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  Romance novels and politics are two of Chanel Cleeton’s greatest passions. What better than to combine them? Chanel received a bachelor’s degree in International Relations from Richmond, The American International University in London and a master’s degree in Global Politics from the London School of Economics and Political Science. She’s also a graduate (survivor) of law school – she earned her J.D. from the University of South Carolina School of Law. A summer cruise in the Caribbean changed Chanel’s life when she met and fell in love with a fighter pilot. One happily ever after later, she’s currently living an adventure with her husband and three pups.


  Find Chanel online at www.chanelcleeton.com, follow her on Twitter @ChanelCleeton, and Facebook at www.facebook.com/AuthorChanelCleeton.


  Chanel Cleeton’s sizzling romances are scandalously addictive:


  ‘Flirting With Scandal by Chanel Cleeton has it all. A sexy hero, strong heroine, delicious romance, sizzling tension, and plenty of breathtaking scandal. I loved this book!’ Monica Murphy, New York Times bestselling author


  ‘Scorching hot and wicked smart, Flirting With Scandal had me hooked from page one! Sizzling with sexual tension and political intrigue, Cleeton weaves a story that is as complex as it is sexy. Thank God this is a series because I need more!!’ Rachel Harris, New York Times bestselling author


  ‘Sexy, intelligent, and intriguing. Chanel Cleeton makes politics scandal-icious’ Tiffany King, USA Today bestselling author


  ‘Chanel Cleeton knocked it out of the park with Flirting With Scandal. The banter was refreshing, the political storyline captivating, and the sexual tension was through the roof. Smart, emotional, romantic, and sizzling hot – this book is fantastic!’ Christina Lee, author of the Between Breaths series


  ‘Chanel Cleeton delivers again! Featuring a strong heroine, a steamy romance, and a juicy dose of political scandal, Flirting With Scandal is completely engrossing. Clear your calendars – you won’t be able to put this one down!’ Brenda St. John Brown, author of Swimming To Tokyo


  ‘Chanel Cleeton has done it again, once again weaving a beautiful and exciting world full of passion, intrigue, and emotion. Flirting With Scandal was an incredible story of politics, following your heart, and learning who you are in the midst of the overwhelming chaos around you’ Typical Distractions Book Blog


  ‘Scandal, sex, and politics all come together into one scorching and entertaining read that readers will love from start to finish’ Dirty Girl Romance


  ‘Provocative, sexy, witty, plus the perfect balance of drama and romance, and topped with lovable characters in this politically-charged setting … Sinfully sexy and deliciously scandalous’ The Reading Escapade


  ‘I still have a weakness for political gossip, swanky venues, and preppy (but sexy!) good boys. Chanel Cleeton channels all of this’ Heroes and Heartbreakers


  ‘One hot, sexy, politically charged, provocative and deliciously scandalicious read!! I absolutely LOVED this book and could not put it down’ Four Chicks Flipping Pages


  ‘A wild, emotional ride with two incredibly strong, charming characters that drew me in from the start … A sassy, sexy romance’ Not A Picky Reader


  ‘Chanel Cleeton converted me with this one and I’ll be absolutely sure to keep my beady eyes open for the rest of the books in this series. From the pacing to steam and character development, it was a winning combination … If real-life politics is as riveting as this, I may well pay more attention’ Smokin’ Hot Book Blog


  ‘What another sexy instalment in the Capital Confessions series … Their romance has the perfect amount of sexual tension and steamy scenes, and not to mention just how forbidden it is’ Little Book Heaven
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  Welcome to Washington, D.C., city of scandal, where no secret stays hidden for long …


  Blair Reynolds was going to be the ultimate politician’s wife – until she caught her fiancé cheating on their wedding day. Vowing to make a fresh start Blair enrols in Law School, ready to buckle down. Unless a hot professor gets in the way …


  Graydon Canter had it all. A flying career, a fortune, and a spot on all the ‘Thirty under Thirty’ lists – until his rocky personal life threatened everything. Teaching law is a chance to get his life back on track. As long as nothing – and no one – trips him up.


  When Blair and Gray are thrown together in the classroom, their electric attraction is impossible to ignore. Gray needs to stay away from scandal, and Blair’s never been a rule breaker. They’re playing with trouble – but maybe such passion is worth the risk?


  Don’t miss Book One in the Capital Confessions series, Flirting With Scandal, and look out for the next tantalising instalment, Falling For Danger.


  
    To my “Section One” peeps:


    Thanks for the memories. I couldn’t have survived three years of law school without you.

  


  


  
    Chapter One


    Jilted at the altar for the best man, and reeling from the revelation that her father has a secret daughter, rumor has it Blair Reynolds has enrolled at Hannover School of Law here in D.C. Is America’s Princess trading in her tiara for a briefcase?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I never hated law school more than I did at ten thirty in the morning, Monday through Wednesday. There were plenty of reasons to hate law school—hundreds of pages of nightly reading, endless debates over a mythical property annoyingly referred to as “Blackacre,” the constant urge to vomit each time a professor called on me. The biggest one stood in front of me—tailored Canali suit, dark hair, dark eyes, darker soul.


    “Ms. Reynolds.”


    Oh god, he said my name.


    I spent an hour, three times a week, mentally bartering with God to keep that man, that sadist, from saying my name. Each week God ignored me.


    A collective sigh seemed to ripple through the room as my classmates realized they were spared the guillotine. Seventy-four pairs of eyes bored into me, waiting to see how badly I’d fail.


    I rose from my seat awkwardly, my legs wet noodles as I pulled down the hem of my Burberry skirt, struggling to keep the flush on my cheeks from spreading all over my face. Forcing us to stand when we answered a question was an old-school technique, one all of my other professors had abandoned, even for first-year students—1Ls—like me.


    “Brief the case.”


    Shit.


    I’d read. I always read. But law school was the one place where that didn’t matter. No matter how prepared you were, they always pushed you for more than you knew, more than you had, until you were left feeling like your clothes had been stripped from your body, exposing your every naked imperfection to seventy-four peers.


    Crying after class wasn’t uncommon; some students even broke down in class. We all sat on the precipice of an utter nervous breakdown, no more so than in our first-year torts class.


    Your first year of law school was a hazing of sorts, an attempt to separate the wheat from the chaff. I’d heard all of the rumors and figured they were exaggerated; after all, I was the daughter of one of the fiercest U.S. Senators. I’d grown up around scary. But there was scary, and there was scary, and unfortunately for me, law school was in the latter category.


    If statistics were to be believed, about 20 percent of my classmates would drop out by the end of the first year. They’d be the lucky ones. The rest of us would push through, surviving on alcohol, junk food, and Valium. Just kidding about the Valium. The drug of choice here was Adderall, used to treat Attention Deficit Disorder and to get 1Ls through three hundred pages of nightly reading. And not interesting reading with a large font, but less-interesting-than-watching-paint-dry, need-a-microscope-to-see-the-text reading. I’d never tried any kind of recreational drug in my life, but if anything pushed me to it, it would be law school.


    The sadist stared back at me, an expectant smirk on his face. Fuck.


    My language had considerably deteriorated since the first day of classes last month. My mother would have a coronary if she knew what went through my head now. This was what happened when perfect cracked and splintered. This was what happened when your life fell apart.


    I started running through the facts, struggling to remember this one case out of the ten I’d read for his class alone. My hands itched to turn the page in my textbook so I could use it for reference, but our gazes caught across the large classroom, and the look in his eyes kept my fingers still.


    Weakness was his crack, and there was still enough of the old Blair Reynolds inside me to refuse to cede any more self-respect beyond that which he took against my will.


    I stood for fifteen minutes, an eternity, going through the facts of the case, the issue, the law, the conclusion. Stood while he fired questions at me in that voice of his—hard, cold, unflinching. Questions that led me farther down the rabbit hole into an abyss of confusion. Each time I floundered, his smile deepened, as if he got off on my nerves.


    He probably did.


    When it was over I sank down into my seat like it was a life raft and I’d been adrift at sea for months. My legs never wanted to stand again.


    “Nice job,” my friend Adam whispered from the seat next to me.


    “Thanks,” I whispered back, twenty-three years of manners warring with terror over being caught talking in class.


    “Ms. Reynolds?”


    My heart stopped.


    Fuck me, why? Not again.


    “Yes?”


    His eyebrow arched expectantly. Like a puppet, my body automatically rose to a standing position. He had us well trained, me more than anyone. I was little more than a poodle under his command. There were seventy-five people in our torts class, and we’d all done the math, on average we should be called on three times per semester.


    He called on me every fucking week without fail.


    “Why don’t you brief the next case as well?”


    His gaze drifted to Adam sitting next to me, lingering there for a moment as if to say, You got yourself into this mess when you dared to speak during class. Technically, he should have called on Adam since he spoke first. I was only being polite by answering. That would have been fair. But the irony was, law school had little concern with what was fair or just. Ego ruled here, and none was bigger than Professor Graydon Canter’s.


    So many words ran through my head. So far I’d learned nothing about torts. My class time was typically divided into four activities which consumed me for an hour: begging and pleading with God for Professor Canter not to call on me, creating inventive and filthy names I hurled at him in my head, and imagining elaborate fantasies where I told him exactly what he could do with his questions. But the absolute worst, the moments I hated in every corner of my preppy little heart, were the moments when I fantasized about that voice saying other things to me... those eyes undressing me, those hands on my body.


    It was the cruelest irony that the man I despised, the man who tortured me from the front of the classroom three days a week, was the hottest fucking thing I’d ever seen.


    His voice, those questions, those eyes that looked at you like they stripped you bare, had me shifting in my seat, edgy and unfocused—


    And he knew it.

  


  
    Gray


    This was my penance—


    Three days a week, first-year torts in the morning, a medical malpractice seminar for third-year students in the afternoon. Six hours of teaching a week for a year. One hundred and fifty hours, now reduced to one hundred and twenty-six. Not that I kept count. It was a chance to erase my sins. The professional ones, at least. The others? Beyond redemption.


    The only thing that kept me sane stood in front of the class, stumbling over the case I’d asked her to read.


    I called on her way too much. I knew it, and based off of the way her eyes fairly screamed, Go fuck yourself, she knew it, too. But I’d always had remarkably poor impulse control, and like everything that came before her and annihilated my life, she was another thing that tempted me.


    I’d noticed her the first day of classes. She’d sat in the front of the room, right in the center. I’d walked in late, this classroom the last place I wanted to be. To add insult to injury, it wasn’t even a good law school. I’d gone from the top of my law class at the University of Chicago, to a lucrative practice where I quickly made more money than my South Side background knew what to do with, to this. A shitty visiting professor job at a shitty law school, teaching a bunch of rich students who could afford to pay the school’s ridiculously high tuition, but weren’t smart enough, or motivated enough, to get into a good law school. But then again, I wasn’t exactly the authority on good life choices. If I were, I wouldn’t be here. It said more about my character than I liked, that at thirty I’d already enjoyed a meteoric rise, followed by an even bigger crash.


    I’d only found out about teaching the first-year class the week before school started. Visiting professors rarely taught 1Ls, but a professor had a medical emergency and Hannover was desperate. Currently ranking in the hundreds on the list of top law schools, they’d struggled to find a replacement on such short notice. So that was how I ended up walking into torts at ten thirty Monday morning and seeing her.


    That first morning, I’d set my books down on the desk in the front of the classroom, looked up, and been knocked back.


    The counselor my former law partners in Chicago made me talk to had said I had an addictive personality. He’d analyzed my behavior—racing my Ferrari down Lake Shore Drive until I lost control and smashed it into a pole, the marriage that ended to a wife who was colder than Chicago winters, the women, the partying—and said I had problems relating to others. He threw around words like “unemotional,” and “cold.” All fancy words for saying what I’d known my entire life.


    I was a bastard.


    It wasn’t exactly a shock; I came from a long line of bastards, drunks, and philanderers. The only difference between me and the rest of the Canter men? I’d gotten out of the hellhole I’d grown up in. Or so I’d thought.


    But it didn’t matter how expensive my suits were, how much I’d paid for my house in Georgetown, or the car I’d bought to replace the one I’d totaled—


    I’d always be the boy from the rough neighborhood in Chicago. The one who got into bar fights, drove too fast, fucked girls with giant tits and curvy asses, knocked back too much Scotch, and played way too hard. I’d tried to erase those parts of myself, or to push them down at least—


    And once I saw her, they came back up again.


    Blair Reynolds.


    They gave us a chart with all the students’ names and pictures. The second I saw her in my classroom I’d stared at that chart like a little boy with a crush. Then I’d looked at her, really looked at her.


    She looked like money. Not my kind of money. The kind I’d earned through brutal work, no small amount of luck, and sheer force of will. The kind that couldn’t have picked a Picasso from a Monet, that dropped thousands of dollars at a strip club because those were the girls I was the most comfortable with. No, she looked like ponies, and ribbons in her hair, and cotillion, and ruffles. She looked like a duchess.


    And the bastard in me wanted her with a hunger that terrified me.


    I wanted to consume her; I wanted to break her and put her back together again, because that’s what I did—I broke things.


    I couldn’t, of course. This was the new me—my chance at salvaging the wreck I’d made of everything. So I stayed away from her. Except for the times when I absolutely couldn’t resist, and I had to call on her.


    I figured I’d given up enough bad habits. I had to be able to keep one. And if I could only have one, then no fucking question, I wanted it to be her.


    She stood in front of me, reciting the case, and it took everything I had to keep my body from responding to the sound of her voice. It was cool, and crisp, and elegant. She danced over words and phrases, and I never could resist the urge to watch her mouth as she spoke.


    I’d imagined myself kissing that mouth, fucking that mouth, capturing those lips. It was no wonder I operated in a constant state of near-arousal when she spoke. I ran through multiplication tables in my head to keep my body from responding.


    Because it wasn’t just her lips that tempted me. It was her skin, soft and creamy, like fine bone china. I’d dreamed about her skin enough nights, of her legs tangled with mine, her flesh bare, a thin film of sweat covering her body as I drove into her. Dreamed of bending my head and taking one of her nipples between my lips, making her moan and cry out. Imagined her pulling me closer, begging for me to suck her harder, begging me to fuck her. I’d dreamed of wrapping that long, brown hair around my fist as she took me into her mouth. Dreamed of the look in those big brown eyes when she came.


    She dominated my fantasies, had since that very first day. I was consumed by her, and I’d never even spoken to her outside of class, our sole interaction limited to these days when I fired questions at her, and she answered in that haughty tone that screamed, I am royalty and you are a peasant, in that voice that only made me want her more.


    Silence filled the classroom.


    Shit, she’d finished.


    “That’s all, Ms. Reynolds.” I gave her a curt nod, indicating she could sit.


    She sank into her chair with a grace I felt in my bones, and a new tension filled the classroom as everyone wondered who would be my next victim. The silence dragged, students squirming in their seats, imagining the tortures I was preparing for them.


    I stared at her—I rarely let myself think of her as Blair—it seemed too intimate, too dangerous. She had to be Ms. Reynolds. But I couldn’t resist the urge to look. She held my gaze without flinching, her only reaction the slightest flush on her face.


    I lived for her blushes.


    Her eyes were completely at odds with her rosy cheeks. Her eyes blasted back defiance and anger. They came alive while the rest of her was composed—pearl necklace, perfect outfit, elegant hair, fake smile. For fifty-nine minutes out of the hour each class, she was untouchable. She wore her perfection like a mask that shielded her from the world, the seemingly unbreakable wall that kept everyone at bay. But there was always a minute—I made sure of it—when the mask came off, when the wall tumbled down. And in that minute, someone else looked at me. In that minute, I undressed her and stripped her of the facade she presented to the rest of the world. For a minute every single week, I unraveled her.


    The bastard in me fucking loved it.

  


  


  
    Chapter Two


    The Who’s Who of D.C. society will be at the Reynolds estate tonight for one of Mrs. Reynolds’s fundraisers. We’ll be on hand to collect the best gossip and to answer the question on everybody’s mind: What will happen when Blair Reynolds and Thom Wyatt see each other for the first time since their engagement ended at the altar?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I wanted to scream. I wanted to drive a stake through Professor Canter’s heart.


    Assuming he had one.


    “What was up with that? He’s never made anyone stand for so long,” Adam commented as we walked down the steps to the law school lobby, pushing our way through the crowded stairwell.


    I forced a smile. “Maybe he hadn’t eaten his weekly quota of souls.”


    Maybe he’s a dick.


    “I’m sorry I talked to you. I didn’t think he’d freak out like that.”


    I shrugged. “I shouldn’t have answered.”


    He shouldn’t be such an asshole.


    “He calls on you a lot, right? Like every week?”


    Every fucking week. Only me.


    “Yep.”


    Adam grimaced. “It’s weird. He doesn’t seem to call on anyone else as often.”


    No shit.


    “Maybe he doesn’t like my father or something. Or maybe he just gets off on making 1Ls squirm.”


    I didn’t say the truth—I suspected he liked making me squirm.


    “You did well¸ though. You might not always have the answers, but you never seem like you’re going to lose it like the rest of us.”


    Adam was being kind. I wasn’t great at law school. My LSAT scores hadn’t been anything impressive and I’d been lucky to even be admitted to Hannover. It wasn’t a stellar law school—not the kind of place a Reynolds attended as my father so often liked to remind me—but it was the best I could do. My father had wanted to pull strings to get me in somewhere more prestigious, but I’d needed the chance to do this on my own, and as much as I’d wanted to get away from D.C. and the scandals that plagued me, it gave me the opportunity to be near the people I cared about—especially when I was still getting to know my half sister, Jackie.


    I sank down onto one of the big leather couches in the lobby while Adam took the seat opposite mine.


    At twenty-four, Adam was a year older than me. He was from Virginia as well, and we’d grown up around some of the same people, although our paths had never crossed until law school orientation. He exuded the whole boy-next-door vibe and he was pretty easygoing. In an environment where everyone seemed poised to take each other down, it was a welcome quality.


    “Do you want to grab lunch after con law?” he asked.


    1Ls at Hannover were typically divided into three sections and we all took the same required classes together. This semester I had torts, con law, property, contracts, and legal research and writing. Adam and I were in the same section.


    “Sounds good to me.”


    “Can we talk about how hot Professor Canter was today?” our friend Caitlin asked, interrupting us as she sat down next to me on the sofa.


    Originally from California, she had a laid-back personality that fit in well with Adam and me. We’d formed a study group of sorts at the beginning of the semester and shared notes and case briefs. It helped to divide up the ridiculous workload.


    “That suit?” Her eyes widened. “Holy Christ, I wanted to strip it off of him. I’m almost jealous of how much he calls on you. At least he knows who you are, Ms. Reynolds.” She did a fairly good imitation of Professor Canter’s voice that was accurate enough to be unsettling. “I’d give my right arm for him to say my name in that voice of his. I could perv on him all day long.”


    I laughed, even though her words struck close to home. I hadn’t told anyone about my attraction to Professor Canter, but despite his horrible personality, most of the female student population seemed to share Caitlin’s opinion.


    He was an asshole, but he was definitely a hot asshole.


    “I promise you, you wouldn’t feel that way if you were in my shoes. I have nightmares where I wake up to the sound of him calling on me.”


    “So you’re dreaming about him?” Caitlin teased. “If he appeared in my dreams, torts would be the last thing we’d be doing.”


    I felt my cheeks heat, hating how close she was to the truth.


    Adam groaned. “Please tell me we’re not going to have another discussion about how badly you want to do Professor Canter.”


    “He’s hot.” Caitlin protested. “There’s no one else on the faculty who’s even close. Besides, I need something to keep me awake. Intentional torts? Not the most exciting stuff.”


    She had a point there.


    She pulled an apple out of her bag. “How old do you think he is? Thirty-two?”


    “He’s thirty,” I answered before I could stop myself.


    Fuck.


    Adam and Caitlin shot me curious looks.


    I shrugged again, fighting off embarrassment. “I looked up his bio.”


    The first day of classes I’d sat in the front row, my books spread out on the desk in front of me, armed with a plethora of highlighters and pens, and even more nerves. And then Professor Canter had walked into the room and suddenly law school became the furthest thing from my mind. I’d sat there studying him, and he’d looked up, and our gazes had locked, and he’d seen it all playing out on my face.


    For a moment, I’d felt like he saw me, not the Blair Reynolds who graced Page Six, who had a poker face a politician would envy—I knew this because my father had frequently remarked that it was a shame I lacked his killer instinct—but me. Awkward, freaked-out, wound-way-too-tight me.


    He had that way about him—as if he could cut through layers of bullshit and get to the heart of things without breaking a sweat. It was probably what made him a great lawyer. It was also what made him a terrifying man.


    Caitlin leaned closer and lowered her voice. “I heard he had to leave his firm in Chicago. They say he’s lucky he kept his law license.”


    There was a flicker of interest before I batted it away. As much as I couldn’t help but be curious about Professor Canter’s past, I hated gossip. If living my entire life in the public eye hadn’t been enough to turn me off of it forever, having my broken engagement and fiancé’s infidelity splashed all over the papers had been the final nail in the coffin. The scandal that had erupted when news of an illegitimate half sister came out had been icing on the cake.


    “Do you know why?” Adam asked.


    Caitlin shook her head. “No, but rumor is it was really bad. He made a fortune in Chicago really quickly—some big med mal cases or something—and they say he’d be teaching at a better law school, but Hannover was the only one who would take him with his past.”


    I wasn’t sure how much of that I believed. The man was brilliant. He’d done his undergrad at Northwestern and his law degree at the University of Chicago. Even though Hannover wasn’t great, he was young to be a professor, even a visiting one. They wouldn’t have hired him if he weren’t hot shit. Too bad they hadn’t vetted his teaching skills or checked for a soul.


    “What are you doing tonight?” Caitlin asked, switching topics with lightning speed in a manner I’d grown accustomed to. “A bunch of us are thinking of going to pub trivia at nine.”


    That sounded so much better than what I had planned. “I wish I could, but my mother’s hosting a party. My presence has been requested, aka demanded.”


    Caitlin made a face. “Free alcohol, at least?”


    “I wish it were that simple. Unfortunately, nothing is free with my parents. I’ll be there to help her host, expected to work the room. We’re a month away from the election so everything is crazy right now.”


    I didn’t add the rest—the real reason I dreaded her party. It would be my first social appearance since the wedding that never happened. I wasn’t sure I was ready to face the speculation, or the stares, or the chance that I’d see my former fiancé. His name was on the guest list along with his parents, and no amount of pleading had convinced my mother to change her mind. Thom’s father was a major contributor to my father’s campaign and at the end of the day, money trumped silly things like infidelity, humiliation, and betrayal. It hardly seemed fair that Thom had escaped the shitstorm of our broken engagement after just a week of bad press. He came from money, but not the kind of notoriety that had thrust me in the public eye whether I wanted to be there or not.


    “Sounds exhausting.”


    She had no idea. When we were younger, I’d had my sister Kate to keep me company. Kate usually snuck off at some point, but at least she’d been there. Now she wasn’t speaking to our parents.


    “We’ll miss you tonight,” Adam added.


    I smiled. “Thanks.” I glanced at my watch. “I have my first meeting with the pro bono advisor in ten minutes. I can meet up after con law, though, if you guys want to grab something to eat later.”


    One of the advantages of attending Hannover was their amazing pro bono program. They volunteered heavily within the D.C. community, giving free tax assistance, organizing food drives, working with middle and high school students, and overseeing an incredible guardian ad litem program representing children in the court system. I’d just been elected as the first-year representative for the pro bono board.


    “I’d better go; I don’t want to be late. Let’s do lunch at Moe’s, okay?”


    Adam and Caitlin nodded as I stood up from my seat. I walked over to the elevators, heading up to the fourth-floor faculty wing. I got off the elevator and followed the signs to room 401. I knocked until I heard a muffled “come in” on the other side.


    I turned the knob and froze, my earlier discomfort returning with a vengeance.


    Speak of the devil...


    Professor Canter stared back at me, the same look of surprise on his face that I figured was mirrored in mine.


    People always remarked on my composure, and considering the years I’d spent learning to hide my emotions when Kate and I were paraded around for campaign stops and photo ops, I knew it was solid. Most of the time. The trick was that I could be calm when I was in control. When I was prepared, I was fine. When things were unexpected, I flailed. A lot.


    Like right fucking now.


    The moment our gazes locked it was as if someone had vacuumed all of the air out of the room, leaving a whole lot of awkward with a side of lust lingering around me.


    We’d never been this close before. There were always rows between us, the classroom and our roles in it, a barrier I didn’t dare cross. But now? Seeing him sitting behind his desk—stacks of papers around him, an old Starbucks cup—


    I couldn’t help but stare.


    He was dressed in a suit—black and expensive; tie—gray. He wore a snowy white dress shirt that contrasted with his tanned skin. His hair was almost the color of his suit—more black than brown, his eyes a shade lighter. He had an interesting face—not handsome, exactly. Rather, his face was hard and strong, and foolishly enough, made me think of warriors and conquerors and men with swords. He looked ruthless, and given the few interactions we’d had, I didn’t doubt he was.


    He was more than a little rough around the edges. I didn’t know how to explain it—just knew it when I saw it—but he lacked the casual air of someone who’d grown up with money. He didn’t wear the tie like he was born to it, instead he wore it with an air of defiance. Like he was his own man and wasn’t afraid to tell the world to go fuck itself if he didn’t meet their expectations.


    He remained still under my inspection, my gaze impossible for either one of us to ignore. After the shit he pulled in class—the way he watched me, how often he called on me, the smug satisfaction in his eyes when he got a rise out of me—I didn’t feel the least bit sorry.


    One dark eyebrow rose as he leaned back in his chair. “Are you finished?”


    There it was again, that voice. Something about it needled me. Maybe it was his confidence that seeped over into arrogance, or the fact that he didn’t play by the rules I’d been raised to follow as though they were gospel. Everything about him seemed to not give two fucks about manners and social niceties. As much as it pissed me off, I also envied him.


    I lifted my gaze to meet his, momentarily at a loss for words.


    I cleared my throat. “I was looking for the pro bono office. I’m the new 1L rep,” I added.


    His eyes widened slightly, his fingers skimming along his jaw, the corner of his mouth turning up into a smirk.


    I wanted to kiss—or slap—that smirk off of his face.


    “Of course you are.”


    There was a hint of humor there, wrapped in silky darkness, but I couldn’t tell who it was meant for, if he was mocking me or himself. And honestly, I only thought about it for a second, before the full punch of his voice hit me.


    I’d been shopping for a dress for a charity ball a few months ago, and I’d gone to this little boutique in Georgetown and tried on a dozen dresses. I ended up with a conservative, ballet-pink satin gown. But before that, I’d tried on this one dress—red, silk, so low cut in the front and back that it couldn’t be worn with a bra. As soon as I’d slid that dress over my skin, I’d felt like someone else. My nipples had tightened, rubbing against the silky material, every nerve ending alive as the dress caressed my bare flesh, surrounding me in heat.


    Professor Canter’s voice reminded me of being bathed in silk. Of temptation and darkness and sex.


    Most of the time when he spoke, his tone was ice. But once in a while, when he spoke to me, I noticed the nearly imperceptible shift. And my body responded instantly.


    Fuck.


    “I guess I got the office wrong,” I mumbled. “I should go; I’m going to be late for the meeting. Sorry I bothered you.” I turned for the door, feeling like I was Persephone attempting to flee the depths of the underworld.


    “Wait.”


    I froze mid-step, the need to obey authority figures too ingrained for me to consider walking out when the last thing I wanted to do was stay. My heart raced, a nervous energy filling my body. Slowly, I turned back to face him as invisible strings pulled me deeper like Hades and his fucking pomegranate seeds.


    He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing.


    “I’m the pro bono faculty liaison for the first-year class. They just asked me to do it today. Apparently Professor Richardson had to bow out due to a scheduling conflict.” He hesitated and his voice changed again. “I didn’t realize you were the class representative. I guess we’ll be working together from now on.”


    And just like that, the underworld swallowed me up with a savage gulp.

  


  


  
    Chapter Three


    There’s a new man on the D.C. social scene, fresh from the Windy City. What attorney and recent bachelor will be in attendance at tonight’s fundraiser? A newly minted professor, and if the rumors about his looks are true, he can teach us any day...


    —Capital Confessions blog
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    I’d either been really good or really bad to deserve this. I wasn’t sure which one, and right now, I didn’t care.


    My announcement had caught her by surprise, and I took the opportunity to study her just as she’d done to me, trying to decipher the enigma that was Blair Reynolds.


    She wasn’t sexy. Not conventionally, at least. She was slim, her tits smaller than I normally liked, her hips less curvy, her body less obvious. She wasn’t the type of girl you’d expect to see in a calendar in an auto shop. Everything about her was understated. She was pale, her skin flawless, the only pops of color her cherry-red lips, dark eyebrows and lashes.


    And the flush on her cheeks...


    She looked like one of those old paintings at the museum benefits my ex-wife used to drag me to in Chicago. Like she belonged in another place, another time.


    My grandmother had loved poetry. When she got older, her eyesight started to go, and she would ask me to read her poems in her room at the nursing home. I’d thought I’d forgotten most of it after she passed, but lines flitted through my brain.


    All that’s best of dark and bright meet in her aspect and her eyes...


    She was a Byron poem. And I was fucked.


    When she’d first walked into my office, I’d been convinced that I was now hallucinating in addition to her haunting my dreams. And then she’d stared, her gaze running over me as though she stripped the clothes from my body layer by layer, and I’d gotten hard imagining all the things I wanted to do to her on my desk.


    This was either going to be an unexpected pleasure or an unmitigated disaster, and given the way my life had been going lately, the trend skewed toward the latter.


    I waited for her to crack under my scrutiny, for her composure to waver.


    It didn’t.


    That was one of the things that impressed me most. She had an unflappable grace that never failed her. In the beginning, I’d looked because I couldn’t help it, because she was like the fucking sun, shining bright in your face when you were hungover and just wanted a pair of sunglasses and a burger. And then, little by little, with each day that had passed, each time she looked at me, she got under my skin, until now I wanted the light. Craved it. Even when it blinded the shit out of me.


    I wanted to know more about her, wanted to understand what it was about this girl that had me completely gone. And apparently I’d just been given the perfect opportunity.


    Fucking serendipity.


    I nodded toward one of the empty chairs. “You can sit, you know. I don’t bite.”


    I lobbed the innuendo at her, waiting to see if she’d ignore it, if I was playing this game alone, or if she’d volley it back to me.


    She didn’t disappoint.


    “Now, why don’t I believe that for a second?” she muttered, not quite under her breath.


    I grinned. Smart girl.
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    “You don’t like me, do you?”


    I sank down into the chair, his question hitting me mid-motion, my body jerking in surprise. His tone was casual with a hint of silk, as though he could seduce the answer out of me.


    I’d never been prone to fits of temper, but god, he pushed all of my buttons. It wasn’t an etiquette thing—a social faux pas he’d somehow made because he didn’t know better—he knew he was being rude and he just didn’t care.


