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      My eyes scan the crowd, taking in the masses as they cheer and hold signs supporting my run for Congress.

      Five years ago, when I was honorably discharged from the Marines, I never would’ve dreamed this would be my future.

      All the signs carry the same slogan: Trust in Titan. Knowing the constituents in my home state of Illinois feel this way makes me proud. I spent ten years fighting in wars to defend our great nation and preserve her freedoms. When I was given the Medal of Honor after staving off the enemy to save my fellow Marines, I thought my life had been made.

      Where else could I go from there? It’s the highest military decoration. I didn’t think I’d ever run for office.

      I wave my hands to quiet the crowd assembled in the ballroom at the Drake Hotel in downtown Chicago. When their voices are only a whisper, I speak. “I’m here today to officially announce my run for Congress.”

      The crowd comes back to life, louder than before. I don’t stop them, letting them cheer and scream my name because… well, I deserve this moment.

      “Titan. Titan,” the people cheer, and my chest swells with pride. Only in this great nation could a man with such a humble beginning rise to this level.

      “Thank you,” I say into the microphone, gripping the sides of the podium to steady my hands as the people begin to quiet. “I’ve never been involved in politics, and in today’s climate, I feel there’s a need for an outsider like me to enter the race. For too many years, the lifelong politicians have been making the decisions that affect people like you. They enjoy their fat bank accounts without a care about how their choices touch your lives. I’m here to put a stop to Washington as usual. I promise tonight, to each of you, that I will do everything in my power to make your lives better. Today, I’m officially announcing my candidacy for United States Senate.”

      Balloons rain down from the ceiling, filling the ballroom with more red, white, and blue. I step in front of the podium and wave to the crowd, before stooping down to shake a few hands. “Thank you for your support and service,” I tell the vet standing in the front row wearing a POW-MIA baseball cap.

      “Thank you for running,” he replies and covers our hands with his left. His wrinkled skin is riddled with age spots. “I know you’ll do right by us veterans.”

      I swallow down my emotions from shaking his hand, knowing we lived through much of the same trauma. “I’ll make it my job.” The smile on my face is sincere when he nods and releases my hand.

      “Jude. Oh my God, Jude Titan.” A woman screams so loud my ears ring. “You’re even sexier in person.” Her large, round eyes roam over my body before finally resting on my face. “Day-um,” she says before whistling.

      “Do I know you?” I ask, trying to keep my face impartial as I search my memory bank for a one-night stand I had forgotten about in a drunken haze.

      She places her hand against my forearm. “You can,” she says with a smirk and runs her fingers across my tattoo.

      “Mr. Titan,” my campaign manager says from behind me. “You have an interview to get to, sir.”

      “Can I count on your vote?” I ask the woman when I begin to stand and break contact with her.

      Her stare creeps me out, but I keep a smile plastered on my face. “There’s no one else I have my sights set on.”

      “Sorry, ma’am, I need Mr. Titan,” Carl says, pulling me backward to safety.

      “Jesus Christ,” I mutter and blow out a breath. “Thanks for the save.”

      “I’m sure it won’t be the last, Jude. Just be careful. You’re a candidate now, and things can easily get out of control or be misconstrued.”

      I’m pushing up my sleeves, and my nose wrinkles as his words hit me. “Misconstrued? I did nothing wrong. I didn’t flirt with her.”

      “What you did and what she says you did are two different things. It’s very easy to ruin a campaign before it’s ever even started.”

      “Carl, I realize it’s your job to get me elected, but don’t talk to me like I’m an idiot. Should I have been rude to the woman?”

      He shakes his head and his jaw ticks. “No,” he says through gritted teeth, his shoulders rising as his nostrils flare. “But don’t put yourself in the situation in the first place, and we won’t have an issue.”

      I stop walking and cross my arms in front of my chest. “So I should just avoid all women?” My head tilts, and I can’t help but sneer.

      He pinches the bridge of his nose and mutters something under his breath about God. “No, Jude,” he says in a condescending tone. “Just don’t put yourself in another situation like that.”

      My finger taps against my lips, and I try to control my frustration. “I’ll make a mental note to avoid situations like that,” I say, using air quotes before I brush by him and head toward the small group of reporters gathered near the back of the stage.

      I don’t know what the hell he’s talking about. If I can’t handle a woman in a crowd, I’m not sure how I made it out of war in one piece.

      “Ah, hello, Ms. Campbell,” Carl says to a woman approaching us with a notebook and pen in hand.

      “Mr. Schultz. Thank you for allowing us here for what’s looking to be the start of a very interesting election season.” Her eyes dart to mine, and I hold her gaze, unfazed by her comment.

      “I’m looking forward to a tough fight,” I say to her and hold out my hand, disregarding Carl’s presence. “I’m Jude Titan.”

      “It’s wonderful to finally meet the man behind the name.” Her face flushes and she averts her eyes. “What would you say to your opponent, Representative Preston?”

      “Well.” I pause for a moment and choose my words very carefully. “I’d tell her that, even though I’m not part of a long-standing political family like she is, I know how to win a battle, and I plan to defeat her this November.”

      Carl steps forward and clears his throat. “He’s looking forward to showing Representative Preston that he’s a worthy adversary.”

      When my eyes cut to his, he looks everywhere but at me.

      “He may not be steeped in government, but he’s served his country with valor and honor and will do everything in his power to earn the respect of voters all over Illinois.”

      I lean forward and whisper in his ear, “What are you doing?”

      “Saving your ass,” he replies through gritted teeth.

      “Do you have time for a one-on-one interview?” Ms. Campbell asks, tipping back on her heels nervously.

      “He’s booked today, but if you call me—” Carl pulls a business card from his jacket and hands it to her “—I’ll make sure to schedule an interview as soon as possible.”

      “Mr. Titan,” another reporter interrupts, sticking his recorder in my face.

      Carl cuts him off, pushing the man’s arm down. “No more questions today. Please see the media spokeswoman, Ms. Jenkins, for any information or to schedule an interview in the future. It’s going to be a long season, ladies and gentleman. Mr. Titan has just announced his candidacy and needs to spend time tonight with his supporters who came to cheer him on.”

      I want to argue with him, but he’s right. Tonight isn’t about the press. It’s about the people. People like me who rarely have a voice.

      For far too long, I’ve been subjected to the deals many politicians made. The military is notoriously shortchanged and overworked because of special interest groups and in the name of the almighty dollar.

