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        “I am in politics because of the conflict between good and evil, and I believe that in the end good will triumph.”

        - Margaret Thatcher
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            From the Author

          

          Please Read

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for downloading Power Twist! I can guarantee you I saw your download and squealed with delight that someone is taking a chance on this series. Before you start reading however I’d like to reiterate this is the second book in the five book Power Play series. Each book builds on the pervious so if you haven’t read Power Games, book 1, PLEASE don’t continue reading Power Twist until you have.

      Power Games introduces the main characters, gives backstory and plays a very important part in setting up the plot for the entire series.

      So with that being said, if you’ve read Power Games please continue and I hope you enjoy Trey and Randi’s continued story. If you haven’t read Power Games yet, please click on the link below which will direct you back to Amazon where you can download it for FREE with Kindle Unlimited or $2.99.

      
        
        Power Games

      

        

      
        PS: Power Games was previously titled Power Play. The title changed March 2021.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Kyle Birmingham

        

      

    

    
      I flick the end of the half-smoked cigar, the ashes floating to the balcony floor before being swept away on a bitter winter wind. Even with the thick cashmere overcoat, a deep chill has seeped through to my bones. I tuck my free hand into the soft silk-lined pocket and ball it into a tight fist to warm my stiffly frozen fingers. Elbow against the stone railing, I stare out into the night, my focus zeroed in on the White House, my home in less than a month.

      “Congratulations, motherfucker.”

      I shake my head. A small smile creeps up my wind-burned cheeks, stretching my dry lips. Lifting the Cuban, I take another long puff before turning to acknowledge the asshole standing just outside the balcony’s double doors.

      “No thanks to you, asshole. I should kick your ass for pulling that stunt with Walmart’s background.” I turn back to the spectacular view, dismissing Shawn and his cocky-ass smirk. “You had no way of knowing which way the poll would swing with her real background known.”

      The sharp click of dress shoes against the tiled balcony floor signals his approach. Cutting my eyes in his direction, I watch Shawn thumb through the box of cigars still open on the stone ledge. The fucker doesn’t say a word as he snips off the tip and lights the end. After several puffs, the end glows red with the hot embers.

      “We needed to know how she'd react under pressure,” he finally says.

      “That's bullshit and you know it,” I bite out. The fucker was pissed I selected Randi as VP instead of him last year. I'm an opportunist at heart, so when Randi fucking Sawyer suggested the crazy-as-hell idea on how to win the White House, I went with it. Except that means I’m stuck with her—for now.

      The dickhead simply shrugs like he didn’t almost make me lose the goal I’ve been working toward my whole life.

      “It all worked out. Don't get your thong in a wad.” The cigar crumbles in my tightening fist. “You won. That's what matters. Move on. We have new shit to discuss.”

      I shift my focus back to the glowing White House in the distance. My future home. Two weeks from now, I, Kyle Birmingham, will be President of the United States of America. The most powerful man in the world.

      Me.

      I smile into the night, momentarily forgetting all the promises that were made to help me secure this seat and now need to be kept.

      “I know what needs to be done,” I say. “I have a plan.”

      “Does that plan involve taking Trailer out of the picture? She needs to be dealt with for me to claim my rightful seat as vice president. Her sideshow act is done. You got the sympathy votes needed to win. Now we get her the fuck out of our city.”

      I chuckle at Shawn's favorite nickname for Randi. I'm partial to Walmart, but Trailer is a great representation for the trailer trash she really is at the core. Once trash, always trash in my opinion.

      “It does.” Probably not the way he's hoping. He'd love to see her six feet under just because that’s the way his evil mind works, whereas I have a less murderous plan. One that will drive her from this town and back to that dump she came from. I'm a conniving, deceitful bastard, but I'm no killer.

      Not that I can say the same for Shawn.

      I toss the ruined Cuban to the balcony floor and reach for the highball glass filled with my favorite scotch sitting on the metal side table beside me.

      Shawn curses. “Details would be great right about now, fucker.”

      I laugh. “In two weeks, you'll be assigned your new role as secretary of interior. That's all you need to know right now. I have a different idea on how to handle our bleeding-heart VP to keep her off our tail.”

      “I'd love to make her bleed,” Shawn says under his breath with a hint of hope in his voice.

