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Cristin Harber

CHAPTER ONE

 

Asher McIntyre left the keys in the front door of his Georgetown row house and stared at the note taped to the mirror right inside the door. His heart thudded, more angry than apprehensive. He didn’t need to read the printed paper to know who it was from.

He turned to his alarm system panel. It blinked disengaged and ready to arm. He had turned the pricey piece of garbage on that morning. His note-leaving friend had officially upgraded himself from creepy to criminal.

Asher couldn’t stand in his doorway all night and growl at a piece of paper. It was safer to turn around, walk to a coffee shop, and call for investigators to sweep his townhouse, just like they’d done with his car and office days ago. But his head pounded after hours of congressional hearings, constituent meetings, and lobbyist meet-and-greets. He wasn’t in the mood to smile pleasantly if he accidently bumped into a reporter or blogger. His soured attitude would be speculated about and end up as political fodder. Every misstep would be analyzed for the next six weeks, until Election Day.

Asher cracked his neck, snagged his keys, and took a step inside. His shoe echoed on the hardwood floor, and he swiped the note off the mirror.

 

Dear Congressman McIntyre,

Still watching you. Still waiting. Time to right your wrong. Let’s meet soon.

Best wishes,

Maxwell

 

Asher shouldn’t have touched it. Could have read the note’s nonsense while it remained taped to his mirror, but he didn’t want the stupid thing mocking him until the investigators came. He shrugged off his jacket, loosened his tie, and pulled his smartphone out of his pocket. Is all this worth it?

He scrolled through his contacts and found the special agent who had handled his previous notes and hit send.

It rang once. “This is Murphy.” 

Asher scowled. “A new note was waiting for me today.”

“Give me one second.” The agent excused himself from someone on the other end of the line. “On your car again?”

“Nope. Inside my townhouse, taped to a mirror.” He paced his living room. An invasion of his privacy wasn’t anything new, but Asher had no idea what Maxwell was after.

“Son of a bitch. Don’t touch—”

“Too late.” Asher tugged off his tie, tossed it on the couch, and headed for the wet bar.

He ignored the People magazine he’d thrown there the night before. It wasn’t his type of magazine, but his campaign consultant had mailed it to him. The headline stared up from the bar. A fifty most beautiful people list. Five bucks said his name was on that list somewhere, and for the next few weeks, he would have invitation after invitation to events that he didn’t care about from women who wanted to appear with him like he was their fashion accessory. Every time a list came out, the same charade unfolded, and every time, it gave him a headache.

“Are you kidding me? You know better than to touch evidence.”

That made Asher chuckle. Murphy was formal because he was supposed to be. But they were about the same age and had the same get-the-job-done disposition. By the time they found Maxwell, he and Murphy would probably be buds.

Asher poured a glass of scotch and shrugged. “Sorry, man. Anger got the best of me. I would’ve stood on my front porch, giving the finger to anyone interested, but then I’d have to deal with that picture on the front page of the Washington Post. One nuisance at a time.”

“I’ll head your way with a couple guys. We’ll be discreet.”

Asher swirled the drink in his hand and walked into the kitchen. “Thanks, man—”

Another note was centered in the middle of his stainless steel refrigerator. His Georgetown home was where he crashed, not really his home. That was in New York. Asher had no personal items in DC, certainly not a picture magnet of his sister and her best friend. They were younger by five years and had spent the past week in Disney World for a wedding reception. The picture on the fridge showed them posing in front of Epcot Center.

His hands shook, and his jaw cemented shut. A harsh breath flared through his nostrils. “Murphy, send the whole goddamn FBI.”

“Care to explain?”

“There’s a recent picture of my sister and her best friend, along with another damn note from Maxwell. Aren’t they cute?”

***

Jenny Chase tugged her carry-on bag out of the overhead compartment. The flight from Florida to DC had been bumpy, and she wanted off the plane. In the seat beside her, Molly was unfazed and casually powering on her phone and listing off where they should grab dinner before they headed home to their apartment in Eastern Market.

As long as Jenny could grab a cocktail, she didn’t care where they ended up. Molly’s phone buzzed. Once. Twice. Then kept going.

“Jeez, popular much?” Jenny watched her best friend’s phone continue to vibrate.

Molly laughed. “Just Ash. I’m sure whatever it is, it’s super important, and I need to know super right away.” She slipped the phone into her purse. “Let’s have pizza delivered instead of going out.”

Just Ash. Just the man that starred in every fantasy that Jenny had ever had since she could remember fantasizing about a guy. Of course, he was probably the star of many women’s dirty imaginations. He was Hollywood handsome and Washington powerful. That combination did wicked things to a woman’s fantasies.

Jenny silently chanted, “It’s only Ash.” Only Ash…That was how she needed to think about him because both Molly and Jenny had given up that anything would develop.

Shoot, even now her cheeks felt warm. What thirty-year-old woman couldn’t kick a high school crush? How many nights over the years had Jenny confided to Molly that she loved her brother? Too many, all starting back in high school when she’d circled his name in hearts. Even when Ash had flirted with her in college, the sparks had never panned out to anything more than heated glances and breathless moments.

Jenny tried to act nonchalant. “Maybe you should see what he wants. That sounded like a lot of phone calls.”

“Text messages too,” Molly added. “He hates to be ignored. Not everyone hops to his attention when he wants something. Drives him crazy.”

Kind of like he drives me crazy. Jenny shuffled through her purse without reason. Pathetic, really, but every time he came around or called, she became a mess.

Over the years, Asher had become rich and famous. Incredibly important. She wasn’t in the same ballpark as him with her hodgepodge of jobs. Nothing that would constitute a career. Jenny helped her sister, Sugar, with the gun shop and range she owned. But mostly, she honed her craft. She was an actress. A few good parts here and there. A few commercials. A couple of cable pilots that had never taken off. But live performances were what made Jenny’s heart flutter and pound.

Much like Asher McIntyre did. She laughed and ignored Molly’s sideways glance. Her mind had come back full circle to him. No one stacked up to him because, like it or not, she’d been in love with him since she’d met him. Just like no other type of acting stacked up to the roar of an applauding crowd on opening night.

Whatever. When she needed an Asher fix, all she had to do was read a newspaper or check a tabloid. He was all over it, pretty girl hanging on his arm.

Molly nudged her. “Jenny? Pizza? You okay with delivery?”

“As long as we stop and grab a bottle of wine.” They moved into the plane’s aisle and trudged into National airport. The crazy flight was the topping of a crazy week. Jenny couldn’t comprehend that Sugar was married now. Her sister was the wildest, toughest girl she knew, and Sugar had basically eloped in Vegas, adopted a kid, then celebrated her wedding reception at Disney World. Sugar always knew what she wanted and got it. Me? Not so much. Part-time gun-range assistant, full-time wannabe acting star. At least it kept the bills paid and offered a super lax schedule.

“Wine. Good deal.” Molly nodded.

They rounded the corner from the long hallway into the airport waiting area. Six men in black suits waited, watching each passenger. Their stances and their looks screamed that they were packing heat.

Jenny knew those types all too well. Hard to ignore them when Molly worked with the high society of the political world, and when Ash was the Asher McIntyre, Mr. Rising Star Politician, the congressman who was soon to be the senator to New York State. Hell, probably soon to be president, give him enough time. And even if he didn’t carry that title, he had any number of Most Eligible, Most Handsome, Most Beautiful crowns that had been printed for the whole world to see the smile that about made Jenny pass out from hormonal over-exposure.

Congressman today. Senator in a little more than a month. President…whenever he wanted. His career was just another reason why nothing would materialize into a relationship. Ash was world famous; everyone hung on his every word. And she was clinging to an acting career where no one seemed interested in watching her say anything on stage. Stop that! Big audition in a couple days. They’ll love me.

The leader of the suits brigade stepped in front of Molly. “Ms. McIntyre, Ms. Chase, come with us.”

Molly turned to her, rolling her eyes and cracking a smile. “Guess I shouldn’t have stolen the bathrobe, huh?”

“Should’ve checked your text messages and voice mail,” Jenny whispered back.

No matter how many times law enforcement escorted Molly somewhere for work or inspected their apartment after the McIntyre family had another threat, men with badges made her nervous.

Other passengers streamed around as the obvious men encircled them. “Congressman McIntyre has asked that you come with us.”

“Of course he has.” Molly was used to the protective detail routine. She never looked concerned. “And you are?”

“Special Agent Murphy—”

“FBI?”

The man nodded.

“Give me a second to talk to Ash.” Her best friend fished her phone out of her purse, hit a button, and had a fast conversation that ended with her mouthing, “Fine. We’ll go with you.”

Jenny picked up her carry-on bag and let the men whisk them to baggage claim. “Least we don’t have to take the metro.”

Why not have an armed caravan take them home? It was the perfect ending to a crazy week and crazy flight.

CHAPTER TWO

 

Asher stared out his sister’s living room window. The FBI entourage pulled up and double-parked. He’d had the apartment swept, and nothing out of the ordinary had turned up.

Molly jumped out of the black SUV.

He kept watch. Waiting. Waiting… And there Jenny was, back turned toward him. He wanted to look away. Needed to, in fact, but didn’t. His hand rubbed over an ache in his chest. He’d been forcing his thoughts away from Jenny Chase for the better part of knowing her. Little good that had done.

When he found Maxwell, Asher was liable to give up his entire political career and tear him apart limb by limb for threatening either woman.

Molly ignored the fanfare of an FBI escort, grabbing her bags and trouncing toward the front door. But Jenny stood outside the SUV, not shutting her door. Apprehension hung on her shoulders, and still she wouldn’t turn around.

Look at me.

Then she did. They locked eyes, and he swallowed hard as her gaze fell to the street. Such a gorgeous girl. He knew the deep caramel bronze that painted her eyes, could see her dark hair even when his eyes were closed. Years ago, he had sworn off any woman who would be a distraction from his career. Maybe that made him self-centered, but really, he considered himself determined. Why be in a real relationship if he couldn’t commit to anyone but himself? Man, that made him sound like a jackass. But it was the truth, and he didn’t want to hurt his sister’s best friend. Hell, he didn’t want to hurt Jenny.

Even if the chance for something to materialize out of their spark had existed once, he had missed the chance, and an unspoken rule had formed between them. Don’t cross the line.

The door flew open, pulling his attention away from Jenny. Molly stormed inside, tossing her bag and a purse. “Want to explain the security detail in more depth than ‘there was a threat’?”

“In a second.”

Jenny walked in but didn’t speak. She avoided eye contact, and Asher craved all their flirty fun that rarely happened anymore. Maybe she’d grown tired of their game. If anything, he was more entranced with Jenny now that her interest in him was waning. It wasn’t in him to lose. She’s not a game, dick. Get yourself in check.

Three agents followed Jenny, reminding him that this wasn’t a social call. Shit, he didn’t care. He needed to hear her sultry voice. “Jenny.”

“Asher.” Her glossy lips teased him, making his name purr.

God, was she a sight. Every part of his body had readied for her to walk in. Even the hair at the nape of his neck continued to tingle.

“Haven’t seen you around.” That was what he came up with? He sounded like a dull politician, and that was how she saw him anymore, anyway.

She shrugged.

He’d blown her off too many times. For all your smarts, you’re a moron, McIntyre. In Jenny’s eyes, he was nothing more than a suit who gave speeches. His eyes fell to a pile of magazines on their coffee table. The same damn People magazine was top of the pile. Great. So he was either a dull politician, or, according to tabloid crap, he was hopping from one actress’s bed to the next.

Molly tilted her head toward the waiting agents. “What’s with the welcoming committee?”

He gave an apologetic smile to the agents. “How about you girls sit down? I need to chat with Agent Murphy.”

She shook her head. “Nope. Jenny and I planned to order a pizza, throw on our PJs, and drink a bottle of wine. None of that can happen until you’ve explained whatever the incident is this time and everyone leaves.”

Murphy cleared his throat and tilted his head down the hall. This wasn’t going well. “Give me a minute.”

Asher followed him to the kitchen.

“We can leave a man here if you’d like, Congressman. Other than that, there’s not much to do other than keep an eye out.”

Asher’s gut tumbled. He liked proactive measures and was sure that the investigators working on the notes were chasing all possible leads. But still, one man outside? It was better than nothing, but he wasn’t thrilled and couldn’t call in a federal favor to babysit them. “If that’s what you recommend, we’ll take it. Thanks.”

He returned to the living room as Murphy pulled his men and left.

“Here’s the deal. Someone left me a couple threatening notes. Nothing out of the ordinary. But today, one of the notes included a picture of you both at Disney World.”

Molly’s face paled, and Jenny’s jaw dropped. He wanted to comfort them both for the same reason in very different ways.

“No one’s going to hurt you. They’re just trying to get my attention.” And they fucking have it. “This is precautionary.”

“What’s precautionary?” Molly asked.

“There’s an agent outside. He’ll stay there and keep an eye out.” Asher wasn’t ever unsure of his moves, but the one he decided that minute made him both unsettled and uncertain. He plowed forward. “And I’m staying on your couch tonight until I figure out what the best move is.”

What did Jenny sleep in? His throat constricted. Silk draped over her curves would be nothing short of spectacular. The woman was his walking, talking dream. Shit, this spend-the-night-on-the-couch idea had major flaws. What good would he be if all he could think of was don’t touch instead of watch out?

“The couch?” Molly’s shaky voice brought him back to reality.

Jenny didn’t move. Didn’t respond. Her hands clung to the couch cushion as if the idea of him sleeping under the same roof was dangerous. And it was.

He took a long breath and pulled out his phone. “Pizza and wine is on me. We’ll figure out what to do so I don’t have to sleep on the couch another night.”

“I’m leaving tomorrow.” Molly rubbed her hands on her thighs. “Work trip for two weeks.” She jumped up and paced. “We should have a bottle of wine in the kitchen. I’ll grab it and some glasses.”

If he did spend a second night, it would be just him and Jenny? His mind raced. The idea was too much to comprehend. He had spent years avoiding her temptation, and now he could barely stay away. Why? Because he’d put her in danger?

Molly started down the hall. “I can’t believe someone followed us in Disney World.”

He watched his sister then turned back to Jenny. “We have to talk tonight. Hang tight.”

He followed Molly, and she spun. Her lip quaked. “I hate this stuff, Ash. I need a minute to wrap my head around it, then I’ll be fine. Okay?”