      Americans are led to believe wars are fought for just reasons. Why else would they support them? Politicians tell lies to make the public accept the fact that thousands of lives will be lost in the name of saving the world from tyranny or terrorism.

      But deep down, at the core of their decision to go to war, there’s another reason—an ulterior motive that seems to be missed by the masses.

      Money.

      Wars cost billions of dollars. The money is funneled from the US government to the weapons companies around the country.

      War is big business.

      Fortunes are made on the backs of US servicemen and women. They’ve given their lives for each dollar bill that lines the pockets of Washington’s elite.

      It stops with me.

      I’ll break the cycle and make people my first priority. Reagan Preston’s about to find out Marines always fight to win, no matter the cost.
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      My hands are covering my face, and I crack two fingers open to make a “V” I can see the TV screen through.

      “Shit,” I say with a groan. “He has a presence, doesn’t he?”

      “He definitely does,” my friend and campaign manager, Alexis, says.

      I close my fingers and go back to the blissful blackness of not seeing my new opponent, Jude Titan. “Why does he have to be so damned attractive? And…heroic? Attractive or heroic, I think I could handle, but both?”

      “Mmm, I’ll handle that man anytime,” Lexi mutters.

      “You’re not helping.”

      “Sorry.” She turns to me and takes my wrists, easing my hands down. “Look, we’ll find his weak spot. I mean, the guy’s never run for any office. Your political experience started in the womb.”

      I roll my eyes. “Lex, being from a family with a history in politics is good and bad. It’s mostly bad against Jude Titan. He’s a war hero, returning home to shake up the establishment. No baggage. Just a chiseled jawline and a huge smile and a Medal of Honor around his neck.”

      Lexi gets a dreamy look on her face, and I shove her. “Stop picturing him wearing nothing but the medal.”

      “I wasn’t,” she says, her fair cheeks darkening.

      “You were.”

      “I may have been,” she admits.

      “I am so fucked.” I lean back against the thinly upholstered bench at the fold-down kitchen table of my campaign bus.

      “Game face,” Lexi reminds me. “You were fine the first time we watched this announcement.”

      “It’s different when the entire staff is in here. With you, I can be myself.”

      “Yeah, I know.” She glances at her wristwatch. “Hey, you want me to reschedule your stuff for the rest of the day, and we can wallow? I’ll allow you six hours to wallow before we put our big-girl panties back on.”

      I smile. “Thanks, but no. I need to do those interviews and that speech to put on a good face about running against Titan.” I shake my head. “Ugh, even his name reeks of power and capability. I’ve really got my work cut out for me.”

      “I’ll be right beside you. And your father will be, too.”

      “You’re right,” I say with a deep breath. “We can do this.”

      “You unseated Paul Hawthorne after he’d served five terms in the state house,” Lexi reminds me. “Your approval rating is strong. And since when do you back down from a fight?”

      She’s getting animated now—her short red corkscrew curls are bouncing as she talks. I love this girl. She’s been by my side since we met as college sophomores a little more than ten years ago.

      “Okay,” I say, taking a deep breath. “So Jude Titan’s running. Maybe he’ll lose in the primary.”

      Lex snorts and laughs. She covers her mouth with her hand. “Sorry. Maybe he will.” She clears her throat and tries to stop smiling but just ends up laughing again.

      I shake my head and walk back to the tiny bathroom. Life on a campaign bus is very unglam. The battle between the male and female staffers over the toilet seat is real, and it’s aggravated by someone’s lousy aim. Putting a pee-stained toilet seat down is just gross.

      I fix my hair and put on fresh lip gloss. Before I’m done, I hear the rest of the staff piling back on to the bus. We stopped at a deli for a late lunch, and now it’s time to drive to Charleston for a campaign rally.

      The ride to Charleston is quiet. Jude Titan’s announcement has everyone in a thoughtful mood. This election was in the bag. The Democratic primary is uncontested, so my only opponent for the Senate seat my father is vacating was going to be Republican Sonny Solomon, the quirky mayor of a small, southern Illinois town.

      Jude is likely to plow over Sonny in the Republican primary, and that victory will give him momentum. I have a strong track record, but still…a handsome war hero is a tough opponent.

      I give my stump speech at a rally in a high school gymnasium in Charleston, and the crowd roars to life when I mention Jude Titan at the end.

      “Mr. Titan served our country with valor,” I say, my hands wrapped loosely around the edges of the wooden lectern I’m standing behind. “I have nothing but respect for him. Serving in the Senate is different, though. It takes experience and tenacity. I have both. I’m only thirty years old, but I know our state well. I know its needs well. Being Stan Preston’s daughter prepared me perfectly to be your next senator. I need your support, and I appreciate your being here tonight.”

      The sound of applause and cheering invigorates me. This is my dream. My life. I grew up idolizing my father and his ideals. I want to be a voice for the middle class and an advocate for education reform. I’m doing it at the state level now, but I’m ready to move up to Congress and have a greater impact.

      I step away from the stage and am greeted by people with their hands out, all talking at the same time. I shake hands, pose for photos, and talk to as many people as I can.

      Lexi approaches and takes my arm. She’s giving me the look. It means something’s up.

      “I’m sorry, guys,” she says to the group of waiting people. “She has an interview at a news station in fifteen minutes. I have to take her.”

      One of my deputy campaign managers passes out business cards to everyone who wants one. Lexi steers me toward the waiting campaign bus.

      “What’s up?” I ask her as soon as we step on and the driver closes the doors.

      “I got a call from a TV station manager in Springfield. He wants to know if you’re interested in doing a Q&A thing with Titan and Sonny Solomon Wednesday evening.”

      “Wednesday?” I arch my brows. “Yikes. That’s tomorrow. Not much prep time.”

      “I know. I think he wants to capitalize on Titan’s announcement. I can tell him no.”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m in. I’d like to size Jude Titan up in person.”

      “I’ll let the manager know.”

      The bus starts up, and we head toward the news station. Claire, another of my staffers, kneels in front of me and powders my nose.

      “I’m sweating like a whore in church,” I say to her. “That gym wasn’t air-conditioned.”

      “We’ll get you all fixed up,” Claire says. “Want me to pull up your hair to help cool you off?”

      “That would be great,” I say, reaching over to open the fridge from my seat. “You want a water?”

      “Sure.”

      I take two bottles out and hand her one. As I open mine and take a drink, I’m thinking about meeting Jude tomorrow. I’m eager to find out if his presence is as commanding as it seemed on TV today. I’m also eager for him to see that I can bust balls with the best of them.

      Jude Titan can bring it on.

