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Prologue
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The air in Des Moines was thick enough to chew on. It was the kind of Iowa heat that turned expensive wool suits into damp cages, a fact Leo Vance was currently cursing as he stood on the back fire escape of the Marriott.

Leo took a long drag of a cigarette he’d promised his doctor he wouldn’t light, staring down at the fleet of black SUVs idling in the alleyway. To the world, he was the "Iron Tongue," the man who could spin a candidate’s disastrous gaffe into a heroic stand for truth before the nightly news hit the airwaves. But here, in the dark, he was just a thirty-four-year-old with a fraying tie and a hollow ache in his chest that no amount of polling data could fill.

The heavy steel door behind him groaned. Leo didn't turn. "The Senator is fine, Sarah. Tell them she’s resting her voice for the State Fair tomorrow."

"I’m not Sarah," a voice replied.

It wasn't a voice Leo recognized from his camp. It was softer, carrying a trace of a Virginia lilt that hadn't been hardened by years of screaming over reporters. Leo turned.

Standing in the doorway was a man who looked entirely too young and too honest to be in this business. He wasn't wearing a jacket. His white dress shirt was rolled up at the elbows, revealing forearms dusted with golden hair, and he held a stack of legal pads like they were holy relics.

"You’re with the Miller campaign," Leo said, his eyes narrowing. "Silas... something. The speechwriter."

The man—Silas—offered a faint, lopsided smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Silas Thorne. And you’re Leo Vance. The man who makes the impossible sound inevitable."

"And you’re the man who makes Miller sound like he actually cares about the working class," Leo countered, though there was no bite in it. He was too tired for bite.

Silas stepped out onto the landing, leaning against the railing. He didn't look at the SUVs. He looked up at the stars, obscured by the city’s haze. "He does care. Or he did, three states ago. Now I think he just cares about the delegate count."

Leo felt a strange, dangerous spark of kinship. In this town, in this year, you didn't admit to the opposition that your candidate was losing their soul. You didn't show the seams.

"Careful, Thorne," Leo whispered, flicking his ash into the wind. "Someone might hear you."

"Everyone is downstairs drinking the free bourbon and lying to each other," Silas said, finally looking at Leo. His eyes were a startling, clear grey. "I thought I’d come up here and find someone who was at least honest about being miserable."

Leo took one last pull of the cigarette and crushed it out under his shoe. He stepped closer, entering the small circle of light cast by the flickering bulb above the door. For a second, the roar of the generators and the distant shouting of protesters faded. There was only the sound of their breathing and the heavy, humid silence of the American Midwest.

"I'm not miserable," Leo lied, his voice dropping an octave.

Silas reached out—a hesitant, almost imperceptible movement—and straightened the crooked knot of Leo’s tie. His fingers grazed the skin of Leo’s throat, and for a heartbeat, the world stopped spinning. It was a touch that lasted a second too long to be accidental.

"Yes, you are," Silas whispered. "But that's okay. So am I."

Below them, a car door slammed. The spell broke. Silas pulled his hand away, his face flushing a deep, sudden red. He turned back toward the door, retreating into the safety of the fluorescent light.

"See you on the trail, Mr. Vance," Silas called back, his voice shaky.

Leo stood alone on the fire escape, the heat of the man's fingers still burning against his neck. He looked down at the SUVs, the campaigns, the polls, and the lies. For the first time in a decade, he didn't care about the lead. He only cared about when the next debate would be, just so he could see those grey eyes again.
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Chapter 1: Three Points Behind
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The air in the Des Moines campaign headquarters didn't just smell like stale coffee; it smelled like desperation and the ozone of ten laser printers screaming for their lives. Leo Vance leaned over the central war table, his hands pressed so hard against the mahogany surface that his knuckles had turned the color of the cheap paper maps spread before him.

The digital clock on the wall mocked him: 2:14 AM.

"The internal numbers for the rural counties are stagnant, Leo," Sarah whispered. She was sitting three feet away, her eyes bloodshot, clutching a lukewarm mug of something that might have been tea once. "The Senator is bleeding out in the suburbs, and we’re trying to stitch the wound with corn subsidies. It’s not working."

