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  Welcome to Washington, D.C., city of scandal, where no secret stays hidden for long …


  Four years ago Kate Reynolds’ fiancé died on a Special Forces mission in Afghanistan. Ever since she’s been consumed with uncovering the truth, vowing to prove his death was no accident. The daughter of a notoriously high-profile senator, her new job as a CIA political analyst is a dream come true, and the chance to avenge the man she loved and lost.


  Soon Kate’s on the brink of discovering what happened that fateful night. Her own life is now in danger and she’s stunned by the man who comes to her rescue. Together they must fight to stay alive as they’re dragged into a corrupt world of secrets and lies. When the threat hits terrifyingly close to home, will Kate choose vengeance, or the man who has ignited a fire inside her she thought would never burn again?


  Want more sizzling chemistry and scandalous action? Don’t miss Books One and Two in the Capital Confessions series, Flirting With Scandal and Playing With Trouble.


  Prologue


  Kate


  I stared out at the vast expanse of dark, the Chesapeake Bay inky black in the sticky July night. A loud boom sounded, followed by an explosion of color in the sky. Red. Blue. The scent of burning wood filled my nostrils, mixing with the salty air. Beer flowed freely from two enormous kegs, hot dogs cooking on the grill.


  I sank down onto the blanket in the sand, hugging my bare knees to my chest, staring up at the fireworks.


  Music and laughter blended together, the birthday party my older sister, Blair, had thrown for me at her boyfriend Thom’s house showing no sign of winding down.


  I wasn’t sentimental about birthdays, never had been. Being born on July Fourth with a U.S. senator for a father, I’d quickly learned that there was no contest between America’s birthday and mine. My parents needed to be out shaking hands and kissing babies and getting my father reelected.


  When we were younger, they’d dragged me and Blair along with them—two girls in matching red, white, and blue dresses, ribbons in our hair, smiling for photos and looking like miniatures of our parents—Blair’s dark hair like our mother’s, mine blond like our father’s. Only two years apart, we’d been bookends to the family photo op.


  And then I’d hit eleven and that awkward stage—one that unfairly, Blair never seemed to reach—and started protesting having to spend my birthday smiling at strangers and behaving like a fucking doll. There went the family birthday celebrations. Which was fine, really. I had a bottle of beer next to me in the sand, a hot dog in my stomach, and one hundred of my closest friends—give or take fifty that were definitely total strangers.


  What else could a girl want for her sixteenth birthday?


  One more thing.


  And he wasn’t here.


  I turned back to the party, scanning the group behind me for what felt like the millionth time that night. My gaze ran over the crowd, settling for a moment on Blair and her boyfriend, Thom, sweeping back again …


  Still not here.


  I wasn’t totally surprised. He was spending the summer working for his father’s security firm in D.C. He’d had to work today, but said he would drive down when he got off. Still, the traffic would be brutal, especially with the holiday. Besides, it wasn’t like he was my boyfriend or anything. It was a lot of trouble to go to for a friend’s birthday—even with a history as long as ours. But Matt Ryan had never made me a promise he didn’t keep, and I couldn’t believe he’d miss my sixteenth birthday.


  I lay back on the blanket, watching the fireworks flicker overhead, my fourth beer blurring the colors a bit.


  So he wasn’t here. It sucked, but whatever. It had still been a good birthday.


  More lights. Boom. Hiss. Aaah. Back and forth. Over and over again.


  And then the bright lights disappeared. I blinked and looked up.


  Matt stood over me, blocking out the fireworks, wearing a pair of khaki shorts slung low on his hips and a blue button-down shirt, sleeves rolled. A beer bottle dangled from his hand. His feet were bare.


  He smiled down at me, the curve of his lips sending my heart careening to my stomach.


  “Happy birthday.”


  I sat up, trying to steady myself. We’d been friends practically my whole life; this shouldn’t have felt so weird. My palms shouldn’t be clammy, my heart racing, my throat tight.


  “You came.”


  I winced at how strained my voice sounded, all of the excitement and nerves clogging my throat leaving little room for words to escape.


  “I couldn’t miss your birthday.” Matt crouched down so that we were eye level. I stared into his dark eyes, his brown hair waving with the light breeze that had picked up over the water.


  My fingers itched to reach out and touch.


  He had an athlete’s body, honed from years of playing soccer. It was a body that I’d seen shirtless on so many summers playing at the beach, and never felt a thing. But now, even clothed, I felt lots of things.


  Matt sat down next to me on the blanket, bringing his long legs up in a pose mimicking my own—knees to chest, wrists resting on top of his legs. Given the extra eight inches he had on me, I doubted it was comfortable.


  “I’m sorry I’m late. Traffic was crazy getting out of the city.”


  “I figured.”


  Why was it so hard to talk to him now? It was like all of my words had frozen up. I sat there on the blanket feeling like an idiot, wondering if we’d ever have a chance at just being friends again. Did he notice how weird things were between us? Was it just me? Did he know that somewhere along the way I’d stopped seeing him as just a friend and started wanting so much more?


  My cheeks flamed.


  I tilted my head to the sky, staring up at the sparkling lights, the light breeze hitting my face as I tried to hide all of the emotion that lingered in my heart and eyes.


  Matt set his beer down on the sand, adjusting on the blanket. A whiff of his cologne hit my nostrils and I felt a familiar set of butterflies in my belly. His leg grazed mine. I froze. Was that an accident? But if it was an accident, why was his thigh pressing into mine?


  I sucked in air, not sure if I was trying to sober up the rest of the way or keep from passing out. His leg felt good against mine—warm, strong, somehow both reassuring and terrifying. My heart pounded in a mad beat.


  I didn’t move, not wanting to break the connection between us, waiting to see where this was headed, if it was even headed anywhere. Desperately praying that it was headed where I so badly wanted it to go.


  “You okay?” Matt asked.


  I nodded, turning to face him, realizing how close we actually were. I swallowed, staring into his dark brown eyes. He hadn’t just moved his leg toward mine; he’d leaned into me so that we were only inches apart.


  He smelled amazing.


  My gaze trailed down, and I could barely resist the urge to attack his mouth. We’d grown up in the same circles; I’d heard girls talk about what a good kisser he was, had wondered what it would be like if I were in their place. I wanted his lips for myself now.


  “Do you want your birthday present?” he asked, a smile on his face.


  I wanted him.


  This was a tradition we repeated every year. Matt gave the best presents—an old edition of my favorite book one year, an Eiffel Tower snow globe the summer he’d gone to France with his family that I still kept by my bed, the fact that he’d thought of me while he was on vacation feeling like everything.


  “Close your eyes,” he whispered.


  This, too, was a tradition, although this year the words sounded huskier, the promise of them, more.


  I closed my eyes.


  He took my hand and I jerked back, ready to jump out of my skin with that simple touch. He stayed still for a moment, as though easing me into it, and then I relaxed as he uncurled my fingers, opening my palm to the sky. He set something down and my fingers closed around a small round box.


  My eyes slammed open.


  My fingers shook slightly as I popped the lid on the box, the contents causing a hitch in my breath.


  The necklace was beautiful—a round disc in gold, a “K” etched into the metal. My finger traced the letter, my brain scrambling to catch up.


  He’d never given me a gift like this. His gifts were always quirky and fun, things that spoke to my personality. Friend gifts. This felt like something else entirely.


  I looked up from the necklace, searching his gaze, wondering if I’d find the answers I needed there.


  “Do you like it?” Matt asked, his expression uncharacteristically unsure.


  I nodded, not quite trusting my voice.


  “Do you want me to put it on you?”


  I opened my mouth, about to say that there was no need and I could put the necklace on without help, when suddenly I realized that if he put the necklace on me, he’d be touching me.


  Right.


  “Sure.”


  My voice shook a bit as I forced the word out, but if Matt noticed he was cool enough not to say anything.


  He took the necklace from the box, shifting behind me. I lifted my hair off of my neck, a line of goose bumps rising over my skin as the breeze hit my bared flesh.


  And then his fingers grazed me—holy crap—his touch warm, gentle, followed by the press of the cool metal against my neck. He fumbled with the clasp for a moment, his breath tickling my ear, his lips inches away from being on me.


  I’d never wanted anything as much as I wanted him to kiss me. As much as I wanted him.


  He fastened the clasp, but instead of moving away, he leaned me back against his legs, our bodies touching, the scent of his cologne once again surrounding me.


  “Is this okay?” he whispered, his lips grazing my lobe.


  It was a good thing we were sitting, because I was fairly certain that my legs were wet noodles.


  Okay? It was amazing, and at the same time, I was climbing out of my skin. My heart pounded like I’d just run a marathon; my palms way past clammy. One refrain played through my mind on repeat:


  Kiss me kiss me kiss me.


  If there hadn’t been two years between us, if he hadn’t been so hot, if the hot dog in my stomach wasn’t starting to feel like deadweight, and I hadn’t been so completely clueless when it came to guys, maybe I would have just kissed him then and there. But he was eighteen, and he was gorgeous, and likely could get any girl he wanted. He’d been my best friend since I was four; he’d accidentally broken my nose with an errant baseball when I was eight. He’d seen me at my best and worst, and always been there for me. And I definitely felt like I was going to throw up.


  I was young, but I wasn’t stupid, and I could tell we stood on the edge of something new, but the thought of doing anything to alter our relationship when he was the one person in my life I’d always counted on scared the shit out of me.


  Matt’s arm wrapped around me, settling me against his body. He leaned forward, resting his head against my shoulder, his mouth once again inches away from my face.


  Kiss me kiss me kiss me.


  He sighed against my back, and for the first time it hit me that he might be just as nervous as I was, wondering what the hell had changed in our relationship, and where we could go from here. Nothing had happened, but everything was different, the change flickering between us like the fireflies off in the distance.


  Matt reached out, turning me to face him, holding my chin in his hand, tipping my face toward his.


  Ohmigod.


  Everything stilled as I froze this moment, clutching this memory to my chest; whatever happened next, I’d always have this—the possibility of us—to savor.


  Our gazes locked onto each other, mine dipping for a second to look at his mouth at precisely the same time he said, “I love you, Kate.”


  With those four words, the hot dog settled in my stomach. The two-year age difference fell away in the face of a lifetime of friendship. And I found my voice.


  “I love you, too.”


  His body shuddered against mine as though I’d just given him the answer to a question that had been eating him inside. And with those four words, I tied a string around my heart and connected it to his.


  The nerves disappeared. Everything disappeared. Maybe on paper we’d gone from friends to more in an instant, but I’d always loved him, and that love had changed until now it was this—Matt cupping my face in his palms, his thumbs stroking back and forth across my cheekbones, and then his lips descended on mine and he gave me my first kiss.


  Since Blair was two years older than me and had been dating Thom for years, I’d asked her about kissing. She’d shrugged and said it was nice.


  She was wrong.


  It wasn’t nice. It was indescribable. It was lips, tongue, teeth moving in a dance I didn’t know the moves to yet picked up as naturally as breathing. It was hungry and desperate and soothing. And right then, I knew—I was the luckiest girl in the world to have fallen in love with my best friend and to have him love me back.


  We kissed for hours, my back on the blanket, the necklace he’d slipped on my neck warm against my skin, Matt’s body on top of me, showered by fireworks as America and I turned one year older.


  Best birthday ever.


  Chapter One


  
    D.C.’s political elite is expected to attend this year’s concert at the U.S. Capitol to celebrate the Fourth of July. We can’t wait to see what scandals we uncover …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  Six years later


  “Why are you still here?”


  I looked up from the project I’d been working on—analyzing newspaper articles from Syria to assist with a leadership profile my boss wanted on a Syrian general—my elbow nearly connecting with one of several cups of coffee strewn about my desk. Sometimes intelligence work could be really fucking tedious. When it was completed, the profile would serve as a reference document providing background information on the general. The goal was to use this information to not only get a better sketch of him, but also as a predictive and descriptive tool to understand his motivations and attempt to guess at what he might do next.


  My boss, Richard Standler, stood in front of me, staring down at my cluttered desk.


  “Just trying to finish up this report,” I answered, hoping I looked like the dutiful employee.


  I’d only been working at the Central Intelligence Agency for a couple of weeks. I’d graduated from Georgetown in May with a political science degree, and gotten an entry-level job working as a political analyst in the CIA’s Directorate of Intelligence. My job involved country risk analysis—looking at raw data, both classified and open source—things like media, Internet sites, public data, and professional and academic publications—to make assessments on how U.S. interests would be affected by a particular country’s goals and behavior. In my case, I was assigned to the Office of Near Eastern and South Asian Analysis. I’d taken Arabic in college and was pretty much fluent, so that definitely helped.


  It wasn’t the glamorous, car chase “spy” job everyone envisioned when they thought of working at the CIA—my greatest health hazard was probably getting carpal tunnel—but for someone who geeked out on international relations and security policy, it was pretty much my dream job.


  “You do realize it’s a holiday, right? You didn’t actually need to come in today.”


  Ugh. It was. It was also my twenty-second birthday.


  I nodded. “Yeah, I’m about to head out. I just wanted to get this finished.”


  It was important to me that I made a good impression. I wasn’t great at office politics, but I was a hard worker and I hoped that would take me far.


  “Do you have plans to go see some fireworks later?”


  “No, I’m just going to head home after this.”


  He shifted from side to side as though he was looking for something else to say, but finally he just nodded and gave me an uncomfortable smile.


  “Well, don’t work too late.”


  I forced a smile. “I won’t.”


  I listened to his footsteps walking away, and then I went back to the report, grateful for the silence. Maybe it made me a freak, but I sort of liked working when the office was nearly empty. It saved me from awkward, stilted conversations with my coworkers. I was here to do a job, not to make friends. I was here to learn everything I could about what happened that day in Afghanistan when my fiancé, Matt, had never come home from his Special Forces mission.


  We’d dated throughout high school, gotten engaged my freshman year of college after Matt had decided to give up his future at Intech, his father’s private security firm, and instead enlisted in Army. I’d only been eighteen, and my parents had definitely not approved, but I hadn’t worried or questioned my decision for a second. We’d had the kind of relationship that had been solid, and my future had always seemed like it was meant to include him.


  Until I woke to a phone call telling me that his unit had been ambushed, and he’d been killed in Afghanistan.


  There hadn’t been a body to bury; details had been scarce. Much of it was swept under the “classified” rug, leaving me with a whole lot of questions and a wound that seemed impossible to recover from.


  I wasn’t stupid; I knew the odds of me finding out any information on Matt’s death were slim to none. I was at the absolute bottom rung of the CIA food chain, and my access to information was limited at best. Not to mention, I couldn’t exactly advertise what I was looking for. No, I had to hope I got lucky, or that I performed really well and they started increasing my access level.


  It wasn’t just the need to know what had happened to him, it was the suspicion that there was more to the story, the mounting evidence that my father, the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee, was somehow linked to what had gone down in Afghanistan nearly four years ago. It was a mission I’d picked up a year ago, a vendetta I wasn’t willing to let die. Even if it meant I was dead girl walking.


  If I was going to go out, then I was going to go out in a fucking blaze of glory—


  And take everyone down with me.


  I left Langley and drove home, searching for a parking spot in my neighborhood. The city was even busier with the crowds celebrating the Fourth, and I had to park several blocks away from my apartment building.


  I walked down the sidewalk, pushing through the crowded streets. It was dusk and the fireworks had yet to start, but the sidewalks teemed with people enjoying the warm D.C. summer. I lengthened my strides, hating the crowds, ready to collapse on my couch, watch TV, and finish off the Lebanese food I’d bought last night.


  Suddenly, a chill slid down my spine. Again.


  I froze. My head whipped around as my gaze swept my surroundings.


  Groups of people walked down the street behind me, laughing and chatting as though they hadn’t a care in the world. How long had it been since I’d felt like that? Since I’d felt normal?


  A body collided with mine.


  “Hey, watch where you’re going.”


  I mumbled an apology to the man, ducking my head and picking up the pace, my street nearly in sight.


  It was stupid, and I’d probably become paranoid, but I swore it felt like someone was following me. I’d had the feeling for weeks now. I couldn’t pinpoint why, had never seen anyone behind me; it was just a feeling. One that had me looking over my shoulder, wondering when I’d pay for the shots I’d taken against my father’s reputation.


  All it’s going to do is get you killed.


  My sister Blair’s words when she’d learned that I’d been selling information about our father, Senator Edward Reynolds, to Capital Confessions hit me again. Okay, yeah, maybe I knew why I felt the way I did. Why I had trouble sleeping. Why I kept a safe-deposit box full of information in case of my death.


  I wasn’t sure when my life had become a Greek tragedy, but I didn’t doubt my father would kill me if I got too close to the truth of what had happened to Matt in Afghanistan—if it were true and my father had really been involved.


  I couldn’t resist the urge to peer over my shoulder again, not sure if I was relieved or annoyed to come up empty. After weeks of this, I was ready to face whoever was after me. Maybe I was crazy. I at least consoled myself with the thought that even my father wasn’t likely to have me killed on my own birthday.


  Probably.


  Although, if he were going to do it in a way that minimized the scandal to the family and presented him with the perfect political opportunity, having me mugged on my way home would be the optimal cover.


  I still lived in the same tiny one-bedroom apartment I’d lived in during college. It wasn’t in the best part of D.C., but it was cheap, and since I’d cut off ties with my parents after Matt’s death, I’d paid for my own college education and living expenses. I had some money in trust from my grandparents, but four years at Georgetown had been expensive, as had my apartment, shitty though it might be. The CIA paid okay, but it wasn’t anything crazy, so I tried to live pretty frugally.


  It was a testament to twenty-two years of being a Reynolds that I could easily envision the speeches and the piece of legislation my father would sponsor decrying the high crime level on the streets. Yeah, if I were going to have me killed, I’d go with a mugging.


  Fuck.


  My heart raced as I walked up to my building, unlocking the front door and slipping inside, the door shutting behind me immediately.


  I released a breath, my body sagging. I steadied myself for a moment and then I made the trek up six flights of stairs until I reached the front door of my apartment, unlocking it and heading inside.


  I got comfortable, changing into a pair of cotton shorts and a tank top. My apartment didn’t have the luxury of central air—nothing like the seven-thousand-square-foot home I grew up in—and it was boiling today. I threw on an episode of an old nineties sitcom and feasted on the last of my chicken shawarma from last night’s dinner. As far as birthdays went, I’d had worse.


  I read through texts from my sisters, Blair and Jackie, responding with promises to call later. Jackie and her fiancé, Will, had plans to attend the big concert at the Capitol this year. Will was newly elected to a state senate seat in Virginia so it helped for them to be rubbing elbows with D.C.’s movers and shakers. They’d invited me to join them, but I’d spent more of my childhood than I cared to remember being dragged to things like that, and it wasn’t an experience I wanted to repeat.


  Blair had moved to Boston with her boyfriend, Gray, and had decided to spend the holiday up there, working an event her nonprofit had put on for the families they served. Even if she had been here, I wasn’t sure we would have spent the day together. Things had been tense between us ever since she found out I had been working with Capital Confessions last year—and was responsible for the blog outing her relationship with her then–law professor. We’d mended fences for the most part, but our relationship remained strained.


  I missed my sister. Our personalities couldn’t have been more different—Blair was poised and polite and I was more of a bull in a china shop—but we’d still been pretty close. Growing up the way we had, we’d banded together out of both love and necessity. Besides, living our lives in the public eye had made it difficult to let a lot of people in. Trust was the ultimate commodity, and you learned pretty quickly that this town ran on power and everyone wanted to get close to the people who held it. As the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee, my father was the ultimate power broker. He was also an asshole.


  It wasn’t just the affairs, or the way he’d treated my sister Jackie, the illegitimate daughter he’d fathered and abandoned, or how we butted heads at every turn. He wasn’t just an asshole; he was the kind of guy who would take anyone down if their interests threatened his—including me. And he was definitely involved in some dark shit.


  I grabbed the old, worn file folder sitting on my coffee table, flipping through the pages I practically knew from memory. A year ago, the first packet had arrived in the mail addressed to me with a preprinted label and an Arlington postmark. Every few months or so, more came. Each packet came from a different city in the metro area. Each packet had a little more information about the security firm Intech’s operations in Afghanistan.


  The first packet had contained two important pieces of information:


  My father’s name and Matt’s father’s name. And then came the documents with Matt’s name, surrounded by a whole lot of blacked-out bits.


  Matt’s father, James Ryan, owned Intech, one of the world’s largest private security firms. He was also one of my father’s largest campaign contributors.


  I didn’t even know what I had exactly—a lot of it was redacted—but the fact that someone had sent me this was enough to make me think there was more there. The conversation I’d accidentally overheard days after Matt’s funeral filled in the other missing piece, shattering any ties I had to my parents.


  Blair had accused me of being obsessed with what happened to Matt, and she was probably right. She’d told me I needed to move on, needed to find a life for myself. I just didn’t know how. We’d been a couple ever since my sixteenth birthday; before that we’d grown up together as best friends. I’d loved him forever. I hadn’t just lost my fiancé; Matt’s death created a hole in my life that I couldn’t fill. And more than that, it created a hole inside of me.


  You didn’t bounce back from that.


  I jerked up in bed, a loud crash coming from the direction of my living room.


  My heart pounded, my gaze darting to the nightstand and the alarm clock next to my bed. Instead of the neon numbers I expected to see staring back at me, the screen was dark. I fumbled with the lamp, reaching for the switch. I flicked it on. Nothing happened.


  Fuck.


  A chill slid down my spine, my limbs filling with ice. Maybe there’d been a storm. Maybe it was just a normal power outage. Maybe someone had come to kill me.


  Another crash—the sound of breaking glass—the noise once again in the direction of the living room.


  It wasn’t a dream; someone was definitely in my apartment.


  Fuck.


  I reached for my cell, only to come up empty.


  Fuck.


  I’d left it in my purse, which was not-so-conveniently sitting on the coffee table in the living room.


  I got out of bed, heading to the closet. I fumbled around in the dark for a moment, until finally my hand connected with the wooden handle of a baseball bat. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. If I were lucky, maybe I could catch the intruder off guard. I definitely wasn’t going to stay here like a sitting duck, waiting to be killed. If I could get a good swing in, then maybe I could make it to the front door. I had a few neighbors—surely someone would hear me. Hopefully, they weren’t all gone for the holiday. Not to mention, since this wasn’t the best area, fights weren’t exactly something new. The hope that someone would overhear and call the cops was probably in vain.


  My hands tightened around the bat, sliding over to the bedroom door, cursing the old construction and the fact that none of the interior doors had locks on them.


  Adrenaline slammed through me, my body tense and poised for a fight as I waited, my gaze locked on the handle of the door, waiting to see it turn.


  Dreading it.


  A shout came from the other side of the door.


  My breath caught.


  Another shout.


  Oh god, there’s more than one of them.


  A loud thud, followed by a series of grunts, filled the night air. Then another thud—like the sound of bone connecting with bone. More grunts. A shout. Popping sounds.


  Someone was fighting in my living room. The realization surprised me enough that the bat slipped through my fingers and dropped to the ground. Judging from when I’d gone to bed and the sliver of moonlight in the inky sky shining through my sixth-floor window, it was two or three a.m. And there were strange men fighting in my apartment.


  All it’s going to do is get you killed.


  Maybe I should have listened to Blair. Maybe I should have just let everything with Matt go. He was dead; why did I need to go dredging up old ghosts? What would it accomplish, really? And after a year of trying to research what had really happened to him, all I had to show for my efforts were a few cryptic pieces of paper, men fighting in my living room, and my imminent death.


  But why were they fighting? If my father—or someone connected to him—had sent someone to kill me, why hadn’t they done it already? Why were they fighting each other? Assassin’s quarrel?


  I picked up the baseball bat, my knuckles white. Silence filled the apartment.


  I stayed in the corner, directly behind the bedroom door, my gaze trained on the doorknob, struggling to control my breathing, trying so hard not to make a sound. My limbs felt frozen, pulled down by fifty-pound weights. I was afraid to move, afraid to breathe too loudly, afraid to do anything except grip the baseball bat as though it were an extension of my body.


  Minutes passed.


  No one came to kill me.


  Were they gone?


  Indecision filled me as I struggled with what to do next. Part of me wanted to go into the living room and try to grab my phone so I could call the police. It was so quiet—maybe they really were gone. At the same time, it seemed crazy to run toward danger. And part of me couldn’t have moved if I wanted to—my body plastered against the wall, my legs frozen with fear.


  And then the doorknob made the decision for me.


  Horror filled me as I watched the knob turn, heard the creak of the hinges as it opened, and then I swung with all of my might, the bat connecting with muscle and bone with a sickening thwack.


  The intruder crumpled to the ground with an oath and I leapt over the body, the bat dangling from my hand, running toward the living room, panic clawing at my throat. I grabbed my bag off of the coffee table, running toward the front door, my heart pounding as I prayed that I’d hit him hard enough to keep him down for a while.


  I gripped the front door, pulling it open, when all of a sudden—


  “Kate.”


  I froze, my hand slipping from the doorknob, the sound of my name hitting my body like a blow.


  Oh my god.


  Oh my god.


  I knew that voice. Had heard it say my name hundreds of times. Thousands of times.


  I told myself it was the stress of the night catching up with me, that it couldn’t be what I thought it was, hoped it was. I told myself to keep running, to call the police, told myself not to turn and face the intruder in my apartment.


  It can’t be.


  I struggled to calm my breathing, to keep it together, when suddenly I felt like I was falling apart.


  My hand left the knob, the baseball bat falling from my other hand, my body turning as the power of memory beat out any fight-or-flight response I might have had.


  It was dark in the apartment—too dark to see anything but a shape looming in my open bedroom doorway. A strangled gasp escaped my mouth.


  He was tall. Just like Matt had been.


  Broader than Matt, though.


  It can’t be.


  And then I heard that voice again. “It’s me. I’m not going to hurt you.”


  My body sagged against the front door. This had to be a dream. All of this. Maybe I was still sleeping.


  He began walking toward me, slowly, nothing menacing in his stride. He approached me without a sound, gliding through my living room like a ghost. With each step, he sucked the air out of the room.


  My throat clogged with unshed tears, my entire world reduced to each step he took. And then he was in front of me, and I looked up, up, and stared at the man standing before me, searching for some sign that I wasn’t crazy, that this wasn’t a dream.


  That it really was him.


  I blinked, for a moment wondering if I was wrong, if I’d just walked into a trap and gotten myself killed. His face was covered in a dark beard, his hair obscured by an even darker ski cap. Up close, his body was even bulkier than I’d previously thought. His mouth was slanted in a hard line, nothing like the teasing smile I was used to seeing on the boy I’d loved and lost.


  He reached out and I flinched.


  Maybe this was it. Maybe Blair was right and I’d totally and completely lost my mind.


  But he didn’t kill me.


  Instead, his fingers curled around the gold chain at my neck, his hand grazing my skin as he touched the little gold disc with my initial etched on it. The one he’d given me six years ago.


  Our gazes connected and I stared into familiar dark eyes—


  I stared at a ghost.


  Chapter Two


  
    Senator Reynolds and his wife attended the concert at the Capitol. Rumor has it the senator might be considering a presidential bid in the next election cycle. Does he have what it takes?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Matt


  I’d thought I could handle seeing her again. Told myself that if I ever did, I would be able to keep it together. Apparently, I’d lied.


  It was too dark to do more than make out the shape of her—her face, the blonde hair that fell to her shoulders. Lips I’d kissed so many times.


  The sight of her was a punch to the gut. I released the necklace she wore—the one I’d placed around her neck years ago—the gold slipping through my fingers like sand, my knuckles brushing her soft skin.


  I remembered that, too.


  I staggered back, my hip still throbbing from where she’d hit me with the baseball bat. I should have anticipated that Kate would be armed. Thank god she hadn’t hit my head.


  Neither one of us spoke, adding to the surreal quality of the night. I’d dreamed of this moment, but I’d never thought it would actually happen. I didn’t know what to say to her or how to handle this. And, after fighting a guy off in her apartment, I was starting to think the most important issue that needed to be addressed wasn’t my reappearance, but rather why someone had broken in—by the way he’d fought and the ease with which he’d slipped in, clearly a professional.


  I broke the silence between us, my mind racing as training took over. “Where’s your breaker?”


  “My breaker?” she squeaked.


  God, her voice. For a moment, the memories hit me hard. It took everything I had to push them back and focus on the mission.


  “Yeah. The guy disabled your power.”


  “The guy?”


  It sounded like she was in shock, a tremor filling her voice.


  “The guy in your apartment. The one that broke in.”


  She took a deep breath. “That wasn’t you?”


  “No.”


  Her gaze darted around. “Where did he go?”


  “Ran out your door. I went after him, but I lost him when I hit the street.” My jaw clenched. “He knew what he was doing. I came back to make sure you were okay.”


  Kate reached out and clasped my face. “Did he hurt you?”


  I swallowed, the familiar scent of her hitting me hard, the ache in my chest intensifying. “No.” I took a step away from her. “Where’s your breaker?” I repeated.


  It took her a few beats to answer me, and when she finally did, I heard the tremor in her voice again.


  “Kitchen.”


  I left her and walked into her kitchen, feeling my way around until my palm connected with a metal panel in the wall. I flipped it open, flicking switches. Sure enough, he hadn’t cut the power, just switched off the breaker.


  I turned on the kitchen light, walking into the living room and turning that one on, too.


  Kate sat on the floor, her back to the front door which she’d closed when I went into the kitchen, her face pale, eyes wide.


  “This isn’t a dream,” she whispered.


  I shook my head, not sure I trusted my voice to speak. I put my hands in my pockets to keep from reaching out and touching her. Kept several feet between us for safety’s sake.


  This was not how I’d intended for this to go down. Of course, I also hadn’t imagined that I’d find someone trying to kill her. Whatever she’d gotten mixed up in, it was bad.


  The need to stay dead no longer felt as important as the need to keep her safe.


  Kate


  He was alive.


  The room spun around me. My body trembled. I’d sunk to the ground, my legs too weak to keep me upright. I couldn’t get my bearings, couldn’t reconcile the sight of Matt—or whatever version of Matt stood before me—alive, in my living room. It felt as though I’d gone to sleep and woken up in the Twilight Zone.


  He’d died. I’d grieved him. Still grieved him. Except apparently, he hadn’t.


  “How are you here?”


  Of all the questions swirling around in my head, that one seemed like the most obvious one to ask. Or maybe it was just the answer I needed most.


  He folded his giant arms in front of his chest, his expression inscrutable. “Every man with me that day died. I didn’t.”


  I blinked. That was it? This was the reunion I received after nearly four years of thinking he was dead? What the fuck? Everything about this felt wrong. He was alive. Why wasn’t he kissing me? Why was he standing so far away? And why did it feel like an impostor stood where Matt should have?


  “Yeah, I figured that out.” My gaze narrowed, anger breaking through the wall of numbness surrounding me. “Why did someone tell me that you did?”


  “Because everyone thinks I’m dead.”


  His voice had changed in the years since he’d been gone. The teasing note had died, the happiness that I’d heard every time he talked to me forgotten. He spoke now like I was a stranger.


  He was back, and yet, he wasn’t.


  “So you just let me think it, too?”


  His gaze hardened, a tic forming in his jaw just below a nasty looking gash on his cheek. Another one marred his temple, an angry red mark on the opposite cheek. He’d gotten those injuries protecting me tonight.


  “It was safer that way. I didn’t want you to get hurt.”


  “Are you joking? You didn’t want to hurt me?” My voice broke. “You killed me.” Tears fought their way to the surface and I dug deep to push them back. “I’ve thought you were dead for almost four years. Do you know what that was like?” The pain in my chest intensified, the lump in my throat turning into a boulder that cut off my airway and nearly robbed me of breath. “Do you have any idea how hard it has been to get up every morning thinking I’d never see you again?”


  I rose, anger propelling me forward, closing the distance between us, my fists connecting with his chest.


  He stood there while I shoved him, hit him, pummeling him with my fists, his body an immovable mass. The tears came, my resolve no match for years of grief. I waited for Matt to put his arms around me, waited to feel that connection again, but he didn’t. He just stood there while I crashed into him over and over again like water against a rock.


  We stayed like that for what felt like an eternity, time moving on around us as we remained frozen in a non-embrace—the only part of our bodies that touched, my fists beating into his chest as tears rained down my face. He took it. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t move. He just stood there while hurt and betrayal poured from me until it hollowed me out to nothing.


  It felt like I’d lost him all over again.


  I pulled back, my feet not moving quickly enough to put the distance between us that I needed. I felt like a fool. Like I’d loved someone who had never existed at all. Because whoever stood before me now, he wasn’t Matt. Not the Matt I’d known, at least.


  “Why are you back? Why are you here with me, if you’re not really here with me?”


  His jaw clenched, his gaze sliding away from me. “I didn’t come back for you.”


  If I wasn’t dead inside, those words would have pierced me.


  As it was, I rocked back an inch, putting even more distance between us. He looked like a wild animal that had been released from its cage and for the first time it hit me that he could be dangerous to more than my heart. That I had no idea who he’d become in the last few years, and the depth of all he’d lost yawned between us. If I hadn’t known and loved him all of my life, I would have questioned the threat before me. As it was, I recognized the danger in him when I saw it. All I could do was hope that he had enough affection for the memory of us to keep him from hurting me. That somewhere beneath all of that hardness, there was still enough of the old Matt to make him more ally than enemy.


  “Why did you come back?” I repeated, not ready to take his silence for an answer. He couldn’t just resurrect himself and not expect any questions. Couldn’t just crash back into my life and expect me to accept his presence as gospel.


  He cursed under his breath.


  “Why did you come back?” I repeated, my voice more forceful now. I’d never been one to shy away from a fight, and I sure-as-shit wasn’t going to start now.


  “Come away from the window.”


  I whirled around, staring at the giant glass windows in my living room. Shit. Was he seriously worried about someone shooting at me through the window?


  I jerked my head toward my tiny kitchen, my heart pounding, crossing over the threshold, not waiting to see if he’d followed me. What the hell was happening to my life? Who else had been in my apartment? So many questions filled my mind, and I had no clue where to start.


  I turned back to face him. Matt stood at the entrance, his hip against the refrigerator. There was something so familiar about the pose—us hanging out in my apartment my freshman year of college or me visiting Matt in his—that a knot bubbled up in my throat. I beat it back with everything I had.


  He wore head-to-toe black, some kind of commando-looking pants and a short-sleeved black T-shirt. Black boots that looked ready to kick some ass. The boy I’d known had been khakis and Top-Siders. What had he been up to in his absence? Killing people and living off of snakes? My hands itched to tug the black cap off of his head, to get a good look at the rest of him. I shivered slightly at the sight of the black gloves on his hands.


  Yeah, he definitely looked like a killer.


  “We need to talk,” not-Matt said.


  I sucked in a deep breath, trying to push back the anger so I could get answers. Someone else had been in my apartment. Someone had broken into my apartment. I was clearly in trouble. And as much as a part of me hated him right now, he was a powerful ally and the only person who could fill in the blanks that had haunted me for years.


  “Fine. Talk,” I commanded, even though my tone sounded more like a plea than a demand, even though he’d shaken my world upside down.


  His gaze narrowed.


  “Where have you been …” I couldn’t say the words “since you died,” but they lingered between us anyway, and by the way his body tensed, he knew exactly what I meant.


  “Everywhere. Nowhere.”


  He’d been gone for more than three years. I’d thought he was dead. I’d mourned him. How dare he act like I didn’t have a right to know, as if we were little more than strangers? The boy he’d been, the boy I’d loved, would have told me. Would have understood that I needed to know. I didn’t recognize this man standing before me; he was cold in a way Matt had never been.


  “Fine,” I snapped, my temper flaring, my heart, shriveled though it might be, icing over. “Let’s try this. Why are you back?”


  He wasn’t the boy he’d been, but I had a feeling he was beginning to realize that I wasn’t the girl I’d been, either.


  I waited for him to speak, waited …


  Nothing. It was like he was dead inside, even though he stood in front of me, alive.


  My hand moved down to the gold necklace around my neck; I’d never taken it off, had worn it as a talisman that carried Matt with me always. When he’d proposed he’d been living on an enlisted salary, hadn’t had a lot of money for frills. I wasn’t the type of girl who cared about jewelry beyond the sentimental value, so we’d forgone the traditional engagement ring. I’d had my necklace and that was all I’d needed. I clutched it now even as it felt like everything slipped away.


  “What happened to you?”


  “You don’t want to know.” He pulled his cap off, running a hand through his hair, the move so familiar that my heart ached at the gesture. I averted my gaze, unable to look at him for another second. It was like staring at his reflection in a carnival mirror—the image before me was Matt and yet it wasn’t—he’d been distorted into something else entirely.


  “I wasn’t prepared for this,” Matt answered, his voice tight. “Didn’t think I’d ever see you again. I was watching your apartment and I saw the guy go in. I was worried you were in danger and followed him.”


  “You saved my life.”


  “He wasn’t here to kill you.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Because if he had been, you’d be dead.”


  I gripped the countertop.


  “He was a pro,” Matt continued. “Someone hired him to break into your apartment.”


  “But not to kill me? Why? It’s not like I have anything valuable. In case it escaped your notice, I kind of live in a shit hole …”


  Oh god.


  I ran into the living room, my gaze sweeping over the mess. There were obvious signs of a struggle between Matt and the guy—furniture overturned, a lamp broken on the floor. Was that a bullet hole in one of my sofa pillows? My gaze settled on the coffee table, my heart clenching.


  “Fuck.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  I jumped, the sound of Matt’s voice in my ear startling me.


  “What’s wrong with you? After everything, do you really think it’s a good idea to sneak up on me like that?”


  “Sorry. Habit.”


  I didn’t even want to think about what that meant.


  “What’s wrong?” he repeated.


  All it’s going to do is get you killed.


  Blair had been right—this was about me investigating Matt’s “death” in Afghanistan. Did my father hire someone to break into my apartment?


  My chest hurt as though someone had punched me.


  “Someone stole the papers.”


  “What papers?”


  So stupid. I should have put them in a safe. Should have realized this would happen. I’d made copies, but still. This was not good.


  I glanced at him, another puzzle piece sliding into place.


  “The papers you sent me.”


  Matt’s gaze hardened, sweeping over the living room. “I didn’t send you any papers.”


  Chapter Three


  
    Spotted: Senator Edward Reynolds and James Ryan out to lunch in Arlington. What would the head of Intech, one of the world’s largest private security companies, have to discuss with the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  “What do you mean, you didn’t send me any papers?”


  “I didn’t send you anything.”


  “Then who did?”


  “What papers?”


  “Classified documents. A lot of it was redacted, but they dealt with a mission in Afghanistan. I thought it was your mission. Your name was in one of them.” He stiffened. “There were a few internal memos from Intech.” At the name of his father’s company, anger filled Matt’s eyes. “My father was mentioned in some of them,” I added.


  “What did they say?”


  “Your father paid mine two million dollars two days after you allegedly died in Afghanistan.”


  Matt froze.


  “And I found some classified documents that were sent internally within Intech. I think my father’s been using his position on the Senate Intelligence Committee to leak classified information to your father.” I took a deep breath, sagging down onto the couch, out of a direct line of sight from the windows, feeling marginally better knowing that this had likely been more about theft than murder. “I think there’s more there. My source started sending me things in the mail a year ago.” Matt cursed. “In the beginning, it was just evidence of a wire transfer two days after you died. He gave me enough information to trace the funds and figure out that they came from one of your father’s shell companies and ended up in an account held in my mother’s name.