      “No,” I state hopefully cutting off his mental planning of Randi’s assassination. “I need you to be hands off. No more attacks, no more stunts.” The cold stone digs into my hip as I shift to face Shawn. “I get you’re pissed, but if something happens to her, there will be a fucking revolt. You releasing her background to the media only made the voters love her more. She's like their fucking Princess Diana now, you idiot.”

      He grumbles something before taking a puff from his cigar. “Sure, you're the boss.”

      An icy chill stiffens my spine. He's lying, no doubt about it. A slice of pity carves into my heart for Walmart. She has no idea the type of things he's capable of, that he enjoys.

      “I won't lay a finger on her,” he continues.

      Like he ever would. No way in hell would he get his hands dirty like that. That's not his style. No, he prefers to stay back, to watch from a distance with his fucking cock in his hand. Creepy, sinister son of a bitch. If it weren’t for our childhood, our family connections, I’d distance myself from him as quickly as I could. But it’s too late for that. I’m stuck with the psycho from now until one of us is dead or I’m deemed no longer useful in his eyes.

      “What’s the motherfucking plan?” Shawn asks as he relaxes on the outdoor couch, his arms stretching wide along the back.

      The plan.

      “We have to make good on a few promises made through the campaign and before. That's where I need you. We have to put the main pieces in place day one, without Walmart catching wind of our plans.”

      “She could always disappear now, solve all our problems.”

      I curse under my breath. He’s relentless. A dog with a bone, and that bone is Randi Sawyer.

      “Just focus on the EPA regulations I tell you to and start a search for the best oil-rich federal land. We're on a deadline.”

      “You're on a deadline,” he says, smiling around the cigar.

      Damn bastard. Even though he's right. I'm the one who made foolish deals to win the White House and am now on a time crunch to keep them.

      I shiver and tuck my chin into the collar of my coat. The people I’m now indebted to make Shawn seem kind. He’s not the only man in this city with no qualms about taking a life for payback.

      I shake my head to disperse the dark thoughts and weight of what needs to be done this first year.

      “We get this shit done quick, day one. I distract Walmart while you shift the pieces in place to settle my debts.”

      “And what do I get in return?”

      “The VP spot, the one she took from you.” No harm in stoking his anger, considering it's a blazing forest fire already.

      His lips peel back into a sinister smile.

      Fuck.

      Watch out, Walmart. You've made enemies even I can't protect you from.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Randi

        

      

    

    
      January

      Maybe I smell and that's why no one will talk to me. Hell, even stand close to me.

      With a quick glance left and then right, checking for the all clear, I inconspicuously dip my nose to my right shoulder to take a nonchalant whiff. Huh. Not stinky, just powder fresh like the deodorant label promised. Something else must be repelling these fancy-ass people; why else would I be bored in the corner still holding my first flute of champagne?

      I glance around the packed room, a wide fake smile plastered across my face, desperate to make eye contact with someone in hopes to initiate a conversation. But no such luck. Like it’s been all night. Well, let's be honest, it’s happened since the day I stepped on the campaign trail. Only my do-or-die secret service team welcomed me in this town, and tonight is no different.

      The White House sparkles like the strings of diamonds around every woman's neck and wrists in attendance. At least seventy-five couples fill the various rooms, all here to celebrate this morning's events.

      Inauguration day.

      Vice president of the United States, makeup perfect, killer dress with the coveted red-soled shoes, and still not a single person will talk to me. The women cut their eyes in my direction before turning up their noses and looking away, while the men get a calculating gleam before turning back to a ‘worthier’ partygoer.

      “You look creepy.”

      The stretched fake smile turns into a genuine one. “I'm trying to look approachable,” I say over my shoulder to T, also know as Davis Washington or Tank, alpha secret service team lead and my friend.

      A massive shadow floats over me as he steps to my side. Glancing up, I take in my second-favorite agent. His bald head reflects the overhead lights while his massive frame encased in his usual black suit seems to soak it all in.

      “You sniffed your pit and are now smiling like the freak from Saw. That does not make you approachable. It confirms their thoughts.”

      “I'm poor white trash made up to look like a DC socialite?”

      I can’t help but chuckle at his answering growl. “No, that you're not one of them.”