    And perversely, I was equally determined to deny him.


    The truth?


    Of course, I didn’t like him.


    It was debatable if I would throw water on him if he were on fire. While my body apparently didn’t need me to like him to want to lick him all over, at least my mind had better judgment.


    An uninvited guest, twenty-three years of etiquette, reared its untimely head.


    “Why would you think that? Your class is...” I commanded my voice to say something nonthreatening like, “interesting,” or “nice,” but instead, “hell on earth,” “my least favorite place,” and “motherfucking torture” pushed to get out.


    Screw it.


    He sat there with that same smug smile—he knew—and suddenly, I stopped caring about being polite. If he was going to be inappropriate with me, then I was more than happy to return the favor.


    “No, I don’t.”


    His smile deepened like it was a fucking reward, like I was his prized student, and I’d just given him the answer he wanted.


    My scalp tingled, a pull gathering low in my belly. I was so screwed, and not in a good way.


    “I call on you too often,” he continued, his stare unblinking, dark humor dancing in his eyes.


    He did not just say that.


    His eyebrow arched as if to say, I’m rewarding your honesty with mine, not needing to give me the words, weeks of this fucked-up silent war we had going on creating an undeniable intimacy.


    He read me like a book.


    My breath hitched. The air pulsed. And just like that, my nipples decided to join the party.


    I wanted to ask why he called on me so often, why he liked flustering me, yet as much as curiosity poked and prodded its way through my composure, I couldn’t make myself form the words. It was one thing to engage him with the safety of a classroom between us, another entirely to wave a cape before a bull without a buffer. I was heading into deep and treacherous waters, and he looked only too happy to pull me under.


    My eyes narrowed. “Are you going to stop?” I snapped.


    “Probably not.”


    God, he grinned at me. The man’s ego was unbelievable.


    Silence filled the space between us, the tension lingering, the heady recklessness tempting me, goading me. Since my engagement had fallen apart, I’d been going through the motions, pretending everything was okay, pretending I was okay, and suddenly I didn’t want to fake it anymore. I didn’t know what it was, but somehow I’d felt more alive in the last few minutes of sitting in his office than I had in months. There had always been a disconnect between what I thought and what I said—a big one—but with him I didn’t care.


    There was no pretense with him. He was an asshole and he owned it. I didn’t know what exactly I was, but whatever it was, I wanted to own it, too.
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    She didn’t shy away when I called on her, took everything I gave her with an angry flash of her eyes that was my own brand of crack. So I pushed the boundaries even further, craving her reaction. I wanted more, wanted to know her.


    I’d had glimpses of her. I knew she was serious. She didn’t wear sweats to class, didn’t pretend to take notes while she was really messaging on her computer. She had friends—I’d seen her joke around with the preppy guy who sat next to her and a blonde girl—but she was quiet. She seemed older than her classmates; maybe it was the way she carried herself.


    I wanted to unravel her until she was lying at my feet.


    “How old are you?”


    Her eyes flickered with that expression I’d come to love, a cross between disdain and annoyance, her tone ice. Her only tell was the faint pink that spread across her cheeks.


    “Did you seriously just ask me how old I was?”


    I didn’t bother trying to hide my smile. “I did. And you’re avoiding the question.”


    “It’s a rude question,” she snapped.


    I shrugged, egged on by the temper she threw off. I was a twisted fuck, but I liked bantering with her. Liked the sparks that ignited between us every single time.


    By the look in her eyes, so did she.


    “Maybe I’m a rude guy,” I countered.


    “I’ve picked up on that,” she muttered and her gaze did that fuck you look, and I shifted in my seat again.


    Behind those pretty lips I wanted wrapped around my dick, she had razor-sharp teeth she wasn’t afraid to use.


    “I’m twenty-three,” she answered with the same hauteur of a queen addressing a peasant. She gave me the words without abdicating an inch.


    Hot as fuck.


    Seven years. Not exactly dirty-old-man territory, but not small.


    “You seem older.”


    She blinked and her eyes widened. “Are you saying I look old?”


    I’d never been good with social niceties, never had much patience for dancing around things. If I felt something, I said it. Anything else seemed like a waste of time.


    “No, I’m saying you don’t act like you’re twenty-three.” I gestured toward her outfit. “Or dress like it.”


    The pink on her cheeks turned to red. “Are you saying I dress like I’m old?”


    Considering the number of Blair Reynolds–inspired hard-ons I’d had—including this one—I was definitely not saying that. But I wasn’t sure she was ready to handle hearing my feelings on the subject of how badly I wanted to get underneath her little skirts and the cardigans I fantasized about unbuttoning.


    “Most of my students come to class dressed in jeans and flip-flops. Occasionally pajamas, after, I’m guessing, a hard night at the bar. Most of my students don’t wear pearls or carry Chanel bags.”


    She made a choking noise. “So, apparently I dress like a grandmother now. Thanks.”


    She wanted the truth? My gaze settled on the hem of her skirt, trailing it down to her legs. I swept over the lines of her body, admiring the view, giving her all the answer she needed.


    I definitely didn’t think she looked like anything other than a fantasy. My fucking fantasy.


    “Trust me, the last thing I think of when I look at you is my grandmother.” My voice sounded hoarse, strained, raw. I met her gaze again, the look on her face doing funny things to my chest. “I never meant to imply that you were old, just that you seemed more mature than the rest of the class. You don’t look like you screw around when I’m lecturing like some of your seatmates.”


    I knew because I kept my eyes on her way more than I should.


    Some of the red drained away, as though my confession had mollified her a bit. I tried to lighten the tension between us, to distract the part of me that couldn’t stop thinking about her legs.


    “Speaking of, you might want to tell your friend that I can see the newspaper he tucks in front of his computer every day. I know he does the crossword puzzle in class.”


    Surprise filled her pretty brown eyes and then her lips twitched, breaking through the lingering anger. “In his defense, it’s not every day.”


    “Just most days.”


    “Just most days,” she agreed with a smirk.


    My breath caught at the playful tease and this new side of her.


    In some ways, Blair reminded me of my ex-wife, Jessica. We’d met during law school. Jessica’s father was a judge, her mother a well-known society hostess. The first time she’d taken me home to meet her parents, I’d been afraid to touch anything, never more aware of the shit hole I’d grown up in—the cramped apartment over my father’s bar on the South Side.


    I’d been dazzled by Jessica. She’d seemed like a chance at a different future, the perfect wife for my legal career. She just hadn’t been the perfect wife for me. It had turned out that as hard as it was for me to shake off my South Side background, it had been even harder for Jessica to ignore.


    So yeah, I’d done the rich-girl thing. And been bitten in the ass for it. Didn’t need to do it again. No matter how hot her mouth was.


    I tore my gaze away from Blair and looked down at my desk. I twirled a pen in my hands, a nervous habit I seemed to have developed somewhere along the way. I’d never had nervous habits in Chicago, just bad ones—the worst being my shitty self-control.


    The thing about having an addictive personality was that if you set a drink in front of an alcoholic, it was fucking hard to resist a taste.


    And if Blair Reynolds were alcohol, she’d be a single malt Scotch.


    Nothing about her screamed sex—it was more like a whisper. A whisper that wound its way through me, filling my ears, my head, my eyes. It was a whisper that tempted me when I’d always been drawn to the loud and obvious.


    Thank god torts came as naturally to me as breathing; I spent a ridiculous amount of class time thinking about her, wondering about her, fantasizing about her. Turned out it was so much worse when what I wanted most was sitting right across from me.


    I dropped the pen, my fingers curving into my palm as if that alone would keep me from reaching out and touching, from satisfying my curiosity about whether her skin was as soft and smooth as it looked.


    Fuck.


    “Are you ready to talk about the pro bono project?” she asked, her voice full of no small amount of censure.


    I straightened in my chair and nodded.


    She reached into her bag and pulled out a little blue notebook and a silver pen. “I thought we could volunteer with one of the local middle schools. I’ve talked to one that works with at-risk youth. The administration is interested in partnering with us to create a mentoring program.”


    My ex-wife’s idea of charity had been serving on committees and throwing lavish parties to raise money for one of her pet projects. I’d figured Blair’s proposal would be in a similar vein—something where she didn’t have to get her hands dirty.


    “Which school?”


    “Greenwood Middle.”


    “Where’s that?”


    She mentioned an area of D.C. notorious for drugs and gang activity.


    Part of what had made me a great trial attorney was my ability to read a jury.


    I couldn’t get a read on her.


    “Do you think that could work?” she asked, her voice hesitant, as if she were waiting for me to squash her plans.


    Was I really that big of an asshole? I mean, yeah, I screwed with her a bit, but I couldn’t believe she actually thought I was so heartless that I would block a plan to help underprivileged kids. Hell, I’d been a product of one of those schools in Chicago. I knew firsthand how tough it was to claw your way out of the gutter.


    “I think it’s a great idea,” I answered, surprising her, by the look on her face. “A lot of them have probably had negative run-ins with the legal system.”


    I knew all about having a juvie record.


    “This could be a chance for them to see that the deck isn’t always stacked against them. That sometimes the law is on their side. What’s the next step?”


    “I’ll arrange a meeting with the school principal,” she answered. “I’ll try to go there in the next few days. I’d like to set it up as soon as possible so the program can launch before everyone is bogged down with studying for finals.”


    “Are you going by yourself?”


    Blair nodded.


    The school she’d named was in one of the roughest parts of the city. I figured we’d team up the students to go over on the days they mentored at the school. But Blair going by herself?


    “I’ll go with you.”


    Her mouth tightened. “No.”


    “I’m not letting you go by yourself. It isn’t safe. Let me know when you get the meeting set up and I’ll clear my schedule to take you.”


    “Letting me?” Her voice was downright frosty as her anger simmered between us.


    Fire and ice.


    She was the ultimate contrast. She had a self-control about her that I envied, and at the same time, there was so much fire inside her pushing to get out. It blasted through her eyes, bubbled over in her voice. Her control slipped, inch by inch, and I wondered what it would be like when it finally fell away.


    Magnificent. She would be magnificent.


    Whoever got that side of her would be a lucky bastard. She was beautiful under normal circumstances, but when she was angry she was fucking gorgeous.


    “I’ll take you,” I repeated.


    Her eyes narrowed. “No.”

  


  
    Blair


    I said no, when what I wanted to say was, no fucking way. In traffic that could be a forty-five minute drive. Forty-five minutes in the car alone with him?


    I’d either throttle him or jump him and neither one boded well for my legal education.


    “I’ll go with you,” he said, his tone brooking no argument. “We can meet here and drive over together. Just email me the date. I’m responsible for this project. If something happens to one of my students, it’ll be my ass on the line.”


    I hesitated, torn between not wanting to go anywhere with him, and realizing I’d picked a battle I couldn’t win. And the absolute worst part of it all? I was curious.


    I always voted the party line, never went more than five miles over the speed limit, never drank more than two glasses of wine. And I wanted to fuck my professor with an intensity that bordered on madness.


    It was a constant push and pull with him, and I wasn’t sure which way I wanted it to go.


    I caved with a grimace I didn’t bother trying to hide. “Fine. I’ll let you know.” I grabbed my bag. “I should get going. I have con law in ten minutes.”


    “With Myers?”


    I nodded, surprised he showed any interest in my schedule at all. And then he shocked me even more.


    “How’s that going?”


    Professor Myers was elderly and eccentric as hell, and half the time his lectures were a rambling mess no one could make sense of. He once actually fell asleep while one of my classmates was answering his question. And considering he was one of the country’s preeminent con law scholars, I wasn’t sure how Hannover had managed to hire him, just that they let him rule the classroom as though it was his own private kingdom. Humble wasn’t anywhere in his vocabulary. And still—


    “He doesn’t make us stand.”


    His lips curved all the way, revealing the kind of smile that could yank a girl’s heart out of her chest and have her underwear hitting the floor.


    “Fair point.”


    I stood up, the need to get the hell out suddenly eclipsing all else. “I’ll let you know about the visit.”


    I turned and headed for his office door, when all of a sudden, his voice called me back.


    “I’ll see you tonight.”


    I turned, slowly, like a marionette under his command. My brain heard the words, but couldn’t process how they related to me.


    There was that smile again, even more blinding than before.


    “I’m assuming you’ll be at your mother’s party.” His hands—god, he had beautiful hands—lifted a creamy invitation from his desk.


    I could only stare, horror flooding me. Now there would be two men I needed to avoid at this thing.


    “Blair?”


    The way he said my name, my first name, had my nipples tightening.


    Fuck.


    “Yes?”


    He nodded toward the door with a jerk of his head and that same taunting smile. “You don’t want to be late for con law.”


    I blinked, pulling myself out of my stupor. “Right.”


    I broke the connection and walked out of the room, doing everything I could to resist the urge to look back. The weight of his gaze followed me until the door closed between us, the wood a shield I desperately needed.


    “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”


    I reached into my bag, pulled out my cell, and shot off a quick text before I headed to my next class.


    I need to buy a dress.

  


  


  
    Chapter Four


    Two of the infamous Reynolds sisters were seen shopping at a boutique in Georgetown today. You can say whatever you’d like about Senator Reynolds, but he certainly has beautiful offspring. Miss Kate Reynolds was conspicuously absent.


    —Capital Confessions blog
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    “So what are we looking for?” my half sister, Jackie, asked as we walked into the Georgetown boutique.


    I was supposed to wear this green silk gown my mother had picked out for me tonight. It was elegant, conservative, appropriate. Boring as hell. I’d actually liked the dress when she’d chosen it. But that was before. Before the wedding that never happened, before I found out my fiancé was actually gay, before I caught him cheating with his best man. Before I became the punch line of a national joke. Before I knew Professor Canter would be in attendance tonight.


    “Something that doesn’t make me want to stab myself in the eye.”


    Jackie would have died before wearing the green dress. It was poufy and had some floral ruffle thing that made me look like I had a tail dragging behind me. Kate had joked that I resembled a dragon that was missing its scales. That wasn’t far off.


    “Why the change?”


    I hesitated, not sure what answer to give. Because I’m lusting after my professor, seemed kind of dirty and totally out of character. And I wasn’t lusting after him, exactly. I mean, yeah, I guess in a technical sense of the word I was, but it wasn’t like I thought anything would happen between us.


    But it was something. And that something meant I didn’t want to show up wearing an outfit my grandmother might have worn, especially after our conversation in his office today.


    “I just felt like a change.”


    Jackie’s gaze met mine and I saw a flash of sympathy, which I both appreciated and hated. I loved that I had another sister now, loved that we cared about each other, but I was so sick of being poor Blair. Fed up with the whispers, the pitying looks, the pats on the arm. It wasn’t in my personality to be someone people felt sorry for, and it left a bitter taste in my mouth I couldn’t expel. For all that my father and I had our disagreements, he’d taught me one lesson I’d not forgotten—the Reynolds family held their heads high and never showed any weakness. No matter how everything looked on the inside.


    Jackie smiled, a determined gleam in her eyes. “We’ll have to find you something fabulous, then.”


    I grinned. “Please. Lately, I need all of the fabulous I can get.”


    In the weeks after my engagement ended, I’d struggled to find my stride. I hadn’t been wearing sweatpants and eating cartons of ice cream in a ratty bathrobe and unwashed hair, but it had been close. Too close. I was mostly back to normal now, but sometimes a girl just needed a great dress.


    Jackie walked over to the racks and flipped through the clothes until she held up a pretty yellow sheath. “What about this one?”


    I shook my head. “Definitely more you than me. It would look amazing with your coloring.”


    On the surface, it was hard to tell we were sisters—well, half sisters. Jackie was a leggy blonde with a beach tan and blue eyes. I was a few inches shorter, my hair a dark brown, my skin pale. We both took after our respective mothers with little of our father in us.


    “Can I help you ladies?” The saleswoman asked, walking toward us. She froze and her eyes widened with recognition.


    I flashed her my campaign smile, my voice firm, slipping the Blair Reynolds mask on, the move nearly as familiar to me as breathing.


    “We’re fine. Thank you.”


    We’d both gotten our fair share of publicity lately—mostly thanks to the horrible Capital Confessions blog. My notoriety had started at birth as a result of my father’s position in the Senate and my mother’s political and social ties, exploded with my failed engagement to a man whose social pedigree matched mine, only to be revitalized when the world discovered my father had engaged in an extramarital affair and had an illegitimate daughter.


    Jackie’s face was splashed all over the tabloids when Capital Confessions released a video of her having sex in an elevator with her now-fiancé, Will Clayton, who was running for the Virginia Senate, and the subsequent news that she was the illegitimate child of one of the U.S. Senate’s most revered members.


    We were still getting to know each other, but I liked her a lot. To say our new relationship was a sore point with both my parents was the understatement of the year.


    “What about this one?” Jackie held up a black dress.


    I grinned. “That one would probably kill my mother. It’s gorgeous, but not me. I don’t want to completely erase who I was; I just want to be the new and improved version. Blair 2.0.”


    Jackie turned back, flipping through the racks. She whirled around, a triumphant smile on her face, holding out a red gown, and honestly, I fell a little bit in love.


    I never wore red. My mother thought it was too showy—which was her way of saying “vulgar,” without actually saying the word. And I’d listened. I’d never been the girl who wanted all eyes on me when I walked into a room. I got enough shit from people wanting to get to my father through me; I didn’t need to drum up my own attention. Especially now. And yet...


    It was my first official social appearance after my engagement had ended. I didn’t want to be boring Blair, in another dress like all the other ones I’d worn before. I didn’t want to fit into the family mold, or be the backdrop for my father’s never-ending political campaign. I wanted something special, something that would give me the confidence I needed to get through a night I was already dreading. And even though I knew I shouldn’t care that Professor Canter was coming tonight, I wanted to wear something he would notice. Something classy, but sexy.


    This was the dress.


    We went back to the changing rooms together, talking about accessories and shoes.


    In a lot of ways, we couldn’t have been more different—she was so loud and confident, funny and sharp. I was quieter, more reserved. But I loved how free I felt around Jackie. She hadn’t known me before everything fell apart with Thom, so I didn’t feel the need to fake it around her, to pretend I was someone I couldn’t be anymore.


    I slipped the dress on while Jackie chatted about Will’s bid for the Virginia Senate; she worked for his campaign manager and was heavily involved in getting him elected. This close to the election, I was lucky she’d had time to hang out. Between school and the campaign, we did our best to see each other as often as possible.


    When I’d finished changing, I took a deep breath and stepped out of the dressing room. “Okay, be honest. What do you think?”


    For a moment she didn’t speak, and I wondered if I’d misjudged the whole thing, and then Jackie grinned. “That’s the dress. You look amazing.”


    I stared at myself in the mirror, unable to keep a smile off of my face.


    It was strapless and cut lower than anything I normally would have worn, but still appropriate. It hugged my torso and flared out with a red silk skirt. It was perfect. Absolutely perfect.


    If I was going to end my self-imposed social exile, then I’d just found the dress that would give me the balls to do it. And if it came with the added bonus of giving me the extra spark I needed to see Professor Canter, even better.


    ***


    “What are you wearing?”


    My mother walked over, a glass of champagne in her hand, a death laser shooting from her eyes.


    I leaned forward and gave her an air kiss, ignoring the glare with my name on it. Twenty-three years had provided me with a missile defense system that included avoiding the death stare. Most of the time.


    “I think it’s Valentino,” I answered.


    “Very funny.”


    No one would ever accuse my mother of having a sense of humor.


    “What happened to the green dress?”


    “I hated the green dress. Kate said I looked like a dragon in the green dress.”


    My mother made as much of a face as her plastic surgeon would allow. “Because your sister is really the arbiter of fashion. Please.”


    I ignored the dig, because really, Kate could give a shit what people thought about her clothing choices. Still. I knew my parents were angry with her for pulling away from the family, but how could they act like she wasn’t one of us? Like she didn’t matter? I struggled to temper the anger building inside me.


    “If I ever get a job working as a character for children’s birthday parties, it’ll be useful, but until then, the green dress will stay buried in the back of my closet. Or I can give it to charity.” Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. I could do some kind of auction, donate the proceeds.


    Her lips pursed like she’d swallowed bad seafood. “That dress is very showy.”


    I tried to fight the smile, but my mouth won.


    “Are you trying to say I look vulgar?”


    The look on her face suggested I’d just screamed “fuck” in church.


    “I saw the mention in Capital Confessions,” she snapped, her voice lowering, two angry red spots of color filling her cheeks. “I know this is her influence.”


    That one hit its mark. Jackie was the elephant in the room and I had no clue how to deal with it. On one hand, I hated the way my parents had treated her, was ashamed that my father had failed to take care of her as a child or acknowledge his responsibility toward her until his hand had been forced. On the other hand, Jackie was a constant reminder of his infidelity. And while I wondered how much she’d known, or how much she cared, at the end of the day, she was my mother, and I knew how it felt to be cheated on and humiliated better than anyone.


    The difference between us was that I’d fled in a Vera Wang wedding gown, and she’d stood beside my father at a podium, dressed in an impeccable Chanel tweed suit, pearls, and a blank smile, while he confessed his sins.


    I grabbed a flute of champagne from a tray as a server passed by, fighting to keep a polite smile on my face. The party hadn’t even started, and I was already miserable. I desperately wished Kate were here with me.


    “Have you been drinking tonight, Blair?”


    “I just got here, so no. But I am planning on it. Especially since the Wyatts are coming.”


    My mother stiffened, centuries of New England breeding bringing her spine into a ramrod-straight position. “Thom’s coming as well.”


    Motherfucker.


    It took every ounce of decorum that had been drummed into me to limit my reaction to a slight tremor running through my hand holding the champagne glass. The frothy liquid swayed like a drunken sailor, but stayed put.


    “You will not make a scene.”


    The smile died along with whatever hope I’d had for this evening to be tolerable. “Of course not.” I tried to keep the sarcasm out of my voice; by the look on her face, I’d failed. Apparently, my manners had fled along with my fiancé.


    “I don’t know what’s going on with you lately, Blair, but tonight is very important for your father. We cannot afford another scandal. I expect you to behave accordingly.”


    I bit back everything I really wanted to say.


    The thing that pissed me off most was that none of the drama over the past few months had been my fault. My father’s penis had gotten him in trouble twenty-one years ago. Just like Thom’s got him in trouble a few months ago.


    I wasn’t the one who’d cheated on our wedding day. I didn’t lie or hurt anyone. And yet she looked at me now like I was another problem she had to contain—like me wearing a red dress was a step away from doing lines of coke or streaking in front of the paparazzi. It was bullshit. Absolute bullshit. If she hadn’t wanted drama tonight, then she shouldn’t have invited the Wyatts, and she definitely shouldn’t have invited Thom.


    How did she think this little reunion was supposed to go down? I hadn’t seen him since our wedding day, hadn’t taken his calls, had no idea how I was supposed to react. I didn’t think Emily Post covered situations like ours.


    Maybe that was what I should do with my life—write a modern etiquette book for socially awkward moments.


    Engagement ended at the altar? Caught your fiancé in flagrante delicto with his best man on your wedding day? Smile politely when you see him next, and if conversation is awkward, discuss something neutral like the weather.


    “Blair. Are you listening?”


    Not even a little bit.


    “Sorry. What?”


    “I asked if you knew him.”


    “Knew who?”


    My mother inclined her head toward the bar. “He’s a professor at Hannover. New to D.C.” Her nose wrinkled as though a bad odor lingered in the air. “He’s from Chicago, and I don’t know anything about his family, but apparently he’s done well for himself. Your father’s campaign manager suggested we invite him. Go talk to him. He looks awkward standing over there alone.”


    I heard Chicago and everything after that disappeared as I followed her gaze across the room.


    I shouldn’t have been able to recognize someone by the back of their shoulders, the shape of their head, a patch of dark, dark hair. It was sad that I did. But after nearly two months of watching him in class, of staring at him while he wrote on the board, I did recognize him. And then he turned, and the full weight of Graydon Canter in a tuxedo hit me like a truck, and I lost my head and maybe the last vestiges of my self-restraint.

  


  


  
    Chapter Five


    Blair Reynolds stole the show last night in a red dress that had everyone talking. Looks like someone’s over her fiancé...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Gray


    I knew she’d be here, but nothing had prepared me for the sight that greeted me when I turned around.


    Under normal circumstances, she was beautiful. It wasn’t obvious or flashy; it was quiet, bone-deep, and steady. Tonight she was something else entirely.


    She wore red, a dress that exposed more of the delicate skin I’d dreamed of than I’d ever seen before. She walked toward me, her arm linked with a woman who looked like her mother. The expression on Blair’s face said she wanted to be anywhere but here.


    When I’d received the invitation and saw the last name Reynolds, it had all clicked. She was Senator Edward Reynolds’s daughter. I’d never met him, but I knew of his reputation and the Reynolds family’s reach in D.C. She came from a different world, one where family name, blood, and voyage on the Mayflower counted a hell of a lot more than money. My bank account got me into these parties, but I never really belonged.


    Mrs. Reynolds stopped in front of me, a smile I knew all too well plastered on her face. In Chicago, my ex-wife had dragged me to more society events than I could count, each one worse than the one before it. Everyone had been polite, wanting donations to their charity or their political candidate, everyone wanting something, their smiles all show and no substance. I’d hated it, which was why I was pretty sure I’d only come tonight for the name on the invitation, and if I were really honest with myself, to see her.


    “Professor Canter, isn’t it? I’m Elizabeth Reynolds. I’m so pleased you could come tonight.”


    Which basically translated to, I’m so pleased that you, and more importantly, your money, could come tonight. Please give some to my husband’s struggling political campaign.


    “Thank you for the invitation, Mrs. Reynolds.” I spoke to her while my eyes all but devoured her daughter. Christ. I was lucky I was able to string together a sentence.


    “Have you met my daughter, Blair? She’s a first-year law student at Hannover.”


    She said Hannover like it was a communicable disease.


    My lips twitched. “Yes. I’ve had the pleasure.”


    Blair snorted and I choked back a laugh.


    Her mother’s eyes narrowed and then her gaze jerked away, her attention momentarily diverted. I couldn’t take my eyes off of Blair.


    Mrs. Reynolds turned back to face us. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to speak to the caterers. It was lovely to meet you.” She shot Blair a pointed look before walking off, leaving the two of us alone.


    I’d written a hefty check to attend tonight—a check to a man whose campaign I never would have supported under ordinary circumstances. All so I could see his daughter without the barrier of our roles in the classroom. All so I could spend a few minutes with her alone.


    She was worth every fucking zero.

  


  
    Blair


    Fuckity fuck, fuck, fuck.


    Okay, so I might have had a sexual fantasy, or two, or twelve about the man. And he was on the list of my top five least favorite people thanks to the weekly interrogations he subjected me to. But I could do this. I’d give him two or three moments of polite small talk and then I’d flee. Preferably to the bar. He already had me during class time, during my dreams; it didn’t seem fair that he’d invade my social life as well. What was left of it, at least.


    I pasted a smile on my face, the one perfected from years of helping my mother hostess.


    “Professor Canter, it’s lovely to see you.”


    Lie, lie, lie.


    His smile deepened as though he knew I was full of shit and found it amusing.


    I waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. He just stared at me. He’d been staring ever since he’d turned around, hadn’t taken his gaze off of me once. It was unnerving as hell. And then he finally did speak, and I slid past unnerved into mind blown.


    His lips curved, his voice like whiskey-soaked sin. “Call me Gray.”


    Gray.


    The name was just another intimacy in a long line of intimacies he’d already taken, and yet it felt like the lynchpin. Once you stripped “Professor” and “Ms.” from our names, we were just two people a few years apart in age. Two people who held a match to a flame.


    I couldn’t call him Gray.


    “No.”


    An eyebrow rose, curiosity sparking in his eyes. “No?” The word was silk falling from his lips. “Why?”


    Even though he didn’t wear his wealth like he’d been born to it, as though it was effortless for him, it was clear that he was a man used to having his way.


    This was not good.


    “You’re my professor,” I protested, barely resisting the urge to take a step back and put some space between us. He’d been standing apart from the rest of the party when I’d joined him, but now I realized he’d maneuvered me even farther away, fencing me into a corner, one step away from the wall at my back, his big, hard body pressing me in.


    “I’m seven years older than you,” he answered, his voice dry.


    “You probably shouldn’t know that either,” I muttered, fighting for composure when all I wanted to do was have the rest of the distance between us disappear until I felt the strength his clothes hinted at.


    Push and pull.


    “Do you think I care about playing by the rules?”


    He delivered the words in a tone that was sensuously smooth with a knife’s edge, both seduction and warning. He beckoned me closer at the same time he pushed me away.


    I’d never been rebellious. I didn’t go looking for trouble, didn’t put myself in situations that screamed, bad idea, and this one definitely screamed, bad idea. From the top of its lungs, with a megaphone, broadcasting over Times Square.


    I could have made up some bullshit excuse, could have left the trouble brewing between us for the safety of hostessing and mingling with the other guests.


    But I stayed.


    I hadn’t been looking for trouble, but it seemed that now that I’d found it, I wasn’t running from it, either.


    Yet.


    There had been times in class when I’d caught him looking at me, when I’d seen a flicker of something I didn’t see when he looked at anyone else. But now, with the veil of our titles lifted, that flicker was a full-blown flame and the second it ignited, I took one step forward into his body when I should have seen that step for what it was—


    The beginning of my fall.


    He started with my eyes, his gaze holding mine as if we both felt the same nearly imperceptible shift—was it my dress, his first name, the way his body anchored mine in place without having to touch me? Or was it the inevitability that had always been there since that first day—the recognition that we would never be just student and teacher.


    There was something wild in him, something barely restrained that called to the part of me that had never been anything but safe. I’d never felt temptation, true temptation, until now, until he looked at me like he wanted to devour me in a room filled with D.C. society, with my parents, until I had to curl my fingers into a ball to keep from reaching out and taking what he offered, no matter how reckless or dangerous.


    Gray’s gaze shifted, drifting lower, the power of it a caress against my skin. There was heat coming off of him in waves now—heat and a frustrated emotion I couldn’t quite name. It was as though he didn’t want to look at me, but he looked anyway, and I didn’t doubt he was the kind of man who knew the effect he had on me.


    And it fed him.


    He took in every inch of my body with those dark eyes, while I stood there letting him, the party a distant memory. I’d been so nervous about tonight, so worried about seeing Thom and his parents, about what people would think. With one stare, Gray had erased all of that until there was only him.


    Dangerous man.


    Warmth spread throughout my body everywhere he looked, settling between my legs, putting me on notice that I’d have some interesting dreams tonight.


    My nipples were tight beneath the silky fabric, my body tense with need. And he looked at me like he knew. Like he had some kind of x-ray vision that could see through my dress, through the layers, to the arousal that flooded me. As though he could cut through the pretense of proper Blair, good Blair, boring Blair, and find someone else entirely. Someone I hadn’t even known existed.


    That alone thrilled me almost as much as it terrified me.