      I’m ready.
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      The enemy.

      It’s a term I’ve become all too familiar with in my thirty years walking this earth. After serving in the Marines, I never thought I’d face another one, but here I am—standing backstage, waiting to do a Q&A with my opponents for the evening news…my enemies.

      Carl spent half the morning talking my ear off about how I can’t be kind to Reagan Preston or Sonny Solomon. He said if I show an ounce of weakness, they’ll attack like a pack of wild dogs.

      “Hello.” Reagan nods, giving me a smile so large that I wonder if it’s sincere.

      “Representative Preston,” I reply, holding out my hands to her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” It’s a complete lie, but I’m a gentleman. Any candidate but Reagan would only get a curt nod.

      She slides her hand in mine, averting her eyes. “You too,” she says and chews on the corner of her bottom lip. My eyes are drawn to her mouth. The redness of the skin, the fullness, and the tiny ridge that runs down the center are mesmerizing.

      When my thumb strokes the back of her hand, she pulls back. “Good luck today, Mr. Titan.”

      “It’s Jude,” I correct her and smirk.

      “Jude,” she whispers and puckers her lips, making the crease more severe.

      “Reagan,” a woman says from beside her, pulling on her arm. “Let’s get you touched up before you go on the air.”

      “Lexi, I’m fine.” Reagan brushes her off and spins on her heels. “I was just talking to Mr. Titan.”

      The woman’s eyes grow wide before darting to me. They creep down my body as I tuck my hands in my pockets, waiting for her eyes to return to mine. “Jude Titan, ma’am. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I’m Representative Preston’s campaign manager, Alexis.” The way she says her name is seductive and comes out as almost a hiss. “I’m sure we’ll see more of you than I’d like over the next few months, Mr. Titan.”

      I smile and tip my head. “I look forward to it.”

      “Jude,” Carl says in a nasal, almost judgmental tone. I don’t even need to hear what he has to say to know he doesn’t like me talking to Reagan one bit. This isn’t his campaign. Even though I hired him, I wouldn’t run as anything else but myself.

      “Excuse me,” I tell Reagan and Alexis. “I need to prep before it’s time.”

      “Us too,” Alexis says quickly and pulls Reagan in the opposite direction.

      She gives me a quick wave. “See you out there.” Reagan’s cheeks turn the brightest shade of pink when I give her a quick wink.

      “What the fuck was that?”

      I glance toward Carl and shrug. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “The flirting,” he replies and shakes his head before turning around. “I’ve taught you nothing.”

      Following him, I rub my hands together as we head to the staging area. “You may know politics, but I know women.”

      When he stops, I almost bump into his back because I’m taking in the frantic backstage scene the public never gets to see. “They’re two different beasts, Jude. You need to think with the right head.”

      “I am,” I say just as my eyes land on her. “I promise.” In that moment, I don’t feel the conviction of my words. Reagan Preston isn’t what I had been expecting. She always appeared cute on TV, though lacking something, but in person…she is stunning. The tiny details the camera doesn’t pick up set her apart from every other female on the planet.

      Carl punches my arm, drawing my eyes away from Reagan. “You’re staring at her.”

      “Fuck,” I mutter and clear my throat. “Did anyone notice?”

      He clenches his jaw and speaks without moving his teeth or lips, and it’s unnerving. “They’re going to if you don’t stop acting like a pubescent teenager who just saw his first pair of tits.”

      Carl, for all his proper etiquette, can turn on a dime. He’s been in politics for over fifteen years, but before that, he spent time in the Marines just like me. That’s why I chose him as my campaign manager. No one else could understand me unless they’d lived the life I had. When necessary, Carl knows just what to say to make me understand, but it typically makes me laugh.

      “Let’s talk about the Q&A,” I say to change the subject. It’s more for me than him. I need to get Reagan out of my head, and now that he mentioned tits, those need to be wiped from my mind also. “What can I expect?”

      Carl’s eyes light up as he begins to explain everything that’s about to happen. He goes over my key talking points, reminding me to mention that I’m not a politician and I served in the military.

      “I got it,” I tell him before rolling my head around my shoulders to release the tension his words have put there.

      Reagan grew up in the spotlight because of her father. TV cameras and interviews are nothing new to her, and this puts me at a slight disadvantage. The public will hopefully forgive me for a short time for being a newbie, before the Preston camp can use my inexperience to their advantage.

      “Why don’t you roll down your sleeves? Tattoos turn off some voters.” His nose wrinkles as his eyes wander down to my forearms.

      “They’re part of me, Carl. I’m a soldier, and most of us have some type of ink. I can’t hide who I am. If the voters like me, they will because they know exactly what type of man I am. The sleeves are staying up.”

      “Fine,” he says through a tightly clenched jaw.

      “It’s time,” a woman yells from the news set and doesn’t give Carl more time to complain. “Places, everyone.” She claps wildly and beckons us to move.

      “Go get ’em, tiger,” he says with a curt nod, and I roll my eyes at the little nickname.

      “Piece of cake,” I say and head toward the set. I swallow down the lump that starts to form before the fear can get to me. I’ve got this. I’ve been through far scarier situations. Having the enemy hiding with their gunsight trained at your head is more frightening than staring into the eyes of Reagan Preston.

      For a moment, my mind wanders and I brush shoulders with someone. “Sorry,” I mumble and glance down at Reagan.

      “It’s okay,” she whispers, looking up at me with soft blue eyes. She’s ridiculously calm and doesn’t even have a hair out of place. Her stare dips to my exposed arms. “Nice ink, by the way.”

      My hand unconsciously touches the ink on my left arm. “Thanks. Are you ready for this?” I ask for some reason. I don’t care if she’s ready. I need to remind myself that we’re not friends.

      We’ll never be friends.

      She’s the enemy.

      She may not have a rifle pointed at my head, but her beautiful, angelic face is gunning for me in another way. There’s nothing she’d like more than to see me fail. My failure is her victory.

      “I’m always ready, Jude.” She smirks and walks toward her seat, leaving me in her wake. My stomach flops like a lovesick puppy, and I know one thing——I’m completely fucked.

      I give myself a silent pep talk, closing my eyes and taking a deep breath. Not only am I trying to tell myself that I will kill this Q&A, but I’m praying I don’t have a hard-on from Reagan. This could be bad, very bad. I open my eyes, glance down and exhale when I realize that my blessed cock hasn’t chosen the most inopportune time to rise to the occasion.