She clung to the door jamb in the kitchen. She liked her privacy, and every time he dropped a bomb on her, she needed a few minutes on her own, then his kid sister was back. “Got it.”

If any of the tabloid magazines had a clue that he was getting booted back and forth by the two women he was trying to take care of, they’d have a field day. Two different ladies. Two different, very raw feelings bit at his mind. Protecting them both was crucial. He wanted to go all patriarchal on Molly and all alpha possessive over Jenny. 

Rubbing palms into his eyes, Asher tried to think of anything besides Jenny’s pouty, pink lips.

He rounded the corner blind and slammed into soft, luscious curves. Instinct took over. He caught Jenny and pivoted. She found her balance, back against the wall. His left hand landed high above her head. His right caged around her waist. They stood the closest they’d ever been. Decadent warmth radiated from her body. Whoa, she smelled sweet. Delicious and mouthwatering. Butterscotch and vanilla.

He swallowed away an immediate urge to breathe her in and remembered his quickly fading rule don’t cross the line. “Where were you going?”

Her long eyelashes fluttered. “It’d be better if I stayed somewhere else tonight. Let you two do the sibling thing. Ya know, a McIntyre family slumber party.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

Her cheeks blushed, and hell if he knew why he’d asked that question. What he did know was the don’t cross the line rule abdicated his rule book. Now that he’d broken their unspoken proximity barrier, he couldn’t get close enough to her.

“It’d be safer if you stayed here.”

“I’m heading to New York for an audition tomorrow.” Her eyes bounced over his shoulder, and what he wouldn’t do to have her lay those beauties back on him.

“Look at me.”

She bit her bottom glossed lip. “No.”

“Why not?”

Her eyes flashed to him, searing him straight to his groin. “Not everyone listens to you all the time, Mr. Congressman.”

“I don’t care if you listen or not, but I do care if you ignore me.”

“What difference does that make? You’ve been ignoring me for years. Now if you don’t mind, back up.”

They stared, silent. He savored the electric charge that pulled them closer and leaned over. His lips hovered near her earlobe. “I’m tired of pretending.”

Jenny pushed his chest and ducked under his arm. “What?”

The pounding in his chest reverberated into his throat. Two hot marks burned him where she’d pushed her balled fists. The tips of his fingers prickled to touch her cheeks, her hair, her curves.

Asher narrowed his focus on her but leaned against the wall.

She stepped backwards until the back of her legs met the couch, then she dropped onto it.

Molly walked into the room, much calmer and holding a half glass of wine in one hand, an opened bottle and two glasses by their stems in the other. She pivoted a look from Jenny to him and back. “Everything okay?”

“Your brother has lost his mind.” Jenny pulled a blanket over her and burrowed into the couch.

He shook his head. “Actually, I think I just made my mind up.”

***

The living room turned into a sauna, and heat crawled up Jenny’s neck. Her heart pounded into overdrive. She couldn’t swallow past the knot in her throat, couldn’t respond with any witty comeback that would make their banter nothing more than an innocent flirtation. Asher wasn’t acting innocent, and she had no idea what he was doing.

Done pretending and made up his mind? Her mind spun around his words. What?

He was messing with her. He had to be. Nothing else made sense. Flirt and walk away. That was how their at-an-arm’s-distance relationship existed, even if she wanted more. Even if she’d die for him to hold her against the wall like that again.

She shivered at the memory, even while self-doubt and self-preservation had her snuggled onto the couch with a blanket as a protective barrier. If she let him have his way with her, she would be irreparably broken and just another notch in his bedpost.

Asher picked a book off a nearby shelf, paged through it without looking, and tossed it onto the coffee table. It covered a magazine Jenny knew had a photo of him with a real actress.

Molly laughed for the first time since they’d learned about the threats. “You two kill me.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes twinkled as if he were letting Jenny in on a secret, but then he turned toward the kitchen. “I’ll call for the pizza, then have to make a couple phone calls.”

“No prob. Take your time.” Molly offered her a wine glass.

She unburied her arm to grasp the stem and held it steady while Molly filled it.

“More, please.” Jenny wiggled her glass. “Or just give me the bottle and a straw.”

Molly rolled her eyes toward the kitchen where Asher could be heard ordering pizza. “What just happened between you two?”

Jenny shrugged. “Same thing that always happens. He flirts, walks away, and I’m left looking silly with a sad crush.”

“That’s not what happened. I can tell that much.” Molly topped off Jenny’s glass and sat on the other end of the couch. “What’d he make up his mind about?”

She took a long sip of the wine, not bothering to enjoy it. “No idea.”

“With the way you’re draining that wine glass, I’d say that’s a lie.”

Jenny tilted her head and knew she blushed. “Maybe a small one.”

“The wine is helping?”

“A little.” She swallowed another massive drink. “A lot. I don’t know.”

“Better watch out, that wine’s going to hit you fast on an empty stomach.” Molly picked up the remote and skimmed through their DVR.

Nothing looked good. Jenny could still feel Asher’s arms around her, and the scent of his cologne lingered on her shirt. Cable reruns weren’t going to be any form of distracting entertainment. One minute turned into five minutes, then fifteen, and Jenny had no idea what had been on the television. All she could picture was his arms around her.

“Molls,” she whispered like he might be hanging around the corner and not ordering pizza or discussing national security or whatever he was doing on the phone in their kitchen. “He said he’s ‘done pretending.’ What does that mean?”

Molly’s smile went as wide as her eyes. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know.” Jenny chewed on the inside of her mouth. “He had me up against the wall.”

“He what? The wall?” Molly’s jaw hung open, and she inspected the wall like there might be evidence of the encounter. “No way.”

“I’m being serious.” Jenny rubbed her temples. “Why did he do that? I’m totally reading into that, right?”

“Shoot, Jenny. What’s there to read into? A man presses you against the wall and says he’s done pretending? For years, I’ve been saying it’s only a matter of time. He’s all book smart and politically savvy, but the guy is obtuse when it comes to finding a decent woman.” Molly kicked her leg off the couch and knocked the book Asher had placed on the table to the floor. The latest People magazine was front and center. “Case in point, that couldn’t possibly have been a serious thing.”

They both knew that there was a picture of Asher with an A-list actress who’d fumbled through an E! interview, unable to recall how many states the US had. She and Molly had replayed that a hundred times.

Asher walked in. “Pizza’s ordered. Should be here in a hot minute.” He glanced at the book on the floor and the magazine they stared at. He arched an eyebrow and gave half a smile. “Always up to no good.” He tossed the book back over the cover and winked. “You doing okay over there, Jenny?”

“Stop messing with me, Ash.”

“And miss a night with my two favorite ladies? Never.” Asher dropped in the middle of the couch. His arms spanned behind both of them as he leaned back. “What are we watching?”

Molly topped off her glass of wine. “Actually, I have a headache.” The doorbell rang. “That was fast. I’ll get it, grab a slice and my glass, and head to bed. Nothing better for a headache than pizza and vino. You paid for this already, right, Ash?”

“Yup.” He didn’t shift to the empty side of the couch.

Holy shit. Jenny wanted to hug and strangle Molly. Don’t leave me alone with him. I’m not sure of my next move.

“Night.” A laidback Asher leaned forward, letting his hand drag over her shoulders, then grabbed the empty wine glass. He filled it to an appropriate level, unlike Jenny’s monster glasses. “Feel better, Molls.”

Molly brought the pizza to the coffee table, grabbed a slice without a plate, and left the box on the table.

This isn’t at all awkward. And by not at all, all Jenny could think of was yes, this was obvious and awkward. The big, pink elephant in the room had donned a tutu and was dancing with sparklers in hand.

She gulped her wine. “Molly doesn’t really have a headache.”

What? Shut up, Jenny! Her nerves made the room shrink. She couldn’t take a stabilizing breath and had no idea what uncensored line would fall from her lips next.

Asher shut off the television, turned, and raked a penetrating gaze over her while sipping his wine. Her nipples grew tight, and she shivered to her toes. The room was too quiet.

Finally, he swirled his glass and set it down. “I know she doesn’t have a headache.”

“You know?”

His expressive eyes narrowed. “You know what else I know?”

No. I don’t. She shook her head. And I’m not sure I want to know. Her handling of his newfound focus left her quivering like a waif of a woman. Actually, drinking like a wino-sailor. The push-pull of their flirtation had never allowed for him to make a move. It was their unspoken rule, and apparently, she’d grown more than confident he’d never make a move. Tonight, she was unprepared.

“Guess, sweetheart.”

Sweetheart? She shook her head again. No way am I guessing anything.

He smiled in that trusting, all-knowing way he had about him. “Here’s what I know. First, someone threatened you girls. I’d walk away from everything I have to make sure justice is done. But second”—he took her wine glass out of her hand—“I needed to find you, Jenny. I need to put a stop to the one lie between us that has been as consistent as it has been irrational.”

“That’s the line of a politician.” Taking a deep breath was out of the question. The wine made her head swim. He made her head spin. She tried again to fill her lungs and felt them refuse. There wasn’t enough oxygen in her ever-shrinking living room. “You could mean anything.”

“But I don’t.” He took a piece of hair hanging over her eye and tucked it behind her ear. Her pulse screamed in her neck, but his focused stare never wavered. “You know what I’m talking about. You’ve always known. Now it’s your turn: What do you want?”

Her eyelashes fluttered; her stomach dropped. His voice was always low, but its vibrations washed over her, making her throb.

“I want…” You. That was the answer. It had always been the answer up until the opportunity presented itself. But she didn’t trust her feelings or his motivation. “Not to be confused.”

He shifted closer, evaporating their distance. His broad palms covered her cheeks, and his thumbs stroked slowly. Her bottom lip drifted open, and her eyelids sank. The quietest sigh fell from her mouth, and she hated how easy she was to manipulate.

“You are gorgeous.” His tone was deep and hungry, and he was close enough for her to register the rich aroma of his faded cologne. “And it shouldn’t have taken me this long to tell you that.”

Asher brushed his lips over hers. Like the intense roll of a summer storm, crackling lightning and thundering pulses ran their course, uncontrolled and unstoppable.

“Ash…” Her lips tickled against his, and her mind drew blank, focusing on the sparks that spread from her lips into the softest of kisses.

His fingers feathered into her hair, and she opened her mouth to him. He tasted like red wine, sweet and savory, and each velvet stroke of his tongue wicked away her hesitation. She struggled to stay in the moment, wanting to remember every amazing second, but the indulgent and delicate kiss was fading. Years of taunts and teases had lined up, urging their bodies together.

Jenny leaned into his embrace. He dropped a hand from her hair and wrapped it around her back, pulling her close to his chest, into his lap. Exactly where she wanted to be.

He ate at her mouth, lust pouring between them. He was all-powerful, all-consuming. He groaned against their lip lock. “God, Jenny.”

Her legs straddled his thighs, and she rocked her hips, flexing over him. His hand still buried in her hair knotted and tugged, exposing her neck. His teeth dragged over her bottom lip and scraped down her neck.

“Yes.” His teeth rasped again, and she arched into his strong embrace. “Please, Ash. Please.”

Please what? It didn’t matter, whatever he’d give her, she would give back. Jenny wouldn’t hide from him.

He suckled down to her collarbone. Harsh and surprising. The more he kissed, the more she needed. Pent-up frustration multiplied. Wild want pulsed between her legs. She was wet. He was erect. They still had their clothes on, and nothing about this first kiss said it was ending anytime soon.

“God, sweetheart, nothing better than you.”

Red-hot in his arms, Jenny grasped at him, wrapping her arms around his impossibly broad shoulders. He picked her up and swept her down. Her back was on the couch, and he loomed over her then dropped down with a mind-bending kiss, pressing his weight between her thighs. One leg stayed pinned between him and the back of the couch, the other snaked up his strong, lean muscles.

She opened her eyes, skipping her hands into his hair. He leaned to the side and tore at her shirt, pushing it up her stomach, over her bra, and locked his mouth around her nipple.

“I love that.” Intense pleasure-pain roared through her as he plucked and sucked. “I love…” You. She always had. But that wasn’t for him to know. No reason to ruin this.

He pulled the other bra cup down and covered her breast with his palm. His massaging fingers were better than she’d imagined, and as he rolled his tongue over one tip and his thumb and forefinger over the other, she couldn’t feel anything other than the ecstasy rolling from his touch, moving lower, lower, lower, all the way to her craving canal.

“Keep moaning like that, and we’ll never make it into your bed.” His light-colored eyes had darkened. Their shocking intensity made him look possessive, carnal—

A loud rap on the door froze Jenny into place with her hands gripping his shirt. They stopped. Their uneven breaths and heaving chests mirrored one another, and his head dropped, placing one languid kiss over the breast he’d been deeply sucking.

Asher pulled her shirt down. “Change in shifts. New agent. They’ll need to check in with me.”

He sat up as another rap echoed on the door and ran a hand over his face. Jenny pulled her legs back, flushed and dizzy, then scooted back on the couch, staring at him. What to say?

A third knock banged through the apartment, and Molly walked down the hall. “Jeez, isn’t anyone going to—” She did a double take, and Jenny knew they were so busted. “Never mind. I got it.”

Asher stood up. “No. Hang on. You’re not answering the door when there’s a lunatic out there.” He walked to the front door, looked out the peephole, and answered.

Molly mouthed, “Oh my God,” and pointed at her brother then Jenny.

Cheeks flaming from arousal and awareness, she shrugged, pulling the blanket over her. She mouthed back, “Go away.”

Asher walked in with the agent and made introductions. The congressman was back; whoever the man on the couch was had been shelved. They finished small talk, and the agent moved to his post. Asher shut and locked the door, turned, eyeing both her and a giggling Molly. Very mature, Molls.

The hot and heavy moment was so gone, and they’d been so obvious, she had to laugh too. Even Asher-the-Congressman chuckled, and Jenny pulled the blanket over her head. “Go away, Molly.”

Molly stopped giggling and whistled as she walked out of the living room. “Scandalous.”

Still under the blanket, she heard Asher walk across the room and felt the cushion dip when he sat down. “You okay under there?”

“I feel like I’m fifteen and just got caught making out with the captain of the football team.”

“Nope, just your best friend’s older brother. Can’t wait for the Molly McIntyre inquisition.”  He tugged the blanket off her head. “You’re gorgeous and cute. Not a bad mix.” Then he tossed the blanket back on her head. “Feel free to come out if you’re hungry for cold pizza.”

Well, she was hungry and would have to come out eventually anyway. She let the blanket fall.