      “Thank fuck,” I mutter, which earns me an almost smile. I'll take that win. Getting the tough guy to smile while on duty is a true feat. “Which one's Rachel?” Since no one is talking to me might as well search the crowd for Trey’s ex-girlfriend. She left Trey for Shawn Whitt, the idiot, who was invited to the celebration tonight no doubt.

      T blanches, his fingers flying to his ear and pulling the two-way communication device out a fraction.

      “It seems Benson is adamant I don't answer your question,” he says while readjusting the earpiece. “Not that I could, since I don't see her or Whit here.”

      Damn. That was the whole point of coming to this stupid thing tonight, plus the small fact that my presence was required. Actually, demanded and threatened is more like it. Kyle wasn't as accepting of my no RSVP last month as I hoped. I tried to explain that no one would care if I was there or not, but that didn't matter.

      Speak of the devil…. An overpowering wave of his expensive cologne closes my throat as Kyle appears at my side.

      “Not having fun, Walmart?” Tipping forward, he frowns at T. “We have things to discuss. Leave.”

      T's dark brown eyes meet mine before he dips his head and disappears into the shadows once again. Apprehension coils in my gut. Yes, we're in a room full of people, but being this close to Kyle still triggers every warning bell.

      “Great party,” I deadpan. “None of your asshole friends will talk to me—not that I'm complaining. But I would like to say, for the record, 'I told you so.'”

      “Oh, Walmart, they're afraid they'll catch something that will require antibiotics.” The corners of his eyes crinkle with the widening of his arrogant smile. “Or catch too deep of a whiff.” To make his point, he leans forward to take an exaggerated sniff. “Nearly two years away from that shithole I pulled you out of and you still reek of trailer trash. How is that even possible?” Moving out of my personal space, he runs a slow gaze down my body. “At least you look the part.”

      “Fuck you, Kyle.”

      His ice blue eyes roll to the ceiling. “Everything except that mouth of yours. Now, as lovely as this is, I came over here for a reason.”

      “Then spit it out and leave me alone so I can people watch in peace.”

      “Tomorrow morning, eight o’clock, I need you in the Oval Office.”

      I bat my eyelashes. “Say please.”

      “You're an idiot.”

      I don't hold back my snicker. “I already have a meeting tomorrow morning. Call my secretary and she'll pencil you in sometime next year.”

      “Eight o’clock,” he says, emphasizing each word. “I promise you won't want to miss it. There’s an item or two on the agenda that I'm sure you'll be interested in learning about.”

      I tilt my head, my eyes searching his. “What are you playing at, Kyle? What's going on?” Dread sinks in my gut like lead. Kyle is not a nice man; no way in hell would he give me a heads-up unless there's an underlying agenda.

      “Guess you'll have to show up to find out.” His name being called draws his blue eyes away to scan the crowd. “See you tomorrow, Walmart. And hey, make sure you wear something sexy. First impressions and all.”

      Red-hot anger flashes through my veins, heating my skin. I take a heavy step in the direction he disappeared through the crowd only to be held back. I turn my attention to the football-size hand around my wrist and trail up the black sleeve to T's determined stare.

      “Leave it,” he mutters. “Nothing good would come from the VP kicking the president’s ass in the middle of their first party.”

      “And last party. This one is boring as hell. They don't even have Jack Daniel’s at the bar. Who does that?” I sigh and take a sip of the now-warm champagne. I don't care how much they say this stuff cost, it's awful—yet every woman here is downing it glass after glass. At least they're now at the point of intoxication where I no longer exist for them to glare at. “And side note, no way could I take Kyle. See these arms?” I hold up a bicep for T to inspect. “These muscles are only used for two things, lifting food to my mouth and carrying my laptop bag.” I scan the crowd for Kyle and hoping for Shawn to appear too. “I'd love to learn though.”

      “What's that?” T presses two fingers to his ear. “No, I'm not saying that, you idiot. It's inappropriate.”

      “What did Trouble say to get him into, well, trouble?” I smile as I search the shadows for Trey.

      “He can tell you later, even though he shouldn't. What were you saying you wanted to learn?”

      I reach for a passing waiter’s tray, gently setting my half-full champagne flute on top. “To fight, or at least defend myself. Maybe just the basics in case something happens when you guys aren't around. What time is it?”

