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  Chapter one
The Fundraiser Introduction


Claire Monroe adjusted the lapel of her navy power suit and scanned the crowded ballroom of the Hay-Adams Hotel. The fundraiser hummed with the low thrum of ambition. Crystal glasses clinked, laughter rose in calculated bursts, and the air carried the mingled scents of expensive cologne and chilled champagne. At thirty-four she already moved through these rooms like she belonged in them. Tonight she had secured the staff position on Senator Reed's appropriations committee. The offer had come through an email that morning, crisp and official. She felt the weight of it settle in her chest like a key turning in a lock. 
She kept her auburn hair pinned in a sleek chignon that exposed the line of her neck. The tailored jacket hugged her athletic frame while the pencil skirt emphasized the curve of her hips. Heads turned as she circulated. She offered firm handshakes and warm smiles, her green eyes sharp as she catalogued every donor and staffer worth remembering. This was her element. Influence traded in glances and quiet promises.
Across the room Senator Thomas Reed stood at the center of a small cluster of lobbyists. Six-foot-two with broad shoulders and silvering dark hair, he commanded attention without effort. His tailored charcoal suit fit him like it had been cut to emphasize power rather than conceal it. Claire had studied his voting record and his reputation. She knew the precise moment to approach.
She waited until the group thinned, then crossed the marble floor with measured steps. "Senator Reed," she said, extending her hand. "Claire Monroe. I believe congratulations are in order on the new committee assignments."
Reed's piercing blue eyes met hers. He took her hand and held it a fraction longer than necessary. "Ms. Monroe. I've heard good things. Your work on the last campaign didn't go unnoticed."
"I aim to be useful," she replied, her voice polished and steady. Inside she registered the warmth of his palm and the subtle shift in his posture as he leaned closer. The attraction landed low in her belly, unexpected and sharp. She filed it away without letting it show on her face.
They spoke for several minutes about committee priorities and the upcoming vote on infrastructure funding. Reed's tone remained professional, yet his gaze lingered on the way her suit accentuated her figure. Claire answered with crisp intelligence and allowed a small, knowing smile to curve her lips when he complimented her analysis. The flirtation stayed subtle, a shared glance, a brush of fingers when she passed him a fresh glass of scotch. She felt the first thread of possibility pull taut between them.
"You have an interesting way of listening," Reed said quietly. "Most people in this room are already thinking about their next sentence."
"I prefer to hear what isn't being said," Claire answered. She held his gaze for one extra beat. The air between them thickened just enough for both to notice. Then she excused herself to greet another donor, leaving the senator watching her retreat.
The rest of the evening passed in a blur of networking. Claire secured two more introductions that would strengthen her new position. She moved with the calm confidence of a woman who understood that power was accumulated in increments. Yet her thoughts kept returning to Reed's blue eyes and the quiet authority in his voice. She wondered what that authority would sound like stripped of its public polish.
By eleven she slipped into a waiting car and gave the driver her Georgetown address. The city lights streaked past the window while she replayed the evening in her mind. The staff position was real. The attraction to Reed was real. Both represented leverage she intended to use.
David waited in the living room when she unlocked the door. He sat on the leather sofa in a rumpled button-down, long legs stretched out, a half-finished glass of wine on the side table. At six feet with a lean build and thoughtful brown eyes, he still looked every inch the supportive husband. Claire felt a familiar mix of affection and something sharper as she set her clutch on the entry table.
"You're home early," he said, rising to greet her. "How did it go?"
Claire stepped out of her heels and flexed her toes against the hardwood. "Better than expected. The position is confirmed. Reed's team wants me on the ground floor."
David smiled, genuine pride in his expression. "That's my girl. You deserve it."
She crossed the room and accepted the glass of wine he offered. Their fingers brushed. She let the silence stretch for a moment, studying him. "The senator is impressive in person. Charismatic. Direct. I can see why people follow his lead."
David tilted his head, waiting. Claire took a slow sip, then set the glass down. "He has a presence that makes you want to pay attention. I think working closely with him will open doors."
She moved behind the sofa and rested her hands on his shoulders, kneading lightly. David leaned into the touch. "You sound like you're already planning your next three moves," he said with a soft laugh.
"Always," Claire replied. Her voice dropped into a lower register. "I need you to handle the dry cleaning tomorrow morning before you leave for the office. And the grocery list is on the counter. I won't have time this week."
David nodded without hesitation. "Of course. Whatever you need."
Claire's fingers tightened just enough to make him notice. "Good. I like when you take care of those things without me having to ask twice." She let the words hang, testing the air. David stayed still beneath her hands, his breathing even, but she felt the subtle shift in his posture, the quiet attention that always followed when she gave an instruction.
She circled back around and sat beside him, crossing her legs so the slit of her skirt revealed a flash of thigh. "Tonight reminded me how much I enjoy being in rooms where decisions happen. Reed noticed me. I could tell. It felt... satisfying."
David's eyes flicked to her mouth, then away. "You're good at being noticed."
Claire smiled, slow and deliberate. "I want you to remember that when I'm working late these next few weeks. My schedule is going to get unpredictable. I expect you to keep things running smoothly here."
She reached over and loosened his tie with two fingers, pulling the knot free. The simple act felt like the first small claim. David didn't resist. He watched her face, a faint flush rising at his collar. Claire leaned in and kissed him once, lightly, then stood.
"I'm going to shower," she said. "Join me if you want, but don't take too long. I have an early call tomorrow."
She left him on the sofa, the tie draped across his lap. In the hallway she paused, listening to the quiet of the apartment. The fundraiser had given her exactly what she needed: a foothold in Reed's orbit and the first taste of how easily David responded when she took control. Both would serve her ambitions well. She smiled to herself and continued toward the bedroom, already mapping the next steps in her mind.






