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Power did not forget.

Jonathan Pryce had learned that lesson the moment the footage existed—grainy, incomplete, taken from an angle never meant to tell a full story, yet permanent in the way only recorded things could be. It didn’t show everything. It didn’t need to.

It showed enough.

What had happened between him and Callum Reid was not imagined, not theoretical, and not deniable in the way Pryce preferred his vulnerabilities to be. It had been brief. Controlled. Chosen.

And it had been captured.

Not publicly. Not yet. But preserved all the same—held somewhere outside Pryce’s control, waiting for context, interpretation, and intent to be assigned by someone else.

That was the danger.

Pryce stood in his office before dawn, jacket buttoned, tie straight, the Capitol quiet beyond the windows. This was the hour he trusted most, when the building shed its performances and revealed the machinery underneath. He reviewed the morning briefings with practiced calm, his mind already three moves ahead.

No headlines. No leaks.

But pressure had begun to form.

Requests had arrived framed as routine—ethics counsel asking for clarification on staff access, a review of security protocols, a casual inquiry into travel logs that reached further back than necessary. None of it accused. None of it absolved.

It assessed.

Reid knew it too. Pryce could see it in the way the young man moved now—more deliberate, more careful, his awareness sharpened by the knowledge that whatever had been private was no longer invisible. Pryce had adjusted accordingly. Visibility reduced. Access narrowed. Distance imposed without explanation.

Containment was still possible.

What was not possible was erasure.

Somewhere on the Hill, someone had commissioned a file. Not an investigation. Not a complaint.

Opposition research.

The kind that did not rely on truth so much as timing. The kind that weaponized implication, proximity, and recorded moments stripped of their full context. The kind that turned a private lapse into a public narrative when it became useful to do so.

Pryce rested his hands on the edge of his desk and stared out at the city below. He had survived long enough to understand that power did not fall because of what happened.

It fell because of who controlled the evidence.

What existed between him and Reid was no longer just a matter of discipline or discretion. It was a liability waiting to be activated—or neutralized—by forces that did not care about intent.

Power did not punish desire.

It punished documentation.

And documentation, in this city, only became dangerous when someone decided to call it what it was.

Opposition research.
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Jonathan Pryce did not believe in the word relationship.

It was imprecise. Sentimental. Too generous for what existed between him and Callum Reid.

What they had was proximity layered with intent. Choice constrained by consequence. A mutual awareness that had crossed into intimacy and then retreated—carefully, deliberately—into something quieter and far more dangerous.

And it was still there.

That was the problem.

Pryce stood at the window of his office as the city came alive below, the early morning light flattening the Capitol dome into something almost fragile. He adjusted his cuffs out of habit, the movement grounding him in routine, in discipline, in the version of himself that had survived this long without error.

Majority Whip.

Republican.

Publicly moral. Privately scrutinized. Permanently expendable.

It was not a position that tolerated ambiguity. Or desire. Or men who forgot, even briefly, how quickly the ground could disappear beneath them.

And yet, when Reid entered his thoughts—as he did more often than Pryce liked—the attraction did not soften with distance. It sharpened.

Reid had not become less compelling because Pryce was avoiding him. He had become more so. The restraint itself had changed the shape of the want, turned it from impulse into pressure, from hunger into something structural. Something that pressed inward.

Pryce exhaled slowly and turned away from the window.

The truth was simple and intolerable: he still wanted him.

Not abstractly. Not nostalgically. In the present tense.

The way Reid listened without posturing. The way he moved through rooms with awareness rather than ambition. The way he had met Pryce’s gaze—not as a subordinate hoping to be chosen, but as a man capable of choosing back.

That was what Pryce had underestimated.

Desire he understood. Desire could be managed, redirected, compartmentalized. It was a liability, yes, but a familiar one.

Recognition was worse.

He crossed the office and reviewed the morning briefing without absorbing it, eyes scanning words that meant less to him than the fact that Reid’s name did not appear anywhere it shouldn’t. Not today. Not yet.

The footage existed.

That reality sat beneath everything now, immovable.