Leo didn't look up. He was staring at a coffee stain on the map of Linn County that looked vaguely like a skull. "She won't move on the healthcare mandate, Sarah. You know that. She’s terrified of the pharmaceutical donors in Cincinnati pulling the plug before we even hit the first debate."

"So we just wait?" Sarah asked, her voice cracking with the kind of fatigue that makes everything feel like a personal insult. "We wait for Miller’s camp to release their next 'New Dawn' ad and bury us another three points?"

Leo finally straightened, his spine popping in three places. He was thirty-four, but in campaign years, he felt like he was pushing eighty. He reached for his phone, a sleek, black slab of glass that was currently his only tether to the world. A notification was waiting: a tracker alert from the Miller campaign’s public schedule.

10:00 AM: Silas Thorne to deliver the ‘New Dawn’ keynote at the Veterans Memorial.

The name Silas felt like a low-voltage shock to Leo's system. He closed his eyes, and for a second, he wasn't in the fluorescent purgatory of the war room. He was back on that fire escape from the prologue, the humidity of the Iowa night clinging to his skin, and Silas Thorne’s fingers were grazing his tie. It had been three days, and Leo still felt the ghost of that touch like a burn. It was a tactical error, a professional disaster, and the only thing that had made him feel alive in six months.

"I'm going for a walk," Leo said, his voice sounding like it had been dragged through gravel.

"It’s two in the morning, Leo. There’s a protest group camped out in the lobby."

"Then I'll use the service elevator," Leo snapped, more sharply than he intended. He felt a flash of guilt as Sarah flinched, but he couldn't stay here. The walls were closing in, and the scent of toner and pepperoni was making his stomach turn.

He bypassed the lobby, slipping out through the loading dock. The cool night air hit him like a physical blow, a welcome relief from the recycled HVAC atmosphere of the Marriott. He walked aimlessly for twenty minutes, his expensive Oxfords clicking against the pavement, until he found himself in front of The Blue Plate, a 24-hour diner that looked like it hadn't been renovated since the Eisenhower administration.

Inside, the light was amber and dim. A jukebox in the corner was playing something low and melancholic, a country song about a dog and a truck that Leo didn't have the energy to care about. He slid into a back booth, the vinyl cracking under his weight with a tired groan.

"Coffee," he said to the waitress, who didn't even look up from her crossword. "Black. Enough of it to restart a dead engine."

He leaned his head against the cold glass of the window, watching a lone streetlamp flicker outside. He was thinking about the polls, about the way his candidate’s voice had sounded thin during the radio interview that morning, about the way his own life had become a series of spreadsheets and soundbites. He was a man who lived in the "Off the Record" spaces, the dark corners where the real deals were made, and yet he’d never felt more exposed.

"You should have gone for the tea," a voice said.

Leo froze. He didn't need to turn around to know who it was. The voice was smooth, with that soft Virginian lilt that acted like a sedative on his nerves.

"The coffee here is mostly battery acid and regret," Silas Thorne continued.

Leo slowly turned his head. Silas was sitting in the booth directly behind him, his body draped over the vinyl with a casual grace that Leo envied. He had a laptop open, the screen’s blue light casting sharp shadows across his jawline. He looked exhausted, his hair messy as if he’d been running his hands through it for hours, but he still looked... human.

"What are you doing here, Silas?" Leo asked, his voice low. "This is my territory. The Miller camp is supposed to be at the Hilton."

Silas offered a faint, lopsided smile. "The Hilton has too many mirrors. I couldn't stand the sight of myself tonight. I needed a place where the waitress doesn't care who I am and the pie is older than I am."

He shifted, sliding out of his booth and, without asking, sliding into the seat opposite Leo. The movement was bold, a breach of the silent treaty between their respective campaigns.

"We’re three points up," Silas said, looking down at Leo’s hands. "You know that, right? My internal data shows a four-point lead in the urban corridors."