    I wasn’t sure what I wanted, what I needed. I knew nothing about him; he knew nothing about me. I hadn’t even liked him an hour ago. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I liked him now.


    My body didn’t care.

  


  
    Gray


    “Dance with me.”


    I hadn’t planned on asking her, but the words just spilled out. I had no business dancing with her, but the bastard in me craved more. More time, more contact, more.


    She was silent for a moment, her gaze narrowed, as though she were trying to figure me out in the span of a heartbeat. Considering I had no fucking clue what I wanted, I figured her odds of success were nonexistent. I’d been reduced from rational thought to impulses—see, touch, taste.


    Blair’s lips parted. Her head tilted as she stared at me, considering, searching with those big brown eyes. I couldn’t measure up to whatever she was looking for, but I’d try just the same.


    I took a step closer, close enough that the skirt of her dress brushed against me, inches away from feeling her body against mine. Her perfume teased me, its own brand of heroin.


    “One dance,” I added, feeling like the devil tempting a saint. Or was it the other way around?


    One dance so I can touch you, hold you, look at you. One dance to give me a taste of what I crave.


    “Why?”


    She didn’t say the rest, didn’t need to. I knew what she was really asking. This wasn’t about the dance; it was about the energy that pulsed between us, the way her body leaned in toward mine, the way our gazes seemed to find each other every fucking time. It was about the fact that I was already hard and I hadn’t even touched her.


    Yet.


    “You know why.”


    I held out my hand, feeling like I was standing on the edge of a cliff, wondering what the fuck I was doing. From the beginning, I’d tried to convince myself that everything was just one-sided, that she was an infatuation I’d never act on. I’d told myself this was just casual, that I was curious, that nothing would happen between us. She was an indulgence, a dangerous one, but weren’t those the best kind?


    And here I was, putting myself out there, a knot in my gut, wondering if I’d been wrong all along, if she wanted me as much as I wanted her.


    She gave me her hand.


    The second her tiny hand slid into mine, relief slammed into my chest. I stared down into her eyes, trying to read the emotions I saw there. I wanted her. More than a dance. More than a fuck.


    I was drunk on her, and in this case, sobriety was just out of my reach.

  


  
    Blair


    I didn’t know why I was doing this, why I’d even agreed to dance with him, but here I was. He was hard to say no to. And more than that, I didn’t want to say no.


    I held Gray’s hand, letting him pull me into his embrace as the music started up.


    I didn’t know what I’d find on the dance floor, all I knew was that his touch was the best thing I’d ever felt and he’d barely touched me at all. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have his mouth on me.


    I could hear the whispers around us, knew people were watching us, wondering who I was dancing with, but I didn’t care. I figured Thom and his parents were out there, but I didn’t look for them.


    I had my hands full with the man who held me in his arms like I was meant to be there. Surprisingly, he had a natural rhythm that was easy to follow. He led with confidence and an elegance I never would have predicted.


    “You’re a good dancer,” I murmured.


    He gifted me with a lazy smile. “I boxed in college. It makes you light on your feet.”


    I could picture him as a boxer. He had an air about him that suggested he was ready to take on the whole world, and a ruthlessness that had no doubt served him well in the courtroom, as though he wasn’t content to merely defeat his opponent, but had to annihilate them.


    “I bet you were a terrifying attorney.”


    He gave me a wolfish smile without a hint of modesty. “I was.”


    “Do you miss it?”


    “Parts of it, yeah.”


    “Do you ever think you’ll go back to private practice?”


    He hesitated, and for the first time since we’d started dancing, his feet fumbled a bit. “Maybe.”


    If we were going to dance, then I needed more from him, something to focus on other than how good it felt to have his arms around me. He held me closer than was probably appropriate for our acquaintance or maybe that was just the way my body fit itself into the curve of his. He was so tall, his shoulders so broad, that it was impossible to not feel the full force of his masculinity.


    My chest tightened, a knot forming low in my stomach. My palms dampened, my hands itching to stray. They hovered around his neck, just below the place where his white collared shirt hit his neck. If they drifted up, just an inch, if my hand slipped...


    He’s your professor. He’s your professor.


    I pushed past the lump in my throat, the words coming out of my mouth strangled. “How did you end up at Hannover? And why teaching?”


    He shrugged, the muscles in his shoulders bunching beneath my hands. “The dean at Hannover is an old law school professor of mine who I’d kept in touch with. They were desperate to find a replacement for a professor who’d dropped out at the last minute and I needed a fresh start.”


    I figured his “fresh start” was in reaction to the trouble Caitlin had alluded to.


    “Do you like it?”


    “Parts of it. I love the law, but I was meant for the courtroom, not the classroom.”


    “So what’s stopping you?”


    The arm around my waist tightened, pulling me even closer. His jaw clenched, that fierce look entering his eyes.


    “I didn’t handle the lifestyle very well the first time around. I was at a small firm, but still, I worked insane hours. The pressure to bill was constant, the need to push myself harder, inescapable. It was like law school on speed and in the end I fell apart and it wrecked my life.”


    I missed most of his answer because his arm tightened again, yanking me even closer, and the second he brushed against my stomach I forgot my fucking name.


    Holy shit. He was hard.


    My mouth went dry while arousal flooded the rest of my body. My hand that had been desperate to touch him reached up and stroked the back of his neck, a tremor rippling through me. He stiffened, his gaze slamming into me, his eyes wide.


    Fuck.


    I was breathless. Lost. Found. My chest rose and fell as I tried to catch my breath, as his gaze slid down to run over my breasts.


    I wanted to pull back, wanted to put my mouth on his. I’d thought a dance in public would be safe, thought I could handle him, but now I realized how wrong I’d been. He wasn’t the problem. I was.


    I wanted what his body offered in a way I hadn’t wanted anything before.


    All around us, people broke apart, the song ending, and suddenly I needed air.

  


  


  
    Chapter Six


    We couldn’t help but notice that Blair Reynolds disappeared for an indecently long time during her parents’ party last night. Was she trying to avoid a run-in with her former fiancé or was she more pleasantly engaged?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Gray


    I didn’t know what I was doing.


    I wanted to fuck her. I wanted her in my bed, that pale, flawless skin on my sheets. I wanted her glistening with sweat, moans tumbling from those lips. I wanted to thrust inside her, surrounding myself in her warm, wet heat. I was drawn to the dichotomy of her—the untouchable girl who looked like something out of an oil painting and the girl she’d been just a second ago, whose body had spoken to me with a raw hunger that had shocked the shit out of me and impossibly, somehow matched my own.


    So when Blair walked away, her body sliding past mine as our clothes brushed against each other with a whisper, there wasn’t a moment when I considered doing anything other than following her.


    I blamed the red dress for the fact that she was leading me around by my dick tonight.


    I blamed myself for how much I liked it.


    She walked through the party, her head high. I’d never noticed how a woman walked before—not like this—pure class that glided as the crowd parted for her. She was a queen and we all knew it. She could have disappeared into the crowd, and if she had, maybe I would have let her. That’s what I told myself, at least, as I pretended I still had control over this, whatever it was. As I pretended she—Blair—hadn’t gotten under my skin.


    She headed toward a set of glass doors leading out to a back patio. I trailed behind, some part of my brain alert enough to give me that much sense, at least.


    Her back to me, I slid through the glass doors and shut them behind me, blocking out the rest of the party.


    The patio wasn’t big, but it was private, protected by enormous hedges that surrounded her like sentries meant to keep the commoners at bay. I allowed myself a moment—drunk on this night and this girl—to admire the delicate curve of her neck exposed by the mass of her hair—brown, rich, gleaming—held together with diamond clips. My gaze trailed that line down her spine, her back bare before her pale skin hit red silk.


    Contrasts. Always contrasts with her.


    The line between appropriate and inappropriate student and teacher involvement was gray. Okay, maybe not gray. Sleeping with a student would get me in deep shit. Especially when she was one of my students. It wasn’t unheard of, but given my precarious position with the faculty, it was a really stupid idea. Next semester she wouldn’t be in my class, and maybe then it would be gray.


    But even then?


    I’d fucked up enough lives with my carelessness, with my innate ability to take something good and twist it and warp it until it was something dark and mangled, to know not to put that on her. I was the kind of dirty that never got clean, and I didn’t believe in redemption.


    I knew better. Absolutely. But everything about Blair was look but don’t touch, and the pisser was, I’d never done well with boundaries.


    So I stayed, and waited for her to turn; when she did, with the soft swirl of her skirt around her, she yanked me in deeper.

  


  
    Blair


    I’d thought the fresh air would help, thought it would slap some sanity into me, and then he’d come out and I’d felt his body behind me, and I recognized the lie running through my head.


    I hadn’t come outside to escape, for clarity; I’d come outside because I wanted more of the feeling he conjured inside me. It terrified me and taunted me at the same time, beckoning me closer, telling me that if I just turned, that if I gave myself over to this need, to the desire pummeling me, to the pings shooting through my stomach like balls in a pinball machine, I’d finally feel free.


    I listened to the whispered promise carried through the night air. I turned.


    I met Gray’s gaze, heartbeat racing, a flush of adrenaline tingling through my body. How many dreams had I had about him? How many times had I sat in class staring at him, listening to his voice, fantasizing about what it would be like to have him? Even for a moment.


    My legs trembled.


    He swallowed.


    I ached to stroke his skin, to wrap my arms around him. The night air sent a chill, goose bumps covering me. Suddenly, my dress felt too tight, my breasts achy, desire pooling between my legs.


    Fuck it.


    I erased the distance between us with one step, my arms wrapping around his neck, my breasts crushed into his chest, and then I was pulling his head down toward me, lifting my head up, and his mouth slammed down on mine.


    Finally.


    His body stiffened the second our lips touched, and then my tongue collided with his mouth, and he opened, and I stole the kiss from him.


    He was no longer my professor, no longer someone I loathed. He was hands I needed on my body, lips I wanted kissing mine.


    I couldn’t get enough of him, of the taste swirling in my mouth. I was drowning in him, so deep I feared I’d never climb my way out.


    Our tongues tangled. Our teeth grazed soft flesh. My hands threaded through his hair, pulling him closer to me. I arched my hips until I felt him hard against my stomach, his breath ragged against my lips.


    I didn’t hold anything back, gave him all of the hunger that had burned a hole inside me.


    His hands wrapped around me, holding me against his body, his chest rising and falling rapidly as if he couldn’t quite catch his breath.


    My fingers drifted down to his nape, his skin hot beneath my touch, capturing the tremor that slid through him.


    I’d imagined kissing him for so long now, fantasized about it on the days when he lectured about boring subjects like intentional infliction of emotional distress, this arousal simmering inside me for months.


    It exploded in this kiss, as our bodies waged war with our mouths. It wasn’t a sweet kiss; there were no soft brushes of our lips or gentle hands. This was a full-blown assault of desire, my need slamming into his, sparks firing between us.


    I’d thought it would just be a kiss. A good, hot kiss that would take off the constant edge I felt around him. I’d been so wrong. It hadn’t been a good kiss and it hadn’t been hot.


    It was the best kiss of my fucking life and I was on fire.


    Whatever I’d expected to find the moment our lips connected, it hadn’t been this. This was a boulder tumbling down a cliff, hurtling to the bottom.


    It was a disaster.

  


  
    Gray


    I was so fucked it wasn’t even funny.


    Her lips were crack, her body heroin, and I couldn’t get enough.


    This girl had the power to break me in two.


    I’d meant to be in control from the beginning. I was the experienced one, the older one; I was supposed to be the one blowing her mind. But I hadn’t been prepared for how sweet her mouth would be.


    I hadn’t been prepared for her.


    Blair broke away first, and considering she’d shredded my willpower in one move, it took her stepping back for me to drag some air into my lungs, my body strung out, my dick aching.


    Her hand came up to her lips, her fingers touching the skin there, and I stifled a groan, remembering just how that mouth had felt on mine. Her lips were swollen, wet from my tongue, her red lipstick smudged.


    Her breasts rose and fell, her eyes wide, her chest flushed.


    I didn’t speak, just waited for her to give me more, anything, everything. In this moment, her standing there like a fucking queen, I’d take it all.


    We stood there staring at each other, the silence closing in, neither one of us moving. It was like we were locked in place.


    There was no coming back from that kiss.


    I opened my mouth, digging deep, trying to find the words, scraping my insides out for her until I came up empty. This was purgatory, in between everything I wanted and the hell I’d clawed my way out of, knowing I didn’t deserve the softness of her lips or the sweetness of her mouth.


    I didn’t want to make love to her. I didn’t want to give her my heart—didn’t even have one to give. I wanted to fuck her. That was it. That was all this was supposed to be.


    This feeling inside of me hurt. It was a cruel joke to put her in front of me, to know that she wanted me as much as I wanted her. She was a temptation I couldn’t afford, a line I feared crossing.


    The longer I stayed, the more I wanted to kiss her again, the harder it was to convince myself that I couldn’t have her.


    So I gave her a jerky nod, my jaw clenched, and fled.

  


  


  
    Chapter Seven


    We were disappointed to miss out on a meeting between Blair Reynolds and her former fiancé. Rumor has it Blair left the party early and stayed far away from the Wyatts...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I couldn’t stop thinking about our kiss. It distracted me when I sat in class, when my mind should have been on con law. It had been two days and the memory of Gray kissing me had yet to fade. Unfortunately, neither had the image of him fleeing like he’d contract the plague if he stood near me for another moment.


    What did it take to make a man like that retreat?


    I didn’t understand it, wanted to die every time I thought about it. He’d kissed me back. He’d definitely kissed me back. And then, it was like a switch had flipped off, and he’d just left. I had been trying to come to terms with what I’d done, and then I’d blinked, and he was gone.


    Was it the fact that he was my teacher? Had I imagined the desire between us? He’d flirted with me in our own weird way. Constantly. For weeks now. And the second I’d let my guard down, the second I’d put myself out there, he’d looked at me like I terrified him.


    That was a new one.


    A voice from the front of the classroom pulled me out of my mental freak-out.


    “Ms. Reynolds, please tell us the issue in Gibbons v. Ogden.”


    Ugh.


    I needed all of my wits about me to make it through con law.


    Professor Myers stared at me expectantly from the front of the room. While torts was my least favorite class, con law ran a very close second. It wasn’t just that Professor Myers was eccentric as hell, or that our textbook was heavy enough to double as a deadly weapon, or that the book’s pages were ridiculously thin and sucked up highlighter ink at an alarming rate. No, the biggest reason I hated con law was that I didn’t understand it. At all.


    Part of the problem was that Myers was a genius, so things that were incredibly simple to him were indecipherable to the rest of the class. He also had a tendency to speak quickly, which made taking notes a near impossibility. In a moment of desperation, I’d shelled out eighty bucks for the supplement, only to be even more confused. And that fucker was a solid five hundred pages on its own. Only in law school would it take five hundred pages to condense a semester worth of material.


    I cleared my throat, staring down at my notes, trying to find the case’s issue. Sometimes our casebooks broke out the issue neatly, other times you had to go searching for it through antiquated language and confusing tangents. This was one of those times. I scanned my brief, staving off a near-heart attack when I spotted the section where I’d bolded the issue.


    “Whether the state monopoly prevails over the federal act.”


    “Very good. And how does that relate to the Court’s holding in Carter v. Carter Coal?”


    And that was where I unraveled. In a pinch, on a good day, I could get enough out of the actual cases to answer the questions thrown at me. But when I was forced to compare holdings or extrapolate information from one case to another, I completely lost it. Which was kind of the point of law school.


    Law school didn’t necessarily teach you how to practice law—even though it should have. Instead, it taught you to think like a lawyer. There was a bit of a learning curve, but by now the vast majority of my classmates got it. We all still fumbled, still had moments when we were lost, but I alone seemed this lost.


    I stumbled over the explanation until Professor Myers’s eyes filled with disappointment. My cheeks heated at the silence around me and the scrutiny of my classmates’ gazes on me. Finally, he called on another student. She managed to reach the conclusion he’d wanted in a fraction of the time I’d rambled on.


    “Thank you, Ms. Barnett.” He turned his attention to the rest of the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, the Commerce Clause is one of the central concepts to understanding the federal legislative power. You need to know these cases like the back of your hand in order to do well on the final exam in December. We’re a month and a half away. If you haven’t gotten it by now, you should really rethink whether law school is a good fit for you.”


    Shit.


    I ducked my head, staring down at the textbook and my sheets of notes, the words blurring on the page. Tears filled my eyes, threatening to spill down my cheeks. The crazy thing was that he wasn’t even being unkind. Just honest. He didn’t say anything I hadn’t already thought.


    I entertained fantasies of withdrawing from school on a nearly daily basis. It took me all of a week to realize that I’d made a hasty decision in some misguided attempt to redeem myself after everything ended with Thom. I should have taken some time to figure things out. Maybe then I would have realized that I’d put myself on a career path that was totally wrong for me.


    The only thing that stopped me from correcting the mistake now was the sheer embarrassment of admitting that this, too, hadn’t worked out for me. And the total uselessness of a semester—or half a semester—of law school. I’d basically spent twenty-five thousand dollars to learn I made bad decisions and was a shitty law student.


    Talk about adding insult to injury.


    ***


    After con law ended, I walked out of the building and headed to the faculty parking lot. I was meeting Professor Canter—Gray—to check out the middle school for the 1L pro bono project. We hadn’t seen each other since our kiss on Wednesday night, our only communication stilted emails couched in professional courtesy through the law school’s webmail system. Between the tension of seeing him again and the epic fuckup in con law, my sanity hung by a thread.


    And then I saw him.


    Maybe he didn’t have classes on Fridays; maybe he came to school like this on days he didn’t teach. Maybe he just wanted to fit in. Whatever it was, he was dressed casually in jeans and a gray sweater that made me want to bite him.


    He stopped a foot away from me and smiled, his gaze shielded by a pair of dark sunglasses.


    “Ready?”


    I nodded, even though I was anything but.


    I followed him through the crowded parking lot, trying not to check out how good he looked from behind, until we stopped in front of a black Range Rover. Despite the chill in the air, my body felt like it was on fire. Gray slid into the driver’s side, putting the school’s address into the car’s navigation system.


    He pulled back, turning out of the parking lot and maneuvering the massive car with ease.


    Silence descended around us, and while I struggled to come up with something interesting to say, I couldn’t think of one single thing. We were in a weird place. We’d kissed, and yet we didn’t really know anything about each other. It reduced the ability to lead with one of those conversations where you spoke without saying anything at all. It was like we’d fast-forwarded into an intimacy I wasn’t sure either one of us wanted and I definitely didn’t know how to handle.

  


  
    Gray


    I stopped at a light, sneaking a peek at Blair. She stared out the window, her head turned away from me so I could only make out the slant of her cheek, the line of her jaw, the curve of her ear. Her long brown hair fell around her like a curtain of silk, her eyes hidden by large black sunglasses.


    I turned my attention back to the traffic, gripping the steering wheel with both hands. She was beautiful, and she smelled great, and now that I’d had her mouth, I wanted it again.


    “So what classes did you have today?”


    School seemed like a safe subject. Anything to avoid talking about the kiss. Or the fact that I’d fled like an idiot.


    “Property and con law.”


    We hit another red light in the snarl that was D.C. traffic, and I turned in my seat to get a better look at her.


    “How were they?”


    She still wouldn’t look at me, her gaze trained out the passenger window. “Property was fine. Con law, not so much.”


    “What happened?”


    “Professor Myers called on me with a question about the Commerce Clause and I sounded like a complete idiot.” Her voice thickened. “He gave a speech about where we should all be at this point in the semester and suggested that if we weren’t there we should rethink law school.”


    I wasn’t surprised. A lot of the professors gave speeches like that. I’d certainly heard them when I was a student. It was harsh, but this industry could be brutal. If you couldn’t handle law school, legal practice would be hell.


    What did surprise me was her candor. She sounded like she needed someone to talk to, and while I doubted I was her first choice, I wasn’t going to let the opportunity to get to know her slip through my fingers.


    “And that made you wonder if you should rethink law school?”


    “You call on me every week, you see how lost I am. It’s like there’s something wrong with the way I think. I don’t get it the way everyone else does. I read. I outline. I have a study group. I bought the supplements. I do all the things that they told us to do at orientation and it doesn’t matter. I keep waiting for it to click and it doesn’t.”


    “That doesn’t mean you should give up. And you’re not lost. Most of the time you know the answer. I don’t call on you to trip you up. You’re smart. You obviously do the work. And trust me, your professors can tell that you take school seriously and that you care about the material.”


    The light changed and I turned my attention back to the road.


    “It sounds like you’re having a hard time transitioning to the right mind-set, but that doesn’t mean you never will. Law school isn’t necessarily about being smart or doing the work. You’re right, there’s an art to it. Sometimes it just takes a while for it to click. What was your major in undergrad?”


    “Political science.”


    “Did you like it?”


    She hesitated for a beat. “Yes and no. It wasn’t my first choice. My father paid for my undergrad and he wanted me to major in political science.”


    “What did you want to study?”


    “Public policy. It wasn’t that different; there was some overlap between the classes. And there were parts of poli sci that I liked. It just wasn’t necessarily what I would have chosen.”


    “Where did you go to undergrad?”


    She named a prestigious Ivy League school.


    “So you’re really smart.”


    She shrugged. “I went to a good high school. Did lots of extracurriculars. My parents hired a tutor for the SATs and ACTs, and I did well after taking them a few times. Law school is a whole other ball game.”


    It was. It was totally different from the way you’d learned in undergrad. I’d seen it among my own classmates—students came from impressive schools and struggled for the first time in their lives. There was a certain mind-set that had nothing to do with being smart or having a strong academic record. In a way, that was what made it so challenging—you had to retrain you brain.


    “And law school? How did that fit in?”


    “It didn’t really.” She stiffened. “My father thought it would be a good idea.”


    “So law school was his idea, too.”


    “Kind of. I think he had visions of his daughter going to Yale or something, but my LSATs weren’t high enough. Plus, I applied really late. Fortunately, I’d taken them my senior year just to keep my options open. I didn’t have time for a retest.”


    “And what did you want?”


    “I don’t know. Nothing has ever jumped out at me and said, this.”


    “And now?”


    “I don’t know,” she answered again.


    “Do you even want to be an attorney?”


    “Maybe. I thought I did before I came to law school. But now? I don’t really see myself going into private practice. I don’t think I love it enough to make it my life, to get in the race to bill like crazy so I can make partner.” She was quiet for a second. “I want to have a family one day. Want to be the mom that goes to school plays and chaperones field trips. I want to work, but I want to be there for those moments, too. Maybe there’s a balance there. I just haven’t seen it.”


    “There are other things you can do with a law degree, you know. You don’t have to go into private practice. You could work in nonprofit management, for example. Or a government agency. Even corporate law can have a slower pace. You have a ton of options. Just get through exams, see how you feel next semester. And when you get a chance to take elective courses in your second year, look at some nontraditional classes. There’s a public law class that you might enjoy. Another one on nonprofit organizations. A few advocacy clinics that would give you some hands-on experience.”


    She nodded. “I could do that.”


    “Have you been going to the tutoring sessions?”


    Each of the core courses had tutoring sessions taught by second and third-year students who had received the highest grades when they’d taken the subject in their first year.


    “I have. They help a bit, but I think I need something a little more hands-on. I’ll start to get the concept, but by then everyone else is moving on. I’ve thought about asking someone to tutor me one-on-one, but I haven’t found anyone yet.”


    “Try me.” The offer slipped out before I even thought about the logistics.


    “Are you serious?”


    “Why not? I have office hours; students ask me questions all the time. It’s been five years, so I don’t remember everything from my law school days, but I remember enough. Ask me about the Commerce Clause.”


    “You’re going to help me with con law?”


    I looked away from the road and flashed her a grin. “We’ve got another half hour to go.”


    Sitting next to her in the car was torture. Absolute fucking torture. At least this would keep me from thinking of how badly I wanted to get her naked.


    Nothing deflated a hard-on faster than the Commerce Clause.

  


  
    Blair


    By the time we arrived at the middle school, I somewhat understood Article 1, Section 8 of the U.S. Constitution. Also known as the dreaded Commerce Clause. I’d also learned that while he wasn’t necessarily patient in class, Gray could be patient when he wanted to be. And surprisingly kind. He didn’t mock me when I stumbled over a concept or got confused. He explained things carefully and clearly, and slowly it started to make sense.


    He was also crazy smart. And I only thought about kissing him every minute or so.


    “Why aren’t you like this in class?” I asked as he pulled the SUV into the school parking lot.


    “Like what?”


    “Easy to talk to.”


    “Are any of your professors easy to talk to?”


    I considered this. None were as intimidating as him, but they all did have an air of aloofness about them.


    “Fair enough.”


    “We’ve all been where you guys are now. We get it. But trust me, if you think this is brutal, wait until a judge chews your ass out in front of opposing counsel. Or you fuck up a brief you’re preparing for a senior partner. There’s an element of hazing here, but it’s necessary. This profession can be soul-crushing.”


    “And yet, you love it, don’t you?”


    He grinned. “I do.”


    There was a passion that shone through his eyes that he didn’t share in class. I was pretty sure if he did, the girls would be whipped into a frenzy. Graydon Canter passionate about something was sexy as hell.


    If he ever gave that to a woman, she’d be the luckiest woman in the world.


    “You should be like this in class. I understand if you have to keep your intimidating persona to hold on to your professor street rep”—his lips twitched—“but it would be cool if you shared your experiences practicing law with the class. Just now you talked about the law like it was a living, breathing entity, something you loved. You should do that in class.


    “I know we’re supposed to be constantly on our guard and ready to be ripped to shreds”—he let out a shout of laughter—“but it would be nice to see the light at the end of the tunnel. There’s not a whole lot of inspiration to be found briefing cases. It would help to see that we have something to look forward to. That we have a chance to make a difference.”


    He put the car in park and turned to face me, slipping his sunglasses off, a small smile playing at his mouth. “You’re probably right. One of my favorite professors in law school had clerked for a prominent federal judge and he loved to share war stories. It definitely made class more entertaining.”


    “So you’re going to be less intimidating?” I teased.


    His smile deepened. God, that smile. I’d been pathetically attracted to him before, but this side of him was just too much. I wasn’t sure what to make of him. He was intense in class, more relaxed when it was just the two of us.


    That was the weird thing about this. Officially, he was my professor, and yet he didn’t act like my professor. And he wasn’t even that much older than me. It was hard to feel like we weren’t equals despite our status at school. Then again, it was hard to know where I stood with Gray.


    Especially, after we’d kissed. Especially, when he looked at me the way he did now.


    The car felt too small, the air around us oppressive.


    The corner of his mouth quirked up. “You don’t really find me intimidating, do you?”


    Yes and no.


    I met him halfway. “Sometimes.”


    “Now?”


    God.


    I swallowed, my voice strained. “No.”


    Something shifted in Gray’s gaze. Something dark and hungry.


    “At your parents’ party?”


    The rest, when you kissed me, lingered between us unspoken.


    God.


    My voice shook, but I said the word anyway.


    “No.”


    He leaned forward over the armrest, his hands inches from mine. He hovered there. He smelled like winter, which was utterly ridiculous and the absolute truth at the same time.


    His hand left the console and I froze. A beat passed, and another one, and then his hand brushed through my hair, his fingertips stroking my scalp. My head rolled back, my neck arching, giving myself over to the feel of his fingers caressing me. It was the lightest touch, but it set off a spark within my body that had a shiver sliding down my spine. My eyes shut, my lips parting, wanting more.


    “Blair.”


    I loved his voice; there was nothing better than hearing my name spill from his lips.


    His free hand came up to my face, the pad of his thumb tracing my cheekbone. Once, twice.


    My eyes opened and our gazes locked. His thumb swept across my cheek, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. I had no idea where my head was, didn’t even care.


    Amazing. Absolutely amazing.


    Gray released his hold on my cheek, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. I sucked in a deep breath as his fingers grazed my skin, lingering on my earlobe. He paused, flicking the skin back and forth with his fingers, tearing another shudder from me, pausing as if he knew my breasts were begging for his mouth and his hands, that I was drenched, desperate to feel him inside me. His eyes flared, two dark pools that held me in place under the force of his gaze. He released my lobe, his fingertips moving down, tracing my jaw with a casual gentleness that sent another tremor through my body and had me arching instinctively toward him.


    And then it was gone.


    The ache inside me made me bold, whereas before I might have shied away.


    My hand reached out, coming to rest next to his on the armrest. Inches separated us. We both looked down at the spot where we nearly touched, silence throbbing around us, and then some part of me I didn’t even know existed took over as my fingers reached out and linked with his.


    His whole body stiffened, his gaze jerking to meet mine.


    He didn’t let go.


    “I’m trying to be good,” he whispered. “So fucking hard.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Eight


    With just a couple weeks until the election, all eyes are on the Reynolds family. Will Senator Reynolds keep his seat or is another scandal poised to take him down?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    His voice broke the spell in the car, pulling me back to reality, reminding me that this was the man who tormented me weekly, the man who’d basically admitted he was a disaster. This was not me. This was touching the stove and then acting surprised when I got burned.


    I tried to jerk my hand back, wishing I could jump over to the other side of the line, but Gray held me in place, his fingers gripping mine. He didn’t hold me like he was trying to keep me there; he held me like I was a life preserver he needed to keep from drowning. I knew because I held him the same way.


    You are in so much trouble.


    “Why?”


    I asked the question because I had to know, needed him to give me the rest of the pieces of the puzzle. Needed him to explain why he kissed me back and then fled.


    “Because I want you. I’ve wanted you since the beginning. Since you walked into my class that day.”


    The revelation that he’d wanted me since the beginning, that I wasn’t crazy or alone in feeling this way, lit me up inside, even as it terrified me. I wanted the rest of it; some part of me demanded it.


    “Why?”


    “Because I ruin everything I touch. Every time.”


    I didn’t know how bad his baggage was, but if he thought I’d lived some charmed, easy life, he was off the mark.


    “And you think what, exactly? That you’re protecting me from the Big Bad Wolf?”


    His jaw clenched.


    No fucking way.


    “I take it you don’t read the gossip columns?”


    He made a face. “Yeah, right before I get my fucking nails done.”


    “Cute.”


    He shrugged.


    “I was engaged.”


    That got a reaction.


    “You were engaged.”


    “I was.”


    “What happened?”


    “It didn’t work out.”


    “Why?”


    I shook my head, not quite ready to spill all of my secrets. “You first.”


    A look of surprise crossed his face and the corner of his mouth quirked up. “Are you negotiating with me now?”


    I nodded. “I read your bio.” It was a small concession to make when I was curious for more, and after my mouth had basically assaulted his, I couldn’t be bothered to care.


    “How did you go from a successful private practice in Chicago to teaching at Hannover?”


    His mouth tightened, and suddenly, seven years between us seemed like so much more. He looked hard and jaded, and I knew my question had pissed him off.


    “I had a problem.” Dark humor filled his voice. “Several, actually.”