      “Mr. Titan,” the news director says, grabbing my attention. “You can take a seat next to Representative Preston.”

      I take my seat and don’t dare glance in her direction. Don’t do it. Don’t do it. No. Fuck. God, the way her calves look when she sits with her legs crossed. I can almost feel them squeeze my head like a vise when I’m licking her.

      “Mr. Titan,” the news reporter asks, but I don’t hear her because I’m too busy fantasizing about Reagan. “Mr. Titan.” Her voice is louder this time and breaks my trance just as I was about to taste her.

      “Sorry, Margret. It’s great to be here.” I can hear the strangled quality in my voice and I pray it isn’t as noticeable to the television audience.

      “Let’s begin,” Margret says into the camera.

      I take the opportunity to glance at Reagan. She’s staring at my forearms and slowly running her tongue across her bottom lip—the bright pink color calling to me. When our eyes meet, she blushes and I feel my heart flutter.

      Maybe I’m not the only one having impure thoughts. This can’t go on. We can’t be attracted to each other. Politics is one of the filthiest businesses. There is no remorse, no room for sensitivity. It is brutal and unrelenting. I have to remember that even if I want to sink into her until the end of time—she’s off-limits.

      But what’s that phrase…keep your friends close, but your enemies closer? The Godfather may be right.
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      I smile at the production assistant attaching a microphone to my collar. He’s sneaking a peek at my boobs, but I’m too distracted to care.

      Jude Titan is under my skin, and I just met him less than five minutes ago. I knew he was attractive, but I didn’t realize he’d be so…magnetic. My libido was in overdrive as I spoke to him, torn between staring at his inked, muscled forearms and his intense, dark brown eyes.

      I close my eyes for a couple seconds to ground myself.

      Focus, Reagan. Find your focus.

      It’s critical that I be on point during this first on-camera encounter with Jude. I can’t stumble over my words because I’m distracted by his looks.

      It’s not just his looks, though. There’s something else. He’s not at all intimidated. He’s got swagger in spades, and it’s really sexy.

      We’re sitting in club chairs, my Republican opponents on either side of me. The station’s anchor is sitting on a stool off to the side. He looks up from his notecards at us.

      “Thirty seconds, guys,” he says. “You ready?”

      “Ready,” Jude says.

      I just give a confident nod, my mind tied up with how sexy Jude’s voice is. I sneak a glance at him and notice him checking out my legs. I meet his eyes for a brief second to let him know I saw, and he winks.

      Winks.

      Cocky bastard. My heart is thundering in my chest as the station’s producer counts down the final fifteen seconds to on-air.

      My father’s advice rings in my ears… Stick to the issues, don’t let it get personal. Never let yourself turn defensive. Keep him on the run—always stay a step ahead.

      The news anchor gives us all a polished smile as he speaks into the camera. He reads everyone’s bio, and only Sonny Solomon’s is lacking. Jude Titan’s military credentials are impressive, I reluctantly admit to myself.

      “I’m just like you,” Jude says into the camera when it’s his turn to introduce himself. “I’m a regular guy who’s fed up with politicians only looking out for themselves. Our country is at a crossroads, and I want to be part of moving us in the right direction. I’m a proven leader, and even though I’m just getting into the race, I promise you I won’t be outworked. I’ll tour our great state by bus to meet people and find out what you’re looking for in a senator, rather than telling you what you should want.”

      Well, shit. That was a strong open. Game face in place, I introduce myself when it’s time.

      “I’m Reagan Preston, and I serve as a State Representative for the 92nd District. I cut my teeth in the House, working hard on issues that matter to our state. Issues like educational reform and tightening gun laws while preserving the rights of gun owners. I grew up watching my father work tirelessly as a senator for our state. That alone certainly doesn’t qualify me for the job, but I hope you know that service is in my blood. Making our state and our world a better place is all I’ve ever wanted to do. Please reach out to me or my staff and let us know what you’re looking for in your next senator.”

      Sonny Solomon’s intro is…well, a little bit sad. He talks about his experience as a prison guard and says he’ll be “on guard for the state of Illinois” when elected. He laughs heartily at his joke, but no one else does.

      “All right,” the news anchor says, looking at Jude. “Mr. Titan, can you tell us what made you decide to throw your hat in the ring, so to speak?”

      “Sure. I feel strongly about defense spending, our foreign policy regarding wars, and taking care of our veterans. But I also felt like I had to run when I saw Senator Preston speaking on TV one day, basically saying he looks forward to handing his seat off to his daughter. He doesn’t get to decide who will be our next senator—the people do.”

      And here comes my inner attack dog.

      “I resent your treating a Senate seat like a belt notch,” I say crisply. “I’ve dedicated my life to public service.”

      Jude gives me an amused smile. “What, in the couple years since you finished law school? How much debt are you in from that, Representative Preston?”

      I narrow my eyes at him just slightly. “I’m grateful my parents were able to fund my education. Trust me, I don’t take it for granted. The cost of education in our country is out of control. Educational reform is at the top of my priority list.”

      “Mine too,” he says, his dark gaze locked on to mine. “For my buddies who are six feet under because they served our country to help pay for their educations.”

      Damn it. I’m getting crucified by this guy.

      “I’m deeply grateful for their service—and for yours,” I say sincerely.

      “Then don’t call this run a belt notch, Representative Preston. I’m more of a public servant than you ever will be, and I resent your family treating a Senate seat like it’s supposed to be passed down from one generation to the next like a fancy house in the Hamptons.”

      The news anchor tries to interrupt. “Let me just—”

      “Excuse me,” I say, my eyes still locked on Jude. “My father is a veteran and a former coal miner. We are a blue-collar family, and we’re proud that other blue-collar families let us be their voice at the state and federal level. I take nothing for granted.”

      “Then run on your own merits instead of your father’s.”

      “All right,” the anchor says loudly. He laughs nervously. “I can see we’re in for a spirited race. I’m going to give Mr. Solomon a chance to get in here.”

      My blood is pumping with the fury I feel for Jude Titan. Our eyes lock and we glare at each other, both refusing to look away. A vein stands out in his neck.

      So he’s angry, too. I need to learn how to capitalize on his weaknesses, and hopefully, I’ve discovered one.

      “Let’s talk about your views on federal programs,” the anchor says, looking back and forth between Jude and me. “What you’d like to keep, what you’d like to cut.”

      I hold my tongue, letting Jude go first. He bites, talking about defense spending and veterans affairs. Prodded for more, he tells the anchor he’s undecided.