"Data lies," Leo said, his eyes narrowing. "Voters lie. They tell you they love your guy’s 'resolve,' and then they go into the booth and vote for the woman who promises to lower their property taxes by ten bucks."

Silas chuckled, a warm sound that vibrated in the small space between them. "Maybe. But I'm the one who has to write the speech that makes them believe those ten bucks are the key to the American Dream. Do you have any idea how hard it is to make Miller sound like he understands a mortgage?"

Leo found himself leaning in, drawn by the honesty in Silas’s eyes. "I know how hard it is to make my Senator sound like she hasn't spent the last thirty years in a Georgetown salon. We’re both professional liars, Silas. Let’s not pretend otherwise."

Silas reached out, his fingers tracing a pattern on the Formica tabletop. "I don't think you’re a liar, Leo. I think you’re a man who’s forgotten what the truth feels like."

The waitress arrived then, dropping a heavy ceramic mug of coffee in front of Leo. The steam rose between the two men, a swirling white curtain. Leo took a sip, the heat scalding his tongue, and looked at Silas.

"What truth are you looking for?" Leo asked.

Silas didn't answer right away. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, leather-bound notebook—not a campaign-issued iPad, but a real notebook with frayed edges. "I wrote three pages tonight. None of it for the campaign. Just words about the way the light looks on the river and the way the air smells before a storm. I haven't written anything for myself in three years."

"Then why are you doing this?" Leo asked, a sudden, sharp curiosity piercing through his exhaustion. "You’re talented. You could be writing novels. You could be anywhere but a grease-trap diner in Des Moines."

"Because I believed in it," Silas whispered, his voice cracking slightly. "At first. I thought words could actually change the direction of the wind. And now... now I'm just part of the machine. Just like you."

Leo felt a sudden, fierce urge to touch him—to reach across the table and grab Silas’s hand, to feel the pulse in his wrist and confirm that neither of them was a ghost. Instead, he forced his hands to stay flat on the table.

"I used to believe in things, too," Leo said. "My first campaign was a local race for a district judge in Maine. I worked twenty hours a day for a man who didn't even remember my name. But when he won, and he stayed late to help a single mother keep her house... I thought I’d found my calling."

"And now?"

"Now I'm just trying to make sure my candidate doesn't trip over her own ego on national television," Leo said, a bitter edge creeping into his tone.

Silas leaned closer, his grey eyes searching Leo’s face. "The night on the fire escape... why didn't you push me away when I touched your tie?"

The question was a landmine. Leo could feel his heart hammering against his ribs, a rhythmic thud that seemed louder than the jukebox. "Because I was tired of being the only person in the world who knew I was still there," Leo admitted.

Silas’s hand moved. It was a slow, deliberate motion, his fingers sliding across the table until they brushed against Leo’s knuckles. The contact was electric, a sudden surge of heat that made Leo’s breath hitch. Silas didn't pull away. He let his hand rest there, his skin warm against Leo’s.

"I can't be your friend, Silas," Leo whispered, though he didn't pull his hand back. "If my candidate loses, I'm out of a job. If your candidate loses, you’re out of a job. We are literally built to destroy each other."

"Then let's not be friends," Silas said, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous murmur. "Let's be something else. Let's be the secret that nobody ever finds out. Let's be the three points that don't show up on any poll."

Leo looked down at their joined hands. This was the precipice. Behind him was the safety of his career, the cold certainty of the campaign, and the life he’d built out of glass and steel. In front of him was Silas—a man who represented everything he was supposed to fight against, but who was the only person who truly saw him.

"You’re going to ruin me," Leo said, a faint smile touching his lips.

"Maybe," Silas replied, his thumb tracing the line of Leo’s thumb. "But at least you'll be ruined by someone who knows your name."

Outside, the first hint of grey was starting to bleed into the eastern sky. The dawn was coming, and with it, the cameras, the spin, and the battle. But in the back booth of The Blue Plate, under the hum of the neon sign and the smell of battery-acid coffee, the war had momentarily ceased.