      “Ten, ma'am.”

      I shoot him a side-eyed glare. He knows how much I hate the ‘ma'am’ shit. Makes me feel older than I already am. Four years from forty, I don't need any more help feeling old.

      “Great,” I say as I gather the silky pink material of my dress and tug it up an inch. “Let's go to my new home. Where's the nearest exit?”

      A sense of security washes over me, calming my jittery nerves the moment his hand presses against my lower back. There's no heat, no desire like there is with Trey; T's strong yet gentle touch is nothing more than protective and platonic. The fact that I'm not pulling away right now is crazy considering I've gone my whole life not being able to stand anyone touching me. It says something about T, about Trey. Maybe that I want their protection, want the sense of belonging their strong hands provide.

      Eh, I’ll think about that later.

      We weave through the crowd, my wide smile falling the closer we get to the exit doors. T says something into his sleeve, and the double doors just ahead swing open.

      A girl really could get used to this.

      From trailer to vice president in less than two years was a big culture shock to say the least. Yes, the clothes are different, the food is better, and the 24-7 security is a nice perk, but it's the absence of financial worry that's the biggest change. Before, every minute of every day was spent worrying about money and how I needed more. A lot more.

      My heels click on the concrete stairs as I descend toward the awaiting limo. A shiver of apprehension causes me to stumble forward, and I barely catch myself before toppling the final few steps. Tonight, the party plus the limo home is all too similar to the night someone attacked me last year. Even though the person was caught, we still don't know who was behind it all.

      Our guess? Shawn Whit. There wasn't any evidence to support our claim, but me, my secret service team, we all know it was him.

      I slide easily across the smooth black leather seat as I scoot toward the center. I tug the dress’s train so it doesn't catch in the door when a head dips inside. Honey brown eyes meet mine in the shadows of the limo, a familiar sexy smirk pulling on lips I’m dying to taste again.

      “See ya at home, Mess.”

      The door slams shut, locking me inside alone.

      Home. At least for the next four years. Four years to make a difference in the world for the working class and those many Americans who fall below the poverty line. I promised them I’d be their voice if they voted for me. Now it's time to come through on those promises.

      Leaning back, I close my eyes and sigh, letting the night’s stressors fade.

      Now the real work begins.
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      I wrap the thick blanket tighter around my shoulders, warding off the damp late night air. Large puffs of frosty breath cloud with each exhale before floating down the wraparound porch and vanishing into the night. This porch is one of the many beautiful perks of my new home. One Observatory Circle isn't new by any means, but it is updated, and the character of the old Victorian is priceless in my eyes.

      The white wicker chair creaks as I shift to tuck my knees against my chest. Wrapping the blanket around my shins, I stare out into the backyard, focusing on the brilliant crystal clear waters of the swimming pool. Yep, I have a swimming pool. A heated one at that. I shake my head and rest my cheek on top of my blanket-covered knee.

      “Long night?”

      My cheek slides against the blanket as I smile at the familiar voice but don't turn to look.

      “My partner in crime was nowhere to be seen, so yeah, long night.” I close my eyes and sigh. “Where were you anyway? I looked for you.”

      A suited waist steps into my line of vision, forcing me to tilt my head back to meet Trey's eyes.

      “You know I can't be with the inside detail during those things.” I nod in understanding when I really don't. “It's best if I stay hidden. It makes it easier on everyone.”

      “You mean you,” I say with a shrug. “I missed you. I mean, I love T and all, but you’re more fun.”

      Trey squats, putting us eye to eye. Two fingers slide along my forehead before tucking a rogue lock of dark hair behind my ear. A shiver zaps down my spine, heating my core at his touch.

      “You looked beautiful,” he mutters while his eyes scan every inch of my face. “It's why they hate you.” I raise my brows in silent question. “All those women, they spend thousands trying to replicate what you have naturally.”

      Actually, it’s not naturally. I shake my head and break his gaze to press my chin to my knee. The way I look now—the perfect skin, gorgeous healthy hair, weight in all the right places, zero wrinkles, and straight teeth—is due to the man I hate. Kyle Birmingham. Looking the VP role was part of the initial agreement. Now here I am, the perfect political Barbie.