      When it’s my turn, I talk about educational reform, homeland security, the economic recovery, and my unwavering support for veterans affairs. I own this question, though I’m sure it’s too late. Jude got in some solid punches early on, and those will be the sound bites in tomorrow’s news cycle.

      I leave my game face on for the rest of the interview, even managing to shake Jude’s hand and smile at him when it’s over. I can almost feel the burn of his gaze on me as I leave the set.

      Lexi’s waiting for me backstage. She wraps an arm around my shoulders.

      “You were great,” she says.

      We’re still in public, so she has to say that. But I know she knows I got crushed.

      There’s a guy standing near us, and he gives Jude a satisfied smile.

      “Nicely done,” he says.

      “And you thought I’d blow it, Carl,” Jude says.

      He looks at me with those searing eyes, so dark they’re nearly black, and my stomach flips with excitement.

      How can I be attracted to him after he just ruined me in that interview? My body seems to have forgotten how much I hate him in a matter of sixty seconds.

      Jude is looking at me like a wolf studying its prey. His gaze is calculating and commanding. It says, I’m in charge here, sweetheart.

      I mouth the word “asshole” and arch my brows in challenge. The corners of his lips turn up slightly, and he arches his brows, too.

      “Reagan, I think we should go,” Lexi says.

      “Got some babies to kiss?” Jude quips in our direction.

      “Actually, I have some poll numbers to celebrate,” I say.

      “Pretty tough to poll badly when you’re unopposed in the primary,” he says with a grin.

      I roll my eyes. “You think we’re polling Dems only?”

      His grin fades. “No, I guess not.”

      “Definitely not. It was great to meet you, Mr. Titan, and find out what a true gentleman you are.”

      “I’m very much a gentleman, Ms. Preston, but I’m also in this race to win.”

      I nod slightly. “You came out swinging, I’ll give you that. I look forward to our next meeting.”

      “So do I.” His tone is loaded with meaning, and he sweeps his gaze up and down me yet again.

      Lexi actually gasps next to me. I lead the way to the studio door we came in through.

      “He was checking you out,” she says in a low hiss. “Who does he think he is?”

      “He thinks he’s unbeatable,” I say as we approach the campaign bus. “I’m going to enjoy proving him wrong.”

      My other staffers, who were watching the show from the campaign bus, give us grim looks when we step on.

      “I know,” I say with a sigh. “Let’s start analyzing the video and digging up every last thing we can find out about Jude Titan.”

      “I volunteer to be locked in a closet with him until the election’s over,” my makeup artist, Claire, says, laughing lightly. “Yeah, I’m actually not kidding.”

      “Stay away from him,” I say firmly. “We can’t afford for anyone on this staff to be seen cozying up to him.”

      “I know.” Claire’s cheeks darken with embarrassment, and I feel bad.

      “I get it,” I say more gently. “The guy is easy on the eyes.”

      Biggest understatement ever.

      “We’re with you all the way, Reagan,” Lexi says. “So it won’t be an easy win. All that matters is that it’s a win.”

      “That’s right. We’ll have to double down and fight hard. This means longer hours and fewer days off. If anyone isn’t up for it, I understand, but please speak up now.”

      My staffers all look at me silently.

      “We’ve got this,” my bus driver, Roy, says.

      My tension is forgotten as I smile at my sixty-something driver. He’s not even an official member of Team Preston, and he’s cheering me on anyway.

      “Damn right, Roy,” I say, nodding. “We’ve got this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      

      “Damn it.” Carl’s seething as he stares out the window of the campaign bus. “How did we end up in the same city as Preston?”

      My head jerks to the side, following his eyes to her bus that’s covered in her photo and the slogan Pure Preston. I’m trying to control my breathing and failing miserably. The very thought of seeing her again sends a thrill through me.

      It’s only been four days since we shared the stage at the mini-debate, but I haven’t been able to get her out of my head. Carl replayed the video footage every night to go over what I could’ve done better and to try to decipher Reagan’s weak spots. Every goddamn night I had to stare at her beautiful face, see her long, lean legs crossing and uncrossing, and try to pay attention.

      Now, she’s here—within feet of me.

      “We’ll be fine, Carl. What’s the big deal?” I say and wipe my damp palms on my blue jeans.

      “Your paths are never supposed to cross unless it’s planned and for something such as a debate.” Carl flips through a clipboard of paperwork, furiously turning the pages as if they are magically going to give him an answer.

      I can’t drag my eyes away from the crowd gathered near the doorway of her bus. “Maybe this can be used to our advantage.” I’m lying, but I’d use any excuse to see her again.

      It’s not just her beauty that has caught my attention, but her attitude. Reagan Preston is not a pushover. She also doesn’t like to be told she’s using her father’s name to get into office, even if there’s a hint of truth to it.

      “Hank, pull around to the other side of the building,” Carl tells the bus driver. I want to argue with him because it’ll block my view of Reagan, but I keep quiet.

      Carl grips the railing near the doorway, waiting to pounce as soon as we stop. “Wait here while I figure this out.”

      “Yes, sir.” I salute him before he can get off the bus.

      His face pinches. “You should be more serious, Jude.”

      I lose the smile and give him a glare. “Completely serious.” Movement in the distance catches my eye. “You better hurry. I see Reagan’s camp coming this way.”

      He’s grumbling something about having someone’s head on a platter as he steps off the bus. I kneel on the cushion, trying to get a better view and hoping to catch a glimpse of Reagan.

      “Come on,” I whisper and grip the back of the seat cushion between my fingers with my nose almost touching the glass.

      Dude—get your shit together.

      When did a woman have me behaving like a horny teenager?

      Pathetic.

      I start to sit back down, deciding I’m not going to be that guy, when I see her. My heart literally leaps into my throat.

      I’m in so much fucking trouble.

      I know it now like I knew it four days ago when I first laid eyes on her. Her dark hair is cascading down her shoulders, covering her breasts and sweeping across her body as she walks. She’s walking with her campaign manager, Lexi, and hasn’t seen me yet. Slowly, I back away from the window before she catches a glimpse of me staring at her.

      Carl’s walking toward them, and his hands are flailing about. When I see Reagan’s body jerk backward, I head for the door.

      Before I’m ten feet from them, I say, “Ladies, do we have an issue?” I’m staring at Reagan, and she’s glaring back.

      “There’s not an issue,” she snaps and crosses her arms, pushing her breasts up.

      My eyes are instantly drawn to their fullness. “You looked like you needed help.”

      She pushes her tits higher. “Maybe if you were looking at something other than my breasts.”