Leo Vance took a breath—a real, deep breath—and for the first time in a decade, he didn't care about the numbers.
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Chapter 2: The Red-Eye to Manchester
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The transition from the cedar-scented warmth of the diner to the freezing tarmac of the Des Moines airport felt like a physical assault. Leo stood at the base of the Gulfstream’s stairs, the wind whipping his silk tie over his shoulder and stinging his eyes. The sun wasn't even up yet, just a bruised, sickly purple smudge on the horizon, but the campaign was already in its highest gear. This was the "bubble"—a hermetically sealed world of logistics and lies where the outside world ceased to exist.

"Leo! The Senator needs the revised talking points on the Manchester labor union endorsement before we’re wheels-up!" Sarah shouted over the high-pitched whine of the jet engines. She was lugging two heavy leather briefcases, a wireless headset already clamped over her ears like a crown of thorns.

Leo took a breath, the cold air burning his lungs and tasting of jet fuel. "It’s in her inbox, Sarah. I sent it at four-fifteen from the back of an Uber."

"She wants the hard copy. She says she can't 'feel the rhythm' of the prose on a screen. You know how she gets when we cross state lines—she needs to hold the paper or she thinks the message isn't real."

Leo climbed the stairs, his legs feeling like they were cast in lead. The interior of the plane was a claustrophobic mix of expensive cream leather, the sharp scent of cleaning solvent, and the lingering odor of stale coffee. Senator Elizabeth Vaughan was already seated in the forward cabin, her silver hair perfectly coiffed despite the hour. She looked up as Leo entered, her sharp blue eyes scanning him with the clinical precision of a diamond grader.

"You look like you haven't slept, Leo," she said, her voice a melodic rasp that had been honed by decades of stump speeches and smoke-filled rooms.

"I’ll sleep in November, Senator," Leo replied, sliding the manila folder onto her mahogany pull-out table.

"Good. Because Miller’s camp is gaining ground in the North. My sources say Silas Vane is drafting a 'hometown hero' narrative for their stop in Concord. It’s sentimental, it’s manipulative, and it’s working. I want you to dismantle it before they even land at MHT."

The name Vane hit Leo like a low-voltage shock. He felt the ghost of Silas's fingers on his skin from just two hours prior—the way the Formica table in the diner had seemed to vibrate between them. He had spent the last hour trying to compartmentalize that moment, to shove it into a dark corner of his mind labeled Irrelevant Professional Hazards, but the door wouldn't stay shut.

"I’ll have a counter-briefing ready by the time we hit the gate," Leo promised, his voice steady even as his pulse betrayed him.

As the plane taxied, Leo leaned his forehead against the cool plastic of the window. He watched the lights of Des Moines shrink into a grid of amber dots. Somewhere on another runway, Silas Vane was boarding a different plane. A rival plane, fueled by the same ambition, but carrying the only person who had actually looked at Leo—really seen the man behind the "Iron Tongue" title—in a decade.

Leo pulled his laptop onto his knees, the screen glowing a harsh, unforgiving white in the dim cabin. He was supposed to be digging up dirt on Miller’s early career in the New Hampshire statehouse, finding the cracks in the "man of the people" facade. But the cursor just blinked, a rhythmic, mocking heartbeat on a blank page.

He found himself thinking about the way Silas had looked in the diner light—not like a political operative, but like a poet who had lost his way. Silas Vane didn't belong in the mud-slinging trenches of a national election. He was too earnest, too observant. And yet, here they were, two men paid to be the architects of a reality that didn't actually exist.

“Let's be the secret that nobody ever finds out,” Silas had whispered.

Leo closed his eyes, drifting into a shallow, fitful sleep as the jet climbed to thirty thousand feet. In his dreams, he was back on the fire escape, but the SUVs below weren't idling; they were circling like sharks in a dark sea, their headlights shining up at him and Silas, exposing their tangled hands to a world that thrived on the destruction of anything genuine.

The arrival at Manchester-Boston Regional Airport was a blur of movement and noise. The motorcade was waiting on the tarmac, a line of black Suburbans that looked like a funeral procession for the quiet life Leo might have once had. He walked with his head down, his thumbs flying across his phone, managing three different press crises simultaneously.