  “I get things every few months,” I continued, calming slightly as I went through the facts, as I focused on something other than his presence, looming large in my living room. “There’s no pattern to it. No way to trace the packages. They’re always postmarked from different cities in the metro area.”


  “I didn’t send you those papers. I never would have put you in the middle of something like that. Do you have any idea how dangerous that information is?”


  My gaze drifted over the trashed living room. Definitely bullet holes in my pillows.


  “Yeah, I have some idea,” I answered, my tone wry. “I have copies in a safe-deposit box. I wasn’t totally stupid.”


  “I want to look at them. Tomorrow.”


  I hesitated. “Fine. But only if you tell me what happened to you. You want answers? You have to share what you know. I’m in this. I’ve been in this for a year. Longer, really. Don’t try to keep me in the dark here.”


  His mouth tightened into that harsh line again, but he nodded.


  “You can start sharing.”


  “Why you?” he asked, ignoring my impatience.


  “What do you mean, why me?”


  “Why is someone sending this stuff to you? You said it’s been a year? Why you? Why not someone else? Someone in the media? Someone with the connections to investigate this and release the information.”


  My half sister, Jackie, had been a blogger for the notorious blog Capital Confessions. Part political blog, part gossip column, Capital Confessions had exposed many a scandal throughout the past few years—including Jackie’s relationship with her then-boss and now-fiancé, Will Clayton, Virginia State Senator. Jackie had begun blogging for them and had used the media pulpit to attack our father as much as possible. When her secret blogging had threatened her budding career as a political consultant and her relationship with Will, she’d made the decision to step down from Capital Confessions and unknowingly given me the inspiration to strike at my father.


  I’d used Capital Confessions as a vehicle to leak information about my family—anything and everything I could think of to chip away at my father’s image and standing. Unfortunately, I’d done the unforgivable and I’d utterly fucked up, hurting my sister Blair in the process.


  Considering the packets had begun arriving around the time I’d started feeding stories to Capital Confessions, I didn’t doubt that it wasn’t a coincidence. Despite the intense secrecy behind my identity there, someone had figured it out and seen an opportunity to filter documents to me. I just didn’t know who. Matt would have made sense, but once you took him off the table, I was back where I’d started. Completely in the dark.


  “Do you know the blog Capital Confessions?”


  Matt nodded.


  “A year ago, I began sending them information about my family. Stuff about my father.” I swallowed, my throat tight, not wanting to give him the rest, not wanting to see the look in his eyes when he learned that I’d violated my sister’s trust. “The packages began arriving after I started working for them, so I figure someone wanted to use the connection,” I continued, hoping he wouldn’t push for more details. “And, considering what the packages contained, they knew I had a vested interest.”


  “You worked for a gossip site? What were you thinking?”


  I stiffened. “I was thinking that my father needed to be taken down a peg or two. I was thinking that I’d lost the only man I’d ever loved, and that my father was somehow involved. It wasn’t anything formal. I never interacted with them in person or anything. I was careful to keep my relationship with Capital Confessions a secret.”


  “Wait. You said that you started feeding them information, and then you started getting packages. Your issue with your father began before you got the wire transfer paperwork and the classified documents. Why were you suspicious of him?”


  “I overheard an argument between our fathers after your funeral. They were in my father’s office at home and the house was supposed to be empty, but my plans had changed at the last minute. I couldn’t hear what they were saying exactly, just that ‘it had to be done.’ They were talking about you.” I sucked in a deep breath, the memory coming back to me. “I confronted my father.”


  “And?”


  “He told me to stay out of it. That I was mistaken. That I’d misunderstood what I’d overheard.” I shook my head. “I saw the look in his eyes. I saw it and I knew he was involved somehow. That was pretty much it for my relationship with my parents, and I made myself a promise that I would find out what happened to you and that if he was responsible, I’d destroy him.” My gaze met his. “Except you’re not really dead. So I need to know the rest of it.”


  Matt sat down on the end of the couch, putting distance between us. My fingers itched to reach out and soothe the cuts on his face, the growing bruise, even as my heart felt like he’d stabbed it repeatedly tonight.


  He cleared his throat. “I was on a mission in Afghanistan.”


  We’d been told that much when we were notified that he’d died. He’d been Special Forces, a few months into a six-month deployment when we’d received the news.


  “My unit was charged with protecting a warlord who was supposedly a U.S. ally.” He looked down at his hands. “He wasn’t.”


  I leaned forward, listening while he painted a picture for me of the life he’d lived since he’d been gone. As he filled in the details of a day that had haunted me for years.


  “We were ambushed. There were six of us. I was the only one who survived.”


  “How?”


  “They shot us. They thought I was dead. I pretended to be. Hell, I nearly was.” His knuckles turned white. “They piled us into a ditch. A mass grave. When they left, I crawled out. Some farmers found me. Took me in. Brought me back to life.”


  Oh my god.


  Bile rose, the image of him like that …


  It was a moment before I could speak.


  “How did you get out of Afghanistan?”


  “I made connections while I was there. Called in a few favors.”


  “Where did you go after that?”


  I was so hungry for this part of him, desperate to fill in the blanks of our time apart. I’d always known him better than anyone, and it seemed wrong to feel like he was a stranger now, like he’d shut me out, leaving me on the other side of a locked door, no idea how to break it down.


  “I just drifted. Someone wanted me dead. The smartest thing seemed to be to pretend like I was.”


  “Does everyone think you’re dead? Your family? Friends?”


  He nodded, still not meeting my gaze.


  “How …” Tears clawed at my throat. “I would have gone anywhere with you. If you were in danger, I would have run with you.”


  “It wasn’t safe.”


  “I wouldn’t have cared.”


  His gaze whipped to me. “I cared. I wasn’t going to put you in danger.” He rose, his arms reaching out, gesturing to my ruined living room. His big body tensed. “This is what I was trying to avoid.”


  “I don’t need protecting.”


  “Are you fucking kidding me? You had someone in your apartment who could have easily killed you tonight. What would you have done if he didn’t come here to steal something? Or if I hadn’t been here? Do you really think a baseball bat would have protected you against a hitman?”


  “It brought you down.”


  He glared at me.


  I ignored him.


  “Why was someone targeting your unit in Afghanistan? You don’t think the warlord was acting on his own, do you?”


  “No, I don’t. They had weapons they weren’t supposed to have. We protected him for a while. There were private security forces with him.”


  “Intech,” I answered, filling in the blanks.


  “Yes. We saw things. Money changing hands between Intech employees and the Afghanis. Lots of money. Things we shouldn’t have seen.”


  I’d grown up around Matt’s family. His father wasn’t exactly warm and fuzzy, but I’d never thought he was a complete and total monster. Never thought he was capable of killing his own son.


  When Matt enlisted in the Army, his family cut him off financially. He’d already been admitted to Princeton, his path to taking over the reins at Intech when his father retired nearly written in stone. We’d all been surprised when he’d announced that he was joining the military, that he wanted to serve. I’d been so worried about him, but also so proud. His parents had just been angry. My family, equally so. The relationship that had cemented my father’s ties to one of his most important contributors had gone from a source of pride to a repugnant association overnight. Both of my parents had tried to get me to break up with Matt, but I’d refused. As far as I knew, he hadn’t spoken to his parents since the day he left for basic training. I knew that for all intents and purposes they’d written him off, but murder?


  “Do you think your father is behind what happened to you?”


  He didn’t answer me for a beat. “I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe he didn’t know I was involved.” He released a frustrated sigh. “I want to think he isn’t capable of that, but …”


  Yeah. I knew what he meant. Absolute power, and all that. Our fathers ruled their respective kingdoms wholly unchecked, the world theirs for the taking.


  “I need to see those papers.”


  I nodded. “I can go to the bank when they open tomorrow. I’ll call in sick.” Not the best start at a new job, but whatever. Hopefully, I’d win some brownie points for having worked on the holiday.


  I didn’t know what to say next, where to go from here. There were so many questions in my head, so many feelings unresolved between us. And more than anything, I couldn’t ignore the worry that something between us had been lost and was now irretrievable.


  Was this really it? Were we really over? I’d missed the breakup, apparently. One minute we’d been in love, the next he was gone. And now he was back and I was somehow supposed to look at him differently? Just forget everything between us?


  “Can I stay on your couch tonight?” Matt asked. “I don’t want to leave you. Not until we figure out what’s going on. It’s not safe for you to be alone right now.”


  He was right, of course, and still, the idea of having him this close to me and not having him at all felt unbearable. Everything about this felt unbearable—too much hurt, too many memories, too much emotion bubbling up inside of me when everything in him felt like a void.


  I nodded, practicality winning out over my stupid heart.


  “I’ll get you a blanket and a pillow.”


  I walked to the linen closet, pulling out a folded-up quilt, heading back to my bedroom and grabbing an extra pillow off of my bed. The adrenaline had worn off somewhere along the way, and the shock had dulled to something else that flooded me with melancholy.


  I hesitated, but I made my way to the bathroom, grabbing some ointment and disinfectant from my medicine cabinet. Everything about him screamed, “I don’t want anyone taking care of me,” but I couldn’t resist.


  What now? He was back, but he wasn’t really. Would he stay to figure out who was responsible for his friends’ deaths and then leave? He hadn’t really even answered my question, had left blanks in the time he’d been away.


  I’d never stopped loving him. Not for a second. As much as my heart had ached inside me, that love had kept me company when he’d been gone. It was as though we were in different places in our relationship. In my head we’d continued on, and apparently for him everything had ended.


  He looked at me now like I was a stranger, as though we’d never meant anything to each other. Was there someone else? How was it possible that I loved him with everything I was, everything I had, and he’d moved on?


  He’d promised me that he’d love me forever. Where did forever go?


  I went back to the living room and stopped in my tracks.


  I watched, unable to tear my gaze away, as Matt pulled a gun out of the waistband of his pants with brutal efficiency, as he divested his pockets and boot of knives and another gun, setting the weapons on my ruined coffee table. His boots came off next, then his socks, his hands at the button of his pants, and even though I knew I shouldn’t stand there gaping at him, I couldn’t help it.


  His pants hit the floor, and then his shirt, until he was only wearing a pair of black boxer briefs that hugged his upper thighs, cock, and ass.


  A noise escaped my lips, somewhere between a gasp and a hum, and Matt turned, our gazes connecting across the living room.


  My nipples tightened; an ache settling between my thighs. I didn’t bother pretending that I hadn’t been staring and I definitely didn’t shy away from looking my fill. If he was going to sleep in his briefs in my living room, then I wasn’t going to be a blushing virgin about it. Besides, I couldn’t have looked away even if I’d wanted to.


  It wasn’t just his personality that had changed.


  He was hard in ways he hadn’t been hard before. His face had lost the last vestiges of youth, his cheekbones angular and defined, the beginnings of lines around his eyes and mouth that spoke more to the life he’d lived since we last saw each other than his age.


  He’d always been an athlete; I’d spent years going to his soccer games and cheering him on. Once he’d joined the military, he’d bulked up, but this was a different sort of bulk. He had the kind of body that looked hard from use and not because he spent hours in the gym. He was all muscle, his smooth, tan skin decorated with puckered scars. A slash here. A round scar there. A lump formed in my throat.


  There it was—proof that he’d been shot. His stomach, his chest.


  How did he survive?


  And then I saw it.


  There was ink on his skin now, swirls on his bicep that hadn’t been there before. But that wasn’t what knocked the breath from me. On his left pec, near his heart, he had a letter inked on his skin. A “K.” My heart clenched at the sight of my initial on his skin, at the knowledge that he hadn’t forgotten me, that despite his coldness now, I had taken a chunk out of him much as he’d done to me.


  Matt held my gaze as though daring me to say something. I couldn’t.


  “I brought you a pillow and blanket,” I sputtered, choking on all the words I wanted to say. “And some medicine for your face.” My fingers curled around the bundle in my arms.


  I wanted to touch him. To run my fingers over his puckered skin. To lay my palm over that “K” and to feel the beat of his heart. I wanted to stroke his beard. Wanted to feel for myself that he was real. That he was safe. God help me, I wanted to kiss him. Wanted him to fuck me. The need, the desire to feel alive, to confirm that he was alive, thrummed through me like a madness that wouldn’t be contained.


  I didn’t want sweetness. It was clear as day that whatever feelings he’d had for me had disappeared and I didn’t know if I had any hope of them ever returning. Right now, I didn’t care. Right now, I wanted an escape. And maybe to pretend that nothing had changed, that we were still too people utterly in love. Easy enough when my heart remained constant.


  He felt like a stranger. Looked like a stranger. Talked like a stranger. But the arousal filling me now felt very familiar.


  There hadn’t been anyone else. Ever. He’d been my first kiss. My first time. My last kiss. My last time.


  In this moment, I didn’t really care about anything else.


  I waited for Matt to walk toward me, to take the pillow and blanket from my hands. He didn’t. He just stared at me, his gaze intense, eyes dark.


  Fuck it.


  I walked to him on shaky legs. I didn’t stop until I stood right in front of him, inches away. So close that it forced my head up to look at him, so close that our skin nearly touched. I set the bundle down on an end table that had somehow escaped the same ruination the coffee table had suffered.


  Matt’s head lowered, his gaze narrowed. I swayed toward him slightly, my body recognizing that look, the hint of emotion lingering in his eyes.


  Just one moment. I knew he wasn’t the Matt I’d loved, my Matt, but for just one moment, I wanted to pretend. Maybe it made me a fool, but I didn’t care. It had been so long since someone had touched me. Since he’d touched me.


  I ached for him to touch me.


  I lifted my hand, my fingers skimming across his cheekbone, ghosting across the burgeoning bruise. He flinched beneath my touch, but he didn’t step back. My fingers trembled.


  “I don’t want this,” he murmured, the sound swallowed by the groan that escaped his lips, his hands coming to rest on my hips. Despite his words, his hands didn’t push me away. Instead, his fingers stroked the strip of skin exposed above the low waistband of my shorts, tracing my hipbones.


  “This is a bad idea,” he growled, pulling me forward so that his cock brushed me, his temple rubbing against mine, his lips grazing my cheekbone.


  That was all it took.


  He was hard. Big. Powerful. Exactly what I wanted right now.


  “Uh-huh.”


  One of his hands left my hip, stroking up my body, the heat of his fingers branding me through my thin cotton tank top.


  He sucked in a deep breath, his entire body heaving with it, as though he held himself back, his desire on a tight leash.


  I wanted to snap the tether. Wanted to watch him lose control. Maybe it was anger. Maybe it was madness, or the feeling that this was still somehow little more than a dream. Whatever it was, I didn’t care about logic or sanity or rules or caution.


  Just this.


  My nipples pebbled as I arched in his arms, rubbing myself over him. His hold on me tightened, leaving no doubt that he’d noticed. I wanted his hands on my breasts. I wanted it hard, and rough, and dirty. I’d basically been re-virginized at eighteen, and my body craved the sex it remembered and had lost.


  Craved him.


  My hand slipped down between us, stroking him through his briefs. He was hard as fucking rock.


  Whatever else, however much had changed between us, this hadn’t.


  Matt leaned forward, his hips arching toward me, his head bowing down to the curve of my neck. I felt his breath against my skin and then the scrape of his teeth. A shiver slid down my spine, my breasts aching for his touch, my body coming alive as I grew wetter.


  Just pretend. Just for a moment. Pretend nothing changed. Pretend he never left. Pretend you can go backwards.


  His palm cupped my breast, his thumb rubbing over my nipple through my thin tank top, back and forth, the motion evoking a sigh from my lips.


  “Tell me to stop touching you,” he whispered against my skin.


  I slipped a hand inside his boxers, his erection brushing against my palm, a hiss escaping his mouth as his fingers dipped under the fabric of my shirt. I arched into his touch like a cat, fisting his cock as his hand teased my breast, tormenting my nipple.


  His head moved up, his lips inches from mine.


  What would it feel like to kiss him again? Would it be the same as it was between us or had that changed, too?


  “Come to bed with me,” I whispered.


  I didn’t care if this was a mistake, didn’t care if I’d regret it in the morning. I wanted him now. Needed him now. The rest didn’t matter. I’d loved him my entire life, had thought I’d lost him, and now he was here. What else was there?


  His hand froze.


  No.


  Matt released me, slipping out of my grasp, the distance between us as jarring as if someone had thrown a bucket of cold water over me.


  His mouth tightened, pain etched on his face. His chest heaved as though he were having trouble catching his breath. “I can’t do this.”


  “Why?” I ground out, my body protesting the loss of his touch, my heart hating the distance between us.


  He ran a hand through his hair, his gaze hooded. “I’m not back. Tonight—me being here—was an accident. Nothing has changed. It’s not safe for me to be back in D.C. with you.”


  “Is there someone else in your life?” I asked, the possibility of it skewering me.


  “What? No.”


  Relief flooded me.


  “Then why?”


  “I’ll stay until we can’t get you out of this. Stay until I know you’re safe. But I can’t stay past that. I’m not going to be responsible for something happening to you. I have a target on my back, and I don’t want it on yours, too.”


  “I love you.”


  As soon as I said it, I regretted it. The words just escaped, as natural as breathing, but complicating everything.


  I saw the flash of pain in his eyes before he masked it behind the wall he’d built between us.


  “No, you don’t. You love the boy who died in Afghanistan. You don’t know me. Don’t know the things I’ve done. I’m not the boy you knew and I’ll never be him again. I’m a killer and I’m caught up in something that will get you killed.


  “There’s no love inside me. No softness. I destroyed it so that I could do what I had to in order to stay alive. I watched my friends die around me. I laid in a pile of their dead bodies for hours, not sure if I would live or die, and the only thing that kept me going, the only thing that kept me sane, was imagining you safe. I’m not going to risk your life. I can’t. I shouldn’t have touched you tonight. I’m sorry for that. I fucked up, but it won’t happen again.”


  Tears spilled down my cheeks. “Why did you come back tonight? Why were you watching me? Tell me you don’t still love me. Tell me that there isn’t still something between us.”


  His tone gentled, the softness in his eyes made worse by the fact that for the first time all night, he gave me back a piece of the boy I’d loved. And then his words tore that piece away.


  “I don’t have anything left to give. We have a history and I’ll always want to know that you’re safe. I’ll watch your back, but there’s nothing else inside of me. You need to let me go.”


  My heart cracked open and spilled out into the living room until it lay at his feet. Without a word, I turned and went into my bedroom, shutting the door behind me.


  I cried myself to sleep.


  Chapter Four


  
    Kate Reynolds is in the news again …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Matt


  It started the same way it always did. I was awake, lying in a grave of sand. I struggled to move, my body sluggish, my limbs weak. A burning pain filled my stomach, my chest. I tried to breathe, but my lungs were full of sludge—some kind of sticky liquid and the sand that shrouded me now. I needed to move. Needed to get up. I needed to move or else I’d die here.


  The pain in my stomach grew worse. Jesus, it fucking hurt. I reached down, grasping my side, trying to figure out where the pain came from. When I looked down, blood engulfed me.


  Something landed next to me with a thud, kicking up a cloud of dust and dirt. The urge to cough was undeniable, but some instinct inside me resisted.


  They can’t know I’m alive.


  Another thud, this time something landing on my lower body. Then another one, closer to my face. I turned my neck an inch, the eyes of my buddy Jason staring back at me, his face covered in blood and dirt.


  Dead.


  Then another body. And another. A scream built inside me, desperate to escape. I wanted to move, to claw my way out of the grave filled with my friends’ bodies, but they kept falling, until all I could see and smell was death.


  And then the blackness took over.


  I bolted upright, my chest heaving, a thin layer of sweat covering my body. My hand gripped my gun, my knuckles white. My gaze darted around the room, taking in my surroundings, ready for whatever horror awaited me. Slowly, reality sunk in.


  I was on the couch in Kate’s living room. I wasn’t in Afghanistan. I’d lived.


  I repeated the words over and over again, my elbows propped on my knees while I dragged in air, the fucking burn in my chest nearly unbearable.


  I’d had the dreams ever since the attack—not regularly, but often enough that I should have been used to them. Still, it didn’t make them any easier to deal with; I’d never forget the horror of being buried alive in a grave filled with my friends’ bodies, surrounded by guys whose kids and wives I’d seen pictures of, who I’d shared a beer with.


  It fucked with your head to go from the memory of talking about going home and what you’d do when you finally got out of the desert to knowing they’d never get the chance to throw a football with their kids, never throw back a beer and watch a game on TV.


  “Are you okay?”


  I whirled around at the sound of the voice that had haunted my dreams nearly as much as that horrible day in Afghanistan.


  Kate stood over the threshold of her bedroom, wearing the cotton shorts and thin tank top from last night. She looked like she’d just woken up, her eyes sleepy, her shoulder-length blonde hair messy in a way that tugged at my heart. I’d seen her like this so many times that the urge to take her into my arms and press my mouth to hers was as familiar as breathing. I dug deep and pushed it back.


  “Did I wake you up?”


  Sometimes the dreams came with screams. The few times I’d spent the night with a woman in the years after I’d left Afghanistan, I’d freaked them out with the thrashing and the noises I made. The souvenirs from my trip to hell were determined to stick whether I wanted them or not.


  “No. I couldn’t sleep.”


  I nodded, not sure what to say next, at a loss as to how to be casual with someone who still held my heart. I could see the struggle in her, too. After everything she’d been through, I was surprised she hadn’t totally lost it.


  Balls of steel.


  I grabbed my shirt from the floor, pulling it over my head. My pants came next. I waited to see if she’d walk away, but she didn’t. The unguarded pieces of her that I’d seen last night were gone; today she was a closed book, covering how she really felt with a hint of bravado. She looked at me with a nonplussed expression, as though daring me to try to make her uncomfortable. The Kate I’d grown up with had always been fearless—the first one to climb the tree, the last one to give up when everyone else was ready to throw in the towel. She’d been tough as shit; given the way she’d defended herself last night, some things hadn’t changed.


  “Do you want coffee?” she asked.


  “Please.”


  She wasn’t the only one who’d struggled to sleep. I’d tossed and turned all night, fighting the urge to climb into bed with her and pick up where we’d left off. I’d meant what I said earlier, though. I didn’t want to drag her into my shit, didn’t want to risk the danger that had me constantly looking over my shoulder affecting her, too.I followed Kate into the kitchen, the view in front of me a punch to the gut. She’d always been tiny and curvy, hit every single check mark for me. Her ass swayed in her hot little shorts and it took all of my willpower to keep from pulling her hair to the side and pressing my mouth to her nape, kissing the spot that had always been a turn-on for her—and me.


  Just the memory of having Kate in my arms again was enough to get my cock hard.


  Do not make this more complicated than it already is. Don’t fuck this up more than you already have.


  I’d told myself that it didn’t hurt to keep an eye on her throughout the years, had been unable to resist checking to make sure she was safe. I still kept tabs on the D.C. news, had seen the mentions in Capital Confessions, but I’d never imagined she was tied up in the blog or in the mess of what had happened to me. Never imagined she’d end up in the situation she’d found herself in last night.


  I hated the thought of her in danger, hated that I’d put her there. Last night I’d seen the guy go into her building, and something about it, some instinct long since forged to keep me alive when people wanted me dead, had made me follow. When I’d seen him break into her apartment, I hadn’t thought about what would happen if I crashed back into her life; all I’d cared about was keeping her safe.


  But now my plans were shot to hell.


  “We need to talk about last night.”


  Kate’s gaze met mine over the coffeepot, her chin jerking, eyes flashing. Challenging me.


  “Which part?”


  “The part where someone broke into your apartment.”


  “You don’t want to talk about the other part?”


  There it was.


  I struggled to keep my voice even, to pretend like the time apart hadn’t made me crave her even more, as though I hadn’t been wandering the desert for forty days and had just stumbled upon an oasis.


  “I told you last night, I’m not back for good. I want to see you through whatever this is and keep you safe, and then I’m gone.”


  “Why?”


  “I died in Afghanistan. I need to stay that way.”


  “You’re hiding.”


  “I’m staying alive,” I countered, not sure which was the truth anymore. Did it count as living if you still breathed, but felt dead inside?


  “Then why do you have to play dead to do it?”


  Because I worried that the target on my back would spread to the people I loved, would hurt her. I’d watched as my entire unit was slaughtered; staying alive felt like a luxury I couldn’t afford and playing dead was all I had. And in a way, I had died. Matt Ryan didn’t exist anymore. I didn’t want her to see who taken his place.


  “What do you want from me?” I asked, suddenly feeling so fucking tired.


  “I don’t know.” She played with the coffeepot for a moment, her eyes hidden. When she spoke again, her voice shook. “You were dead, and now you’re not. I don’t know where that leaves us. It’s been over three years. In some ways, it feels like yesterday. In other ways, it feels like a lifetime has passed. I know it sounds weird because you didn’t really die, but your death—thinking you’d died—changed something in me. I’m not the girl you knew and loved. And I don’t think you’re the boy I loved.”


  She was right. I wasn’t. I couldn’t even remember what it felt like to be him. My life was no longer polo matches and playing soccer, my biggest worry where I’d take Kate on our dates. That life had begun slipping away as soon as I’d enlisted in the military, but now it felt like someone else’s life. I’d lived in places and done things Kate couldn’t even imagine. I’d killed, and there was no question that I’d kill again to protect the people I cared about. To protect her.


  But whatever version of me existed now still felt the same pull toward her that I’d always felt. She was the one constant in this never-ending purgatory where I was stuck somewhere between life and death, a walking ghost.


  I gave her the truth as though she were a seasoned interrogator who’d broken me down.


  “I just want to keep you safe. I don’t know what I have besides that. I don’t want to hurt you; I don’t want to make you promises I can’t keep. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that Afghanistan fucked me up. A lot. In ways you’ll probably never understand. I have dreams. Nightmares, really. All the fucking time.”


  I didn’t add the rest—that sometimes crowds freaked me out—didn’t talk about the panic attacks I’d fought off for the past few years, or the constant need to look over my shoulder, the feeling that someone was out to get me, inescapable.


  Kate reached out, grabbing my hand—her palm so tiny inside of mine—linking our fingers before I even had a chance to speak. She squeezed, her fingers tightening the noose around my heart that bound me to her.


  “We’ve been friends our entire lives. Best friends. I’ll always love you, even if we’re not together like that, even if you need time to figure things out. No matter what, you’ve always been my family, and nothing can change that or take it away.”


  Just as she’d been mine. Neither one of us had grown up particularly close to our families. She’d had Blair, but their personalities were different enough that even though they loved each other, they hadn’t spent a lot of time together. We’d been inseparable. And she was right—I didn’t know where we stood as a couple—it felt like we were so far apart after everything that had happened, but I would always love her. I’d die for her.


  “Let’s just try being friends together first, okay?” Kate continued, her brown eyes cast down so I couldn’t read the emotions lingering there. “We don’t have to have all the answers now. You’re right; we just need to get through this.”


  I hadn’t had friends in nearly four years. Hadn’t had anyone who cared about me. And Kate was so far from just anyone. She had always been the best part of my life, and I’d lived in the dark for so long that it was impossible to deny how badly I just wanted a piece of normal.


  “Okay, deal.”


  Kate


  In the cold light of day, all of the changes in Matt became more evident. He looked both larger and smaller than I remembered, as though the weight of all he’d survived had shrunk him and stolen the parts of him that had always seemed larger-than-life, even as his physical appearance had grown.


  There were glimmers of Matt, moments that felt so familiar I ached inside, but in a lot of ways he still felt like a stranger. We’d been engaged until I’d found out that he died, and then I’d been in this weird limbo of feeling like a widow at eighteen without the official title. And now I was just strangely single again, even though my “fiancé” stood in front of me.


  Friends seemed like a safe place to start.


  I released his hand, the feel of his palm against mine tugging at my heart, and went back to making coffee, needing something to distract me.


  “Are you going to go check the safe-deposit box?” he asked, switching from heartbreak to business with an ease I envied.


  “Yeah, I’ll grab the papers and bring them back here. I should probably get a safe or something. Or a better hiding place, at least.” I hesitated. “I thought about it last night, and I’m not sure it’s a good idea to get the police involved.”


  I wasn’t eager to advertise the fact that I’d had classified documents in my possession, which I should never have had in the first place—that would likely get me in some deep shit at work. Not to mention, protecting Matt’s privacy and safety seemed paramount right now. Besides, a police report would only get my name in the press and the fewer people who knew I was tied to this investigation, the better.


  And still—someone had sent this guy after me. Someone knew I had the documents. Until now, I’d thought that the only person who knew about them was whoever sent them to me. But it didn’t make sense that they would give them to me and then hire someone to steal them back.


  Matt nodded. “I agree. Considering the information in those papers—and the amount of influence our fathers wield in this town—I’m not sure involving the police would really be in our best interest.”


  “So what’s next?”


  He ran his hand through his hair again and something fluttered in my chest. “I don’t know. I want to see what’s in those files. I’ll make a few calls to some contacts in Afghanistan, guys who knew me after I ‘died’, guys who are tapped into the tribal networks. Then we figure out what play we need to make to keep you safe.”


  “And you?” I poured coffee in a mug for him and set it on the countertop.


  “I can take care of myself.”


  Maybe he could; he’d been keeping himself physically alive all of these years. But the rest of it? He looked dead on his feet, and I remembered his mention of the nightmares that had plagued him. When was the last time he’d gotten a decent night of sleep?


  I didn’t know a lot about the military, but I lived in D.C., and military issues were frequently at the forefront here. It was pretty clear that he suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder, which wasn’t surprising given all he’d been through. He hadn’t woken me up, but I had woken up before him, and I’d stood in the doorway and seen his body jerk and twist, had been one step away from waking him when he’d jolted awake.


  I set my mug down, walking toward him, figuring this was the first step to becoming friends. I couldn’t chase away his demons or slay the dragon, but I could give him this.


  I stepped into his embrace, wrapping my arms around his waist, pressing my cheek to his chest. The familiar scent hit me first, and then the sensation of holding Matt again.


  Maybe it wasn’t just for him; maybe it was a little for me, too.


  I missed having this connection with someone, craved this kind of intimacy. It wasn’t even about sex or romance; it was just the need to be close to another person, to not feel like I was adrift without anyone to hold on to. When I’d thought I’d lost him, I’d closed myself off to everyone in my life, putting a wall up around my heart, my emotions, my body.


  It felt good to let the wall down.


  A minute passed as I just held him, my eyes closed, listening to the beat of his heart, a lump forming in my throat at the weight of him, clinging to the parts I held as though he were sand slipping through my fingers. And then Matt shifted, setting his coffee mug down on the counter, his hand cupping the back of my head, fingers sliding through my hair, caressing me. His arms wrapped around me—hard—holding me to him like he never wanted to let me go, and something clicked inside me as he broke the lock I kept around my heart.


  I hit the bank, my heart racing as I emptied out the safe-deposit box, stuffing the papers into my messenger bag, my mind reviewing the plan over and over again. I needed to make more copies. Needed to figure out more hiding places. I needed to find a way to try to get in touch with whoever was sending me this stuff in the first place. They held all of the cards, and I hated getting pieces doled out to me on their schedule. I wanted it all, and I needed it now.


  Everything had changed after last night. I was done playing around, done with these bullshit, small-time attempts to take my father down. He and James Ryan needed to pay for what they’d done; I just needed the proof to make it happen.


  I left the bank, the warm summer day hitting me as I headed toward the Metro. My gaze darted around, searching for Matt in the crowd. He’d said it was too dangerous for us to be seen together, but he also hadn’t liked the idea of me going by myself. Him shadowing me had been the easiest compromise. That I couldn’t spot him in the crowd was a testament to how good he was at his job. I didn’t know what exactly he’d done in the military, but I figured the Special Forces title said it all. Not to mention the way he’d changed, how he’d hardened into something I barely recognized anymore.


  I pushed through the crowds exiting one of the metro stations, minutes away from my apartment. I glanced over my shoulder, my feet eating up the pavement. After last night, I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel safe anymore, figured it would be a long time before I could walk down the street without a chill creeping down my spine.


  Was I right last night—had someone been following me? Was it Matt? The guy who broke into my apartment? Or did I have yet another person after me? Was my name on some hit list somewhere with an amount next to it?


  Someone bumped into me, a sharp pain hitting my left side. I doubled over, wrapping my arms protectively around my torso.


  What the hell?


  I looked down at my hands, the pain in my side growing worse. I froze, staring at the blood coating my fingers.


  My blood.


  I touched my side again, more blood seeping, covering my skin.


  Oh my god.


  I’d been stabbed.


  Oh my god.


  My legs trembled, a wave of dizziness hitting me as the warm July sun beat down on me. My vision tunneled, my mind racing.


  The papers.


  Panic filled me as I fumbled with my bag, wincing at the pain in my body. I’d never been knifed before, but fuck, it hurt.


  I reached for the papers I’d retrieved from the safe-deposit box and my fingers came up short.


  Fuck.


  My gaze darted around the crowd, searching for Matt, for my assailant, for something, anything, the colors around me starting to blur, the white noise in my ears growing louder. Black spots filled my vision, my legs giving way beneath me. Just before I hit the pavement, I heard my name called out—Kate—and I thought I saw a glimpse of Matt’s face, terror in his eyes, but then it was gone and I didn’t see anything at all.


  Chapter Five


  
    Kate Reynolds was admitted to the hospital today. Since she was reportedly released several hours later, we hope it wasn’t serious, although according to our sources, her sister Blair came back from Boston to be at her bedside.


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  “I’m fine. You heard the doctor—it wasn’t even enough to keep me overnight.”


  “You had stitches. You were stabbed. You’re not fine,” Blair answered as she settled a blanket over my lap and tucked me into bed.


  She’d flown down from Boston where she’d moved with her boyfriend, Gray, calling in a favor from a family friend who had a private plane. Gray came with her, and they’d gotten a hotel in D.C. She’d insisted on staying the weekend to make sure I was okay, and no amount of me telling her I was fine had discouraged her. Gray had gone out to get food and to give us some time together.


  I hadn’t been a huge fan of his in the beginning—had been worried that his checkered past wasn’t good for my sister—but I had to admit that I’d been wrong. It was clear that he adored Blair, and whatever his history might have been, it was impossible to think he was anything but devoted to her. Not to mention she was the happiest I’d ever seen her. The time away from D.C. seemed to have been good for her, and she looked so much more relaxed, free from the intrusive media eye.


  We’d grown up in the limelight here in D.C. thanks to our father’s position in the Senate and my mother’s thirst for social and political power. I’d given up trying to be the poster child for the perfect American dynasty a long time ago, but the expectations had always been higher for Blair so it was good to see her stepping out from their influence and finding a life that worked for her.


  I winced as Blair fluffed the pillows behind me, the act of sitting up hurting my aching side. They’d given me the good pain drugs so it was only a dull ache, but it was enough to make me uncomfortable.


  She sat down next to me on the bed. “You don’t know how scary it was to get that call.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Given my relationship with my parents, Blair had seemed like the best person to use as my emergency contact. I was close with Jackie, but it wasn’t the same as twenty-two years of being sisters, even if things were still a little weird with Blair right now. Even if the shame of what I’d done, the secrets I’d shared, hit me every single time I looked at her.


  “The police said they would be in contact with you to follow up on your statement,” Blair continued.


  I nodded, already dreading that conversation. I couldn’t exactly be candid about what had been stolen, and since nothing else was taken, my only option was to claim that it had been an aborted mugging-gone-bad. They’d asked for a description of my attacker, but I hadn’t been able to give any information on that, either. Whoever had stolen the file had been a pro; I hadn’t even realized what had happened until it was too late.


  Part of me thought about involving the police, but I couldn’t do it without implicating myself or exposing the fact that Matt was alive. And whoever was after this information was clearly someone with a lot of resources and probably even more connections. It wasn’t a leap to think that they might have someone in the police department on their payroll. And it wasn’t like I could cut a deal, because now I didn’t have any proof, and the proof I’d had hadn’t exactly been enough to convict anyone.


  And where the hell was Matt?


  “So do you know what happened after I fainted?” I asked Blair, trying to keep my voice nonchalant.


  Had he been there? Did he try to help? Did he find whoever attacked me?


  “The police said that some guy got to you and stopped the bleeding. I guess he had medical training or something. He left when the paramedics arrived. They were hoping to get his witness statement as well.”


  So he had been there.


  Blair reached out, her hand gripping mine. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you.”


  I squeezed her fingers, a lump forming in my throat. I knew I couldn’t undo the damage I’d done to her, but I prayed that one day we could put everything behind us and move forward. I probably didn’t deserve her forgiveness, but there were some bonds that were unbreakable. She was my sister, and no matter what, I’d always love her.


  “You aren’t going to lose me. Promise.”


  I wasn’t sure it was a promise I could keep, but the last thing I wanted to do was cause Blair more worry and pain.


  She forced a smile, the curve of her lips at odds with the sadness in her eyes.


  “I’m going to hold you to that.”


  I matched her smile, wondering if my poker face failed as much as hers. “Deal.”


  “By the way, I called your work and told them what happened.”


  I’d completely forgotten that I’d called in sick. I wasn’t sure how I was going to explain that I’d been too sick to go to work, but not too sick to be out on the streets.


  Blair’s lips twitched. “Don’t worry. I told them you were on your way to the drugstore to get meds for your cold.”


  “Thanks for that one. Getting fired immediately after starting my job probably wouldn’t be the best thing. I like having money to buy food and keep a roof over my head.”


  She grinned. “No problem. I kind of felt like a badass lying to the CIA.”


  I laughed.


  “By the way, why did you call in sick? You’re feeling okay, right?”


  It was getting hard to keep all of the lies straight in my head.


  “Yeah, I was just a little down.” I shrugged, the motion bringing more pain to my side. “My birthday’s always hard.”


  “I know.”


  I felt awful lying to her, but I didn’t know what to say. Part of me wanted to tell Blair about Matt—she’d loved him, too, and I trusted her to keep his secret—and at the same time, it wasn’t my secret to tell. And I couldn’t stand the idea of someone after her, too.


  “Jackie was sorry she couldn’t be here,” Blair added. “Will had an appearance tonight and she needed to be there with him. She offered to cancel, but I told her not to worry about it since I was here. But she’ll be around if you need her when I go back to Boston on Sunday night.”


  “Thanks. Honestly, it’s not that big of a wound. I feel stupid that I even fainted; I’m sure I’ll be okay.”


  “You lost a lot of blood; they had to stitch you up. It kind of is a big deal.”


  “I’ll be fine.”


  Blair hesitated for a second. “Mom and Dad both called to see how you were doing.”


  I didn’t speak to either one of my parents; even though Blair had definitely distanced herself from our family, she clearly hadn’t completely cut ties with them, which given her frequent role as peacemaker wasn’t exactly surprising.


  “What did you tell them?”


  Was my father calling to see if his associate had finished the job?


  “That you’re fine and I’m taking care of you.” She made a face. “It hit Capital Confessions.”


  I stifled a groan. “Awesome.”


  “Dad mentioned something about cracking down on street crime. Maybe using what happened to you to garner support.”


  I fucking knew it. The man never missed an opportunity to push his agenda. Hell, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d engineered the whole thing and still tried to use it to his benefit. My father made Machiavelli look like a giant pussy.


  “Happy my misfortune could benefit him.”


  She smirked. “If that isn’t the Reynolds family motto, I don’t know what is.”


  “I’m surprised he even cares about street crime—or thinks it’s worth it to pretend to. Has he turned over a new leaf? Worrying about the peons now?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve given up trying to predict what the hell his agenda is. I could spend the rest of my life never hearing about politics and be happy.”


  We’d both been political science majors in undergrad, but whereas Blair had done it to make our father happy, I genuinely loved my major. I didn’t want to go into politics, had no patience for the glad-handing and all the other bullshit that came with elected office, but I did love my work as an analyst.