“That was fast.” He turned the lamp off and the television on, snagged her arm, and pulled her against him. Just like that, he was relaxed again and holding her.

She didn’t get it. Not that she wanted to complain, but why now? “Ash?”

He took a bite of pizza. “So what’s your audition for?”

She reached over for a piece of pizza, grabbed a copy of the script that’d been buried under the pile of magazines, and handed it to him. “Third callback, and I’m hoping third time’s a charm.”

“Tassels and Tangos.” He read the cover and paged through the bound script one-handed while his other arm draped over her. His muscles shifted suddenly from kicked back to killer. “Who’s Maxwell?”

“An acting coach I met at the last audition. Said he had some insight into what the director wanted, but I got a weird feeling. That’s his number in case I change my mind.”

Asher’s face hardened. He tucked her in, took her script, and walked to the door. Jenny leaned over to try and listen but didn’t pick up any of the conversation he had with the agent. After a minute, Asher returned, sans script.

“What’s that all about?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. Probably coincidence.”

Icy dread curled down her spine. “Asher. Tell me.”

“All the notes have been signed by Maxwell.”

CHAPTER THREE

 

Asher wrapped his arms around Jenny and held on tight. Her run-in with a man named Maxwell wasn’t a coincidence, and Asher wouldn’t take someone fucking around with his family or his woman.

Jenny sighed as she watched The Late Show in his arms. This wasn’t how he’d thought his day would end. No way she could’ve guessed it either. She had to be exhausted. Flight from Florida, glass or two of wine, and he’d basically jumped her out of nowhere. Add the spike of arousal and then the dread of a stalker—the girl needed to pass out.

As much as he wanted to take her to her room and strip her down, it wasn’t going to happen tonight. “You falling asleep, sweetheart?”

She yawned. “Nope.”

“Right.” Besides, if he put her in bed, then he could follow up with Murphy, make arrangements for someone to talk to Jenny first thing in the morning. Maxwell contacting Jenny was a huge a break in the investigation. But Maxwell’s blatant move had been dangerous. Asher wanted to pace the room like a caged tiger, ready to rip flesh from bone given the chance to attack. Jenny didn’t need to see him worked up.

He scooped her up. “Off to bed.”

She blinked, innocent and uncertain. “You joining me?”

“Not tonight.”

Her face fell. Why had he stayed away from her this long? And how badly had he hurt her over the years? Damn, McIntyre.

“It’s not that I don’t want to. I have to work a little, and you have Tassels and Tangos tomorrow. Gotta get your beauty sleep.”

He walked down the hall with her pressed against his shirt. He’d denied himself this simple luxury for years. Holding her couldn’t compare to any other woman. And kissing her… wow. Not equivalent either. She tasted like honey and smelled like vanilla. A kiss from anyone else was akin to licking cardboard. Lifeless and unnecessary.

After opening her door, he laid her on the bed. “You okay?”

She shrugged, grabbed a huge T-shirt from the foot of her bed, and changed. Her modesty was charming, but he had stolen a glance at her lace bra and thong and loved knowing what was under her cotton nightshirt. Somehow that peep show was even better than what he’d imagined with his earlier thoughts of silk pajamas.

“Not sure I can sleep.” Her voice was worried.

“Forget about Maxwell.” Saying the man’s name made Asher’s blood boil.

Jenny crawled under the covers. “Trying.”

A vortex of emotion swirled in his mind. Like. Lust. Longing. He traced her chin with the back of two fingers. “You are as soft as you look.”

“Stay with me tonight.”

He should walk out. Stay away. Board up her door and call in for reinforcements. But one bat of her eyelashes, and he was done. Kicking off his shoes, he crawled next to her and brought her to his chest. Butterscotch and vanilla. He was in deep. Asher kissed the top of her head. “Sweet dreams.”

***

New York vibed well with Jenny. Even in dirty Penn Station with people cruising past, cops standing around, and pickpockets manning the walls. She rode the escalator up with a duffel bag slung over her back. This is my break. I will get this part, and I won’t worry about Maxwell.

An icy chill ran down her spine. Jenny peered over her shoulder incessantly and tracked for any face that rang remotely familiar. She was terrible with faces, even after Agent Murphy had questioned her bright and early that morning. After I woke up next to Asher.

Both men had pestered her with questions, but all she could remember was a short and stocky man who acted like he had something to prove. He had cut her off and talked down to her. When she had met Maxwell, she’d thought his hard sell was the source of her discomfort. But thinking back on it, maybe her instinct had flared because her Maxwell and Asher’s Maxwell were one and the same. That jerk had been trying too hard to get her alone.

Forget about Maxwell. She mentally rehearsed her favorite lines from Tassels and Tangos until her phone rang. She fished it out of her purse—Asher—and her stomach flipped. Maybe they were really happening. She touched the screen to answer. “Hi.”

“Hey, sweetheart. How was your trip?”

“Easy enough.” She shivered. Asher’s chiseled face had been stuck in her head. She replayed every kiss and touch from the night before. “We were on time.”

“Good.” He took a long breath. “Did I mention waking up next to you made my day? We should do that again soon.”

“Oh.” She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t swallow. “No. You didn’t.”

“Ouch, but you’re not signing up to do it again?” He laughed.

“No, wait. Of course.” She rolled her eyes, snapping out of her fog. “Don’t tease me. This is all a little surreal to me.”

“Why?”

She stood at the crosswalk next to a newspaper stand. Facing her was a slew of New York daily rags. More than half of them had his picture above the fold. “Hold on.” She snapped a picture and texted it to him. “Because I’m a nobody, and you’re a little like a modern-day Prince Charming. Check your text messages.” She waited until he came back to the phone. “See what I mean?”

“Ignore it. I do.”

“Ignoring.” Yeah, right.

“So, I made arrangements for a protective detail for Molly while she traveled. And you too.”

She crossed the sidewalk with a gaggle of people, eyeing each one for Maxwell. “What’s that mean?”

“A friend is former FBI, does private security and undercover work. I think he’d fit in, and he can work with you until the Maxwell situation is wrapped.”

“You’re assuming I’ll get the part?”

“Of course I am.”

The audition building was straight ahead, and adrenaline shot through her system. “That’s confident of you.”

“Sweetheart, you should assume the same thing. Anyway, his name is Ricky, and he’ll play your acting or choreography coach. Something like that. I couldn’t figure out what he was talking about, but he knows theatre, and he’ll find you. He’s hard to explain. Never what he seems, so just go with it.”

“You didn’t need to do that, Ash.”

“Of course I did. I would’ve done it even if last night didn’t happen the way it did.”

“All right. I’m here. Talk to you later.” Because we chat on the phone now. That’s your new normal. Own it.

She looked up at the towering building. This was the third time she would walk through the doors, and Jenny was ready to give the audition of her life. The script had been permanently embedded in her mind. It was sexy. Fun. The costumes were outrageous. Bright. Feathery. Full of sequins. The part was hers—it just had to be—and promised to be a big debut.

Jenny pushed through the spinning doors, took a deep breath, and was tapped on the shoulder.

“Took you long enough. I’m Richard.” His name fluttered into the air, full of pizzazz. “You can call me Ricky. All my friends do.” He spun around the lobby. “I love this location. Love! Great audition rooms. Good energy.”

What? Ricky was nothing like she’d expected of Asher’s former FBI friend. Not at all. “You’re Asher’s friend? Were with the FBI?”

“Takes all kinds.” He took her fingers in his hand and held them like they were promenading in a royal court. They walked toward the front desk to check in with security. “Sixteenth floor.” Ricky pointed at Jenny, and they handed over the IDs for a quick inspection. “Third callback. She’s a surefire winner.”

“Good luck, miss.” The security guard handed back their licenses, and they were allowed access to the elevators.

They rode in silence to the sixteenth floor. Somewhere near the seventh floor, Ricky donned his invisible security person hat. “If anyone asks who I am, I’m Ricky, your coach. If something bugs you, doesn’t feel right, or if Maxwell walks in and you remember his ugly mug, you just wave your pretty little hand at me, and I’ll take it from there.”

She blinked. “You’ll take it from there? How?”

“What do you mean, how?” He rolled his eyes but did a little karate chop. “Should I get out my guns and thump my chest? Maybe do a push-up contest? Would that make you feel better? Though I’d much rather get an iced mocha latte and talk about your posture.”

My posture? What’s wrong with my posture? She was sure Ricky hated her all of a sudden. So much for making friends with the guy. And she could see why Asher had struggled to explain her protective detail.

“Don’t gawk, Jenny. Not a great look on you, and you’re super cute. Don’t do yourself any injustices.” He sized her up. “I can see why Congressman McIntyre is so…vested in you.” He paused again then nodded. “You need a massage. And maybe a snack. A wheatgrass smoothie. Does wonders for the mood, you know?”

Actually, maybe they would be friends. She’d be friends with anyone who suggested a massage, no matter the reason. She checked her phone. Ten minutes until her audition time. “No time, but afterwards, absolutely. Wish me luck.”

Ricky took her hand and swung it. “Break a leg.”

***

Nothing had turned up from the phone number Maxwell had given Jenny. Failure made Asher’s skin crawl, and even though Ricky was with her, he cleared his schedule and hopped on the train to New York City.

In the span of one night, Jenny had gone from being someone he refused to touch to the woman he refused to stay away from.

The high-speed train wasn’t getting him there fast enough, and despite all the campaign calls and emails he could do, he let his mind wander. Tassels and Tangos. What was that about anyway?

His campaign consultant called again. It had to be the tenth call in a row. He growled, not wanting to take it, but did. “Yeah, McIntyre here.”

“You’re in New York?”

“Almost.”

“What about your fundraiser tonight with—”

“I cancelled that.”

“I know you cancelled it. Any particular reason why, or should I worry you’ve lost your mind six weeks out from Election Day?”

Asher laughed. “You’re the second person in as many days to tell me I’ve lost my mind.”

“Not funny.”

“I’ll make it up. I swear.”

“This is why you pay me the big bucks. Already worked that out for you. All you have to do is make an appearance at some swanky dinner tonight at some fancy New York City restaurant. Try to smile at the big donor’s very pretty daughter a few times, and we’re good.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “We aren’t anything. I’m done with the arm candy.”

“I didn’t say you were her date tonight. I’m saying that her big-money daddy wants you two to meet, and he was hosting the fundraiser in DC that you’ve decided to skip. So there isn’t much to discuss here, Congressman. Make the guy happy.”

Asher growled to himself. Election Day loomed. He couldn’t afford rookie mistakes, and pissing off a major donor was amateur. “Fine. Done.”

He hung up the phone. It rang again. But it was Jenny.

“Asher?”

The giant pressure leaning on his chest melted at the sound of his name rolling off her tongue. “Hey, sweetheart.”

“I got the part,” she nearly screamed into the phone. “They gave it to me.”

“You earned it.”

“I earned it.” She made an excited noise, and he was pretty sure that Ricky was jumping up and down with her.

Only Ricky could pull a move like this one. Such a chameleon. One of the toughest brutes Asher had ever met. That man could morph into any role he chose.

“Guess what?”

She giggled at something in the background. “What? Tell me.”

“I’m on my way to see you.”

“Really?”

The excitement in her voice was so genuine, it reminded him of how she was the opposite of every manufactured meeting, date, interview that he’d dealt with lately. “Really.”

“Oh, but they’re starting right away with costume and publicity shots. I have a whole schedule of things to do this afternoon.”

“I have a way of being invited to places I don’t need to be. No one really tells me no. So, I’ll be there. Don’t worry.” The perks of being the up-and-coming senator—it should all go according to plan.

Forty minutes later, he’d covered a few blocks in the Fashion District, where her rehearsals were. Ricky had sent him the details, and Asher hauled to see her. His suit looked out of place, and his tie strangled his neck. At a red light, he stood next to a few hipsters and a man pushing a cart of dresses.

Dodging a wayward taxi inching through the horde of bodies, Asher breathed in the city and let excitement charge his blood. Energy revitalized him after the hours on the high-speed Amtrak train.

He found the building, was waved through security, hit the sixteenth floor, and pushed past a gaggle of models who all looked like Barbies. He stepped over a red-head kid in pigtails lying on the floor, reading a commercial script for apple juice.

This place is a madhouse. He rounded the corner toward the room number Ricky had texted him, pushed the door open, and—

Holy hell…

Dry mouthed, Asher slammed to a halt, nearly stumbling over his own feet. Jenny was busy talking to the seamstress at her knees, who sewed something shiny onto something that glittered. Under the glaring lights, Jenny sparkled.

But the glittering getup—the sky-high heels, corset, and fringe—had nothing on her flat stomach, perked breasts, and legs that every model in the hallway would commit homicide for. Asher stared, drinking her in, too shocked to move or even wave hello.

A man carrying a clipboard swaggered around Jenny, inspecting her. He pushed his glasses into his hair, put his knuckles to his chin, and studied. Asher contained a primal roar. The bastard might not live through the day. He fisted his hands into his pants pockets and needed to calm the urge to rip the guy’s eyeballs out.

Ricky bounced over, a feathery mess slung over his shoulder. “Costumes are going well. This is the last one to get fitted—”

“Who’s that?” Asher growled.

“Talking to Jenny? That’s the director, Colton. Cole for short.”

“Well, Cole’s too close to her.” Asher took a step forward, fists still in pockets, rage bubbling as the man adjusted a strap on Jenny’s leg.

With a flip of the feathers, Ricky tapped Asher on the chest. “Mr. Congressman, get it together.”

Asher stifled another urge to maim and growled again instead. “Richard—”

“Maybe you need a smoothie too. She’s in such a better mood since I gave her a snack.”

He eyed his buddy. “I’m impressed, by the way. Have me fooled.”

“Whatever.” He flicked his hands out with the feather rope then drew it back at Asher’s scowl. “What, you don’t like my boa?”

Jenny looked over, finally noticing him, and laughed. She did look in a good mood, much better than the last time he’d seen her when she’d been gnawing on her nails over Maxwell.

He nodded at her half-naked, jewel-costumed body. Jenny had stunned his thoughts silent.

“What do you think?” She gave a spin, ignoring the seamstress trying to keep up with her.

He pinched his eyes closed. What did he think? Thinking about her was his problem. He could ditch big money’s daughter, find a hotel room, and they wouldn’t leave for a week.

“I need to speak with Jenny.” Asher stepped toward her. “Alone.”

Cole took a step back from her, eyebrows bunched, but stopped and walked forward, extending his hand. “Congressman McIntyre, so nice to meet you.”