"The union lead is wavering," Sarah whispered as they hurried through the service entrance of the Manchester Convention Center. The hallway was lined with Secret Service agents, their faces as stony as the New Hampshire granite. "He heard a rumor that the Senator is soft on the new trade deal. He’s threatening to pull the endorsement before the noon rally."

"Get him in a room," Leo snapped, his professional mask snapping back into place. "Tell him the Senator is personally reviewing the labor protections. Give him ten minutes of her time. No, five. Make it feel like he’s the only man in the state who matters."

He pushed through a heavy set of double doors, expecting to find the private green room where the Senator would do her final prep. Instead, he found himself in a shared corridor—a "neutral zone" that connected the two wings of the massive venue.

And there, standing by a flickering vending machine, was Silas Vane.

The world seemed to tilt on its axis. The frantic shouting of staffers, the distant roar of a crowd setting up in the arena, and the hum of the HVAC system all faded into a dull, underwater throb.

Silas looked even more frayed than he had in Iowa. His white dress shirt was rumpled at the collar, and there was a dark smudge of ink on the side of his thumb. He looked up as the door hissed shut, his grey eyes widening as they landed on Leo.

"The machine took my dollar," Silas said.

It was an absurd, human thing to say in the middle of a political war zone. It wasn't a strategic parry or a guarded greeting. It was a confession of a small, everyday defeat.

"The machine takes everything eventually, Silas," Leo replied, stepping closer. He could feel the magnetic pull of the man, an invisible tether that ignored the fact that their bosses were currently trying to ruin each other’s lives.

"You're following me, Vance," Silas teased, though the shadow of a smile on his lips was tired. "Or maybe I'm following you. It’s getting hard to tell where one campaign ends and the other begins."

"It’s a small state. We were bound to collide."

"Collision implies damage," Silas said, his gaze dropping to Leo’s mouth for a fraction of a second—a look so brief it might have been an illusion, if not for the way Leo’s breath hitched in his throat. "Is that what we're doing? Are we the collateral damage of this election?"

Leo reached into his pocket, pulled out a crisp dollar bill, and held it out. "I think the damage was done the second you touched my tie in Des Moines. This is just the fallout."

Silas took the bill, his fingers brushing against Leo’s palm. The contact was brief, but it sent a jolt of electricity straight to Leo’s core that no amount of caffeine could replicate. "I wrote a new draft on the flight over," Silas whispered, leaning in so close that Leo could smell the sharp, clean scent of his peppermint gum and the faint metallic tang of the airport air. "It’s a speech about the 'unseen architects' of the country. I was thinking of you when I wrote the second act."

"Silas!" A sharp, panicked voice called from the end of the hall. A Miller staffer was waving frantically. "We’re live in five minutes! Where the hell is the final copy?"

Silas didn't move immediately. He held Leo’s gaze for one heartbeat, then two, a silent communication passing between them that had nothing to do with polling data or swing states.

"See you in the tall grass, Leo," Silas murmured, before turning and disappearing into the fluorescent glare of the Miller camp’s wing.

Leo stood by the vending machine, his hand still warm where Silas had touched him. He felt a sudden, terrifying sense of vertigo. For fifteen years, he had been the one pulling the strings, the one who controlled the narrative. But as he watched Silas walk away, he realized he wasn't the architect anymore. He was a man caught in a storm, and for the first time in his life, he didn't want to find shelter.

He walked into the Senator’s green room, his heart still drumming a frantic rhythm. Sarah looked up from her tablet. "You okay, Leo? You look like you’ve seen a ghost."

"Just the wind, Sarah," Leo said, sitting down and opening his laptop. "Let’s get to work."

But as the Senator’s voice began to boom through the speakers in the arena, Leo found himself staring at a blank document, typing and re-typing a single sentence he knew he would never send: I'm not miserable when I'm with you.
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Chapter 3: Coffee and Collateral Damage
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The post-rally "high" was a myth. To the supporters screaming in the gymnasium, the event was a crescendo of hope; to Leo Vance, it was a logistical nightmare that left his ears ringing and his suit smelling of industrial floor wax and human sweat.