  Blair’s expression grew serious as she opened the can of worms I could tell had lingered under the surface since she showed up at the hospital.


  “This was just a mugging, right?”


  I struggled to keep my tone and expression neutral. “What do you mean?”


  “Tell me that you aren’t in any danger. That this was just something random that could have happened to anyone.”


  I didn’t want to lie to her, but I didn’t know how to tell her the truth. We were sisters, but in a lot of ways, our personalities couldn’t have been more different. She’d never understood my desire to see our father’s career destroyed. I’d told her my suspicions about his involvement with Matt’s death, but I’d tried to shield her from the details of it. She might have been two years older, but that didn’t mean I still didn’t feel a need to protect her, to make sure she was safe. This wasn’t her battle to fight, and she’d already been caught in the crosshairs.


  “I’m okay.”


  “Getting stabbed in the street isn’t okay. Are you still involved with the stuff with Matt’s death?”


  I couldn’t lie to her. Not when I was trying to regain her trust.


  “Don’t ask me questions you don’t want the answers to.”


  Anger flared in her eyes. “This wasn’t an accident, was it?”


  I reached out and squeezed her hand, holding her gaze.


  “I can’t talk about it, okay? I’m sorry. I don’t want to lie to you, but I can’t tell you everything. And honestly it’s better that you don’t know. I’m sorry that you had to come down here for this, and I’m sorry that you were worried. If you don’t want anything to do with me, I understand.” My chest tightened. “I’m sorry I hurt you before. You were right—I was so consumed with what happened to Matt, so angry, that I didn’t think about who I hurt. I promise I won’t ever do something like that again. But this is a part of me that I just can’t share with you.”


  “God, Kate.”


  “If it makes you feel better, I have someone helping me with this. I’m not alone.”


  “Really? Where were they when you were getting stabbed?”


  “It’s complicated.”


  “What about getting the authorities involved? The police?”


  “I’ve thought about it, but you have to trust me. There are reasons why I really can’t get the police involved. I have to be smart about this. You know just as well as I do that power and money go a long way in this town.”


  “Do you honestly think our father is behind this?” she asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  “I can’t— I feel like we’re in a bad play or something. I mean, yeah, part of me can see him doing something like this, and at the same time, I just can’t believe he’d try to have his own daughter killed.” She shook her head. “It was hard to forgive them for the way they treated Jackie—for the fact that he completely shirked his responsibility toward her, but this is something else entirely. How can I ever look at them again? Ever speak to them again? Do you think Mom knows?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “This is insane.”


  “Yeah, it is.”


  I didn’t know what else to say. Didn’t know how this had become our lives. But I wanted Blair as far from my investigation as possible.


  “I’m handling it. Promise me you’ll stay out of it. I’m serious, Blair. I know you’re my big sister, but I can’t be worried about this affecting you, too. This is my fight. Let me fight it.”


  “If you need anything—”


  “I know.”


  A moment passed between us that thanks to twenty-two years of history, needed no words. On one hand, it felt like a continuation of our relationship, and on the other, like we were growing up and changing, the roles of “big sister” and “little sister” evolving as our lives diverged.


  We both turned at the sound of Gray’s voice as he returned from picking up dinner, his presence a stark reminder that we were both developing our own lives, moving on from the family we’d been born to for the ones we’d created.


  “I come bearing Chinese,” he called out, holding up a paper bag. His gaze drifted from my face to Blair’s. “Is everything okay?”


  Blair forced a smile, squeezing my hand before releasing me and rising to kiss his cheek. “Yeah, it is. Is there any orange chicken in there?”


  I let them fuss over me, my latest round of pain meds dulling my senses as Blair set out everyone’s food, the sound of their chatter filling the gnawing space inside me that worried about Matt, about losing the papers, about the massive shitstorm I’d become mired in. For a moment, life felt normal. We sat in my bedroom eating dinner until the pain meds set in and I fell asleep.


  Matt


  I slipped into Kate’s apartment, mentally prioritizing a talk about the quality of her locks and the merits of an alarm system. After today’s attack on the street, I was more convinced that whoever was after her wanted the information she held rather than to kill her. If they’d wanted to take her life, they could have. Today had been about sending a message and trying to scare her away from whatever she’d gotten herself into.


  I prayed it had worked.


  I’d never forget the image of watching her body crumple to the ground, her face pale, her hand clutched to her side. Would never forget holding her in my arms, feeling her blood spill out onto my palms, coating my skin. I’d thought I’d experienced fear, but nothing compared to the terror that had racked my body when I’d thought Kate was in danger—in that moment that had felt like an eternity when I’d feared I’d lost her completely.


  It had gone so wrong from the start, and I felt like we were playing defense against an opponent that had us outgunned and outmanned at every turn. I’d had my eyes on her, trying to keep a reasonable distance behind her. I’d seen her in the crowd, seen her falter, and had just figured she’d tripped, hadn’t realized what had happened until it was too late. Whoever they’d hired had been a pro and he’d definitely been better than me.


  I’d fucked up. And she’d bled for it.


  I walked back to her bedroom, the apartment dark, the D.C. street sounds lingering in the background. I froze when I crossed over the threshold, moonlight spilling through her window.


  Fuck me.


  She lay on her back, her body sprawled out over the covers. She was a tiny thing, just a few inches over five feet, and yet she still slept like I remembered. As though the bed, like life, was hers for the taking. How many nights had I woken to find her legs entangled with mine, her arm thrown over my chest, her small frame pushing me over to the corner?


  I wished I could go back to those moments, wished I could freeze them, hoard them, savor them. I’d thought I’d known how good I’d had it back then, but I hadn’t had a fucking clue. I’d been so young, so focused on a future that had seemed bright—a job I loved, a girl who was my whole world—that I’d never considered that with one explosion of gunfire, it could all be taken away from me. Never imagined I would go years without touching her, holding her. Her love had been the only sure thing in my life, and without it I’d come unmoored.


  I sank down in the chair opposite her bed, my gaze running over her body. Her blonde hair was the same length it had always been, just at her shoulders, the ends curling slightly. Her face was the same as I’d remembered, her heart-shaped mouth parted. She wore a different pair of shorts and a tank top to sleep in than the night before, showing off her lean body made strong by a lifetime of playing sports, and the tight curves I’d run my hands over so many times that I knew each dip and peak, each smooth expanse of skin.


  A knot formed in my throat, the perfect counterpoint to the boulder lodged in my gut.


  This felt like déjà vu, like we’d gone back in time and were just two people in love. It was dangerous. Dangerous to forget all the reasons why I wasn’t good for her. Dangerous to forget how high the stakes really were. My gaze drifted to the lump on her side underneath her tank top, the spot where someone had stuck a knife inside her, to the bandage that was there because once again I’d failed her, and that was enough to remind me of all the reasons why I needed to stay the hell away from her.


  Today, I’d gotten her stabbed. How long would it be before I got her killed?


  Chapter Six


  
    Rumor has it that Senator Reynolds has started an exploratory committee to vet his chances at running in the next presidential election …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  My eyelids fluttered open, the ache in my side waking me, my mind cloudy with sleep and drugs. I reached for the pills Blair had left on my nightstand, and my gaze settled on Matt slouched in the leather chair opposite my bed. He stared back at me.


  “Are you in pain?”


  I nodded, the lump in my throat suddenly making it hard to speak. I hadn’t cried once today, but for some reason, tears threatened at the sight of Matt sitting in my bedroom.


  He’d come back. It was real. It hadn’t been a dream.


  He rose from the chair, all long limbs and ease. At some point in the day he’d changed into jeans and a dark T-shirt, the fabric highlighting his impressive biceps. He stalked toward me, stopping at my nightstand, grabbing the bottle of pills and twisting the cap off, taking out two and handing them to me along with the glass of water Blair had left for me.


  Our fingers grazed each other as I took the medicine from him, that little brush of skin enough to make me think that maybe I wasn’t feeling so foggy after all. Was it anticipation or nostalgia or some heady combination of the two that had my body gravitating toward his? Did he feel it, too?


  I swallowed the pills, handing the water glass back to Matt, purposefully letting my fingers curl around his, testing his reaction, waiting to see if I was alone in the arousal spreading through my body.


  Matt turned away, but I reached out, my hand on his elbow holding him in place. If he didn’t want me, fine, but I wasn’t going to let him run from this without a fair fight.


  “Will you sit with me for a bit?” I asked, the heat from his skin seeping through my fingers.


  He stiffened, as though his body was poised somewhere between fight and flight, but he didn’t pull away. A small sense of triumph filled me when he nodded, sitting down on the edge of the bed next to my legs, close but not touching.


  “Were you there when I fell?” I asked. “Are you the one who called the paramedics and stopped the bleeding?”


  He nodded, his jaw clenched.


  “Thank you.”


  “For what? Nearly getting you killed?”


  “You didn’t nearly get me killed. You didn’t stab me.”


  “I should have protected you more.” He tore his gaze away. “I had my eyes on you the entire time. You were in the crowd and I saw you stumble, and I thought that you’d just tripped, and then the next thing I knew, your body hit the pavement. The guy was a pro and he was prepared. I told you I’d have your back, and when it came down to it, I didn’t.”


  “Do you think I’m angry with you? That I blame you?”


  He made a frustrated noise. “You should be angry with me. You should fucking blame me. You wouldn’t have gotten involved in any of this if it weren’t for me.”


  He’d always been protective, but this was extreme, and there was no way I was going to let him use some sort of misplaced guilt as yet another barrier between us.


  “Are you kidding me? I’m involved because someone sent me information on what happened in Afghanistan. Someone wants me to be involved. That’s not your fault. Just like what happened to your friends isn’t your fault.” My tone softened, trying to figure out how to get through to him without ripping open the gaping wound that seemed held together by a Band-Aid and avoidance. “It isn’t your fault that you survived, either.” I reached down and squeezed his hand, curling my fingers around him as though I could pull the pain from his body. I’d experienced my fair share of loss, but watching someone you loved punish himself and suffer was its own special brand of torture. I wanted to fix him; I just didn’t have the tools to do it.


  Seconds passed, the night stretching between us, before Matt spoke.


  “We could go around in circles about this, but we both know that you never would have been involved if not for me. You’re in this because of me. So don’t tell me I shouldn’t feel responsible.”


  “You’re not.”


  “I am.”


  I’d forgotten how stubborn he could be; unfortunately, we had that in common as well.


  “Look, I’ve been stabbed today and fainted. As fun as sitting here arguing about who’s responsible for this is at three a.m., can we save the fight for the morning? Or never. We have bigger problems, namely the fact that any proof I had about our fathers’ potential involvement in your unit’s ambush in Afghanistan is gone. And it’s not like I can get in touch with whoever was sending me the information in the first place. It’s kind of a one-way street there.”


  Matt let out an oath, jerking his hand from mine, breaking the connection between us. He rose from the bed, six feet, two inches of fury, pacing the length of my bedroom like a caged panther. He stopped and faced off against me, hands on his hips, his expression seriously pissed.


  The fact that I was becoming majorly turned on probably said a few things about me and my propensity to court trouble, but whatever. Matt in a good mood was hot; Matt in explosive mood was rare, but when it happened, I could never resist the urge to crash into him and give as good as I got.


  “You’re joking, right?”


  Oh yeah, my body was definitely awake now.


  “You can’t be serious. After everything, after you were fucking stabbed, you honestly think the smart idea is to try to get in contact with this person? They’ve put you in the line of fire; the last thing you need is for them to send you more information.”


  “Those papers are the only leverage I have.”


  “Wrong. Those papers are a death sentence. You need to distance yourself from this. I don’t know, go out of town or something.”


  “I have a job. One I worked my ass off to get.”


  “Please tell me you applying to the CIA didn’t have anything to do with this, that you weren’t hoping you’d stumble upon some information about what happened to my unit.”


  Ugh. He knew me too well.


  “Me applying to the CIA didn’t have anything to do with this.”


  “Is that really true?”


  “Not even a little bit.”


  “I forgot how stubborn you could be,” he muttered. “Although, I didn’t think you were this stupid.”


  Oh, hell no.


  He didn’t get the high ground here, not after everything that had happened between us. I might have been able to accept his reasoning for why he didn’t tell me he was still alive—even as I hated it—but his choice also meant he didn’t get to judge my choices. We all did what we had to in order to get by.


  “Stupid? I’ve been taking care of myself for over three years. I’ve been on my own, doing just fine without you. You left. You didn’t bother telling me you were still alive, didn’t try to take me with you. You don’t get to judge my life choices or have an opinion on the decisions I’ve made. You gave up that right when you basically ended our engagement without any care for how I felt about it. I’m not an eighteen-year-old girl anymore. I don’t need you taking care of me, not that I really even needed it then.”


  His brow rose, spiking my temper, the gesture having me vacillating between wanting to smack him or press my mouth to his and have my way with him.


  “Really? Because in two days you’ve had your apartment broken into and been stabbed.”


  “It’s not like I asked for those things to happen. Besides, I’m fine. I’m not going to pretend the last few days haven’t been rough, but you know what, I’m still here and I’m not backing down.”


  “Maybe you didn’t ask for this, but you jumped in without looking, risking your life in the process. This isn’t a fucking game, Kate. Do you not get how high the stakes are? How far these people will go to get what they want? Do you really think either one of our fathers has any sentimentality where we’re concerned? If you get in their way, they will destroy you. Period. And don’t mistake it, you are in their fucking way.”


  He didn’t get it. Things were different now that he was back, now that there was more to me than the vengeance that had fueled me for years, but he didn’t understand what it had been like for me, how my world had ended when I’d learned he’d died. Maybe I should have moved on like Blair had wanted; maybe I should have become a better person who learned from the experience and had found a way to carry my grief with me rather than allowing it to stoke a fire inside of me. But I hadn’t. That wasn’t me. I was a fighter, and when I’d lost him, for better or worse, the fight was all I’d had.


  “What life? Do you have any idea what it’s been like for me? Any fucking clue? You want the truth? I haven’t cared if I lived or died for a long time. I lost everything when I lost you. The only thing that kept me going when I couldn’t take it anymore was the idea that my father would pay for what he did to you. Maybe that makes me a horrible person; maybe it’s my flaw. But regardless, it’s there inside of me. This is mine. You don’t get to try to protect me and take it away from me.”


  Matt


  I’d never considered telling Kate I was alive. Ever. I’d spent weeks in Afghanistan fighting for my life, hiding from the people who’d wanted to kill me. When I’d finally been healthy enough to move, when I could have reached out to her, I hadn’t been willing to put her life in jeopardy. And in those moments when I’d missed her, when the ache of never seeing her again had been unbearable, the thing that had kept me going was the idea that she was somewhere happy and safe.


  I’d kept a mental tally of her life events in my head—thought of when she’d be graduating from college, imagined her getting her first job. The image of her moving on had kept me company, my constant companion.


  I’d never imagined that she’d given up like this. The Kate I’d known and loved had been fearless, full of life. I hadn’t imagined that my death would destroy her, and when I added up all I’d lost along the way, the weight of that alone tipped the scales.


  “Were you watching me on the street yesterday?” she asked.


  I nodded.


  “Did you do that a lot? Watch me?”


  More than I should have.


  “I wanted to know that you were safe.”


  Need you to be safe.


  “How often?”


  “I don’t know. I didn’t keep track.”


  I didn’t know how to explain to her that the sight of her kept me going when I felt the walls closing in, when I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t say it because as soon as the thought hit me, I realized that all of the things that had kept me sane were the same things she’d lost. I’d found peace in her life and she’d lost hers with my death.


  I sat down on the edge of the bed, my head in my hands. “I don’t know what to do anymore.” I lifted my head and my gaze met hers, my body so tired. “I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought it would keep you safe. Now I just feel like I fucked up everything, and for what? We’ve lost years together and now you’re exactly where I never wanted you to be.”


  “What if we left? Right now. What if we just disappeared? Together. You’ve stayed alive this long. How much harder would it be if it were the two of us?”


  “And do what? What kind of life would that be?”


  “A life together. Better than what we have apart.”


  “We’d be looking over our shoulders for the rest of our lives.”


  “I don’t care.”


  “I care.”


  “Then what? What do you want?” she asked, frustration in her voice.


  I wanted to rewind the clock. I wanted to peel the skin off of the man who’d stabbed her. I wanted to keep her safe.


  “I want you to be safe.”


  “I want the same thing for you, but this won’t end until we expose their crimes. I’ll always be a loose end. You’ll always be a loose end.”


  “We don’t have any proof.”


  “So then we get proof. Maybe I’m going about this the wrong way. Maybe I should be focused on getting closer to my father.”


  A knot formed in my stomach. “Absolutely not.”


  “We really need to do something about this habit that you have where you want to tell me what to do.”


  I glared at her, torn between the urge to kiss her or strangle her. “You drive me fucking crazy.”


  “Trust me. Likewise.”


  “I don’t see how throwing yourself deeper into this is going make it safer for you.”


  “‘Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.’”


  “Not when it’s your life on the line.” I knew Kate—she wasn’t going to let this go. Fuck. I didn’t want her anywhere near this. “I still have some contacts in Afghanistan. I’ll put some feelers out, see if anyone can give me any intel on this warlord, see if we can try to find a link between him and either one of our fathers, or if we can find anything to tie them to the weapons.”


  “In person?”


  I nodded.


  “So let me get this straight.” Her voice rose. “Me getting close to my father is too dangerous, but you going back to the country where you were nearly killed and what, canoodling with warlords, is somehow a great fucking idea?”


  “Sadly, I feel safer with a warlord than I do with your father.”


  “I’ll cede that point,” she muttered.


  “I need to go, need to handle this. It’s the best lead we have. Please promise me you won’t do anything crazy. I don’t want to be worried about you while I’m gone.”


  “Are you coming back?”


  The doubt and hurt in her voice pierced my heart. She fucking owned me. Always had. There were no boundaries with her. She wanted something and I gave it to her. Always.


  When we were kids, it had crept up on me. She’d always been there in the background, hanging out with us, wanting to play the same games, more interested in being outside with the guys than playing with her sister. I’d always picked her first when we chose sports teams because she was fierce as fuck, always admired the way she threw herself into everything with reckless abandon. She never wanted us to take it easy on her because she was tiny, never minded getting dirty, rarely cried when she was hurt. Some of the others used to give me shit for being best friends with a girl, but I hadn’t cared. She’d been more fun than any of my other friends. And then, the summer before my freshman year of high school, we’d been at the beach one day, and I’d looked over at her, and she hadn’t been my friend anymore. She’d been everything.


  I’d waited for her. Waited for four years, waited for her to grow up, waited until she was ready for what I wanted from her. Until her sixteenth birthday. Until I claimed what had always been mine. Until I won her heart.


  So yeah, there was no question—I was hers. Even if all that I had to offer her were shards and fragments of me sloppily glued together in a crude approximation of the man I’d been, one I feared wasn’t good enough for her by half.


  “Yes. I’m coming back.”


  “Promise?”


  “I promise.”


  She swallowed and then she reached out, beckoning me closer.


  I knew what she wanted, had felt it lingering under the surface since the moment she’d woken up and her brown eyes had locked on to me. My chest tightened, my voice hoarse. “I don’t want to hurt you. You could open your stitches.”


  I was probably a giant pussy for admitting it, but she terrified me. She felt breakable and delicate, and even though I knew how tough she was, she didn’t understand how dark my world had become. The hands that had held hers, that had known every curve of her body, had been covered in blood more times than I cared to count. I didn’t want that part of my life touching her, didn’t want to drag her down with me.


  “Just lie next to me.”


  God, I wanted to. More than anything. I’d missed having her beside me.


  I focused my gaze on a point over her shoulder, doing everything I could to keep from meeting her gaze, fighting the urge to let her pull me in deeper.


  “It isn’t a good idea.”


  She didn’t say anything, as though she knew as well as I did that my protests were in vain. She’d always had me wrapped around her finger, and even as I questioned the sanity, I couldn’t deny her what she wanted.


  Fuck.


  I leaned down and pulled my shoes off, my fingers shaking, dick jerking at the thought of even having a taste of what I’d lost. My hands went to the button of my jeans. I dragged them down my hips, taking off my shirt next, feeling her eyes on me the entire time, her gaze hungry.


  My balls ached.


  I pulled back the covers and slid into bed next to her, careful to keep from hitting her injured side.


  Before I would have curled her body into mine. Now I just lay there awkwardly, an arm’s length away, listening to the sound of her breathing, her familiar scent surrounding me once more.


  I lay on my back, my arms at my sides, mimicking her position, staring up at the ceiling, wondering what came next, trying to temper the urge to slide between her thighs. Things between us had been intense last night, but everything now felt different. Her injury and our conversation reminded me that for as much as I was used to her bravado, there was a fragility about her. I didn’t want to hurt her, and right now it felt like there were too many possibilities for me to do her harm.


  I closed my eyes, some of the tension easing from my body, the rhythmic sound of her breathing lulling me. I prayed that I could keep the nightmares away tonight, that I wouldn’t wake her with the screams that came from my memories of hell, that my body wouldn’t thrash in bed, injuring her further.


  This was a mistake. A dangerous one.


  “I’m going to go back to the chair. This isn’t a good idea.”


  “Why?”


  My voice tightened, pushing past the lump in my throat. “I don’t sleep well.”


  Understatement of the fucking year.


  “The nightmares?” she asked, her voice soft again, sliding over me and chipping away at my pathetic resolve.


  “Yeah.” I was quiet for a beat. “I get pretty violent in my sleep. Forget where I am sometimes. I don’t want to hit your stitches.”


  “Do you always dream?”


  She wasn’t touching me, and yet something in the way she spoke to me made me feel as though she were stroking me, soothing me.


  “No.”


  She reached out, her fingers curling around mine, holding me in place. “Stay. Please.”


  I didn’t pull my hand away.


  “What are we doing here?” I croaked.


  Kate’s fingers glided over my skin, leaving a trail of goose bumps in their wake. “Forgetting. For a while, at least. Pretending we’re just a boy and a girl. No hired hitmen, or faked deaths. Time traveling.”


  It was like someone had just dropped a fifty-fucking-pound weight on my chest.


  Her fingers slid out of my grasp, stroking my palm, the touch somehow both soothing and seductive.


  I bit down on my lip.


  There had been other women. Four years was a long time, and I’d thought I’d lost her forever, and I wasn’t a monk. I’d felt sick each time, the encounters cloaked in too much alcohol and a kind of self-loathing that came from knowing I’d made a mistake. No one else had ever given me the sense of peace she did. And at the same time, I’d never ached for anyone, not like this, the kind of physical pain for which there was no relief.


  I’d been her first, and while we’d eased into sex, the age and experience difference between us always at the forefront of my mind, things between us had been electric. As with everything in her life, Kate had thrown herself into sex with a kind of wanton abandon that had been a fucking dream. She’d managed to be both dirty and sweet, a fantasy and memory I’d carried with me even after I’d lost her.


  I wanted a taste of it again. Badly.


  She knew it, too.


  Her fingers drifted up my arm, sliding along the inside of my wrist, up my forearm, before dragging back down. Magic touches that were too much and not enough at the same time. My breath grew ragged, my dick throbbing.


  “You’re going to hurt your stitches,” I muttered, clinging to the last vestiges of sanity before I completely lost myself to her.


  She flashed me an amused grin with a naughty gleam. “I’m just touching your arm.”


  A hiss escaped as she raked her nails across my skin. “It’s never just ‘touching my arm’ with us.”


  “True,” she purred.


  “We can’t have sex,” I ground out, my voice raspy. “Not with your injury.”


  “We can do other things.”


  Oh god.


  My control snapped.


  Her hand left my arm and then I felt her fingers sliding over me, caressing my cock through my boxer briefs.


  Yes.


  My hips arched toward her hand, wanting her wrapped around me, wanting to feel her bare flesh fisting my cock. I shifted, getting closer to her, making it easier for her to touch me without moving, giving her everything she wanted, the possibility of pleasure—mine and hers—too much to resist.


  I groaned as I pressed myself into her hand, as her palm caressed the head of my cock through the thin fabric.


  More.


  “Take off your briefs,” she whispered, her breath hitching.


  Yes.


  I pulled the waistband down, careful to keep from bumping her in the bed. This was crazy, and probably a really bad fucking idea, and my cock definitely hadn’t gotten the message.


  I leaned back against the pillows, my eyes closing as her fingers curved around the base, stroking me.


  This.


  I groaned. “Don’t stop. Please. You feel so good. So fucking good.”


  She kept her touch lighter than normal, the force of her movements constrained by her injury and her inability to move. The slide of her hand, the sweep of her fingers, created both a delicious tease and utter torment.


  More.


  She took me to the brink, the pressure in my spine building, my balls tightening, the urge to come overwhelming. It was so close, I was so close, and yet it wasn’t enough.


  She knew it, too.


  Kate groaned. “This is definitely crimping our sex life.”


  “It’s okay,” I hissed as her palm caressed the head of my cock, my body jerking at the sensitive touch as she swirled the drop of precum over my skin.


  So fucking close.


  “It’s not okay.” Her voice turned husky. “I want to watch you finish yourself off.”


  Fuck me.


  I teetered over the edge.


  “I want to see you first,” I ground out, my body so fucking greedy.


  How many times had I fantasized about her? How many times had I jacked myself off to the memory of her?


  The fantasy had been amazing, but reality simply shattered me.


  My hands shook as I reached up and slid the thin straps down her shoulders, struggling to keep my touch gentle despite the lust raging through my body. A line of goose bumps formed where my skin touched hers, her nipples hardening beneath the fabric of her top. I groaned, my fingers slipping under the thin cotton, cupping her breasts and pulling the top down. I swallowed at the sight of her bare flesh. Her body had changed in the years since I’d seen her—her breasts slightly fuller, her curves more pronounced.


  I couldn’t resist.


  I dipped my head, capturing her nipple between my lips with a wet pop, laving the tip with my tongue before sucking her deep, the taste of her—so fucking sweet—exploding in my mouth. Kate moaned, her back arching, offering herself up to me, her hands gripping my hair, yanking me toward her while I licked and sucked, until her nipple was rosy and tight, glistening from my mouth.


  For a moment I pulled back and just stared at her, unable to resist the image in front of me. She gazed back at me with sleepy eyes and parted lips, lust etched all over her face. I could devote my life to making this girl happy.


  My palm slid down her belly, careful to keep from brushing her bandage.


  I met her gaze, my heart hammering. I pressed a soft kiss to her lips, licking into her mouth, my cock jerking at the knowledge that she could taste her skin on my tongue. I was so far gone, so past the point of being able to walk away. Hell, even when I’d tried before, she always yanked me back. Right now, there was no place I’d rather be.


  “You can’t move,” I whispered against her mouth, swallowing her moans, trying to rein in the desire raging inside me, making sure I didn’t injure her further. “If you move, I’ll have to stop.”


  She nodded, the movement jerky, her control, like mine, clearly hanging by a thread.


  I released her lips, ducking my head and returning to her tits, taking the other nipple into my mouth, sucking her hard, my palm on her stomach holding her in place as she quivered beneath me, her belly dipping with each breath, every tremor that escaped her body.


  I slid my hand lower, fingering the elastic band of her shorts, desperate to give her the release she craved. Despite her promise to stay still, she writhed under my hand, and I wondered how long it had been since someone had touched her. And because I was a selfish, possessive fuck, I wanted to obliterate the memory of anyone else.


  My hand hovered between us, and I met her gaze, losing myself in those pretty brown eyes.


  “What do you want?” I asked, needing to hear the words, needing her permission, her absolution. Needing an excuse for going somewhere I had no business heading with her. I couldn’t promise her that things would work out, couldn’t offer her strings, even though I was tied so tightly to her that I feared I didn’t know where she ended and I began. This was sex, and it was so much more, and the future loomed between us, a giant unknown.


  “You know what I want. I want your fingers inside me. I want you to make me come.”


  My hand slipped under the fabric, my fingers trembling at the need in her voice.


  Kate gasped. “God, Matt.”


  “Are you going to be a good girl?” I whispered, my voice teasing. “Are you going to stay still?”


  Her eyes darkened, her lips parting, mouth swollen, skin flushed. Dirty and sweet. Mine.


  “Y—yes.”


  My heart hammered, my fingers gliding down her soft skin.


  She was drenched.


  I groaned as I dragged my fingers through her wetness, as my thumb found her clit and I rubbed her hard, a moan escaping her lips. I thrust two fingers inside of her, her pussy clenching down around my hand. So fucking tight. I remembered how good it had felt the first time we’d had sex, her body fitting over mine like a silken glove.


  This wasn’t nearly enough, and for now, it felt like a promise between us. So much for just being friends. So much for willpower. So much for anything but this need, this connection that nothing could alter or shatter.


  For now, this was everything.


  I increased the pace of my thrusts, my gaze on her the entire time as she rode my hand until she came. Maybe it was the passage of time, but as crazy as it sounded, I could have sworn that was somehow, impossibly, even better than I’d remembered.


  Kate stared back at me with a dazed expression, her body throbbing around me, my fingers still inside of her as I soaked up every last wave of her orgasm.


  “I want to watch you,” she repeated.


  Fuck me. After feeling her around me, I was ready, my orgasm just within reach.


  I slid my fingers out of her, fisting my cock, covering myself in her silky wetness. God, this was going to be embarrassingly fast. She watched me the entire time, her expression sated, her gaze on my hand stroking up and down, twisting, my fist sliding over the head, dragging her wetness over the tip, imagining that it had been my cock fucking her rather than my fingers. I pumped my hand up and down, that pressure building again, and then I was coming in my hand—hard—my body shaking as I found the release I needed.


  My body sagged against the bed, the orgasm wringing the last vestiges of restraint from me, my knees weak. I lay there for a moment, Kate stroking my chest, a feeling of complete and utter contentment that I hadn’t experienced in years filling me.


  If I’d died, then this was heaven, this girl my own filthy angel.


  Neither one of us spoke, as though words would profane the moment, as though we really had time traveled to a time and place when we could just be reduced to this. Minutes passed and then I rose from the bed, grabbing a towel from Kate’s bedroom, cleaning up before sliding under the covers next to her, feeling for the first time since I’d come back to D.C. like I’d really and truly come home.


  Her hand reached out and found mine, our fingers linking together. I feel asleep with my hand in hers, and no dreams came.


  She’d chased my nightmares away.


  Chapter Seven


  
    Rumor has it that Kate Reynolds is returning to the family fold …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  I woke to an empty bed, the pain in my side reminding me of yesterday, the slight ache between my legs a souvenir from last night.


  There weren’t words for how amazing things had been between us. Weren’t words for how he made me feel. There would never be anyone else for me; I would never love anyone as much as I loved him.


  I knew this had danger written all over it. Knew there was something wild in him that hadn’t been there before, that he wasn’t ready to give me more than his body, that somewhere along the way he’d hid his heart so he could get by. Maybe I’d done the same; as much as I knew what we were to each other, as much as I could face my feelings, I’d have been lying if I didn’t admit that I wasn’t wholly ready to throw myself back into what we’d been, that there was some survival instinct that held me back, that told me that in this case, going slow wasn’t the end of the world.


  The loss of him had already destroyed me once; I wasn’t exactly eager to court that kind of heartbreak again. I wasn’t ready to throw in the towel, either.


  As much as I hated to admit it, I was my father’s daughter. Maybe I wasn’t as ruthless as he was, but that didn’t mean that I hadn’t learned some valuable lessons at his knee. If you wanted something, you had to make it happen for yourself.


  I wanted Matt. It might take us a while to get to a point where we trusted each other enough to let go, but if this was the opening to get us back to where we’d been before, then I’d take it.


  All’s fair in love and war.


  I got out of bed, wincing slightly, taking a couple more pain pills before heading to the bathroom to brush my teeth and get cleaned up. I heard the sounds of someone in my kitchen, and was definitely not ready to face Matt with unbrushed teeth and messy hair. Not after last night.


  I cleaned up, my fingers lingering over the red marks on my breasts where his beard had abraded my skin, as I remembered the feel of his lips closing around my nipple, his teeth tugging on the tight bud, his tongue flicking back and forth.


  I couldn’t wait until I was better and I could have him exactly how I wanted.


  I left the bedroom, unable to keep the smile off of my face at the thought of seeing him again. He’d been home a little over twenty-four hours and I was right back where I’d always been. Head-over-heels in love.


  I walked into the kitchen. “Come back to bed—”


  I stopped short.


  Blair stood in the kitchen, arranging a tray with juice and croissants. “Hey, you’re up.”


  What the hell? Where was Matt?


  “Um. Hi.” I gave her a hug, my gaze darting around the apartment. When had he left?


  Blair gestured to the tray sitting on the countertop. “I was just bringing you some breakfast.”


  “Thanks.” We’d gone to bed at around four a.m. It was now nine. How long had he been gone—and more importantly, was he coming back?


  “So how long have you been here?” I asked, trying to keep my tone casual.


  “Thirty minutes, maybe? I checked on you and you were fast asleep. I used my key. I hope that’s okay.” Blair cocked her head to the side, her gaze turning speculative. “You didn’t know it was me, did you?”


  “Of course I knew it was you,” I sputtered. “Who else would it be?”


  Fuck.


  Jackie. It could have been Jackie. She had a key, too. Needed to learn to think more quickly on my feet. Clearly this was one of the reasons I’d been better suited to life as an analyst and not in the clandestine service.


  “So if you thought it was me, why did you walk into the kitchen and say, ‘Come back to bed’?”


  Mother eff.


  Apparently, I failed in the face of older sister intuition.


  “It’s the pain meds, probably,” I lied. “I’m all kinds of confused.”


  The expression on her face told me she didn’t buy it for a second. “Right.”


  “Can we go sit?” I gestured to the living room, figuring Matt’s earlier edict about staying away from the windows was pretty much moot since whoever was after me had easily proven that they could get to me anytime, anywhere without the finesse of a long-range sniper. Besides, if he really were so concerned about me, where the hell was he? Had he heard Blair coming and left? But how would he have managed it without her seeing him when he went through the front door? It wasn’t like he was Spider-Man.


  Blair followed me into the living room, tray in hand.


  “Didn’t you used to have a coffee table?”


  I grimaced. “Um. Yeah, I did. I decided it didn’t really fit with my decor.”


  Thank god Matt had the foresight to get rid of it yesterday before I’d gone to the bank.


  “So did you see anyone hanging around outside when you got here? I thought I heard people in the hall or something.” I asked, trying my best for nonchalance.


  Blair grinned. “Like the guy you had in your bedroom?”


  I felt my face flame. “I did not have a guy in my bedroom.”


  “Oh, come on. ‘Come back to bed’?” Her expression softened, the teasing lilt leaving her voice. “Are you seeing someone?”


  Oh, god. I stuffed my face full of croissant, stalling.


  I didn’t want to lie to her; I couldn’t tell her the truth. And the hardest part was that I saw the hope in her eyes, knew that more than anything, she just wanted me to be happy. After experiencing just a bit of what it was like to watch the person you loved suffering, I understood how difficult these past few years had been for her.


  I took a deep breath, opting for somewhere between the truth and the lie.


  “I’m not dating anyone or anything official, but there’s a guy, and we hooked up.”


  Blair’s eyes widened. “This is huge.”


  If she only knew.


  “How do you feel about it?” she asked.


  I took a sip of my orange juice. “Good.”


  Great. Confused.


  “It has to be tough. How are you doing with everything?”


  Why? Oh, right, because she thought this was the first guy I’d moved on with since Matt.


  I struggled to sober my expression. “Yeah. It is. It’s really tough.”


  Which wasn’t totally a lie.


  Blair reached out and squeezed my hand. “I think it’s a good thing that you’re moving on. I know it can’t be easy for you, but Matt would want you to be happy. And you know, maybe this guy isn’t the one, but you’re young, and more than anything, maybe you should just have fun with it. You’ve spent most of your dating years in a serious relationship, and then after that …” her voice trailed off. “I just think it would be good for you to let loose a bit.”


  Well, that definitely happened last night.


  “Is he a good guy?” Blair asked.


  My heart clenched, my throat tight as memories flooded me. Building sand castles on the beach. Matt cheering me on when I learned to ride my bike. Sitting in the stands watching him play soccer, waiting for that moment in every game when he would look up at the crowd and wave at me. Dancing together at my prom. Matt on his knee asking me to be his wife on my eighteenth birthday as we watched the fireworks at the National Mall. My whole life, he’d always been there. My biggest fan. My best friend. The one I called when I had a shitty day or got into a fight with my parents or my sister.


  “He’s the best,” I croaked between bites.


  Blair’s eyes welled up. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you.”


  “I know.”


  That was part of the problem, why I’d always struggled to move on. Good guys were hard to come by. Great, perfect-for-you, rock solid guys were once-in-a-lifetime. Once you’d found a guy like that, it was impossible to entertain the idea of finding anyone else, of settling for anything less than a great love.


  “How are you feeling today?” Blair asked, changing the subject. “How’s your wound?”


  “Good, just a little sore. The meds are helping, though.”


  “Do you want to hang out today? Gray’s going to a meeting.”


  Blair’s boyfriend was an alcoholic and he’d had a substance abuse problem before he moved to D.C. and met Blair. He seemed to have it under control now, but I knew it was something he worked at, and he went to regular A.A. and N.A. meetings.


  “We could see if Jackie’s free, have a sister day,” Blair suggested. “She mentioned that she had some wedding stuff to show us.”


  Jackie and Will’s wedding was still several months away, but she’d asked us to be bridesmaids. I’d left most of the planning to Jackie and Blair since they both seemed to enjoy it; I weighed in when they asked my opinion, but Blair was way better at that stuff than I was.


  “That sounds good. Could we postpone it for a few hours, though? I have some things I need to take care of first.”


  Like figuring out what had happened to Matt.


  Blair nodded. “Sure. Do you want us to come back around one?”


  “Yeah. That would be perfect.”


  “Okay.” She gave me a knowing grin. “I’ll get out of your hair so you can take care of whatever you need to. I’ll see you in a bit.”


  “Thanks for the breakfast and for stopping by.”


  “My pleasure.” She squeezed my hand. “I’m really happy for you.”


  I waited until the front door shut behind her, and then I was up, scouring my apartment for any sign of where Matt had gone.


  Last night had been amazing. I wanted to think that he wouldn’t have just left, that it had meant something to him, too, but I was confused. I couldn’t ignore what he’d said, couldn’t pretend like he hadn’t been clear with me and given the impression that he didn’t have it in him for anything other than casual. All I could do was hope that I had enough in me for the both of us, to hold on when everything around us tried to rip us apart, to change his mind about the danger of us being together.


  I walked back into the bedroom, the memory of last night hitting me full force. And then my gaze settled on the white folded piece of paper on my dresser that I’d missed before, my name written on the outside.


  I unfolded the note, the familiar sight of Matt’s writing causing another pang in my chest. The words skewered me.


  I’m sorry. I have to do this. I’ll be back. I have a friend watching you. You’ll be safe while I’m gone.


  I crumpled the paper in my hand, anger and fear rocking me. He’d gone to Afghanistan. Just like that. After last night, after everything, he’d just left without even a good-bye.


  I sank down onto the edge of the bed, trying to get my thoughts under control, trying to calm my racing heart.


  What if he was hurt? What if he was killed? He was searching for answers in a place that had nearly been his grave. He said he had contacts there, but would anyone have his back?


  I tried to tell myself that he was good at what he did, that he could be lethal if he needed to be, but the problem was that I’d seen what the other side could do, knew what men like my father and his were capable of, knew the lengths they’d go to in order to secure their kingdoms.