Asher moved across the worn, wooden floor and completed the obligatory hello. The seamstress smiled and waved as she passed. Even Ricky stepped out, which surprised Asher.

Mirrors surrounded him on three sides. Floor-to-ceiling windows served as the fourth wall.

“How do I look?” Her fingers knitted together like she was suddenly nervous under his attention. “I’m going for hot, but, ya know… So?”

“You want hot? Pretty?” Were there even words for how she looked? “How about you try every man’s lifelong fantasy? You’re making Victoria’s Secret angels look like knobby-kneed bums.”

She laughed, and her already-red cheeks flamed. “Thanks.”

“My lifelong fantasy.”

Teetering on breakneck high heels, she stopped fidgeting and looked up from under the sexy veil of her eyelashes. “Really?”

Asher stepped to her. He dropped his hand to her flat stomach between the corset top and the sequin bottom, and his finger traced softly. Her skin was velvet. They were suspended in the moment, Asher holding Jenny to him with the strength of a gaze.

Her chest rose and fell, mirroring his tempo. Jenny sucked her bottom lip, nailing him with textbook bedroom eyes. Her palm found his, smoothing it from her hip, over her bare stomach, and stopped on the corset. She leaned against him, pushed onto her toes, and pressed her lips against his ear. Warm breath caressed him, and his mind spun. 

A knock on the door, and Cole popped his head back in. “You guys good? Photographer’s here for her promo pieces.”

He dropped his finger but ignored the director. “I need to get you out of here.”

The room filled.

“Asher,” Ricky sang to him. “I got you a smoothie. Wheatgrass with strawberries. It’ll help your mood, whatever’s wrong with you.”

She shook her head. “I have to work. And then there’s a happy hour I have to go to. We’re celebrating… me, I guess.”

He stepped back, drawing a fresh breath and hoping for some perspective. “I have a dinner thing to go to too.” Ricky stood next to them with a green smoothie. It looked disgusting.

“Try it.” Jenny smiled. “Pretty good, actually.”

He shook his head. “No, thanks.”

“Take it anyway.” Ricky pushed the cup into his hand and turned to Jenny. “I’d say the congressman looks horny, but that’d cross the line, wouldn’t it?” Ricky winked at Jenny and walked away.

She covered her mouth, shocked and laughing. “Oh my God. How well do you two know each other again?”

“You could call us old poker buddies.” I’m going to kill him. “All right. You do your thing; I’ll hit this dinner and find you afterwards.” He turned and walked away. Each step felt heavier than the last. Jenny was permanently seared into his retinas. But he had to take one last look. He turned and stared over his shoulder. “See if you can bring some of that outfit home tonight. I’ll put it to good use.”

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Agent Murphy’s name appeared on his phone, and it was the perfect excuse to bail on the boring dinner party. Asher had done his piece. He’d said hello to the right people, discussed all the issues and impending legislation that dinner guests had asked about, and even thrown out a few insider-only campaign details that the dinner guests would love and he needed leaked. Like the new poll numbers that had him holding a solid lead over his opponent.

He answered right before the call would hit voice mail. “Hey, Murphy. Tell me you have good news.”

“I have good news.”

“Really?”

“Well, it’s news. A lead. After combing through your old constituent mail, we found several letters from M. H. Bowie. Recognize the name?”

“No. But we get thousands of letters, e-mails, phone calls. I don’t handle them myself.”

“This guy showed up at least once in your office last year, but we don’t think you ever saw him. Met with your deputy chief of staff after harassing a couple interns.”

“M.H. Bowie is Maxwell?”

“Bowie’s first name is Maxwell. He’s the fifth Maxwell Bowie in his family. All military, all the way back to the revolutionary war. We’re talking steep family history.”

“How does that relate to the notes?”

“New York seized his home under the claim of eminent domain. A highway is under construction, and Maxwell’s family home—they call it the Bowie Estate—is where an exit ramp is planned.”

Asher nodded. “I know about the so-called Bowie Estate. They’ve applied and have been denied for historic and national landmark designations. The Bowies have zip in terms of documentation.”

“Exactly. And Maxwell the Fifth was dishonorably charged from the Army after a few incidents. His psych evaluations fit with the profile of someone trying to redeem himself in the eyes of his family.”

“So Maxwell Bowie is our guy? Got a picture of the dick?”

“Not one hundred percent positive, but he’s the best we’ve got. We’ll get his picture and file e-mailed to you. Now for the bad news. He’s also off the radar. Don’t know where the bastard is. Here’s the deal, Congressman—”

“Asher.”

“Yes, sir. If it is him, he’s not your typical politically driven stalker. He’s had some mid-level specialty training. Enough to make him dangerous.”

“Just terrific.” Asher blew out harshly as he hailed a cab. “I’ve hired a protective detail for Molly and Jenny.”

“Well, actually, sir—”

“Asher.” A yellow taxi pulled over, and he hopped in and gave the intersection for the happy hour. He looked at his watch. Five minutes, tops.

“Yes, sir. But you are my concern.”

“I’ll be fine. As a matter of fact, I’d welcome a sit-down with Maxwell the Fifth. I have a few things to explain to him.”

“I can appreciate that, sir—”

“Seriously, Murphy. My name is Asher. Call me Asher.”

Murphy laughed. “Not as easy as it sounds.”

Asher could almost hear the sir and shook his head. “Find Maxwell. We’ll stay in contact. After all this is over, we’ll go grab a couple beers and shoot some hoops. See if you’re sirring me then.” He hung up the phone before Murphy could offer another yes, sir.

The taxi pulled over, and he shoved the cash through the slot in the safety glass. Less than five minutes, not bad. The bar was on the corner, and he walked in.

Jenny stood out in the crowd. Her back was turned with her dark hair piled up, but he could pick that woman out anywhere. Her laughter carried from the bar across the loud room, and she tossed her head back. Unaware of him, and Asher was content to watch.

Graceful neck. Sexy, strong shoulders. She reached back to toy with loose strands, and the move punched him in the stomach. Those arms needed to wrap around him, and his fingers would be in her hair, again and soon.

He walked toward her, ignoring the occasional nod of recognition from folks downing their after-work cocktails. Ricky sat at a nearby table, watching Jenny, studying everyone in the room, and making small talk.

Two men flanked Jenny. Both could back off, but Asher wouldn’t concern himself with them. For all he cared, there was only one other person in the room. That gorgeous girl who’d teased him over the years and had become a focal point the second he’d grasped what she meant to him. Maybe he had one thing to thank Maxwell for, and it was that realization.

One last step, then Asher pressed against her back, her ass, and nuzzled his cheek behind her ear.

“Guess you couldn’t go walking around in your costume, huh?” He let his lips tickle the edge of her ear and inhaled her light perfume. She smelled delicious. “What are the chances you brought that thing home?”

Jenny stayed caged to the bar and tilted her head. “One of the perks of my new gig is a furnished, temporary apartment. Rumor has it the closest isn’t empty.”

He closed his arms tighter, and warmth penetrated his suit jacket and shirt sleeves. “Yesterday, I had you pinned against a wall. Tonight, against a bar. Hoping you like that as much as I do.”

Her breaths stilted and hitched. He was close enough to feel the irregular cadence. Close enough that he could savor it, enjoying the prickles that swept across the nape of his neck and shot down his spine.

Slowly, Jenny spun in his arms. She focused on his tie, then her hands found his coat lapel. The delicate touch glanced off the fabric, sliding down its edge until her hands fell to her sides. She raised her chin, and the heat in her eyes nearly made him kiss her right in the middle of the bar, in front of the world. That would make tabloid gossip rags before they even left. She didn’t need that. Nobody did.

“Your dinner went fast.”

“I couldn’t stay away. Let’s get out of here.”

She looked away at a few people he recognized from the audition room earlier. “I can’t just walk out.”

“You’re right.” It was selfish to steal her from her celebration. Didn’t keep him from hovering close enough to kiss her lips. “I’ll—”

One of the men next to her stepped closer. “Jenny, this guy bothering you?”

“No. I’m not.” Ash’s chest rumbled when he spoke.

Another guy elbowed the man who’d interrupted. “Oh, man. That’s—”

A split second later, the flash of a camera phone caught him broadside.

Shit. He ducked his head. Ricky walked over, and Asher heard a brief exchange that resulted in the picture being deleted.

Her eyes were wide. “Maybe we should go.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Ash grabbed her hand. “Tonight’s your night to celebrate. Ignore that; next round is on me.”

He tucked her close and flagged down the bartender.

Another flash of a camera.

She spun toward the camera. “Do you mind?”

“Ignore it,” he whispered. “Just you and your buddies here tonight. Forget everyone else.”

“That was one of my so-called buddies.” Her brow furrowed, and she mumbled, “Bitch.”

“Don’t react.” He knew how hard it was to ignore. “They’ll get bored, and the pics won’t sell if there’s nothing interesting.”

She burrowed into his arm. “All right.”

Another snap of a camera. Damn it.

One of the men raised his glass. “To Jenny’s new part and the free publicity.” Several people clinked glasses and offered happy-hour cheers. A couple more clicks of cell phone cameras sounded. Asher could hear Ricky in the background working his way through the crowd, trying to let her have a semblance of privacy. Maybe Asher should have thought this through before he’d shown up.

She smirked at the man who offered the cheers then turned to Asher. “It’s not like that. You’re not free publicity.”

“I know.” Too bad this had New York’s trashy newspaper coverage written all over it. “I messed your night up.”

“Screw them. I want to bail.” She ducked her head. “Let’s go.”

His arm went around her shoulder as they turned to leave. Asher nodded to Ricky, who he knew would do his best to clean up the pictures. Jenny leaned against him as they pushed through the mess of barstools and bodies. Her sweet scent teased him. Asher dropped his chin to the top of her head. “I wasn’t trying to cause a scene, sweetheart.”

“I know.” She nodded as they broke through the front door. He kept her close, walking them down the street, going who knew where. Just away. Her heels clacked over the sidewalk, catching on the cracks and toeing over the grates, until they rounded a long city block and stopped.

He couldn’t stay away and had to taste her kiss. She backed against a building’s brick façade. His shirt touched hers. The swell of her breasts pressed to his chest. He cupped her jaw, sliding his fingers into her thick hair.

“Congratulations, by the way.” He kissed her, and her welcoming response seared into his soul.

“I earned it.” Jenny knotted her hands into his starched button-down, sighing against his mouth.

The confidence in her words turned him on. Hours earlier, she’d been unsure if she would get the part, then she did, and she had realized that talent was on her side. Just yesterday, she’d wavered into their kiss, uncertain of him. But today, she teased him in a glittered costume and with her wicked tongue.

Asher nibbled her lip, tugging until he felt her smile. She slipped her tongue over his. The velvety slash caressed straight to his straining erection.

Her arms snaked up his chest, locked around his neck. Flexing her hips into his, Jenny rubbed into his hold, and he was consumed and possessed. Everything about her made him hot. Made him lose control. His senses were inflamed, and her touch, her kiss branded her to him.

She belonged to him. In his arms. In his bed. She’s all mine.

Asher pulled her into another kiss. Tongues clashed, lips molded. Together, they were ravenous. He dropped his hands and cupped her ass, picking her up, letting her long legs wrap around him. The effect was catastrophic. The V of her legs shifting against his shaft made him insane.

The honk of a horn and an angry driver yelling out a car window broke his thoughts. His eyes were forced open. They were a few hundred feet from a main street. Even this side street would have the occasional taxi passing through. Fondling her against the wall was the wrong move. They were too public. Too many people could walk by, snap a picture, and sell it to a gossip rag. It’d embarrass her. It’d be a headache for him. But her legs squeezed, her eyes asked for his attention, and he couldn’t stop.

Asher jerked his hips into her. A strangled purr fell from her lips, and he slanted his mouth over hers again.

Another honk of nearby traffic.

She staggered a breath. Her cheeks were flushed. Her lips had plumped from kissing until he could barely breathe.

“Don’t forget, they gave me an apartment.” She blinked, and the rapid-fire flutter made her seem too innocent. “It’s not far from here. Haven’t been there yet. There’s a key waiting.”

The color yellow caught in his periphery. Without putting her down, he spun and whistled. “Taxi.”

***

They were at Jenny’s temporary home-away-from-home ten bucks later. Not the greatest building, but it was the perfect location: five blocks from the theatre and half a block from the practice studio. 

“The bellman has my key,” she said.

Asher was the picture of cool and collected, completely unfazed as he led her into the building and took the key from the bellman. The envelope was labeled #2306. 

Compared to him, she was a mess. Her heart punched her breastbone. Her feminine parts were in overdrive—breasts aching for his touch, dampness teasing between her legs, and a wild curiosity piqued. If kissing Asher was better than she could fantasize about, what would he be like in bed?

In the taxi, he had stroked her arm and made small talk with the cabbie. She had focused on breathing. Inhale, exhale. Don’t pass out.

Jenny leaned against the elevator wall as it slowly progressed to the twenty-third floor. Asher’s hand covered hers. She watched him in the mirrored walls. A wicked smile danced on his face as he watched her back.

His eyes were intense. His sinewy jawline flexed. He personified dapper and daring, as if he’d walked off a GQ photo shoot. Perfect hair. Perfect suit. Perfect… just perfect.

A sparkle radiated from him. Every woman wanted to be on his arm. Every man wanted to be his buddy. It made him a good politician. That, and he was a good politician.

He was the real deal, through and through. As manly and in charge as they came, and he’d set his sights on her.

The elevator doors opened, and in one step, he had her under his arm again and walking toward her apartment. Toward a bed and every dream she’d hoped for since they’d first been introduced.

“Here we go.” He jangled the key and slid her in front of him. She pressed against the cheap wood, and he slipped the key into the lock, unlocking it, but didn’t turn the handle. “What’s that look?”

I can do this. I can do anything. Just calm down.

Tingles exploded down her neck, shooting toward her navel. Asher drew back, narrowing his eyes.

“Jenny?”

“This is going to change everything.” There. She’d said it. He could agree and walk away. Everything would go back to normal, where she pined after him, he glanced her way but kept moving.

“Hell, it wasn’t the same after we kissed.” Asher turned the handle, held her against his chest, and walked into her new apartment. “I haven’t been the same because of you. I’ve loved it.”

Good, because I love you.