      I can’t stop the smile creeping across my face. I’ve been caught, but I don’t even care. “You looked like you needed something before you pushed your breasts practically out of your shirt.” My gaze travels slowly up her neck, and finally, we lock eyes.

      “You’re a pig,” she mutters under her breath, but she does nothing to cover her chest.

      Lexi coughs and breaks our moment. “We’ll be out of here in the morning. You’re not scheduled for your rally until then, but we’re spending the night in Fairbury too. Will this be an issue?”

      My eyes are still locked on Reagan, and hers are staring at my forearms. It’s as if I can see her eyes moving, tracing every line in my tattoo.

      “As long as we’re at different hotels,” Carl interjects.

      “There’s only one in town, and the next hotel isn’t for a hundred miles.”

      Carl grunts his unhappiness. “How is this even possible?”

      “Carl.” I place my hand on his shoulder. “It’s fine. We’re all adults. We can share a hotel without killing each other.”

      He rubs his forehead. “We can bunk on the bus.”

      My head jerks back because I think I must’ve heard him wrong. “Did you say we’re sleeping on the bus?”

      He nods and rolls his eyes. “Yeah.”

      “My ass is sleeping in a hotel with my body in a bed. You are more than welcome to sleep on the bus, Carl. Reagan and I can share a hotel without ripping each other’s throats out. Right, Reagan?”

      Really, I want to rip her panties off and lick her throat in the process. She may be my enemy, but I’ve never wanted anyone more than my body craves her.

      Her head tilts to the side, exposing her neck, and she purses her lips. “Yes, as long as you’re on your best behavior.”

      “You stay on your side, and I’ll stay on mine,” I tell her and raise an eyebrow. “Scout’s honor.” I lift two fingers in the air and smirk.

      “For fuck’s sake. You were never a Boy Scout,” Reagan says, placing her hands on her hips and rolling her eyes before turning around and starting to walk toward the small inn to the right of us.

      “Glad you checked up on me. You know,” I call out, following behind her, “if there’s anything you want to know about me, I’d be happy to fill in the blanks.”

      Carl and Lexi are behind us, trying to keep a close eye on us because I can hear the crunch of the gravel under their feet, but I ignore them.

      “I can stop by for a nightcap if you’d like,” I offer just to throw her off and ruffle her feathers.

      She spins so fast on her heels I almost walk into her. “Listen, Mr. War Hero.” She pokes me in the chest with her long, thin finger. “I want no part of you. Anything I need to know, I’ll find out through research.” The tip of her fingernail digs into my breastbone between my pecs, giving me a delicious pinch.

      I glance down at her finger and lick my lips before dragging my eyes back to hers. “I’m quicker and easier.”

      “I’ve never liked anything easy.” She hasn’t moved her finger yet, and I take the opportunity to flex so she can feel my hardness.

      “Me either.” I resist the urge to touch her when everything in me is screaming for me to do just that and push my sleeves up a bit farther to expose more of my ink.

      Her eyes drop for a moment. “You think I was given my seat, but I’ve earned everything.” The vein on the side of her neck is protruding, and I can’t help but stare at its steady rhythm as she speaks. “It was me who campaigned for the state house and won, not my father. Me.”

      “Truce.” I lift my hands in the air, signaling my willingness to end the conversation…for now, and I wipe the shitty grin off my face. It’s the one thing that agitates her, and I plan to pull it out whenever possible.

      A strange but sexy sound comes from her throat, and she drops her hand. “We’ll never have a truce, Titan. Never. Not even when I beat you on Election Day.” Her chin lifts before she smiles and crosses her arms again.

      I can’t stop my eyes from following the movement of her breasts. Based on my reactions, it’s as if I’ve never seen a pair before. I’ve seen enough to know that I want to see hers without that annoying, partially unbuttoned top. I scrub my hands down my face, not out of frustration, but to stop my eyes from ogling her chest. When I open them, I say, “I look forward to it.”

      “Hey.” Lexi steps next to us, but she puts her body partially between us as a barrier. “Although I love the passion both of you have for the race, it’s hotter than Hades out here, and I’d really love some air conditioning.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am.” I give her a sympathetic smile when she wipes the sweat from her brow. “Let’s get everyone more comfortable.” My mind wanders, and I wonder what Reagan wears when she isn’t dressed up like a stiff businesswoman. “I can’t wait to get out of these clothes myself.”

      Reagan chokes and her face reddens.

      “Are you okay?” Lexi asks.

      “I’m fine,” she replies, tapping on her chest before she saunters off and Lexi follows.

      I’m left standing there, watching them walk away, and I can’t stop myself from staring at the sway of her hips. They’re hypnotic. My head snaps forward, and I turn to glare at Carl. “What the fuck, man?”

      He’s shaking his head and staring at the ground. “You’re going to be outed as a perv if you keep this shit up, Jude. You’re too overtly sexual with her. You need to stop the bullshit before your pecker gets you in so much trouble that you tank the election.”

      I wave him off. “Don’t worry, Carl. I know what I’m doing.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he mutters.

      “Come on,” I tell him and start to follow the ladies toward the inn.

      Carl moves quickly to catch up. “This is going to be an interesting night.”

      “You can say that again,” I whisper with a smile on my face. I’m not done with Reagan…not by a long shot.
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      After checking in and getting settled, I throw on some sweats and head for the workout room. The woman at the front desk assured me there was a weight set, treadmill, and elliptical in a room at the end of the hall that they converted. It won’t be like my gym at home, but it will do in a pinch. I can’t allow myself to get soft being on the road for the next couple of months.

      The voters need to see me as a strong military man. I can’t have my exterior deteriorate without losing a few votes along the way. At this point, I don’t care if I get the female vote because of my looks. I’ll do anything to knock out Preston and become the next senator to represent the great state of Illinois in the nation’s capital.

      The familiar sound of the treadmill fills the empty hallway, echoing through the corridor. When I open the door, I freeze. A woman is running, singing “Wicked Games” with her arms moving in a partial upper body dance. I stand there for a moment, watching her tight ponytail swaying back and forth before I realize who it is… Reagan.

      Be cool. She’s just a girl. I’m lying to myself. The way her running pants fit her, I can see every curve of her body. She’s exquisite. Leaning against the doorframe, I watch her body move, like a gazelle running with grace.

      As the treadmill starts to slow, I push off the doorway before she catches me. The workout room is mediocre, but watching Reagan makes it better. She hasn’t noticed me because of the headphones she has in as she keeps on singing completely out of tune.