    His gaze shuttered, the heat that had been flickering at me, teasing me, completely evaporated.


    Caitlin’s words came back to me, and I knew whatever his story was, it was bad.


    Maybe I’d pushed him too far. Maybe I was stupid to think that there was a tame side to him, that there was more than the professor who barked at me from the front of the room three days a week.


    “Aren’t you going to ask what it was? What they were?”


    There was a dare in his question. I ignored it.


    I turned away, staring out the window, out of range of those dark eyes that only seemed to lure me deeper.


    I felt him around me even though we weren’t touching. His anger was palpable, pushing at me. This was the man I saw in the classroom. The man who infuriated me and made me want. This was the dangerous man who pulled me into a game I didn’t know how to play.


    Gray’s hand touched my elbow and I froze. He’d moved closer to me—too close. I could feel his big body at my back, could smell the scent of his cologne surrounding me. If I rocked back, if I moved an inch in my seat, I’d feel him against me. My brain told me to move forward. To jerk my body out of his grasp. To take my hand back.


    I stayed still, somewhere between where I should be and where I wanted to be.


    He turned me to face him, his hand on my elbow warm against my bare skin. His gaze was solemn as it met mine, and for a moment, I stared into the dark depths, wondering what I’d find there.


    “Strippers, booze, and blow.”


    Holy shit.


    What the fuck was I doing?


    I felt my jaw drop open, knew I probably looked horribly appalled, and yet, I couldn’t get that expression off of my face.


    “I’ve shocked you.” His jaw was tight, his emotions locked behind what might as well have been an iron wall. He was the one with the poker face now.


    I’d grown up around politics. I wasn’t naive; maybe a bit sheltered, but not naive. There was nothing about his tale I hadn’t heard before. I still wasn’t prepared.


    “No. Yes. I—”


    “What?” He fired the question at me in a tone made for the courtroom and I flinched under his scrutiny.


    “I don’t know.”


    I was vehemently antidrug. Like, wouldn’t even consider smoking pot. It wasn’t even something my father had drilled into me, it was just my own personal dislike for it. I’d had friends in high school who did drugs and I hated being around them when they were high, never understood the risks they took for the pleasure they got from it. Everything for me was carefully weighed in terms of risk and reward. If I was going to utterly fuck up my future, then you’d better believe the payout would be amazing.


    Nothing had ever come close.


    “You could have been disbarred for the drugs.”


    His mouth turned grim. “Yes.”


    “What happened?”


    It wasn’t any of my business, but because I’d liked kissing him, because some part of me wanted to do it more, I demanded the rest. Thanks to that kiss, we were no longer at the beginning of this. The second our bodies had found each other, we’d fast-forwarded somewhere to the middle, and now I was trying to catch up.


    We’d had a panel of attorneys come and talk to us about mental health and substance abuse issues in one of our first-year seminars and the numbers they’d given us were staggering.


    Lawyers were almost four times more likely to suffer from depression than non-lawyers. State bar associations were concerned with the growing number of suicides within their ranks. Around 20 percent of lawyers suffered from alcoholism and substance abuse. I knew it was one of the dark sides of the profession, hell, I’d seen it more times than I could count among my father’s political allies.


    It was still difficult to understand.


    He didn’t speak; I wondered if he wasn’t going to answer me, if I’d asked for more than he was willing to give. And then he spoke, and gave me more than I’d ever expected.


    “I was hired by a small but prestigious firm right out of law school. It was the kind of place where you could make a killing if you were willing to work your ass off. I was. I caught a couple of big cases, had a few large settlements go my way, and suddenly I was making more money in a year than my parents had made in their entire lives.”


    His gaze clouded. “I was young, and I was stupid, and everything happened so quickly, and I made some shitty decisions. I worked hard, but on the weekends I partied hard. I don’t even remember the first time I did a line, just that it soon became more of a habit and less of a weekend thing.


    “In the beginning, I told myself it was no big deal. Just me blowing off steam. Work hard, play harder, and all of that bullshit. And then little by little, inch by inch, it began seeping over into all aspects of my life, and what I thought I’d had under control began to control me.”


    I’d gone to an elite prep school and I was all too familiar with casual drug use. He described a world I’d been exposed to for years. Power and money had a way of making people think the rules didn’t apply to them. That they could be invincible.


    It really wasn’t that different from the way I’d grown up with my father. Power was his drug of choice and his addiction obliterated his family.


    “The more money I made,” Gray continued, “the more it began taking over my life. My partners intervened before it ruined my work, but it was close. Too fucking close.” He looked away from me, staring down at his hands, his body strung tight. “You don’t need to hear how ugly it was. Trust me. I wish I could forget it all. Wish I could take it back.


    “I went to rehab,” he continued. “I’m clean now. Hardest fucking thing I’ve ever done. I haven’t touched coke in a year.”


    I swallowed. “And the drinking?”


    “I don’t drink. I’ve been sober for a year now.”


    His eyes goaded me, pushing me to ask for the rest. It was like he was daring me to leave, to sever the connection between us.


    I didn’t know what I wanted to do. Every single intelligent, sensible part of me screamed that this was a whole lot of baggage I didn’t need in my life. And still, something held me in place.


    Gray’s hand stroked mine, his thumb tracing circles on my skin.


    His gaze met mine, and I forgot where I was, and all the reasons I shouldn’t feel anything for him. He was a train wreck, and I’d never been the kind of girl who wanted to fix a man or found baggage sexy. The world was full of screwed up guys; I didn’t need to go looking for one. But even though I hadn’t gone looking for trouble, apparently trouble had found me.


    And I let it hold me close when I probably should have pushed it away.


    “And the rest?” I couldn’t actually say the word, strippers.


    “Just wrecked my marriage.”


    And just like that, my stomach clenched.


    He’d been married.

  


  
    Gray


    The second I told her the truth about all of it, as soon as those words left my mouth, I hated myself. I shouldn’t have told her. I didn’t know why I did. Her lips had me spilling all of my secrets with more skill than a seasoned interrogator.


    I’d meant to warn her off; I just hadn’t been prepared for how well it would work. Or how shitty I’d feel when she looked at me like I’d disappointed her.


    “You were married?” Her voice squeaked out the words, her cheeks red.


    “Divorced now. It’s been almost two years. It was bad before, but once we separated, it was like I was on a mission to self-destruct.”


    Blair opened her mouth and closed it, as if she had a question she wanted to ask, but couldn’t get up the balls to do it. Maybe she was trying to be polite. Maybe I’d horrified her into silence.


    I just kept talking, giving her more than she’d asked for, more than I’d intended to give. That was the dangerous thing about Blair. She didn’t even have to try and she pulled everything out, unraveling you thread by thread.


    “We were only married for two years before it all fell apart. We were a bad fit from the start, but my problems didn’t help. She left me and maybe there was a chance, if I’d cleaned myself up, that we could have gotten back together. But I kept partying, more and more. There were girls. It all just became one big ride I couldn’t pull myself off of. In the end, she found another guy, a better guy with a stable job, who made her happy.


    “One day my partners demanded I go into rehab. Fucking up my marriage wasn’t enough to give me a wake-up call. But my career? My wife was my mistress and my job was my wife. So yeah, at the threat of losing all I built, I cleaned myself up. Too little, too late.


    “My personal life fucked me professionally. When things started blowing up in Chicago, I needed an out. My ex-wife’s father is a well-known federal court judge. They were out for blood, and it became clear that my odds of finding a good job in the Chicago legal community were coming to an end.”


    Blair didn’t speak, just kept staring at me with a searching gaze. I didn’t know if she was attempting to unearth my secrets or sketch my character, but either way, I’d just given her everything. I doubted I’d come out looking good.


    Was that what I’d intended all along? I didn’t even know anymore. This girl had my head so fucked I didn’t know which way was up.


    An uneasy silence settled between us, as if we’d both shared more than we’d wanted to, and we choked on the intimacy we’d created.


    And then she spoke, and just when I’d thought I’d emptied myself out for her, she yanked the rest from me.


    “Why me? Why’d you tell me all of this? I don’t see you going to lunch with the other professors; you don’t appear to be close to any students. No one else at school seems to know what happened with you. Why tell me?”


    “Because I like you.”


    I wanted to fucking disappear as soon as I said the words. I’d meant to fob her off and instead I’d put it all out there. And even worse, as soon as I said it, I realized how true it was. It wasn’t just about sex anymore. I did like her and I had no clue how the hell that had happened. I’d definitely never meant to like her.


    This was so fucked-up.


    Her cheeks colored at my announcement and another wave of embarrassment sucker punched me. I waited for the polite dismissal I definitely deserved, but she stayed silent, nailing inscrutable.


    “What happened with your fiancé?” I asked again, returning to her earlier announcement, needing to shift the focus off of me, not ready to expound on I like you, not sure I even had more to say. I hadn’t even worked out my answer and I definitely didn’t like the way she sat there studying me. She might have been twenty-three, but she had old eyes. Scarily perceptive eyes.


    “He cheated on me,” she answered, her voice soft. She looked away from me, staring down at her hands and something clenched in my stomach.


    Fuck.


    If I’d wanted to put some distance between us, mission accomplished.


    “What happened?”


    “I found him having sex with his best man in the changing room of the church on our wedding day. I was nervous; I think I knew things weren’t right between us, and I went to talk to him before the ceremony.” She let out a sad laugh. “I don’t even know why I went or what I was looking for. I think I just hoped that he would make me feel better about everything. That he’d convince me that we were meant to be together. But the second I caught them together that was it. I found out he was gay and they were in love. I called off the wedding.”


    Jesus.


    “My father tried to spin it—reelection season and all that—but that stupid Capital Confessions blog got ahold of the story and we’ve been plagued with gossip ever since.” She looked up and met my gaze, her voice strained. “So I do know a little something about having your dirty laundry aired for the world to see.”


    “It’s not entirely the same, though. What happened to you wasn’t your fault. What happened to me was mine.”


    “I don’t know. I keep thinking I should have realized something was off. That if I’d paid more attention, if I’d been honest with myself, I would have known. I should have known. Who misses something like that?”


    “It’s not your fault.”


    She shrugged. “Regardless, it stayed with me. He was at my parents’ party. I owe you thanks for that, by the way.”


    “What did I do?”


    “You distracted me. I was so nervous about seeing him and, at the end of the day, I didn’t even think about it.”


    “After all that, your parents invited him to their party?”


    “Wealthy donors with deep pockets are hard to come by,” she answered, her voice quiet.


    “Your father’s an asshole.”


    “Yeah. He kind of is. When the engagement fell apart my parents sort of lost it.”


    “They were pissed at you?”


    “They aren’t big on scandal. Ironic given everything that’s happened with my father lately. The wedding was supposed to be a PR opportunity right before the election. Camelot and all that. I sort of ruined the image. Law school was a compromise.”


    It sounded like less of a compromise and more like her trying to fulfill everyone’s expectations of her.


    “You’re not close?”


    “Let’s just say things with my family are complicated.”


    “More complicated?”


    She nodded. “I’m guessing you also missed the news that my father had an extramarital affair and fathered a child?”


    Jesus.


    Maybe it was how spectacularly I’d fucked up my own life, but I was impressed by her ability to keep her shit together in spite of all that drama.


    “You always seem like you have everything together. Grace under fire and all that.”


    She shook her head. “Trust me, it’s not necessarily what it looks like.”


    “It’s exactly what it looks like. Other people would probably lose their shit in the face of all the things you’ve dealt with. Not to mention, your first semester of law school can be its own brand of hellish torture. You’re doing really well. You should be proud.”

  


  
    Blair


    I didn’t feel like it. In fact, lately it felt like all I heard was all the ways I was fucking up. His words meant a lot more than I thought they would.


    Each one loosened something in me, and I moved closer to him without even realizing it, as though I wanted the comfort he gave me, our bodies inches away from each other.


    His eyes darkened, heat blasting back at me. I swallowed, my stomach tight, waiting to see what he would do next.


    Everything about him screamed bad idea. I’d just ended a relationship with a guy who cheated on me on my wedding day, had seen the devastation my father’s infidelity had caused. Had seen firsthand how power and greed could wreck lives. The last thing I needed or wanted was more baggage, especially someone dealing with some dark stuff I wasn’t equipped to handle. And he was my law professor. I needed to keep reminding myself of this.


    “I want you,” he whispered, the confession sending another tremor through my body.


    Fuck.


    It was the whisper that did me in. There were so many tones to his voice and they each showed a different facet of his personality. The professor gave me arrogance delivered with cold, clipped words. The man who was surprisingly easy to talk to gave me patience and even laughter. And the man who looked at me now like he wanted to strip my clothes from my body and fuck me in the backseat of his car gave me whispers throbbing with temptation, sex, and promise.


    I closed my eyes, rooted to the spot where our flesh met. Bound by his hand and his words. This was a moment for whispers, a moment when the images we showed the rest of the world were replaced by the people we were underneath all of the pretense and civility.


    This was madness. Undeniable madness.


    I didn’t know if it was the dance, or the kiss, or all of the restlessness that had been building inside me for months—Thom, law school, this crazy arousal that hummed in my veins—but sensible had gone out the window. I was so sick of playing it safe, of hiding behind a mask that sucked the life out of me more and more each day.


    “Why me?” My voice shook as I pushed the words out.


    I needed to understand; some secret, dark part of me wanted to hear him say he felt the same way I did, that I wasn’t the only one who had completely and utterly lost control.


    I’d never had a lot of power with men. I saw how Jackie was with Will—all she had to do was look at him, and he would do anything for her. He was hooked by her and she by him.


    Even before I’d found out why my fiancé didn’t seem all that into me, I’d known he wasn’t hooked by me. He was sweet, and—I’d thought—loyal, and things had been easy between us. We hadn’t been the type of couple to get into fights or break up a lot. We hadn’t cared enough to. He hadn’t cared enough about me. I saw the virtue of easy, but sometimes easy was lazy, and in that moment, I didn’t want easy.


    I wanted a man who would walk over glass for me, a man who would care enough to fight for me. I wanted a man who would work for me, so my gaze narrowed as I made him work for it.


    Gray shook his head, breaking the connection between us. His voice was sandpaper sliding over my electrified, sensitive skin.


    “I don’t know.”


    I forced myself to look at him, nowhere near satisfied with his explanation. He’d given me easy—a boy’s answer—and he was all man.


    “I don’t believe you.”


    His breath hitched. “What do you mean?”


    His fingers squeezed mine, his hand sliding into place until our palms connected and we were joined wrist to fingertip.


    I struggled to form the words, so focused on how good it felt to hold his hand.


    “You aren’t the kind of guy who just does something. Why me?”


    He sighed as though the words pained him. “All that calm—the polite smiles, the pearls, the elegant voice—it’s just there for show. It’s not you. This is you.”


    I wasn’t sure about that. I was afraid that was all there was with me. That I was the beige girl who was destined to stand in the background and look pretty, but not too pretty. Be smart, but not too smart. I was worried that Campaign Blair with her stupid handshakes and polite laughter was all there was.


    I liked this girl better, even as she scared the shit out of me. She wasn’t afraid to go after what she wanted—who she wanted.


    Thom and I had started dating when we were fifteen. He’d been my first kiss, my only kiss. The first and only guy I’d ever had sex with. The worst part of it was that now that I knew he was gay, none of it felt real. I didn’t know how long he’d known that he liked guys, but the moment I’d seen him with someone else on our wedding day, everything we’d been to each other had died. And now every memory I had of us kissing or in bed was clouded with doubt and fear that there had always been someone else in his head, someone else he’d wanted when he pretended to want me.


    I was filler. And all I wanted was for someone to act like I mattered, for someone to want me. Not because my father was the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee, or because my mother had been a Vanderwaal, or because I came from money, or had my picture taken in some stupid society page.


    I wanted someone to want me. And I didn’t want to be beige anymore.


    I closed my eyes, wondering if I was losing my mind, if this was the stupidest thing I’d ever done. Possibly. I didn’t care.


    My voice shook as I spoke the words, but I said them anyway, forcing myself to take a chance.


    “Can we pretend that I’m not your student? For a minute, while we’re in this car, can we just pretend? When we step out you can go back to calling on me in class every fucking week and I’ll go back to glaring at you. I don’t want special treatment. I don’t want anything but this.”


    My eyes fluttered open and I stared into Gray’s eyes, losing myself in the desire I saw there. No matter what, I knew—


    He wanted me.


    His voice turned husky and rough, his body tense.


    “What do you want? You have to tell me. If I’m going to cross this line with you, then I need to know. I need to hear you say it.”


    He looked at me like I’d pushed him past the brink of sanity, to somewhere dark and dangerous. It should have terrified me, and yet it pulled me somewhere I’d never been before.


    “I’ve kissed one guy in my entire life before you. And now that I know I was just a placeholder for who he really wanted, it doesn’t feel real. And after our kiss...” I held his gaze, the desire staring back at me giving me the confidence I needed. “Kiss me. I want to feel what it’s like to be kissed by a man who wants me,” I whispered. “Please.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Rumor has it Blair Reynolds has moved on. Just who is her mystery man?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Gray


    Fuck.


    A better man would have said no. I should have said no.


    I kissed her instead.


    The second she said the word, please, I gave her what she wanted and I’d craved since I’d first experienced the nirvana of her mouth on mine.


    If I was going to hell for this one, then I was sure as fuck going to enjoy the ride.


    I moved closer, our bodies just inches apart, hers throwing off heat like a fucking furnace. I allowed my gaze to drift from her pretty brown eyes, down her elegant neck, to the vee of her cream-colored sweater, her tits the perfect handful. For a moment I imagined the weight of them, fantasized about rubbing my thumbs over her nipples, rolling them between my fingers, watching them stiffen from my hands and mouth.


    Her nipples were visible through her thin sweater, two tight points begging to be touched. I groaned at the sight, the tenuous thread of self-control I’d clung to, shredded.


    This was what I had wanted all along, the image that had kept me company on the nights when all I’d had was my hand and a desire that couldn’t be quenched. This was the fire she’d started the first moment she’d kissed me.


    I kissed her, or maybe she kissed me; I didn’t even know anymore. We both moved, and our lips collided, and the taste of Blair exploded in my mouth. Somehow I reined in the desire to consume and replaced it with the need to be the best she’d ever had. As hard as it was to resist the urge to rush, her words hit me hard.


    I want to feel what it’s like to be kissed by a man who wants me.


    This wasn’t about me; it was all for her. So I gave her weeks of want and need with my lips and my tongue.


    And then she kissed me back with everything she had, and fuck, slow went out the window.

  


  
    Blair


    Any nerves I might have felt disappeared as soon as his mouth touched mine.


    His lips were firm, commanding me to open, luring me in with a stroke of his tongue, with the pressure of his teeth grazing my flesh.


    More.


    The first time we’d kissed, I’d caught him off guard. This time he was definitely prepared.


    I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him forward, my mouth opening wider, my hands fisting in his hair, reaching for the connection I craved.


    His hands stroked my back, holding me tight. I wanted him to slip beneath the fabric. Wanted more than just a kiss. He was quicksand, pulling me in deeper until I couldn’t move.


    His hands were on my breasts, stroking my nipples through my sheer sweater. I arched my back, pressing myself into his palm, my skin burning up, wanting him to take my top off and put his mouth on me.


    Fuck.


    We had to stop. I didn’t want to stop. But we were in his car, in a middle school parking lot, making out like a couple of teenagers. And yeah, the windows were tinted, but still.


    Somehow I managed to wrench my lips off of his as I slid back into my seat, away from his hands and his mouth.


    A minute passed, and still the time did nothing to clear my head or give me any idea of where this was headed or where I wanted it to go.


    Gray glanced down at his watch and winced. “We’re fifteen minutes late.”


    I looked away, staring out the window, wondering what happened next.


    “Blair.”


    His voice groaned over my name, as if it hurt to speak it. That one word contained so much—regret, want, need.


    “I’m sorry I did that,” I whispered, my voice cracking. I felt like crying, and I wasn’t sure if it was because we’d kissed, or because we’d stopped, or because he’d given me a glimpse of something I couldn’t have. I wasn’t even sure what I was sorry about.


    “Don’t apologize. If anything, it’s my fault.”


    I turned and stared at him, incredulous. He looked down at his hands, his jaw clenched.


    “I’m pretty sure I was the one who asked you to kiss me,” I corrected. Begged him to kiss me. Practically jumped him.


    He grimaced. “I’m your professor. I’m older. I know better. I’m a fucking mess, and believe me, you don’t need my shit.”


    He was right. Those were all thoughts that had run through my mind at one point or another. But as soon as he said it, something inside me rebelled. My entire life people had told me how to dress, how to act, tried to tell me how I should feel. Not him. Not after that kiss.


    “For starters, you’re a whole seven years older than me. And yes, you clearly have been through some things in your life, but who hasn’t. And it’s not like we’re getting married. I’m not asking you to love me forever, not asking you to be my boyfriend,” I replied, my tone dry. “It was a kiss. Okay, two kisses.” I swore I could still feel the imprint of his mouth on my lips. “You’re not going to make this something tawdry and cheap by pretending you’re some lecherous professor preying on a young, virginal student. I may have been having bad sex, but I’m far from a virgin.”


    He swore under his breath. “And the part where I’m your professor?”


    “Are you going to give me a higher grade because I kissed you?”


    “No.”


    “Okay, then. I’m not exactly worried about you taking it easy on me. You taking it easy on me would probably mean that you’d only call on me every other week.”


    Silence filled the car.


    “I’m going to have someone else grade your final exam. The dean is already planning on checking all of my finals since it’s my first time teaching, but I’ll get one of the other professors to read it as well. Sometimes professors get second opinions if a grade is on the line. I don’t want there to be any question of favoritism for either one of us.”


    I knew he was right, didn’t know how Hannover would handle it if they found out. There were rumors about a couple of faculty members dating students, but they weren’t students they taught. And Gray was a new professor, it wasn’t like he had tenure or anything. I didn’t want to get him in trouble and I couldn’t afford to screw up my academic future.


    The fall semester was over in less than two months and I wouldn’t have him for torts in the spring. Did it matter?


    Gray’s voice got tight. “I’m not going to lie and say that I don’t want you. That I’m not hard as a fucking rock sitting here, imagining taking your mouth again. But this isn’t right. I don’t want to take advantage of you—”


    Fuck that.


    “I kissed you because I wanted to,” I answered, anger threading through my voice. “If anything, I’m the one who owes you an apology.” He looked at me like I had three heads. And just like that, my earlier regret fell away. “I’m not going to, though. I take it back,” I said, my voice going soft. “That was the best kiss of my life, hands down, no comparison. So if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to sit here and bask in the fact that I made someone who looks like you kiss someone who looks like me, like that.”


    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


    “That you look like a bloodthirsty warrior on your nice days, and I mean that in the best possible way.”


    “I don’t know what that means.” He choked the words out, his expression somewhere between pain and amusement.


    “It means you’re hot in the kind of way that makes lady parts stand at attention. In a completely wild, unrestrained, sexy sort of way...” My voice trailed off.


    “Jesus. And I thought you were shy.”


    I couldn’t let that one slide either. “No, you didn’t.”


    Another choking sound. “I didn’t?”


    “No, you didn’t.”


    I didn’t know what it was, but somehow I’d completely wrested control from him. He just sat there in the driver’s seat looking poleaxed.


    Maybe it was anger that drove me. Or more than that, the desire to make him see me. Not as some fucking stereotype, but as a girl who liked having his hands and mouth on her. A girl who was done playing by the rules. A girl who was apparently courting trouble.


    “Why do you call on me every week?”


    He was silent for a long time, and I wondered if he was just going to ignore me, if I’d shocked him into silence. And then he spoke, and every single lady part of mine stood the fuck up.


    “Your eyes.” He forced the words out. “Because when you looked at me, I saw the real you. The girl behind the polite smiles, and the knee-length skirts, and the clothes that should make you look like some sort of middle-aged society wife, but instead make me want to fuck you in nothing but pearls. White, gleaming, round. Shining against your tits.”


    Oh my god.


    My voice shook, but I still managed to get the words out. “You knew what I was and what I wasn’t.”


    He nodded, his jaw tight as I pulled the admission from him.


    “Then don’t make me something I’m not.”


    Silence filled the car, neither one of us looking at the other.


    “I’m not the hero here, Blair. You don’t want to believe that I’m a villain, fine. But don’t be stupid. I’ve done things you couldn’t imagine. There’s filth under my fingernails, and no matter what I do, I can’t get clean. I’m not a good guy. I grew up trash, and no amount of money will ever change that. Don’t try to make me your hero.”


    God, his words slayed me. I didn’t find bad boys sexy, and there was nothing hot about the words coming out of his mouth. It was sad. So fucking sad. I didn’t see a dangerous guy in front of me, I saw a man who had been beaten down by his past.


    Given what he’d told me, I couldn’t deny that he was probably responsible for most of what had transpired. I wasn’t sad for what he’d lost, but for the life he seemed to have resigned himself to. As if he didn’t deserve to be happy. And that was bullshit. I couldn’t fix him, and I didn’t want to; I had enough problems in my own life—


    But in that moment, with that haunted look in his eyes, I decided to offer the one thing I could give.


    I reached out, ignoring the tension coming off of his body which screamed, run. I clasped his face in my hands, holding it in place. He shuddered, his eyes slamming closed.


    When I was a kid, my father had done a fundraiser at an animal shelter. It had been a photo op for the family—a chance to get pictures of me and Kate playing with our parents and cute puppies, ribbons in our hair.


    There had been this one dog in the back, a mix of some sort, who had stayed huddled in the corner, terrified of the cameras and people. I’d coaxed it out with treats, my mother snapping at me to pose for pictures. I’d ignored her, all of my attention focused on that dog, until finally it came over and sat in my lap, and its entire body relaxed into me, as if the act of someone petting it, holding it, giving it the love it deserved, was all it had ever wanted.


    That was what Gray reminded me of now, his face in my hands.


    My heart ached as I pushed the words out of my throat.


    “I’m not looking for a hero. In fact, I wouldn’t have much use for him if I found one. I’ve got the rescuing-myself thing down.”


    His eyes opened, beautiful, beautiful brown eyes, framed by dark lashes. Gone was the arrogance, the edge that made me alternate between wanting to kiss him and scream in frustration. He looked at me like I’d just thrown him a lifeline.


    I met his gaze.


    Emotion swelled between us, nearly choking me, but I pushed the words out anyway, because he needed to hear them.


    “You can make mistakes in your life. You can fuck up spectacularly. I’m not saying that the things you did weren’t destructive or hurtful to yourself or the people around you. I’m not even saying that they were okay.”


    Pain filled his eyes. Pain and shame. And in that moment I realized how much it had cost him to tell me the things he’d done. To let me see the man behind the suits and the fancy law degree. He’d shown me his demons and at the time I’d thought he was warning me away. But now I understood. He’d given me the part of himself that hurt the most, the part that was broken.


    Gray’s eyes closed as if he couldn’t take the moment between us, like a man who had been staring directly into the sun and needed to look away. But I didn’t let go. I held him in my hands.


    “You can do bad things and still be a good man. Don’t let your past take that away from you. You can be more. You just have to try.”


    His eyes opened, the pain and shame lingering there, a discordant note on such a proud man. For a moment, I wondered if my words had any effect at all, or if he really was the lost cause he claimed to be.


    And then I saw it, shining through the cracks, tenacious, strong—


    Hope.

  


  


  
    Chapter Ten


    With the election a little over two weeks away, all eyes are on the Reynolds family. Will Senator Reynolds keep his seat, or will the weight of his scandals bring his reelection bid crashing down?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Gray


    She’d gutted me. Utterly. Completely. Three days later, I still felt raw inside. It was like Blair had scooped everything out of me with each word that had fallen from her lips, with the touch of her hands on my face, the compassion in her eyes.


    I’d thought she was dangerous before when she’d consumed my dreams and fantasies. My near constant arousal at the sight of her had at least been manageable. This was an ache my hand couldn’t erase.


    You can be more. You just have to try.


    I opened the door to the classroom, stepped over the threshold, and stopped in my tracks.


    I hadn’t seen Blair since our school visit last week. I’d barely slept last night, wondering what it would feel like to see her after the kiss and the words she’d given me.


    She sat in her usual seat, talking to the guy next to her who did crossword puzzles when he thought I wasn’t looking. Since he sat next to Blair, I was always looking.


    Her hair was up in a high ponytail that swung when she spoke, falling in a cascade of brown silk. She was dressed casually in a pink sweater and jeans, but somehow she still managed to not look like everyone else. Everything about her outfit, her beauty, was pure class.


    Usually when I saw her, my dick stood at attention. And like always, it did now. But not before I felt a pang in my chest, like someone had punched me over my pec.


    And then her head turned, as though she knew, as if a string connected her to my heart.


    Her smile hit me first.


    She’d never smiled at me in class before, not even that first day. It wasn’t a big smile, just a small curve of her lips meant only for me. But fuck if it didn’t have my lips spreading, giving it back to her.


    I didn’t move. Couldn’t move. Just stood there smiling at her. A flush spread over her cheeks, and then I had to move, because I was standing in front of seventy-five students, wearing a suit, sporting some serious wood.


    Fuck me.


    I turned, praying my erection would go down, and fled to the safety of the desk at the front of the classroom. I rarely taught sitting, figured if I was going to make my students stand it was only fair that I did the same. But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that I’d used this desk to hide several Blair Reynolds–induced hard-ons throughout the semester.


    No wonder she’d looked at me like I was crazy when I’d told her I was worried I’d taken advantage of her. She led me around by my dick, and I was beginning to think she knew it.


    I sat down in the chair, organizing my papers, commanding myself not to look at her. I cleared my throat, and then my head rose, and seventy-five pairs of eyes stared back at me.


    “Welcome back. I hope everyone had a good weekend. Can anyone tell me the elements of battery according to the Second Restatement of Torts? Mr. Casimi?”

  


  
    Blair


    He didn’t call on me the entire class.


    I didn’t know how long my reprieve would last, but for now I was eternally grateful. I wasn’t sure I was ready to stand in front of the class while he spoke to me. Not after everything.


    The rest of the school visit had gone well, mainly because I’d done everything I could to keep from touching him or looking at him. It was so much harder to resist the impulse when I was a captive audience and he stood in front of me for an hour.


    He had a seriously impressive collection of suits, and this one was no exception. Today’s ensemble was dark gray wool with a light blue dress shirt and a dark blue silk tie. The blues complemented his tanned skin and dark hair. Unfortunately, they also made me want to grab hold of his tie and make out with his mouth. For once, I envied Adam and his crossword puzzle. I needed the distraction.


    A message from Caitlin popped up in my computer screen. Even though we technically weren’t supposed to, most people messaged during class. According to the syllabi in all of our classes, it was “prohibited,” but it was one of those things everyone ignored. I’d once seen Adam have the answer to a question our professor asked him messaged to him. I was pretty sure the professors turned a blind eye to it, but I was still too paranoid to chat. I’d gotten rid of some of my “good girl” tendencies, but old habits die hard and all that. But then I read Caitlin’s message and I couldn’t resist.