  No matter how much of his humanity Matt thought he’d lost, he lacked the ruthlessness that someone like my father possessed. There was too much goodness in him to play at their level, and I’d seen enough bullshit in this town to have a hard time believing that the hero always won.


  We needed to do something, needed to make them hurt the way they’d hurt us.


  You didn’t fight a battle by killing foot soldiers. You had to strike at the center of power, and more than anyone, I had the means to do it. I was done fucking around, done waiting for someone else to make the next move, done waiting like a fucking pawn in a game I didn’t know the rules for.


  If Matt wanted to go off on his own, fine. He was a big boy, and as much as it pissed me off and scared me, there wasn’t a thing I could do about it. But I wasn’t the little woman, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to sit around twiddling my thumbs, waiting for him to bag big game and come home victorious. It was time to get on the board.


  I pulled out my phone, my fingers dialing the familiar number, swallowing the bitter taste in my mouth.


  Sometimes the ends justified the means.


  She answered on the third ring.


  I swallowed. “Hi, Mom.”


  Matt


  I stared out the window, regret coursing through me. Everything about this moment felt like déjà vu. Once again, I was headed to Afghanistan, leaving Kate behind in D.C. Once again, I was filled with the sense that I was doing something I had to do, and at the same time feeling like I’d left all of the essential parts of me behind, clutched in her small hands.


  I didn’t want to love her.


  It would be so much easier if I didn’t love her. If the sight of her, the sound of her voice, the feel of her touch, didn’t shatter my meager control. I’d learned the hard way that love could be a double-edged sword. Having it made you invincible; it also gave your enemies the ultimate chink in your armor. I lived in terror that someone would realize that I was still alive and that they would strike at me through the most obvious means—Kate.


  I’d asked an old associate to watch over her, a guy who didn’t know me as Matt Ryan, simply as another mercenary, selling my skills to whoever would pay. I trusted him as much as I trusted anyone, and even though he didn’t know the full story, I knew the payment I’d promised him would secure his allegiance.


  I hated leaving her.


  I’d woken early and just lain in bed, watching her sleep. I’d thought about waking her and telling her that I was leaving, thought about sinking into her embrace and not leaving at all. But she was wrong—whether she thought it or not, I felt responsible for what had happened to her. She’d bled because of me, and I wasn’t the kind of man who could watch the woman he loved in pain and not do something about it.


  I had to fix this. Had to find the missing pieces to connect our fathers to the death and destruction they’d wrought and put it behind us.


  I tried to imagine a future with her, tried to envision a space for me in her life. Even if we managed to bring our fathers to justice, even if they were behind this, I wasn’t sure where that left me. This was bigger than two men; would I ever be able to stop running? Would she? I needed a fresh start, a new identity, needed to find a way to make a life that wasn’t roaming from country to country, traveling on forged papers, staying in shitty motels, taking jobs that left me feeling like no matter how many times I showered, I could never get the blood off of my skin.


  When we were younger, we’d both had bright futures. I’d thought we could accomplish anything together, imagined raising a family; our life together had felt like the perfect fit. But now? I had nothing to offer her. She’d built a life for herself, had a prestigious career that I didn’t doubt she was great at. She had sisters she loved. I didn’t want her to give those things up to go on the run with me. Didn’t want her to know the feeling of constantly looking over your shoulder, of moving around every few weeks for fear that if you stayed somewhere long enough, your identity would be exposed and your life snuffed out.


  All I wanted was to keep her safe, and I had no fucking clue how to do it, or if safe even existed anymore for people like us.


  Chapter Eight


  
    Kate Reynolds was seen at the Kennedy Center fund-raiser with her parents, Senator and Mrs. Edward Reynolds. Considering it’s been years since we’ve seen her in the company of her parents, we have to ask: Has the family rift finally been healed?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  God, I’d forgotten how much I hated these things.


  Keep your friends close and enemies closer.


  It had been three weeks since I’d been stabbed, since I’d last seen or heard from Matt, and I stood next to my parents, a champagne flute in hand, wearing a navy Calvin Klein gown that had wiped out my savings and probably meant I’d be skipping meals all month to avoid bouncing my rent check.


  It was worth it to sneak back into their good graces.


  I didn’t know if my father suspected anything; so far, he’d appeared genuinely happy to see me, the smile on his face broad as he stood bookended by my mother and me.


  Considering how much of his platform included “family values,” the news that he’d fathered an illegitimate child had been a huge blow to his standing when Jackie’s paternity was revealed. Between that and all of the other things that made him impossible to deal with, Blair had withdrawn her support from his last Senate race, forcing him to campaign with only my mother representing the Reynolds family.


  Losing Blair had been an irreplaceable blow considering she had always been the poster child for the Reynolds family—although the tarnish of her broken engagement and walking out of her wedding when she’d learned her fiancé was gay had taken some of the shine off of her utility to him.


  I definitely wasn’t as valuable to his image, but I figured one daughter was better than none. Besides, I’d upped my game and put on the stupid dress and done my hair in a proper bun in an attempt to pave my way to reintegration.


  I’d started with the phone call to my mother, figuring it was a little too obvious to reach out to my father directly. I’d played up my stabbing—sometimes you had to make the most of the cards you’d been dealt—and told her that the experience had made me think of my family and the rift between us. Apparently I’d sold it, because I’d wound up with an invitation to the Kennedy Center fund-raiser.


  We didn’t have a big reunion. There had been no mention of the nearly four years when I’d basically had little to no interaction with either one of my parents.


  We’d seen each other over the years—at Blair’s aborted wedding and assorted bridal events, at my graduation from Georgetown even though I hadn’t invited them—but it had all been more for appearances than anything else. And even now, we didn’t talk about any of it. The Reynolds family didn’t discuss their feelings or air their dirty laundry—unless someone else aired it for them.


  In a way, the whole thing felt fucking surreal. Like I was a kid again, being paraded around to impress everyone with how golden we all were. I didn’t have my sister’s elegance or poise, but I had graduated at the top of my Georgetown class and landed a job at the CIA, which pleased my father, even as I knew my mother cringed at me doing something so unfeminine.


  Whatever. I was here for one reason and one reason only, and if that meant burying my pride and playing the game by their rules, then fine.


  I needed to get into his office.


  I’d thought about it a lot, and if he did keep any incriminating information, I figured he’d keep it at home. The security at my parents’ was insane, and since Blair and I had moved out, it was private. I just needed to figure out an excuse to get into the house and search.


  I figured getting close to them was step one. I only hoped I could get to the endgame soon, because I was kind of a shitty actress, and I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take.


  “You remember Senator Niassen, don’t you, Kate? He has a son a few years older than you. Blair’s age,” my mother murmured, a flawless smile on her lips.


  Oh god, she was matchmaking.


  “Mmm hmm.” I tried to keep my tone noncommittal. I did know Senator Niassen’s son, and I’d once watched him do lines of coke off of a girl’s ass at a high school party. Not exactly the stuff dreams were made of.


  That said, even though her matchmaking was as annoying as fuck, I felt kind of sorry for my mother. In the last year, Blair had really distanced herself from our parents, including my mother’s desire to dress her up like a doll and micromanage every aspect of her life. I had no idea what the woman did for entertainment now, but if she thought I was going to take Blair’s place, she was sadly mistaken.


  “I think I’m going to go to the ladies’ room,” I murmured, needing a moment to remove the fake smile from my face. I set the champagne flute on a nearby table, turned, and froze.


  One of the benefits to not going out in society anymore was that I no longer ran in the same circles as Matt’s family. After everything, the thought of seeing Matt’s parents was really hard. I’d tried to prepare myself for the possibility that they might be here tonight, but nothing quite compared to the real thing.


  And then James Ryan saw me, and I couldn’t escape it anymore.


  He walked toward me, a smile on his face, Matt’s mom nowhere to be seen.


  My heart hammered.


  I could do this. I could be fake. I could get through this, if only because it put me one step closer to saving his son. I figured the role of the grieving fiancée left some room for me to be awkward in his presence, and I totally took advantage of it.


  “Mr. Ryan.”


  “Kate.”


  He leaned forward, pressing a kiss to my cheek, and it took all of my willpower to keep from recoiling at his touch.


  What have you done? Did you have your own son killed? Or did you just try to cover it up? How in bed with my father are you?


  “How have you been?”


  I gave a little shrug, figuring the truth worked better than any lie. “You know how it is. Okay, I guess.”


  The worst part was how much Matt looked like his father. They had the same tall, powerful build. The same dark eyes, dark hair. It hadn’t been as noticeable when he’d been younger, but the more Matt had grown into himself, the more he also looked like his dad.


  Matt’s father had been an officer in the Navy—a Seal—using his military connections and his father’s connections as a U.S. senator to found Intech, a private security company that had grown into a multibillion dollar entity with its hands in conflicts all over the globe.


  Matt served because he believed in his country; his father had served as a stepping stone to more power, more influence, more wealth.


  Not a day went by that I didn’t worry about Matt, wonder about him, that I didn’t fear that something had happened to him, that he was lying dead in a ditch somewhere in Afghanistan while I shook hands and exchanged fake fucking smiles and tried to get closer to the snake who wanted him dead.


  “It’s hard with him gone,” James commented with an expression so practiced that I couldn’t tell where the truth ended and the lie began.


  I nodded like his words didn’t piss me off, like I had somehow magically forgotten that Matt’s parents had basically freaked out and disowned him when he’d enlisted in the military. It had been one thing for his father to join after graduating from Princeton, for his military service to be tied to building his own empire. But Matt had enlisted, his only agenda the desire to help people and serve his country. He hadn’t gotten the shiny Ivy League diploma or lived up to the expectations his parents had for him.


  In our world, love came with so many fucking strings.


  James smiled again. “It’s nice to see you well, Kate.”


  I nodded robotically, trying to find the right words and coming up short; I just couldn’t be fake about this.


  He left me standing in the corner, my nerves frayed, stomach in knots.


  I went to the bathroom and threw up all of my champagne.


  My work phone rang and I paused the broadcast I’d been listening to so I could answer it. My boss had me working on an intelligence memorandum on the current situation in Syria. My part would be a small contribution in what would eventually grow to a thirty-page research paper which he would author. Writing was a huge part of my job. We regularly published articles on security issues within our region, and while I wasn’t senior enough to write my own, I was learning how to get there eventually.


  “This is Kate Reynolds.”


  “What the hell is going on with you?”


  I winced at the sound of Blair’s voice shouting at me through the phone. It had been a week since my unofficial “debut” with my parents at the Kennedy Center benefit, and apparently the news of our reconciliation had made it all the way up to Boston. Or Jackie had called.


  “What were you thinking? I mean, seriously, what the fuck were you thinking?”


  The old Blair, the Blair I’d known most of my life, had rarely, if ever cursed. The new, I-only-have-so-many-fucks-to-give Blair dropped f-bombs with a regularity I wasn’t sure I could get used to. It was almost like she was me or something.


  I swallowed, digging deep for a plausible excuse.


  “You know, after the whole mugging thing, I just realized—”


  “Oh, save it,” Blair snapped. “I know you. You did not have some come-to-Jesus moment where you realized that you actually wanted to have a relationship with our parents. What’s going on with you?”


  I sighed. “You know that conversation we had when you told me that you couldn’t support me in all of this, that you needed to step away so that you could find peace in your life?”


  “Yes.”


  “You need to step away so that you can have some peace in your life. Trust me, you don’t want to get involved in this, Blair.”


  “I thought you’d moved on.”


  “What?”


  “I thought you’d moved on. What happened with the guy?”


  Ahh. The mythical guy who I was supposed to be banging and using to forget Matt. Fuck, I’d totally forgotten about him. Maybe I needed to start writing all of my lies down to keep them straight or something.


  “Oh. Um. Yeah, we’re not really seeing each other anymore.”


  “What happened?”


  With this, I stuck as close to the truth as possible.


  “I don’t think he wanted a relationship; he was just looking for something casual and I wanted more.”


  I wanted everything.


  “I’m so sorry, Kate. He sounds like a dick.”


  Considering how worried and pissed I was that I hadn’t heard a word from Matt, I wasn’t going to argue that point.


  “There are a ton of great guys out there who would be so lucky to have someone like you,” Blair continued. “Why don’t you talk to Jackie and Will? They might set you up. Or, there was this guy, Adam, in my law school class at Hannover. He was really nice and funny; we still keep in touch sometimes. I think he’s still single.”


  I stifled a groan. Blair would hate the comparison, but she really sounded like our mother right now.


  “I’m not really interested in dating,” I hedged. “I think I just have to find someone that I’m naturally attracted to. You can’t force these things.”


  “True, but I don’t think it would hurt you to get out and start dating. I didn’t want to rush you before, but now that I know you’re open to meeting someone else, it would be good for you to put yourself out there.”


  “I really don’t think—”


  “I’m going to call Jackie and see if she and Will know anyone. Talk to you later. Bye.”


  I heard a click on the line before I even had a chance to respond.


  Fuck me.


  I liked Will a lot, and I knew my sisters were just trying to help, but the last thing I wanted to do was be set up on a blind date.


  I groaned, taking a sip from the now-lukewarm coffee on my desk, needing the caffeine fix to keep me awake. I hadn’t been sleeping all that well since Matt had left. It was as if his nightmares had transferred over to me, and now I found myself waking up in the middle of the night, my body drenched with sweat, images of him being tortured and killed haunting my dreams.


  I still hadn’t heard from him.


  Whoever he had watching me was good, because I hadn’t seen him once. Everything around me had fallen quiet. There had been no more muggings, no more break-ins, no more mysterious packages in the mail. My wound had healed for the most part, and it was almost as if it had all been a dream.


  I’d seen my parents twice since we’d gone to the Kennedy Center, and I had an invitation to attend a dinner at their house with old friends of the family who just-so-happened to have a son who was a little older than me. The whole thing reeked of a setup, but since it also had the added benefit of giving me an excuse to get into the house, I took it.


  My work phone rang again.


  “This is Kate Reynolds.”


  “We have the perfect guy for you,” Jackie announced, skipping the usual phone pleasantries.


  I put my head in my hands, cradling the receiver in the curve of my neck. Having sisters could be awesome; right now it felt like a giant pain in my ass.


  “I don’t want to go out on a date,” I grumbled. “I’m not really in the mood to be fixed up with anyone.”


  “Too bad. We’ve already set it up. We’re going to double-date so it won’t be so awkward for you. It’s a guy Will knows from the gym. Apparently, he’s an attorney.”


  I hadn’t been into the date to start with, but this thing just kept getting dodgier and dodgier.


  “You’re joking, right? Will knows him from the gym? What, he couldn’t find some random guy off of the street to go out with me?”


  Jackie laughed. “It’s not like that. They play basketball together on the weekends. I’ve seen him—he’s cute. And he’s a nice guy. Just give it a shot.”


  “I really don’t think—”


  “Do you want Blair off your back? Do you want her to think that you’ve really moved on? I saw Capital Confessions. Do you want her digging deeper there?”


  Ahh, our resident Machiavelli. Nobody did scheming like Jackie. I could try my best, but I’d never have the same skills she did. She was inherently suspicious, and by the tone of her voice, I knew she knew that I was in deep with this stuff with my father.


  “Fine.”


  I could hear the triumph in her voice. “Wear something cute.”


  I hung up and reached for the bottle of aspirin sitting next to my now-cold coffee.


  Fuck my life.


  Matt


  It was daunting to return to Afghanistan after I’d narrowly escaped hell. I didn’t know if it was nearly dying here, but I found myself constantly on edge, sleep eluding me, my dreams more intense than ever before.


  I woke in the middle of the night, my body covered in a thin film of sweat, chest heaving, arms flailing. I reached for Kate, only to come up empty. Alone. Again.


  I turned onto my side in bed, throwing the covers off, still not used to the Afghani summer heat.


  I’d traced my contact to Mazar-i-Sharif and found myself a room in a dubiously clean inn for a few nights. The staff was nice enough and the wireless worked even if the signal strength was weak; I’d slept in worse places both during my military career and after, and still I felt restless, edgy, desperate to get the hell out and return to the place that despite my instincts I still thought of as home. Back to the girl who I still thought of as home.


  I missed Kate.


  Now that I’d had another night with her in my arms again, all that I’d lost years ago came rushing back to me with frightening clarity. Time hadn’t made it easier as much as it had dulled my memories of her, making the unbearable slightly more endurable. But now? Now I felt the loss of her again, as though we were connected beyond the distance between us, even as we went through our days in separate worlds. I carried her with me now in a way I hadn’t before.


  I calculated the time difference—it was early morning in D.C. Was she getting ready for work? Was she already at her office at Langley? Did she miss me? Had I let her down by leaving? Did she understand why I’d had to go?


  Doubts ran through my mind over and over again.


  I got out of bed, walking to the rickety desk where I’d set my laptop. I sat down in the chair that I feared would crumple beneath my weight and started up my computer, ignoring the voice in my head that told me to leave it, that the last thing I needed was a distraction when I was trying to stay alive.


  I’d made myself promise not to check up on her, not to reach out to her. Some missions had been like that when I was in the military—the danger too high, the need to keep your head in the game too sharp to be distracted by family back home. Maybe it seemed harsh, but distractions were the difference between life and death. Even then I’d struggled with shutting Kate out completely. I’d carried her picture with me, and whenever we’d had downtime I’d stared at the image of her smiling face, reminding myself of all the reasons I fought for the home I had to protect in her.


  The computer turned on, the screen flashing as I entered my password and pulled up my Internet browser. Jasper, the guy I’d hired to keep an eye on Kate, hadn’t reached out to me with any news so that told me everything was fine back home. He would have contacted me if anything had happened to her, but it wasn’t the same. I needed to see for myself that she was safe, needed to feel that connection to her.


  I was tired. So fucking tired. Tired of running. Tired of not sleeping through the night. Tired of waiting for the knife in my back or the shot in the gut. Tired of feeling impotent, little more than a pawn in a global chess game.


  We were close, but it wasn’t enough. They’d slip the noose with evasion and the threat of lawsuits to any source that printed the information if we couldn’t tie it tightly enough. And with Kate’s safety on the line, there was too much at stake to fuck this up.


  I typed in the Capital Confessions Web address. As much as Kate hated the attention, there had been so many nights like this one—me in a shitty hotel, in a remote part of the world, waking up from a nightmare with a gnawing ache in my chest and a longing for her that couldn’t be assuaged, sitting in front of my computer, impatiently waiting for the site to load, for the hope that I’d see a glimpse of her—a picture, a story—something, anything that could carry me on when the weight of it all became too fucking much.


  Besides, as much as I knew the attention got old, as long as she was in the spotlight and attention was on her, it would be difficult to cover up any violence against her. Her notoriety made her safer, because her death couldn’t be swept under the rug.


  Frustration filled me as the page failed to load, the flashy graphics and videos a challenge for the slow Internet. I tried again, checking my cell to see if I’d heard from my source, Abdul.


  I didn’t know much about him, just a name that was no doubt a pseudonym. Our meeting was scheduled for tomorrow afternoon, and then the next day, I’d be on a flight to Dubai, the first leg on my circuitous route back to D.C.


  The page loaded and relief filled me. I scrolled down past the scandals, the articles hinting that a certain congressman had embezzled funds, through the posts about a charity that was being investigated, the link about the horse racing scion in Virginia who had disappeared, until the name Reynolds jumped out at me.


  I clicked on the link, expanding the article to full size, the top picture sending a sliver of fear through my heart. Kate stood sandwiched by her parents, wearing a stunning blue dress, a smile on her face that I recognized from when we were younger and she’d attempted to play the game, trying to fit their ridiculous mold of who she should be. I scrolled down further, disbelief filling me as I read about her great reconciliation with her family … and I stopped on the picture of her with my father, deep in conversation. In this one, Kate looked pale, her lips pursed, tension in her brow. The caption helpfully pointed out her relationship with my father, referenced our engagement and my death.


  I sat there, staring at the screen, my temper steadily building with each moment that passed. What the hell was she thinking? She knew what her father was capable of—had already paid the price for it multiple times—how could she put herself in jeopardy like this? How could she take such big fucking risks?


  I sent a text to Jasper, telling him to keep a closer eye on Kate, fear mixing in with the anger. I needed to get back to D.C., needed to know that she was safe. And more than anything, we needed to end this and get the dirt we needed on my father and hers, because if anything happened to her, I’d tear their fucking world down and dance on their graves.


  Chapter Nine


  
    Kate Reynolds and her sister, Jackie Gardner, were seen out at dinner in Alexandria on a double date. Jackie was in the company of her fiancé, Virginia Senator Will Clayton. Kate’s date was tall, dark, and handsome …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  There was something surreal about being on a date with a guy who wasn’t Matt. I was twenty-two and I’d only dated one guy in my entire life. Only kissed one guy, touched one guy, slept with one guy. I’d been so young when we’d become a couple that pretty much as soon as I’d started looking at boys as someone to kiss rather than just play ball with, I was in so deep that I didn’t see anyone but Matt. So to be on a date with someone who wasn’t him—even a double date that was more for appearances than anything else—felt really, really weird.


  The guy Jackie and Will had set me up with wasn’t bad. His name was Paul and he worked as an attorney for the Environmental Protection Agency. He was cute and funny, and I didn’t have any major objection to him or anything, but he wasn’t Matt, and even if I had been in the market for a boyfriend, I just didn’t feel any sparks. Not even a half of a spark, which was made worse by the fact that I was on a date with one of the most obviously in love couples of all time. Each time Will looked at Jackie with a gleam in his eyes, each time she beamed back at him, another barb pierced my heart. I was so happy for them; Jackie had been through a rough childhood and she deserved a happy ending more than anyone, but they also reminded me of all I’d lost. Which definitely didn’t help with my date.


  Jackie and Will arranged for Paul to take me home, using the excuse that they were going in the opposite direction, and no matter how many times I protested that I was fine going home on my own, apparently Paul was a gentleman. He insisted on walking me up to my door, likely recognizing that my neighborhood and building weren’t the greatest. The irony being that the hired gun somewhere out there probably posed a bigger threat to my personal safety than a junkie looking to score, but whatever. I let Paul play knight-in-shining-armor, figuring I’d never see him again.


  Maybe I was a bitch for not giving him more of a fair shot, but I just didn’t see the point. I’d given away my heart long ago, and no matter what everyone said, I didn’t envision myself moving on to another guy. For better or worse, when I’d fallen in love, that had been it, and if he never returned, I’d rather live my life alone than try to find someone who would never fill the space in my heart that would always be Matt’s.


  I unlocked my apartment door, not really sure how this was supposed to go down. I’d never done the whole standing-over-the-threshold awkward-date-ending moment. I didn’t want to say anything that would give him the wrong idea, but I also didn’t know how to let him down gently.


  I smiled up at him, hoping it struck the right tone between polite and platonic. “Well, thanks for the evening.”


  He grinned. “Thank you. I had a really great time.”


  Gah. I didn’t want to say, me too, because it was a total lie, and would likely make him think that I was interested in a repeat. But I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, either.


  So I didn’t say anything at all; instead, I gave him a tense little smile. And then he swooped down, his lips coming dangerously close to mine. It was instinct. I twisted my head to the side, just as his mouth hit my skin, the kiss grazing my jaw like an arrow that had completely missed its mark.


  This was too awkward for words.


  “I should go,” I whispered, my cheeks on fire. I hesitated, remembering how I’d felt when I’d learned that Matt had been alive this whole time. It wasn’t the same, or even close to it, but I found myself blurting out the truth because I had a whole new appreciation for how much it sucked when someone toyed with your feelings.


  “You seem like a really nice guy, and I’m sorry, it’s totally me, but I’m just not in a place where I’m interested in dating.”


  A flash of disappointment filled his eyes and then he nodded. “Just out of a long relationship?”


  I forced a smile. “Something like that.”


  We said our good-byes, but not before he gave me another kiss, this time on my cheek, and then I was shutting my front door, my body sagging against the wall. I closed my eyes, fighting back the tears, anger raging through me. Why was I here? Why was I at this point in my life? I should have been married by now, living in a house Matt and I had made a home. We should have been starting our lives together, and instead, I was going on fucking blind dates and coming home to an empty house while I worried if he was dead somewhere in a fucking war zone.


  Fuck that.


  I opened my eyes and pushed off the wall, and then I heard a voice coming from the dark bedroom.


  “Did you have a nice night?”


  I froze, my heart pounding, my mouth going dry. My gaze fixated on the sight of Matt, my Matt, walking out of the bedroom, his gaze on me.


  He was back.


  Matt


  I’d been in Afghanistan, in the tribal regions, trying to find out what business Intech and Senator Reynolds might have with an Afghani warlord, and she’d been on a date, wearing a dress that was—


  I swallowed, words temporarily failing me.


  Kate had never been into dresses and I’d always been into Kate being herself, so I’d never really cared one way or another what she wore. And even though I knew I had no business caring, it bothered me a lot that she’d gone out on a date with some guy looking as fucking amazing as she looked, while I’d spent the last few weeks in hell, thinking of her.


  “Who was the guy?” I asked, struggling to keep my tone casual, realizing that we’d never had the conversation about whether there’d been anyone else in the time we’d been apart. I hadn’t asked, because part of me couldn’t handle her answer either way. I hated the idea of her living her life in some sort of funeral shroud, years spent mourning me, but I also wasn’t prepared for the idea of her with another man.


  If it had happened, fine, I just didn’t want to hear about it—or hear it on the other side of the fucking door.


  Kate blinked, her gaze narrowing. She didn’t make any effort to move closer, but I could feel her annoyance even with the few feet that separated us.


  “That’s where you want to start? You’ve been gone for weeks, left in the middle of the night after we were together,” she sputtered. “Don’t even get me started on the whole fucking fake death thing, and on top of that, you somehow think it’s okay to waltz back in here and what? Give me shit about my dating life?”


  “So you’re dating him?” I closed the distance between us with three strides. “Were you dating him when you had your hand on my cock? When you clenched down around my fingers?”


  Fury lit in her eyes, her hands shoving me backward.


  “Apparently death made you an asshole,” she snapped.


  She was right; who she fucked or didn’t fuck was none of my business. I’d relinquished all claims to her, and if that meant she kissed other guys, there wasn’t a thing I could do about it. Or so I told myself, at least, even as I knew the lie behind my words. Things had changed between us, but I’d lived my entire life knowing that Kate loved me, and this thing between us was too strong for me to doubt it.


  “Forget it. I shouldn’t have said anything,” I muttered, stalking away from her to sit on the couch.


  I’d been waiting for her to come home for an hour, had been worried about her. Especially when I’d read Capital Confessions. We had bigger battles to fight than whether she went on a date with some guy.


  I expected my reaction to calm her down, figured she was pissed that I was jealous, but it almost seemed to have the opposite effect, as though everything I said was somehow wrong and only making her angrier.


  Fuck.


  She muttered something that sounded a lot like, asshole, under her breath.


  “Do you actually have intel to share or did you just come here to check up on me?” Kate asked, following me into the living room.


  “I came because I saw your name in Capital Confessions.”


  Her chin jerked, her gaze defiant. “So what?”


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  “Exactly what it looks like.”


  “We talked about this. You promised to stay away from your father.”


  “Actually, I didn’t. You promised you would come back. I never answered you when you asked me to stay away from him.”


  I couldn’t take it anymore. She was driving me fucking crazy. She’d been stubborn as a kid, but this— She’d listened to me before; she hadn’t just run off and put herself in danger without thinking about the consequences. She hadn’t danced on the edge like this.


  “You’re going to get yourself killed.”


  “I’ve heard that one before.”


  “And yet you don’t fucking listen.”


  “What do you want me to say? You want this to be over, we have to get to the heart of this. It starts and ends with our fathers. You know that. It’s not a coincidence that someone sent me those files. We can dance around it, but I have a much better chance of resolving this if I can get access to my father’s office. He wouldn’t keep them at work; there would be too many opportunities for someone to find them. They’re in his office at home. I know it.”


  God, it was almost worse that she had a plan. I knew exactly where she was going with this, and given the level of skills we’d seen before, how she thought she stood a chance going up against her father’s machine I’d never know.


  “Tell me you aren’t breaking into his office.”


  “It’s not your call to make.”


  “Jesus, Kate, do you think I’m just going to stand by and watch you get yourself killed? Don’t tell me it isn’t my call to make. My unit paid the price for all of this. My father’s name is tied up in this. Don’t act as if you can just go off like some kind of vigilante.”


  “Like you did when you left me and went to Afghanistan without telling me? When you snuck out in the middle of the fucking night?”


  “Is that what this is about? Are you punishing me because I won’t give you what you want?”


  “Your arrogance is really unbelievable. This isn’t all about you. I’m a big girl and I’ve got this. I’ve been handling my father for over a year now, chipping away at his reputation. I did all of that on my own.”


  “You leaked information to a gossip site. Not exactly a covert operation.”


  I didn’t want her anywhere near her father or mine; didn’t want her investigating any of this. That was why I’d gone to Afghanistan. If someone’s life was going to be on the line, I wanted it to be mine. Not hers.


  I took a deep breath, trying to get my temper under control.


  “Look, I didn’t come back to fight with you. I saw the mention in Capital Confessions and I became concerned. After I finished my business in Afghanistan, I came back to make sure you were okay.”


  “I’m fine.”


  I wasn’t so sure about that. Our definitions of “fine” varied drastically.


  “How did it go?” Kate asked, changing the subject. “Did you find what you’re looking for?”


  “Maybe. I’m meeting with a contact here in D.C. tomorrow. I’ll see if it pans out.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “If you’re supposed to be dead, how do you have all of these connections?”


  “It’s hard work staying alive. I needed people I could count on. Needed money. They don’t know me as Matt Ryan. They think I’m just a guy for hire.”


  “Like a mercenary?”


  I swallowed, hating how close she was to the truth. I’d been proud of my work in the military, of all we’d tried to accomplish. There was no honor in what I did now.


  “Something like that. You tend to end up with a specialized skill set when you’re Special Forces, and I needed money to buy a new life.”


  She was silent for a moment and I wondered if she’d finally come to terms with the fact that I wasn’t the boy she’d loved and he was never coming back. Did she see the blood on my hands now?


  I closed my eyes, sitting down on the edge of her couch, resting my head in my hands, my elbows propped on my knees. It was hard enough to fight myself, impossible to fight her.


  Maybe there were people in your life you just couldn’t shake, no matter how hard you tried. I’d loved her so long that it had become a habit I didn’t know how to break. So yeah, every fucking version of me, killer, soldier, or pampered prince loved her. At this point, I might as well rip my heart out of my chest and lay it at her feet next to my balls.


  “What do you want from me?”


  I was tired. So fucking tired. Tired of running, tired of fighting her. Tired of living my life like I was dead anyway.


  It was nearly a minute before she spoke.


  “I want you to admit that there’s something between us. That we aren’t over. That we’ll never be over. I want you to fight for me. For us.”


  I got up from the sofa, suddenly needing to move.


  Except she didn’t let me. As with everything, she got in my face, taking the distance I tried to put between us and shredding it before my eyes.


  She might have been a few inches over five feet, but she fucking terrified me.


  “What do you want?” I asked, defeat dragging my body down.


  She kept coming, until her arms were around my neck, her body pressed against mine. I could feel her tits against my chest, her nipples tight. My hands came down around her waist, hauling her toward me even as I told myself not to fucking move.


  She pulled my head down, rising on her toes, and then her lips found mine and everything exploded.


  Chapter Ten


  
    Senator Reynolds and James Ryan were seen in a heated exchange at the Hay-Adams Hotel. Is there trouble in political paradise?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  We crashed into each other, our mouths connecting on a sigh that slipped from my lips. I’d stolen this kiss from him and somehow I couldn’t find it in me to feel sorry about it. At all.


  Despite the times we’d been together since he was back, this was different. He’d made me come, had run his hands over my body, and yet we hadn’t kissed. And despite the fact that we’d kissed hundreds of times before, this kiss was something new. Those kisses had been sweet, sexy, romantic. This kiss was all-consuming. While my mind struggled to accept that the man standing before me wasn’t quite the boy I’d loved, my body couldn’t forget it.


  His mouth was unyielding, the soft lips I’d spent my teens kissing now taut with something I was afraid to name. Matt didn’t kiss me like he used to, like he was a boy in love with a girl. He kissed me like a man living on borrowed time, as though he didn’t have the luxury of finesse or sweetness, didn’t have room for love, as though he’d fling my feelings back in my face if he could. He kissed me like he couldn’t not kiss me, even as he tried to fight it, frustration and anger pouring out of him and into my body like a flash flood.


  When Blair had first told me she had feelings for Gray, I’d thought she was crazy for getting involved with a guy who carried so much baggage. I’d forgotten what this was like¸ how love could twist you up and hollow you out. That it could make you crazy and reckless and send you careening toward heartbreak.


  I didn’t care.


  I couldn’t even claim ignorance or naiveté, because I knew exactly what would happen next if this didn’t work out. I’d already lost him once, and I couldn’t fool myself into thinking I would survive this. This was suicide and I went for it anyway. I knew he wasn’t the boy I remembered, that whatever love had existed between us was killed off inside of him long ago. All that softness chiseled and molded to make him into the man he was today. Maybe this was just sex for him. Maybe he wasn’t capable of anything more. So while he gave me his body, I gave him my heart.


  Our mouths turned greedy, our hands roaming. His beard scratched against my skin. He branded me with each kiss, each touch, claiming me as his as if there’d ever been a question, as if there ever had been a moment when I wasn’t his. And still, I wanted more.


  I reached for his shirt, my fingers curling over the worn cotton. My hands turned ravenous as I pulled the fabric up, baring him before my gaze. He shrugged the tee over his shoulders, and then my hands were running over his skin, his abs.


  Holy shit, he was beautiful.


  His body looked like a tool, a weapon, full of power and control. The size difference between us was even more glaring; I felt breakable next to him, fragile in the midst of all of his strength.


  And then his muscles trembled beneath my hands, and somehow the power shifted, and I felt like the one in control, Matt at my mercy.


  I stroked his scars, my touch turning gentle, hesitant, running my fingers over the ridges and bumps of skin, the sight and feel of them a knife twisting in my stomach. They were like a map of his travels, of the life he’d lived when he was away from me. They were pain I wished I could take away from him.


  I bent forward, pressing my lips to his skin, his muscles bunching and jerking beneath my mouth as he inhaled sharply. He was warm and smooth and hard, and I couldn’t resist the urge to suck on his skin, wanting to leave my marks on him, to claim some ownership over his body. My lips found the tattoo near his heart, pressing a kiss above the initial he’d had inked there.


  Matt groaned, his hips canting toward me.


  My fingers fumbled with his belt, with the button of his jeans, my heart hammering.


  It had been way too long since I’d had this. When I’d thought he’d died, the idea of having sex with anyone else hadn’t been appealing at all. I’d resigned myself to my vibrator and a lifetime of celibacy. This was so much better.


  I dragged the zipper down, the rasping noise filling the air around us, pulling the denim from his powerful hips as Matt stepped out of his jeans and I admired the view before me—tan legs, muscular thighs. My hands went to his boxers, tugging until they hit the floor and he was naked before me—long, thick, hard.


  My mouth went dry.


  His hands moved behind my body, searching for the zipper to my dress, yanking it down, his gaze molten. My nipples tightened, another flash of arousal hitting me, my body growing wetter.


  I stepped out of my dress, my legs trembling, hands shaking, grateful for the heels that gave me the extra height to close the distance between us. Grateful for the fact that I was wearing one of my nicer bras and thongs. And then, with a few deft twists of his fingers, those were gone too, pulled from my body in a flash of silk and lace, and I stood before him naked, my body throbbing for him, begging for his touch.


  For a moment he remained still, his gaze drinking me in. There were nerves there, and at the same time, we’d been together too many times for me to feel nervous, even as I wondered if he was cataloguing all of the changes in my body as I’d done to him.


  And then he moved.


  Matt pinned me back against the wall, his hands fisting in my hair, his hips pressing into me. His legs came between mine, widening my stance so that I was splayed open against the wall, the power shifting. I might have started things with a kiss, but he had no problem taking over, no problem taking what he wanted.


  His cock brushed against me—big, hard, one thing that apparently hadn’t changed. When we’d fooled around in my bedroom before, I’d known that there was a limit to how far things would go between us, known that with my stitches there was only so much we could do. But now? I wanted it all.


  My heart might have died when I’d thought he did, but my body was very much alive.


  I wrapped my arms around him again; I nipped at his bottom lip. Matt growled against my mouth.


  This.


  Maybe I didn’t need love. Maybe I just needed this. Savage and brutal, beautiful and sharp. I’d been living like a nun for three years, dried up and worn out at just twenty-two. I wanted—needed—tonight. It had been explosive between us before he’d left for Afghanistan a few weeks ago. I wanted that rush again. Wanted to forget all of the death and destruction. I figured I’d lived in the darkness for long enough; I deserved this. And even if I didn’t, I took it anyway.


  I sucked on his lips, nipping at the skin there again, our tongues tangling when he invaded my mouth, his hands gripping my head, holding me in place while he kissed me. I moaned, the sound swallowed between us.


  Matt tugged on the ends of my hair, pulling my head back, his mouth on my throat, his teeth scraping the skin there, his beard scratching me. My scalp tingled, my hips rocked forward, and I rubbed myself over his erection, my nipples pebbling.


  It had never been like this before.


  We’d had great sex, and even though it wasn’t like I’d had anything to compare it to, I’d always been satisfied. More than satisfied. Matt had always been sweet in bed, had always made sure I got off on it like he did. There’d been passion, but not like this. I realized now that he’d held back with me before, or maybe this wildness hadn’t existed within him, clawing its way out.


  He wasn’t holding back anymore.


  Whatever fueled me now lived inside him as well. Whatever we’d been through in the past four years, whatever versions of ourselves we’d become, had brought us to this point. To this total and utter loss of control.


  Matt released my hair, his hands gripping mine, yanking my arms over my head, my wrists against the wall, arching me forward. He held me there with one hand, my body anchored between the wall and his. So fucking good. I met him each time he raised the stakes, wanting, needing more, pushing him further.


  His free hand came down, flicking across my nipples, stroking the curve of my breasts, his mouth following the path his fingers had taken as he kissed his way down my body, as he nipped and sucked on my skin.


  Holy hell.


  Goose bumps covered me, his lips brushing my belly button as he released my wrists, kneeling down in front of me, his breath on my skin.


  Yes.


  He stroked me, his fingers digging into my thighs and widening my stance, and then his head came between my legs and his tongue found my clit. His hands rested on my hips; he held me in place while his mouth ravaged me, as I trembled and shuddered, his tongue teasing my arousal from me with each lick.


  And then I felt it building inside me, my skin warm, my body writhing over his mouth as he laved my clit again and again. My legs sagged beneath me as the full force of my orgasm racked my body. He held me against him, his mouth resting on me as the last remnants of pleasure seeped from me.


  “I want you inside me,” I whispered, my breath shaky.


  “Turn around,” he growled.


  Yes.


  I turned, my legs wet noodles, my palms against the wall, bending at the waist, my body automatically settling into the right position for our height difference, muscle memory taking over.


  I heard him rustling around, heard the sound of a foil package ripping. I turned my head and watched as he rolled the condom on, and then I felt him at my back, his cock brushing against my ass, his hands reaching forward to cup my breasts, rolling my nipples between his thumbs and forefingers in a move that had another set of shudders tearing through my body, my skin electric from the recent orgasm. His hands slid down, molding, shaping my curves, settling on my hipbones and holding me in place.


  I palmed the wall even harder.