It had been recorded without context, without sound, without mercy. A fragment of truth stripped of intention and frozen in time. Pryce had seen it once. He had not needed to see it again.

It showed closeness. Familiarity. A moment that could not be explained away as purely professional without effort—and effort itself invited suspicion.

In Washington, you did not need proof to destroy someone. You needed material. Something that could be framed, timed, and leaked with purpose.

Pryce had spent decades mastering that distinction.

As Majority Whip, he controlled margins. Votes that could not be whipped publicly. Pressure applied quietly, efficiently, without fingerprints. His authority did not come from speeches or visibility—it came from trust, fear, and the understanding that he knew where everyone’s weaknesses lived.

Including his own.

There was no forgiveness built into his role. No grace period. No benefit of the doubt.

Republicans ate their own when expedient. Democrats did it more publicly, but the result was the same. Hypocrisy was tolerated only until it became inconvenient.

And Pryce was too visible to survive inconvenience.

He thought of Reid again, unbidden. The way he had looked at him the last time they’d spoken alone—measured, aware, not asking for reassurance. Reid had understood immediately what Pryce was doing when he imposed distance.

This is not about regret.

That knowledge had settled between them like an unspoken agreement.

Pryce had not regretted what they’d done. That, too, unsettled him.

He regretted the timing. The documentation. The fact that control had slipped not because of carelessness, but because power attracted observation. Because someone had been watching long before Pryce realized it.

He sat at his desk and steepled his fingers, the posture familiar from negotiations where the outcome could not be forced—only shaped.

The calculus was brutal.

If Reid remained close, the risk compounded. Proximity created pattern. Pattern created narrative. Narrative destroyed careers.

If Reid was removed too abruptly, questions would follow. Silence was rarely neutral in this city.

And if Pryce acknowledged the intimacy publicly—even in denial—he would confirm what his enemies already suspected.

There was no clean exit.

That was the part Pryce did not allow himself to dwell on.

He reviewed the calendar again, this time with focus. Committee meetings. Donor calls. A private caucus lunch that would require him to play moral authority while knowing exactly how conditional that authority was.

He was very good at that.

What unsettled him was the realization that Reid was becoming more than a variable to manage. Reid was becoming a point of leverage others could exploit—or that Pryce himself could not easily sacrifice.

That, more than the footage, was the danger.

Pryce closed the folder and stood.

Whatever existed between him and Reid could not be allowed to evolve unchecked. Attraction could remain. Want could be endured. But exposure—exposure had to be controlled.

He straightened his jacket and moved toward the door, the familiar weight of power settling back into place. The day would demand discipline, calculation, and a performance of certainty that left no room for weakness.

He could do that.

He had always done that.

What he did not know—what unsettled him more than any opposition file—was whether discipline would be enough this time.

Because this was no longer just about what had happened.

It was about who now knew.

And who was waiting to decide what it was worth.
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Callum Reid knew Jonathan Pryce well enough to recognize absence even when it wore the disguise of presence.

From the outside, nothing had changed.

Pryce still arrived early. Still chaired meetings with surgical calm. Still commanded rooms without raising his voice. Still moved through Washington like a man whose authority was structural rather than performative.

No one else would have noticed the difference.

Reid did.

It lived in fractions of seconds. In pauses where Pryce used to look and now didn’t. In the way his instructions arrived perfectly complete, leaving no room for conversation. In the subtle tightening of boundaries that only someone who had once been invited inside them could feel.

Colder, perhaps. Or simply sharper.

Either way, it was deliberate.

Reid sat at his desk scrolling through the morning schedule without absorbing it, his attention circling the same unproductive thought for the hundredth time since returning to Washington.

He still wanted him.

The admission no longer surprised him. What unsettled Reid was how constant the wanting had become—how it no longer flared and faded, but settled into him like a low-grade fever that sharpened his focus and eroded his patience at the same time.

He remembered Pryce’s hands with uncomfortable clarity. The weight of his attention when it was undivided. The way his control had fractured not loudly, not recklessly, but with intention. Pryce did nothing accidentally. Not even surrender.

That memory made the distance now feel surgical.

Reid had known, intellectually, that things would
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