    Is it just me or does Professor Canter actually look happy today? Bet someone got laid this weekend.


    My cheeks flamed as I thanked the seating gods for organizing the room in an oval that faced the front. The last thing I needed was Caitlin seeing my reaction. She was right, he did seem happier today. Almost normal. And he’d smiled at me. Actually smiled.


    My computer screen lit up with another message from Caitlin.


    Bet he’s a beast in bed.


    I closed my eyes, wishing I could unsee the entire conversation. After that kiss, I could definitively confirm that he would indeed be a beast in bed. And just like that, I was turned on. In fucking torts.


    I didn’t answer her, wasn’t sure I trusted myself enough to even attempt a conversation on the subject of Gray’s sex life. Crap. Professor Canter. Had to remember to call him Professor Canter.


    Oh fuck me, I was done.


    I leaned forward over my desk, pushing my laptop back, resting my arms against the wood. My head came down as I barely resisted the urge to bang my head against the hard surface. I needed something to jar me out of a string of sexual fantasies, each one dirtier than the last.


    The administration really should have done a better job vetting their professors. The vast majority looked like a cross between Santa Claus and an elf. That I got stuck with the teacher who was a panty-dropper was too cruel for words. At this point, passing the class at all would be a win.


    I lifted my head from the desk, my gaze immediately connecting with Gray’s. He quirked a brow at me, and then I watched as his eyes flared with heat. Oh god. The look was only there for a second and then he shut it down, but a second was all it took for my body to react.


    For me to want.


    ***


    “What was up with Canter today?” Adam asked as we walked out of class. “I think he actually smiled at me when he walked into the room.”


    I struggled to keep my face neutral, to steady my voice as I responded. To act like that smile hadn’t been for me.


    “Really? I didn’t notice.”


    He nodded. “Yeah, it was weird. He actually seemed normal.”


    “Maybe he’s mellowing now that the semester’s halfway over,” I suggested, wanting to abandon this subject quickly.


    Adam followed me to my locker where I dumped my torts book and grabbed the dreaded con law behemoth. They were both red, large enough to double as a deadly weapon if aimed at your head, and boring as hell. It was weird to have lockers at twenty-three, but I was pretty sure they did it to stave off the number of potential back injuries. With textbooks as big as these, lockers were necessities.


    Adam waited as I switched out books for my next classes. He was close enough that I could make out the scent of his cologne. His blond hair was disheveled in a classically preppy way, his lanky frame clothed in khakis and a navy sweater.


    He didn’t take his gaze off me the entire time I fumbled with my combination, each moment that passed making me a bit more uncomfortable.


    I liked Adam a lot, but sometimes I worried that he looked at me differently than he did Caitlin and some of the other girls. Just like he was looking at me now.


    He grinned at me, his dimples making him seem even younger. We were the same age, but something about him screamed “boy” rather than “man.”


    “Do you want to grab dinner together one night?” He hesitated. “Just the two of us?”


    And there it was. Inwardly, I winced.


    I turned my attention from my locker and smiled up at him, hoping it would lessen the sting. “I think it would be okay to hang out as friends, but I’m not interested in dating right now. Thank you, though. I think you’re a really great guy, and I’m so glad we’ve become friends, but I’m not looking for anything more.”


    I figured I couldn’t have sounded more awkward if I’d tried.


    The dimples disappeared and his body stiffened, the easy way he’d slouched against my locker obliterated. “Sure.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    I was sorry. He was cute. Really cute.


    And I wasn’t even kind of interested.


    He nodded. “It’s cool. I’ll see you around, okay?”


    I forced a smile. “Okay.”


    I felt horrible. I didn’t mean to shoot him down; I just couldn’t see him as anything other than a friend.


    I walked down the hall, headed in the opposite direction. I waved to a few friends from my section, weaving my way through the crowds to head to the faculty side of the building. I had a meeting with Gray to go over our first pro bono event.


    I’d spent a ridiculous amount of time getting ready for today, struggling to decide between dressing up or going for casual instead. I’d settled on a pair of my favorite jeans—Sevens that fit me like a glove—and a pink J.Crew sweater. I’d paired the outfit with ballet flats and my quilted Burberry jacket and spent fifteen minutes trying to fix my hair before I’d given up and thrown it in a ponytail.


    We were friends. Just friends.


    Friends spent an hour dressing for each other, right?


    Right.

  


  
    Gray


    Blair walked into my office, shutting the door behind her, and all of the feelings that had sprung up during class came rushing back to me.


    Her sweater was the same color as cotton candy and it made me think of nibbling on her. When she took her coat off and turned to set it down, I saw just how tight her jeans were. Shit. Her ass wasn’t big, but in those jeans it was the perfect handful.


    And just like that I was back to hiding my erection behind a desk.


    Fuck.


    She smiled at me, bending down and grabbing her notebook and a pen, her ponytail swinging with the motion.


    “So I’ve talked to a few vendors about providing baked goods for the Halloween carnival. I have a friend who owns an amazing bakery in Georgetown, and she’s agreed to donate cupcakes. I thought it would be cute if she decorated them with spiderwebs, witches, maybe headstones, although that might be a little macabre.”


    “Cupcakes?” I asked, struggling to keep up with her.


    “Yeah. For the carnival.”


    We’d decided that the 1Ls would spend the rest of the year doing various community service projects at Greenwood Middle School. The principal had suggested volunteering at their annual Halloween carnival as a way to introduce the kids to their law school mentors. I was pretty sure her idea had been people handing out candy, maybe wearing a sheet with cut-out eyeholes to look like a scary ghost. Blair clearly had different ideas.


    I fought the smile, reaching for my law professor persona to keep the informality between us at bay. Letting my guard down with this girl was clearly dangerous.


    “Just out of curiosity, besides the cupcakes, what else do you have planned for the carnival?”


    Blair beamed back at me, and I decided right then and there that if she told me I had to dress up like a fucking clown, I’d do it.


    “Well, I thought I’d make goody bags so all of the kids would have something to take home with them. And I sent out emails and already have ten 1Ls signed up to volunteer. I have some arm-twisting to do—Halloween is a big party night—but I’m hoping to get to twenty students. They’re expecting about two hundred kids to show up.”


    “I’ll offer three points of extra credit on the final exam if students volunteer,” I suggested.


    “Seriously?”


    “Doing pro bono work is part of being a practicing lawyer. They should learn the lesson now.”


    “Thanks,” Blair responded, her voice going soft.


    “No problem.” I nodded toward her notebook. “So what else?”


    “Well, I have a fortune teller coming—I told her no scary fortunes or anything like that.” Blair frowned and scribbled something in her notebook before turning her attention back to me. “I have a few calls in to some local restaurants to see about getting food donated.”


    “You’re going to get restaurants to donate food for an event for two hundred middle schoolers that’s less than a week away?”


    Her lips curved. “Let’s just say I can be persuasive when I need to be.”


    I laughed. “I was going to go with tenacious, but persuasive works as well.”


    She flushed a bit. “I know I’m probably going a bit overboard, but after talking to Principal Miller...” Her eyes shone. “Hearing what a lot of those kids have been through...” Her voice trailed off. “I just want to give them a special night that they’ll always remember. Do you know what I mean?”


    I didn’t want to tell her that I knew exactly what those kids had been through because my childhood probably hadn’t been much better. Her suggestion to have food at the event would make the difference between some students getting dinner that night or going hungry.


    My ex-wife had thought charity was paying two thousand dollars a plate to dine with Chicago’s elite. It had been about smiling for a camera and getting her picture on the society page under a headline lauding how charitable she was. Blair didn’t care about any of that. We were less than two weeks away from the election, and she didn’t talk about having her picture taken or making this about anything other than the kids.


    “And I also want to have costumes there for those who don’t have any, in case they want to dress up,” she added. “We can make it a cool station or something so they don’t feel awkward about it. I’m working out the cost now—”


    “I’ve got it. Give me the details and I’ll sort it out.”


    Her eyes widened and I felt my cheeks heating under her scrutiny. Jesus. Fuck.


    “It’s no big deal,” I added, my voice gruffer than I intended it to be.


    “It’s really sweet.”


    Fuck. Shit. Fuck.


    “I’m a guy. By definition I am not sweet,” I grumbled.


    Her lips twitched. “You’re right. My apologies.” She leaned forward across my desk, lowering her voice to a mock whisper. “Don’t worry, my lips are sealed. If anyone asks, I’ll tell them about what a hard-ass you are, how you eat 1Ls for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”


    It was the words “lips,” and “hard-ass,” that made me do it. I’d been thinking about those kids, honestly I had, and then she said, “lips,” and my gaze went immediately to her mouth. At “hard-ass,” the erection that had been dissipating sprang back to life as I thought of her ass in my hands. And then she leaned forward, and because my brain was temporarily disengaged, I did the thing I’d been dying to do since I’d seen her this morning.


    I tugged on her ponytail.


    The absurdity of the motion caught us both off guard, and we froze as I reached out and grabbed a fistful of the swinging hair.


    Silky. Soft. Perfect.


    I wanted to feel the strands on my stomach when she went down on me, wanted to wrap my fingers around her long hair, holding it like a rope binding her to me.


    Her lips parted at my touch, her eyes full of heat. I wondered if she’d kiss me back if I leaned forward another inch, if I gave in to temptation. The breathy sigh that escaped her lips answered my question better than words could have.


    We stayed like that for a moment, as if we both knew that moving forward was impossible, but neither one of us wanted to pull away.


    And then finally, when the nearness became almost unbearable, I released my hold on her, leaning back into my chair, trying to convince myself that I had more self-control than I obviously did.


    She blinked and shifted in her seat, her back straight. I waited for her to freak out, half expected her to get up and leave. But Blair Reynolds never gave me what I expected.


    I almost thought she’d been totally unaffected by the moment that had passed between us. Almost.


    But some things you just couldn’t hide.


    Like the way her chest rose and fell as if no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t quite catch her breath. Or how tightly she held her hands together in her lap, her knuckles white, as though she held on for dear life.

  


  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Four days away from the election, another day, another Reynolds campaign event with the Reynolds sisters conspicuously absent. It’s difficult to campaign on “family values” when you’ve driven your own family away...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I closed my phone’s browser, already dreading the call I’d receive from my mother. I figured the only reason she hadn’t shown up on my doorstep was the fact that I was never home, considering I was pulling twelve-hour days at the law school, not to mention how busy I’d been planning for the Halloween carnival.


    And now that it was here, it had all been worth it.


    Greenwood Middle School’s gym was a shrine to Halloween. I’d gotten my twenty volunteers—more like forty, once Gray had issued his extra credit offer. Everyone was dressed up in costumes, and we had stations set up throughout with masks and more, that thanks to Gray’s generous donation, would make sure all the kids got a chance to participate. There were tables with games and prizes, a ton of food that I’d called in every favor I could think of to get donated, and lastly, dry ice punch in a giant black cauldron. I was still putting the finishing touches on it.


    “I didn’t realize you included ‘miracle worker’ among your many talents.”


    I whirled around and collided with a hard, black-sweater-clad wall. Gah. I looked up into Gray’s dark eyes.


    “Where’s your costume?”


    He grinned. “I could ask you the same.” He leaned closer, his lips inches from my ear. “Disappointed not to see horns and a pitchfork?” he teased.


    I laughed nervously, trying to focus on the mental image of him wearing a forked tail and not how good he smelled.


    “I’m devastated.”


    “Where’s yours?” he countered, gesturing at my jeans and T-shirt.


    “I’m planning on dressing up. I was just putting the finishing touches on the punch.” Behind me, the ice smoked out of the cauldron, the perfect witch’s brew. “I think I put in too much eye of newt,” I joked. “Or maybe it was too few snake eyes. It’s a tricky recipe to get right.”


    His smile deepened, his eyes twinkling.


    I felt my cheeks redden and I jerked my head away, my gaze settling on one of the costume stations. I turned my back to him, striding over to the box, rifling through it until I found a white Phantom of the Opera–style mask. I figured he would object to dressing in a full costume, but the mask seemed like a good compromise.


    “Here.” I held it out to him. “You have to dress up.” I gave him my most persuasive smile. “It’s for the kids.”


    He took the mask from my hands, our fingers brushing beneath the plastic. I expected him to pull away, but instead his fingers curled around mine and squeezed. It was just a moment, a whisper of a moment, and then it was gone.


    Gray looked away first, staring down at the mask in hand.


    “Phantom of the Opera, huh? Seems appropriate.”


    I was surprised he recognized it. Something about people spontaneously breaking into song didn’t quite fit his no-nonsense image.


    “I’ve read the book,” he offered, answering my unspoken question.


    I didn’t know why this surprised me, but it did. He was so smart that I should have pegged him as a reader, but I supposed I had such an image of him built up in my mind that it was hard to see him doing something as normal as reading.


    “It’s one of my favorites,” I volunteered.


    It was one of the few books I’d read in high school English that I’d actually enjoyed.


    “Let me guess? You rooted for the dashing Raoul and the lovely Christine to overcome evil and find their happy ending together.”


    I shook my head.


    His brow quirked. “No?”


    “Raoul kind of annoyed me. I know he was supposed to be the hero and exciting, but he just blended into the background. Actually, I felt sorry for the Phantom.”


    He looked genuinely perplexed by my answer. “Why? He was a monster.”


    “He wasn’t a monster. He was lonely. He was hurting, and found peace in a girl who didn’t love him. He did terrible things, but he loved her. All he wanted was for her to love him back.”


    “And that makes what he did okay?” Gray countered, the lawyer coming out in full force.


    “No, but that’s what makes it sad rather than romantic.”


    His eyes got soft and he gave me the expression he’d shared in the car.


    “Blair.” My name rolled off of his lips somewhere between a groan and a whisper. As if it was something he hid inside himself, in the depths of his soul.


    I’d always been a softie. Kate teased me for bawling at holiday commercials... movies... sentimental greeting cards. But it wasn’t just that I tended to feel other people’s hurts as if they were my own. It was that his hurt felt like my own. And I couldn’t bear the weight of it in my chest.


    I tilted my chin to meet his gaze, to let myself drown in those beautiful eyes, and my ponytail swished forward over my shoulder. Desire flared in his eyes at the same time I remembered his reaction to my hair in his office, and then his hand lifted and hovered in midair.


    He released an oath, his hand jerking back down to his side as if he’d been burned.


    My cheeks flamed.


    Most of the volunteers looked busy, but my gaze connected with Adam’s across the gym and I froze. His eyes narrowed. He was too far away from where we stood to hear our conversation, and Gray’s back was to him, but I still didn’t like the look on his face. It wasn’t suspicious, but it was curious, and I couldn’t afford curious right now. I couldn’t afford much of anything where Gray was concerned.


    “I should go change,” I murmured.


    “I’m sorry...” His voice trailed off.


    The problem with the familiarity between us was that it was tough to remember when to turn it on and off. Hard to pretend like we hadn’t already crossed the Rubicon.


    “It’s okay.”


    I turned to walk away, but his voice called me back.


    “Blair?”


    “Yeah?”


    He cleared his throat, and the expression he gave me filled me with all kinds of warmth. “You did an amazing job today. You’re going to give these kids a memory they won’t ever forget.”


    I nodded, unable to speak for fear that if I did, it would give everything away. I’d wanted him when he was an asshole, kissed him when he was kind, but the look in his eyes now, the softness there, made my insides melt and seized my heart.


    I fled the gym before I gave him everything.

  


  
    Gray


    I felt sorry for the Phantom.


    And when she’d said it, her words had been full of compassion. Just like that day in the car. I was choking on Blair Reynolds’s compassion and I couldn’t breathe.


    She was like a dream I’d given up long ago. A different life, a better me. A chance to wash the filth away.


    I wanted her more than I’d ever wanted anyone. It was a gnawing hunger in the pit of my stomach, the feeling that no matter how much I ate, I’d never be full.


    The worst was her kindness, her generosity, her attempts to soothe. She was like a beacon of hope, and as fucking corny as that sounded, I couldn’t resist the urge to be around her. It wasn’t about sex; I didn’t even know what it was anymore—


    It was nice not being alone.


    Fuck.


    I tried to focus on handing candy out to the kids, not allowing myself to search for Blair in the crowded gym. I couldn’t help but wonder what she’d dressed up as, if she’d gone for a sexy costume like a lot of the student volunteers, or if she’d chosen something cute.


    “Can I have a piece of candy?”


    A little kid stood in front of me dressed in a Captain America costume, his hand clutched in his older brother’s. The carnival was mainly for the middle school students, but some of them had brought younger siblings with them. Everyone seemed to be having a blast.


    Blair had outdone herself. The event was way more impressive than your typical school carnival. The kids wandered around with dazed, overexcited looks on their faces, as though the combination of sugar, games, and pumpkins was better than a trip to Disney World.


    I’d always been happy to donate money to various charities in Chicago. I’d grown up on the South Side streets; I knew how desperately the neighborhoods needed it. But I hadn’t done anything hands-on. Ever. It hadn’t been my wife’s style, and with me working eighty-plus hour weeks, there hadn’t been much left over for volunteering. But just the simple act of handing out candy to these kids, seeing their smiles...


    It felt a lot better than just writing a check.


    I’d been one of these kids, knew how life could drag you down and pile on until you didn’t believe you had a chance at anything better. I’d been lucky that school had come easily for me, that I’d always liked learning, and that alone had probably saved me from joining a gang or worse.


    I’d planned on overseeing the pro bono program without getting involved, but maybe I could research places I could help out. The slower work pace helped and I definitely had the time now. I’d always been pretty balls-to-the-wall, but it was impossible to ignore the fact that I’d also burned out fast. It was nice to not work an eighteen-hour day. To sleep in a bed rather than the couch in my office. To eat normal meals rather than existing on caffeine, coke, and the occasional sandwich my secretary picked up for me. I went to the gym now, had even started boxing again—a habit I’d lost when I’d started law school.


    Rehab had taught me to find balance in my life, to recognize my triggers. I had the kind of personality where shit snowballed real quickly if I didn’t get it under control.


    “Can I have some candy?”


    The sound of the small voice jerked me back as I stared down at the cutest little girl I’d ever seen. She’d lost her front teeth, gracing me with a winsome smile, her little body dressed in a purple costume that looked like a fairy or something. The words came out with a slight lisp.


    I crouched down, dropping a few pieces in her outstretched jack-o’-lantern candy basket.


    Jessica hadn’t been a big fan of children—too messy, too loud, too much trouble, even with the nanny my money would have provided. I’d never been a kid guy. I’d been so busy making money I hadn’t really cared. But staring at this adorable little girl, I wondered what it would have been like if we’d had a kid. Would I have fucked it up with all of my problems? Or would loving something more than myself have grounded me in a way nothing else seemed to?


    The little girl flashed me another smile, sending a pang somewhere near the vicinity of my heart. And then her chubby little hand came up and she gave me a wave. A smile tugged at my lips as I returned the wave, my body crouched down, eye level with her. We studied each other, and then she turned her head, and I was forgotten.


    “I want to go see the princess!” she cried.


    I followed her gaze and froze.


    Blair stood a few feet away, dressed like a ballerina. The top was pink and gold, held up by thin straps that showed a mouthwatering amount of skin. It fit snugly against her torso and then flared out in a lighter pink tutu. Her legs were covered in tights, ballerina slippers on her feet. Her hair was up in a tight bun, some sort of tiara on her head.


    A group of girls surrounded her, their eyes wide, clearly dazzled by her. I didn’t blame them. She looked like something out of a fairy tale.


    Blair beamed, bending down to speak to one of the little girls, her eyes glowing, and our gazes locked as if she knew I was standing there, as if she’d been looking for me all along.

  


  
    Blair


    I wasn’t sure my ovaries could handle the sight of Graydon Canter smiling at a little girl dressed like a fairy.


    I was ridiculously attracted to him on a normal day, add in the way he beamed at the little girl, and I was done.


    And then he looked at me, and everything else fell away as a flutter took root in my heart, spreading throughout my body.


    It was as though he held a string that bound us together, and even if I’d wanted to sever the tie, I couldn’t.


    “How are things going?” I asked, flashing the little fairy next to him a big smile, trying to get my racing heart under control. My entire body felt electrified, awareness humming through my veins.


    His eyes widened, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed.


    “Good.”


    I took some candy from the bucket in front of him, my hand shaking slightly, and handed it out to the girls around me. Gray stood still beside me.


    When I’d finished, I hovered there, not ready to leave.


    I wracked my brain for topics to discuss.


    “It’s a nice turnout, right? Everyone seems to be having a good time. Even the volunteers. Nothing like celebrating Halloween and seeing kids smile to take the stress of law school away.”


    I took a deep breath, the pace of my rambling timed by the rapid beating of my heart.


    “Speaking of, I’ve heard of other law schools bringing in pets to visit with students during finals. It helps relieve anxiety. I was thinking we should do something like that, but maybe use shelter dogs so they get some love. What do you think?”


    He blinked. “Sure.”


    I waited for the rest of it, but he just stood there, staring down at me with that same dazed expression on his face.


    And then he spoke and shocked me.


    “You dressed as a ballerina.” The words came out rough, their thrust softened by the light blazing from his eyes.


    Contrasts.


    The harsh white Phantom mask and the gravelly voice fit with the man who could be cold and intimidating, who ruled his classroom as though it was his fiefdom. But the softness in his gaze matched the man who’d knelt down to place candy in a child’s basket. Who’d offered his palm up in a wave that had my heart turning over in my chest, who’d taught me con law when I’d needed it.


    Contrasts.


    I looked down, unable to withstand the intensity of his gaze any longer. “I played one of the sugar plum fairies in The Nutcracker a couple years ago. Easy costume.”


    I’d been so busy with school and the carnival that I hadn’t had time to come up with something better. My old dance costume had seemed like the perfect solution.


    He took a deep breath, as if he was desperately sucking in air. And the energy around us changed.


    His gaze no longer looked admiring or dazed. He looked hungry.


    For me.

  


  
    Gray


    I didn’t take my eyes off of her the entire night.


    Blair had left my side to run one of the games, and I stood there like an idiot, handing out candy, struggling to make small talk, all while staring at her like she was the sun and I’d been shrouded in darkness.


    A small smile played at her lips every time our gazes met. I couldn’t touch her, couldn’t even risk talking to her, not when having her close was enough to make me lose control. So I looked. A lot.


    Blair turned and spoke to Crossword Boy. He’d been hovering around her all night. My eyes narrowed as he bent his head and whispered something in her ear, his hand behind her, as though he were touching her back.


    Motherfucker.


    It hadn’t escaped my notice that the guy liked her. I wasn’t sure if Blair had picked up on it or not, but he looked at her in class. Constantly. I caught it every fucking time because I was inevitably always watching her.


    I’d also noticed that he had a tendency to find excuses to touch her. Like right fucking now.


    I didn’t do jealous; I never bothered to before. Not even with my wife. I’d been too focused on my career. It was screwed up, but I couldn’t pretend that my marriage hadn’t been fucked-up from the beginning. I’d been an asshole then, so focused on getting rich, on getting ahead, ruled by ego and excess, that I hadn’t even cared.


    If Blair were mine, I would fucking care.


    She laughed at something he said, and my chest got tight.


    She looked happy. It was obvious that they were friends; I’d seen them joking around with each other plenty of times before and after class. They were both preppy, and it was impossible to miss the air of entitlement that surrounded him. He seemed like a douche, but what did I know?


    After she’d told me about her broken engagement, I’d gone online, unable to resist the urge to see the guy she’d been engaged to. The fact that he bore an uncanny resemblance to Crossword Boy did not make me feel better. Nor did the way he kept leaning down into her fucking ear to talk to her.


    It wasn’t that loud in here. It was totally a move.


    Blair laughed again at something he said, and then her eyes drifted across the room until our gazes locked. I caught her mid-laugh, her eyes dancing, lips parted. I watched as the laugh slid off of her face, and the heat I demanded replaced the amusement he gave her.


    Blair held my gaze while he continued talking to her, and I knew she wasn’t even listening, that all of her attention was focused on me.


    A flush spread across her cheeks that had my dick throbbing, watching as arousal warred with composure in her beautiful brown eyes. She mumbled something to Crossword Boy, and then she fled, heading toward one of the double doors at the gym’s entrance.


    His gaze met mine across the crowded gym, a frown on his preppy face.


    A better man would have looked away. Would have tried to look innocent. But the darkest part of me hated that he’d been close to her. That he wanted what was mine. So I held his gaze, and my eyes said everything I could never say out loud.


    And then I went after her.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Rumors are flying amid reports that Blair Reynolds has been seen in the company of a mysterious stranger. He’s reportedly tall, dark, and handsome...


    Has Princess Blair found her new prince?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I needed air, a cold shower, and a side of sanity.


    I didn’t know what it was, but for some totally insane reason, the mere sight of Gray did things to my lady parts. Lots of things.


    I headed for one of the hallways off of the gym, needing the privacy of the dark, deserted space. Needing a moment from the prying eyes that I worried would see too much.


    He hadn’t liked Adam touching me.


    And by hadn’t liked, I meant, looked like he wanted to rip Adam’s head off.


    And the fact that it turned me on was just too effed-up for words.


    I leaned my back against the wall, the lockers hiding me. I closed my eyes, struggling to get my body under control. To get the part of me that craved his touch in check.


    And then I heard the footsteps, and I knew. Maybe I’d known before I even left the gym. Lied to myself when I said I was coming here for peace.


    Maybe I’d come here for trouble.


    And it had just found me.


    I didn’t open my eyes, needed the protection of the dark. Tried to hide the need that blasted through me.


    My body recognized his scent first. Then the tension that throbbed between us, the sexual desire that pierced me like a knife’s point. My nipples tightened, heat pooling between my legs.


    I opened my eyes and Gray stared back at me, still wearing his white Phantom mask, his hands shoved in his pockets as if he was trying to keep them from touching me. His jaw was tight, his eyes dark, his mouth pressed in a hard line.


    “He likes you.”


    I blinked, surprised that he’d lead with Adam.


    “Yeah.”


    His gaze narrowed.


    “He asked me out,” I added, not sure why I was giving him everything, but somehow unable to resist.


    “What did you say?”


    “I told him I wasn’t attracted to him that way.”


    “I don’t think he got the message.”


    I’d noticed how flirty Adam had been tonight. I figured he was the type of guy who wasn’t used to hearing “no” a lot.


    “I wish I could call you mine. That everyone knew I was yours.”


    Oh my god.


    “I hate this.”


    I closed my eyes, letting his words scrape over me until they left me raw.


    “I can’t fucking sleep. I dream of you almost every night. Since the first day I walked into class and saw you.”


    My lungs dragged in air as I drowned.


    I’d wanted passion. He gave me more than I knew what to do with.


    “I’m losing my goddamned mind, Blair. I’m trying so hard to be good, to stay away from you, and then you smile at me and I forget my fucking name.”


    His words unraveled me inch by inch.


    “I want you,” I whispered.


    “Blair...” He groaned my name and I reached out, my hand tugging on his black sweater, my knuckles grazing the hard planes of his stomach through the fabric. I pulled him toward me, my back pressing into the cool lockers, until Gray hovered over me.


    My hand lifted, my fingers just above the cool plastic that obscured the top half of his face. Gray stood perfectly still while I slipped under the mask, grazing his warm skin. His head jerked back as though he’d been burned, a rough exhalation escaping his mouth. My heartbeat sped up as I lifted it the rest of the way, until his beautiful face stared back at me.


    I leaned forward on my tiptoes and put my mouth on his, his breath sliding between my lips before his tongue followed. Gray’s arm curled around my waist, holding me up against his body, his arousal brushing me. My arms came up, wrapping around his neck, my breasts grazing his hard pecs, the mask sliding from my fingers to hit the linoleum floor with a crack.


    Gray’s mouth plundered mine, his arms holding me in place against his body as his hands squeezed my waist, his fingers molding my shape.


    I sucked on his bottom lip. The taste of him swirled in my mouth, mingling with his cologne to create a heady flavor that enveloped me.


    It was never enough. It was always too much.


    My hands became desperate, the fever that had taken over my lips making my fingers bolder still. They slipped under the collar of his sweater, stroking the skin there, the bunched muscle that jumped at my touch. He groaned, the sound muffled by the force of our mouths, the flame of desire burning us from the inside out.


    An ache began between my thighs, moisture pooling, a tingle spreading throughout my limbs. I was on fucking fire and I wanted him to bring me the release I craved.


    I arched into his touch.


    He rewarded my boldness with his hand on my thigh, just below the hem of my tutu. His palm against my leg warmed me through the thick tights. His mouth released mine, his gaze pinning me to the wall, my concentration focused on his touch, wanting, needing him to move his hand higher.


    He didn’t.


    He stayed perfectly still, his hand branding me, holding me in place, giving me the chance to say no, the chance to walk away. If the feeling inside me wasn’t clawing, scratching, desperate to get out, I would have laughed. He couldn’t have pushed me away if he tried.


    His eyes darkened as I met his gaze, giving him my answer.


    And then he moved.


    His hand trailed up the inside of my thigh, sucking the air out from the room, commanding me to spread my legs without a word.


    All it took was his touch and my body responded instantly.


    I cursed the thick tights I’d put under my costume, railed against the stupid cold weather that had me placing function over fashion. Over easy access. Over this.


    Although, in my defense, it wasn’t like I’d been able to predict that I’d find myself up against a locker with Gray’s hand between my legs.


    It was glorious.


    The ache between my thighs intensified, throbbed, the promise of his fingers tantalizingly close, mind-blowing.


    At least I’d foregone a full ballet costume, wasn’t wearing a leotard. All he had to do was reach higher and slip his hand into the waistband of my tights.


    “Touch me,” I whispered, the sound unnaturally loud in the alcove off of this quiet hallway that had somehow become our own private world.


    He moved, as if my words had given him the permission he needed to take what he wanted, and gave me everything.

  


  
    Gray


    Blair’s leg quivered beneath my touch, the scratchy tights against my skin an erotic torment.


    I wanted to feel her soft skin, hated the barrier between us. Her body curved into my touch, throwing off heat. I forced myself to go slow, to drag the moment out when all I wanted to do was rush, to prolong her arousal until her legs parted for me, until soft pants escaped her lips, and I heard the word, please, delivered in a tone that bordered on desperation.


    My fingers trailed up her thighs an inch. Then another. I stroked, higher still, until I felt her body go boneless in my arms, soft sighs slipping out of her mouth, filling my ears in a melody that spurred my limbs.


    A low, almost inhuman growl escaped me, my fingers drifting over her sex, pressing against her tights, her wetness seeping through the fabric.


    “Fuck,” I groaned, pushing forward, my cock rocking against her core, my hands on her hips under the pink tutu, searching for entrance.


    I leaned into her, inhaling her scent, my nose grazing the sensitive skin at her neck, teasing another shiver from her. My teeth found the hollow between her neck and shoulder and bit down, tasting her there, marking her, any hope of civility completely obliterated.