  One hand slipped lower, his finger gliding through my slit, his touch evoking another tremor and a set of goose bumps down my spine as he stroked my sensitive flesh in a seductive slide that had me grinding my body over his, already chasing the beginning of my second orgasm of the night.


  His fingers pulled away, the head of his cock replacing his hand, brushing against my clit, rubbing back and forth, the friction so good that I couldn’t resist the urge to push back onto him, rubbing myself over him, my body already turning greedy again as I gave in to the slippery slide of heat between my legs. He held me in place, one of his hands coming to rest at the small of my back, just over my ass, and then the head of his cock nudged my entrance, teasing my swollen flesh, a hiss escaping my lips as I braced myself against the wall, my hand curling into a fist.


  He moved slowly, sinking into me inch by inch as I stretched to accommodate him—so fucking big—a thin line of sweat forming along my body. He groaned, his hand coming up to join mine, our fingers linking, and then he pushed all the way inside in one smooth thrust, bringing me up to my toes, his other arm coming around my waist, holding me against his body as he filled me completely.


  I’d forgotten how big he was, forgotten that sex between us had always been so much more, that it wasn’t just his cock inside of me as much as the feeling that we’d bared everything before each other, shared the crevices of ourselves that we hid away from the rest of the world. It felt right. Like the time apart had never existed, like no matter what came our way, or who we grew to be, we’d always find our way back to each other.


  For a moment we just stayed like that, his body seated to the hilt in mine, our sweat mingling, his heart beating against my back, the steady thumps music to my ears. I squeezed his fingers, holding on tight, an unspoken conversation passing between our bodies, and then he began moving, his powerful hips rocking as he thrust in and out, angling his body until he found the right spot, giving it to me harder, deeper, my toes curling into the worn carpet.


  His hand slipped down from my waist to finger me once more, and between his strokes and the way he hit my g-spot, I felt the orgasm building within me once again. I fought it back, wanting to come with him, wanting to impale myself on his cock when I came.


  Matt fucked me slow and hard, and then his pace quickened, his breaths growing harsher, his fingers squeezing mine, adding a thin thread of pain to all that pleasure, so I danced on a knife’s edge. And then he was coming, his body shuddering and quaking against mine, his cock throbbing inside me, and I let myself go for the second time, my body clenching down over his as I gave him everything I had—my heart, my body, my present, my past, my future.


  Chapter Eleven


  
    Rumors continue to swirl regarding a potential presidential bid for Senator Edward Reynolds …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Matt


  I lay on my back in Kate’s bed, staring up at the ceiling, her arm draped around my waist, pressed into my side, her hand lazily stroking my skin. All of the tension from the past few weeks had drained out of me, an unfamiliar sense of peace taking its place instead.


  Kate stroked down my abs, her movements lazy, each one waking my tired body up.


  “I need five minutes of recovery time,” I murmured, the remnants of my last orgasm hollowing me out.


  Kate shifted, tilting her head up to face me, her brown eyes searching. Some of the edge to her seemed to have mellowed, a sleepy, hazy sort of contentment filtering into her gaze.


  “So you’re planning on this happening again?”


  And there was that flash of challenge, the part of her that was lovably tenacious.


  I grinned. “I think you’re planning on this happening again, and I think we both know that I want you too much to resist. Especially after tonight.”


  “It was pretty amazing, wasn’t it?”


  A lump formed in my throat. It was always like that with us, so much more than good sex.


  “Yeah, it was.”


  She was quiet for a beat. “Are you going to stay here? I mean, at my place?”


  I hadn’t really thought about it. I’d dumped my stuff when I’d rented a shitty room in an even shittier hotel in a dodgy part of the city—appealing to the kind of management who rented rooms by the hour and didn’t bat an eye at someone paying cash without ID.


  “Do you want me to stay with you?”


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “Then I will.”


  I tightened my grasp around her, feeling like I was exactly where I belonged for the first time in nearly four years.


  Kate


  I woke to Matt thrashing in bed, his arms and legs jerking as he rolled over onto his side.


  “No!” he shouted, his hands forming fists as he twisted and bucked, pummeling the bed.


  Oh my god.


  This one was so much worse than the nightmare I’d seen him having on the couch. He looked like he was fighting for his life, his entire body tense, braced for hell.


  I slipped out of the bed, his arm connecting with my hip. I uttered an oath as a sharp pain hit me.


  Fuck.


  “Matt.” I reached out, my hand grazing his chest as he shouted and moaned. I tried to shake him, not sure if waking him like this was better or worse. “Matt, it’s just a dream. It’s Kate. You’re here in my apartment. You’re safe. You need to wake up.”


  He moaned again, a faint sheen of sweat covering his skin, his body rocking.


  My heart hammering, I got back on the bed, kneeling over him, trying to stay outside of the line of fire but close enough to put my hands on him, struggling to jar him awake.


  “It’s Kate,” I repeated. “You’re safe. I need you to wake up. Everything’s okay.” I didn’t know if I was even getting through to him, but I had to try. “It’s just a bad dream.” I shook him gently, my hands on his pec, his heart pounding in a mad beat against my fingers.


  He jolted upright, his eyes wide, his chest heaving. Our gazes connected. My fingers curled over his heart as though I could hold it close and protect him from the memories that haunted him.


  “Fuck.” He ran a hand through his hair, pulling back a bit, his fingers trembling. “How long was that one?”


  “I don’t know. I just woke up a minute or two ago. You were jerking around and I thought I should try to wake you up. I didn’t want you to hurt yourself.”


  His jaw clenched, his mouth tight, his gaze running over me. “Did I hurt you?”


  I shook my head.


  “I know how bad these dreams are. Did I hurt you? Don’t lie to me.”


  “I’m fine. You caught my hip, but it wasn’t bad. I got out of the way before anything could happen. I’m fine.”


  “Fuck.”


  Matt lurched out of bed, his feet hitting the floor, his body crumpled over at the waist as he leaned against his knees, his hands pressed against his forehead.


  I knew he wanted to push me away, that this had somehow confirmed his fears that he was bad for me, that he was fucked up, et cetera, et cetera.


  I wasn’t having any of it.


  If he had nightmares, then I would be here with him in the middle of the night to make them go away. He needed help, needed someone to talk to, needed counseling, and if he thought I didn’t have it in me to stand by him while he went through this, then he didn’t know me at all.


  I wasn’t scared of him. I wasn’t going to fall apart or shy away from the fact that the man who had come back to me had some broken pieces inside of him. Who didn’t? I was going to be everything he needed me to be, and if he couldn’t be strong right now, then I would be his strength.


  “Do you want a glass of water?”


  Matt jerked his head in a nod, his breath hitching as he dragged in air.


  I walked to the kitchen and grabbed a glass, taking the moment to get my head together, to figure out how I was going to convince him that he needed to get help for his PTSD, especially when he couldn’t exactly go through official channels for veterans’ counseling.


  When we’d been together, Matt had always been easygoing and confident; he’d never been the kind of guy who was afraid to admit when he struggled or to ask for help. He’d been self-deprecating and affable, easy to handle.


  I didn’t know about this guy.


  He seemed reluctant to admit when he needed help, embarrassed by his fear, like the only way he could hold everything together was to act as if he was impervious to the world around him, as though exposing one chink in his armor would bring everything else crashing down. I understood why he felt that way, but I couldn’t help him if he wouldn’t let me in.


  I walked back into the bedroom and handed him the glass of water. His face had regained some color, his breathing normalizing a bit.


  “Thanks.” He put the glass to his lips, draining the water in a series of gulps, his Adam’s apple bobbing.


  “Was it the same dream?” I asked, trying to keep my tone gentle, figuring this was one of those situations that required more finesse than I usually possessed. “From Afghanistan?”


  He didn’t meet my gaze. “No. It wasn’t.”


  “Do you want to talk about it?”


  He set the glass on the nightstand, ducking his head, rubbing his jaw. “Not really.”


  I took a deep breath. “Okay, I get that, and given what your dreams are about, I wouldn’t want to talk about them, either. But I really think you need to talk to someone. I’m no expert, but it seems like you have a lot of the symptoms of PTSD.”


  He didn’t say anything.


  “I know it’s hard with your situation,” I continued, keeping my tone measured and calm. “I know you can’t just go get the kind of support you need through the VA or something, but you shouldn’t go through this alone. You need someone to talk to. You can’t keep carrying all of this around inside you, not wanting to let someone in. It’s eating at you; let me help you.”


  “I don’t want this to drag you down.”


  I shook my head. “Don’t be like that. You know me. We’ve been best friends our entire lives, at least let me be your friend. I can handle whatever you throw my way. I want to be there for you, and if you don’t let me in, it’s just going to make this worse. You don’t have to be alone anymore.”


  He sighed, running another hand through his hair, his voice ragged. “I dreamed that I was in Afghanistan. In the pit again. But this time, it wasn’t my friends’ bodies dropping around me, the sky raining death. It was yours. Over and over again.” Matt reached out and squeezed my hand. “I saw your face. Your hair. Your eyes. Dead.”


  I pushed back the fear. Given everything that had happened recently, it wasn’t exactly a stretch to imagine me ending up in a grave somewhere.


  “I’m not going to die.”


  The second I said the words, they ignited some kind of fury within me. We’d already had enough of our lives taken away from us, already paid a price we didn’t owe. I was done. Done being afraid. Done feeling helpless or powerless. I didn’t care what it took; I was going to take them down, each and every person involved in this.


  Matt gripped my hand even tighter.


  “I’m going to research some support groups, see if there are some informal channels that you can go through to get the help you need and still stay off the grid. Blair’s boyfriend goes to N.A. and A.A. meetings, maybe there are support groups or something like that—ones that are anonymous and not run through the VA system.”


  For a moment I didn’t think he would answer me, and then I heard his voice, gravelly and low—


  “Okay.”


  It was just one word, but it felt like a building block that could form the foundation for our future.


  “Thank you.”


  He nodded. “What about you?” he asked, changing the focus. “What’s your next move here?”


  “I’m going to dinner at my parents’,” I answered. “I need to get into my father’s office, and you’re just going to have to trust me. I can do this. I know you’re worried and scared, and I know the stakes are a lot higher than anything we’ve ever dealt with, but don’t try to shield me from this because I’m a girl and you think I’m weak. You never did that before and I sure as hell don’t want to be treated like that now. Maybe I don’t have tree-trunk biceps and thighs, but you know I’m smart and tough. I have this.”


  Matt shook his head. “You don’t get it. I don’t think you’re weak. And it’s not because you’re a girl, either. But these guys are no joke. They’re professionals. They’re better at this than you are; hell, they’re better at this than I am. We need to be smart about it. You’re right, you are smart. So if we’re going to win this, we have to be smarter than they are. They might have the advantage of force, but we’re going to have to outmaneuver them.”


  He was right. And just as he’d been trying to protect me, I realized that shielding my sisters wasn’t the answer, either. Jackie and Blair would be affected by all of this, and hell, Jackie had pretty much inspired this vendetta against my father. I needed to tell them all of it. Jackie had been gathering information on our father for years; maybe she had something that could help us.


  We couldn’t do this alone. We were going up against the kind of power that didn’t play fair and always won. We needed every tool at our disposal.


  “I need to tell my sisters.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “We need the help. I don’t like lying to them, figure they should know to be on the lookout if things get uglier than they already are. They’re his daughters, too. They deserve to know.”


  “What about keeping them safe?” he countered.


  “I think I can tell them without them getting involved.” I hesitated. “Are you okay with me telling Blair that you’re alive? I trust her. She won’t say anything, won’t give anything away. She loved you, too. She deserves to know that you’re alive.”


  He didn’t answer me for a while, his gaze trained down at his hands. I worried that I’d pushed too hard and asked for more than he was willing or able to give. And then he took away my fears.


  “Okay.”


  Relief filled me.


  “I think we should wait until we have a little more evidence before we tell them about my father, though. Right now we have suspicions and pieces of the puzzle, but we don’t have all of it. I don’t want to mention this to them until we know what we’re dealing with. Besides, I’m supposed to go wedding dress shopping with Jackie and Blair tomorrow. Jackie’s not close to her mom, so it’s really important to her that we’re there. I don’t want anything to take away from her big day.”


  “That sounds like a plan,” Matt answered, his voice tight as though I’d coerced him into something he didn’t exactly agree with, but couldn’t see a way out of. “When is your dinner with your parents?”


  “On Wednesday.”


  Not a lot of time for me to figure out my strategy for getting into my father’s office, but hopefully I could come up with something.


  Matt’s expression hardened. “I’m going to be close by for backup.”


  “Agreed.”


  “And if he seems suspicious at all, or if anything comes up, you have to promise you’ll get the hell out of there.”


  “Agreed.”


  “And if you’re going into that house, you’re going in armed.”


  I laughed. “How am I supposed to manage that? I hate to break it to you, but I don’t think a gun is going to fit into the bodice of my cocktail dress.” In all fairness, though, considering how not-well-endowed I was, there’d probably be plenty of room.


  “We’ll figure something out. And I want to take you to a shooting range first.”


  “Am I going to war or going to dinner?”


  “Is there a difference with your parents?”


  Valid point.


  “So do you have any secret Special Forces tricks that will get me ready to break in by Wednesday?”


  He grinned. “I can show you a thing or two.”


  I figured our talk and the glass of water had helped, because the next thing I knew, my back hit the mattress and Matt loomed over me, his mouth on mine, his body hard.


  We didn’t go back to sleep for hours.


  Chapter Twelve


  
    Jackie Gardner was spotted shopping for wedding dresses for her upcoming nuptials to Virginia State Senator William Clayton. Her sisters and reported bridesmaids, Kate and Blair Reynolds, were in attendance.


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  I sat next to Blair on the stuffed sofa in the bridal shop, waiting for Jackie to come out of the dressing room. Considering Will’s position as a state senator and the fact that his family included a former vice president of the United States and parents who were constantly mentioned in the society column, her wedding was beginning to resemble a mini royal wedding.


  Jackie wasn’t the type of girl who spent a lot of time worrying about things like seating charts and floral arrangements—she wasn’t Blair—so I figured she was pretty overwhelmed by it all. I knew she was excited to marry Will, but I doubted that she’d anticipated all of the bridal craziness that would accompany marrying a Clayton. She’d called Blair and me last week in a panic and asked us to help her pick out a dress.


  We sipped glasses of champagne, Blair looking perfectly at home in the elegant salon filled with tiny, breakable furniture, the soft strands of classical music, and a ridiculous amount of flowers. Me? Not so much.


  “Okay, I need you guys to give me your honest opinion,” Jackie called out from behind the dressing room door. “It’s not necessarily what I would have picked if this were a normal wedding, but given Will’s career and the fact that these pictures will probably show up somewhere, I wanted to look like a politician’s wife. Just, you know, not boring.”


  My lips twitched. Demure, she definitely wasn’t. Not that Will seemed to mind, though. He absolutely adored my sister.


  The door opened and Jackie stepped out.


  Whoa.


  Blair and I had only discovered that we had a sister a year ago when Jackie’s paternity was exposed by Capital Confessions. Since then we’d spent as much time as our crazy schedules allowed trying to build a relationship, trying to make up for twenty-one years of lost time. Even though I didn’t have a lifetime of memories with her like I did with Blair, and even though our relationship would probably never be the same, I loved Jackie. She was my sister in every way that counted. So seeing her standing there in her wedding gown was something special.


  I didn’t really get into clothes, so I couldn’t tell who the designer was, or what kind of shape it was, or anything about the material. I just knew that she looked beautiful. And happy. So happy.


  “You look amazing,” Blair whispered, tears filling her eyes. Between the two of us, she was definitely the crier.


  I grinned. “You really do. Will’s going to freak when he sees you.”


  He always looked at her like he would never get tired of it, as though there were something new to dazzle him each time, but I figured there was something special about seeing the woman you were going to marry in a wedding dress. Especially, when you looked like Jackie did.


  “You don’t think it’s too conservative?” she asked, staring at her reflection in the mirror with a critical eye.


  I shrugged. “I mean, I can see cleavage, so I’m thinking no.”


  Blair laughed. “It’s perfect. You’re right; you want something that will look good for Will’s staff to use in official photos. It’s feminine and sexy, while still perfectly appropriate for the wife of a rising political star.”


  Jackie grinned, her eyes gleaming, and I knew she was already scheming up ways to use their wedding to help Will’s career.


  “I think this is it, then. I saw it in the bridal magazine and thought it might be, but I really wanted to come try it on and see for myself.” She gave us both quick hugs. “I can’t believe I just found my wedding dress. Thank you guys so much for coming with me.”


  Blair stood, handing Jackie and me champagne flutes. She lifted hers in the air.


  “To our amazing sister. We wish you and Will a lifetime of happiness.” Her eyes teared up. “I’m so glad that we have you in our lives. We love you so much.”


  Jackie grinned. “Thanks. I love you guys, too. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  Despite all of the shit with my father and all of the issues I had with my family, my sisters were the best part of being a Reynolds, no contest. I knew my parents hated that Blair and I had a relationship with Jackie; besides the press conference they’d conducted when news of Jackie’s paternity had come out in the media, they’d made it clear that they didn’t want us to be linked with her publicly. When it came down to a relationship with the sister we loved or the approval of the parents we could barely stand, there hadn’t been much of a question for Blair or me. This was our father’s legacy, whether he liked it or not.


  We finished our champagne and then Jackie went back into the dressing room to get changed, leaving Blair and me together.


  “So do you think you and Gray will get married someday?” I asked, curiosity getting the best of me. Blair was pretty private about her relationship—and given everything that had happened before, I couldn’t blame her—but they’d been living together for several months now and they seemed really happy. And I’d thrown mock weddings with Blair more times than I could count when we were kids. That said, I knew Gray was divorced, and considering Blair’s last attempt at marriage had resulted in her fleeing the altar when she’d learned her fiancé was gay and cheating on her, I wouldn’t exactly be surprised if neither one of them had a favorable outlook on matrimony.


  Blair’s cheeks turned a little pink. “Yeah, I do.”


  I waited to see if she’d share more.


  “We’ve talked about it and we both want the same thing, want to have a future together. I think he’s a little nervous about the rest of it—having children, feeling like he’s ready to be a husband and father. With his track record and the way he was raised, he definitely still has some baggage, but it seems like he gets more comfortable with the idea the longer we’re together, the more he sees that our relationship is solid.” She shrugged. “Maybe in a year? Neither one of us is in a huge rush. We love each other and we’re happy. Plus, we’re both really busy getting our careers off the ground.”


  Blair had started working at a nonprofit in Boston a few months ago and seemed to really enjoy it. Gray had opened his own private legal practice and while I knew he’d tried to cut back on his hours, he still worked a lot.


  “I always thought that I needed to get married, like it was some box I had to check,” Blair continued. “But honestly, I never really figured out who I was before. It’s different with Jackie. She probably came out of the womb telling the world to suck it, kicking ass and taking names.”


  I laughed. That did totally sound like Jackie.


  “I still feel like I’m figuring out who I am and what I want independent of everyone’s expectations of me. Don’t get me wrong; Gray is awesome and so supportive, but I just want to spend a little time working on me before I start working on a marriage. And I think he feels the same way. He’s only been sober a couple years now, and we both just want to be in a good place before we shake things up.”


  I reached out and squeezed her hand.


  “That sounds like a really smart plan. I’m glad you found someone who makes you as happy as he does. And I’m so happy that you’ve found someone who lets you be you and doesn’t try to put you in a box or make you think you have to be someone you’re not.”


  I’d been lucky—I’d always had Matt there to accept me for who I was, even when I’d clearly disappointed our parents. But Blair had spent most of her life playing by their rules. It was good to see her making her own choices now.


  “How are you doing?” Blair asked. “Jackie told me the blind date didn’t go so well. Sorry about that. I shouldn’t have pushed.” She gave me a wry smile. “I know how annoying it is. I just got excited thinking that you might be ready to move on, at the idea that maybe you could find some happiness with someone else, that I pushed when I shouldn’t have. I’m really sorry.”


  “Don’t be. You were being a good sister.” I took a deep breath. “Listen, do you think you could come by the apartment after we go to lunch? Just you? There’s something I need to talk to you about.”


  “Sure.” Worry filled her eyes. “Is everything okay?”


  I smiled. “Yeah. It is.”


  I didn’t know why I was nervous about this, but I was.


  I figured Blair would understand why I’d kept the truth from her, knew I could trust her to realize how important it was to keep the news about Matt a secret. And at the same time, he felt like something I needed to hold close to me and protect, a secret I would die to keep. But Blair had grown up with him almost like a big brother, and she’d loved him, too. She’d held me while I cried after I received the phone call telling me that he’d died, had stood next to me at the funeral, her arm around me, holding me up. I hadn’t been able to lean on my parents, and in those first few days, before I’d shut down completely, I’d leaned on her.


  We sat down on the sofa in my living room, and I took a deep breath, steadying myself.


  Here goes nothing.


  “Matt’s alive. He didn’t die in Afghanistan.”


  Blair stared at me, the color draining from her face, the look of shock on her face mirroring the emotion I’d felt that first night he showed up in my apartment.


  “What?”


  “He’s alive. I’ve seen him. His unit was ambushed in Afghanistan and they were all killed. Matt was shot, but he survived. They dumped the bodies in a pit, and when it was safe, he clawed himself out.”


  It was still hard to talk about, incredibly painful to imagine him in that position. I didn’t know how he’d walked away from all he’d been through, couldn’t imagine how he managed the memories and lived with the dreams.


  “Oh my god.” Blair sat frozen, her mouth open, shock etched all over her face. “Oh my god.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “How? How is that even possible? What happened? He’s really alive?”


  I nodded, my throat clogged with tears rising to the surface. More than anyone, she knew what this meant for me. She’d been through my grief, had struggled to get through to me, to support me, even as I’d pushed her away.


  “Kate. Oh my god, Kate.”


  She wrapped her arms around me, engulfing me in a hug, and for the first time in years, I took down the wall I’d put around myself, and let her in.


  Tears spilled down my cheeks, my body racked by sobs as she held me, as we cried together, some mixture of happy and sad tears mingling together until I didn’t know which was which. Everything felt so overwhelming, in an unimaginable, hopeful sort of way, that it peppered our tears.


  I’d needed to be strong for Matt, had sensed that despite his bravado and the edge to him now, there were parts of him that were crumpling under the weight of everything he’d endured over the past few years. I didn’t want him carrying me, too. But now, for a moment, I relaxed into the embrace of my big sister, of the only other person who’d always had my back and who I knew had been waiting a long time for me to let her in.


  Blair pulled away first, wiping at her face, her eyes wide with amazement. “You have to tell me everything. How did this happen? How long have you known? Can I see him?”


  I nodded, figuring it was best to start at the beginning. I knew how worried she’d be, but I hoped that the fact that I had Matt on my side, protecting me, would give her peace.


  “The night of my birthday, I woke up to the sound of someone breaking into my apartment …”


  I went through everything that had happened leading up to last night, skimming over the sex, and the fact that things were sort of up in the air between me and Matt, and not going into too many details about our father. I still wasn’t ready to share everything, not until I had enough proof to know what I was sharing. I walked a fine line between needing to come clean with my sisters and wanting to keep them protected, far away from this mess.


  When I’d finished, Blair had a dazed expression on her face.


  “How are you doing?”


  “Okay, I guess? I know that might sound weird, but the hard part was when I thought Matt was gone. Now that I know he’s safe, everything else seems manageable.”


  “If by ‘manageable’ you mean completely and totally insane.”


  “Basically.”


  “How is Matt handling all of this?”


  “That’s the tough part. It’s obvious that what happened to him in Afghanistan left a mark on him. I want to get him the help he needs, but it’s hard when he’s also trying to lie low so that no one realizes he’s still alive.”


  I hesitated. We’d never really talked a lot about our relationships. Blair was pretty private, and Matt and I’d had the kind of relationship that didn’t really need a lot of analyzing. But now I needed my sister, needed someone to help put all of this in perspective. “Things are kind of weird between us, too,” I admitted.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I think he’s hesitant to get involved with me. Afraid that it’s dangerous for him to be around me. We’ve had sex, but things aren’t like they used to be between us. I feel like he’s closed off and I can’t break through if he doesn’t want to let me in. There are moments when it feels like I’m close, but at the same time, I know I’m not. Not really.”


  Sympathy filled Blair’s gaze. “I know how hard that can be. And how frustrating. In the beginning, Gray tried to push me away. He was convinced that with his past and his position as my professor, our relationship would ruin my chances at a legal career.” She made a face. “Which it sort of did.”


  I winced, hating myself for having contributed to their struggles. “I’m so sorry about that. If I could take it back, I would. I know that’s not a consolation, I know there’s nothing I can do now to make what I did then okay—”


  She reached out and squeezed my hand. “No, I don’t mean it like that. In a weird way, it was a major blessing in disguise. We were both following paths that didn’t make us happy. It took our worlds getting shaken up a bit to make us reevaluate our priorities and what we wanted out of life.


  “I love our life in Boston and wouldn’t trade it for anything. I needed to start over. Needed to get out of D.C. I needed to find something that I was passionate about doing, and for the first time in my life, I feel like there’s more to me than just being a Reynolds. That I’m actually doing good in the world and helping people. Considering where we come from, I like to think that hopefully, in some small way, I’m counteracting our family legacy.”


  I figured that would have been a challenge for Mother Teresa given our father’s megalomaniacal worldview, but I got her point.


  “Do you still love Matt?” Blair asked.


  “Really?”


  She grinned. “Right. I forgot how ride or die you are.”


  I laughed. “Is Gray teaching you phrases like ‘ride or die’? Somehow I’m having a hard time connecting with your wild side.”


  She smirked. “Very funny. I’ll have you know that I have a pretty impressive wild side.”


  “I’ll bet,” I teased.


  Gray wasn’t my type, but there was no denying that he was fine. Really fine. And by the look of things, he definitely had a wild side. If he was bringing that out in my sister, good for him and even better for her.


  “Does he still love you?” Blair asked, her voice gentle, worry in her gaze.


  I swallowed. “He has my initial tattooed on his chest. Over his heart. He says that he can’t do love, that he’s killed people, that—”


  “Those are excuses, all the reasons why he thinks you shouldn’t love him. That’s not exactly an answer.” Blair paused for a moment. “He loves you.”


  She said it like it was a given, and the second she did, I realized it was.


  “Yeah. He does.”


  “So what would it take for the two of you to come out of all of this together?”


  “Honestly? I don’t know.”


  “Would you need to leave town?”


  “Probably. If by ‘leave town’ you mean develop new identities and go on the run. Even if we figure out who’s responsible, even if we expose them, I think we’ll always be looking over our shoulders; there will always be someone else who’s threatened by the information that comes out. You know how these things are; it’s like a hydra, once you cut off one head, two more pop up. Everyone’s in bed with each other, everyone’s connected. We can’t have a life as ourselves anymore.”


  “Would you be okay with that? Would you be okay with leaving everything behind—your job, family, friends—and starting a new life with Matt?”


  The answer made me feel so guilty, but I said it anyway.


  “Yeah. I would. I love you and Jackie. So much. But Matt’s my family, too.” He was more than that. He was also my heart. “It’s not just about Matt anymore, though. People died because of our father. How many more people will be killed because they stand between him and something he wants? Someone has to stop him. I think I have the tools to do it. And if it means saving Matt, then I don’t see how I have a choice. It’s the right thing to do. And it’s what I want. I don’t want this to spill over to you and Jackie. I just want to keep the people I love safe.”


  Blair was quiet for a moment. I knew she was reluctant to get too involved in this, knew that she hated the dirty side of politics, the ruthlessness that seemed to go hand-in-hand with the way our father conducted business. I wanted to shield her from as much of this as I could. She’d spent her whole life playing big sister; now it was my turn to take care of her.


  “I get it. That’s how I felt about going to Boston with Gray.” She shot me a sad smile. “It’ll be the end of an era. No Reynolds girls in D.C. What will Capital Confessions do?”


  I laughed, despite the urge to cry. “I think Jackie will hold down the fort. Hell, she’ll probably be running this town in no time. I fully expect Will to be in the White House before he turns forty.”


  Blair grinned. “I was going with forty-five, but if you want to make a wager …”


  “Deal.”


  Blair’s expression sobered. “Whatever happens, wherever you go, you’ll always be my sister. And I’ll always love you. I’m here for you, for whatever you need.”


  “I know.” Emotion clogged my throat. “I love you, too.” I wrapped my arms around her. “We’ve done pretty well for ourselves, haven’t we? No horrible arranged marriages to men decades older than us. You say ‘fuck’ occasionally and you stopped wearing those stupid pastel dresses that our mother always tried to dress you in and I haven’t seen a ginormous bow in your hair in ages.”


  Blair snorted. “God, those were horrible.”


  “And I’m happy. Really happy.”


  “I know.” Blair grinned. “Yeah. The Reynolds sisters did well.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  
    Capital Confessions is sad to report the death of …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Matt


  I walked up the stairs to Kate’s apartment, feeling the first stirrings of hope that we might have a way out of this. The guy I’d talked to had worked personal security in Afghanistan for Intech, and while he’d signed a nondisclosure agreement, he’d seen enough over there to be willing to speak to me. I couldn’t use him as a source, but he’d given me what I needed to point me in the right direction.


  I used the key Kate had given me earlier, wondering if she was back from lunch and shopping with her sisters. I opened the door and froze over the threshold.


  Kate sat on the couch with Blair, their eyes red, their gazes locked on mine.


  Kate broke the silence first. “I told her.”


  I shut the door behind me, feeling a bit like the walls were closing in. I’d grown up with both of them, and while Kate and I had always been closer, Blair had still been like a sister to me. We were the same age, and even though we’d always had different personalities, we’d been close. Seeing her was a punch to the gut, a blast from the past that I’d known I’d face eventually, but still felt unprepared for.


  And maybe, more than anything, I felt a little guilty because I should have treated her sister better. Blair had no doubt seen firsthand the pain Kate had experienced with my “death.”


  Blair rose from the couch, walking toward me, and then her arms were around me, her body shaking as she cried. I held her, a lump in my throat, her presence another reminder of the life I’d lost, of the disconnect between who I had been and who I’d become. I looked over Blair’s shoulder and my gaze connected with Kate’s.


  She stood a few feet away, her arms wrapped around her body, a smile playing at her lips, her eyes welling up with tears. All it took was one look. One look that anchored me and set me to rights. She was the constant, the one person who I knew would accept me no matter how lost I felt inside. She saw me, somehow carved through the parts of me that filled me with shame, and found the essence that had been in the boy before, the essence that I guessed hadn’t died after all.


  I was a mess, had become someone who no longer felt comfortable in their own skin, who didn’t recognize the person staring back at me in the mirror. But she did. And right now that was enough to give me something to hold on to, something to believe in, something that would keep me going until I could come out the other side.


  Blair pulled back, squeezing my arm, more tears spilling down her cheeks.


  “I’m so glad that you’re okay. I’ve missed you so much.”


  “I’ve missed you, too.” I swallowed. “I’m sorry about everything. Sorry about the trouble I’ve brought Kate. Sorry I lied to all of you for so long. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want you guys to be hurt because of me.”


  Blair shook her head. “You don’t owe me anything. You did what you had to do to stay alive.” Her gaze jerked to where Kate stood and then came back to me. She squeezed my hand. “Do right by her. You always did before. She deserves that.”


  “I will.”


  “Good.” Blair smiled. “Well, I think I’m going to get out of your hair. I have dinner plans with Gray, and you guys look like you want some time to yourselves. Are you going to be around for a while?”


  “Yeah. I will.”


  “Maybe you can meet my boyfriend. You’d like each other, I think.”


  It was good to see Blair so happy. Before I’d left for Afghanistan she’d been dating Thom Wyatt, and after years of seeing them together, I’d never gotten the impression that they were a good fit. I’d heard about the drama surrounding her broken engagement in Capital Confessions, so it made a little more sense now, and it was good to see her finally in a relationship that brought that look to her eyes.


  “I’m sure I would. I’d like that. And I’d like to spend more time together.”


  We said our good-byes, and then she walked out, leaving Kate and me by ourselves in the living room. Her cheeks looked slightly pink—I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen Kate be embarrassed by anything—and I wondered if Blair’s big-sister talk was the culprit. Kate had never been comfortable with other people trying to take care of her.


  “Sorry to blindside you like that,” Kate said with a wry smile. “I didn’t realize you would be back so soon.”


  I shook my head. “It’s fine. I’m glad I got to see Blair. I’ve missed her, too.”


  We stood staring at each other, several feet apart, and suddenly the whole thing felt stupid and wrong. I’d thought that if I kept a tight leash on my emotions, if I tried to compartmentalize our relationship into tiny, manageable little boxes, I could deal with seeing her again, with being around her again. Obviously, the sex box had been blown open, and the friendship one, too, but I’d tried to convince myself that if I could just keep a lid on the emotional one, all would be well.


  I was scared. She was right; I was dealing with shit from Afghanistan that I couldn’t seem to let go of. The only way I knew how to stay alive, how to survive, was to stay in control. But there was nothing controlled about the nightmares that plagued me when my head hit the pillow or the way I felt when I was near Kate.


  My life had gone off the rails somewhere along the way and for now the only thing that made sense was to follow the ride.


  I loved her. Had always loved her. Would always love her.


  I wasn’t a romantic necessarily, didn’t know if I believed in soul mates, or much at all, but I believed in her. In us. In the feeling inside of me when I was with her. The peace and the sense that she made me the best version of myself.


  Afghanistan and everything after was this giant black mark over my life. She was the light.


  I closed the distance between us, wrapping my arms around her and hauling her up on her toes so that my lips came down on hers, a hum building in my throat as I kissed her, as my body relaxed into the familiar sensation of having her pressed against me. She was a key sliding into place, flipping a lock open with a flick of her wrist.


  She was everything.


  Kate pulled back first, her eyes wide, as though she recognized that the tenor of our relationship had once again changed. I waited to see if she would push, but she didn’t.


  “How did it go with your source?” she asked instead.


  “Good. Really good.” I wrapped my arm around her waist, leading her over to the couch. I tucked her body into the curve of mine as we sat down on the lumpy cushions. “He was working personal security for the Afghani warlord we were protecting. He saw my father meet with him on multiple occasions. And he saw your father.”


  “Oh my god.”


  “He signed a nondisclosure agreement and he’s definitely scared, so he’s not going to be a help in terms of being a named source, but he’s pointing me in the right direction. It looks like my father was selling arms that were supposed to go to the troops and instead diverting them to a group of Afghani warlords whose interests were definitely against the U.S.”


  Kate paled. “Fuck.”


  “Based on his descriptions of the meetings with your father, I think he was using his political connections to leak information. And to cover it all up.”


  Kate got up and paced the length of the living room. “But why? Why would he risk all of the things he’s built? He’s the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee. There’s talk of him running for president. Why would he screw up all of the political capital he’s amassed for himself?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know why my father would risk it either. Money? Power? Both?”


  “Because they’re constantly getting trod on? I mean come on, our fathers have enough of both to control this city and everyone in it.”


  She was right, but I didn’t know what other explanation there could be. Their motives didn’t matter beyond the fact that they were willing to do anything it took to get what they wanted.


  “Look, I gave up my seat at the table and enlisted in the military; I can’t necessarily say that I understand any of the decisions they’ve made. But I don’t really see another explanation for it. Money and power are powerful motivators. They’re the fuel this town runs on.”


  Kate was silent for a moment, her expression shrewd. “You’re right. Maybe we’re naive to think that there’s a limit to money and power. That there’s ever an enough. Maybe they just liked being kings and wanted to expand their kingdoms.”


  “Maybe.”


  “So what now? Where do we go from here?”


  “I think your father’s travel records are a place to start. If we could find a way to place him in Afghanistan, and somehow try to pinpoint his location—or an approximation, at least—it would go a long way to proving that they were together.”


  “I can look in his office like we talked about,” Kate suggested. “I can also see if Jackie has anything. It sounds weird, but when she worked for Capital Confessions she collected a lot of stuff on him. It was a project of sorts for her. And I can check with Blair to see if she remembers anything from growing up—when he was gone, where he said he was going, things like that. It might be a long shot, but it’s a start. Some of those trips might have even been official. There’ll be a record of them.”


  “I can try on my end with my father. I haven’t quite figured out how to get into Intech since I’m supposed to be dead, but I’ll come up with something.”


  “It seems like a lot of the info would be with your father.”


  “Yeah, but I have no clue where he’d keep that stuff. We weren’t exactly close before. I don’t know his habits—”


  “Maybe not, but you did work at Intech. The summer before you were supposed to start at Princeton. Remember? That was the summer of my sixteenth birthday.”


  I did remember. That was the summer when I’d realized that I didn’t want to be like my father, that I didn’t want my life to be about chasing the bottom line, that I wanted to make a difference, wanted to help people.


  When I was a kid, I’d thought he was a hero. I’d been in awe of his military service, thought there was nothing cooler than getting to make weapons that would go to our troops. I’d wanted to be exactly like him until I saw that all of the stupid speeches he made and causes he supported really meant nothing. He used the military to garner support when he needed it, to increase his power and wealth, knowing that defense spending—especially defense spending for the kind of equipment and services he provided—would never go out of fashion.


  He exploited fear and patriotic duty for his own greed, increasing his wealth while others bled and died for what they believed in. He wasn’t a hero, wasn’t someone to look up to. He was a greedy motherfucker who’d sold his soul to the devil to get ahead. It wasn’t about providing for his family, or anything other than his own lust for more.


  “I might be able to figure out some of their security protocols. Might remember some things from when I worked there. I’ll think about it and see what I can come up with.”


  Kate nodded. “It’s not much, is it?”


  “It’s a seed. It’s a start.”


  “But where are we headed?” she asked.


  Kate’s phone rang, interrupting the question she left hanging, the question I desperately wished I could give her a definitive answer to.


  She stared down at the caller ID. “It’s Blair. Do you mind if I take this for a second? I just want to make sure it isn’t anything important.”


  “Of course.”


  I didn’t mind the reprieve. It wasn’t so much that I didn’t want to talk about us as it was the fucking frustration of not being able to be someone she could lean on, someone who could assure her that everything would be okay. Our dynamic had been developed for so long now that it wasn’t easy feeling like I was impotent in her eyes.


  We had a plan, but it didn’t feel like enough.


  I got up while Kate talked to Blair and grabbed a beer from the kitchen, taking note of the meager contents of her fridge. We were going to need to make a grocery run soon. By the look of things she lived off of takeout and she still wasn’t big on cooking; I wasn’t much better. I’d never had to learn to cook when I was a kid since we’d had a chef, and my time in hiding and on the run hadn’t exactly lent itself to being domestic.


  I shut the door to the fridge and turned as I heard her footsteps walking toward the kitchen.


  “What do you want to get for dinner?”


  Kate stood over the threshold, her face pale, the phone clutched in her hand.


  “Is everything okay?”


  She shook her head, her voice strained, a weird choking noise coming from her throat. Her arms wrapped around me.


  “I’m so sorry; your father was killed tonight.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  
    Our condolences go out to the Ryan family. James Ryan is survived by his wife, Janet Ryan. Their son, Matthew Ryan, was killed in Afghanistan nearly four years ago. While details are still trickling in, we have learned that Mr. Ryan was killed in an attempted home invasion. At the time, his wife was vacationing in Switzerland and he was alone in the home. His good friend Senator Edward Reynolds was quoted as saying, “James was a great man and a great friend. He will surely be missed by all who knew him.”


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  Well, that was a new low. My father had a way of taking the worst things you thought people could be, and somehow, impossibly surpassing even those benchmarks. Having a man killed and then fake-mourning him ranked pretty high on my list of how to be a horrible person. It was just one more part of this that felt like we were living in a nightmare.