      At least I don't have to lie about my background anymore. Everyone knows my cringe-worthy upbringing and still voted for me. I say voted for me and not Kyle, since I'm the reason he won the White House.  He said from the start most voters didn’t want another pompous politician which is why he came to me in the first place. After my background was unexpectedly released to the media the polls swung in our favor proving without a doubt I’m the reason we’re in these new roles not Kyle.

      “You know all this is fake,” I say, waving an edge of the blanket toward my face. “Kyle paid a lot of money to help me look this way.”

      “No.” I side-eye him, watching his face scrunch in determination. “Maybe all that stuff helped enhance what was already there, but you, Randi Sawyer, are beautiful with or without that shit.”

      I give him a shy smile. “Thanks. I'll stick with believing the truth though. But you can keep believing that lie all you want.” I laugh.

      For a few seconds, neither of us says a word, building taut tension with each passing second. Like a magnet drawn to metal, an unseen force urges me closer to Trey until I'm almost toppling out of the chair right into him.

      The past few months of staying apart, fighting this natural draw, have been hell. All I want is his calloused hands cupping my face and pulling me close. His lips sliding against my own while his fingers twist and pinch, creating the delicious torture I miss.

      “Randi,” Trey says reluctantly. His hot breath warms my cheek. I blink, pulling back an inch, surprised I’d gotten so close. “Please stop.”

      “Sorry,” I mutter, righting myself back into the chair. I tuck my chin in the hope that Trey doesn’t catch my embarrassed blush.

      What the hell was I thinking? Burying my face deeper into the blanket, I shake my head. He said stop. My heart clenches as the word repeats in my mind. Maybe it isn’t driving him crazy like it is me that we can’t be together.

      Per T, the lead of my Alpha secret service team, an agent ‘mingling’ with the VP is a big no-no. Though, I haven't found that particular rule documented in my research—yes, I’ve researched. Anyone would when it comes to the sexy-as-hell agent. Since T found us in bed together that morning, he’s been adamant that the relationship Trey and I had started to form through the course of the campaign is over.

      And it has been ever since that day.

      Ugh, wallowing in this pitiful state does me no good. I need a distraction, to change topics, to choke on my own spit—anything to break the awkwardness surrounding us.

      “Did you hear Kyle wants me at the White House tomorrow morning at eight?” I ask, my words muffled by the blanket. “He mentioned he has some topics I’ll be interested in. Sounded fishy. When has Kyle ever helped me when he didn’t have something to gain too?”

      The chair tilts to the side and a groan of pain pierces the quiet as Trey shoves off the wicker to stand. Nose still tucked into the plaid blanket, I peer up to where Trey now leans with his back against a white decorative pole of the railing.

      “What's he playing at?” he muses, his eyes fixed above my head, completely avoiding mine. “At least you don't have to wait long to know. Best to figure out his game plan and tackle it from there.” He glances down at his watch. Lips pursed, he resituates his coat sleeve over his wrist. “I'm out of here in a few, and tomorrow's my day off. I won’t be there—”

      “It's okay,” I say, attempting to put some strength into my voice. “I'll be fine. I can fill you and T in the next time I see you.” I give him a dismissive wave beneath the thick blanket. “Go, have a good night.” The tight, fake smile hurts my cheeks, my eyes burning with unshed tears.

      Fuck, why does this hurt so much? Acting like his indifference, his rejection doesn’t fucking slice me to the core. Because it does. Every step he moves away, the distance, every impersonal conversation wound my still-tender heart. The heart he softened with his sweet words and gentle touch all those scarce moments alone during the campaign.

      “Randi—,” he starts, empathy dripping in his soft tone, but cuts himself off with a muttered curse.

      “Forget it,” I bite out. Palms digging into the thin wooden rods, I shove out of the chair, the blanket pooling around my light gray Uggs. “See you when I see you,” I toss over my shoulder as I hurry inside the house before the pooling tears can spill over.

      You’d think after two months of this cold side of Trey, I’d be immune to it by now. But nope, it still hurts.

      T shoots me a confused glance as I rush past him toward the stairs. His mouth opens, readying to say something, but I stop him with a hard look. I shouldn't be annoyed at him, but he’s the cause of my current pain. He's the one who halted the one relationship I can’t get enough of, keeping me away from the one man I crave.

