rent. New tenants. People like her quietly pushed out without anyone important noticing.

Austin exhaled slowly, running a hand through his hair. “Okay. We’re going to fight it.”

A man sitting beside her let out a humorless laugh. “Fight how? They’ve got lawyers. We’ve got... what? Flyers and hope?”

“We’ve got more than that,” Austin said, his voice sharpening—not at the man, but at the situation. “We’ve got numbers. We’ve got visibility. And we’ve got the truth.”

He straightened, energy shifting, pulling the room with him the way it always did when he refused to let things sink.

“I’m setting up a meeting with the housing board,” he continued. “And we’re organizing a press push. If they want to quietly push people out, we make it loud.”

A few heads nodded. Not convinced—but not defeated, either.

That was enough for now.

From the corner of the room, Maya watched him with her usual half-skeptical expression. When the meeting finally broke up and people started drifting out, she crossed her arms and walked over.

“You’re going to burn yourself out,” she said.

Austin snorted, grabbing a stack of papers from the table. “Good morning to you too.”

“I’m serious.” She leaned against the edge of the table. “You’ve got three cases like this right now, plus the protest fallout from last night.”

At that, Austin paused.

The protest.

Or, more specifically—

Him.

Luke.

The name had surfaced late last night after a quick search, but Austin hadn’t let himself linger on it. He didn’t need to. He already knew everything he needed to know just by looking at him.

Tailored suit. Controlled voice. Careful words.

Campaign manager.

Part of the machine.

“Yeah,” Austin said, forcing his attention back to the present. “And now they know we’re not going away.”

Maya raised an eyebrow. “You mean he knows.”

Austin shot her a look. “Don’t start.”

“I’m just saying,” she replied lightly. “You made an impression.”

“Good.” He shoved the papers into a folder with more force than necessary. “That was the point.”

“Mm-hmm.” She studied him for a beat. “So what’s the plan when they come knocking?”

Austin frowned. “What do you mean?”

“They’re not going to ignore you, Austin. Not after that.” Maya tilted her head slightly. “You called them out—in public. On camera.”

“Someone had to.”

“I’m not arguing that.” She sighed. “I’m just saying—people like him don’t lose control of a narrative without trying to take it back.”

Austin didn’t respond right away.

Because she wasn’t wrong.

He thought back to the way Luke had looked at him—steady, composed, but calculating beneath the surface. Like he was already figuring out ten different ways to handle the situation.

To handle him.

Austin’s jaw tightened.

“Let them try,” he said finally. “I’m not exactly easy to manage.”

Maya huffed a quiet laugh. “That might be the understatement of the year.”
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Across the city, Luke’s morning looked very different.

Quiet. Ordered. Predictable.

Exactly how he liked it.

He sat at his desk, jacket off, sleeves rolled neatly to his forearms, a tablet in front of him as he scrolled through a curated stream of information. News coverage from the event. Social media reactions. Internal reports.

The protest was already spreading.

Clips of the confrontation—short, sharp, and just messy enough to catch attention—were circulating faster than he would have preferred. The messaging was... mixed. Some saw it as passion. Others as disruption.

Luke tapped
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