Their eyes were locked, and she couldn’t turn away. Asher led her from a matchbox-sized living room to the tiny but separate bedroom. She’d been warned that the place was semi-furnished and decorated to get “their star” into the spirit of the show. Boas draped over the door. Candles lined a dresser, and erotic books lay on the nightstand. The apartment had a Tassels and Tangoes quality. Sexy. Seductive. Sensual.

With all the command of his importance, Asher removed his suit jacket. The tie came off with a fling and landed over a chair that held yet another feather boa. He mesmerized her, emanating confidence and dominance. The vibes made her stronger, more ready to take what she wanted and give herself to him.

He worked his cuff links. Each deliberate motion was sharp. Provocative. If he handled her the way he did his clothes, then the man was in charge and did everything just right. Her sex throbbed in anticipation.

“Someone’s taking your show very seriously.” He nodded to the boa and loosened his collar.

“It’s an acting method. Immerse yourself into the role. I play a burlesque dancer.”

Excitement flickered across his expression. “Come here.”

The order made her tremble. It was exhilarating, a sampling of what would come. She stepped to him and began to undo his shirt buttons.

Asher toed off his socks and shoes. “What do I get to play?”

“What do you want to play, Mr. Congressman?”

“No, you don’t.” He chortled and tugged her shirt over her head. “Enough of that.”

She studied him, sliding his dress shirt off his shoulders. It fell to the ground. “It’s like you don’t want the title sometimes.”

“What I want is you.” He yanked off his cotton undershirt. “It’s never been about the title or the attention.”

Asher’s smooth, tan chest towered over her. He loomed large, protective. Hungry. An extraordinary thrill made her heady. A man who epitomized power and prowess wanted her.

Jenny laid her palms on his stomach then sashayed her fingertips over his rippled abdominal muscles and traversed to his sides. “Then what has it been about?”

“I don’t want to talk about work.”

Her fingers mapped the path of his belt. Undoing the buckle, sliding the clasp from his pants, the expensive material dropped to his ankles and his thick shaft bulged behind boxer briefs.

She outlined his shaft with the slow slink of her fingers over the cotton. “Tell me anyway.”

 “This is coercion.” His head rolled to the side. “My standard answer, I like helping the greater good.”

“I’m sure that’s true.” She cupped him and stroked. “But tell me the real answer.”

He inhaled as she glided over his length then caught her with the flash of his eyes. “I love the knowledge and control.”

Asher continued to stare. Gripping him tighter, she ran her tongue along her bottom lip, and his eyes tracked the premeditated lick. “I think I’d love the control too. I like it now.”

“Sweetheart, you’re going to be pinned to that bed and screwed until you scream if you’re not careful.”

She watched his face and bent to his pec, lapping below his collarbone. “Promise?”

He smelled like soap and the faint hint of cologne. He tasted as solid and crisp as a fall day, and never could she have guessed that her tongue would savor him.

She sat on the bed and brought him directly in front of her, again sliding her hands down his sides. “Don’t move, Asher.”

Leaning over, Jenny forced a hot breath through the fabric of his boxer briefs, over the crown of his cock. Asher sucked in a quick gasp. She kissed the edge of his skin, dipping her tongue below the waist of his drawers. “I want to taste you.”

He groaned. “Sweetheart.”

Her palms slid down to his hips, smoothing over his well-developed thighs and taking with them his boxer briefs. He stepped out of them and stood on display for her. Naked and sculpted. Virile and potent.

His erection was thick, massive, and reaching for her. “Ash…”

Her hands ran up the backs of his thighs, smoothing over the solid muscles of his rear. She nuzzled her cheek against his length, mouth watering. She could almost taste the salty, savory strength. As she squeezed him, he swayed. She could do anything she wanted, and he would let her.

“This is what it feels like,” she whispered.

“What?” his voice rasped.

“You’re one of the most powerful men in the world.” Two hands rocked him, up and down. “This is how you must feel.”

His eyes pinched closed. “And how’s that, sweetheart?”

“In control. Confident. So sure of myself I might explode.”

The corners of his lips ticked into a smile. “You and me both.”

“Here’s to a night of fireworks.” Her mouth enveloped the broad tip, and his cock speared into her mouth. A hint of salt, the musk of sex… All her senses were alive.

She stroked and suckled. His muscles contracted, his breath stuttered. Asher’s hands knotted into her hair, guiding and demanding.

He murmured her name, and each thrust reached for her throat. He was more than she could handle, like drowning on an unexpected dream come true. Heat flourished inside her womb, and she met every growl and groan he offered. Every erotic sound, taste, and texture made her core beg for attention.

She kept one hand on him, but the other unbuttoned the top of her pants and slid to the top of her panties. How many times had she touched herself while thinking of him? Her fingers found dampness. She widened her knees and took him further in her mouth, moaning as she touched her clitoris.

His breath heaved. “Are you touching yourself?”

She nodded.

“Fuck, sweetheart.”

God, she wanted to taste him. She looked up, pleading with her eyes to keep going.

He untangled his hand from her hair and unclasped the back of her bra. She slid it off but stayed in the moment. Her body was reeling. Passion burned through her veins. Her pussy wept for him. Her clit had swollen, pleasure rolling and building.

He stepped to the side, moving to the bed. She stayed with him, going on her knees as he sat down. Asher sheared her pants and panties down to her thighs. His palm caressed her rear then dipped between her legs. Two fingers teased her wetness, toying with her opening. The pleasure was almost too intense.

She kept her fingers on her nub, circling, and kept her mouth on his cock, sucking. His thighs flexed and strained. Watching him struggle and tighten, feeling him harden even more in her mouth drove Jenny to the brink of orgasmic heaven.

Her hand on him dropped to his sac. He gasped and penetrated her with his fingers, sliding them deep into her canal.

“Jenny,” he moaned deep from his chest, and Asher erupted in her mouth.

With his fingers still inside her, his seed pulsing in her, Jenny flew over the edge. She sucked him deep, and her pussy spasmed. Her clit pulsed. Waves of aftershocks roared.

Asher eased from her and pulled her into his arms. “Gorgeous, sweetheart.”

Both their hearts beat wildly from rapture. With her temple pressed against his sweat-dampened chest, she could hear the barely slowing thump-thump-thump. The tempo mirrored the rabid cadence of hers. “I…” love you… “needed that.”

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Asher’s ragged gasps surprised him, but the white lightning igniting his imagination didn’t. Hell if he had known Jenny would be so bold. Her mouth had been intense. Cataclysmic. But her confident strokes to both of them? He shook his head and rubbed her naked back. And this is just foreplay.

Her sexy smile and pink cheeks made his chest feel tight. What was she doing to him? Twisting his world from orderly and measured to uncalculated but full of possibilities.

Taking a deep breath, he was refreshed. Reinvigorated. Years of stress gone with one pretty girl having her way with him. No woman before her had even neared the level of playing field that Jenny now owned.

Hunger burned in her features. Every flirt and temptation before this night had been a silly game. How many years had he missed out on mind-bending climaxes? Too many.

“I want you naked, sweetheart.” His hands drifted over her plump breasts. “And I want to touch you. Suck you. Have my way until you can’t handle any more.”

Jenny shifted from his arms and grabbed a black boa off the headboard. She tossed it over her shoulders. “I can handle a lot. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

He laughed. “Think you know that’s never been my problem.”

“How do you know when a politician lies?” She twirled the end of the boa. “His mouth’s moving.”

“Ha, ha. Aren’t you funny?” He kissed her then reached for her foot and removed a black stiletto. He dropped it by his knee then did the same with the other. She reclined against a pillow, and her dark hair framed her. The boa feathers flittered, and she twirled each end, flicking her wrists until she dropped them over her chest.

Asher tugged her pants off and revealed a skimpy, satiny black thong. It was all that she wore. Well, that and the black boa draped carelessly over her breasts.

He slipped the high heels back on her feet and stared. “Unbelievable.”

Jenny kicked one long, silky-smooth leg in the air, and he caught her ankle. Black heels, black boa, and black thong. Dark hair. Pouty, swollen lips. Rouged cheeks. Jenny was pinup girl material. Pretty and erotic as a boudoir picture.

“I’ve dreamt of you, sweetheart. But this…” He crawled next to her in bed, caressing up her thigh and over her stomach. “This is more than my mind gave me.”

She laughed, supple and rich, and the sound cascaded to his groin.

“Funny how we’ve had the same dream.” One side of the boa slid off her breast.

The luscious mound and the tight nipple spiked unconstrained desire into his system. He bent to the tip, curled his tongue around it, and listened as she sighed. Jenny’s back arched. He teased, working her deeper into his mouth, sucking the sweet cherry of her breast.

She clutched an end of the boa, and her hands pushed into his hair. Tiny flashes of pain rushed through him when she pulled in time with his mouth. The torture made his cock jump.

Rasping and tugging with his teeth, Asher watched Jenny toss her head. The lovely little noises she purred couldn’t have made him any harder. He abandoned her breast and elicited her protest.

“Don’t you worry.” Asher kissed his way down the slope of one and up to the other. “I’m not going anywhere.”

He breathed over its erect tip, flicking his tongue and brushing with her lips. Her hums started again. Her hips gyrated, and her stilettoes slowly inched up the bed, until her legs were bent and the icepick heels were near her ass.

“I ache, Ash.”

He petted over her thong. “For me?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“For release?” His fingers slipped under the satin.

“Uh-huh.” Her eyes screwed shut. Black feathers swayed by her arms.

“I could watch you like this all day long.”

“Don’t.” Jenny gasped. “I might die.”

He skimmed his fingers along the slick folds. “Like silk. Bet you taste like honey.”

Her head thrashed. “Don’t tease me anymore. I am dying.”

They both were. Asher circled his thumb around her clit and his tongue over her nipple. Jenny’s moans turned into pleas. Her hips swayed and lifted, the spikes of her black heels digging into the bed.

“Sweetheart, I’m having too much fun to stop.”

“But I don’t want to come alone.” Her mouth gaped, and her eyes pinched. “Be with me. Please, Asher.”

What was his holdup? Nothing, other than wanting to watch her fall apart again. He rolled from the bed, found his wallet, and slid a condom on.

Jenny propped on her elbows, knees still bent. He snagged her thong off but kept her heels and boa in place. He’d never wanted a woman the way Jenny made him want.

Sweat dampened his temples, tickled a spot between his shoulder blades. He wanted until he hurt. Wanted so much, so hard, that he wasn’t sure that fucking her would do anything but exasperate his need.

Asher covered her body with his. His shaft touched her center, making him shiver. Jenny laid her hands on his shoulders. Each half-moon of her fingernails bit into his flesh. The scrapes and scratches surprised him and felt awesome. He hoped they’d leave marks and flexed his hips, pressing smoothly into her wet heat and hoping she’d claw him again.

Her muscles clenched as he impaled her. “God, yes, Ash.”

Hunger surged, and he was losing himself in her. His thighs spread hers, and he worked deeper and deeper, feeling her fall open for him. They hit a sinful rhythm, and his name fell from her lips again. It was pure music. Almost lyrical.

Desperation and a fierce, barbaric, primal appetite controlled his body. He kissed her. Hard. Licking and biting and absorbing her essence. Just as hard as she kissed him back. Their mouths dueled. He wrapped an arm around her neck, and her heels crawled up his thighs, locking over his backside. He drove into her, and she embraced it, demanding more.

Goddamn, he was going to come. The release burned close. It made him blind. Made him crazy. Made him so sure he could love—

“Asher,” she screamed his name. Moaned again. Her head hung back. “I need—”

She shuddered and froze, tightening in his arms. Her legs clamped against his back, and Jenny bucked. Her pussy rode his shaft, pulsing and throbbing at the intense demand of her climax.

He gave up his barrier, everything he’d been holding back. His mind was frenzied. His lust unbridled.

“Sweetheart,” tore from his lungs, burned into the air. He pumped through the torrid peak, shattering in her arms, and collapsed against her.

Jenny wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer to her. Her clenching sweetness still convulsed, and he gasped for breath.

Asher pressed his lips to hers. Not a kiss. The lip press was nothing more than needing to be connected in every conceivable way. He could fall asleep like this. Holding his heaven.

They floated down together into silence. Finally, he could catch his breath, and the blood rushing in his ears slowed. She didn’t stir even as the boa’s feathers shimmied. Her eyes stayed shut, but he didn’t think she was asleep. What was going through her mind? Hell, what was going through his?

CHAPTER SIX

 

The unfamiliar bed might have coaxed Asher awake, but the warm woman curled naked against him was like a shot of high-octane espresso. He gathered her into his arms. “Morning, sweetheart.”

He wasn’t one for morning-after chitchat. But it seemed his standard operating procedures had officially become a joke. Nothing he did or said to Jenny was his norm. Nothing inside his chest felt normal either. It was tight, but he felt… fulfilled. Odd since he’d been driving for that feeling with every career move and election. The answer had been in front of him the whole time.

“I’m not a morning person,” Jenny mumbled and burrowed against his side.

He reached to the nightstand and checked his watch. Seven in the morning. Getting a late start.

When was the last time he had slept in? He couldn’t recall. A campaign conference call was in thirty minutes, but that could be done from bed. Mostly he listened while his re-election team discussed the campaign stops, polling, and focus groups. 

If something interested him, he would pipe up. But the logistics of campaign work numbed his mind. Let him do his day job, then he’d be happy. But that’s not how elections were won. There were fundraisers to attend, commercials to shoot, messaging to try.

Just thinking about the call bored him, but he had to get up and figure out what he should do about clothes. Didn’t plan this very well, McIntyre. His suit and shirt were strewn across the room. Wrinkles weren’t a good look for a man hounded and photographed on the campaign trail.

He grabbed his phone and touched the screen. Too many e-mails and text messages to count. Shit. He’d forgotten that Murphy was e-mailing over the Maxwell file. He clicked the e-mail open and downloaded the picture. No one he recognized. The file didn’t share any new information either.

Asher looked at Jenny. She snoozed quietly. Looked so innocent, though last night had proved that wrong. He would’ve whistled if he didn’t have to explain why. The woman’s sizzle was almost too much. Almost. But he’d take it. He smiled. Yeah, he’d take it every minute of the day.

He scrolled through the rest of his e-mails. Campaign team, more campaign team. More scrolling. A lot of e-mails overnight. Then again, he hadn’t checked his e-mail since he’d jumped off the train. There was an e-mail from Molly, subject line, “Heads up.” Nope, not in the mood for bad news. It could wait. Scrolling through more e-mail, finally, press clips.