    I sucked on the curve of her neck, imagining that creamy soft skin marred by my lips, tongue, and teeth. It felt like I was defiling perfection, molding it, changing it, taking all of that goodness and making it something wanton. Turning her into the girl who stood with her body pressed against mine, rubbing herself over my fingers, her body quaking around me.


    I had to have more.


    My hands traveled up under her skirt until they reached the waistband of her tights, my dick jerking with a surge of triumph. I hovered there, dragging my fingers across her stomach, the softness there, back and forth, while she shivered against me.


    When the pressure in my chest became too tight, the ache in my cock too great, I slipped under the elastic, my fingers sliding down, down, until I found the nub I was looking for. I rubbed her clit with my middle finger, once, twice, the movement teasing a tremor from her body. Then another.


    I forced myself to go slow, to make it good for her, reached for control only to discover it had snapped a long time ago.


    I stroked downward, my body shuddering as I traced her soft lips, as they coated my fingers.


    So fucking wet.


    My free hand reached out and grasped her neck, holding her head back so that our gazes met.


    Her eyes were glassy, unfocused, her eyelids fluttering as if she were trying to get her bearings, trying to get herself under control.


    I waited for the words, for her to tell me how badly she needed my touch, my fingers hovering just outside of her entrance, inches away from sinking home.


    She opened her mouth to speak, to give me what I wanted, to give me everything by the look in her eyes, and yet no words came. She was somewhere else entirely, somewhere where pleasure took over and consumed past the point of reason. I lowered my fingers another inch, teasing her there, stroking through her wetness and warmth. She jerked against my hand, and then I couldn’t take it any longer; I slipped my middle finger inside, the feel of her body clenching down around me making my balls ache.


    Whatever fantasies I’d had about touching Blair Reynolds, this blew them out of the water.

  


  
    Blair


    His finger filled me, thick and sure, and then another one joined it, stretching me, fucking me.


    I tried to set the pace, tried to move over his hand, honing the orgasm building inside me to a sharp point.


    He didn’t let me.


    The hand that had held me by the back of my neck, the hand that had felt so masculine and so strong, now came down my body, pressing between my breasts, lower, until it settled on my stomach, holding me still, commanding me to go at his pace, to take what he gave me.


    I stopped moving, the need to come obliterating all else.


    He rewarded me by increasing the thrust of his fingers, pumping in and out, each movement creating a delicious friction, heightening the sensations in my already sensitive core.


    He curled his fingers when he was fully seated inside me, each time sparking the beginnings of my orgasm, each touch a promise. He played me like an instrument, each stroke teasing out another note of my arousal until I’d been reduced to an incoherent mess.


    Words and sounds escaped, but I had no clue what I was even trying to say. My hands reached out, gripping his biceps, my nails digging into his black sweater, somewhere between holding on for balance and trying to pull him closer. Begging, demanding he give me what I wanted, what I needed.


    And then it started, the heat spreading through me, his thumb rubbing over my clit, once, twice, until I was coming, my body in spasms as I shattered in his arms.

  


  
    Gray


    I was painfully hard, my balls tight, begging for release. The zipper of my jeans dug into my erection. My fingers were soaked. My self-restraint had flown away.


    Fuck.


    I stood frozen while Blair straightened her tights and her skirt, looking nowhere near as ruffled as I’d expected her to be. I was the one who’d lost control.


    Again.


    Fuck.


    “We have to stop doing this.” I wasn’t sure if I said it more for her or myself. “You’re one of my students. We might not be that far apart in terms of our ages, but that still doesn’t change the fact that if anyone finds out about this, it’ll be bad. You don’t want to start your legal career with people gossiping that you slept your way through law school. And trust me, it’s a small community, if they find out about us, they will.”


    Blair grimaced. “You don’t need to convince me of how damaging gossip can be. I’ve lived my life in the public eye, remember?”


    I nodded, still struggling to connect the girl who’d just come in my arms with the girl who cared about appearances and worried about her reputation. Somewhere along the way she’d lost her control. Or given it up. I wasn’t sure which anymore.


    I ran a hand through my hair, trying to focus on doing the right thing and not how much I wanted to touch her. I should never have followed her out of the gym, should never have given Crossword Boy the opportunity to see how I felt about her.


    But some stupid, primal part of me had reacted to him touching her, laughing with her. I’d wanted to claim her as mine. Even when I couldn’t have her.


    Bastard.


    “And what happens in January?” she asked.


    “What do you mean?”


    “You’re no longer my teacher after finals in December. We receive our grades in January. What happens then?”


    I didn’t get it. I mean, I got it. I just didn’t get it.


    She was gorgeous and smart, political royalty. She could have anyone.


    Why me?


    “I don’t know.”


    She moved away from the lockers, rising to her full height, her arms crossing in front of her chest.


    “You’re scared.”


    I blinked.


    I’d been prepared for anger. I should have known Blair wouldn’t give me the expected. Instead, she looked disappointed in me. As if this had all been a test I’d failed.


    I didn’t bother lying. Not when she read me better than anyone ever had.


    “I am.”


    She didn’t give me sympathy. Didn’t let it lie there. She continued, pushing me, forcing me to give her more than I was prepared to give.


    “Why?”


    After all the mistakes I’d made, the wreckage of my life I’d faced, fucking rehab, I’d thought I’d been humbled. I’d been so wrong. It took a twenty-three-year-old girl in a pink tutu to bring me to my knees. And she did it with one word, with an arch of her eyebrow, and a flash in her eyes.


    It was like Red Riding Hood had suddenly pounced on the Big Bad Wolf.


    “Why?” she repeated when I didn’t answer, tenacious when she wanted to be.


    I grimaced. “You tempt me. So fucking much. I want to think I can be better for you. That I can change. But what if I can’t? It’s one thing to hurt myself, what if I hurt you, too? What if I let you down? I break things. I don’t want to break you.”


    She walked toward me, stopping when she was less than a foot away. Our gazes held. Her voice was colder than winter.


    “You didn’t call on me every week because you thought I was weak. You didn’t challenge me because you thought you could break me. You can’t. You’re so convinced that you’re the bad guy, that you’re somehow going to ruin me. But if you were that guy, you’d take what I’m offering you. You’d take me. Any way you could have me.”


    She skewered me like a pig on a spit.


    “You’re scared. Scared to try, scared to be more than you are, scared to take a fucking chance. You’re hiding under all that arrogance and anger because it’s easy to hide in the dark. Easy to settle. Easy to play it safe.” She leaned up on her tiptoes, her soft lips pressing against my cheek in a kiss that was more taunt than affection. She pulled back, pinning me with her gaze.


    I knew she was right. About me, her, us, all of it.


    And I was too fucking empty to do anything but stand there like an idiot while she walked away.

  


  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Two days until the election, and Senator and Mrs. Reynolds are out campaigning. Noticeably absent? Miss Blair Reynolds and her sister Kate. Dare we say it? Is there mutiny in the Reynolds household?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    “I think I’m in trouble.”


    My younger sister Kate took a sip from her mimosa. “Is this about mom and dad? Because if it is, I’ve already told you—stop taking their calls. I’m sure as hell not doing any campaign shit with them, and you shouldn’t have to either.”


    “It’s not mom and dad.”


    Although, Kate had a point. I’d received messages from everyone from my father’s campaign manager, to my mother, to a freaking intern, trying to get me to show up for his events.


    I’d declined them all.


    Part of it was just being busy with law school, the other part that I might have bitten off more than I could chew with the pro bono project. I was the first to admit that I occasionally went overboard with special events, and this had been no exception.


    But more than anything, I just couldn’t see myself standing next to my father and endorsing his candidacy. Not after what he’d done. Maybe my mother could forgive his affair, look the other way at the fact that he’d fathered a daughter and refused to take any responsibility for his actions.


    I couldn’t.


    I understood that people made mistakes, could forgive him for slipping up. It didn’t make it right, but he was human, it happened. But he showed no remorse. It was as if he thought it was okay to treat the rest of the world as little more than inconveniences to be quashed or minions beneath his control. I was sick of falling in line.


    “What’s up?” Jackie asked from her place on the couch next to Kate.


    Sunday brunch had become a tradition among us. I usually hosted since my place was the biggest. I called it “sister brunch” which Kate snorted at and Jackie seemed pleased by. Mimosas were a staple, and since law school sapped me of my desire to be domestic, I usually ran down to the bakery around the corner and picked up muffins and croissants that we gorged on until we all went our separate ways in a carb-induced coma.


    “There’s this guy.”


    Jackie’s eyes lit up. “Okay, now you have to tell us everything.”


    I winced. “It’s a little complicated.”


    She made a face. “Seriously?”


    I grinned. “Touché.”


    Jackie and her fiancé, Will, had hooked up while she was working on his campaign. It wasn’t forbidden per se, but it had been an issue with her internship at the prestigious consulting firm that hadn’t wanted one of their consultants to be front page news, and had definitely put Will in an awkward position with his campaign. When their relationship—and sex life—had been exposed, the media had been all over it, but eventually the attention had petered out.


    Jackie laughed. “If you need a resident expert on complicated, you’re pretty much set. Spill.”


    It was tough when you lived your life in the public eye. There were very few people I really trusted with my secrets, and the two people I trusted most were in this room. I hesitated, needing someone to talk to. My gaze darted to Kate.


    She pasted on a smile that twenty-one years of sisterhood told me wasn’t completely genuine. It was the smile she’d given me when we’d ridden our bikes and a stick had gotten stuck in her spokes and she’d fallen, skinning her knees until her jeans were soaked with blood. I knew her well enough to know she was bleeding now, even if it wasn’t visible on the outside.


    She shook her head. “It’s fine.”


    It was hard to not feel horrible talking about guys in front of Kate.


    There was that forced smile again. “Spill.”


    God, I loved her. She’d been a tough kid, and at twenty-one, she was still the bravest person I knew.


    I sucked in a deep breath, ours the kind of relationship where I didn’t even need to say that this was all a secret. Sister bond and all that. They knew.


    “I kissed one of my law school professors.”


    Kate had the biggest reaction, which wasn’t surprising considering she’d known a version of me who definitely didn’t do things like that. Unfortunately, my announcement caught her mid–mimosa sip and the orange liquid spurted onto my dark leather couch. She grabbed a napkin from the tray on the ottoman, cleaning up the mess with a pointed smile.


    I was notorious for being a neat freak.


    The spill taken care of, Kate turned her attention back to me. “Sorry, but when my professors come to mind, kissing is the last thing I’d want to do with them.” She was in the final year of her political science undergrad at Georgetown. “Please tell me he’s not seventy and bald.”


    I snorted. “He’s definitely not seventy and bald. He’s hot. Seriously hot.”


    “So how was it?” Jackie interjected. “I need more details.”


    Kate frowned. “Did he come on to you?”


    I shook my head. “Actually, I kind of jumped him.”


    Kate gaped at me. “You jumped him?” I nodded. “You jumped him?” she repeated.


    I laughed. “You can say it as many times as you’d like, but that won’t make it any less true.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “It took you six dates before you even kissed Thom.”


    “I was fifteen,” I protested. “And I’d never been kissed before. And if you’re going to bring up Thom, you can also add in the fact that clearly he wasn’t dying to kiss me.”


    Kate winced. “True.”


    “But you like this guy, right?” Jackie asked.


    “Yes. Sort of. It’s complicated.”


    Kate shook her head like Martians had invaded my body. “Since when do you do complicated? By choice?”


    “I don’t.”


    Jackie’s gaze darted back and forth between me and Kate as if she were trying to decipher our relationship. These were the moments when I remembered that as much as Jackie had slid into the role of sister with relative ease, there was a lifetime of memories and experiences that she’d missed out on.


    “But you kissed your professor,” Jackie interjected. “So ergo, complicated.”


    Kate grinned. “Ergo?”


    Jackie rolled her eyes, her voice teasing. “Stop giving me shit so we can get to the good stuff, please. Let’s start with what it was about him that made Blair jump him.”


    That was the easy part.


    “His voice. His eyes. His confidence. The way he carries himself. His great hair. How scarily intelligent he is.” I gulped down the rest of my mimosa. “I told him I was confused in my con law class and he actually explained the Commerce Clause to me. So if I’m going to go with an excuse,” for the second kiss, at least, “it’s definitely going to be, the Commerce Clause made me do it.”


    Jackie snagged another mini-croissant. “Sounds legit to me. What’s his name?”


    “Gray.”


    “Ooh good name. And he’s cute?” she asked.


    “I wouldn’t go with cute.” I searched for the right word and still felt like I came up short. “He’s intense. In a way that makes you think you have to kiss him. Even when you shouldn’t.”


    “Because he’s your professor,” Kate said, her voice tinged with judgment, her eyes full of worry.


    “Partly. There’s more. He’s kind of a mess,” I admitted, feeling like saying it aloud made it that much more real. I knew it, I’d seen it, I’d heard it, and yet here I was.


    “How?” Kate interjected. I might have been two years older, but she had a hell of a protective streak.


    “He has some baggage. He was married.” Jackie and Kate just stared at me. “Divorced now. There were some girls when they were separated. And some substance abuse issues.” I sort of ran the last words together as if that would hide the ugly truth.


    Kate shot that hope down instantly.


    “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”


    I winced. “I told you it was bad. He didn’t cheat when he was married, but when he was separated, and after, apparently he went a little off the rails. And before that, during, and after, he had some substance abuse issues. But he’s clean now.”


    Kate shook her head. “Fuck that. You just had a guy cheat on you. At your wedding. Getting involved with another cheater, even if they were separated, even if you are just kissing one, is stupid.”


    I scowled at her. “Thanks. I kind of realized that when I told you things were messy.”


    She made a face like she’d swallowed something foul. “I expected you to know better.”


    My eyes narrowed. “Why? Because I never get to take a risk or make mistakes? Because I’m not supposed to feel something as simple as attraction and act on it? I didn’t say I was marrying the guy. I didn’t even say I was dating him. I just said that I kissed him and things were complicated.”


    “He’s going to hurt you.”


    The image of Gray’s face in the car, the look in his eyes, hit me again. “You don’t know that.”


    “Once a cheater, always a cheater,” Kate snapped while Jackie looked on, an uncomfortable expression on her face.


    She’d been raised an only child, so I figured she was completely unprepared for a knockdown, drag-out sister fight.


    “You don’t think that’s a little closed-minded?” I challenged. “They were separated. They weren’t actually together.”


    “Please,” Kate scoffed. “Tell me you didn’t have the same thought.”


    She was right; I’d had the same thought. And now I was vaguely ashamed of it.


    “He made a mistake, Kate. A huge mistake. I’m not saying I feel sorry for him or that he didn’t deserve the consequences of his actions. But at what point does that end? Should we have him in the stocks at noon? Ask him to self-flagellate? Should I really judge him for something in his past that he’s trying to put behind him?”


    “A good man doesn’t cheat,” she said, her lips in the stubborn line I recognized from our childhood. “In any way. Period. If you’re willing to forgive Gray his infidelity, what would you say about Thom? He cheated on you on your wedding day, your professor cheated on his wife. How are they any different?”


    “Is it really cheating if they were separated?” I countered.


    “Would you call it cheating if it had happened to you?”


    Kate had the strongest sense of justice of anyone I knew. She was determined to work in intelligence after graduation—I’d bought her a spy kit as a joke for Christmas last year—but if anything, she would have been a better fit for law school than I was. I hated conflict with every fiber of my being, whereas Kate jumped into battle with her sword ready.


    She didn’t sugarcoat anything, not even with someone she loved, and she had an annoying habit of being right.


    “Thom hasn’t apologized for what he did. For all I know, he isn’t sorry at all.”


    Okay, maybe I wasn’t taking his calls, but I just didn’t know what was left to say. I figured sex on our wedding day said it all.


    “So remorse makes it okay?”


    Jesus, she really should reconsider her future career path. She’d kill in a courtroom. Being on the receiving end of this was kind of torture.


    “I think there’s a difference between doing something wrong and being sorry for it, and doing something wrong and not giving a shit and continuing to screw people over,” I snapped, my voice rising with each word. There was something about fighting with my sister—no one could push my buttons like Kate.


    When we were kids, we’d bickered frequently, the two-year age difference between us close enough to often be too close. I would have given my life for her in a heartbeat, but sometimes she really pissed me off. Probably because she knew me better than anyone.


    Jackie fidgeted uncomfortably in her seat as though she wanted to be anywhere but here.


    “That’s why we’re angry at Dad, isn’t it?” I added. “Because he lies and cheats and doesn’t care who he hurts? The difference between someone like him and Gray is that Gray recognizes that he fucked up. And he’s sorry. Dad isn’t ever sorry.”


    Kate made a disgusted noise in her throat that was either her way of disagreeing with me, or her attempt to communicate her loathing for our father. I wasn’t sure which. Kate’s problems with my parents had begun way before news of our father’s affair and Jackie’s identity had come out. Kate had a bigger reason to hate him, one I wasn’t sure she would ever get over.


    “Besides,” I continued, taking a deep breath to steady myself so I wasn’t too harsh with Kate. “I think you’re making a bigger deal out of this than it is. I just wanted to talk about it. I’m not having babies with the man. It’s not a big deal.”


    “So why are you kissing him?” she challenged.


    Jesus.


    “Because I wanted to. Because I felt it and I’m so tired of not feeling anything. And because maybe he is the monster you think he is, but maybe he’s someone who made a series of bad decisions and now needs someone to believe in him. Maybe people deserve a second chance.”


    Kate glared at me, her mouth tight. “You’re going to regret this.”


    “You might be right. But he was honest with me from the beginning. He laid all of his sins, all of his secrets out for me when he didn’t owe me a fucking thing. He trusted me with that, and if he were an asshole, he could have said none of it and tried to get me into bed. So I’m going to give him a chance. Because everyone deserves to be forgiven for their mistakes.”


    Kate stood up, setting her champagne flute on the tray resting atop the ottoman. She pulled up the zipper to her hoodie and grabbed her messenger bag from the floor. “I have to head out.” She turned back to face me. Her expression was still hard, and in that moment she looked like a warrior, but her voice softened slightly. “I love you. I just don’t want to see you get hurt again.”


    I hated fighting with her, hated the permanent anger in my sister’s eyes. And more than anything, I hated the hurt that drove her now. I missed the sister who’d been a daredevil, occasionally a pain in my ass as only younger sisters could be. The sister who had laughed louder than anyone. The sister who’d smiled.


    I reached out and gave Kate a hug, walking her out to the front door after she’d said her good-byes. “Love you,” I whispered.


    She nodded.


    I watched Kate walk away and then I went back into the living room where Jackie sat nursing her drink, her eyes wide.


    I sank back onto the couch, wrapping a cashmere throw around my body. The one rule of sister brunch was that it was casual, so I’d dressed in yoga pants and a sweater more for comfort than anything else. I needed to go to the law library later in the afternoon to catch up on some reading.


    “Is Kate okay?” Jackie asked. “She seemed...”


    Lost. Angry. Hurt.


    I sighed. Kate was never going to say anything to Jackie. For all that Kate had accepted her, there were walls that Kate didn’t let anyone past. Not even me.


    “There’s something you should understand about Kate.”


    “Is everything okay?” Jackie asked, concern in her voice.


    “Kate was engaged her freshman year of college. When she was eighteen.”


    Surprise flickered across Jackie’s face. We’d hung out quite a bit in the past few months, and not once in that time had Kate ever showed interest in a guy. Never even said anything that could make anyone think she was even interested in guys. She just didn’t care.


    She was beautiful—dirty blonde hair past her shoulders, brown eyes, petite build. She wore cute, preppy clothes, but she did it for herself. I’d seen guys hit on Kate over and over again, only to be shot down before they could finish the words. She didn’t date. Didn’t have guy friends. Didn’t really have any friends. So the idea of Kate engaged at eighteen was shocking as hell. If you hadn’t known the Kate she was before.


    “What happened?”


    It had been three years, and it was still hard to push the words out. As much as I struggled to talk about it, I couldn’t imagine how Kate lived it.


    “Her fiancé, Matt, grew up with us. He was my age and our families were close friends. We summered together in Martha’s Vineyard, socialized during the year. When she was little, Kate used to follow him everywhere.” My eyes welled up with tears as memories flooded me. “He was special. Always. Not many eight-year-old boys would want to hang out with a six-year-old girl, but he always made sure Kate was included. Always looked out for her. Kate and I weren’t that close then, I was more interested in books and playing with my dolls, and Kate wanted to be outside throwing a ball with the guys. They were inseparable. Their names were like one word—MattandKate. I think she loved him her entire life.”


    We all had. He was smart, funny, kind. He’d been class president, homecoming king, captain of the soccer team. And he had loved my sister.


    “We ended up going to the same high school. Matt was a junior when Kate was a freshman. All the girls wanted to date him, but he only wanted Kate. They became a couple and that was it. They were best friends, everything to each other.” My voice cracked as I said the rest, shame filling me. “I was happy for them, but honestly, I was a little jealous, too. They just had their own private world. I was dating Thom then, but he never looked at me like Matt looked at Kate. Like she was his everything.” I wiped a tear away from my face. “When Matt graduated high school, everyone thought he would go to an Ivy. He was a legacy at Princeton and his family had big plans for him to take over his father’s security company.”


    I remembered it like it was yesterday. Coming home to find my sister’s face covered in tears.


    “He enlisted in the military instead. Army. He wanted to serve, to fight for his country. That was just the kind of guy Matt was. He proposed to Kate on her eighteenth birthday when he was home on leave.


    “My parents were furious. It was one thing for Kate and Matt to date when he was the heir apparent to the Ryan fortune. When they thought he had a future that fit their mold. But Matt’s parents freaked when he joined the military and they cut him off. And my parents didn’t like the narrative of their eighteen-year-old daughter engaged to an enlisted soldier.”


    Angry red spots colored Jackie’s face. “That’s bullshit.”


    “It was horrible. Kate had a huge fight with them and things have never been the same.” My voice shook. “Matt deployed to the Middle East at the beginning of Kate’s freshman year.”


    I still remembered that horrible day. My phone ringing. My sister’s voice, numb, as if the life had been ripped out of her. Remembered holding her while she sobbed in my arms, animal-like noises coming from her mouth. Could still see her holding that folded American flag in her small, pale hands.


    “Matt died in Afghanistan.”


    No matter how many times I said it, it never got easier.


    “We didn’t get a lot of information. He was Special Forces and his mission was classified. There wasn’t even a body to bury.” Another sob escaped.


    Jackie shook her head, tears running down her face. “Oh my god.”


    “A part of Kate died that day. She’s so unhappy. It’s like she’s a ghost, going through the motions. Sometimes I think her anger is all she has to hold on to.”


    “I can’t even imagine.” Jackie wiped at her eyes. “If I lost Will...” her voice trailed off. “I can’t imagine surviving something like that.”


    Because I trusted her more than anyone besides Kate, I told her the rest of it. The parts I’d never spoken, that kept me up at night with worry and fear.


    “It’s why she wants to work for the CIA after graduation. She hasn’t said it, but I know. She wants to find out what happened to him. It consumes her. She carries his death with her.” I got up and grabbed a tissue before coming back to sit next to Jackie. “I just want her to find peace, but I don’t think she feels like she can unless she gets answers.”


    Jackie’s eyes narrowed and I knew she’d realized the rest of it.


    “Your father is the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee.”


    She always referred to him as “your” rather than “our,” as if she wanted no claim to him, which I couldn’t exactly blame her for.


    I nodded. “Kate thinks our father knows what happened to Matt. And deep down, I think she wants to destroy him.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Election Day is here and all eyes are on a few key Senate races. The race in Virginia is particularly tight. Will Senator Reynolds be dethroned?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    My contracts professor scanned the seating chart searching for her next victim—student—to call on.


    “Ms. Reynolds?”


    I stifled a groan. Of all my classes, contracts was probably my favorite, but that wasn’t saying much.


    “Please tell the class the Court’s holding in Lefkowitz v. Great Minneapolis Surplus Store.”


    I stared down at the highlighted sections in my book, each part of the case—issue, rule, analysis, conclusion—highlighted in a different color so the sections jumped out at me on the page.


    I cleared my throat, willing the nerves away. I knew this.


    “The Court ruled in favor of Lefkowitz, holding that the parties showed enough mutuality of obligation to constitute a contract for sale.”


    Professor Larson nodded. “Good. Why?”


    This part was harder. I skimmed my notes on the case. “The Court determined that the offer was clear, definite, and explicit, leaving nothing open for negotiation. Therefore, it was an offer, and acceptance of that offer created a binding contract.”


    “And what is the test of whether an advertisement constitutes a binding obligation?”


    I scanned the blue-highlighted section of my notes.


    “Whether performance was promised in return for something requested.”


    She nodded again and gave me an approving smile. “Very good, Ms. Reynolds.”


    She called on a guy in the front row next and he fumbled a bit as he answered. She was to the guys what Professor Canter was to the girls. Most of the faculty was older, not exactly fantasy material unless you had some seriously kinky fetishes. Professor Larson looked to be in her early thirties and wore plenty of tight pencil skirts and heels. The guys loved her.


    My chat screen lit up with a message from Adam.


    Nice job.


    My “no messaging” in class rule had begun rapidly deteriorating. Law school had a way of making things slide. Caitlin hadn’t drunk caffeine until she came to law school, and now she was rarely seen without a can of Red Bull. Adam read less and less, and had stopped writing out case briefs altogether. Everyone was just trying to get by.


    Thanks, I typed back.


    Want to grab lunch later? he asked.


    I’d been worried things would be awkward between us after I’d turned him down, but Adam was still cool. He, Caitlin, and I studied together and still hung out occasionally. I was just a lot more careful about not spending time alone with him or doing anything that would make him think I’d changed my mind.


    He was a great guy, and some girl would be really lucky to date him. It just wasn’t me.


    Can’t. I have a pro bono meeting to finalize things for the middle school Thanksgiving.


    With Professor Canter?


    Just seeing his name did funny things to my stomach.


    Yes.


    Good luck with that.


    ***


    I headed to Gray’s office, anticipation filling me, preparing to face him for the first time since our encounter on Halloween.


    I’d spent an embarrassing amount of time getting dressed this morning. I’d thought about wearing my hair in a ponytail considering his previous reactions, but that had almost seemed too obvious. I’d settled on leaving it down, long and straight, and spent more time on my makeup than usual.


    Totally normal professor-student interaction.


    D.C. was in the throes of fall, and I wore my favorite pair of dark brown cords, brown leather riding boots, and a camel-colored turtleneck sweater. On impulse, I’d added a faux fur vest Jackie had talked me into buying a few weeks ago. According to her, it was preppy chic. I worried it screamed, trying too hard, which could eventually be translated to, I want to bone my professor.


    Clearly, I was a little paranoid. And nervous. Definitely, nervous.


    It was the only break I had in my day, so we’d agreed to work for an hour while we ate, going over the final details for our upcoming 1L service project—a Thanksgiving meal for the eighth graders.


    In hindsight, it was a lot to plan last minute, but it had become important to me. I loved the opportunity to get involved and spend time with the people we were trying to help. And I’d always had a soft spot for kids. And holidays.


    Law school had a tendency to consume my thoughts and activities, so it was nice to have a break, to find an outlet that made me feel like I was making a difference and doing good. Right now the service project was keeping me sane.


    I’d stopped at the downstairs cafe after my contracts class and bought a brownie, salad, and bottled water. On impulse, I’d snagged a brownie for Gray as well. I felt kind of stupid bringing him baked goods, and at the same time couldn’t quite resist. Kate had always said I’d mothered her—maybe it was an older sister thing—but for whatever reason, I liked taking care of people.


    And despite what he said, Graydon Canter needed someone to take care of him.


    I stood in front of his office, raising my fist to knock on the closed door. I was more nervous than I cared to admit, not sure if things were even okay between us. We’d only spoken through our school emails, so I had no clue if he was angry with the way I’d left things between us when I’d walked away from him at the carnival, or if he was upset about the jabs I’d thrown.


    Maybe the brownie was a peace offering. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing anymore.


    The door swung open. I froze.


    Professor Larson stood on the other side, a smile on her face that years of feminine intuition immediately recognized and did not like. A sinking feeling filled me.


    I didn’t know much about her, but thanks to the guys who crushed on her, I knew she didn’t wear a wedding band, and according to gossip, was single.


    By the look in her eyes, she was trying to change that.


    She smiled at me. “Ms. Reynolds.”


    I tried to smile back, my heart pounding, a million emotions hitting me at once. Because Gray and I had kissed, because of everything, I was acutely aware of how inappropriate our relationship really was. We’d been pretty good at keeping it away from the law school, but in that moment, I feared there was something in my face and eyes, something like I saw on her, that screamed how I really felt about Gray.


    And because I felt the way I did, because I liked him more than I should, the sight of Professor Larson—smart, pencil-skirt-and-high-heel-wearing Professor Larson—standing in Gray’s office, wearing a smile that said she liked him, caused a pang in my chest.


    I vaguely registered Gray’s presence standing behind her at his desk, but I couldn’t make my gaze shift to him, worried that if I did, everything would spill out.


    “You did a great job in class today,” she said. “You’re really starting to get the material.”


    Oh god. She was just being friendly and it was a totally nice, normal thing for a professor to say to a student. But it only highlighted the differences between us.


    They were professors. They didn’t fumble in front of seventy-four of their peers. They knew who they were and what they were doing. Well, more than I did, at least. For the first time since I’d known Gray, I felt like a stupid kid playing at being an adult.


    “Thank you,” I mumbled, ducking my head, unable to stand looking at her for another minute.


    She was blonde, pretty, sophisticated. She had to be a couple years older than Gray, but I doubted he would care. Guys my age thought she was hot, why wouldn’t he? I wondered if he’d told her about his past, if she knew or cared. I wondered a lot of things I had no business wondering.


    Fuck.


    And then the pang in my chest got so much worse.


    She turned back to smile at him. “Maybe we can do lunch another day, Gray.”


    She’d come to have lunch with him. She called him Gray. Fuck.


    I thought I said bye to her, wasn’t really sure over the roaring in my ears. I struggled to keep my composure, pushed the sick, sinking feeling out of my stomach. Tried to, at least. He hadn’t done anything wrong. He was single. I was his student. We weren’t dating; we weren’t anything.


    He hadn’t done anything wrong, and yet everything about this felt so fucking wrong. Despite the age difference, and his messy past, and the fact that I was his student, it felt like he was supposed to be with me.


    I sat in one of the empty chairs across from his desk, busying myself with taking out my lunch, my fingers trembling. They brushed against the stupid extra brownie and a lump clogged my throat. What was wrong with me?


    I didn’t meet his gaze, couldn’t, but I heard him get up from his desk and close the door before going back to sit across from me.


    I took a breath, reached deep, pasted my campaign smile on my face, and focused on a point over his shoulder, next to his head.


    “Blair.”