  The aftermath of Matt’s father’s death had left us reeling. Matt was not good.


  He’d left shortly after I told him about his father and I had no clue where he’d gone. The look in his eyes had terrified me. Sometimes it was easy to pretend that we hadn’t really changed all that much, easy to slip into the relationship we’d had for years. I would have known what to do before, but times like this, he felt like a stranger.


  He hadn’t been close to his father, to either one of his parents, really, but I could tell his father’s death had rocked him. The more details that began to emerge, the clearer it became that whoever had killed Matt’s father sounded a lot like the person who’d broken into my apartment. The only difference was that I’d gotten away with just having my stuff stolen. I didn’t know why I hadn’t been killed, but I was beginning to feel like it was just a matter of time, as though we were all little more than names to be crossed off of some hit list.


  But why was James Ryan’s name on that list?


  By all accounts, he’d been my father’s coconspirator. Was he taken out in an attempt to tie up loose ends in the face of my father’s potential presidential bid? Or did he do something to spark my father’s ire? Was he the one who had ordered the break-in and my stabbing? Was this my father’s way of retaliating? Was I off-limits? Or was it something else we just didn’t know about?


  There were so many questions and virtually no answers.


  The sound of a key opening the front door lock had me turning, my heart pounding, my hand on the baseball bat I’d grabbed when Matt left. The sane part of my brain told me that an intruder wasn’t likely to use a key, that it was probably just Matt returning from wherever he’d gone, even as the part of my brain that had spent way too much time in the path of danger freaked the fuck out.


  The door opened and I breathed a sigh of relief as Matt walked over the threshold, his face weary, his shoulders hunched, exhaustion dripping from him. He locked the door behind him, careful to flip the extra deadbolt he’d installed after the break-in.


  His gaze drifted from me to the bat. His eyes darkened, his jaw clenched as he let out an oath. “I shouldn’t have left you alone. I’m so sorry.”


  “It’s fine. I’m okay.”


  Right now I was more worried about the stamp of defeat etched all over his features.


  “We’re going to the shooting range tomorrow,” Matt interjected. “You need to know how handle a gun.”


  I’d never had an interest in firearms, had always been a little freaked out by guns, but considering recent events, it wasn’t the world’s worst idea. The bat would only take me so far.


  “Where did you go?” I asked, noticing that his hair was wet as though he’d brought the elements inside with him.


  Matt crossed into the living room, sitting down next to me on the couch, his big body pressing into mine.


  “I went to my parents’ house.”


  Fuck.


  I’d been afraid of that. Afraid that his reaction to his father’s death would make him reckless. I understood the anger and confusion swirling inside of him—no one could relate to confused parental emotions like I could—and yet we couldn’t afford any mistakes, couldn’t chance the risk that someone would realize he was still alive—if they didn’t already know.


  “With the police there?” I squeaked.


  “It was so chaotic that I figured it would be the best way to try to blend in. The security was down so it was the easiest time to get in there to see if I could find anything incriminating. I picked the lock on the balcony door outside my old bedroom.”


  He’d used the second-floor balcony to sneak out so many times when we were younger. I shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d go that route again, but the fact that he did it when the cops were there …


  “You went into the house?”


  I’d sort of been joking when I’d asked him to help me figure out how to break into my father’s office, but apparently he had skills beyond any I’d ever imagined. Not to mention a propensity for living on the edge that terrified me.


  “Yeah.”


  Fuck.


  “Did you find anything linking him to your friends’ deaths in Afghanistan? Or to the arms sales?”


  I figured it was a lot to try for a signed confession somewhere, but a girl could hope.


  “No. The place had been tossed. Completely. We can scratch searching his office off of our list. Whoever killed him did a thorough job.” Matt stood abruptly, turning away from me, his stance tense. He ran his hand through his hair, his voice strained. “He didn’t die well.”


  A chill slid down my spine. “What do you mean, ‘he didn’t die well’?”


  He was silent for a beat. “They wanted something from him. My guess? Whatever evidence he had that implicated his partner. They tortured him to get it. By the look of it, for a while. Then they killed him.”


  Oh my god.


  I closed my eyes, fighting the bile rising up, holding back the tears that threatened to fall.


  “I’m so sorry.”


  It was woefully inadequate, but I had no clue what words would suffice in a situation like this.


  I stood and wrapped my arms around him, some of the wet seeping from his clothes to mine. I leaned up on my toes, stroking the base of his neck, running my fingers through his hair, trying to bring him whatever peace I could.


  “I’m so sorry,” I repeated.


  “I’m okay,” he answered, his voice hoarse.


  He definitely was not ‘okay’. He looked like he was falling apart at the seams carrying the weight of all the trouble surrounding him. Minutes passed by while we held each other, neither one of us speaking. And then one of the seams split open, and he let me inside.


  “Fine, I’m not fucking okay. He probably deserved it, given what he did, but he was my father, and while I can’t lie and say that I didn’t want to see him pay for his crimes, I’ve seen people tortured. It’s a brutal way to go. It’s hard to think of him going out like that.”


  I understood his point, knew that Matt’s feelings for his father were beyond complicated, and at the same time, if anything, his reaction made me wonder if, for all the darkness he feared was inside of him, he’d actually clung to more of his humanity than I had in the past four years. Because if it were my father …


  Maybe I was the one who’d lost all of my soft parts.


  “It wasn’t always like this with us. When I was younger, he’d try to make it to some of my soccer games, would occasionally take me out boating or to the movies. You remember what it was like between us—he worked a lot and traveled all over the world—but I looked up to him.” He swallowed. “I wanted to be like him when I was a kid.”


  “Matt.”


  “There’s more,” Matt continued, his voice rumbling, body tense.


  My hold on him tightened, trying to infuse him with whatever strength I had, bracing for the next blow.


  “What else?”


  “I managed to get into my father’s study.”


  “How did you manage that?”


  “Let’s just say that it was a case of mistaken identity. Amid all of the confusion, I convinced them I was part of the investigation.” A grim smile took over his face. “I’ve become pretty good at pretending to be someone else.”


  “What did you find? I thought you said there wasn’t anything linking your father to what happened in Afghanistan.”


  “There wasn’t, but I found a piece of paper with a city in Ecuador written on it. A city that I lived in right before I came to D.C. in July to check on you.”


  Dread filled me as Matt gave a voice to one of my greatest fears, to the idea that someone would come after him again, that in coming back for me he’d put himself in even more danger. Maybe he should have stayed dead, should never have made his way to D.C.


  “I think my father somehow found out I was alive. And seeing the way he died …” He cleared his throat, and I thought I saw a glimpse of a tear in his eye. “I think we have to assume that whoever killed him knows as much as my father did about me.”


  “Do you think my father knows?”


  If he did, there was no question in my mind that he’d have Matt killed.


  “I don’t know.” His voice broke. “I think he would have given up anything at the end.”


  I swallowed, a plethora of gruesome images coming to mind. Another chill spread throughout my body, and despite the August heat it felt like no matter what I did, I couldn’t get warm.


  I was going to be sick. My conversation with Mr. Ryan at the Kennedy Center benefit ran through my mind again. Had he known the whole time that Matt was alive? Had he been trying to protect his son by keeping his identity hidden, or had he been biding his time, coming up with a plan to finish the job he’d started? Had he tried to have Matt killed then, too, or had it been an accident, a case of him not realizing that his son’s life was in jeopardy? That it was Matt’s unit in Afghanistan?


  Did it matter?


  And if he did know that Matt hadn’t died, did he tell anyone? “What are you going to do? What are we going to do?”


  “I’m going to take you to the gun range this week after work and then I’m going to give you some tips on how to get into your father’s office. And I’m going to back you up, because there’s no way you’re going by yourself.”


  I wasn’t going to argue that point; I was definitely out of my wheelhouse here. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t worried about him, that I wouldn’t have breathed a lot easier if he left town permanently.


  Matt reached out, his fingers grazing my skin as he lifted my chin so that our gazes locked. “I promise you—I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I’ll do whatever I have to in order to keep you safe.”


  That was what I was worried about. I didn’t want him risking his life for me.


  “Are you sure it’s safe for you to stay? If they know you’re alive—”


  “I’m not leaving you. Not until we finish this. You were right all along. We can’t get free of this unless we topple your father. When we have proof, when we can use it to hold him responsible for all that he’s done, for the crimes he’s committed, we’ll figure out what comes next. But right now there’s too much unfinished business.”


  As far as plans went, ours pretty much terrified me, but I couldn’t see another way out of this other than confronting it head on.


  “I’m here for whatever you need.”


  He pressed his lips to my forehead. “I know. Thank you.”


  “I’m sorry about your dad.”


  “I know.”


  “I heard that your mother was gone when it happened.”


  “Yeah, I saw Capital Confessions. It looks like she was doing her annual spa trip to Switzerland. Apparently, she’s on her way back.”


  Matt’s mom hadn’t been around a lot when we were growing up so it wasn’t like they were close, but I figured he still had to be worried about her; she’d lost both her husband and her son.


  “Do you think she’ll be okay?”


  Or as okay as anyone could be in these circumstances.


  “Yeah. It might be hard at first, but you know how distant they were. They’ve been living separate lives for so long that I’m sure she’ll be able to move on.” He was quiet for a moment. “Did you see them? After they received news that I’d died? At the funeral and stuff?”


  I nodded, surprised this was something he was ready to talk about.


  “How were they? I mean, how did they seem to handle it?”


  I felt a pang of sympathy for him, knowing he was really asking if I thought his parents had loved him, mourned him. The hardest part was that I didn’t know what answer I could give; I settled for as close to the truth as possible.


  “Your mother cried at the funeral. Your father looked shaken up.” I laid my palm on his face, his beard scratching my skin. “They loved you in their own way. Even if it wasn’t enough and wasn’t what you deserved.”


  Love was a funny thing in our world. If it was convenient, if it fit within the specter of power and wealth, then it was accepted, but if it didn’t, there was no question which would win out. I’d experienced enough of my parents’ marriage, seen firsthand my father’s infidelity with Jackie’s mom—who was probably just one in a long line of his mistresses—to know that love wasn’t a given. Those who had it were the lucky ones. Love gave you the kind of power that ruling by fear or amassing a fortune couldn’t touch. Power ebbed and flowed, money trickled through hands like sand, but love—if you kept it safe, guarded it, worked at it, turned yourself inside out for it—no one could take it away from you.


  I stroked Matt’s back, my palms running over his powerful shoulders. I pressed my lips against his skin, inhaling his scent, savoring the feel of his warmth against me. With death swirling around us, this moment suddenly felt like everything, the need to simply stand together and breathe, overpowering.


  “What can I do?” I whispered against his skin. “What do you need?”


  “I don’t know.”


  His hands gathered in my hair, pulling me even closer to him. I felt his body relax against mine as some of the tension slowly released, as he gave me the parts of himself that needed to be soothed.


  Would we ever have normal? Would things ever just be good or happy? Or would this always be our normal? Did it matter?


  I’d rather be in hell with Matt than heaven with anyone else.


  “Tell me how I can make you feel better,” I murmured, holding on tight, knowing he needed me to be strong for him now.


  “Just stay here,” he whispered against my hair. “Just be with me.”


  I could do that. And more.


  I pulled back, my arms drifting from his neck down to his shoulders, resting on his biceps. I pressed a kiss to the curve there, inhaling the musky scent of him, rubbing my cheek against his bare flesh. A sigh escaped his lips. Then another one as I burrowed into that crook between his neck and shoulder, my teeth nipping there before I sucked on the skin, my mouth moving lower, covering him in kisses until I reached the center of his chest. I tugged his shirt off; our gazes connected as arousal flashed in his eyes. I didn’t know exactly what he needed, but judging from the groan that escaped his lips, this was a good start.


  My nails scraped down his abs, his muscles contracting beneath my touch, another groan coming from his mouth. I’d learned now that he liked an edge with his sex; that it was a release for him in a way that wasn’t necessarily physical. He struggled with control—over his nightmares, over the parts of himself he was clearly uncomfortable with, over his feelings for me. But this was the one place that was safe for him to lose control, where he trusted me completely.


  So I gave it to him, using my body to shroud him in all my love.


  I sank down to my knees, removing first one shoe then the other, followed by his socks. He stared down at me, his eyes dark, his Adam’s apple bobbing.


  I reached higher, my fingers resting on his belt buckle. I undid his belt, my fingers trembling slightly—emotions bubbling to the surface, raw and unrestrained. The button of his jeans came next, and then I pulled the fabric off of his lean hips. I dragged his boxers down until he stood before me naked and aroused. My breath hitched, my nipples tightening, a steady throb building between my legs.


  I circled his cock with one hand, my free hand caressing his balls, and then my tongue darted out, dragging along the underside, tasting him from base to tip.


  He groaned again, his hips canting toward me, and a rush of arousal pulsed between my legs.


  This, too, felt familiar—the taste of him, shape of him.


  I circled my tongue around the head of his cock, each lick sending another shudder through him, his body jerking against my touch. I parted my lips, wanting all of him. He thrust inside, his head falling back, his hands at his sides clenched into fists as I sucked him deep.


  He was so beautiful; he had a warrior’s build, all of his scars the sign of a man who had been through hell and survived. He had a different kind of strength, the kind that came from life tossing him about and beating him down. I didn’t care what he’d done or who he’d become to get to this moment. All that mattered was that he was here now.


  My hands came up to Matt’s hips, resting on either side as I steadied myself, using my mouth to bring him closer and closer to pleasure. His fingers dug into my scalp, pulling my hair as he tilted my head back with one hand, changing the angle, thrusting deeper.


  My jaw ached, mouth swollen, the cheap carpet rubbing my knees, the bite of his fingers adding to the sensations flooding me as he fucked my mouth.


  I’d never been more turned on in my life.


  I looked up, our gazes locking, the savage expression I found there—like he’d lost a piece of himself somewhere along the way and found it inside of me—shattering me. His free hand clasped mine, pressing our palms together, fingers linked, holding on tight while he came, while the tension drained from his body, and I gave him some semblance of peace.


  Chapter Fifteen


  
    More details continue to emerge about the brutal slaying of James Ryan. His death appears to be the work of a home invasion with a deadly end …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Matt


  I sat on the edge of the bed, cleaning my gun, watching while Kate dressed for dinner with her parents—and for breaking into her father’s office.


  In the past few years, there had been plenty of times when I’d been afraid, overcome with the sensation that some bad shit was about to go down, my hard-won survival instincts going into overdrive. I’d never experienced anything like the fear I felt now at the thought of sending her into the lion’s den. After what had happened to my father, I clung to the hope that she was still safe, still alive, because for all of his depravity, her father harbored some affection for her. Too much to actually kill her. It was a lot to hinge everything on, but right now I wasn’t sure I had much of a choice.


  Kate came out of the bathroom, her hair in loose curls, wearing a blue and white striped dress that reminded me of something she would have worn when she was younger, trying to please her parents. She definitely had the part of prodigal daughter down, and it hit me that as much as I’d been playing a role over the years, so had she.


  “You know, it’s not too late to take a gun. We could figure out a holster for it. They wouldn’t even know that it’s there.”


  We’d spent time at the shooting range, but she’d been too uncomfortable to take a gun with her tonight; at least she would have it in her apartment in case she needed it. Considering I didn’t think I’d breathe easy unless she was in a fucking panic room, it wasn’t much of a consolation.


  “How do you feel?” I asked.


  In the last ten minutes, she’d started pacing back and forth, her short strides little bursts of nervous energy as she muttered to herself under her breath.


  “Freaked out. Mentally steeling myself for a draining dinner. I don’t know how I’m going to look him in the face when I know what he’s done. How I’m supposed to pretend everything is normal. I’m afraid he’ll see through it immediately and all of this will blow up in our faces.”


  I was afraid she’d push him too far, that if she got too close, threatened his power too much, he wouldn’t be afraid to make her another casualty in a long list of them. I was scared shitless.


  “You know they’ll talk about what happened to your father,” Kate added.


  “They will.”


  Especially if her father was suspicious about her sudden reappearance in their life and wanted to test her loyalty. I took a deep breath, trying to prep her as I would anyone going into a mission, not wanting to let the emotions raging inside me cloud our goals. Fucking impossible.


  “Look, the best lies are grounded in truth. He was my father. You were engaged to me. People will understand if you’re shaken up about it, if it dredged up old memories of my death. So if you get uncomfortable, just channel that and sell it. It’ll give you an excuse if you clam up or can’t handle it. Just stick with your instincts and what feels natural.”


  She nodded, flattening her palms over her dress, tucking her hands into the pockets on each side. “You’re right. That’s good advice. I can definitely use that.”


  “I’m more worried about you getting into his office.”


  “Me too.”


  “Remember what we talked about—if it feels too dangerous, if you think there’s a chance that you could get caught, don’t risk it. It’s not worth it.”


  She nodded, a gesture that was entirely too capitulating to be believable. She was determined to see this through and nothing I could do was going to stop her.


  I handed Kate the panic button, wishing I were going with her, the thin line of communication between us not nearly enough.


  She slipped it into the pocket on the side of her dress.


  I swallowed past the giant lump in my throat, offering a silent prayer that she would be cautious and refrain from taking risks with her life.


  “If you need anything when you’re in there, if you get scared at all, you press that and I will come for you.”


  I had not given up the use of a gun and had armed the shit out of myself. I had no qualms about taking out her father if it meant keeping her safe.


  I reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling her toward me, the same feeling that this would not end well that had been plaguing me for days now bubbling up to the surface.


  “Promise me that you won’t take any risks. At the first sign of danger, you’re out of there.”


  She nodded.


  There were too many pieces moving around, too many contingencies, too many fucking stars that needed to align in order to make this happen. And if her father was so paranoid that he’d had my father killed to cover his tracks, then it made sense that he would have disposed of any incriminating information. But we were running out of opportunities to gather proof, and the security was way too tight to get into the house unless we took advantage of this opportunity.


  And still, it felt like a bad fucking idea.


  Kate


  All it took was me stepping over the threshold, and suddenly the urge to flee nearly overpowered me. I’d forgotten how much I hated this house, how my happy memories here were few and far between. It had never been a home; there had never been anything real here. Everything had been about pretense and image, our entire family clay to be molded for my father’s political career. A house built on the blood and bones of all the people he’d stepped over to get ahead.


  My fingers curved around the little button in my pocket, careful to keep from pressing it, but reassured by its presence, by the knowledge that Matt was close by.


  I exchanged air kisses with my mother, clung to every shred of self-restraint to keep from shuddering as my father hugged me. My parents’ friends, the Brysons, were nice enough, their son, Michael, the kind of preppy that somehow came across as perpetually smug. It was only Wednesday and it had already been a long week, the prospect of dinner having filled me with dread all day at work.


  I started drinking through the cocktail hour, needing the liquid courage to get through my mission and to keep from wanting to scream. I clutched the button a little tighter, clinging to Matt like he was my lifeline, ignoring the repeated looks my mother shot my way, which I knew conveyed her displeasure at my doing something so unladylike as keeping my hand in my pocket.


  Whatever.


  We sat for dinner, the catering staff my mother had hired for this evening setting out the various courses. Conversation was stilted and polite, and then I heard Matt’s father’s name come up, and I saw my opportunity.


  We’d gone back and forth on what excuse I could use to get away from the table without arousing their suspicion, but still giving me enough time to search my father’s office. Matt had suggested saying I was ill, and up until now I’d thought that would be the best play; but now, listening to them discuss Mr. Ryan’s murder in graphic detail, I knew the perfect getaway would be to leave the table in tears—or as close to tears as I could manage. My father wasn’t prone to emotional displays so he certainly wouldn’t come after me, and emotions made my mother uncomfortable so I didn’t have any worries in that quarter, either. It was the perfect excuse.


  I ducked my head, mustering up some sniffling noises, covering my face with my napkin as I pretend-dabbed at my eyes, willing some tears to well up.


  I could feel the stares drifting my way. Good. Let them think I was making a scene at the table, let their embarrassment and discomfort give me the opportunity to flee.


  “Excuse me,” I mumbled, still using the napkin to shield my face from the rest of the group.


  I was possibly overacting a bit, but I figured I had years of painful history on my side. Everyone knew I’d gone off the rails when Matt had “died.” It wasn’t a stretch to imagine that I wasn’t over it, that bringing up what had happened to his father would only dredge up old wounds and memories.


  I walked out of the dining room, my heels clicking against the hardwood floors as I lengthened my stride, ignoring the low murmurs behind me, relief filling me at the absence of footsteps trailing after me. Then I was bounding up the double staircase, heading for my father’s office on the second floor.


  My breath hitched, my legs shaking as I neared my destination.


  Focus. Keep it together. You can do this.


  I strode past my bedroom door, then Blair’s, wave after wave of nostalgia crashing over me as I remembered the nights we’d stayed up in each other’s rooms talking and laughing while our parents were out at some gala. Or the times when I was older and they’d been out of town or simply absent, and I’d snuck Matt into my bedroom.


  My father’s office sat at the end of the hall. My heart raced as I neared the door, each step taking me closer and closer to the point of no return. Was I really going to get away with this? I checked my watch, making note of the time, figuring I only had a fifteen-minute window before I’d have to explain my absence and someone might come after me. They’d been starting the main course when I’d fled, so hopefully they’d be distracted by the food and not pay much attention to how long I’d been gone.


  So far luck hadn’t exactly been on my side, but a girl could hope.


  My gaze darted back and forth, my fingers gripped tightly around the panic button, as I checked to see if anyone was upstairs. I didn’t know if their habits had changed, but as far as I knew my parents still employed Mrs. Tremaine, a live-in housekeeper who had been with us since Blair and I were kids, and that was it. She’d been responsible for cooking on nights that my parents weren’t entertaining, taking care of the house, and occasionally, child-rearing. We’d had a nanny when we were younger, but Mrs. Tremaine had been our favorite.


  The hallway clear, my hand closed over the doorknob, and I was relieved when it gave way beneath my palm.


  I stepped over the threshold, closing the door gently behind me, a chill sliding down my spine as I entered his inner sanctum. I remembered the day my life had changed, when I’d been on the other side of the door listening to my father and Matt’s discuss his unit’s ambush. This room contained my ugliest ghosts.


  I fought back against the panic beating in my chest. I’d do a quick search of his desk and computer. I just had to focus, had to somehow ignore how my surroundings made my skin crawl. I took a deep breath, grabbing the tiny flashlight out of the other pocket of my dress, shining the beam in the direction of my father’s massive desk.


  I began sifting through the papers stacked in piles, most of it correspondence that he needed to reply to. Another wave of nostalgia hit me as I remembered sitting at his desk when I was a little girl, “helping” him reply to letters. That was the hardest part of all of this—not all of my memories of my father were bad. But after everything that had happened, every memory I had seemed tainted, and I couldn’t decipher what was the truth and what was a lie.


  I scanned each letter quickly, shoving the memories from my head. Everything looked to be perfectly normal, letters from constituents, nothing out of the ordinary or incriminating. I put the papers back in their stacks, not sure it even mattered since I feared he’d figure out that I’d broken in eventually, but trying my best to cover my tracks. James Bond, I was not.


  Maybe Matt should have snuck in. I could have tried to figure out some way to get him into the house. He was likely way better at this than I was.


  Fuck. I was running out of time.


  Heart pounding, I went for the drawers next, rifling through the contents, the detritus of my father’s life. The computer taunted me, its presence a blinking light that said, “Try me.”


  I abandoned my search of the drawers, checking my watch again.


  Seven more minutes and then I needed to start heading downstairs. I couldn’t afford to arouse my father’s suspicion, especially if I came up empty. We hadn’t worked out a “plan B” yet, but I figured we were heading into the territory of needing one.


  I turned on his computer, sucking in a deep breath at the sound of it whirring to life. The house was huge and there was no way they could hear the noise from the dining room downstairs, and yet each sound felt like a scream breaking through the air. My heart beat so rapidly I swore they could hear it downstairs, as though I was something out of an Edgar Allan Poe story, my organ somewhere under the floorboards of the house of my childhood that had never felt like a home.


  The monitor lit up, the computer prompting me for a password.


  My fingers hovered over the keys, wondering what someone like my father would have used for a password. I’d considered this possibility in the days leading up to tonight, and still didn’t have a clue. A random series of numbers? A birthday or anniversary? The year he was first elected to the Senate?


  Fuck.


  I searched around his keyboard, the monitor, looking to see if he was one of those people who kept his password written down somewhere close by so he could reference it in case he forgot.


  Nothing.


  Frustration filled me, my fingers hovering over the keyboard, ready to start trying likely combinations, figuring I had a few attempts before the computer would lock me out.


  I froze. The sound of footsteps against the hardwood floors broke through the quiet night, sending ice through my veins. I held my breath, listening to them get closer, closer, praying that it wasn’t my father, that he wouldn’t come into his office. I was afraid to move, afraid to make a sound, wondering if I should dive down behind the desk, when all of a sudden the sound became quieter, and quieter, and then finally, disappeared.


  I stood there for a moment, my body hunched over the keyboard, waiting …


  Silence filled the night around me.


  I breathed out, relief coursing through my veins.


  Close fucking call.


  My fingers hit the keys again, trying the year my father had first been elected for the Senate.


  Incorrect password.


  Fuck.


  Okay, a birthday, maybe? But whose? My parents’ anniversary? He didn’t really strike me as the sentimental type.


  I began typing again, trying my father’s birthday—


  The door swung open with an ominous creak and then the whole room was flooded with light.


  Fear slammed into me, the hairs on my body standing up, goose bumps pebbling my skin. I turned slowly—dreading what I’d find there—and my gaze connected with an open doorway and the sight of my father standing in the entryway, staring at me.


  Chapter Sixteen


  
    We have it from a very reliable source that Kate Reynolds is no longer on speaking terms with her family. We wonder what—or who—reopened this rift …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  We stared at each other, and then my father shut the door behind him.


  I gripped the panic button so hard the edges dug into my skin, my finger itching to press down.


  I didn’t.


  Now that the moment I’d feared was upon me, I couldn’t imagine involving Matt in this. He’d paid enough at the hands of my family.


  My father stopped on the other side of his desk, facing off with me.


  I pulled my hands out of my pockets, jerking my head up to meet his gaze.


  “Did you think I believed your little homecoming?”


  I shrugged, adopting the same veiled nonchalance he flaunted before me, even as I mentally weighed the odds of him having me killed in the middle of a dinner party.


  “Did Ryan put you up to this?”


  My breath hitched.


  “I know he’s alive.”


  Fear slammed into me, my heart racing as my worst nightmare came true. For a moment I felt like I was splintering apart, as though my body couldn’t contain the panic seeping through my bones.


  It took everything I had to shut it down.


  I swallowed, some of the tension easing from my body, and then I met his gaze.


  “Did you figure that out when you tortured James Ryan?”


  I was the daughter of a killer, made even more dangerous by the fact that he wasn’t evil or crazy. He was smart and ambitious. This wasn’t emotional for him; it was business. That made him very hard to destroy. There were no chinks in his armor, my only play to beat him at his own game.


  “Do you honestly think I’m stupid enough to answer that question? Let me guess, Ryan made sure you came here with a wire.”


  Actually, we had figured my father was too cunning to implicate himself and had thought the wire too risky. I didn’t speak, though. There was no point to answering his question. I’d already learned a long time ago that sometimes the best offense was to say nothing at all, letting your adversary fill the silence with the secrets you needed. Human nature being what it was, people loved to talk about themselves. People like my father with egos the size of Texas were their own special breed of narcissist. I played to his weakness now.


  My father jerked his head toward his computer. “What did you think you would find there? A note saying, ‘I did it’? Proof that you could use to bring me down?”


  I ignored that, too. If I was going down, then at least I’d get some answers.


  “You had me stabbed.”


  I wasn’t going to let him control the conversation, wasn’t going to allow him to take the upper hand from me. I wasn’t a young girl anymore, and I wasn’t afraid to get my hands dirty if I needed to.


  Anger flashed into his eyes—the color so disconcertingly similar to Jackie’s. “That never should have happened.”


  So despite all of his atrocities, there was a part of him that was protecting me. Sort of.


  “But it did. I was in the hospital. I had stitches. I collapsed on the fucking street. Did you lose control of your employee? Did he fail to follow orders and strike out on his own? How about when he broke into my apartment on my birthday?”


  “You should never have been involved in this,” he snapped. “None of this would have happened if you didn’t start giving information to that blog.”


  So he did know about my involvement with Capital Confessions.


  “Do you really think there’s anything that happens in this town that I don’t know about? I knew the minute you started leaking information about this family.” His gaze narrowed, his expression shrewd. “How did your sister feel about you airing her personal business for everyone to see?”


  Of all of my regrets, selling out Blair was my biggest one. Trust him to land his barb precisely where it hurt.


  “At least Blair talks to me. It must be really difficult for you to keep up the facade of family values when you don’t have any family to speak of.”


  “Your sister will come back. She’s having a moment with that boy, but she’ll eventually realize that she has a duty to her family, to our name.”


  “You’ve lost Blair. You’re crazy if you think she’ll ever have a relationship with you again. Maybe the rest of the world doesn’t see it, but we do. You can’t pretend you’re anything other than a monster.”


  “That’s rich coming from you. It’s like looking in the mirror, isn’t it?”


  “Not even a little bit.”


  “Do you think Blair would break into my office? That she would sell out her family to a trashy blog? Do you think she would put everyone else’s needs after her own? You want to take me down and you’ve had no moral qualms about how you do it.”


  He almost sounded proud.


  “I haven’t killed.” I held his gaze, clinging to that essential difference between us. “And you’re wrong. We aren’t the same. Maybe you taught me to be ruthless, how to play the game, but everything I’ve done, I’ve done for Matt. Everything you do is for your own fucking greed.”


  “Does that boy have any self-respect or does he just hide behind your skirts?”


  “What is this, 1920? Good luck with the female vote with that attitude. He’s more of a man than you’ll ever be. He’s not afraid to ask for help when he needs it, knows I’m not some weak, helpless creature who needs protecting.”


  “You’ve betrayed your family for him.”


  “He is my family. He always was. Matt and my sisters are my only family.” My gaze narrowed speculatively. “It must really piss you off to see us so close, to see Jackie treated as our sister. You can’t bury that shit anymore. Can’t hide behind all of your lies.”


  “Do you really think I’m scared of a blog like Capital Confessions? I’ve been in the Senate longer than you’ve been alive. Blogs like Capital Confessions come and go. I’m not afraid of the nonsense they print about me.”


  Even he couldn’t be so arrogant as to think he was above public opinion. For all of his money and power, he still held an elected office. Upsets happened all the time, so unless he wanted to lose his seat, he needed to start caring.


  “I think you’re going to have to be extra careful if you’re running for president. I think you’ll be under a level of scrutiny you avoided when you ruled over Virginia as an incumbent with a wealth of connections and support. I think your opponents will have deeper pockets behind them and will be able to dig for dirt more than anyone you’ve ever run against. You just better hope that they don’t find the bodies you’ve buried.”


  I took aim and fired.


  “You killed James Ryan—one of your oldest friends—to cover up the fact that he was diverting arms that should have been going to American troops and instead sending them to Afghani warlords with interests contrary to the United States—with your assistance. For what? Money? Campaign contributions?


  “You killed Matt’s Army unit because they got too close and realized you were a traitor to your own country, sending weapons to the other side, because they saw payments go down that would have implicated you. All those bodies so that you could cover up your treason.”


  A muscle twitched in his jaw, but otherwise his expression remained calm.


  “Did you get that information from those papers James Ryan sent you?” he asked.


  I froze. What?


  “You didn’t know, did you? Of course he sent them. Who else do you think had access to that information?”


  My gaze narrowed, not sure I believed anything he said, feeling like I no longer knew which way was up.


  “Why? Why would he do that? Why would he risk implicating himself?”


  “Because he didn’t know it was his son’s unit. Because when he found out his son was alive, he wanted to do right by him. Because he was a fool who didn’t have what it takes to follow through. To reign.”


  My eyes closed. So it hadn’t been intentional; Matt had just been a casualty in his father’s greed.


  I opened my eyes and stared at the man whose lap I’d once sat on, who’d bought me a bike when my mother refused to get me one, and wondered where the hell it had all gone wrong.


  “Did you? Did you know Matt was in that unit?”


  I didn’t know why the question mattered so much, but it did. Maybe for the same reason that Matt had asked me what his parents’ reaction had been to his funeral. Because even though we knew better, and even though we told ourselves we really shouldn’t care, we did care. They were still our parents and their indifference still hurt.


  “It didn’t matter.”


  It was the final confirmation of what I’d always known to be true, the ultimate shattering of any ties we’d ever had between us. Killing his daughter’s fiancé was less important than protecting his business relationship. I shouldn’t have been surprised, and at the same time, it still stung. He truly valued nothing above himself.


  “Is nothing sacred to you? Nothing off-limits? You abused the trust of the people who got you elected. Did you forget about them? That you serve your constituents? Did you ever care or did you just get into politics to hoard power?”


  “Please,” he scoffed. “You know nothing of what it takes to run this country. Nothing about the behind-the-scenes machinations that are required to make this country work. You’re so fucking naive to think that you have any right to judge me. That you should have a seat at the table.”


  “Is this how you sleep at night—you’ve somehow convinced yourself that you’re a special snowflake who’s immune to the law and common human decency?”


  “One day you will grow up and you will realize that sometimes people have to be expendable. That sacrifices have to be made.”


  He wasn’t even the littlest bit sorry. He genuinely thought his behavior was excusable, that somehow allowances could be made for all of the destruction he’d wrought.


  “I will never think that. Will never look at people as a means to an end.”


  “Then you will suffer for it. Don’t be stupid. Don’t throw your future away on some boy. You have a good job. Good instincts. You could be so much more than this.”


  I couldn’t believe he actually thought he could sway me, that he knew so little about who I was.


  “What? I could be you? No, thanks. I want no part in what you’ve done.”


  “This is bigger than just me. You’re smart enough to know that. You won’t be safe forever. That boy has a target on his back, and if you’re with him, you’ll be caught in the line of fire.”


  A chill ran down my spine. “I’ll take my chances.”


  “You need to think really hard about what you’re doing. About the choice you’re making here. Regardless of what you’ve thought about me, I haven’t been your enemy. You don’t know what it means to have me as an enemy, and trust me, you don’t want them as your enemy.”


  So it wasn’t just him and James Ryan. How deep did this thing go? Where did it end? Was he right? Was I naive? Was this merely the cost of doing business?


  “Does it mean you’ll have me tortured to get what you want?” I jerked my chin, ignoring the thread of fear filling my veins. “You’ve been my enemy since you ordered to have Matt’s unit killed. I would have thought that a master strategist like you would have realized that a long time ago.” My voice rose, promise shining through as I made the vow I was determined to keep. “I’m going to take you down.”


  “With what proof? You have nothing; you wouldn’t be here if you had what you needed. Do you really think I got this far by being careless and making mistakes? That I’m going to be outsmarted by a child? There is nothing to find.”


  I still wasn’t giving up.


  “If you think that’s going to stop me, you don’t know me at all. One way or another, you will pay for what you did.”


  “Careful, Kate, that sounds like a threat.”


  “It’s a promise.”


  I strode past him, not bothering to glance his way, crossing over the threshold, feeling like I could breathe as soon as I left his office, even as my shoulders buckled under the weight of the bounty on my head.


  I walked down the hall, my footsteps growing faster, ready to get the hell out of this house. I hit the stairs, memories of all the other times that I’d felt like this, times when I’d choked on the manners and image of being a Reynolds. I reached the base of the staircase just as my mother emerged from the dining room, a frown on her face.


  “This is unacceptable,” she hissed. “The Brysons are about to leave. You’ll come say good-bye to them and apologize for your rude behavior.”


  I sucked in a deep breath, wondering if this was the last time I’d ever see either one of my parents. It was a shitty ending, yet strangely apropos.


  “I’m sorry, but I’m not going to do that.”


  Her gaze narrowed. “It was too much to hope you’d changed, wasn’t it? That you’d finally become the daughter I’ve always wanted you to be, rather than a rebellious, angry girl intent on destroying this family with her carelessness.”


  I ignored the barbs. I wanted to believe it was just my father, that I at least had one parent who wasn’t wholly consumed by greed.


  “Do you know what he’s been doing? Do you care about the blood on his hands? Or is it all just business as usual for you?”


  Her lips pursed in a tight line. “You need to leave. Now.”


  I ignored that, too. “He’s going down. He can’t keep hiding bodies and secrets, not in a town like this. Especially, if he’s going to run for president. Do you really want to stand next to him at some podium while he confesses his sins? Do you want to keep supporting him? How long do you think it’ll be before the blood spills over onto your hands, if it hasn’t already?”


  I just wanted to see one flicker of emotion, one indication that she cared, wanted to feel like I had one parent I could rely upon.


  “You need to leave,” she repeated, his eyes hard. “There’s nothing here for you anymore.”


  And that was it. I’d known it years ago, but this was the final nail in the coffin.


  I held her gaze. “There never was.”


  I walked out of the house, each step taking me closer to Matt and farther away from an empire built on death and destruction, ready to topple it all like a castle made of sand.


  Chapter Seventeen


  
    An explosion rocked D.C. this evening …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Matt


  For the first time all night, it felt like the fucking anvil had been removed from my chest, the sight of Kate walking toward me, blue and white dress swaying around her, blonde hair waving in the breeze, making it possible to breathe again.


  I got out of the driver’s seat of her car, wrapping my arms around her and pressing a swift kiss to her temple.


  “Thank god you’re safe. I’ve been going crazy just sitting here.”


  I’d parked a few blocks away from her parents’ house, close enough to be in range of the panic button, but far enough away to keep from attracting attention.


  I released her and opened the passenger door, the urge to get her to safety overwhelming. I didn’t want to be here any longer than I had to be. She settled in and then I swung into the driver’s seat and started the car, my hand finding hers across the console as we drove away. Her fingers were ice.


  “Did you find anything?” I asked, tearing my gaze away from the road to sneak a peek at her.


  She seemed pale. Worn. Like she’d come through a battle.


  Her mouth tightened, her voice strained. “He knew the whole time. Knew what we were up to. Suspected me from the beginning. He caught me searching his office.”


  Fuck.


  Fear slammed into me. “Why didn’t you let me know? Why didn’t you press the button?”


  “Because I had it handled. He wasn’t going to hurt me.”


  “Fuck. Kate.”


  “I was fine.” She hesitated. “We have bigger problems. He knows that you’re alive.”


  Fuck.


  “Your father knew, too,” she added. “He said that your father was the one who was sending me the papers. When he ordered the hit on your unit, he didn’t realize it was yours. I guess he felt guilty and started digging into the circumstances surrounding your death and realized you were still alive. I think he was trying to right the wrong he did to you, and my father had him killed to keep the truth from coming out. I’m so sorry.”


  I clenched the steering wheel, my knuckles white, her words pouring through me. I wasn’t naive; my father was still a bad fucking guy, but if I could find solace in any part of this, it was the knowledge that for all of his many flaws, he’d attempted to do the right thing, even if it had been far too late. Even as it angered me to hear that he’d been willing to pull Kate into this, ready to risk her safety.


  “How did you end things with him? He can’t have just let you walk out of his office.”


  She was silent for a moment, and I knew her well enough to recognize when she was stalling.


  “He threatened you, didn’t he?”


  She sighed. “Yes.”


  I was going to put a bullet in him.


  “What did he say? Tell me exactly what he said to you.”