By 9:00 PM, the Manchester Convention Center was a skeleton of its former self. The balloons had been popped or had shriveled on the floor, and the "Vaughan for Victory" banners were being ripped down by tired union workers. Leo stood in the center of the empty stage, looking out at the darkened bleachers.

"The Senator is at the hotel," Sarah said, her voice echoing in the cavernous space. She was scrolling through a tablet, the blue light making her face look ghostly. "The union endorsement went through, but it’s soft, Leo. They’re worried about the private meeting she had with the tech lobby in Palo Alto last month. We need to spin the 'innovation' angle harder tomorrow."

"I’ll handle the press releases," Leo said, not looking at her. "Go to the hotel, Sarah. Get some sleep. You’re starting to vibrate."

"I'm fine. I just need a—"

"Go," Leo commanded, his voice softening. "That’s an order from your superior. I’ll be back in an hour."

Once she disappeared through the tunnel, Leo sat on the edge of the stage, his legs dangling over the side. The silence of the empty arena was heavy, a physical weight. For most of his career, this was the moment he loved most—the quiet after the win, the feeling of a plan coming together. But tonight, the win felt like ash. He kept thinking about Silas Vane standing by that vending machine, a man whose only sin was being on the wrong side of a digital line.

He pulled his phone from his pocket. He shouldn't do it. Every "op" manual he’d ever written for junior staffers warned against this. Leave no trail. Don't create a digital footprint. Assume every message is being read by the opposition.

He opened an encrypted messaging app—one he’d originally installed to talk to whistleblowers. He typed a name he hadn't saved in his contacts: Silas.

Leo: The coffee at the Sheraton is burnt. Don't bother.

He stared at the screen, his heart performing a slow, heavy thud against his ribs. He was a fool. He was a thirty-four-year-old man acting like a teenager in a locker room. He was about to hit delete when the three dots appeared.

Silas: I’m not at the Sheraton. Miller likes "authentic" boutique hotels. I’m currently staring at a wallpaper of hunting dogs and wondering if I can resign via carrier pigeon.

Leo felt a ghost of a smile tug at the corner of his mouth.

Leo: The dogs are probably better company than the advance team.

Silas: Marginally. They don't ask me for quotes on the tariff bill. Where are you?

Leo: Still at the arena. Watching the janitors sweep up our promises.

Silas: Give me twenty minutes. There’s a park three blocks North. The one with the statue of the guy who looks like he’s regretting every choice he ever made.

Leo: General Stark?

Silas: That’s the one. See you at the General’s feet, Vance.

Leo stood up, his exhaustion suddenly replaced by a sharp, cold spike of adrenaline. He didn't think about the optics. He didn't think about the private security detail he was supposed to check in with. He just walked.

The New Hampshire night was crisp, a sharp contrast to the humid rot of Iowa. Leo walked with his hands shoved deep into his overcoat pockets, his head down, navigating the quiet streets of Manchester. The park was a small, square patch of green surrounded by brick townhouses. In the center, General John Stark stood frozen in bronze, looking indeed quite miserable.

Silas was already there, sitting on a bench with two cardboard cups of coffee. He was wearing a heavy wool coat that looked too big for him, his chin tucked into a scarf.

"You came," Silas said, looking up as Leo approached.

"I wanted to see if the coffee was actually worse than the Sheraton’s," Leo replied, taking the seat next to him.

Silas handed him a cup. It was scorching hot and smelled of real beans. "I lied. It’s actually from a place around the corner that’s still open. It’s decent. Which is more than I can say for my candidate’s performance today."

Leo took a sip, the heat grounded him. "Miller wasn't bad. He hit the 'resolve' line you wrote. The crowd at the memorial liked it."

"He missed the beat," Silas sighed, leaning his head back against the cold slats of the bench. "I wrote it as a crescendo. He delivered it like a grocery list. It’s frustrating, Leo. You build this beautiful, intricate house of words, and then someone else walks in and knocks over the furniture."