Typical headlines. News on his opponent. News on the poll numbers. Typical. Everything that would be addressed on the conference call—well, whoa. What was, “McIntyre and Mystery Brunette”? Jenny. Guess Ricky hadn’t gotten all the pictures taken care of.

That was also what Molly had probably e-mailed him about. His sister was sure to have press clips and a Google Alert set up to track his name.

He clicked the link open and scanned. Nothing overly interesting. A cell phone-snapped picture and references to Jenny’s attractiveness and reluctance to leave.

He bet the “reluctance to leave” line would be fodder for gossip blogs and that his campaign team would say things like they should jump in front of the problem. Maybe issue a statement that Asher McIntyre respected women. The reactions sometimes were worse than just explaining the truth. His girl didn’t want to leave the party in her honor, but some people had been dicks and ruined the night for her. Glad I made it better, though.

He chuckled, taking it more in stride than he should, then leaned over and kissed her shoulder. “We’ve been ousted.”

She shushed him and nuzzled into her pillow.

“There’s a picture.”

Jenny slowly propped up on elbows. Her eyes were sleepy and hair disheveled. All in all, a great look on her, minus the annoyed pinch of her brows. “Picture? From one of the cell phones?”

He handed the phone over.

“Oh, this is bad, isn’t it? For you? Politics isn’t my thing, but this isn’t great, right?”

He shrugged. “Seen worse.”

She scrolled down and back up again. “They make you sound like a caveman, yanking me out of a bar.”

“They said you were hot.” He took the phone and tossed it toward the end of the bed. “Can’t fault them for the truth.”

“God, if I’d just walked out, none of this—”

“You can’t second-guess yourself, and you know that everything I do is tracked by the local news.”

She rolled her eyes then tried to smooth her hair. “Yeah, the man who hits every eligible bachelor list in the United States is tracked by just the local news.”

Shit. What was he thinking? This picture pinpointed exactly where Jenny was and that she meant more to him than just his little sister’s best friend.

His phone rang, but he ignored it. A gut feeling said nothing good was on the other end of that call.

“Hey.” Jenny rolled to face him. “You okay?”

The phone rang again. He rubbed his face. Everything he did was calculated, but last night was not, and the sudden realization of the repercussions made his stomach sink. He grabbed the phone. Caller ID showed FBI Agent Murphy. He accepted the call and closed his eyes.

Asher took a deep breath. “Think I have a problem.”

Jenny’s face fell, mumbling, “Guess not.”

“Yeah, I’ll say,” Murphy grumbled. “You didn’t mention that Jenny Chase was more than your little sister’s best friend. That changes a few things.”

“It’s a recent development.”

Murphy laughed. “Yeah, well, guess those things happen. You also didn’t mention that Jenny Chase is the sister-in-law of Jared Westin.”

Asher’s mind stumbled, and he coughed. “Excuse me?”

“Guess you’re having quite the morning, aren’t you, Congressman?”

His mind reeled. Habit almost had him correcting Murphy to call him Asher, but the bigger concern was Jared Westin. “I’ll call you back.”

He hung up, dropped the phone, and rubbed his temples. “Sugar married Jared Westin?”

Jenny nodded. “Yeah. Why?”

His mind raced. Jared Westin ran Titan Group, and they were more than qualified to protect Jenny than half the FBI. Given Titan’s leeway with the law and its connections with everyone from the president to the director of the CIA, it would’ve been beneficial to know. That, and Jared would want to know if there was a threat against Jenny. The man had a ruthless bastard streak to him, and Asher was sure not being filled in on threats to extended family didn’t conjure up a good attitude.

He pinched his eyes shut. Actually, why hadn’t Titan shown up unannounced for protective detail? Only one reason.

“You didn’t mention the notes to Sugar?”

Jenny shook her head. “She’s just back from her honeymoon. Why get her in a tizzy?”

His stomach churned. He was very good at his job. Titan was very good at theirs. Much better than any resource Asher could call up, and he was man enough to admit that. “Because you were threatened. Because I can’t be with you twenty-four hours a day, and Titan can offer far more in terms of protection than I can sleeping on your couch.”

“You didn’t sleep on the couch last night.” Her smile flirted with him as she played the innocent card. “Besides, I don’t think that’s what Titan does. They take out war lords and cartel kings or whatever.”

“Trust me when I say no one really knows exactly what Titan does.” He checked the time and was a minute late for the campaign call. “Forget what you think you know about them, and call your sister.”

***

Jenny groaned and stared at her phone. Calling Sugar was never the easiest ordeal. She was pushy, and once her mind was set on something, it didn’t matter what Jenny said.

Working with Sugar at GUNS was fun. But telling her that a stalker had snapped a photo of Molly and Jenny at Disney World? Not fun.

Nor would the inquisition be when she told Sugar that after years of pining after Asher McIntyre, he’d spent the night in her bed. At least she could tell Sugar about the part in Tassels and Tangos. Jenny nodded. Sugar would love the performance for no other reason than costumes were going to be unbelievably outrageous.

Speaking of which… Jenny climbed out of bed and wrapped a sheet around her. It was too early to call anyone. God, what time did Asher start working? It wasn’t even eight yet. She watched him pace in the living room, wearing his boxer briefs from yesterday. That man had a killer body. A smile curved onto her cheeks, and she stared. In a million years, this wouldn’t have been the way she pictured her first morning in her temporary apartment.

He must’ve felt her gaze because he stopped and turned to her. That face, whoa, and that chest… There was a reason he’d always made those magazine lists and, for as long as she’d known him, never had a problem finding a date.

He covered the phone. “You okay? Talk to Sugar?”

“Calling.” She shook the phone in her hand but went to the kitchenette to see if a furnished apartment came with food.

He went back to pacing. “There’s nothing to talk about. End of discussion. Move on.”

Yeah, he was talking about the picture. Last night had been special for her and fun for him. But her mind started ticking. How could he date an actress who played a tassel- and glitter-wearing burlesque dancer and still win his upcoming election? She wasn’t a campaign genius, but it seemed like bad public relations for him.

“There’s nothing to address. Nothing to define. Can we get back to how the latest focus group reacted to whatever they reacted to? Don’t you have some fundraiser I need to know about?” His fingers pinched the bridge of his nose, and he looked up.

Busted. She busied herself in an empty kitchen. Furnished apartments didn’t come stocked with food. At least hers didn’t.

Asher padded over, still only in his boxer briefs. Her sheet was still wrapped around her. They made quite the pair.

He whispered, “It’s not a big deal. Don’t look so worried.”

She didn’t believe him but nodded. “I’ll call Sugar now.” Because waking her up and dropping this bomb on her would be as much fun as listening to Asher talk about how there was nothing worth defining when it came to her.

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Jenny rubbed her eyes and wished her duffel bag had made it to the apartment. Until she was able to get it, she had no face wash, no makeup, and no clean clothes.

But she did have her sister on the phone, and the familial inquisition was reaching a boiling point. Sugar said something to someone in the background. Jenny could only assume it was Jared, and why that made her uneasy, she couldn’t pinpoint. Titan was just a little overwhelming. Some of Sugar’s customers purchased antique pistols. Titan bulk-ordered special-order grenade launchers.

Sugar came back to the phone. “Walk me through this one more time, Jenny.”

She sighed. “Okay—”

“Jenny.” Jared had the phone now. Her brother-in-law wasn’t scary until he was pissed off. Right about now, he sounded pissed. Probably not at her. But still, the scary attitude was loud and clear. “I’ll have a team in New York to meet with you and McIntyre by the afternoon.”

“I have rehearsals.” And she had no idea why she said that lame-ass excuse, other than everyone starting to treat her like her life was really in danger made it seem... really in danger.

Jared laughed, but it sounded a little like a grumble. “A wannabe Special Forces nutcase takes a picture of you, and you think your rehearsals are going to slow my men down?”

“Um, no.”

“Smart girl.” Sugar said something in the background, but Jenny couldn’t hear it. Jared continued, “So you and Asher McIntyre?”

Her cheeks burned. The whole world apparently wanted to ask that question, and she didn’t really know what to say or what Asher thought. Like all of a sudden, it was a topic of conversation when she had barely come to grips with the man even wanting to kiss her. And that had been yesterday.

“Maybe. I don’t know…”

…why I’m talking to Jared about Asher?

…how to respond to that question?

…what I hope Asher’s answer to Jared’s question would be?

There were a million ways she could finish that sentence. For as confident as she’d felt last night, this morning was a cold splash of uncertainties.

“McIntyre’s not stupid. Neither are you. But if he hurts you, he’ll never see Election Day.”

Oh. “I, um…”

Jared laughed. “Looks like you got the older brother you never wished you had, kid. Blame Sugar.”

Asher’s call had ended, and he walked over to her. “That’s Sugar?”

“Jared,” she whispered.

Jared growled in her ear. “That McIntyre?”

“Yes,” Jenny said into the phone. “He had me call you guys. Guess he was making sure I did it.”

Jared grunted, but it sounded like an approving sound. “Guess not all politicians are morons. Until my boys show up, don’t leave that man’s side.”

She watched Asher stretch as he walked back toward the bedroom. No problem.

***

Asher kept an eye on Jenny while he sat with Ricky and two men who came from Titan. Roman and Rocco. They seemed like decent guys, though they had only arrived two minutes ago, and he hadn’t felt them out yet. But Asher approved of their give-me-a-reason-to-kill-you- look and was a fan of anyone who walked in the door with a plan. No pleasantries. Just a this is what we’re going to do.

Plus, Jenny had met them at Sugar’s wedding reception. Judging by the men’s demeanors, they were personally affronted that Maxwell had stepped inside their world and threatened someone they knew. Asher approved.

Rocco shifted in the theatre’s auditorium chair. “So that’s our plan. Ricky stays in place. We stay nearby after running through a few quick security measures. FBI tracks Maxwell down, and we’ll all be home by the end of the week.”

Ricky nodded to him. “Mr. Congressman.” He twirled a string of sequins around his finger and snapped it at Asher’s knee. “How might you be staying safe while all this is happening?”

He’d been waiting for Ricky to ask that. Murphy had asked as well when Asher had spoken with him earlier about Titan Group picking up the lead on Jenny’s protective detail. She was a bigger target now that a few reports decreed her a “newsworthy flame.”

“Flavor of the week,” as some jerk blogger had said. Asher had given his pit bull of a press secretary the go-ahead to tear that asshole apart.

The phone he used for campaign work buzzed. The other cell phone he carried for official business did the same. Ricky’s phone rang. They both looked away from the stage and to their phones. Rocco and Roman looked at them. The timing was odd.

The fire alarm blared. Roman and Rocco jumped up. Ricky stepped to Asher, no longer playing the acting-choreography coach but morphing into the well-trained man that Asher knew well.

His stomach sank. Impending disaster was striking. Both Titan men were taking several steps at a time down the theatre’s aisle toward the practice stage. Actors had stopped on stage, and a few covered their ears. Crew members walked onto the stage. It was a cacophony of people in mass hysteria.

The fire sprinklers turned on overhead. The emergency lights lit, and stage lights died.

In the blinking lights and under the water pouring from the ceiling, smoke began to fill the stage. The smoke floated and swirled under the gyrating lights. The sirens were too loud to shout over.

People began to run and call for help. Someone slipped in the water.

One second, Asher could see Jenny blinking on stage under a strobe light. The next, his eyes caught a man on stage, mixed in with the crew, who focused on Jenny. The only person who wasn’t reacting to the craziness.

“Maxwell!” Asher shouted and pointed to Ricky, to the Titan men who were jumping on stage.

He pushed his way out of his aisle to the stairs. An explosion sounded at the back of the theatre; the lights went black. An eruption of screams staggered through the theatre.

Two beams of light illuminated on the stage. Had to be Roman and Rocco. They flashed all directions, then the overhead lights came back on.

Jenny was gone.

Ricky hustled Asher down the stairs and opposite from Roman and Rocco. He struggled to head toward stage. “Get your hands off me.”

“Move your ass, Ash.”

“Damn it, Richard.”

“Move. Outside. Let Titan handle Jenny. I need to get you secure.”

“Me? Secure? Fuck that—”

“Deal I made with Murphy. Move your ass, Congressman.”

Fuck Ricky and Murphy. He should’ve known, having dealt with FBI and private security too many times before. They would talk, make their own plans. Asher was the man they wanted to protect. The public official who the FBI wouldn’t let down. “You fucking played me.”

“No, brother. I didn’t. But you bet your congressional pin that it’s in my job duty to keep you safe as well.”

They made it outside, completely soaked and stinking like a fog machine. Asher scrubbed his hands over his face, into his hair, furious. He paced in place. Glared at Richard. And he waited. Roman or Rocco would give them an update. Explain that they had killed Maxwell in the hallway. Something. Anything.

His phone rang, and he answered it on the first ring. “What?”

“Now there’s something in play that we both want.”

A chill ran down Asher’s spine. He roared into the phone, but the line was dead.

***

Jenny came to, soaking wet in a dark space. The hum of road noise and the occasional illumination of red lights along the back panel delivered the bad news. She was stuffed in a car trunk, wearing a practice costume. A black bustier, glittery boy shorts, and high heels that would make the burlesque world proud. Not the best run-and-escape outfit, and she sure wouldn’t be blending into a crowd if she did get out in public.

Two immediate options popped to mind. Kick out a tail light and stick her foot out the trunk. That would surely get someone’s attention. Or she could wait until they stopped somewhere and scream until a passerby heard and called for help.

She opted not to wait and began kicking. The tail light didn’t budge. Not as easy as it looked on television. Every pothole and sharp turn jarred her. The air was warm and stuffy and seemed to worsen with each passing hour.

It had to be hours. Right? Where were they going?

Eternity passed, and finally the car stopped for longer than a red light. The engine cut off, and her stomach tightened. She might throw up.

But that wouldn’t help her.

Get it together, Jenny!

She sucked down a weak breath and willed her nerves to quiet down. They only semi-listened. A lock clicked, and the trunk popped. She jumped up to the same man who’d offered to be her acting coach and who matched a photo Asher had shown her that morning. Maxwell.

“Why are you doing this?”

“Doesn’t matter to you.”

Jenny tried to scamper out of the trunk, but his thick arm caught her. She blinked under the pressure on her neck and threw her hands in the air. He would knock her out again. She remembered that was how he’d done it the first time.

“Sorry,” she choked out. “Shouldn’t have done that.”

His arm released, and she looked around, for the first time realizing where they were. I’m at home? The car was parked in the alley behind her apartment. But why?