      I make it halfway up the stairs when a lone tear escapes to drip down my cheek. I hastily wipe it away with the back of my hand before it’s visible on the security cameras for all the agents to see. The bedroom door bangs shut behind me as I storm toward the bathroom.

      Hands gripping the marble vanity top, I hang my head. Every night, every day has been the same heartrending agony. Seeing him, wanting him, and not having him. Of his casual smiles, easy laughs, and cold touches. At least I only have to endure this cruel form of soul-crushing torture for 1,460 more days.

      Fuck. Me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Randi

        

      

    

    
      “Get me a coffee while you're up, sweetheart.”

      I grind my teeth to keep the building scream from letting loose. “I told you once, Dick”—his name isn’t Richard—“I'm not your secretary or your wife. Get it yourself.”

      The Oval Office vibrates with the other men's resounding chuckles. The coffee carafe trembles in my white-knuckled grasp. Four damn hours of their shit. A drop of coffee sloshes over my mug, landing on the crazily ornate coffee cart. With a muttered curse, I swipe a napkin off the stack to wipe up the mess.

      “Watch your mouth with the House minority leader.” Kyle’s hot breath brushes against my ear. I fight the urge to shrug him off, slamming my elbow back into his soft stomach and forcing him back an inch instead. “Careful, Randi,” he practically growls. Gripping the offensive elbow, he gives it a too-tight squeeze. “Remember who holds your leash.”

      Anger churns in my gut. I want to defend myself, say I’m not his damn puppet, but I can’t. I willingly signed the initial agreement to support him, to continue playing this game during the campaign and after, if we won, or I’ll legally be liable to pay every dime back. The massive debt he paid off, the year he's paid for Taeler's school, the expensive wardrobe, the makeover—all of it. In summary, a shit ton of money which I do not have.

      “Your part is next, Walmart.”

      The moment he walks away, I release the breath I was holding to keep from gagging on his overpowering cologne.

      “Finally,” I mutter into my coffee mug as I turn toward the center of the room.

      Five men, plus Kyle, convene around the Oval Office, chatting and laughing like they've been best friends since the beginning of time. It's all fake, I know it is—deep down, they hate each other and would do anything for the upper hand—but it doesn't make the feeling of being left out any less hurtful. I stepped into a proverbial boys’ club, and I'm the odd one out with my morals and a vagina.

      At least Shawn isn't here.

      I tilt my head as I list off the men’s titles in the room. There’s the secretary of state, House minority leader, Senate majority leader, plus two advisors, but no Shawn. This morning Kyle proposed to the group to select Shawn as Secretary of Interior, which caught me off guard. It’s an odd move unless Kyle has a hidden agenda behind the choice.

      Mental note: dig into that oddity at a later date.

      “Let's transition to the voting bill,” Kyle says, shooting a sly smile in my direction as he rests on the edge of the enormous dark wood desk.

      Max Holster, House minority leader, leans forward, bracing his elbows on his thighs. His brown eyes meet mine before flicking to Kyle, who's still wearing a shit-eating grin.

      “Your proposal is drastic, but it makes sense,” Max says. He clears his throat and fiddles with the gold wedding band around his left ring finger.

      Fucking hell, the suspense is killing me. I roll my eyes and mutter as much into my coffee mug. This meeting could've been over hours ago, but no, they like to make everything so fucking dramatic and gossip like high school girls. At least I know Brad's wife likes it in the ass, because that's information I really needed to be aware.

      “We should have the votes in the House, but it will be close in the Senate.”

      I hold out a hand, stopping him from continuing. “Hold up there, Maximillian.” Again, not his name. “Let's take a quick step back and go over the details of the voting bill one more time.” Or the first time, since Kyle seems to think it's a fun game to keep me out of the loop. He always did enjoy seeing me floundering in uncertainty.

      Max arches a perfectly plucked brow. Seriously, does he get those threaded or something, because I might need to get his girl’s number.

      “Revoking voting rights to anyone below a certain yearly income level.”

      I forget how to breathe. My gaze slides from Max to Kyle, whose shit-eating grin has turned into a full-on smile.

      “Come again?” I say, hoping I heard him wrong. “Surely I didn't hear you correctly.”