      I prep my weights before sitting at the end of the bench. In another time and place, Reagan would’ve been someone I would’ve gone after. She’s not only beautiful, but she’s smart and has a wicked tongue.

      She’s a worthy adversary.

      When I relax back onto the bench, I glance down my body and notice a huge problem. My cock is tenting my sweats, and my view of her perfectly round ass just makes shit worse.

      I find a point on the ceiling and think about something that doesn’t give me wood. But my mind fills with Reagan. Her lips. Her tits. Her ass. Her smile. Her lips. I’m fucked.

      Think of something sad.

      Nothing comes because it’s all about her. My dick has taken over my brain, and I can’t seem to stop it. Carl would flip his shit if he were here.

      Carl. Think about Carl.

      Instantly, my hard-on vanishes. Reaching up, I wrap my hands around the bar and start to lift it when I hear the treadmill speed up again.

      Do not look.

      “Fuck,” I mutter through gritted teeth when I look down the length of my body to see her ass jiggling in the most delicious way.

      Carl. Carl. Carl.

      It becomes my mantra as I say it over and over again under my breath. I spend the next thirty minutes lifting weights and trying to ignore Reagan and her body.

      When the treadmill screeches and comes to a crawl, I sit up and rest my elbows on my knees. The sweat’s trickling down my shoulder, and my shirt is soaked. I’d be lying if I said I remove my shirt just to cool off.

      I want her to see me.

      She pats her skin with a towel she had hanging over the handle of the treadmill, still oblivious to my presence. I’m smiling before she turns around.

      “Oh,” she says, her eyebrows rising quickly toward her dampened hairline. “I didn’t know you were here.” Her voice is loud when she speaks. Her eyes are traveling around my body, moving quickly from muscle to muscle as she pulls her earbuds out.

      I flex my muscles, unable to stop from making a fool of myself. “I didn’t mind the company.” My tongue darts out, sweeping across my lips and capturing the salty sweat that has formed.

      She hasn’t taken her eyes off me, but they’re no longer looking into my eyes. Her lips are parted, pupils dilated, and she’s watching my tongue.

      “I’m a mess.” She covers her face with the towel.

      “You are not.” I exhale, trying to steady my breathing. My heart is hammering in my chest harder than usual from a workout, and I can only attribute it to the nearness of Reagan.

      Her sweat is trickling down her neck, following every dip and ridge until it disappears into the cleavage of her sports bra. “I better hit the shower,” she mutters into the towel, oblivious to my gawking.

      My mind starts to race, and my cock starts to stir. “Need help? I can get all the places you can’t reach.”

      All I can think of is her naked and wet. The soapy bubbles dancing across her skin, traveling the long silky path down her legs to the drain.

      She steps off the treadmill, her eyes narrowing. “I’m fine.”

      “You sure?” I stay forward to cover my tenting sweats that I know are partially hidden.

      “If I need a hand, I have Lexi to help.” She smirks.

      I groan softly. Reagan is a fantasy, but the thought of Lexi and Reagan soapy and wet just about sends me over the edge.

      “You have a good night, Titan,” she says, her eyes sweeping over my exposed skin once again.

      “Reagan,” I say before her hand touches the doorknob. She pauses two feet to my right, and I can smell her, the salty sweetness of her perspiration mixed with her perfume. “We don’t have to be enemies.”

      Her head falls forward, but she doesn’t look at me. “I wish that were true, Jude, but we most certainly can’t be friends.”

      She walks out, leaving me with a boner and her scent lingering in the air. Reagan Preston may just be my undoing.
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      My phone lights up with my father’s name and number yet again. I’ve been avoiding him since the TV interview the other night. I know I did poorly, and getting a lecture about it will only make me feel worse.

      With a sigh, I slide my finger across the screen of my phone and put it up to my ear. “Hey, Dad.”

      “You’ve been avoiding me.”

      “I’ve just been busy.”

      “Do you have any idea how hard it is for me to manage damage control when you’ve got your head in the clouds?”

      I feel a spark of defensiveness. “My head is not in the clouds. I’ve been working with my staff from morning ’til night on research and a new strategy.”

      He scoffs. “That softball staff of yours isn’t prepared to deal with Jude Titan as an opponent. Sonny Solomon is one thing, but a decorated veteran is another.”

      “I’m aware. And my staff is loyal to me, so I’m loyal to them. They’ve gotten me this far.”

      “Listen, Reagan,” he says in his soft, good-cop tone, “you’ll never have a better opportunity to break in than this. My approval ratings are off the charts, and I’ve given you my wholehearted endorsement.”

      “I know. I’m working as hard as I possibly can, Dad. I really am. Elections aren’t won overnight.”

      “You don’t need to give me any advice on winning elections,” he says scornfully. “And I hope you realize what an embarrassment it will be to me if you don’t win this.”

      I close my eyes and try to rein in my frustration. No one does this to me but my dad. Nothing’s ever good enough for him.

      “We’re on it,” I assure him. “Jude Titan took us by surprise, but we’re getting our bearings now.”

      “I can send Tom Harbor.”

      “No,” I say firmly. “That won’t be necessary.”

      I’m sitting at the desk in the hotel room I’m sharing with Lexi, and she steps out of the bathroom and gives me a sympathetic look.

      “I think it’s more than necessary,” my father says. “You need a seasoned strategist running your campaign, not your friend from college.”

      “Look, it’s under control.”

      “It looked very out of control in that interview the other night.”

      I blow out a frustrated breath. “What’s done is done. We’re adjusting our course.”

      “I’ve got people who can do the background work on Titan that you’ll need when Election Day is closer.”

      “Sure,” I say, resigned to the fact that I have to give in on something. “Just don’t send Tom. Background is always good.”

      “Don’t ignore me again,” he says, a warning in his tone.

      “I wasn’t ignoring you.”

      “Reagan.”

      “Fine. I won’t ignore you again.”

      “I think we need to schedule some joint appearances to align your campaign more closely with me.”

      I shake my head. “I want to do this on my own.”

      He laughs. “That’s idealistic of you, but it doesn’t work that way.”

      “Then I don’t want to win.”

      His sigh is loaded with aggravation. “Stop acting like a petulant child, Reagan.”

      “There’s nothing childish about wanting to win on my own merits or lose trying.”

      “You’ve sure as hell ridden my coattails this far, so don’t get on a high horse now.”