He dragged her to the back entrance and jimmied the door open then did the same to her apartment and walked in. The most comforting place in her whole world now appeared dark and menacing. The man kept the lights off and pushed her on to the couch.

“Stay.”

She nodded. Would anyone think to look for her at home? What did he want with her? Too many questions flooded her mind. Her head pounded, her limbs trembled, but her stomach growled.

Maxwell looked at her. Guess her stomach growled loudly.

“Get up.”

Jenny stood and wobbled in her heels.

“Kitchen.” He directed her as if she didn’t know where it might be. “Get some food.”

“Okay.”

His voice hadn’t been nice, but the gesture was, and she didn’t trust it. She could run better on bare feet and would as soon as the opportunity presented itself. Jenny slipped off her shoes in front of the fridge.

“Are you hungry?” she offered, the refrigerator door open. Make friends with the enemy. Sun Tzu said that kind of stuff, right? Molly always said things like that. Asher probably thought like that too.

The man grunted and stalked around the kitchen, checking out the window.

“Find food quickly and shut the door.”

Jenny nodded. “I know you don’t want to hurt me.” He didn’t answer but went to each window, placing wires and small blocks on each. “I won’t tell a soul if you just walk out now. Please.”

What were those things? Alarms? Mini-bombs?

He turned and narrowed his eyes. “Find something to eat.”

She pulled a container of dip out of the fridge. “Sorry. Just trying to make conversation. I’m bad with quiet.”

Really, she wasn’t. She would prefer nothing more than silence and to be left alone. But that wasn’t going to happen. So she would butter him up. He might let down his guard and make a mistake, and then she could escape. And if nothing else, maybe he’d let her throw on some jeans. Her legs were freezing in the glittery boy shorts.

Maxwell looked into the hall but stayed nearby. “Try to keep your mouth shut.”

“Chips?” She grabbed a bag from the cabinet. “Sorry. Not supposed to talk. Got it.”

Maybe if he thought of her as a friendly captive, he’d be less likely to kill her. Food seemed to work with most men. Chips and dip and good manners were the best options she could come up with.

“Sit down. Eat your chips.” He handed her an envelope and a cell phone then walked out of the kitchen.

Her eyes went wide as she sat in the dark, ignoring the chips and dip. What was up with the phone? Was the note for her to read? If she made a call, would her building blow up? Confusion racked her brain. What was happening?

Jenny looked over her shoulder when the front door shut. What is going on?

Did he just leave her here? With a phone?

“Hello?” She pivoted in her seat, scared this was a trick or a test. “Excuse me, Mr. Maxwell?”

Silence.

She listened. Nothing. All this grief only to be taken home? She wanted to scream. Instead, she picked up the small envelope and held it toward the window like she would be able to read its contents. Nothing to see. She slipped her finger under the edge and opened it. Cardstock fell out.

 

Dear Congressman McIntyre,

I’m done watching and waiting. Now you know what it feels like when someone steals from you. Last chance, right your wrong. It’s almost Election Day. Consider that your deadline.

Best wishes,

Maxwell

 

Maxwell had no intention of hurting her? He just wanted to scare Asher? Well, screw him.

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Asher’s phone had five percent charge left, which was more than he could say for his energy level. Hours passed like years. He had seceded control of his day to the FBI and his campaign team. And what little part remained his had been ramrodded by Molly, Sugar, Jared, and Titan. Asher’s head spun, and he would’ve passed out, but that required too much energy.

The FBI and campaign had spun the incident as an unfortunate false alarm and failed fire safety system. No mention of Jenny’s kidnapping. They wanted to keep her out of the public’s eye for any number of reasons that Asher didn’t agree with. The FBI insisted it was safer for her, and his campaign consultants had no problem with that.

The only problem was he did, and not a single person listened to a thing he said. If anyone ever accused him of having power and using his influence to get his way, Asher would laugh to the brink of insanity. Because that was where he was now— on the verge of losing his mind. So exhausted and drained that he could barely function, yet unable to close his eyes or walk away in case something turned up.

His phone rang. The number came up unknown. Maybe Maxwell was in the mood to talk. Asher needed a cell phone charger if that was the case.

He accepted the call. “Yeah. McIntyre.”

“Ash.”

“Jenny?” Relief washed over him. Asher could finally take a deep breath. “Where are you? Are you okay? What—”

“I’m in DC. At home, by myself—”

Asher waved his arm. Someone had to be paying attention to him. A kid of an agent walked over. Maybe an intern. Didn’t matter. “Find Murphy. Jenny’s at home. And get an update to Jared at Titan. Now.” He took a breath and said a thanksgiving prayer. “You’re okay? Are you hurt? Are you alone?” So many questions rushed out of his mouth.

“I think I’m okay.”

“You’re whispering.”

“He just left me here. I don’t understand. I’m scared it’s a trick. There are things on the windows. But he gave me this phone and a note.”

“What’s on the window?”

“I don’t know. Wires. Blocks. Stickers.”

“Don’t touch a thing. Sit still and don’t touch anything. Do you understand?” He covered the phone and jumped toward the kid he’d sent to find Murphy. “Send a bomb squad and get me a cell phone charger.” He checked his phone. The red light flashed. “Sweetheart, if I lose you, I’ll call you back in a minute. Where are you calling me from?”

“The phone Maxwell left me.”

No. What if it was rigged to explode when she hung up? Another agent ran over with a phone charger. He plugged in and was given an update that Titan was tapping into the line. Now that was something that Titan could do off the books that a federal agency couldn’t touch without a year’s worth of paperwork.

A minute later, Jared joined the call. He walked her through a series of questions, and by the time he was done, the bomb squad was at Jenny’s door. A nuclear attack couldn’t have gotten Asher off that call. After this debacle was said and done, he was going to find Jared Westin and shake his hand. Jared had kept Jenny collected and evaluated the situation.

Titan’s opinion was the setup on the window was a complete middle finger to the congressman. Jared’s language had been more colorful, and Asher liked the guy more and more. But what he didn’t like was a confirmation that Maxwell Bowie knew what he was doing and wanted to show off. He had set up several explosives and charges but hadn’t armed a single one. It was strictly a look-at-what-could-have-happened move.

The bomb squad confirmed everything that Jared had figured out over the phone, and damn if Asher wasn’t impressed. They took the phone Maxwell had given her into evidence. Jenny said she would finagle a new one and call him back after talking to Sugar. 

He used that quick minute to make arrangements for a private charter to DC. He would have Jenny in his arms tonight, no matter what he had to do.

His phone rang again. Again, he didn’t know the number but knew it was her. “I’ll be there in a few hours.”

“Awesome.” She sounded exhausted. “But there’s a hundred people in my living room.”

“Then I’ll make one hundred and one.”

“I wasn’t saying I didn’t want you to come over.”

He could hear her smile, and it warmed his heart. “Get some sleep, sweetheart.”

A heavy pause hung on the line. “Ash?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad you’re coming here.”

He nodded. “Nothing could keep me away.”

Silence still hung on the phone. He didn’t want to hang up. It killed him to be so far away.

“Ash?”

His chest ached, and he wanted to hold her. Kiss her. Make everything better. “We’ve had a crazy couple of days. Whatever’s on your mind, you can say it now, say it later. Just know I’m coming for you. I’ve known you most my life, sweetheart, and I’m an ass that it’s taken me this long to figure it out: I need you. I crave you. You’re a requirement to function. Take that for what it’s worth, and I’ll wake you up when I get there.”

“I—”

“I will see you soon enough. Sleep tight.” Whatever was on her mind could be said to his face.

***

The sunshine shone through her windows when Jenny woke. She smiled. Asher was under the covers and had cradled her into the crook of his arm. How could she not have awakened when he arrived? When he’d taken off his shirt and slipped under the covers?

She smiled even bigger. And how was it possible that Asher McIntyre was asleep past the break of dawn? Maybe she was rubbing off on him.

Her hand drew lazy circles under the blanket and over his stomach. “Good morning.”

He shifted and tightened his arm over her shoulder. “Careful. That’s a dangerous way to wake a man.”

She giggled and flattened her palm, sliding to the waistband of his boxers. “What? Saying good morning seems harmless enough.”

He covered her roving hand and moved it over him. “Your pleasantries weren’t what I was talking about.”

Asher’s mind might have been waking up, but the rest of him was raring to go. He hooked his other arm over her back and brought her to lie on him, legs straddling him. Jenny rested her cheek on his chest, and his lips pressed to the top of her head.

“I was scared I lost you, sweetheart.” He kissed the top of her head again then flipped them over. His jawline had a rough shadow, and his perfect hair was messy. Asher’s gaze burned through her until he broke and kissed her tenderly. “Lots of things have been put in perspective now.”

“Like?” Her throat ached from saying one simple word. There was so much that could be hanging on that question.

“You.”

“Oh.” She bit her lip, unsure what to say. “Meaning?”

“It means…” His forehead dipped against hers. “It means I’ve always cared about you. Always wondered how you’d taste and what would make you scream.” He kissed her lips. “I never let myself wonder…”

Her heart raced. “About?”

“Anything but me. Selfish politician, huh?” He chuckled softly. “But now I’m wondering what you want. If you want me. If you want to make love.”

She nodded as her world spun. He could love her in any way, and it would be amazing.

Asher kissed her, deeper and longer. His tongue probed her mouth, but then he softened the intensity. His eyes blazed. “I need to know if you have that same ache that’s been plaguing me.”

“For far too long.” Her heart banged in her chest, and she slipped off her panties. His boxer-covered erection flexed against her mound.

“God, I need you, Jenny. Need.”

“You do?” Jenny snagged his boxers and pushed them over his bottom, and he took care of them the rest of the way down. The thick emotional tension that hung on their words made it hard to breathe, even as it cocooned them together. She needed him too, in more ways than she could describe.

“My head, my heart, they’re both saying the same thing. I love you, sweetheart, and I have for a long time from a distance.”

Her heart sang. Fireworks exploded in her mind. It was everything she’d ever wanted to hear, and their lips met. A touch. A kiss. A confirmation. “I love you too. Have since I probably shouldn’t have.”

“There’s nothing more I want to do”—he reached for his wallet, removed a condom, and sheathed himself—“than hear you say that again.”

Asher pressed against her sex, and her eyes closed. “I love you.”

He inched in then out. Kissing her. Holding her. Jenny wrapped arms and legs around him and let him work them both together. He was thick. Forceful, but still taking his time.

Asher explored her mouth. His hands caressed her curves. They moved as one. Breaths interchanged, interweaved. His heart beat against her breasts. His scratchy cheek rasped her neck, and hot breaths crawled across her skin.

Perfect pressure and precision. Wrapped into his embrace, she’d given herself over to him completely. He owned her body, even if he didn’t know it. But he did know she loved him, that he loved her. That magnitude hit with each stroke and drive. His words burned into her memory. She could recall them forever; that she knew.

Jenny caught his mouth, bit his lip, and a tornado of bliss swept her into a frenzy. Her muscles clenched; a climax so deep and emotional wracked through her. Her sex spasmed, and her hopes exploded.

“I love you.” She moaned while she came. She cried his name, and he stole her breath, finishing with her. Asher collapsed over her, and they lay, spent, connected, together on so many levels.

Drifting to sleep, he said it again. “I love you too.”

CHAPTER NINE

 

Six weeks later

 

The lights and the crowd were enough to make Asher hot under the collar. As were the impending election results. He’d gone into Election Day knowing that polling and nightly tracking were on his side. But, despite what his consultants said, there was always the chance that voters wouldn’t behave as they should. Asher didn’t trust that he was a shoo-in.

He didn’t trust anything today. Today was Maxwell’s deadline, and Asher hadn’t heard a thing from the man since Jenny had been abducted and released. Even if he had, he wouldn’t negotiate through threats, and he had no control over the highway expansion or government’s claim of eminent domain that had seized the Bowie Estate.

The FBI hadn’t found any sign of Maxwell. The silence ate at his nerves, and he tried to trust in his resources. Titan had focused on Jenny. She’d been under constant surveillance. They handled her transportation between Washington and New York and oversaw security for Tassels and Tangos.

Jenny was flustered by Titan’s attention, even if they blended into the background. She was also amazed by the response from her new fans. Life had changed quickly with the massive success of Tassels and Tangos—fan mail, phone calls for interviews, and an agent who returned her e-mails—but Jenny hadn’t changed at all.

Asher looked at her talking to a woman outside a polling location. Jenny gave the woman’s kid a McIntyre for Senate balloon and sticker, and the little kid squealed. Asher knew Titan had eyes on her as well, but he was hesitant every time Jenny stopped to talk to someone. It was only a matter of time before Maxwell struck.

Once they made it through the day, he had a big surprise for her, and he couldn’t wait.

Jenny waved to the kid and walked over, taking Asher’s hand. “Ready to go? Polls close in five minutes, and that was the last stop before we head to your party.” She swung his hand and smiled brightly. “Come on. Don’t be so serious. Everything is fine.”

She was confident in his win and had ignored the looming threat. She had gone on and on about not wanting to bring him down on his big day.

Elections results aren’t my concern. You are. Asher looked around and didn’t see the undercover security detail, only Murphy, who had been traveling with them on each campaign stop.

“Let’s do this.” He nodded, and Murphy moved toward their waiting vehicle.

With a quick wave to reporters who were manning the precinct location, he got into the back seat with Jenny and gave her a kiss.

They rode to the hotel in silence. His campaign team had their war room set up in one of the suites. He’d been in elections enough to know what it looked like. A mobile command center. Interns and staff. Several computer monitors set up on desks and makeshift tables. His campaign manager and consultants geared up for precinct-level data to float in. His press team had charged cell phones and laptops ready with pre-written press releases.

They arrived at the back entrance and took the stairs to the campaign’s suite. Downstairs in a ballroom was a crowd of volunteers, voters, and reporters. There was probably music blasting and an open bar. A few large screens showing the live feed from news stations. Normally, all this would psych him up, but Asher wanted nothing to do with crowds. Nothing to do with anything that might endanger Jenny.

His campaign consultant smiled and gave a big thumbs-up. “Early numbers are in. You killed in the swing counties. Locked up your voters. I give it two minutes tops before the AP calls it for you.”

Asher nodded, and his phone rang. The shrill sound made his stomach drop. He could feel the blood rush out of his face. He pulled his phone out and didn’t know the number.

“McIntyre.”