    God, that voice. It washed over me, bathed me in heat, curled around, slipping inside, filling me with want and need.


    It wasn’t his normal voice, not the one I heard him use around school. This one was husky, raw, and sent a chill down my spine. I’d heard it before—when he kissed me, when he held me—somehow that made it even worse.


    “Blair, look at me.”


    “I am.”


    Lie.


    “You’re not.”


    Fuck.


    I added campaign eyes to the campaign smile and met his gaze.


    His stare pierced me, cutting through the pretense I clung to.

  


  
    Gray


    I’d spent days going over this moment in my mind, trying to mentally prepare for seeing her again. Clearly it hadn’t worked, because all it took was the sight of her pale face, her cheeks two splotches of red, and my heart ached.


    I hated the look in her eyes, the pain in her voice. I’d been so afraid of hurting her, so concerned that I could, and would, break her. But now, seeing what it felt like, even in the smallest, most indirect way, I knew I would do everything in my power to never, ever cause her harm.


    “We had plans to go to lunch. The dean encourages the faculty to get to know each other. She’s new this year, too, so she reached out to me. When you told me this was your only break in the day, I canceled with her.”


    Her gaze was wary. “I thought you might be angry with me,” she said, and I knew she was thinking of the way we’d left things after the carnival.


    I was a lot of things—confused, aroused, angry with myself, but never with her.


    “If I were angry at every person who pointed out when I was being an idiot and a dick, I’d pretty much be pissed off at the world.”


    A ghost of a smile played at her lips again. “I thought you were pissed off at the world.”


    “I’m trying to be better. Someone told me I should get my head out of my ass.”


    Another twitch. “I’m pretty sure those weren’t my exact words,” she murmured.


    “Message was the same.”


    “You could have just told me you had plans. You didn’t have to change them for me.”


    There was no censure in her voice, no anger. She delivered the words matter-of-factly, as if we were both little more than two people working on a project together.


    I gave her the truth, because as dangerous as it was, I couldn’t stand the uncertainty in her eyes.


    “I didn’t change them for you. I changed them for me. I wanted to have lunch with you.”


    Only you.


    Danielle Larson was beautiful, intelligent, and genuinely a nice person to be around. And I wasn’t stupid. I knew she was interested, knew her invitation to have lunch wasn’t just about us as professors. She was a catch. But she wasn’t Blair.


    “I’m not interested in Professor Larson. Not like that. She’s a friend, nothing more.”


    We danced around the line again. I technically didn’t owe her an explanation; she wasn’t my girlfriend, we weren’t dating, and yet, the tie that bound us, the part of me that she held in her hands, that I hadn’t given to anyone but her, demanded an explanation.


    “I’m not interested in anyone else.”


    Only you. Even though I shouldn’t be. Even though you deserve more. Only you.


    Blair’s voice was tight. “She’s an attorney, a law professor. Your age. She’s nice.”


    “She is.” I took a deep breath, and then gave her the promise I couldn’t resist giving. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”


    She paled even more. “You don’t owe me anything. I know that—”


    “Blair.”


    Her mouth closed.


    “I wouldn’t do that to you.”


    I had no illusions about who I was, or the kind of things I’d done. I had some fucked-up mistakes in my past, and I still wasn’t sure I would ever be the man she deserved. But with the words that left my mouth, I knew.


    Whatever this was between us, I only saw her. And until she broke the connection, until it died between us, there would only be her.


    Blair nodded, the move shaky. She was usually so calm, so confident, but the look on her face reminded me that she was only twenty-three. And she’d been through a lot.


    She broke eye contact and reached into her bag before she pulled something out and set it down on my desk.


    I stared down at the brownie, wrapped in clear plastic from the cafe downstairs. I blinked. Stared back at her face.


    “You bought me a brownie.”


    She nodded, a slight flush on her cheeks.


    Gutted me. Every time.


    “Thank you.”


    A soft smile played at her mouth that was at odds with the lingering sadness. “You’re welcome.”


    She started talking about Thanksgiving, and I didn’t know if it was the way she pushed the sadness out and her eyes lit up, or the brownie in my hands, but either way, she wrapped me around her finger and pulled me close.


    And I loved it.

  


  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Spotted: Blair Reynolds at Will Clayton’s election party celebrating with her sister, Jackie Gardner. Senator Reynolds might have put this election in the win column, but with his children noticeably absent, there are signs that his forces are weakening. He won the battle, but will he lose the war?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I sat on the couch in the law school lobby, glaring at the ringing phone, willing her to stop calling. It had been almost a week since the election, and my voice mail was flooded with angry messages from my mother. I wasn’t sure what she was more pissed about: that I’d blown off my father’s event, or that I’d gone to Will’s and spent the night hanging out with Jackie. Or that it had shown up in Capital Confessions.


    My phone lit up again, and I stifled a groan as I answered and succumbed to the inevitable.


    “Hi, Mom.”


    “I assume you’ve seen Capital Confessions.”


    Trust my mother to jump right into political machinations. No Hi, how are you? for the Reynolds family.


    “I have.”


    Honestly, I was surprised by how much I’d been mentioned in Capital Confessions lately. My breakup with Thom had fed the site for a while, and then they’d focused on Jackie’s paternity, and I’d been casually mentioned in those posts. But now my name appeared on an almost weekly basis. Most of the mentions were tied to my father, but still. I figured at some point the media had to tire of me.


    “How could you?”


    I couldn’t pretend to be shocked. I’d known this moment was coming for a long time. There was a line in the sand between my parents and Jackie, and each time I crossed it, our relationship worsened.


    I wished it didn’t have to be like this, that it wasn’t my sister or my parents. Wished my father was the kind of man who had included Jackie in our lives from the beginning. But there wasn’t anything I could do anymore. They’d made their choices, and I’d made mine, and I wasn’t going to keep apologizing.


    “She’s my sister. I wanted to be there for her.”


    My mother sucked in a deep breath as if I’d struck her through the phone.


    “It sends a message you shouldn’t be sending,” she snapped.


    I didn’t bother pointing out that my parents had held a press conference when the news of Jackie’s paternity broke, feeding the media some bullshit story about how we were all one big happy family. As though they both didn’t treat Jackie like she was a leper.


    “She’s my sister,” I repeated, wondering how my mother knew so little about me to think that I would abandon Jackie. “I’m sorry that her existence hurts you. I’m sorry he cheated. What he did was so wrong, but even worse is how he doesn’t attempt to make amends. None of this is her fault, and yet she’s the one who bears the brunt of it.”


    “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, Blair, but I’m tired of you acting out. You should be less concerned with that girl and more concerned with your family. You need to think about how your behavior reflects on the rest of us.”


    That was all I had done. For years. I was over it.


    “Why?”


    “Because you have a duty to this family.”


    There it was. The duty that was an albatross around my neck.


    “It’s bad enough that you caused that scandal with Thom...”


    “That scandal? That’s what you’re going to call my fiancé cheating on me? A scandal?”


    How about some fucking sympathy? A hug. A kind word. Thom’s betrayal had been difficult enough without the added pressure my parents put on me.


    “There was no need for your dramatics. When I think of the humiliation of all those people there, waiting for a wedding that never happened. Of your father, just months before the election... It’s bad enough, what we have to deal with from Kate. I expected better from you.”


    Because I’d always played by their rules? Because I’d never had the balls to stand up for myself? Because I’d hidden who I really was so far beneath layers of bullshit, manners, and propriety?


    “Why?”


    “Because it’s expected of you. You threw everything away, and for what? A law degree from a school no one outside of D.C. has ever even heard of? You could have made a good marriage. I don’t know what man is going to want to put up with your drama now.”


    Drama?


    “No.” My voice shook as I pushed the words out. Everything came bubbling to the surface. My anger at my parents, at Thom, at Gray for treating me like everyone else did. For not fucking seeing me. Even at Kate for always getting to be the one who broke curfew, who talked back to our parents, who did whatever the hell she wanted, damn the consequences.


    But more than anything, I was angry at myself. I’d done this. I’d allowed myself to become this shell of a person, and the worst part was that I fucking knew it. I’d criticized Gray for being scared, but I wasn’t much better. I should have done this a long time ago.


    “I’m done doing things because it’s expected. Or because you need it to look good for an election, or so your friends will be impressed. I’m done caring what they write about me in Capital Confessions. I’m done living my life so everything looks a certain way. I’m done pretending I’m someone I’m not.


    “This is me. I got a low score on my LSATs, and I go to a shitty law school that I know you’re disappointed about. And even though it’s a shitty law school, I’ll still probably get Cs this semester, because even though I busted my ass studying all of fall break, I still don’t understand most of it.”


    “Blair—”


    “I’m not done. Jackie is my sister. So is Kate. Don’t force me to choose between you and them, because after everything that’s happened, it’s not a choice.” I struggled to control my voice, to contain the rage seeping out.


    “I’m not the girl you thought I was, and I’m sorry if that disappoints you, but I’m not going to change. It’s up to you whether or not that’s enough.”


    With my parents, who knew? They’d all but written Kate out of their wills. Maybe I’d be stricken from the family bible as well. I couldn’t force myself to care.


    I waited for her to say something, hoped that on some level she’d understand, but was met with the deep freeze of silence instead.


    Standard.


    I said good-bye, grabbed my books, and headed to class.

  


  
    Gray


    Blair was upset, and it took whatever vestiges of my willpower that remained to keep me from stopping class and asking her what was wrong. Was it her family? Law school? Me?


    I was the last person who should be fixing anyone’s problems, fuck, I could barely manage mine, but I wanted to make her feel better. Somehow.


    I kept looking at her while I taught, waiting for a moment when her gaze would meet mine. She didn’t look at me. Not once.


    The hour crept by with agonizing slowness.


    At the end of class, I couldn’t resist.


    “Ms. Reynolds, could you come see me for a moment? I need to go over some things for the pro bono project with you.”


    Total lie. I did have a few things, but I could have easily emailed them. I wanted the chance to talk to her without the weight of seventy-four prying eyes. I wanted to know she was okay.


    Blair took her time coming up to the front of the classroom. I occupied myself with the papers in my briefcase, trying to keep from stealing glances to gauge her progress.


    And then she was in front of me, and the rest of the class trailed out of the room.


    I lowered my voice, keeping the desk between us. “Is everything okay?”


    She nodded slowly, the motion at odds with the sadness in her eyes.


    I looked around the room, noting a few stragglers—Crossword Boy among them.


    “You sure?”


    She exhaled and some of the tension seemed to leave her body. “Yeah. Family stuff.”


    I could have let her go at that, but the worry gnawing in my stomach held me in place.


    “I saw Capital Confessions this morning,” I admitted.


    Surprise flashed across her face. “You read Capital Confessions?”


    “I do now.”


    I didn’t need to say the rest; by the soft curve of her lips, she knew what I meant.


    Because of her.


    “Well, let’s just say that my mother also reads Capital Confessions, and she’s furious with me.” Her voice shook a bit, and I couldn’t tell if it was anger or the threat of impending tears that made her falter.


    I just wanted to make her smile.


    “Come on. Let’s grab coffee and go sit in my office.” I moved around the desk, grateful everyone else had finally cleared out. I nudged her with my shoulder. “I’ll even buy you coffee.”


    “I thought we weren’t doing this.”


    “Doing what?”


    “Hanging out, unless it was related to school. Touching.”


    I shoved my hands in my pockets, offering her my most innocent expression, one that had never really gotten a lot of use. “I promise to behave and keep my hands to myself at all times. Mouth, too.”


    She flushed.


    I knew she was right, but at the same time, we’d become friends of sorts. I liked that she could talk to me about things. And more than anything, I wanted to make her feel better.


    “You look like you need someone to talk to. You’re having a shit day. Even I’m not enough of a bastard to take advantage of that,” I added.


    She hesitated, and then nodded, and followed me out of the room.

  


  
    Blair


    I sat in Gray’s office, waiting while he picked up coffee for us.


    I’d thought I’d feel uncomfortable considering how unresolved everything was between us, but I didn’t. Maybe it was the fact that we had shared secrets that made him feel like someone I could confide it. Or maybe it was the concern in his gaze. Either way, here I was.


    I turned at the sound of the door closing.


    Gray handed me a coffee from the cafe downstairs. I expected him to go to his desk chair, but instead he sat in the seat next to mine, taking a sip from his own coffee. We didn’t speak for a minute or two, the silence strangely calming.


    “Better?”


    I nodded. “Caffeine solves all ills.”


    He laughed. “At least for law students.”


    “Law students with finals coming up,” I added with a wince. To say I was terrified about exams would be putting it mildly.


    “How are your classes going?”


    I took a sip of the coffee, my fourth of the day. We were in that horrible period when professors started cramming material down our throats to make sure we covered everything we needed for the final. Or as Caitlin referred to it, “Why are we still learning things?”


    Our last official day of classes was the Friday before Thanksgiving week, and then we had a few reading days, followed by exams the Monday after Thanksgiving.


    “The usual. I’ve been going to tutoring and it’s helping a bit. Caitlin, Adam, and I formed a study group at the beginning of the semester. And I pretty much lived in the library over fall break.”


    I hadn’t seen him around school; I wondered if he’d gone on vacation or back to Chicago.


    He frowned. “Crossword Boy?”


    I snorted as I made the connection, the coffee tickling my throat. “Is that what you call him?”


    “Among other things,” he muttered.


    I remembered the look on his face when Adam had touched me at the carnival.


    “I told you I’m not interested in Adam like that.”


    “I don’t think he got the hint.”


    I shrugged. “He’s not my type.” Not anymore, at least.


    A pause filled the air.


    “Aren’t you going to ask what my type is?” I prodded.


    If he wanted to go there by bringing up Adam, we’d go there. I wasn’t the one who kept taking one step forward and two steps back.


    He shook his head, a smile playing at his lips. “You’re incorrigible, aren’t you?”


    “I prefer ‘determined.’”


    His foot nudged mine. “Stop stalling. What had you so upset earlier?”


    I made a face. “Nice job avoiding the topic at hand.”


    “I could say the same about you.”


    I sighed. “My parents have basically drawn a line in the sand. They’re upset about my relationship with my sister Jackie. They’re pissed about my broken engagement. Angry because my sister Kate is basically done with them. Furious that I didn’t campaign for my father like a good little soldier.”


    His eyes narrowed after a beat. “You do realize that the vast majority of that list has nothing to do with you, right?”


    I blinked.


    “Are you normally responsible for everyone else?”


    “No.” I hesitated. “Sort of.”


    He shook his head, his jaw clenched. “You should tell them all to fuck off.”


    I choked on another sip of coffee.


    “I’m serious,” he continued. “None of this is your problem. Your father screwed around and had another child. You’re you, so of course you aren’t going to turn your back on her. And you shouldn’t. Not your fault your fiancé was gay, and they really need to get over that one. And I don’t know anything about your sister, Kate, but I’m guessing she’s an adult.”


    “She’s twenty-one.”


    “See, not your fucking problem.”


    All valid points, but it was hard to ignore twenty-three years of habit.


    “So that’s it?”


    He nodded. “That’s it.”


    “Do you have siblings?”


    “Brothers. Assholes.”


    “So you wouldn’t stand up for your siblings?”


    “My family doesn’t work that way. My older brother, Michael, is in and out of prison. In right now for assault. He calls me once in a while when he needs a recommendation for a good lawyer. My younger brother, Johnny, is a fucking mess. Had a chance to go to college, play basketball, and threw it all away.”


    He described a world so different from any I’d ever known. And yet, somehow here he was.


    “How did you end up in law school?”


    He took another sip of his coffee. “I spent some time in juvie when I was a kid. Stupid shit with a stolen car and my brother, Michael. It scared me straight. Didn’t take for him. I started paying attention in school, working hard. Found out I liked it. Started boxing, liked that, too. Got a scholarship for college. Worked my ass off there. Got into law school.” His voice got tight. “Pissed it all away.”


    I reached out and squeezed his fingers, linking my hand with his until they were both resting on his knee. His hand jerked under mine and then stilled. It wasn’t much, but at least he didn’t pull away.


    “Have you thought about what you’ll do after this year’s over?” I asked. “You’re teaching in the spring, right?”


    “Just a med mal seminar for 3Ls.”


    “Then what?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Do you think you’ll stay in D.C.?”


    “Maybe.”


    “Do you miss Chicago?”


    He shook his head. “I don’t have a life there anymore. Didn’t have much of a life there to begin with.”


    “What about friends?”


    “Didn’t have a lot of time for friends. I hung out with people in law school, stayed in touch with a few, but we weren’t super close. I worked nights then.”


    “You had a job and still managed to go to school?”


    Law school was an entirely different beast when it came to juggling commitments. 1Ls were discouraged from working during the school year—technically “forbidden”—because the workload didn’t really allow for anything other than studying. A few did, but they were in the minority. Some 2Ls and 3Ls worked, but it still wasn’t that common. Law school pretty much consumed everything.


    He nodded. “Yeah I’d work, sleep a few hours, go to class, and do it all over again. I studied on breaks during the day.”


    Now I felt even more pathetic about how much I struggled.


    He squeezed my hand as if he’d read my mind. “You shouldn’t worry about how you measure up. You’ll be fine.”


    “I don’t know about that.”


    “Well, the offer to help is still on the table. Feel free to stop by whenever you have a question. My office hours are on the door. And if you need to meet another time...” He hesitated for a second. “Let me see your phone.”


    I handed him my phone with my free hand, our fingers curling around each other as he took it out of my grasp. I didn’t want to let go of the hand I held. Of him. I watched while he punched in a few numbers and then handed it back to me with a smile.


    “In case of law school emergency,” he joked.


    Oh god, now I had his number.


    He smiled at me. “You going to be okay?”


    I’d almost forgotten what we’d been talking about in the first place. He had a way of doing that.


    “Yeah.”


    “How about this? No more worrying about other people’s problems until you’re done with exams. Just focus on yourself for the next month. With all you have going on, you don’t need the extra pressure.”


    “I’ll try.”


    He smiled. “Good. And Blair?”


    “Yeah?”


    “You can call anytime.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Rumors are floating around regarding potential misconduct on the Senate Intelligence Committee...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I closed my phone’s browser, shoving the cell into the pocket of my jeans, pushing the blog post out of my mind. The election had passed, and still, not a day went by that my father wasn’t mentioned in Capital Confessions.


    I almost wondered if it was a coordinated effort to take him down, because their focus on him was just too bizarre. He was a big deal in the Senate, and he was definitely the type of man who collected enemies like some people collected stamps, but still. He was a politician. His dickishness wasn’t exactly breaking news.


    I turned to Caitlin—


    “Holy mother of god,” Caitlin screeched, her body coming to a halt at the gym’s entrance so we nearly crashed into each other.


    We were at Greenwood Middle School volunteering with the eighth graders as part of our 1L mentoring program. Caitlin and I were supposed to hang out with a group of girls today, and they’d wanted to come to the gym to play basketball.


    I hadn’t realized what I was getting myself into.


    Judging by the looks on their faces, and the show in front of us, their desire to come to the gym had less to do with their interest in playing basketball, and everything to do with who was playing basketball.


    Holy mother of god, indeed.


    A group of boys were playing an intense game on the gym’s basketball court. I knew nothing about the sport, but judging from the yells and elbow jabbing, the competition was fierce. That barely registered as my gaze joined that of every single female in the gym and settled on Gray.


    He wore a black T-shirt with the sleeves ripped off, a pair of black basketball shorts that hit him right above the knee, and a pair of worn sneakers that looked like they’d seen their fair share of time on the court.


    Holy fuckballs.


    And then I saw it.


    Some sort of tribal ink covered his right bicep, black swirls that made me want to suck on his skin and sent a hum of awareness between my thighs. I never imagined that was hiding beneath his suit.


    Sweat ran down his face, his entire body gleaming as he dribbled the ball down the court, positioned his body, took a shot, and the ball arced through the net.


    I had to remind myself to breathe.


    A kid reached out and gave him a complicated-looking high-five and a grin, and then they took off running down the court.


    Oh my god.


    I didn’t know what was hotter: that he was spending his free time hanging out with a bunch of kids who probably didn’t have a lot of male role models in their lives; or the way his muscles rippled with each movement, the dripping sweat, the utter maleness of his body. And then his head turned and he caught sight of me standing with the group of girls, and he lifted his hand in a friendly wave, a smile on his face that was younger and happier than any I’d seen on him.


    Gah.


    I thought I waved back, but with all of the emotions running through me, and the whole remembering to breathe thing, I wasn’t convinced I had control over my motor skills.


    “I’m volunteering every week,” Caitlin vowed from her spot standing next to me.


    I choked back a laugh.


    “Did you know he was going to be here?” she asked, her voice incredulous.


    I shook my head, still not trusting my words. Gray hadn’t mentioned anything about volunteering at the school; I’d figured he was going to take a more hands-off supervisory role.


    “He’s been coming down here a couple times a week,” Anna, the girl nearest us, commented with a mischievous grin.


    I reddened, mortified to be caught perving on my law school professor by an eighth grader, the sight of Gray momentarily distracting me from the fact that I wasn’t alone. Then again, no one was exactly looking at me. I nudged Caitlin again, but she definitely wasn’t paying me attention, her focus solely on the basketball court.


    “Caitlin!”


    Her head jerked away from the court. “What?”


    “We should probably go take the girls to do something.” Besides ogle our professor.


    Caitlin groaned. “Do I have to, Mom?”


    I laughed in spite of myself. “Come on. The view will still be there,” I teased.


    I led the girls over to the far side of the gym. Caitlin finally snapped out of it and showed the girls gymnastics moves that they soon began emulating while we waited for the game to end and the courts to become available.


    I’d never tumbled, but ballet had left me with a few moves. I was in the middle of demonstrating how to do a split when I heard a flurry of giggles and all attention suddenly focused on a point behind me.


    I knew he was behind me without even having to look. I didn’t know if it was the scent of his cologne, or the cat-and-mouse game we played—and in this case I was beginning to think I was the cat—but either way, I’d become remarkably attuned to all things Graydon Canter.


    I turned and was treated to the sight of Gray walking toward me.


    His smile deepened as our gazes locked.


    “Hey.”


    I smiled back, trying to look nonchalant, like I hadn’t been drooling over him for the last hour. I most likely failed.


    “Hey.”


    Gray flashed that same smile at the girls.


    “Do you guys want to play basketball? Sorry we’ve been hogging the court. Some of the guys still want to play if you’re interested.”


    Anna, who was clearly the ringleader, spoke for the group. “Yeah. That’d be cool.”


    I watched as the other five girls followed her like a row of ducks to the middle of the court where a group of guys stood waiting for them, dribbling the ball. I grinned. There were definitely some romantic sparks going off in the group.


    Caitlin hovered near us for a moment, as if she wanted to speak, but I watched in amazement as her cheeks flushed and instead she just nodded her head and took off, following the girls. I’d gotten so used to the side of Gray that I knew—the side that could be playful when he wanted to be—that I’d forgotten everyone else still saw him as utterly terrifying.


    Although, to be fair, he could definitely be that as well.


    Gray grinned at me. “I take it my reputation is still intact? My name continues to strike fear in the hearts of 1Ls everywhere.”


    I bit back a laugh.


    “Basically. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Caitlin be so quiet.”


    “What can I say? It’s a gift.”


    I jerked my head toward the group of boys chatting with the girls on the court. “I’m surprised you stopped playing. You looked like you were having fun.”


    He shot me an amused look, dipping his head so we stood closer together. He was still a little sweaty—not in a gross way, but in a, I want to lick your abs, sort of way. I bit down on my lip.


    “Let’s just say that everyone’s concentration wobbled a bit when the girls came into the gym,” he murmured.


    A smile tugged at my lips. “Playing middle school matchmaker?”


    His eyes gleamed. “They weren’t the only ones who were distracted, Splits.”


    I died. Twice.


    He smiled down at me, his back to everyone else, the moment a secret between us.


    I was turned on, sexually frustrated, and ready to throw caution to the wind. My voice shook as I tried to speak past the emotion and arousal that clogged my throat.


    “I didn’t know you were volunteering here,” I commented, struggling to keep from reaching out, grabbing his T-shirt, and hauling his mouth to mine.


    If you looked up “sexually frustrated” in the dictionary, you’d get a picture of my face. If you looked up “temptation” in the dictionary, you’d find a picture of his.


    His expression was almost sheepish, another side of him I hadn’t seen before.


    “I started during fall break. I come a few days a week. It’s cool. They’re good kids. I help them out with homework sometimes, although I have to admit, they’re severely testing my math skills, and I occasionally play basketball, which I am far better at.” He shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.”


    It was a big deal. It was him trying. Just like when he bought me coffee to make me feel better. Or explained the Commerce Clause to me. It was all the little things he’d been doing along the way that, strung together, meant a lot.


    I was falling in love with him.


    The truth of it knocked me back, and it was almost a minute before I could speak. Moments passed while he just stared down at me with a quizzical, searching look as I attempted to process this change.


    I knew it was a tricky situation, but we were two weeks away from finals and the semester was almost over. I could understand waiting until he wasn’t officially my teacher anymore, but it pissed me off that he wasn’t willing to give us a chance, period.


    He smiled at me when he saw me, said hi, talked to me about the pro bono project. We’d almost become friends. But what had happened between us on Halloween was never repeated, despite the tension that swirled around us.


    “You okay?” he asked, concern in his gaze.


    I nodded, not sure I trusted my voice enough to speak.


    “You didn’t tell me you were so good at basketball.”


    It was the lamest thing to say, and the world’s most awkward transition, but so much easier than, I think I’m in love with you. Considering he’d freaked out when we’d kissed, I figured a declaration of love would send him running and screaming in the opposite direction.


    Epic fail.


    He gifted me with another heartbreaking grin. “Yeah, I played a bit when I was a kid.” He shot me a pointed look. “You didn’t tell me you were so bendy.”


    Bendy? I remembered the split, and my heart picked up a beat.


    Fuck.


    The back and forth was killing me. We kissed, he told me it couldn’t happen again. He fingered me on Halloween, told me we could only be friends. And he flirted. Constantly. He was sweet, sexy, and little by little, he carved a space in my heart with his name on it.


    The stakes were too high, there was too much at risk for me. Either he wanted me, or he didn’t, but either way, he had to decide.


    “You can’t keep doing this.”


    The words came out before I even realized I felt them, and then as soon as I said it, I knew. I couldn’t let myself love him if there wasn’t a chance he would love me back.


    The smile slid off his face.


    My voice shook, but I said it anyway.


    “I want you. If that means waiting a few weeks, fine. But I’m done playing this game. Either you want me, or you don’t. Stop jerking me around.”


    “I’m not—”


    “You are. Tell me you’re not, every time you touch me, kiss me, smile at me. You say we can’t be physical, and then you tell me I’m bendy. You flirt with me. Constantly. And don’t just say it’s your personality, because I’ve never seen you talk to anyone the way you talk to me. If you want me, do something about it. If you don’t, fine. I’m a big girl. I can deal. But either way, make up your mind.”


    And then I walked away.

  


  
    Gray


    “Was that your girlfriend?”


    I turned and looked down at Jason, one of the kids who liked to hang out and play ball after school.


    It was really not good when I was so obvious that an eighth grader could tell. I glanced over to where Blair stood with her friend, Caitlin, worry ramming into me.


    How long before people started to figure out that there was something between us? How long before I fucked this up, too? Considering the words she’d just hurled at me, had I already screwed up with her?


    My jaw clenched. “No.”


    He winked at me. “She’s hot.”


    “Watch it.”


    He laughed. “I’m just saying, if I were you, I’d lock her down.”


    I tried to keep my expression serious, but failed in the face of this scrawny, backward-cap-wearing kid giving me romantic advice.


    I blinked. “How old are you?”


    “Fourteen.”


    Jesus.


    “That’s my girlfriend.” He nodded proudly, pointing to a pretty blonde girl shooting hoops. I’d seen her around and she seemed like a nice kid.


    Jason grinned. “Like I said, gotta lock ’em down.”


    He was one of my favorites in the after-school program. He didn’t talk about his family, but the principal had mentioned that his dad took off when he was a kid and his mom worked two jobs supporting Jason and his younger brother. Whatever his family situation, the kid always had a smile on his face. And he was smart.


    “Trust me,” I muttered. “Sometimes it’s not that easy.”


    He just flashed me that same cocky grin. “You just gotta have game.”


    “Maybe I can borrow some then,” I joked, unable to remain stern in the face of this kid’s exuberance.


    “Nah. You got game. You just need to know how to use it.”


    Well, this ranked up there with one of the most surreal moments of my life. I’d had a few friends back in Chicago before I blew up my life. I’d never been all that social, but there had been guys I’d studied with, guys I’d played basketball with on Sunday afternoons. Somewhere along the way, I’d lost all of that. It was pathetic to admit, but not only did I have a shit relationship with my family, I’d alienated myself from any friends.


    I was alone, and I only had myself to blame for it. And then there was Blair. It wasn’t just that she was sexy, she genuinely felt like a friend. And she was right—


    I had no clue what I was doing with her.


    “You going to be around for this Thanksgiving thing?” Jason asked.


    I nodded.


    “Cool. I’ll see you there.” Jason extended his hand and gave me the handshake we’d developed.


    I watched him walk away, a smile tugging at my mouth, and then my gaze drifted over to where Blair stood shooting hoops with some of the girls. Trying, at least. Basketball was definitely not her game. But none of that mattered. The smile on her face was everything. Her laugh floated through the gym and something tightened in the vicinity of my heart.


    I couldn’t stay away from her. And she was right, I was being a dick by jerking her around. I was too selfish to walk away and too afraid to take a chance. She deserved someone better than me, but for whatever insane reason, I was the one she wanted. And I was so tired of keeping her at arm’s length. Maybe it was time to stop worrying about being the good guy, and time to start going after what—who—I wanted.


    In the immortal words of an eighth grade boy, it was time to lock it down.

  


  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    New allegations of misuse of campaign funds plague Senator Reynolds...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I stared at the screen, regretting the decision to create an email alert to let me know anytime my last name was mentioned. Thanks to Capital Confessions, it was becoming an increasingly frequent occurrence. Especially, where my father was concerned.


    I hadn’t heard from either one of my parents since my phone call with my mother, so I had no clue how much of the stuff was even true, but he was definitely in the blog’s crosshairs. Whatever my father had expected, it appeared that his reelection had bought him a heap of trouble.


    My phone lit up with an incoming text message.


    Want to ride to the Thanksgiving dinner together?


    My heartbeat picked up as I read his name above the text. I hadn’t seen Gray since the basketball day, also known as the day I discovered that he had ink on his bicep and an even better body than I’d imagined under his suit.


    How did you get my number? I texted back.


    He’d put his number in my phone weeks ago, but I definitely hadn’t done the same.


    Class roster.


    My lips curved. Why was I not surprised?


    Is that really appropriate?


    My screen lit up again. I think appropriate went out the window a long time ago. You in?


    And then my phone lit up again and my mouth went dry.


    This is me getting off the fence.