      I’ve tried to keep my cool, but my blood is boiling. The public sees Stan Preston as a caring man with an easy smile who loves crossing the political aisle to solve problems. He’s a family man who married his high school sweetheart and set high standards for his children.

      All those things are true; my dad is a very good man. But behind closed doors, he’s blunt to the point of abrasiveness at times. And those times often hurt.

      “Just how did I ride your coattails?” I ask in a frosty tone. “I thought it was me knocking on all those doors and recruiting my friends to help make phone calls and pass out flyers.”

      “I deliberately played no active role in that campaign, but don’t think the name Preston didn’t open lots of doors. And pocketbooks. It was my friends who donated to your campaign.”

      I take a calming breath. “And I appreciate it, Dad. I really do. But what I need most is your support. Not money or connections or any of that. I just want my dad to tell me I can do it.”

      “You can if you take my advice and let my people do the heavy lifting.”

      I roll my eyes. “I have to go, Dad. Can we talk about this later?”

      His tone is crisp. “I’ve said all I needed to say.”

      “Okay. Then I’ll talk to you later.”

      “All right.”

      I hang up and meet Lexi’s sympathetic gaze.

      “He’s so overbearing,” she says. “Can you tell him to back off?”

      My laugh holds no amusement. “That wouldn’t go over well.”

      “He’s going to expect you to do his bidding when you get elected, you know. Do you ever wonder if that’s why he’s supporting you?”

      Only every day. I shake my head at Lexi and pick up my cell phone and keycard to get back into the room.

      “I need some air,” I say, getting up.

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “Thanks, but I need to be alone. I’m fine, I just need some time.”

      She nods silently. I put on my well-worn Cubs baseball hat and slip out of the room. I wear this hat when I want to keep my head down and not be recognized. It goes well with the jeans and plain gray V-neck T-shirt I changed into earlier.

      The small-town hotel we’re staying in is quiet. When I walk outside, I can’t help looking at Jude’s red, white, and blue painted campaign bus. #TrustTitan, it says.

      I flip off the bus and head for a small bench I saw on the side of the building earlier. I’m emotionally drained. All I can do is sink onto the bench and bury my face in my hands, resting my elbows on my thighs.

      When I was in law school, I studied every day so I could graduate with honors and make my parents proud. Then I ran for state representative, and the campaign took every ounce of my time and energy. Serving as state rep was no different.

      And now, here I am again, burying myself even deeper in something that will consume me. I love public service, but I don’t even remember what it was like to do something just for me. Just because I wanted to. I haven’t had that luxury in so long.

      “You just now realized you’re rooting for the wrong team, didn’t you?” a deep, amused voice says next to me.

      I look up, and my heart skips when I see Jude. He’s wearing dark, worn-in jeans and a black T-shirt that hugs his biceps.

      “What, my hat?” I ask him. “You’re a Sox fan?”

      He nods. “Southside all the way, baby.”

      My heart flutters again as I imagine what it would be like to actually be called that by him. I’ve never had a relationship that wasn’t in the public eye. Every man I dated had to meet with my father’s approval, and that usually meant they or their family were connected in the Democratic Party.

      “I’m not surprised,” I say with a smile. “We’re polar opposites in every way, you and I.”

      “May I?” he asks, gesturing at the open seat next to me on the bench.

      “Why not? I already feel like shit. I’ll actually be impressed if you can make me feel any worse, Titan.”

      He sits down, and I immediately feel the warmth of his body next to mine.

      “You feel like shit because you’re so attracted to me,” he says. “A Southsider and a Republican. That’s gotta hurt. But I won’t tell anyone.”

      I roll my eyes but can’t help smiling. “I don’t find cockiness appealing.”

      “It’s not cocky if you can back it up.”

      “Oh, and you can back it up?”

      He inclines his head toward his campaign bus. “Wanna find out?”

      “You’re just trying to get under my skin.”

      He bumps his large shoulder against me lightly. “What’s on your mind, Reagan? I promise it’ll stay between us.”

      I sigh deeply before looking over and up into his dark eyes. “The pressure. It’s hard sometimes.”

      “Yeah, I’m starting to see how intense it is. You make it look easy, though.”

      I laugh lightly. “That’s because I have no life. This—” I gesture at the lot our buses are parked in “—is all I have.”

      “You’re more accomplished than any woman I’ve ever known,” Jude says.

      I look up at him with my brows drawn together, waiting for the punch line. But his expression is sincere.

      “I am?”

      “Yeah.” He looks at his hands, clasped in front of him as his elbows rest on his knees. “You know, I’ve felt pressure, too. When I was in combat. It’s fucking intense, knowing other people’s lives hinge on your actions.”

      “That has to be the most intense pressure of all.”

      “I deal with pressure by making a list,” he says.

      “A list?”

      He nods. “If I was in combat, I’d think of the next four or five things I needed to focus on. Put ’em in order. It helps relax me to focus on what I can control.”

      “I can see that.”

      “You’ll have it all one day, Reagan,” he says. “Everything you’re missing right now. You’ll have it all.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because you’re pretty damn hard to say no to. Whatever you want, you’ll just need to ask for, and it’ll be yours.”

      I don’t know if it’s his sweet words or his warm, baritone voice, but I’m so under Jude’s spell right now. My heart is pounding, and I’m warm all over.

      “Just ask?” I say softly.

      “That’s right.”

      The warm breeze picks up a few strands of my hair. I can smell Jude’s masculine scent as he leans closer. I’ve never had a moment like this, when nothing logical mattered. As he leans in and I feel his lips close to mine, I lean, too.

      Our lips meet, and my heart flies into overdrive as I feel the slight scrape of his stubble on the corner of my mouth. His mouth is so warm, and he tastes faintly of beer. I immediately want more of him, and he seems to know. His tongue meets mine, and he wraps a hand into my hair as he cups the back of my head.

      There’s no pressure, no worry, and no election as our mouths explore for those few seconds. I’ve never felt such magic.

      When Jude pulls away, I take in a deep breath, the realization of what just happened hitting me. I look around frantically to see if anyone saw us.

      “Hey,” Jude says softly, “we’re good.”

      “Shit. Is your campaign manager hiding nearby with a camera?”

      Jude draws his brows together, looking a little offended. “Are you kidding?”

      “How did you know I was out here?”

      “I was drinking a beer on my bus, and I saw you walk by.”

      I sigh deeply. How could I be so stupid? Kissing Jude Titan in a public place like this was an epically dumbass idea.

      “I have to go,” I say, getting up.

      “Reagan.”

      Jude’s serious tone makes
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