  “He told me that you had a target on your back, and that if I sided with you, the target would be on me, too. He said that this thing is bigger than him and that he’s been protecting me—apparently the stabbing was a case of an overzealous attacker and not intentional—but if I continue to push, all bets are off.”


  Fuck.


  “I’m going to leave—”


  “No,” Kate interjected.


  “What do you mean, ‘no’? I’m going to get you killed.”


  “You aren’t leaving. If you leave, I’m just going to keep investigating. I’m not giving up on this, whether you’re here or not. This is bigger than you and me, and I would never be able to live with myself if I didn’t expose him for what he’s done. How many innocent people will die because of him if we don’t do anything? How many people will lose their loved ones because of his greed? How am I supposed to live with that kind of blood on my hands?”


  She was right, but she was also someone I loved. And I couldn’t lose her.


  “You can’t save the fucking world. I know you want to fight, but you have to be smart about this, have to pick your battles.” My fingers gripped the steering wheel even tighter. “He’s been ahead of us every single step of the way. What do we have left? We’re all out of plays here.”


  “I’m not giving up. You can stay and help me, or you can run, but either way, I’m seeing this through to the end.”


  “Which is what, exactly? Your body lying in a morgue somewhere?” I snapped.


  “It’s watching his power crumble. It’s us building a life together. It’s putting all of this behind us. Time is running out here. They’re getting desperate; killing your father was sloppy. If the authorities investigate his death too much, who knows what they’ll find? That tells me they’re losing control and willing to do whatever it takes to tie up loose ends.”


  It told me they were beyond dangerous. You couldn’t predict desperate.


  “I’ll take you back to your apartment, and then I’m going to go meet with the guy who was working for Intech,” I interjected. “I’ll press him harder. See if he has anything else he can give me. He’s the last lead we have.”


  “I’m going with you.”


  She was insane.


  “Absolutely not.”


  “Do you think I’m safe in my apartment anymore? We saw how easy it was for them to get into my place. I’m safer with you.”


  I grimaced. Fuck. She was right; I hated leaving her alone. Jasper, the guy I’d had watching her when I was in Afghanistan, was on a job and there wasn’t anyone else I trusted. I could see if she could stay with Jackie and Will, but they wouldn’t be able to keep her safe if an assassin did come after her, and I doubted Kate wanted to put more people in danger.


  “Fine. But we’re going in armed. We’ll go back to your place and get more supplies. I need to get the rest of my stuff from the hotel I booked when I came back to town. I didn’t trust the security on your apartment after the break-in, but we need to keep travel documents on us in case we need to leave.”


  “Does this mean that you’ve accepted the fact that no matter where you go, I’m going with you?”


  God help me, I had.


  “Yes.”


  “How long will it take to have documents made for me?”


  “I started working on them before I left town last time.”


  She shook a head, a smile playing at her lips. “So all of your protests were what exactly?”


  “Me trying to get you to see logic and sense. Clearly I forgot how stubborn you are.” I took my eyes off of the road for a second, my gaze connecting with hers. “We’re in this together. Promise.”


  She squeezed my hand and for a moment, it felt like we were kids again, like we could face anything as long as we were together.


  It was late by the time we reached Kate’s apartment—just after nine. Now that her father had shown his cards, I didn’t want her staying at her place anymore. I needed to find a safe place where we could stay while we waited to see if we could get any information from my father’s former employee.


  “Just grab whatever you need for a few days.”


  “Should I stop going to work? I mean, how much of my routine needs to change here? Are we going underground now?”


  She sounded scared, and I searched for some reassurance to give her.


  “I don’t know. I think work is probably fine considering the security, but I would try to break up your habits a bit, make an effort not to frequent the same places. Patterns make it easy for someone to find you.”


  I parked the car and opened the door for her a block away from her apartment building.


  “I wish you would let me get the stuff for you.”


  I was nervous about having her out in public, on edge about what her father would do next. I didn’t want to leave her alone in the car, but taking her with me seemed dangerous, too. Each option before me felt like a choice between bad and fucking worse.


  Sometimes it was hard to distinguish between my days in Afghanistan and life back home. It felt like there was still a threat around every corner, like I was in someone’s crosshairs. And now I had Kate with me, dropped in the middle of a war zone.


  I kept my body between hers and the street, tucking her against me in an attempt to shield her from any threat that could come her way. Adrenaline pumped through me, mixing with fear to create a cocktail that filtered into my veins. I kept my gaze sharp, scanning the streets, my fingers itching to grab the weapons I had on me.


  Something felt off—a prickling under my skin and a tightening in my balls that fucked with my head.


  “You okay?” Kate murmured, her hand reaching out and grasping mine.


  I nodded with a sharp jerk. “Just ready to go inside. I don’t like being exposed like this.”


  We lengthened our strides until we turned the corner, the glass doors of her apartment building a few feet away. I waited while she entered the security code and followed her into the lobby, my gaze sweeping the interior.


  All clear.


  We hit the staircase and I gave up the pretense of looking like a normal couple out for an evening stroll and grabbed the gun out of my waistband, clutching it in my hands with white knuckles while I led Kate up the stairs. With each step that took us closer and closer to her apartment, the hair on the back of my neck stood up, unease sliding down my spine.


  I froze on the third floor landing, pressing Kate against the wall, keeping her body behind mine.


  This was not good.


  “What’s wrong?”


  I gripped the gun even tighter. “I don’t know. Something just feels off.”


  Maybe I was paranoid. Maybe it was the PTSD. But no matter how I tried to convince myself that I was overreacting, that it was all in my head, I couldn’t make my body go up those remaining steps. My instincts had kept me alive for four years and every single instinct in my head told me that something was not fucking right.


  Kate clutched my hand tightly, her nails digging into my skin. Her breath hitched. “Do you think someone’s up in the apartment?”


  I hesitated. That was the worst part of all of it—my instincts had kept me alive and at the same time, my instincts had gotten me “killed.” I hadn’t felt any special sense of awareness that day I watched my friends die around me, hadn’t seen the danger coming my way until it was too fucking late. Whatever confidence I’d had in my abilities was now called into question by the one glaring time I should have seen the threat coming and missed it entirely.


  “Matt.”


  Kate’s hand on my arm jolted me back.


  “Are you okay?” she asked, worry threading through her voice.


  I nodded, not entirely sure that was the truth, but not knowing what else to say. These were the moments when I felt the most fucked up, when I didn’t know what to do, and I ended up frozen with indecision. And the worst part, the hardest part, was that I’d always been someone she trusted, someone she’d looked up to when we were younger. Now I felt broken.


  She pushed her way through life, making no apologies, not letting anything stop her. I didn’t want her to see what it was like in my head, to know that the things I’d survived had messed me up more than I cared to admit, and that I didn’t always know when it would trigger, when I’d feel fine one minute and off the next. That was the part that frustrated me the most, the side of it that made me want to scream. I couldn’t manage it; it managed me.


  “Matt?”


  Her voice pulled me out again.


  “We need to go,” I muttered, flight taking over.


  Kate didn’t argue, following my lead down the stairs. Maybe I was overreacting, but all I knew was that each step made me feel like fresh air filled my lungs, like I could suddenly breathe again, like I’d left the cloying decay of death behind me in the staircase. We hit the lobby, my arm wrapped protectively around her waist.


  “I’ll see if I can come back for your stuff. It just doesn’t feel right. I don’t know how to describe it; it’s just an instinct thing …”


  “Matt?”


  “Yeah?”


  Kate’s gaze met mine, compassion in her brown eyes. “You don’t have to explain.”


  The compassion did me in. It was too close to pity, too close to her seeing inside me—all of my fears, all of my weaknesses. To her looking at me like someone who was weak rather than someone she could lean on.


  That night I’d burst into her apartment, I’d been so determined to keep her safe, so focused on getting between the guy who’d broken in and her, that I hadn’t had time for doubts, had just acted. But now I was reduced to this giant fucking weight dragging me down, quicksand beneath my feet, and the action that had once been so easy fled me. That was the thing about this—it snuck up and sucker punched you when you weren’t prepared.


  I opened my mouth to answer her, when all of a sudden, a loud boom exploded around us. I didn’t hesitate, didn’t think, just hit the ground, my body covering Kate’s.


  Chapter Eighteen


  
    We’ve received reports that tonight’s explosion took place at the apartment of Kate Reynolds, Senator Edward Reynolds’s daughter. Our thoughts go out to Kate …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  I hadn’t truly appreciated how big Matt was until he was lying on top of me, his hard body pressing me into the concrete sidewalk. I didn’t think I’d ever seem someone move as quickly as he had; one minute I was standing there, the next I was roadkill.


  My ears rang, smoke billowing around us, the faint sound of shouts mixing with the bell-like noise pounding my head. I gripped Matt, trying to get his attention, feeling like I was about to suffocate under his weight.


  “Matt.” I shook him gently. “Matt.”


  His head jerked down, his gaze meeting mine, his eyes wide and unfocused. Oh, shit. I’d seen the tension in his body when we’d been in the staircase, experienced the demons he lived with on a daily basis. I’d done a little research on PTSD since he’d returned and knew that certain events could trigger a reaction. I figured the stress of the past few weeks qualified, and the explosion definitely hadn’t helped.


  “Can you let me up?” I asked, trying to keep my voice soft while simultaneously wondering if he could hear me, or if like me, his hearing had been affected by the blast.


  For a minute I didn’t think my words had registered, and then he pushed off of me, holding a shaky hand out and pulling me up off of the ground, his body tense. A crowd began to gather around us, residents spilling out of the building, people on the street rushing over. The shouts and questions still seemed so far away.


  I looked up at the glass windows of my apartment building, doing a mental count of how far up the explosion had been, my gaze drifting over until it reached the window that had been my bedroom. My stomach clenched, my mouth went dry. It looked like the blast had taken out my place and the apartment next to mine—which thankfully, had been vacant since the last tenant was evicted. This had been no accident, and if Matt hadn’t stopped us, we would be dead.


  “Are you okay?” he asked, wrapping his arms around me, burrowing me into his body.


  I nodded, not quite trusting my voice, tremors shooting through me as the full impact of what had just happened hit me like a ton of bricks. Someone had tried to blow me up. My father had tried to blow me up. The lump in my throat became a boulder.


  Sirens sounded in the background, the noise growing louder, more people spilling out onto the sidewalk outside my building. I felt like an immovable object, unable to pick my feet up, panic and fear planting me to the asphalt as surely as though I’d sprouted roots.


  “We need to get out of here.” Matt’s gaze swept over the crowd. “We don’t know when they set up the bomb, if they’re still here. And I really don’t want the police getting involved. There are too many questions I’m not ready to answer, the likelihood that someone on your father’s payroll could get involved, too high.”


  My breath hitched, feeling inescapably like a caged animal. I’d been full of bravado before, but now, a few steps separating me from life and death, I realized how stupid I’d been, how arrogant my lack of fear was. I’d underestimated my opponent, and that had been an almost deadly mistake.


  My father tried to have me killed.


  “Kate.” Matt tugged on my hand. “We have to go. Now.”


  He propelled me forward and I followed, grateful for his strength. I ducked my head, following his lead as we blended into the crowd, heading toward my car. The farther we walked, the more I thought about the things I’d lost, my apartment that, while kind of crappy, had been my home, one I’d been proud of, one I’d built through my own hard work. I still remembered the day I’d rented it—the moment when I’d decided I could no longer be a part of my parents’ lives anymore. I’d been absolutely terrified and completely free at the same time. It had been the first time I’d really been on my own—independent of Blair playing big sister, Matt looking out for me, or the weight of the Reynolds name mucking everything up. I’d just been a college student there, living on ramen when the occasion called for it, mourning the loss of the boy I’d loved, plodding through my life, day after day.


  I fingered the gold necklace around my neck, my thumb rubbing over the “K” etched there, grateful that it had been safe, at least. Grateful that we were safe.


  I told myself that it was just stuff, that if we were going to run, I would have left a lot if it anyway, but it wasn’t as much about the stuff as it was the violation of it all. Someone had broken into my home again. Gone through my stuff. Tried to kill me. Tried to kill us.


  My heart pounded, my breath hitching, the urge to cry bubbling over. My steps slowed, my knees buckling, legs trembling, the air whooshing through my lungs. Matt’s hold on me tightened, jerking my hand and pulling me along, his strides lengthening, each one full of purpose as he put more distance between us and my apartment building.


  When we finally reached the car, my heart slowed a bit, those four doors feeling a lot like safety.


  My fingers shook as I buckled my seat belt, my mind racing. When my father had basically told me to watch my back, I’d sort of assumed that I had a few days or something, not exactly, “Watch your back, I’m going to have you killed right fucking now.” Apparently, I was an idiot and needed to lower my expectations when it came to people’s humanity.


  I doubled over at the waist, putting my head between my legs, breathing in and out, struggling to steady myself. I felt Matt’s hands stroking my back, tracing the length of my spine, threading through my hair, each touch a soothing caress. I allowed myself to relax into him for a moment, trying to expel the pressure and panic building inside of me. With each brush of his fingers, the fear inside of me ebbed. A minute passed and then I sat up, feeling like I’d regained a little bit of my sanity.


  “What do we do now?” I asked.


  Matt pulled away from me, turning the key in the ignition. The car roared to life, but he just sat there, wrapping his fingers around the steering wheel, his body tense.


  “Stay alive.”


  “That’s looking more difficult with each moment that passes.”


  “Yeah, it is.”


  He put the car in drive, maneuvering onto the D.C. street with ease. I heard more sirens in the distance, watched as a fire truck drove by us. Matt pulled over to let it pass, and then we were driving through the intersection, heading away from my apartment.


  “Where are you going?”


  I was glad he was driving; I was way too shaken up, my mind further along in the process of what had happened than my body. Whatever had plagued Matt back in the stairwell and later on when we were outside on the sidewalk seemed to have been replaced by a steely resolve.


  He changed lanes with ease, winding his way through the evening traffic.


  “The hotel I checked into when I first came back to the city,” he answered. “It’s a shit hole, but I checked in with a false ID, so I don’t have any reason to believe it’ll be compromised.”


  “Then what?”


  He turned down a side street, crossing the boundary between my neighborhood, which just barely straddled the line on sketchy, and into trouble.


  “I don’t know. I need to come up with a plan. Need to see if my father’s employee can help us at all.” His gaze shifted to me, his voice softening. “I’m sorry about your apartment. Sorry you lost everything. We’ll get you some clothes and stuff.”


  I hadn’t even thought about the fact that everything I owned now consisted of this stupid blue and white dress and matching heels.


  “I didn’t lose everything,” I replied. “Trust me, I thought I’d lost everything before. This is just stuff. It could have been so much worse.” I reached across the armrest between us, grabbing Matt’s hand and holding on tight. “Thank you for saving my life.”


  He nodded, squeezing my fingers, something about the sight of our linked hands making me feel as though everything was all right in my world, even as the walls crumbled down around us.


  He hadn’t been kidding about the hotel.


  It was rough, in a part of D.C. I’d certainly never been to, and if I hadn’t had big, strong, beard-sporting, six-two, Army badass Matt with me, I probably would have been just as scared over my chances of getting randomly knifed as I was about the odds that whoever had blown up my apartment was still out there trying to kill us.


  I followed Matt into the cramped room, a strange odor in the air that I didn’t even want to name, feeling like my life had taken a surreal turn somewhere along the way.


  “Is your back okay?” Matt asked. “You hit the concrete pretty hard. I tried to protect your head, but you probably have some scrapes.”


  My back, like the rest of my body, felt completely numb. I didn’t know if it was shock or what, but it was as if I was floating through this evening, as though everything had happened to someone else. Just a few hours earlier, I’d been at work writing a report on Syrian intelligence, preparing for dinner with my parents, and now I was here, in hiding, trying to keep from being killed. It was times like these when I wished my skills had been in covert affairs and not analysis. My job training would have served me well.


  I sat on the edge of the bed while Matt grabbed the first-aid kit, his movements confident and clearly rote. How many times had he patched himself up? How many nights did he spend in places like this, hiding and fearing for his life?


  The mattress sunk down as Matt joined me on the bed, his big body behind me, his presence reassuring. His hands came up to my nape, dragging the zipper down my dress, his knuckles brushing against my bare skin just above my bra strap. I shivered beneath his touch, his lips following his fingers to press soft kisses along my skin in a line down my spine.


  “You have a few scrapes, but it isn’t terrible,” he murmured. “I’m going to put some peroxide on them to clean them out and then I’ll use an antibiotic cream.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Does it hurt?”


  I shook my head. “I’m not sure I feel much of anything right now.”


  “Your body is probably in shock. It happens. It’ll wear off eventually.”


  It felt like I’d been in shock since he came back from the dead; this was starting to feel normal. Everything else felt like the anomaly.


  I heard Matt opening the kit, rifling around for what he needed.


  “This’ll probably sting a bit.”


  His fingers grazed my skin again, his touch gentle.


  “How did you know? Back in my apartment, how did you know that we shouldn’t go up there? Does that happen to you a lot?”


  He didn’t answer me for a moment as he dabbed at my back.


  “Sometimes. Sometimes I sense danger and it’s nothing at all.”


  I could hear the frustration in his voice, could feel the tension vibrating from him now. Part of me wanted to back down, knew this was a can of worms that probably shouldn’t be opened with everything else we faced, but we’d always been able to talk about everything. Our relationship had been built on our friendship, so nothing had ever been off-limits or too difficult to share. He needed to talk to someone, and as far as I knew, I was the person he was closest to. I hadn’t lived through the things he had, and I didn’t know what it was like to watch your friends die before you, but I knew him, and I couldn’t sit by while this ate at him, not when I thought that I could help. He needed someone to listen to him, someone to take some of the burden off of his shoulders and give him somewhere to lean.


  “You had a moment back there, didn’t you?” I asked, not sure how else to describe it.


  He swallowed, his hand on my back still. “Yeah.”


  I paused, waiting to see if he’d share more, wondering if he was ready to let me in.


  “I can’t control it. Don’t know when it’s going to come on. Usually stress is a trigger. Sometimes everything will be calm and then something will happen, something that reminds me of what it was like in Afghanistan, and I’m back again. It can be as simple as opening a door with bells on it, and instead of walking into a coffee shop, I feel like I’m in a market somewhere, the people pushing into me, unable to see where the attack is coming from.


  “I can be having a perfectly normal day, and then I’ll hear a car backfire or kids setting off firecrackers, and suddenly I’m right back there, my friends being shot around me, bullets tearing through my flesh.”


  I held my breath, tears welling up in my eyes as he described the fear he lived with, the uncertainty of it all. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for him to carry that around with him. I’d always looked up to him; with the age difference between us he’d always been a heroic figure in my life, someone I viewed as capable of anything. But now? His strength astounded me. Not because he seemed capable of anything, but because he’d survived everything. He’d lived through a hell that was unimaginable, sacrificed his life for his country, and still he fought with honor and dignity. He was a hero whether he recognized it or not.


  Matt’s fingers swept across my skin again, the medicinal smell of the antibiotic cream filling my nostrils.


  “Don’t feel sorry for me.” He said the words like a warning.


  “I don’t,” I sort-of lied, not exactly sure how to describe the feelings inside of me. I didn’t feel sorry for him exactly, just an ache in my breast that seemed tied to the hurt inside him. I wanted to treat his wounds as he did mine, knowing his were the kind that couldn’t be eased with a simple balm.


  “You know you can talk to me,” I added. “Always. I wish you had more of a support network, wish you could reach out to guys who’d been through some of the things you have. I’m sorry that was taken from you, sorry everything is so fucked up. I know I’m not ideal, but I do want you to know that I’m here for you. Anything you need. Always.”


  He stroked my back above the scrapes he’d treated, his voice raw. “I know.”


  I shifted on the bed so we stared at each other, my dress gaping open in the back. I lifted both of my hands to his face, cupping his cheeks, the scratchy hair on his face now familiar. My thumbs darted out and traced his cheekbones, running over the lines that had popped up on his skin in the years apart, the ridges that spoke to the life he’d lived in my absence. He closed his eyes, his dark lashes fanning down as I stroked his face, my thumb sweeping over his full lips.


  “I love you,” I whispered. “I never stopped loving you. I will always love you.”


  Matt shuddered in my embrace, and then his eyes fluttered open and the look there knocked me back.


  He’d always had the most expressive eyes and I’d always been able to look at him and know what he was thinking, what he wanted, how he felt. Since he’d come back into my life, his gaze had changed; it was more guarded now, those dark depths filled with secrets that at times felt like he shut me out.


  Not anymore.


  All of the love I had once seen in his eyes reflected back at me like a mirror into my own soul.


  “I love you, too,” he groaned. His hands threaded through my hair, holding me in place. “Always.” His mouth came down on mine, his lips devouring me, his tongue sliding inside.


  We moved together, a crazy tangle of limbs, until Matt was on his back on the bed and I straddled him. His teeth nipped at my bottom lip, sucking it into his mouth, laving the bite with his tongue. My nipples pebbled, a pulse starting between my legs—a low, throbbing beat that demanded to be filled.


  Matt reached for the shoulder of my dress, the unzipped back causing it to slip down my arm, then he slid the other side off my skin, a trail of goose bumps rising in his wake.


  I curled into his touch, wanting his hands and mouth on me, needing to let go for a moment.


  His eyes darkened as his gaze locked on my lacy bra, his hands coming behind me to unhook the clasp, and then he dragged the lace from my body until I rode him, my breasts bare, my dress bunched around my hips. There was something about the contrast of it that spiked my arousal—the dress I’d worn to try to be the proper girl I’d never been, and the fact that I was naked, my clit aching with need as I rubbed myself over his denim-clad cock, the hard ridge there doing so many things for the wet heat pooling between my legs.


  “You look like a good girl gone bad,” he whispered, his voice husky, his big hands cupping my breasts, his thumbs tweaking my nipples, his mouth nipping at the curve between my neck and shoulder.


  I bit back a moan.


  “My dirty fucking girl.”


  Yes.


  I arched forward, pressing my breasts into his hands, wanting it rougher, harder, wanting to indulge the explosion building inside of me.


  His mouth came down on my nipple, sucking hard, the scrape of his teeth sending another wave of desire through me.


  “More,” I demanded.


  “More what?” he asked, goading me on, an edge to his voice as he pushed me harder.


  I threw my head back, rubbing myself over him, enjoying the hell out of the ride. “Everything. I just want to forget everything. Just for a little bit.”


  His hand fisted in my hair, pulling my head back, offering my body up, and then his hand slid down, cupping my ass, pulling me closer to him, his hips rocking forward. He squeezed my hipbone, his fingers digging into my ass, a shiver sliding down my spine.


  So good.


  I reached between us, fumbling for the button of his jeans, dragging the zipper down. I stroked him through his boxers, freeing his cock through the slit in the fabric, pumping up and down while he jerked in my hand.


  “Take off your thong.”


  God. I loved when he got all growly like this, loved when he took control. I wasn’t exactly the kind of girl who let him get the upper hand very often, but considering how amazing Matt was in bed, in this instance I was happy to oblige.


  I released him, the lace sliding down my hips until I was naked and exposed. I kicked my thong off and positioned my body over his again, biting down on my lip as my clit rubbed against his rock-hard cock. A tremor slid down my spine, my nipples tightening at the friction between my legs, a spark igniting inside me.


  His fingers found me, stroking me, siding through all of my wetness until he’d slipped inside me, his fingers filling me, pumping in and out, dragging against my inner walls, each touch sending another shudder through my body, his thumb on my clit as I rode his hand.


  My eyes slammed closed, my head falling back as I gave myself over completely to the pleasure, as he pulled my orgasm out of me, thread by thread, until I was wholly unraveled.


  He groaned. “You look so hot like that. So fucking hot.”


  I rubbed myself over him, again and again, the friction electric, and then I couldn’t take it anymore, the need to come overpowering all else. I gripped the base of his cock, settling myself over him, sliding down, the tip of him teasing my slit. I sank down, the movement slow, little by little, teasing him until he growled in frustration and his big hands settled on either side of my hips and yanked me down, filling me completely, stretching my body to accommodate his.


  It was good. It was fast. It was hard.


  He held on to my hips as I rode him, my dress bunched at the waist, feeling like I defiled the last stupid thing that tied me to the Reynolds name as I fucked the man I fought to keep alive, to keep safe from my father’s greed.


  Suddenly, Matt’s hands left my hips, tangling in my hair, pulling my head down to his, our mouths connecting with a kiss, so that when I came, the words “I love you,” were lost somewhere between our lips.


  Chapter Nineteen


  
    Initial reports indicate that the explosion in Kate Reynolds’s apartment was the result of faulty wiring and not foul play. Luckily, no one was injured. While we’re relieved to hear that Kate is okay, rumor has it that the police would still like to speak with her. But where is she?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  We woke the next morning, our limbs tangled together, our hands and lips following. If not for the gun on the nightstand, we could have been a normal couple.


  We stayed in bed for a little longer than we probably should have, as though we both wanted to cling to the remnants of our time together last night rather than facing all that had happened before. But eventually we couldn’t stall anymore, and we both got out of bed, showering and dressing quickly. I put the blue and white dress on again, doing the best I could with the meager toiletries.


  I called in sick to work, leaving a message on my boss’s answering machine explaining that there had been a problem in my apartment and I needed the day off. It seemed stupid to worry about work now, but Matt suggested I cover all bases. I called Blair and Jackie, asking them to meet us at our hotel. I’d talked to both of them last night; they’d been frantic after reading about the explosion on Capital Confessions. I’d tried to keep Blair and Gray from coming down to D.C., figuring they’d had enough work absences due to my drama lately, but Blair had insisted. She’d promised to bring me some clothes to wear so I wouldn’t look ridiculous swimming in Matt’s shorts and T-shirt when the dress finally ran out of uses.


  “You ready for this?” Matt asked, squeezing my shoulder.


  “Do I have a choice? We’re here whether we want to be or not.”


  “I know. Just remember that they love you; they’re worried about you. They just want to help. It’ll be okay.”


  “I know. I just don’t want them to get hurt. This thing is already such a mess; I couldn’t live with myself if I put my sisters in danger.”


  “They’ll be okay. No one ever needs to know they’re involved. I promise.”


  I smiled despite the stress raging through my body, remembering how many times he’d promised me something, how many times I’d leaned on him throughout my life. When we were younger, he’d been my support, but while I’d loved him and tried to be everything I could to him, I realized that he had always been too old, too experienced, and I’d still been figuring out who I was. We hadn’t been equals; we’d been friends, but I’d always needed him in a way that he hadn’t needed me. But now, with the time that had passed between us, with the lives we’d lived in the interim, we’d become a team in a way we’d never been before. I liked knowing that it wasn’t just him taking care of me anymore, that we could take care of each other.


  “I love you,” I whispered.


  He smiled, his eyes going all melty and soft. “I love you, too.”


  I’d never get tired of hearing that, never take for granted the fact that we’d found each other.


  A knock sounded at the door. I tensed.


  Matt released me with a reassuring squeeze, striding over and checking the peephole, his body poised for battle, gun in hand.


  “It’s them.”


  He opened the door and Blair and Jackie crossed over the threshold, Will and Gray in tow, worry etched all over their faces.


  “How are you?” Blair asked, enfolding me in a tight hug, the familiar scent of Chanel wafting over me. “Are you okay?”


  I nodded. “For the most part, yeah.”


  Tears welled up in her eyes. “I can’t believe he would do this.”


  “He’s pretty pissed at me. He drew a line in the sand, and I chose the other side.”


  Blair’s gaze connected with Jackie. “Yeah, us too. We’re here for whatever you need.” She gestured to where Gray stood carrying two enormous suitcases. “We brought you clothes and some other stuff I thought you might want. And I wrote down anything I could remember from our childhood, anything that might help pinpoint his whereabouts in the past.”


  “Thank you.”


  “And I brought files,” Jackie announced, sliding in between Blair and me and giving me a quick hug. She waved a flash drive in the air in one hand and a file folder in another. “This is everything I’ve collected on him over the years—clippings, some of my old Capital Confessions posts.” She grinned. “I even got Mitch to spill some dirt.”


  Mitch Anders had not only managed Will’s state senate campaign, but also my father’s campaigns in the early years.


  “And yes, I realize this looks a little stalkerish,” Jackie continued, “but if you’re going to go to war, you have to be prepared.”


  The expression on her face was bloodthirsty at best, and whatever guilt I’d felt at involving her abated a bit at the steely glint in her eyes.


  Gray and Will came over, giving me hugs before exchanging some kind of man-greeting with Matt, which seemed to consist of communicating a lot without saying anything at all. I figured they were just as worried about all of this, their connection to my sisters thrusting them into a world I wasn’t sure you could be equipped to deal with if you hadn’t grown up in it. Will came from a background similar to ours, but his family genuinely seemed nice and supportive. We were something else entirely.


  Matt stepped away from the group and wrapped his arm around my shoulder, holding me against him tightly. “Thank you guys for coming to help. We really appreciate it. We couldn’t do this without you.”


  Blair tried to smile, but I could see the tension in her eyes, fear and worry etched all over her face. “It’s what sisters do.”


  Jackie nodded. “He spawned all of us, didn’t he? No way you’re going through this alone.”


  God, I loved my sisters.


  I felt badly about what they were going through, but I had to believe that this was just temporary. That when this ended and Matt and I left, their lives would go back to normal. They’d both fought hard to get to where they were now, and they deserved to be free of this mess.


  Everyone sat down, the look on Blair’s and Will’s faces priceless. I knew Jackie and Gray came from pretty humble backgrounds, so I figured the state of the hotel room wasn’t that shocking to them. But Blair and Will had definitely never roughed it in a place like this, and despite the seriousness of everything going on around us, I had to bite back a smile.


  “So what’s the plan?” Blair asked after she’d dusted off the desk chair with a notepad, taking the lead as she had so many times throughout our childhood. She wasn’t loud by nature, and frequently people assumed that meant she was shy and thought they could walk all over her, but the reality was that Blair was way bossier than I was. She was just quiet about it, whereas I wasn’t quiet about much.


  “First off, I didn’t exactly tell you everything before. Here’s what’s going on.”


  I went through Matt’s ambush in Afghanistan—midway through the story he squeezed my hand and I knew he appreciated me telling the story rather than making him share his loss with everyone. I explained how I’d heard our fathers talking afterward and that I’d become suspicious that our father was involved.


  Matt took over for a bit and talked about his life after he left Afghanistan, giving a brief overview without sharing too many details.


  Then I brought them up to speed on the packages I’d begun receiving in the mail, the information they’d contained, and my own investigation into Matt’s death and our father’s potential involvement. Blair paled when I recounted the break-in and how Matt and I had been reunited, and as we went through the mugging and all the documents that had been lost. Matt told them about his trip back to Afghanistan and his source at Intech, explaining our suspicions about his father’s death, while I had the dubious honor of recounting my attempted larceny and subsequent showdown with our father.


  We dined on a main course of death, treason, and betrayal. For dessert, we had explosives and attempted filicide.


  “So now you’re up to speed,” I finished, four horrified faces staring back at me.


  “What do you need?” Jackie asked.


  “Proof. We need the kind of proof that can’t be swept under the rug, that he can’t evade. We have pieces, but we don’t have evidence; we don’t have anything that will tie him to the deaths and everything else. He has connections everywhere; we have to shine a light on what he’s done so that no matter who he calls in, it’s too big for even him to cover up.”


  Gray frowned. “Okay, I get that, but let’s say you get proof. What’s next? Treason is extremely difficult, if not nearly impossible to prove. It’s not even prosecuted often. The burden is too high and in this case, I don’t see how you’ll meet it. Are you going after a murder charge? Several murder charges? What’s your endgame here?”


  “I don’t know.” I sighed. “I don’t know how much proof will be enough, don’t exactly know what I’m looking for, I just know we need more. We need something to tie him to this.”


  “Kate and I are going to meet with my father’s former employee tonight,” Matt added. “He’s the final link that I can think of. I’m going to press him harder, see if I can get him to turn over any proof or other details he might have.”


  “Is that really safe?” Blair interjected.


  “It’s not ideal, but I’m not leaving her by herself. She’s safer with me than she is on her own.”


  I figured no one was going to argue with that point considering he looked scary intense right now. It was interesting to see him like this, utterly consumed by the mission. I’d seen so many versions of him throughout my life, and I loved each and every one of them. We’d grown up together, and even in the time when we’d been apart, we’d still become people who complemented each other, despite how much our experiences had differed.


  “So let’s say you get proof. What happens then?” Blair asked, concern in her voice.


  This was the hard part.


  I took a deep breath. “We have to leave. We’ve talked about it, and even if we pin this to our father, this goes deeper than him. There will still be people out there who could be after us. We wouldn’t be safe. The world thinks Matt is dead, and right now it seems like the best thing is for him to stay that way.”


  Blair’s gaze met mine. “And you?”


  “Even if I wasn’t involved in this, even if I could get out, do you think I’d leave him?”


  A moment passed between us and I waited for the fight, for Blair to try to convince me that I was making a mistake, for her to do her big-sister thing, but instead she just nodded, her hand finding Gray’s, and I realized that somewhere along the way, even through the rough patches, our relationship had changed. I’d been afraid that I’d ruined everything between us with my involvement in Capital Confessions, but I realized now that we’d both grown up and become better versions of ourselves. Sometimes it took some shaking up to realize what mattered most and who you should cling to.


  “Where will you guys go?” Jackie asked.


  “It’s probably better if you don’t know,” Matt answered, exchanging another one of those looks with Will and Gray. “We can work out a system to keep in touch—burner phones or something. I’ve used them before and they can be secure.”


  “So we’ll never see each other again?” Blair asked. “This is just it?”


  “I don’t know,” I answered, pain in my chest. “Maybe this will blow over. Maybe someone will nail him and everyone involved. But I don’t know what to do anymore.”


  “We might be able to meet in neutral locations once this blows over,” Matt added. “We’re going to need to assume new identities. With Kate’s notoriety in D.C., coming back to town really isn’t an option anymore.” He grimaced. “And time is running out. Things are escalating dramatically with the explosion. The longer we stay in town, the more dangerous it becomes. I want to meet with this guy and then leave in the next couple of days.”


  “Are you going to your father’s funeral?” Blair asked.


  In all of the chaos, I hadn’t thought about the fact that his father’s funeral was today. It would be largely attended by the D.C. political elite, frequent inhabitants of the society pages, and the Forbes list. My father would be there, shaking hands. Hell, he’d probably deliver the eulogy.


  Matt shook his head. “Wasn’t planning on it. Kind of hard to do when you’re dead.”


  “You aren’t that recognizable with the beard.” Blair smiled. “Besides, I have a feeling you have some tricks up your sleeve when it comes to altering your appearance.”


  “I said my good-byes a long time ago. There’s nothing left for me there anymore.”


  “Your mother’s there.”


  “I don’t exactly have anything to offer her, either. I’m not who I was and I can never be him again. She’ll be fine. She has friends, has her own life. She doesn’t need me.”


  I was probably the only one who picked up on the way he ran the words together, as though he wanted to put as much distance as possible between himself and his family. He had so many emotions swirling around inside of him, and his parents were yet another wound that wasn’t quite patched up.


  “Let’s get started,” I interjected, wanting to save Matt from having to talk about this any longer. As much as I knew he hadn’t come to any kind of resolution or peace where his family was concerned, I wasn’t sure going to his father’s funeral was the answer either.


  Sometimes you had to break ties with the people who had hurt you in order to find peace. Sometimes it wasn’t the family you were born to, but the one you created that carried you through the rough patches. So I sat with the five people I considered my family and somehow, despite the chaos surrounding us, we laughed as we plotted and schemed a way out of the life I’d been born into.


  Chapter Twenty


  
    A crime wave has taken Washington D.C. by storm. We’re shocked by the rash of muggings and murders hitting D.C.’s elite. Is the heat spiking the crime wave or are there more nefarious forces at work?


    Police found the body of a man …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Matt


  Blair’s comment about my father’s funeral stayed with me throughout most of the day as we went through the research Jackie had done, as Blair and Kate brainstormed for anything they could remember from their childhood that would help connect their father to Afghanistan, as we all attempted to figure out what our next move should be. The comment stayed with me after they left, and Kate and I dressed for the meeting, as I armed her and went over gun safety with her.


  My mind should have been entirely on the task at hand, but instead it kept drifting … to memories of my childhood, the few times my father and I had bonded over one of my soccer games, the first time he’d ever taken me to his office and I’d seen where he worked and declared that one day I wanted to be just like him.


  Maybe I should have gone to his funeral. I could have slipped in like I’d slipped into the house the night he was killed, could have managed a disguise. But I hadn’t. I didn’t feel like I was Matt Ryan anymore, like his life was mine. There was Kate, the thread between the two versions of us, and then just … nothing. And at the same time, miraculously, I didn’t feel lost anymore. It was as though hanging on to her was enough for now.


  I didn’t know what my future entailed, didn’t know what kind of job I’d settle into, couldn’t really see beyond getting out of this mess we were in. But I was happy. I loved her. And even though our future looked nothing like the future we’d imagined when we were kids, it felt right. As though just having her by my side was enough. I wished I could have given her the things we’d once had, but even as the thought entered my mind, I remembered that this was Kate. She’d never cared about that stuff before, and somehow I couldn’t imagine her caring now.


  “You’re distracted,” she murmured, no judgment in her tone, just the gentle prodding she seemed to have adopted around me.


  I parked the car near the Lincoln Memorial, checking my watch. I opened my mouth to tell her that I wasn’t, but the truth came out instead.


  “Yeah, I am. A bit. Sorry.”


  “Was it what Blair said about your father’s funeral?”


  I nodded. She knew me too well to bother pretending otherwise.


  “I’m sorry about that. I think it’s the older sister thing; she doesn’t mean to pry, but she can’t help wanting to make everyone’s lives better. I wouldn’t take it personally. You’re handling this the best way you can.”


  “I’m not upset with Blair; I guess I just keep wondering if she was right—if I should have gone to my father’s funeral. I don’t know. I keep thinking about how he died, how he did try to do the right thing even if his methods were wrong and it was too little too late.”


  “It’s okay to mourn him, to wish things had turned out differently.”


  “I guess. I just feel like I don’t really know who I am anymore, like I really did die in Afghanistan. They’re my parents, but they’re basically strangers. I feel like a completely different person. The guy I was before wouldn’t have been able to live this life.”


  “Maybe you became who you needed to be in order to get through the things that happened to you.”


  “Maybe.” I squeezed her hand. “I love you.”


  “I love you, too.”


  We sat there for a moment, and then I checked my watch again, leaving my past where it belonged. “Ready to get some answers?”


  “Let’s do it.”


  We got out of the car, armed to the teeth beneath our clothes, heading toward the Lincoln Memorial. I kept an eye on our surroundings, my hand linked with Kate’s.


  It was busy tonight, tourists clearly taking advantage of the warm weather. We sidestepped a group of kids playing on the sidewalk, our strides eating up the pavement. I didn’t like the crowds, didn’t like how difficult the space was to contain. I would have chosen a more private location, but our source was jittery as fuck so he’d only been willing to meet in public. I hoped that the patrols of the memorial would at least deter any attacks. We’d taken the most circuitous route possible to get here, doing everything we could to ensure that we weren’t being followed.


  We neared the memorial, the building lit up against the D.C. night sky. Kate’s grip on my hand tightened.


  We milled through the groups of people talking and laughing, my heart racing a bit each time they came too close. I fucking hated crowds.


  Kate squeezed my hand, closing the distance between us, as though her presence could chase my demons away.


  “So what does this guy look like?” she murmured, her gaze scanning the memorial much as mine did.


  “He’s tall. Caucasian. Big. Forty-ish. Dark hair cropped close to his head. Dark eyes. He has a tattoo on his arm.”