      “Ah, but you did, Madam VP,” Kyle grinds out, sounding like my title burns his fucking throat. “We've done a study that Americans below a certain income level don't have the intelligence—or mental capacity, rather—required for selecting candidates with the proper backgrounds and experiences to lead them. Present company included.”

      The building anger and frustrations from the past year and a half boil over. Red darkens my vision as I narrow my eyes on the man I truly loathe. My fingers tighten around the warm mug.  I don’t think just react to the sheer rage racing through my veins. I slam the full mug to the floor with as much power as I can muster. Shards of ceramic splinter around the room, coffee splattering over my pants and the pants of the others. Everyone shouts jumping to avoid the mess.

      “What the fuck, Kyle?” I seethe as I shove off the couch. I lunge for the still-cowering president when strong arms band around my own, sealing them to my side and hauling me backward. I fight against the person’s strong grasp. “Get off me,” I yell, anger obliterating any hold I have on decorum.

      “Everyone out.” Kyle’s sharp tone cuts through the chaos. I shiver when his ice blue eyes meet mine, rage flickering around the edges. “Now,” he booms, slamming his fist on the desk. Eyes wide in fear and awe, the men shuffle out of the room. “You too.” Kyle's eyes glare above my head.

      “Sir—”

      “I. Said. Out,” he growls. His knuckles drain of color as he tightens his hold along the desk’s edge.

      I gasp in a deep breath when the overbearing hold loosens. Free to move, I turn just as a suited man steps out of the room, closing the door behind him with a soft click.

      My fingers tremble with rage and fear. Fucking shit, what did I just do? Showed my level of crazy, that's what.

      I swallow against a dry throat as I turn back to face Kyle only to stumble back a step. Anger radiates from where he still sits perched on the edge of the desk, his chest heaving.

      “You will pay for that little display,” he says. Releasing his death grip on the desk, he shakes out his hands and stands. For each of his steps forward, I take a cautious one back. A solid surface presses against my lower back, my head colliding with the wall.

      “You can't do that.” My voice cracks from the fear shaking my insides. “It's their constitutional right.” Dread sinks in my gut. What have I done, helping this fucker get elected? “There's no way—”

      My next words catch in my throat when thick fingers wrap around it. His grip tightens, sealing off my airway; only a sliver of air slides through with each desperate breath. My nails dig into the exposed skin of his wrist, clawing for freedom.

      “There is always a way.” He leans close. Cold lips sweep along my cheekbone. My knees give out, his hand on my neck the only thing keeping me upright.

      “I'll stop you,” I rasp out. Black dots sprinkle my vision.

      He scans my face, pausing on my lips. “You think you can stop this from happening? Think you can gain enough supporters to side with your bleeding heart?”

      I attempt a nod but whimper as the pain spikes down the back of my neck. The slick soles of my heels slide along the pristine carpet, desperate for traction.

      “Challenge accepted, Walmart. We'll see who wins.”

      Slowly his fingers loosen their grip. I slump to the floor, gasping for air. Hands gently grasping my tender neck, I tuck into a tight ball. Traitorous tears slide down my cheeks. Eyes sealed shut, I attempt to block out the joy in his arrogant chuckle.

      “Pathetic,” he mutters somewhere in the distance. “Get up and get out. Countdown is on, Randi. I'm taking this to vote before the end of the year. Better use your time for gaining opposers to my bill instead of crying on the fucking floor.”

      I snap my eyes open at the sound of the door opening. Palms against the floor, I push up to lean back against the wall. The coolness seeps through my white dress shirt, calming my overheated skin. Anger, worry, and fear mix in my gut, scattering my thoughts and emotions.

      “Shouldn't she be on her knees?” Shawn says with a condescending smirk. He tucks his hands into his suit pants and pauses beside Kyle. “Skirt next time, Trailer. If you’re going to sit on the floor, at least make sure we get a good view of the cunt Benson’s ensnared by.”

      Thank fuck that I opted for the fitted black pantsuit today. A ‘power suit,’ I thought when I picked out this outfit. Now look at me.

      I give my head a small shake and angle my knees together, breaking Shawn's desire-filled stare.