Leo looked at him—the way the moonlight caught the sharp line of his profile, the way his breath turned to mist in the air. "That’s the job, Silas. We’re the ghosts in the machine. We don't get the credit, and we don't get the blame unless things go south."

"Is that enough for you?" Silas turned his head, his grey eyes searching Leo’s face with a frightening intensity. "Being a ghost? Don't you ever want to be the one standing in the light? To say what you actually think, instead of what the polling data says people want to hear?"

"I gave up on what I actually think a long time ago," Leo said, his voice dropping. "In this business, your 'thoughts' are just liabilities. They're things that get leaked. They're things that get used against you."

Silas reached out, his hand hesitating in the air before he let it rest on the sleeve of Leo’s coat. "I don't believe that. I saw you today, watching the Senator. You weren't looking at the teleprompter. You were looking at the people in the third row. You were looking to see if they were actually moved, or if they were just clapping because the sign told them to."

Leo felt a lump form in his throat. He shifted closer, the space between them on the bench disappearing. "You see too much, Silas Vane. It’s going to make you a terrible operative."

"And you see too little of yourself," Silas whispered.

The silence that followed wasn't the heavy, empty silence of the arena. it was charged, vibrating with everything they weren't allowed to say. Silas moved first, his hand sliding from Leo’s sleeve to his gloved hand. He squeezed gently.

"We have six months until the general election," Silas said. "Six months of hotels, charter planes, and shouting into microphones. How are we going to do this, Leo?"

"We aren't," Leo said, even as he leaned his shoulder against Silas’s. "It’s impossible. It’s a conflict of interest that would end both our careers in ten minutes."

"I know," Silas said, his voice a low vibration. "But I haven't been able to sleep since Iowa. And I don't think it’s the coffee."

Leo looked at the bronze General Stark. He thought about his apartment in D.C., filled with books he never read and a refrigerator that only held bottled water and mustard. He thought about the life he’d built—a life of "off the record" deals and calculated risks. And then he looked at Silas, who was warm and real and dangerously honest.

"There’s a small town in South Carolina," Leo said, his voice barely audible. "We’re both going to be there for the town hall in two weeks. There’s a motel off the main highway. No press, no cameras. Just a place where the signs are falling off the wall."

Silas’s grip tightened. "I know the one. The Blue Heron."

"If we’re both still alive by then," Leo said, "maybe we find a way to have a conversation that isn't a strategy session."

Silas leaned in, his forehead brushing against Leo’s. It wasn't a kiss—not yet—but it was a promise. "I'll be there. Even if I have to walk."
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Chapter 4: The Sound of the Grind

[image: ]


The cabin of the Boeing 737 smelled of recycled air, expensive upholstery, and the faint, metallic tang of an overheated laptop battery. It was the smell of Leo Vance’s life. Outside the small, scratched window, the sun was beginning to set over the Appalachian Mountains, casting long, jagged shadows that looked like ink blots across the landscape.

Leo sat in 2A, the "strategic seat." It was close enough to the Senator to be summoned in a heartbeat, but far enough back that he could see the back of everyone else's heads—monitoring their fatigue, their hushed conversations, their loyalties.

"The Ohio numbers just dropped," Sarah said, dropping into the seat next to him. She didn't ask if she could sit; there was no room for etiquette at thirty thousand feet. She handed him a tablet. "We’re up by two, but the margin of error is three. It’s a statistical wash."

Leo scrolled through the data, his eyes jumping to the cross-tabs. "It’s the youth vote. They’re sliding toward Miller. Why?"

"Vane," Sarah said simply, leaning her head back against the headrest. "Silas Vane’s 'New Dawn' social media push is hitting the university circuit like a virus. It’s hopeful, it’s aesthetic, and it makes our Senator look like a relic from the Cold War."

Leo felt a sharp, familiar pang at the mention of the name. He looked at his own phone, tucked into his pocket. It hadn't buzzed in six hours. The last
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