  
  Chapter two
Domestic Protocols


Claire woke early, the morning light filtering through the bedroom curtains in soft gray streaks. She lay still for a moment, listening to David's steady breathing beside her. The fundraiser lingered in her mind like a pleasant hum. Reed's blue eyes, the way he'd held her hand, the subtle current of interest that had passed between them. She felt the first stirrings of something new, something she could shape. Today she would begin testing the edges of her marriage, seeing how far David would bend without breaking. 
She slipped out of bed and pulled on a silk robe, tying it loosely at her waist. The fabric whispered against her skin as she moved to the kitchen. David followed a few minutes later, still in his pajamas, rubbing sleep from his eyes. He looked at her with that familiar devoted expression, but she noticed the faint hesitation in his step, as if he sensed the shift from the night before.
"Morning," he said, reaching for the coffee pot. "You seem focused already."
Claire poured herself a cup and leaned against the counter, studying him. "I am. I've got meetings stacked today, and I need things handled here. You're going to take care of the household tasks from now on. Laundry, dishes, vacuuming. I'll leave a list on the fridge each morning."
David paused with the mug halfway to his lips. "All of it? I mean, sure, I can help, but..."
"It's not help," Claire said, her voice calm but edged with command. "It's your responsibility now. My schedule's going to get heavier with Reed's committee. I can't be worrying about whether the sheets are clean or dinner's ready. You'll manage it."
She watched his face. Confusion flickered there, a small crease between his brows. But something else stirred too, a flush creeping up his neck. He set the mug down without drinking. "Okay. I can do that. What kind of list are we talking about?"
Claire stepped closer and placed her hand on his chest, feeling the quickening beat beneath her palm. "Start with the dry cleaning I mentioned last night. Pick it up before work. Then groceries. I want fresh produce, nothing processed. And make the bed properly, with the corners tucked. I don't like it sloppy when I come home."
David nodded, but his eyes darted to hers, searching. "You're really laying this out. It's different from how we've done things."
"It's necessary," she replied. Inside, her thoughts sharpened. She could feel the power in these simple instructions, the way they positioned her above him. Reed's attention last night had reminded her how much she craved control, not just in politics but here, in the quiet spaces of her life. She let her fingers trail down his arm. "I expect you to follow through without reminders. That's the first rule."
He swallowed, and she saw the arousal building in the way his posture shifted, subtle but unmistakable. "First rule? Are there more?"
Claire smiled, slow and deliberate. "We'll add them as we go. For now, start with that. And while you're at it, I want you to think about how you can support me better. My work with powerful men like Reed means late nights and unpredictable hours. You'll need to be ready when I walk through that door."
She turned to the fridge and began writing the list in neat script. David watched her, his confusion deepening into something warmer. She could sense his mind working, trying to reconcile the wife he knew with this new version who issued orders like they were natural law. The tension in the room thickened, emotional and charged.
"About Reed," David ventured after a moment. "You mentioned him last night. You seemed impressed."
Claire didn't look up from the list. "I am. He's got that commanding presence, the kind that draws people in. Attractive, too, in a seasoned way. Silver hair, broad shoulders. It makes you wonder what he's like when he's not in front of cameras."
She heard David's breath catch slightly. The hint landed exactly as she intended, a seed planted without fanfare. She continued writing, adding items like "iron my blouses" and "prepare my coffee for the morning." Each word reinforced the dynamic she was building.
"You're hinting at something," David said, his voice quieter now. "About attractions. To men like him."
Claire set the pen down and faced him fully. "I'm being honest. Working in those circles means noticing power. It excites me. And I want you to know that. It doesn't change what we have, but it adds to it. You'll adjust."
David's hands fidgeted at his sides, but his eyes held a spark of something conflicted and alive. Arousal mixed with uncertainty. She stepped into his space again, close enough that he could feel the heat from her body. "Second rule. When I come home from these events, you'll greet me properly. Help me out of my coat, ask how my night went. No complaints about the time."
"Claire, this is..." He trailed off, searching for words. "It's intense. I don't know if I understand it yet."
"You don't have to understand it right away," she said, her tone softening just enough to draw him in. "You just have to do it. That's how this works now. I lead, you follow. It keeps us balanced while I climb."
She moved to the bedroom and opened the closet, pulling out a few of her tailored suits. David trailed after her, drawn by the conversation. Claire held up a fitted black blazer and skirt. "Help me decide what to wear today. Something that shows I'm serious but also... appealing. Reed will be at the office briefing."
David reached for the hanger, his fingers brushing hers. The touch lingered. "This one looks good. It fits you perfectly. Highlights your figure."
"Good choice," Claire said. She slipped the robe off her shoulders, letting it pool on the floor, and stood in her slip. The morning air cooled her skin as
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