      “I’m assuming this means you enlightened Trailer about your brilliant bill proposal,” Shawn says, half turning to Kyle. He moves around the room, taking in the various pictures of past presidents before pausing on a serene farming landscape. “And I’ll take a shot in guessing she’s not a fan.” He cuts his near-black eyes to where I still sit on the floor.

      “I will stop this,” I rasp, my throat raw. Hands against the wall, I use it as support to stand. “You two are delusional if you think anyone will agree with you.” I shoot daggers across the room at the two bastards. “I'll take it to the Supreme Court.”

      Kyle tilts his head and smiles. “If you weren't so dense, you might be pretty.” He clicks his tongue and saunters around the desk before sliding into the sizeable leather chair. “I have the votes. I even own the superior minds of the Supreme Court. When you've been in this city long enough, you know everyone’s secrets. And that, Walmart, is where true power lies.” Steepling his fingers, he presses the point into the dimple of his chin. “And thanks to you, I'm now in a position to wield said power to get what I want. And what I want most of all is you gone.”

      “No.” I shove off the wall, my trembling legs barely holding my weight as I advance toward Kyle. “I'll get the votes to stop this.” The conviction in my strong voice surprises even me.

      “Let's make it a deal, shall we?” He straightens the cuffs beneath his suit jacket, tugging on the glittering cufflinks. “If you get the votes—which, let’s be honest, won’t happen—not only will you stop the bill from passing into law, but I give you my promise to never bring it up again. Plus, I’ll leave you alone the next four years, allowing you to focus on whatever you desire.”

      “And if I don't?” The words are like sand in my parched throat. I won’t let the bill pass, but I need to know the terms I’m sealing my fate to.

      “Ah, if you don't get the votes and the bill passes the House and Senate, then you'll be labeled the failure everyone knew you'd become. You'll tuck your tail and scurry back to that rat nest you call home.”

      All words leave my brain. I simply stare at him, mouth gaping like an idiot.

      His white veneers shine as a smile splits his face. “Those are the terms. Yes or no?”

      Still unable to form words, I nod in agreement. What choice do I have?

      With a dismissive wave, he reaches for the phone. “Oh, and Walmart?” he says, the receiver now inches from his face. “Get with Todd. I need you with him the next few months at the various summits I’m unable to attend with him.”

      Why in the hell would he partner me with the Secretary of State? Unless… oh hell no. Of course, part of his evil plan is to take me out of the country so I can’t be in DC rounding up the votes I’ll need to ensure the bill doesn’t pass. Deceitful brilliant prick.

      For the first time since we won, a sense of unease sweeps in, making me question if I made the right choice all those months ago. I got what I wanted—debt free and a chance to prove to everyone back home that I’m not a failure, not just an addict’s daughter. But at what cost?

      “Don't look so surprised,” Shawn says with a chuckle as he brushes some invisible lint off his suit jacket. “You know we fight dirty. Speaking of which, I’d be careful in your travels. It’s a dangerous world out there. You never know who's watching.”
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      I storm up the snow-cleared and salted walkway to the house. Beta team agents rush to keep up with my hurried strides. Grumbling a string of curse words, I march up the porch steps, causing the wood to rattle and groan. Eyes wild, anger rising, I shove open the front door. It pounds against the stopper before bouncing back, nearly hitting me in the side as I stomp into the house.

      My heels skid to a stop on the polished cherry hardwood floor. My ragged breaths draw up in a quick surprised gasp as I take in the man standing in middle of the foyer. Dark jeans, black motorcycle boots, and leather jacket, he’s the most delicious-looking bad boy I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      “Bad day, Mess?” Trey's signature smirk falters as he scans me from head to toe, pausing on my raw neck. “What did that bastard do to you?”

      I take a careful step backward at the menace in his tone only to slam into a solid chest of muscle. A hand encircles my bicep, holding me tight. I turn, looking up at the beta agent whose eyes are locked on Trey's.

      “What are you doing here, Benson?” he grunts. The grip on my arm tightens. After this morning’s encounter, my skittish heart races with panic. I yank my arm, desperate to be released from his hold.

      “Step back, Roger.” My head whips toward the library door at T's deep baritone voice. “We're here as friends today, not stepping on your toes.” T's dark brown gaze zeroes in on where the Roger guy’s hand grips my bicep. “Come on, Randi,” he says with a wave into the library, his
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