  “Where did you guys agree to meet?”


  “Near the statue.”


  We walked up the steps, my body tense.


  “Do you feel okay?” Kate asked, and I knew what she was really asking was, “Does it feel like the last time?”


  I jerked my head in a nod, sweeping the crowd, hoping he’d actually show. My gaze ran over a couple holding hands, a family—one of the kids crying—a group of friends taking pictures, a guy in jeans and a black T-shirt. I froze.


  “He’s here.”


  I glanced around again, my chest tightening at the clusters of people. Clusters were not good. Clusters meant hiding spots, opportunities to blend, motherfucking danger.


  “It’s okay, Matt,” Kate murmured, her voice low, soothing. She tugged on my hand. “It’s going to be okay.”


  I didn’t have it in me to be embarrassed by the fact that she could tell I was close to losing my shit. I was too grateful to her for calming me. I didn’t know how to explain it, but it was like she pulled me out of whatever hell I spiraled into, reminding me of the here and now, of the need to protect her and keep her safe at all costs.


  We walked toward my father’s employee, his gaze drifting over the crowds much like mine had until he settled on us and he jerked his head in greeting, moving behind the statue of Lincoln. He was ex-military, and he moved with the methodical precision of someone who’d spent time in combat.


  I followed him, Kate in tow, nervous energy coursing through my body. I was ready to end this and move on.


  We faced off from each other.


  “I told you I couldn’t help you,” he said, his expression angry. “I’m not going to the authorities, not going to the media. I gave you everything I had.”


  I’d expected this.


  “We need more.”


  “No fucking way. I’ve been watching the news.” He jerked his head toward Kate. “I know who she is. I know how involved she is in all of this. I want no part of it.”


  Kate made a frustrated noise in her throat that almost sounded like a growl. I positioned myself between them, not wanting him looking at her, talking about her, and more than a little concerned that if provoked, there was a good chance Kate would go for the fucking jugular. She might have been a tamer version of herself with me, but I knew her well enough to know that her temper was about to explode.


  I opened my mouth to speak, when suddenly I saw a flash of light across his face. I froze, my gaze narrowing, everything tunneling to that red dot dancing on his forehead. There was a second when its presence seemed incongruous, and then I knew.


  “Get down,” I shouted, my body connecting with Kate’s as I knocked her to the ground. I heard the gunshot and then the world exploded into chaos.


  Kate


  For the second time in as many days, I ended up on the ground, staring up at Matt’s face. This time he didn’t look scared or panicked, he looked like he was going to burn the house down.


  “Are you okay? They didn’t hit you, did they?”


  I shook my head, the feeling I was becoming all too familiar with—panic and terror and adrenaline—swirling inside me. I looked down at my body, running my hands over my torso, my palms coming away red and wet.


  Oh god. Oh god.


  It wasn’t mine.


  “Were you hit?” I asked, panic in my voice.


  Matt shook his head.


  “What happened?”


  “Sniper. We need to move. Now.”


  “What happened to …”


  Oh my god. The lifeless eyes of the man we’d just been talking to stared back at me. Nausea rose as I stared at the blood, the gaping wound, the parts of his body spilling out …


  “Don’t look at him. Look at me,” Matt demanded.


  Another shot rang out around us. Screams erupted around the memorial.


  “Do exactly what I do,” Matt shouted.


  I nodded, my breath hitching, heart racing.


  “Kate.”


  “Y—Yes?” My teeth chattered together, my limbs ice.


  “You can do this. We have to run.”


  He jerked me to my feet and I stumbled. His arms came around my body, steadying me, holding me up. We took off running, his hand pulling me along. Around us people screamed and cried, the pandemonium giving us the cover we needed. The police were on the scene, but for the moment the attention was definitely on the body lying on the ground, and capturing the shooter, rather than on us.


  My muscles ached as we ran, my legs little more than wet noodles. I was so going to freak the fuck out whenever we stopped running.


  “Where are we going?” I asked, my body doubling over to catch my breath as soon as we’d gotten far enough away. Matt might be in peak physical shape, but even though I worked out, there was running and then there was running for your life. Clearly one thing did not necessarily prepare you for the other.


  “Metro. We need to leave the car.”


  “Are we going back to the hotel?”


  “Right now, I can’t think of a better place to go. We don’t have any evidence that they know where we were staying. They could have been following him.”


  God, it was like I couldn’t breathe. I kept trying to drag in air, fire burning through my chest.


  “Can you run a little longer? They’ll shut down the surrounding metro stations. We need to get farther away.”


  I nodded, even though that was kind of a lie. If the fucking sniper didn’t kill me, Matt’s running might.


  “Are you okay?” I asked, surprised he was keeping it together as well as he was. I was the one who was utterly terrified and ready to completely lose it.


  “Yeah. I am. I’ll be a lot better when we’re somewhere safe. Ready?”


  Fuck. Fine.


  “Yes.”


  We ran to the point where I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to walk tomorrow. I worried we looked suspicious, but no seemed to be paying us very much attention. Besides, I guessed by the way we were dressed we could have looked like a couple going out for a run at night. The blood blended in with my dark clothes, and if you didn’t look too closely—which, thank god, no one did—you wouldn’t spot it.


  The image of that man’s dead body, his lifeless eyes, the blood pouring from him, kept flashing before my eyes until finally I couldn’t take it anymore.


  I leaned over the sidewalk and heaved, the lunch we’d eaten in the hotel room with Blair, Gray, Jackie, and Will coming out all over the grass.


  Matt was behind me immediately, pulling my hair away from my face, his arm wrapped around my waist, cradling me in the curve of his embrace. His hand stroked my back, his touch soothing.


  “Sorry,” I gasped, feeling disgusting, tears threatening, my entire body nearing collapse.


  He cupped my face, his gaze intent. “There’s nothing to apologize for. Your reaction is totally normal. We just need to get out of here. A little bit longer and then we’ll be safe back in the hotel,” he urged.


  I nodded, my eyes welling up. “I’ve never seen someone die before,” I whispered, feeling like an asshole after everything he’d been through, but wanting to give him some explanation for why I was completely losing my shit. “His blood …” My voice broke, another wave of nausea threatening.


  Matt didn’t answer me, he just put his arms around me, gathering me in his embrace, his hands in my hair, our bodies plastered against each other as he whispered in my ear, telling me he loved me, telling me it would be okay, giving me the support I needed to keep going.


  I was shaking by the time we got back to the hotel, my tenuous grip on whatever strength had carried me this far failing me now.


  I couldn’t imagine what I would have done without Matt. He ushered me into the room, his tone calm.


  “Let’s get you into the shower, okay? You’ll feel better once you’re cleaned up.”


  Considering I’d run in the August heat and thrown up, not to mention the blood on me, I figured it was all up from here.


  I nodded, surprised to see that my hand trembled, my legs buckling beneath me.


  Matt began taking off my clothes, his touch more soothing than sexual.


  “The shock will wear off soon. I promise.”


  When I was naked, he sat me down on the bed, stripping off his clothes and setting them in a heap on the floor. He led me into the bathroom, his hands on my shoulders guiding me toward the shower, giving me the support I needed to hold myself together.


  Matt turned on the shower spray, and I walked in, lifting my face up to the falling water, closing my eyes, feeling clean for the first time all night. I felt him behind me, giving me the space I needed along with the reassurance I craved.


  I saw a man die. He’d bled on me. We’d almost died. Again.


  My body shook, my heart pounding as the first sob escaped, then the next one. Matt reached out and held me as I cried, comforting me, the water running down my body, washing away all of the ugliness that surrounded us. When I was finished, long after my tears had subsided and the water began to cool, he kissed me, his mouth replacing my pain with pleasure.


  We came together, our bodies finding comfort in this moment, in the break from all of the craziness and fear. Our last lead was dead, we’d had two attempts on our lives, and it seemed more and more like getting out of town was our only option.


  We deserved this. Needed it. So we took it, disappearing into each other for the moment, lingering in it, gathering our strength before we had to disappear for good.


  Chapter Twenty-one


  
    The funeral of Intech founder and CEO, James Ryan, was widely attended by Washington’s power players …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  We met at our hotel again, Gray and Blair still in D.C., trying to regroup, attempting to figure out what came next. I was on my second day of calling in sick to work, leaving another message on my boss’s answering machine, and I had a feeling I was pretty much fired anyway. Hopefully, when we did run, the CIA wouldn’t bother coming after us. I was a low-level employee and my security clearance was the lowest access level at the Agency. I wasn’t exactly a threat to national security.


  “So we’re back where we started. We don’t have any proof.” Matt grimaced. “He killed my entire unit, tried to kill me, killed my father and god knows who else, and he’s just going to get away with it.”


  No one spoke. He wasn’t wrong.


  Matt’s jaw clenched. “How is this possible? How is there nothing we can use to incriminate him? To see him tried for his crimes?”


  “He’s good at covering his tracks. He always has been,” Jackie interjected, anger threading through her voice. “I’ve tried for years. The best I could do at Capital Confessions was take some shine off of his reputation. But I could never actually find something to pin on him.”


  That was the thing about people like my father. They were slippery as fuck.


  I looked at the circle; five grim faces stared back at me. No one wanted to see him win, but it felt like David going up against Goliath. How did you take down someone who had more money and power than you could ever dream of?


  You didn’t.


  “What are you guys going to do?” Blair asked.


  Matt shook his head. “I don’t know. We need to get out of town.”


  We’d been prepared for this. Part of me didn’t even mind it. The leaving, at least. But not like this. I wasn’t going to run with my tail tucked between my legs. If we were going to leave, then it was going to be on our terms. I was going to light a match and burn this motherfucker down.


  We needed to hit him where it hurt, to find the one chink in his armor …


  Oh my god.


  “What if we didn’t need proof?” The idea slowly took root. It wasn’t the perfect solution, but it was better than nothing. It was something we could cling to.


  “What do you mean?” Jackie asked.


  “What if we didn’t need to prove what he did? What if we just needed to make it look like there was something suspicious there? We don’t necessarily need to connect the dots; we just need to prove that there are dots to connect. Let the authorities investigate him. Let public opinion condemn him.”


  “Yeah, but we don’t know who he has on his payroll,” Blair pointed out. “What if we take this to the FBI or something, and then they just bury it? How do we know who we can trust?”


  She had a point there. I thought about what we knew, how my father operated, mentally discarding options …


  “So we don’t go to the authorities.” My gaze met Jackie’s. “We know one person that we can trust. One person who isn’t afraid to print things about our father. One person who has the kind of audience to shine a light on this whole thing, to garner the level of attention we need. The kind that will ruin his career.”


  Her gaze narrowed speculatively, and then her lips curved into a smile, ruthless and beautiful. “You want to use Capital Confessions. You think Sean will do it.”


  Sean Dell was the editor of Capital Confessions, and while the man wasn’t exactly trustworthy under normal circumstances, Jackie had been his best blogger for years, and even though he didn’t show it in a touchy-feely sort of way, I did genuinely believe he had a sliver of a slightly soft spot for Jackie. We’d both provided him with information and some of his biggest stories, so in a way he owed us. Especially Jackie. Besides, the man would sell his grandmother for a good story, and this one had all the markings of the ultimate scandal—plus he’d get an exclusive.


  “Don’t you?”


  “Yeah, I do,” Jackie answered. “He’ll have to be careful with how he handles the information, but that’s right up his alley.”


  Jackie and I grinned at each other, and I knew that whatever she’d decided when she quit Capital Confessions, there had always been a part of her that craved this. We were a bloodthirsty pair; maybe it was the genes.


  My gaze swept the rest of the group. I couldn’t read Matt, but Will and Gray looked resigned, as though it wasn’t their fight, but they would fight it anyway for the women they loved. They’d both had their dirty laundry aired in Capital Confessions, so I figured they had their reservations—justifiably so. Blair looked worried, and knowing my cautious sister like I did, I figured she was already thinking of all the ways this could backfire and blow up in our faces.


  And there were many.


  For a moment I just looked at my family, my sisters, the men they loved, and thought of the lives they’d built, the challenges they’d overcome. They had bright futures ahead of them, and as much as I knew they hated our father, it wasn’t their fight. Gray and Blair were just starting out, trying to put their baggage behind them. Will’s political future was huge, and Jackie had worked so hard to build her career in an industry that wouldn’t understand her involvement in chipping away at a prominent senator’s power. It would embarrass his party, possibly implicate some of his many political allies. It wasn’t worth it. She had way too much to lose.


  I didn’t.


  I enjoyed my job at the CIA, but it was just a job. No matter how this played out, we would never really feel safe if we stayed in town, if we didn’t shed our identities. And I knew that my father was just one crooked politician in a long line of many, but I needed to feel like all of this had meant something. That the years Matt and I had suffered had some purpose. I needed this.


  “I think you guys should sit this one out.”


  Jackie made a face. “Are you joking? After everything? I started this.”


  “I know.” My gaze shifted to Will. “If you get tied up in this, how is it going to look for Will’s political career?”


  She closed her eyes.


  “How’s it going to look for your career? You love what you do. You’re good at what you do. Really good. So is Will. You guys are already making a difference in this town. Don’t screw that up.”


  Jackie opened her eyes, and I saw the resignation there. “What about you?”


  I shrugged and my gaze connected with Matt’s. “I think I’m ready to try living in the shadows for a bit. I’ve done the spotlight thing and hated it. I’m never going to get to be ordinary. Never going to get to put this shit behind me. Neither one of us can. So instead of trying to force our future into something we can’t have, I’m going to go out on my terms.”


  Blair shook her head. “I don’t want all of this to be on you.”


  Gray squeezed her hand and I knew that in my absence, Blair would never be alone.


  “It is on me. I need you to accept that. Let me handle this. I’ll talk to Sean. I’ll leak the info. And then we’ll leave D.C.”


  “Are you sure about that?” Matt asked.


  “Yeah. I am.”


  Matt


  “Are you really going to go through with this?” I asked Kate after everyone had left, when we were alone in the hotel room, still trying to come to terms with her plan, with all that she was willing to risk and give up to be with me. “There might be another way.”


  If I were in her place, I’d do the same thing, no question. But it was still hard to be okay with it, to accept that she was going to be closing this chapter of her life and moving on to a future that was a giant unknown. She was putting everything on the line for us, and that scared me more than anything. What if she hated the life I had to offer her? What if we couldn’t stay safe?


  She shook her head. “There isn’t. You know that. We’ve looked at everything, and he’s always one step ahead of us, and if anything, he’s shown us that he’s not afraid to do whatever it takes to destroy us. We can’t win. This is the only way to try to make a difference. The only way to take him down.”


  “Even if it means we have to run?”


  She nodded. “I think it’s best. And I don’t really think of it as running. It’s the only play we have here. The only thing that makes sense. It’s just good strategy.”


  She was right. Even as I hated it for her, I saw the acceptance in her eyes and knew it was the only hope we had of having a future together.


  “I can work on getting our final documents together. New identities, passports, that sort of thing. Most of it should be complete by now.”


  “Have you thought about where you want to go?” she asked.


  “What do you think about Indonesia? Bali?”


  “Bali?”


  “Yeah.”


  She grinned. “That seems a little more like a vacation spot than somewhere we’d go on the run.”


  “It can be both. Our money will last there. We can get a little place, and it’ll be beautiful. I’m done staying in disgusting hovels. I lived on the run taking jobs that made my skin crawl, saving money for my future. I want to put down roots somewhere comfortable.” I squeezed her hand, shifting on the bed so that she lay on top of me. “Unless you want to reconsider things? It’ll be scary at times, and it’ll be rough.”


  “Is this the last time you’re going to ask me?” she asked with a grin.


  I laughed. “Fine. Sorry. Yes.”


  “I am completely sure. This’ll be good for us. I know it.”


  “Okay, then.”


  Kate leaned down, pressing her lips to mine. “I love you,” she whispered between our mouths.


  I found her hand, linking our fingers together. “I love you, too.”


  I reached up, tugging on the hem of her T-shirt, pulling it over her head. My hands drifted up to the clasp of her bra, fumbling with the hooks for a second before I stripped the fabric from her body.


  She stared down at me, a playful expression in her eyes that immediately had my dick hard. Or maybe that was just how good it felt to have her rocking over me.


  My hands came down to the button of her jeans.


  “You have entirely too many clothes on,” I murmured.


  I unbuttoned her pants and dragged the zipper down, tugging the denim off of her body. Kate moved away, shedding the remainder of her clothes, and then she was straddling me again, naked, bending forward to kiss me.


  My hand stroked down her back as we kissed, tracing the sharp line of her spine, cupping her ass, squeezing, my mouth drifting down to her neck, my teeth scraping the skin there. She shivered, her fingers reaching for the waistband of my boxers, pulling the fabric down. I lifted my hips to help her, until I was naked, my eyes slamming closed at the feel of her against me—slippery and wet. We rocked back and forth as Kate rubbed herself over me, again and again, her head thrown back, fucking gorgeous.


  A thin line of sweat formed on my brow, my hands clenching the sheets, the urge to slide into her tight heat nearly overwhelming. And then, as though she took pity on me, she reached between us, taking my cock in her hands and circling it, positioning her hips over me, sinking down slowly, the head teasing her entrance as she covered me in her arousal. Little by little, she lowered herself until she’d taken all of me, and then with my hand at her hip, she began to ride.


  We didn’t speak, didn’t do anything but give in to the sensations overtaking our bodies. When I came, I came hard, her body clinging to mine, my arms around her, and then Kate simply collapsed on top of me, her head resting on my chest, her lips over my heart, pressed against the initial I’d had etched there, all those years ago.


  Chapter Twenty-two


  
    Get ready for our biggest story yet …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  I strode into the Capital Confessions offices feeling like I was about to fire the opening shot in a war. This was it. Everything that had happened up until this point had led us here; this was my final showdown in the O.K. Corral.


  And yeah, I was nervous.


  Blair and Jackie had tried to come with me, but I’d been serious when I insisted that from here on out, this was my battle. I wasn’t going to let them risk more than they already had.


  I waited in front of Sean Dell’s secretary’s desk; her eyes had widened when I gave her my name and said that I didn’t have an appointment, but wanted to talk to him. I’d come armed with everything we had—every tawdry bit of information we’d amassed on my father’s past sins, the tenuous ties we could use to create questions about his involvement in Afghanistan and everything else. It wasn’t proof, but I’d seen what Sean could do with just the hint of scandal, and I had every bit of faith that he could bring the house down with just these scraps.


  His secretary returned, a smile on her face. “He’ll see you now.”


  I walked into his office, ready to connect the face with the man, the myth, the legend. When I’d given information to Capital Confessions in the past, I’d kept all of my interaction with him remote so we’d never actually met in person. My first impression was that he—and his office—were messy. It sort of looked like a bomb had gone off in the middle, and while I was by no means neat, I had no idea how he could work like that.


  He stood as I walked into the room, a wide smile and a predatory gleam in his eyes.


  “Kate Reynolds.”


  I nodded. “Sean Dell.”


  “It feels like we’ve had this appointment for a long time considering how many times we’ve dealt with each other over email. Not to mention my relationship with your sisters.”


  “Sister. We both know this isn’t Blair’s style.”


  He chuckled. “True. She’s the classy Reynolds, isn’t she?”


  “She is.”


  “And Jackie, though not an official Reynolds, is the ballsy one. So which one are you?”


  “I’m the one who’s going to give you the story of your life and make your career.”


  If he’d rubbed his hands together with glee, he wouldn’t have looked more eager than he did now. I’d second-guessed a lot of my decisions lately, questioned whether I really was doing the smart thing. But this? This felt like serendipity, like this man and I had been brought together for the revenge and justice I’d yearned to mete out for years.


  “Your father?”


  I nodded.


  “This is about that mysterious family feud, isn’t it? You’ve been estranged from your parents for what, three years now?”


  “Nearly four.”


  He gestured to the empty seat in front of his desk. “Sit.”


  I sat.


  “Is everything off the record?” he asked.


  “It’s whatever you want it to be. But I have a few conditions first.”


  “Okay.”


  “You keep my sisters out of it. Period. That’s nonnegotiable. You make it seem like I’m completely on my own. None of this touches them. And you keep them out of Capital Confessions.”


  “Your sisters are popular hits for the blog. That’s going to be a sticking point for me.”


  “You can have the first pictures and exclusive of Jackie’s wedding. She and Will are in agreement with that. After that, though, you back off of them. You’ve had enough of a focus on our family. Besides, with what I’m giving you, you’ll have enough to fill your coffers for a very long time. Right now you’re a big blog with a strong regional following, but no one outside of D.C., Virginia, and Maryland really gives a shit about the social stories you focus on because they don’t care about any of the players. We’re small fish to the rest of the country and world. Wouldn’t you rather focus on the power players? The information I’m about to give you will make Capital Confessions the go-to site on a much larger scale. You won’t need to blog about broken engagements and sex tapes with state senators.”


  Will was awesome, but it wasn’t like he was a major political player. Not yet, anyway.


  “What else do you want?”


  “There’s another person whose identity you have to promise to protect in this. I’m not going to tell you who until you promise, but that is another nonnegotiable for me. The biggest one.”


  “You just expect me to blindly agree to something without knowing what it is? Seriously?”


  “Yes.”


  “I can’t do that.”


  “Then I walk out and give someone else my story. I chose you because Jackie worked for you, because I’ve given you information in the past, because even though you screwed me with Blair, you aren’t afraid to take on Goliath, and quite frankly, that’s more important right now than the fact that you’re kind of a dick. But I can’t do this if I don’t trust you, and if you don’t make these guarantees, this won’t go any further.”


  “You sure you’re not overstating how big this is?”


  I met his gaze. “I don’t fuck around. I’ve read your posts lately. You’ve been following what’s happened in D.C. and Virginia—my mugging, James Ryan’s murder, the explosion in my apartment building, the shooting two days ago at the Lincoln Memorial. You’re a smart guy; you wouldn’t have gotten where you are if you weren’t. You know there’s something bigger at play here besides a stupid crime wave.”


  He hesitated, and I could see him mentally weighing it out, his greed and curiosity warring with each other until he gave me a nod and my heartbeat slowed.


  “Fine.”


  Thank god.


  I’d totally been bluffing. We didn’t have another option; there weren’t any other media sources that I knew well enough to trust. And I hadn’t been lying before—I didn’t necessarily trust him; he wasn’t really an honorable guy. But he was a guy whose behavior and motivations were predictable. If he was anything, he was consistent. The story mattered to him more than anything, and this was a hell of a story.


  “Can I record you?” he asked, opening his desk drawer.


  “Yes.”


  He pulled out a recorder and hit a series of buttons.


  “Is your father behind it?”


  I took a deep breath and got ready to bring the house down. “Yes.”


  “Do you have proof?”


  “Sort of.”


  His expression was skeptical. “What kind of sort of proof do you have?”


  So I started at the beginning and told him all of it—every single piece of information, everything that had happened to Matt and me—making him turn off the recorder when I spoke of Matt still being alive. I held nothing back. His eyes got wider and wider with each detail I gave him, as I tied my father to every single one of his crimes.


  It was a crazy story, the kind of story that if anyone else had sat in his office and made the same claims, he likely would have dismissed them as a crackpot. But he knew me and he knew Jackie, and this was one instance when my last name definitely worked in my favor.


  “In addition to all of that, I have stuff that’s been collected over the years on some of the less scrupulous sides of his dealings. It’s not as juicy as what I just gave you, and none of it is criminal, but none of it looks very good, either.”


  Sean leaned back in his chair, a gleam in his eyes. “That father of yours is a real sonofabitch, isn’t he?”


  “That he is.”


  “He know you have all of this? That you’re going to ruin him?”


  “Maybe. Probably. He’s been one step ahead of us the whole time, so if you’re going to move, you’re going to need to move fast.” I gestured toward the papers and recording. “And find somewhere safe to put that stuff. He isn’t afraid to get his hands dirty, and if you don’t leak it quickly, he’ll come after you, too.”


  Sean laughed. “Do you know how many death threats I get on a daily basis? How many times I’ve pissed off a heavy hitter? I have this.”


  “I know you do. That’s why I came to you. I’m just warning you not to underestimate him. I have several times and I’ve almost died in the process.”


  “Copy.”


  I hesitated. “Don’t screw me on this, either. I’m not my father’s daughter, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t take a hell of a lot of notes growing up in that house. I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty.”


  “Noted.”


  I rose from my seat, deciding this meeting was over. Matt and I were leaving D.C. tonight, and I still had to say my good-byes.


  “When will you have it up on the site?” I asked.


  He grinned. “It’s not enough to put them into the ground, you have to see it, too?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Let me get on the phone with my attorney, sort some stuff out. I’ll rush it. It’ll be up in time for the crowd to get home from work and log on to their computers.”


  “Good.”


  His gaze ran over me, his expression curious. “So what’s next for you? You can’t plan on sticking around after setting this city on fire.”


  “I don’t. I’m out of the game after this one.”


  “Smart play.”


  Only play.


  He hesitated and then he stood, extending his hand to me. Surprise filled me. I reached out and shook his hand as a weird sort of understanding passed between us.


  I’d always thought that Capital Confessions was a nuisance, occasionally a means to an end, but more than anything a giant pain in my ass and a threat to those I loved. But now I saw that we were all just part of the same machine, fighting our way through this town. It was more than broken engagements, gossip, and sex tapes. It was a rein on power, a source outside of the system of checks and balances that fought for a justice of sorts. It wasn’t perfect, and I certainly didn’t think Sean Dell was altruistic, but there was something to the work he did, shades of gray in a city that thrived there.


  He released my hand. “Good luck.”


  “Thank you.”


  “And tell your boyfriend I said thank you for his service. And his sacrifice.” He gave me a proud smile. “My son’s a Marine.”


  Tears welled up in my eyes, the words so unexpected, the emotion catching me off guard. I nodded and gave him a small smile, and then I turned, walking out of the Capital Confessions offices already feeling lighter. I hadn’t just dumped the files and years of dirt, it felt like I’d passed the baton on to someone else, and I knew without a doubt that Sean Dell wouldn’t let me down.


  I walked down the street, the need to take in my surroundings and look for potential threats now as familiar as breathing. I spotted Matt standing on the street corner waiting for me, his head covered in a baseball cap, his eyes obscured by dark sunglasses. He closed the distance between us, coming to greet me, his mouth tightened in a hard line.


  “How did it go?”


  “Well. He’s going to handle it. I told him everything. I trust him.”


  Matt let out a sigh of relief and it looked like his whole body relaxed. “Good.” He held his hand out to me. “Are you ready to go say good-bye?”


  I nodded, not sure I would ever be ready to say good-bye, but knowing it was the right thing anyway.


  I placed my hand in his, our fingers linked, and looked up, taking a moment to appreciate the D.C. skyline, the view of the Capitol shining in the sun, wondering if I would ever see it again.


  And then we went to say our good-byes.


  Chapter Twenty-three


  
    Senator Reynolds will have some questions to answer regarding his involvement …


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  Kate


  We met back at the hotel. Matt left to go pick up our documents—we had over fifty hours of travel ahead of us and lots of connections to cover our tracks—and to prepare everything for our departure that evening. The plan was for us to lose these IDs on a stopover en route to Bali and switch over to new docs that he’d had prepared for us. The whole thing was crazy, and our odds of success terrified me, but I trusted Matt and I went with it, because honestly, there really wasn’t a better solution.


  I stayed with Blair and Jackie while he took care of business, enjoying my final hours with my sisters. Blair came prepared with a box of pastries from our favorite bakery in D.C.—the one we’d ordered from for so many Sunday brunches. The lump formed in my throat at the sight of the familiar lettering and the move that was so classically Blair. It made me feel better to know that she and Jackie would have each other in my absence, not to mention Gray and Will.


  We sat on the couch, drinking mimosas courtesy of the champagne and orange juice Blair had also brought. Despite the sadness lingering in the air, I think we all wanted to focus on the positive rather than feeling like this was a defeat. We’d won a battle today, even if we hadn’t come out unscathed.


  I filled them in on my meeting with Sean while we ate.


  “I can’t believe we’re teaming up with the enemy,” Blair grumbled.


  Considering how much Sean had made of both her broken engagement and her relationship with Gray, I didn’t blame her for feeling the way she did.


  “I know, but it was the smartest move we could make. The enemy of my enemy, and all that. Besides, I got him to promise to lay off you guys. I figured that would make up for the brunt of it.”


  “Hopefully.”


  “Are you ready for your trip?” Jackie asked.


  I nodded, figuring I was as ready as I’d ever be.


  “Do you have everything you need?” Blair asked.


  I grinned, nostalgia filling me as Blair assumed her usual maternal role. “Yes.”


  “Are you sure? Did you pack enough shoes? Socks?”


  “Yes.”


  “You always under-pack.”


  I laughed. “I know, but I got this. Promise.”


  “Are you scared?” she asked, her voice thick.


  My expression sobered. “A little.”


  “You can always come home. With more time, we could figure out a way to make it work. And if you need anything, we’ll be there for you. You know that, right? I know you want to do this alone, and I’m not saying that you can’t, just that you don’t have to. There are people here who love you and are willing to fight for you.”


  I smiled, tears welling up in my eyes. “I know.”


  I turned toward Jackie. “I’m really sorry I’m going to miss the wedding. You’ll have to send pictures.”


  She nodded, her gaze watery. “I will.” She gave me a quick hug. “I can’t believe I found you just to lose you again.”


  “I know.” She’d only been in my life a short time, but she was as much my sister as Blair was and I loved her. “Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for us. We couldn’t have gotten through this without your connections and your research.”


  “I feel like I got you into this mess in the first place,” she replied. “I wish I’d never started this stupid vendetta against him. It wasn’t worth it.”


  “It was,” Blair interjected, surprising me. “It was the right thing to do. I thought I could bury my head in the sand, that if I just left town, it would all go away, but I didn’t think of all the people he’d hurt along the way, of all the damage he could still do.” Her gaze met mine and held, understanding flickering in her eyes. “You were right all along; he needed to be stopped.”


  It felt good to have her approval, to know that I wasn’t alone in this.


  We sat together, talking about nothing, focusing on the mundane rather than the jarring fact that this would be the last time we would see each other for the foreseeable future. It felt like an ending of sorts, even though I knew that distance wouldn’t lessen the bond I felt between us or diminish the love I held for them.


  A series of knocks sounded on the door, the code Matt and I had developed so I would know it was him, and then the lock turned and he walked over the threshold, his gaze sweeping over all of us. A smile tugged at his lips; I figured we looked pretty ridiculous holed up in this shitty hotel room, drinking mimosas and eating fancy pastries like we didn’t have a care in the world.


  His gaze softened as it settled on me, the love in his eyes filling me with a flood of warmth.


  “We should probably get going soon. Our flight leaves in a few hours.”


  I nodded. “Did you get everything you need?”


  “Yeah, I did.” He smiled at Jackie and Blair. “I’ll go downstairs and settle the bill with the hotel.”


  “Okay.”


  He gestured toward the computer sitting on the desk. “Have you guys checked Capital Confessions yet?”


  I shook my head. “Is it up?”


  He grinned. “It is.”


  We crowded around the screen, pulling up the Capital Confessions page, gasps escaping as we read the post.


  Senator Edward Reynolds … implicated in the death of his longtime friend … under investigation … mysterious circumstances … using his position on the Senate Intelligence Committee …


  “Holy shit.” I’d expected him to take a swing at my father, but he hadn’t pulled any punches.


  “This is way better than anything I even imagined,” Jackie interjected, her eyes wide.


  “Yeah, it is.”


  Blair just stared at the screen mildly dumbfounded.


  There would be no coming back from this.


  “You did it,” Matt whispered, pressing a kiss to the top of my head, his arms wrapped around my body. “I’ll be right back.” He gave me a quick hug and then he released me.


  We all watched him leave, his departure sucking the air from the room as the moment of reckoning came upon us and we couldn’t avoid the good-bye that faced us now.


  I didn’t have it in me for big speeches, couldn’t find the words I needed to say good-bye. So in the end we didn’t speak, we just wrapped our arms around each other and held on.


  Matt and I held hands as the plane taxied down the runway, as we caught the first leg of our flight to Bali. There was a part of me that couldn’t believe we’d pulled it off, that we were actually leaving. And at the same time, I felt hope for the first time in a long time, like this was our chance to start a life together and find some semblance of peace.


  I stared out the window, looking down on the city, and let go.


  Matt


  When I felt the plane’s wheels lifting off the runway, the nose pointed to the sky, the first stirrings of relief filled me. We’d done it. Somehow we’d actually done it. The rest of the trip wouldn’t be easy, we were in for a lifetime of looking over our shoulders, but at least we were together. And alive. For now, that felt like enough.


  It felt like everything.


  Epilogue


  Kate


  Six months later …


  I stared out at the ocean, the wind whipping my cover-up, my hair blowing around me. The waves were intense today, the water wild. It was February in Bali, and while I would have been wearing a coat and boots in D.C., today was just another day at the beach here, another day in our secret paradise.


  Arms wrapped around me, a warm, hard body pressing into my back. I stared down at the tanned hand resting under my bikini-clad breast, feeling that familiar rush of contentment at the sight of the gold band there, the symbol that had made us man and wife.


  I turned in Matt’s arms, my arms sliding up to curve around his neck, pulling his head down toward me for a kiss, loving the feel of his smooth skin against mine, giving myself over to the pleasure that slid down my body, all the way to my toes as his lips devoured mine, his tongue unraveling me.


  “Good morning,” Matt whispered, his voice throaty.


  I grinned. “Good morning.” My hands slid down his ridged abs to his waist where his wetsuit settled over his hips, the top unzipped, showing a whole lot of tanned, tantalizing skin. “Going surfing?”


  He nodded. “It seemed like a good day for it.”


  It did. He liked surfing on days like this, loved pushing his limits, chased that adrenaline high. I figured it came from the life he’d lived, from the part of him that needed to be on the edge. In a way, it was how he dealt with his PTSD, and maybe it was nontraditional, but it seemed to work for him. I was happy to see him with an outlet, and in the months since we’d moved to Bali, his nightmares had become more and more sporadic. I figured we’d never completely put our pasts behind us, but we’d found a way to cope and thrive, to look toward our future together.


  “Are you going to join me?” he asked.


  I shook my head. “I think I’ll just watch.”


  “Okay.”


  He gave me another quick kiss and then he was jogging to the water, board in hand.


  I sat down in one of the chairs on our patio, looking out at the incredible view that had become our backyard. Our place wasn’t fancy; it was small and had needed a ton of cleaning and work, but the view was incomparable. Plus, it had the added bonus of not having neighbors nearby, affording us the kind of privacy we needed to feel comfortable. After a lot of manual labor, we’d made it into a home we loved.


  We’d bought a little fishing boat and spent a ton of our time on the water. Sometimes we ate what we caught, and we even had a little garden where we grew some of our own vegetables. It was so different from the life I’d lived in D.C., but it fit us well. There were still moments when we looked over our shoulders, times when I’d be in the market and someone would push too close or I’d hear a noise, and suddenly, I’d think that this was it. That we needed to run. That they’d found us.


  But every time, it was just a false alarm. A vendor hawking their wares, another shopper eager to get the best price on some seafood.


  This felt like home now, but even as it did, we were both prepared to move on, for the time when our pasts would catch up with us. We kept packed bags with cash and a set of travel documents in our bedroom. Somehow that had become our normal, living off of the money Matt had saved in the years we’d been apart taking jobs from which he now carried scars. We lived day-to-day, settling into a rhythm that worked for now. I didn’t know what the future held, if we’d have the kids we’d always envisioned, if we’d ever truly put down roots, but for now we were happy. There wasn’t a day when I regretted my decision, when I even thought about what my life would have been like if I’d stayed in D.C. In the years when I’d thought Matt was dead, I’d learned that home wasn’t a place and family wasn’t a last name. All that mattered were the people that loved you. I walked through life with Matt by my side and carried my sisters in my heart.


  I drank my coffee and watched Matt surf for a while, his powerful body riding the waves, and then I stared down at my cell, calculating the time difference between Bali and D.C. It was late at night there, on a very special day.


  I pulled up the link for Capital Confessions, smiling when I saw the top headline. One of the terms of my agreement with Sean had been that he wanted an exclusive of Jackie’s wedding—a term she’d easily agreed to in order to get him to print the stories about our father.


  The headline read:


  Exclusive! Jackie Gardner and William Andrew Clayton Marry in Lavish Ceremony


  Beneath the headline was a picture of Jackie clad in the gown she’d picked out with me and Blair, an enormous smile on her face, Will’s arm wrapped tightly around her, an equally impressive grin on his.


  Next came a picture of her and Blair together, my heart clenching a bit at the sight of my sisters and the fact that I’d missed this special day.


  I read on:


  Political consultant Jackie Gardner married William Andrew Clayton in a private ceremony this evening at the racing farm of the groom’s maternal grandfather, former Vice President Harrington, in Upperville, Virginia. The bride was attended by her sister, Blair Reynolds, and the groom’s three sisters, Monica, Sophie, and Isabella Clayton. The bride was escorted down the aisle by the groom’s former campaign manager and her employer, Mitch Anders.


  My phone beeped, signaling an incoming text from a phone number I didn’t recognize. One of the many often-replaced burner phones we used to keep in touch.


  Missed you today. Thought of you often. Love you. J.


  I grinned as I read the text from Jackie. We didn’t talk often, but we managed to communicate every few weeks. It wasn’t as good as living in the same town and doing sister brunch on the weekends, but it helped me to still feel connected to them.


  My phone went off again, a different phone number this time.


  I caught the bouquet. Next we’ll all be old married ladies. Love you. Miss you. Be safe. B.


  My smile widened as I envisioned that and thought of how happy I was to see them both settled. Blair had been right. The Reynolds sisters—all three of us—had done well.


  My phone beeped again, another message from Blair, this time a link to a video.


  I pulled it up, feeling a pang in my stomach as I saw my father step into the view of the camera, my mother next to him behind the podium.


  I listened as he gave up his Senate seat and retired from political life, citing his need to “spend more time with his family,” which was the ultimate joke considering he’d lost all of his daughters.


  In the past few months, more details had emerged and while I knew my father was both smart enough and slippery enough to avoid any actual prosecution, his allies had begun distancing themselves from him, he’d become a punch line on evening talk shows, and his approval ratings were even more abysmally low than what was standard in his profession. There had been an investigation into Intech’s actions in Afghanistan, and somehow my father had pulled enough strings behind the scenes to pin the brunt of it on James Ryan. But even with a dead man as a scapegoat, the connection between them had been too close for my father to come out of it looking anything other than guilty. There hadn’t been enough evidence to prosecute him, but in the court of public opinion he’d been condemned, and for a politician, that dealt a killing blow.


  My mother looked completely unruffled by the events, her chin tilted, that same look in her eyes that she’d always had, as though no matter how low they’d been brought, she’d still forever be looking down on the world. My father didn’t look defeated or broken; he sold the story in a way that nearly had me believing that he was stepping down to spend time with his family.


  But because I was his daughter, and like it or not, I had just enough ruthlessness in me to understand, I saw the anger hiding in his eyes behind the faux love for his family, and knew that this was in its own way, justice. He’d lost his power; he’d lost everything.


  I stopped the video midway through and took a moment to breathe in the salt air, to revel in our victory, and then I responded to my sisters’ texts. When I’d finished, I set my phone down and looked out at the water, at the sight of Matt surrounded by all that blue, a speck in the giant ocean.


  I walked down to the beach to join him with a smile on my face and the peace of knowing that all was right in my world and that of those I loved, leaving my past behind me and stepping into my future.
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