“Congratulations, Senator McIntyre.” The voice was familiar and welcome. His opponent.

Asher cleared his throat and tried to wipe away the panic that had quickly gurgled up. “Thank you for a hard-fought race.” They made the necessary small talk, but he watched Jenny. She was itching to get out of the suite and join the party.

He ended the call. The press team was already notifying reporters that his opponent had called to concede. Breaking news flashed across several television screens—McIntyre Wins New York’s Senate Seat.

The room erupted into applause and congratulations. A video monitor of the victory party in the ballroom showed the same thing.

He turned to Murphy. “Walk me through the security again.”

“We’ve swept the room. Everyone’s passed through metal detectors. Titan is in the ballroom. We’ve got eyes on the reporters, hotel staff, and crowd.”

“Maxwell is here. I know he is.”

“Might be, Senator.”

Asher gave Murphy a look. Only within the last week had the agent been convinced to stop calling Asher “Congressman.”

He turned to Jenny. “I want you on stage with me.” Out of arm’s reach wasn’t acceptable.

Her jaw dropped. “That’s like a family and staff thing.”

His family couldn’t make it. Molly was working election night in Washington, and his parents both had the flu and had called him obsessively all day. Besides, Jenny was family. That was a conversation he would bring up soon. Until then, a simple explanation would have to suffice. “I need you by my side.”

She beamed. “Let’s do this!”

***

Asher’s paranoid mood frazzled Jenny’s nerves, but she had no intention of showing that reaction. She’d decided early on, it was better to be all smiles and support than it was to feed into the tension. They both knew Maxwell would make an appearance. Titan knew it. The FBI knew it.

She tugged at her shirt and felt like she’d been Velcroed into a straight jacket. Both the FBI and Titan insisted that both she and Asher wear Kevlar vests. There was no sugarcoating their concerns after that request had been made mandatory. None of the men appreciated the challenges of finding a shirt and jacket that worked while wearing a bulletproof vest. Not that looks were an issue. Staying alive was the obvious goal. But still, a little more notice would have been helpful.

Asher took her hand as they walked into the ballroom, and her stomach fluttered. The room erupted in cheers. The music blasted. Cameras jumped in their faces. She grinned until her cheeks hurt and watched Asher, the picture of cool under pressure.

A million butterflies spun circles in her stomach while her hand went clammy in his grip.

“Doing okay, sweetheart?”

“Of course.” That might have been the first lie she’d ever told him. She went on tiptoes to his ear and whispered, “Just more attention than I’m used to.”

Their relationship wasn’t a secret. Reporters loved the up-and-coming-actress-tames-playboy-politician storyline.

“Get used to it. They’re all here for you. I’m just the story they have to report on.” He tugged her close. “I love you.”

They made their way to the big donors. Asher said his spiel to each of them, shaking hands and exchanging hugs. People she didn’t know squeezed her shoulder and offered her congratulations. I wasn’t the one who did anything.

He nodded out of a conversation and put his arm around her waist. “You’re going to do great.”

“And I once had a performance review that said I couldn’t smile and walk at the same time. Look at me go.”

Asher laughed and kissed her. The crowd clapped and cheered. Photographers’ cameras popped. The bright flashes were blinding. She blinked, trying to keep her bearings. So many people, and the room was so warm. They all crushed against her and Asher. She hung on to his hand, letting him lead her.

Jenny tried to look for Maxwell. Tried to pinpoint Titan and the FBI. She failed all around. Faces closed in on her from every direction. Well wishes were shouted at Asher. He climbed a flight of stairs, bringing her along in hand. At the top of the platform, the music changed again. The screens behind him spun red, white, and blue graphics. Spotlights began to gyrate as the lights went down.

The FBI had told her what would happen. But knowing and experiencing were two different things. She’d been onstage hundreds of times. But this was different. This was different from even the rallies and campaign stops they’d made leading up to election night. This was political pandemonium, and she’d always been a vaguely interested participant who supported the McIntyre family. She’d never been under this kind of limelight.

Asher raised their joined arms, and the room exploded in applause. He took a step back, giving her a nod and a grin before he pulled her into another kiss. The lip lock quieted the room, until he pulled back, and there was everyone else, louder than before.

With his arm around her, he gave her a hug and whispered, “You’re amazing. A pro. Soon as the speech is done, we’re out of here.”

She nodded. Smiled. Stepped to the side like she had been instructed to, so he could take the podium in front of the teleprompter. Asher was an orator. He didn’t need the screens to tell him what to say, but over the weeks, she’d realized he used them to stay on track.

“Thank you, New York State.” Cheers and applause thundered. Lights flashed. “I couldn’t have done this without you. The volunteers and voters who made this night happen…”

Jenny watched as he moved through the rehearsed words. She’d memorized it too. Knew when people would laugh. Expected when the crowd would nod. It was almost over. She and Asher stood on a stage, sitting like targets for Maxwell. But nothing.

Asher delivered his final line, and it was a home run, as she’d known it would be. The crowd began to chant. The balloons fell. Hundreds. Maybe thousands of patriotic-colored balloons fell from the ceiling. Silver, shimmering confetti mixed in. The lights blinked and flashed a spectacular light show.

She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t see. And Asher was on her arm again, leading her through the crowd.

Congratulations and shouts of support began all over again. The crowd overwhelmed her. People stepped on her shoes. Clapped on her back. Said things to her like they were old friends. And then the familiar face of Maxwell Bowie was inches from her nose. Smiling. Clapping. Reaching for her.

“Asher!”

He faced the other direction, still holding on to her hand. Her grip tightened, and her nails dug into his flesh. Everything turned to slow motion. Her words became heavy and slow. Asher turned, like in the movies, but her hand fell away. Hard hands took her elbows, and she was off her feet and moving away from Asher. Away from Maxwell.

“Move. Move. Move.” The voice bellowed from behind her.

Rocco. Titan.

“Asher!” Why had Rocco pulled them apart?

A collective gasp rolled behind her. Chaos and confusion bubbled. She tried to turn her head and see what was happening. The overhead lights turned on. And the music stopped. She could hear people rushing out of the room. What the hell was happening?

As Rocco rounded a corner, she could see several men piled together, as if they’d been tackling Maxwell or protecting Asher. Or guarding him? Had he been hurt? What had Maxwell done?

Jenny thrashed in Rocco’s arms. “Let me go! Where’s Ash?”

They entered a hallway behind the stage, and he carried her to a back room. Finally, he put her down, and she turned, ready to scream. Rocco’s face had blood on it. His shoulder. His hands.

“Christ,” he growled, scrutinizing his arm, then flicked his wrist to his mouth. “Tassels is secure.” Blood poured down his arm, and he dropped it.

She’d only heard them reference her codename once. But the ridiculousness of it paled in comparison to Rocco’s arm wound. “You need help. Tell them you’re hurt.”

He growled and felt around on his chest. “Does hurt like a mother bear, that’s for sure.”

Rocco’s breaths wheezed. Was it his chest too? God, there was a lot of blood. “You need help.”

“Not a chance.”

She looked at the floor. Blood stains pooled at his feet. There was way more blood coming off him than he either realized or would admit. “Call someone on your mic piece and tell them you’re hurt.”

He shook his head. “Orders are we do not move until we get the all clear.”

“Dang it, Rocco.” Stubborn men. “Then where’s Asher? What happened?”

“It’s fine. Hang tight.”

Rocco hadn’t said he’s fine. And why was Rocco bleeding? She hadn’t heard an explosion, no gunshot. “What about you? What happened?”

“Knife slice. Just need a few dozen stitches, and I’ll be fine.” He laughed and grimaced. “Oh, fuck me.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Don’t feel right.”

“You’ve lost too much blood.”

“No. Something else. Fuckin’ dizzy.” He took a deep breath, and his eyes unfocused. “I know blood… loss. Not it.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. His brow furrowed, and he stared at his arm, the blood. “Damn. It. Jenny,” he slurred. “Hallucinations.”

He started to disarm. One gun off his hip. Another off his leg. A holstered knife.

“Take them. Now.” Rocco leaned against the door. He pressed his mic to his mouth. “Knife wound. Poisoned. Tassels is unguarded.”

“I’m what?” Guns she was comfortable with. The knife, not so much. She stuck that in her pocket, tucked his compact Glock into her waistband, and kept the Smith & Wesson pistol in hand. 

He batted his hand in front of his face as if swooshing away flies. “Fucking. Seeing shit.” He flinched. And again. “Get out of here.”

“Where should I go?” What had happened out there? She had to find Asher. Or maybe Jared or Murphy. Roman was out there too. Any of them could help Rocco and confirm Asher was fine. Someone would point her in the right direction. A cop or an agent. She was the senator’s girlfriend. That had to help her get where she needed to go and have her questions answered.

Rocco slumped out of the way, twitching.

“I’ll get help.”

***

“Enough already.” Asher shook off Murphy and Roman. “You got that fucker?”

They were in a large, loud boiler room adjacent to the ballroom.

Murphy nodded. “He’s in custody.”

“The plan wasn’t to separate me from Jenny unless—” someone was hurt. He blinked. “Where’s Jenny?”

Jared hung up the phone and motioned to Roman and Murphy. “We have a problem. Let’s go.”

“Was she hurt?” Asher growled into Jared’s face.

“No. Rocco got in front of the blade. Took it to the arm and chest.”

Asher could’ve felt like a bastard that he was relieved but didn’t care. “Where is she?”

“That’s the problem.”

“Explain the problem to me, so help me God.”

“Knife must’ve been tainted, treated with a psychotic. Rocco called it in as he started hallucinating. We found security footage. A cop escorted Maxwell onto the property and into the ballroom.”

Asher’s mind raced. “There’s a second man?”

“Roger that, Senator.” Jared headed to the door. “Roman, get to Rocco. Murphy, check in with your men. We’ve sent a screenshot and description for you to distribute.”

Jared and Roman left. Murphy picked up his phone and began issuing orders. Screw this. Asher walked out and went to find his girl.

He rounded corners and walked through a labyrinth of corridors. He tried her cell phone. No answer. Not a single cop or agent could be trusted, and he wished he’d seen the picture of the second man. Too late now.

At the end of the hallway, he came to a T. Roman and Jared might have split up. They might have known where Rocco had been and headed directly there. Asher went right. He had no reason. His phone rang. Murphy. Click and he sent the guy to voice mail. Murphy redialed him, and Asher was moving to find Jenny. No time to explain that he wouldn’t be cooped up in a boiler room.

He rounded another corner. Jenny! And she was holding a gun? “Sweetheart.”

She was walking with a cop who looked trustworthy, but Asher didn’t trust anyone. Jenny smiled, started toward him. Just as fast, the cop snaked an arm around her waist. Son of a bitch.

Jenny’s face screwed. Confusion and panic tore at her cheeks. Only twenty-five yards between them, but the distance suddenly felt like a mile.

“Let her go. You want me. You want to talk about the Bowie place, that’s fine. Let’s talk. Let her go.”

The cop shucked the gun out of her hand. “You should have taken my brother seriously.”

A brother? How had this not been realized before? Asher stepped toward them. “Fine. My mistake. Not hers.”

“Like Max said, we lost something of ours. This is all about her and making sure you know how it feels to lose something.”

Ten feet was all that remained between them. “You won’t make it past me.”

“You and who else, asshole? Everyone’s running around pointing fingers at each other. No one knows who the dirty cop is.”

Jenny ripped her arm free and behind her. A gun clattered to the floor, and she kicked and pushed at it with her high heels. Asher dove for it as the other man raised a gun at him. He heard Jenny grunt, kick, and scream. A shot rang out, the ricocheting bullet pinging around Asher but not hitting. He had Jenny’s Glock. Who knew where she’d found two guns? Didn’t matter. Asher had aimed, and Jenny struggled in the Bowie brother’s arm. Her arms flayed, and she pulled a knife from her pocket, slashing at the man’s arm around her.

The Bowie brother hollered, releasing her, and Asher ran forward, punched him, relishing the snap of his jaw. Jenny dove behind Asher, and he pounced on the downed man, whipping him across the face with the gun. Bowie Brother was out cold.

Asher took a deep breath and turned to Jenny. Her eyes were wide, but she wasn’t bleeding and didn’t look hurt. “Sweetheart?”

She nodded.

“You okay?”

She nodded again.

He pulled his phone out of his pocket and redialed Murphy. “Now you owe me, and I never want to hear ‘sir’ again.”

***

It was the middle of the night. The lights and sirens had long since disappeared. Titan and the FBI were gone. The news vans were even packing up after the crazy night of on-air reporting.

Asher watched Jenny finish the last of the cake they’d ordered from room service. He made a mental note to thank them for scrounging it up even after the kitchen had closed.

“Talk about a night we’re going to remember.” She tossed the fork onto the crumb-covered plate. “That was good. Chocolate makes everything better.”

“Did you think we’d ever be here?” he asked.

“Snacking on room service while naked in bed after your stalkers tried to kill us? Nope.” She giggled. “But I could at least have imagined the naked and cake thing.”

“Think you want to do this next election night?”

“Heck yeah.”

“What about the one after that?”

She laughed and stretched next to him. “I’m pretty sure you can coax me anywhere with a good piece of cake.”

“What if I wanted to be governor?”

She smiled. “What if you want to be president?”

“You’d make a great first lady.”

“Glad you think so. Let me know if anyone else is in the running. I’ve apparently got some great fighting moves I might try out again.”

He laughed and pulled her against his chest. “What if I wanted to walk away from it all after this term? I’d be some normal guy with a famous actress on his arm.”

“No one’s famous but you.”

“You keep telling yourself that, and one of these days you’ll realize the truth.”

She shrugged. “What if we were both unknown?”

“I’d still love you like crazy.” He kissed her. “And I’d still want you by my side.”

“Good.”

He rolled off the bed and rummaged through his pants pocket. With a diamond ring in his hand, he watched Jenny’s jaw drop. “I don’t want you to remember tonight because of what happened earlier.”

She closed her mouth and looked at him.

“Didn’t think it would go the way it did. And I was going to wait until after tonight. Fancy dinner. Lots of roses. But I can’t wait another minute. I need you to know that I’m in this forever. That I can’t wait to marry you, whether we walk away from the spotlight or dive head first into something bigger. Whatever happens, I want you there as my wife. Jenny Chase, will you marry me?”

He took her hand and slid on the ring.

“Chocolate cake and a diamond ring? In bed with the man of my dreams?” She leaned over and kissed him. “Nothing else to say but yes.”
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