    Oh my god.


    I wasn’t sure if we were talking about riding together or being inappropriate together, but either way at the words, This is me getting off the fence, my answer was the same.


    Yes.


    Times one million. Plus one.


    Where are you? he texted me.


    Library.


    I sent him the location of my study carrel, the small corner of the law library that had become my private haven.


    My phone lit up again.


    Be there in a few.


    We were supposed to be at the middle school in two hours and I was still catching up on outlines for my con law final. The preferred method of studying for finals was to create mammoth outlines based on everything we’d learned in the course. The idea was that creating the outlines themselves would be an effective study aid, in addition to the time spent studying them.


    At this point, I was seventy pages into what would likely be nearly a one-hundred-page outline, and I had no clue how I was even going to finish it, much less find time to study. Not to mention my three other exams. Luckily, legal research and writing had been a series of assignments that we’d turned in during the year. I couldn’t imagine adding another three-hour exam to my plate.


    I pulled my hair back in a tie I found at the bottom of my bag, belatedly wishing I’d worn something other than my ratty Hannover Law T-shirt and jeans. And then the moment passed. I probably would have cared more a few months ago, but this was the height of law school mania, and there were only so many fucks I could give.


    A few minutes later, Gray tapped on the door to my carrel. I let him in, not sure if I was more glad to see him or the two cups of coffee he held.


    My heart moved a little closer on the falling-in-love meter as the smell of pumpkin spice hit me.


    Gray peered around me, his eyes wide, and then he looked back and grinned at me. “Now this is a familiar sight.”


    It wasn’t pretty. The desk in my carrel was covered in different colored highlighters, my con law book, the stupid supplement that I’d decided I needed another supplement just to understand, my laptop, and a mess of papers. I was normally a neat person, but I’d descended into exam chaos. Thank god I’d thrown away the box from the pizza I’d ordered earlier. This place was a step away from a sty.


    I shot him a pleading look. “Kill me. Just kill me now. At this point, I want to be put out of my misery.”


    He chuckled, his eyes going soft, his voice a husky purr. “Come here.”


    He took my coffee out of my hands, setting both cups on the only available space on my desk.


    Before I realized what he intended, he’d wrapped his arms around me, tucking me against his body. I stiffened for a moment, surprised by the contact, trying to remember if I’d forgotten to put on deodorant this morning.


    Shit.


    “Relax,” Gray whispered, his hand stroking my hair.


    I felt disgusting after a day spent hibernating in the library like a hermit. Of course, he looked gorgeous in a green sweater and dark jeans, smelling faintly of cedar and spice.


    He held me against him, his body propping me up in the face of the exhaustion seeping through my bones. He kissed the top of my head, his arms tightening around me. I relaxed. He didn’t talk, didn’t do anything but let me lean on him.


    His heart beat against my cheek, the steady thump lulling me into a deeper sense of calm. My lips brushed against his shirt, fighting the urge to press against the beat there.


    I lost.


    His chest jerked as I put my mouth to it, his cotton sweater between my lips and his heart. He shuddered. I waited for him to move away, wondering if I’d pushed things too far, too fast. His arm came around me, holding me tighter, crushing me against his body.


    Minutes passed while we stood like that, and then we both seemed to pull back at the same time, and his hand threaded through my hair, massaging my scalp, and his head bent, his mouth meeting me halfway, his lips pressing against mine softly, his mouth coaxing me to open.


    It was a completely different kiss from all the ones we’d shared before. It was soft, slow, lazy. It was sweet. He kissed me like he knew I didn’t have it in me for passion, that I needed his easy caress to soothe my frazzled parts.


    It was the best kind of kiss—the one I needed—and my heart tumbled even further in love.

  


  
    Gray


    She looked like she could barely stand. I remembered those days, the feeling that you’d pushed your ability to exist on limited sleep and junk food to the brink. The feeling that your mind couldn’t possibly expand to accommodate one more piece of information.


    I’d brought the coffee because I’d figured she needed it. The kiss had been a bonus. A big one.


    I kissed her with all of the softness I had inside me—whatever little amount was left or had ever existed at all—giving her all the feelings that had come rushing through me the second she’d touched her mouth to my heart. Each time I saw her, she gifted me something new, some part of herself that I wanted to protect.


    Each time I saw her she pulled me deeper.


    I released her, grabbing the coffee off the desk and handing it back to her, my fingers linking with hers for a moment.


    A smile played at her lips.


    “Caffeine and kisses, huh? Is that the secret to getting through your first semester of law school finals?”


    I grinned. Even rumpled and exhausted, she looked adorable. Her face was free of makeup, her hair in a messy bun, her clothes more casual than any I’d seen her wear, and she still looked stunning.


    “Best method I could think of.” I gave her the rest, because I didn’t want to keep screwing with her head. She’d accused me of being afraid of going after what I wanted, and she hadn’t been wrong.


    Not anymore.


    The semester was almost over, and then she wouldn’t be my student anymore. Maybe I didn’t deserve her, but I couldn’t pass up a chance to have her.


    “I want to see where this goes.”


    Blair blinked. “Where what goes?”


    “Us.”


    “So getting off the fence means you want to date.”


    “I want a chance with you. I wish we’d met differently, wish we could date like normal people, but obviously things are complicated. For the sake of your law school career and my job, I think we should keep things quiet for a while.”


    “Okay.”


    “Just until this year is over. When my teaching contract ends, us dating won’t be as big of a deal. But right now, I’m worried that it could be an issue if people find out.”


    Not to mention my worries that my reputation would affect her.


    “I understand.”


    “And I think we should take things slowly,” I added.


    She made a face. “Are you still worried you’re going to hurt me?”


    I didn’t know how to explain it to her. I wanted to be good for her. Wanted to be the kind of guy who deserved to be with a girl like her. I didn’t know if I would ever get there, if I was even capable of that, but I knew I was a little bit better than I’d been the month before, and better than the month before that. All I could do was hope that time would get me where I needed to be. Or at least close enough.


    I had difficulty swallowing over the lump in my throat.


    “I don’t want the mistakes I’ve made to spill over onto you. I don’t want to fuck this up the way I’ve fucked up other things in my life. So yeah, I want to take things slow. You deserve a good guy. Let me try to be that guy for you. I can’t promise you that I’ll ever be the guy who deserves you, but I can promise that I’ll try. And that I’d sooner cut off my arm than hurt you.”

  


  
    Blair


    I didn’t know how to make him understand that I didn’t necessarily want him to be a good guy or even a better guy. I wanted him to be himself. So far the version he’d given me, despite the way he spun it, was pretty fucking great.


    I leaned up on my toes, putting my mouth to his again, the taste of coffee and Gray filling me. He leaned in, wrapping one arm around my waist, holding me to his body like I belonged there.


    I almost blurted out how I felt about him, almost gave him the words, but if I’d learned anything, it was that you couldn’t force Graydon Canter’s hand. He wasn’t a boy; he was a man, stubborn as hell and more than a little set in his ways. Luckily for me, I knew a thing about stubborn, and if I had to wait him out, I’d do it.


    He was worth the wait.


    We broke apart again and he sat down in the chair across from mine, motioning for me to sit in his lap. A spark of heat flickered through the exhaustion, but then he tugged on my hand and enfolded me on his lap, wrapping his arms around me, my back cuddled against his front. I’d had sexy with him and it was freaking amazing, but sweet was something else entirely. Sweet was a slow burn that reduced my resolve to ash.


    Maybe it was because everything about him screamed sex, but the sweet was like a hidden surprise. You had to dig for it, but once you got it...


    I doubted he did sweet with many people; given the way he’d described his life, it sounded like there hadn’t been much room for softness. I loved that he gave it to me.


    “How’s studying going?” he murmured, his lips tickling my ear.


    I shivered. “I want to stab myself in the eye with my highlighter, but otherwise fine.”


    “Which class?”


    “Con law.”


    Fucking Commerce Clause.


    “How long is it?”


    I didn’t even have to ask what “it” was. That was the standard law school outline question.


    “Seventy pages single-spaced, heading toward one hundred.”


    That was one semester of con law synthesized.


    “Did he tell you anything about the exam?”


    “Three fact patterns. Three hours. No idea what he’s going to focus on.”


    “Did he give you guys a review session?”


    “Yeah. I went, and it was okay. He didn’t take any questions, but he hit the high points. I think I’m just nervous since this is my first exam.”


    “Have you done a practice exam?”


    I had. The only thing worse than taking a three-hour final was taking a three-hour practice exam and then taking a three-hour final.


    “Yeah.”


    “And?”


    “I didn’t fail miserably, but it wasn’t great.”


    “You’ll be fine.”


    My brow furrowed. “What if I’m not?”


    I couldn’t keep the doubt out of my voice, not with him.


    “What are you afraid of?”


    “Failing at this, too.”


    He shifted me on his lap so that our gazes locked. “What else do you think you failed at?” he asked, his voice soft.


    I shook my head, knowing how crazy I sounded. “It’s stupid. I know it wasn’t my fault that things didn’t work out with Thom. I know it, and I still can’t help feeling like there was something wrong with me. Being an asset to my father’s campaign was my job. And I sort of screwed it up.”


    “There’s nothing wrong with you.”


    “You try having your romantic failings put on display for the world to see. My world, at least. It’s humiliating.”


    “Of course, it is. You can’t hold on to it, though. At some point you have to learn to let go. You can’t keep beating yourself up. And if law school isn’t what you want, either, then that’s okay, too. You don’t need to find all of the answers at twenty-three.”


    Silence filled the air between us as his words settled in.


    I shot him a meaningful look. “Do you ever think about taking your own advice?”


    A smile tugged at his beautiful mouth. “I’m working on it.”


    “Do you think that’s why we work so well together? Because we’re both figuring ourselves out?”


    He was quiet again. “Maybe. I don’t know. I just know I feel better when I’m with you.”


    As far as compliments went, it wasn’t the most lavish, or the most romantic, yet it curled around my heart, filling me with warmth.


    “Are you sure you’re up to going to the Thanksgiving celebration tonight?” he asked. “We have enough volunteers that we can probably handle it without you.”


    “I’m definitely not missing out. I can come back and study after.”


    His lips brushed against my hair. “Are you sleeping at all?”


    “I only need a few hours. I’ll be okay. I have big plans to sleep for a week when finals are over.”


    “We should go to dinner when you’re done with exams. Celebrate.”


    That sounded amazing. Maybe we could swing it if we went somewhere out of the way, somewhere where we weren’t likely to run into anyone we knew.


    “It’s a date.”


    “I can’t wait for the semester to be over,” he mumbled, his lips grazing my lobe.


    I bit back a moan. “Me either.”


    We stayed like that for a while longer and then he shifted me in his lap and held his hand out. “Ready to head over to the school?”


    I gave him my hand and we headed out to celebrate Thanksgiving.

  


  
    Gray


    We entered the gym, and once again, Blair’s handiwork came to life. The space was transformed with large folding tables adorned with linens and place settings. Pumpkins decorated the tables. Buffet stations were set up around the gym’s perimeter, filled with food that restaurants donated.


    I’d come up with the idea to organize a pre-Thanksgiving dinner for the eighth grade group we mentored. There were only sixty kids that the school had recommended for the after-school program, but with law school finals the week after Thanksgiving, we’d struggled to get volunteers. Blair was in charge of the whole thing, and in typical fashion, was determined to give these kids the best holiday of their lives. We’d started talking about it a few weeks ago, and she’d lost me at making turkeys out of pinecones or something like that.


    My chest got tight as I stared down into her eyes. “Nicely done.”


    She smiled. “Thanks.”


    “You have a talent for this.”


    “What? Strong-arming restaurants into cooking for me?” she teased.


    I shook my head. “Don’t minimize this. What you did here is huge. You clearly have a knack for organizing events. Managing projects. You’re like a little pearl-clad general.”


    She gave me a wry smile. “I’m not sure those are the most useful skills for me to have.”


    I didn’t understand why she always did that; why she acted like her accomplishments were nothing more than her doing what was expected rather than an achievement to be celebrated. She didn’t give herself nearly enough credit.


    “You should look into the nonprofit management idea. Seriously. With your volunteer experience and a law degree, there’s a lot you could do. Not to mention, if you stay in D.C., there’s no shortage of organizations you could work for.”


    She gave a little half-shrug. “I’ll think about it.” She gestured toward a group of volunteers standing off to the side. “I should check in. See how things are going with the setup. See you later?”


    I nodded.


    I watched her walk away, unable to keep my gaze off of her. There was something about Blair that filled me with awe and made me want to be better. It was complicated before when it had just been about sex. But now, now that I knew her, liked her, admired her, it was so much more.


    I was falling in love with her.


    Jason sauntered over, his smile knowing. “You locked it down.”


    I fought off the grin.


    Yeah, I fucking had.

  


  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Tonight is the Reynolds family’s infamous Christmas party. Deals will be made, scandals caused, and the corruption will flow as freely as the champagne. We’ll be on hand to share all of the juicy tidbits with you...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    My hand cramped as I typed the final sentence, my gaze darting to the time on my laptop. My pulse raced, my palms sweating, panic clawing at my throat. I hit the period key when all of a sudden—


    “Time’s up. Shut down your exam software and make sure you receive a message saying that your test has uploaded. If you have any problems, one of the proctors can assist you.”


    The urge to vomit hit me, a tremor sliding through my body. For better or worse, I was done. I submitted my test through the special exam software we were all required to use for our finals, the adrenaline crash hitting me, leaving exhaustion in its wake.


    Three hours. Three hours of nearly nonstop typing. Four finals, for a total of twelve hours of exams. My first semester of law school now officially over.


    I wanted to sleep for a year. I wanted to get trashed, wanted to cry, wanted to cheer.


    I listened while the woman at the front of the room gave us the rest of the exam instructions, and then we were released, seventy-five students spilling out into the hallway in a mass exodus tinged with excitement and despair, depending on how people thought they’d done.


    Torts had been our final exam. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. Probably the same way I’d felt about all my exams. Despite my hours and hours studying, and the fact that I looked like I’d just been to hell and back, twice, without a shower, it could go either way. Our exams were graded on a curve, so to some degree, my performance also largely depended on how I did relative to my classmates.


    Caitlin called out my name and I waited for her to catch up with me.


    “We have to go celebrate.”


    I groaned. “I need to sleep. I only slept like four hours last night because I was up late cramming. And I have this stupid holiday party my parents are hosting tonight.”


    I’d finally just given in to my mother’s calls and pleading. Some of my friends would be at the party, so at least it wouldn’t be totally horrible. And she’d promised that the Wyatts wouldn’t be there.


    “Do you have to go the whole time?”


    “Maybe not.” They’d be pissed, but honestly, I needed to let loose a bit. And my parents’ Christmas party was definitely not the place to let loose. “I’ll come. I can probably get away with showing up for an hour or two, and then I’ll meet up with you guys. I’ll text you when I’m out.”


    She grinned. “Awesome. See you tonight.”


    I walked through the lobby, heading toward the parking lot, feeling like I tasted freedom for the first time in forever. We only had a month off for winter break, but right now I needed the reprieve. Badly.


    When I hit the double doors to exit the building, I spotted Gray standing at the entrance, talking to another one of the professors. He had an end-of-semester faculty party he had to attend tonight, but we’d made plans to go to dinner tomorrow.


    His gaze met mine and he flashed me a quick smile. I ducked my chin to hide my reaction, unable to keep my lips from grinning.


    A few minutes later, when I reached my car, my phone went off. I pulled it out of my purse and stared at the text, a smile spreading all over my face.


    Congrats xxx.


    ***


    I showed up at my parents’ half an hour after the party started. I only planned on staying an hour or so, and then I’d head out to meet up with Caitlin and some other people from our section.


    I was feeling marginally more human after taking a five-hour nap and shower. I’d decided on a black cocktail dress that was probably a little casual for my parents, but wouldn’t look bizarre at a bar. I was stretching black-tie a bit, but whatever.


    I spotted my father first, surrounded by his inner circle, a broad smile on his face and a glass of champagne in hand. He was in his element, holding court now that his seat was safe once more. However stressed my mother might be about the Capital Confessions mentions, he seemed completely unfazed.


    “Blair.” He gave me a kiss on the cheek and a charming smile.


    Between the two of them, my father was the easier one for me to handle. He was definitely a dick, but for the most part he didn’t care what I did. Big-picture stuff was important to him—who I married, where I went to school—but he wasn’t going to give me a hard time about my outfit or how much I’d had to drink, or whether my haircut made my face look round. My mother gave me a hard time about everything.


    I smiled at his friends, some of the highest-ranking members of the Senate, men I’d known practically my whole life. I fielded questions about law school for a few minutes, wincing at my father’s suggestion that perhaps I’d transfer schools my second year. The way things were going, I highly doubted that was going to be an option, but I kept my mouth shut.


    Finally, someone more important than me walked by, and my father left me for some glad-handing with a potential donor. One campaign down and he was already focused on the next. As much as I knew he was an asshole, it wasn’t lost on me that my father was really good at what he did. Serving people, not so much. But politicking? He had that down to an art and D.C. was his playground.


    I didn’t know how Kate and I had ended up the way we did. When we were younger, my mother had definitely spent more time with me. Kate had been too much of a tomboy, had had little patience for debutante balls, etiquette classes, and ballet. She’d been the one my father had connected with the most, and as much as she’d hate to admit it, there was something similar about them.


    They each had their own brand of ruthlessness.


    I did a sweep of the room, spotting my mother chatting with some of her friends, diamonds sparkling, clearly in her element. I didn’t know if my parents loved each other, if they’d ever loved each other, but they had definitely found a way to make their marriage suit their individual needs. My mother had the money and position she craved; my father had the glossy photo op that helped keep him in power.


    Even as I didn’t understand it, I recognized that it worked for them.


    And then I saw him, and all thoughts of my parents fled.


    My mother had told me the Wyatts couldn’t come to the party, that they were vacationing in St. Barts. That hadn’t been as good as them not being invited entirely, but I’d figured it was enough to avoid an awkward run-in between us.


    Apparently, I’d been mistaken.


    Thom stood in front of me, wearing a tuxedo like he’d been born to it. Hell, considering the similarities between our upbringings, he basically had. Something about the sight of him took me back—to my coming out ball, prom, the morning of our wedding.


    He looked good. He’d always been handsome—tall, tanned, blond hair. He was All-American perfection—smart, funny, kind. It was difficult to reconcile the Thom I’d known growing up with someone who’d cheated on me.


    I gripped the stem of my champagne glass, my body fighting the urge to flee, my chest tight.


    He’d finally stopped calling a few weeks ago. I hadn’t listened to any of his voice mails, hadn’t been ready to face him.


    He began walking toward me, apparently taking my frozen stance as permission to approach. Maybe it was. I didn’t even know anymore. I hadn’t been prepared for this, but now that it was here, I wasn’t sure what I felt. I wasn’t angry anymore. Wasn’t even really sad. He felt like a stranger with whom I’d once shared a few intimacies.


    Maybe more than anything, I was just confused.


    And then he was right in front of me, and I couldn’t avoid the moment anymore.


    “Hi.”


    I couldn’t make myself smile, could feel the weight of dozens of pairs of eyes on us.


    So awkward.


    “Hi,” I echoed, my head spinning, feeling as though I was having an out-of-body experience.


    He swallowed. “You look nice tonight.”


    Apparently, we’d been reduced to social pleasantries. “Thanks. You, too.”


    This was too bizarre for words.


    “Can we go somewhere and talk?” he asked, a pleading look in his eyes.


    Shit.


    I could do polite and superficial. Anything more seemed like a bad idea. I didn’t know what was left to say.


    “I don’t—”


    “Please.”


    It was the look in his eyes that did it. Somewhere along the way I’d convinced myself that he was an asshole for what he did to me, but seeing him up close again, staring into the eyes of the boy I’d grown up with, it was hard to believe. I was hurt, but something inside me made the decision for me.


    I nodded. “Okay.”


    I walked out to the patio, the same one I’d stood on with Gray, Thom trailing behind me, ignoring the whispers that surrounded us. It felt like the longest walk of my life. When the fresh air hit me, finally, I could breathe again, no longer skewered by the intent gaze of a hundred prying eyes.


    Thom closed the door behind him and stared at me. Silence stretched, filling the chasm that separated us. I waited for him to speak, figured that since he’d initiated this reunion it was up to him to set the tone.


    And then he did.


    “I’m sorry.”


    My breath hitched.


    “I never meant to hurt you,” he continued. “Ever. I didn’t think it would affect us. That I could pretend like it wasn’t a part of me. Obviously, I was wrong.”


    “Wouldn’t affect us?” I choked the words out. “You had sex with someone else on our wedding day. In a church.”


    His eyes got tight. “I know.”


    “Just tell me why. Because that’s the thing I don’t get. If you knew you were gay, why did you get involved with me? Why did you propose to me? Why did you make me think you loved me? That we’d have a future together? You were my friend. Always. How could you hurt me like that?”


    “I loved you, Blair. I always loved you.”


    “As a friend.”


    Guilt flashed in his eyes, and he nodded.


    “Did you cheat on me when we were dating?” I asked, my tone hollow.


    I figured I knew the answer to that one, but if he was going to give me some of it, then I needed all of it.


    He stiffened. “Yes.”


    “A lot?”


    He shook his head. “A few times. I hated myself afterward every time. And each time I’d convince myself that I was going to end things with you, that I was going to come out to you, my parents, but I just couldn’t.”


    My hands trembled. “Our wedding—seeing you and Brad—do you love him?”


    “I do.”


    I wasn’t sure if that made it better or worse, but on some level, the part of me that couldn’t completely erase our past was glad he’d found someone that made him happy.


    I pressed my lips together. “When did you realize you were gay? Did you always know?”


    He rubbed his brow, his shoulders hunched. “Did some part of me always know? Probably, yeah. I didn’t really recognize it then, maybe because I knew my parents would never accept it. I tried to do what they wanted me to. Tried to be the person everyone thought I should be. I asked you out because you were one of my best friends. I loved spending time with you. Loved you. And I thought that we could work together. That if I was with you, that other side of me would just go away. I didn’t want to be gay. Didn’t want to be different. My father gives a fortune to conservative political candidates each year. I knew how he’d feel.”


    His words resonated with me in a way I hadn’t expected. The pressure he spoke of, the expectation to fit a mold, was one I easily identified with. The mask he’d worn was much harder than anything I’d ever dealt with, but I understood what it was like to pretend you were someone you weren’t. To feel like no one saw you. There wasn’t much that was worse than being surrounded by people who were supposed to love you, and feeling invisible instead.


    “I’ve tried calling you to apologize. I understand why you wouldn’t take my calls, and I’m so sorry for everything that happened. I never intended for it to become the mess it did, for our business to be spread all over the tabloids like that.”


    In all fairness, that had been more due to my reputation than his.


    “I know.”


    His eyes were pleading. “I thought we could be happy together. I thought our friendship would be enough.”


    And then I realized, really realized, that we’d both been settling for something because we’d been afraid to take a chance, to step outside of the world we’d lived in. We were living our lives on paper, on the society page, at dinner parties, and that was no life at all.


    I didn’t love him. Not like that. And as hurt and embarrassed as I’d felt fleeing my own wedding, as much as the memories of people on the street shouting, “Hey, where’s the groom?” as I left the church still stung, those emotions weren’t about my relationship with Thom. They were about me.


    “It wasn’t. Not for either one of us. I didn’t see it, but I should have.” If things had happened differently, if I hadn’t been nervous and gone to talk to Thom, if the timing had been off just a bit—minutes—I would be standing here at this party with his ring on my finger and a life ahead of me that never would have made me happy. Not the way I deserved to be happy. Not the way he deserved to be happy.


    And what had been a Shakespearean tragedy became my saving grace.


    “Are you happy with Brad?”


    “Yeah, I am.”


    “And your family?”


    He gave me a wry smile. “Freaking the fuck out.”


    “Join the club. My parents are livid.”


    His expression sobered. “It wasn’t your fault. If anything, they should be pissed at me.”


    I shrugged. “My mother thinks I should have married you anyway. You know how she is.”


    “You did the right thing. For both of us. I’m just sorry it got as out of control as it did.”


    “Me, too.”


    He rubbed the back of his neck. “I miss you. Miss talking to you. Miss hanging out.” His voice got tight. “We were friends before. Do you ever think we could be friends again?”


    I never would have thought I’d feel that way, but once you stripped the embarrassment away, I realized there wasn’t any pain left. He hadn’t broken my heart; hadn’t even touched it.


    “Yeah, I do.”


    “Maybe we can get coffee sometime?” he suggested.


    I smiled. “I’d like that.”


    We spent ten minutes on the patio, catching up, the awkward tension between us slowly dissipating with each moment we spent together. When I’d finished, I didn’t have the heart to return to the party, to deal with the stares and the questions.


    So I left.

  


  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Spotted: Blair Reynolds and Thom Wyatt sneaking away at her parents’ annual Christmas party. Wonder what they discussed...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I called a car to take me from McLean to D.C., cringing slightly at the expense, and met up with Caitlin, Adam, and a few others from our section at a bar around the corner from the W. By the time I arrived, everyone was well on their way to plastered. Caitlin insisted I catch up.


    So I did.


    I’d never done much partying; even college had been relatively tame. And now I just wanted to let loose a bit. I wanted more than a life of playing it safe. I wanted more—


    I wanted Gray.


    So for the second time that night, I left the party early, in favor for a very special, private party—


    For two.


    ***


    This was probably not my best idea. And yet here I was.


    I stood on Gray’s doorstep, slightly intoxicated. For a moment I questioned my sanity as I lifted my hand in the air to ring the buzzer, and then months of sexual frustration came to a head as my finger pressed the button.


    Buzz. Buzz.


    I waited, and then I heard the sound of the door opening, and Graydon Canter in all of his masculine glory stared at me from the other side.


    His eyes were wide, his expression slack. “Blair? Are you okay? It’s two a.m.”


    For a moment, we just stared at each other. He was dressed in a pair of dark blue pajama pants and a gray T-shirt. His hair was rumpled from sleep, his feet bare.


    Gray blinked, his gaze traveling down my body, taking in the little black dress and the killer heels. He swallowed, and then he stared into my eyes, and he didn’t look sleepy anymore.


    “Can I come in?”


    He nodded, his lips parted as he moved to the side, and I crossed the threshold.


    His gaze on me the entire time, I was thankful for the dress that gave me the courage I needed to show up on his doorstep in the middle of the night.


    It wouldn’t be easy with him. He had too much baggage for easy. I didn’t care. I was ready for whatever Gray threw my way.


    I walked into the living room, turning to face him. He hovered in the doorway, his expression unsure.


    I didn’t want to be protected. Maybe he wasn’t the hero, but right now all I knew was that even though he saw himself as the villain, I wanted the darkness inside him. I wanted it all.


    “I want you.”


    Gray’s eyes widened, as though my words had caught him off guard. But really, I stood in front of him in his living room in a skimpy dress at two a.m.; there weren’t many other conclusions one could arrive at.


    “I’m technically not your student anymore. We’re both single adults. You want me. I want you.”


    “Blair.”


    Frustration filled me at the protest in his voice. No. Was it that he had been my teacher? Or his concerns that he wasn’t right for me? Either way, I’d come here for an orgasm, and I wasn’t leaving without one.


    I could have blamed the drinks for the words that tumbled from my lips, but that would have been too easy. The words had been there for years, pushing to get out, trapped behind manners, and social rules, and the media following my every fucking move. And like the devil he was, he tempted the words out of me, filling me with need, and lust, and a want only he could satisfy. So for possibly the first time in my entire life, I said every single thing I thought as I told him the truth.


    “You know what I need? I need to get laid. I need an orgasm. I need to feel a man’s body on mine. Hell, I’d like for someone to rip my thong off. They’re always doing that in books. Do you know that every single time I read a book and some guy rips the heroine’s underwear off, I think to myself, that seems too difficult to believe. Like, are they just poor quality or have they been washed too many times, or what? Because I’m twenty-three years old and no one has ever ripped my underwear off. I’m calling BS on the whole thing.”


    His eyes went dark, but I was too keyed-up to stop.


    “I want what you gave me on Halloween. I want more. So much more.” My voice shook. “Do you know that I’ve never had an orgasm from straight-up sex?”


    “Jesus.” He half-choked the word out.


    “Never. This whole time I thought it was me. That there was something wrong with me. Now that I know my former fiancé is gay, I mean it makes more sense, but for years I thought there was something wrong with me. Like I was too polite to come. I bought a vibrator—”


    “Fuck, Blair.”


    I stopped, mid-rant. “What? Yeah, I know. Ladies don’t use vibrators. They don’t have sex with their perfect fiancé, and then go home, and lie in bed, and get themselves off in the dark because they just need to feel something more.”


    He let out a sound that was somewhere between a choke and a groan. He took a step toward me. Then another. His voice got husky, low.


    “I don’t give a shit about what ladies do or don’t do. Just you. The thought of you teasing yourself, touching yourself. Fuck, that’s hot.”


    He released a shaky breath, and a surge of victory slammed into me. He wanted me. Even if he didn’t want to want me. Maybe he’d meant to go slow, but I wanted nothing to do with caution. I wanted to hurl myself down the ride of my life. I wanted to feel so much it hurt.


    “You want to be the villain? Fine. I’m not looking for a hero. I know you have issues. I know you have baggage and you’re so obviously commitment-phobic, it’s not even funny, but you want me. You can pretend you don’t, but I’m not some young girl you can intimidate. You said you were taking a chance on this—getting off the fence. Get off the fence.


    “I want you to fuck me.” There, I’d said it. And somehow the world hadn’t descended into chaos. “I want you to make me forget that the last guy I had sex with—the only guy I’ve ever had sex with—probably never really wanted me.”


    My voice shook with nerves, anticipation, and a sexual desire that ran through me like a flash flood.


    Now or never.


    I reached behind me and unzipped the dress, letting the fabric fall to the floor in a pool of silk and satin, leaving me exposed in a lace Agent Provocateur half-corset.


    Gray sucked in a deep breath, his mouth tight. His gaze darkened and my nipples pebbled in response, heat flooding my body as wetness pooled between my legs.


    I wanted him. Fuck everything else.

  


  
    Gray


    I didn’t know how I’d ever been so stupid as to think she wasn’t sexy. The girl standing in front of me was, hands down, the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. She was a fucking fantasy.


    She wore black lace that pushed her tits up as if offering them to my hands and mouth, and a little thong that showed a lot of skin.


    I wasn’t sure who moved first, but the end result was the same—Blair in my arms, my hands on her ass, pulling her against my aching cock. She gave me her mouth, and I took it with my lips, tongue, and teeth. I sucked on her bottom lip, my teeth sinking into her flesh while she moaned against me, her hands moving under my shirt to stroke my back, her nails digging into my skin.


    Fuck.


    I’d always thought of Blair as the kind of girl who’d want candles and soft music and flower petals. I didn’t imagine her stripping in my living room and demanding I fuck her, but there was no chance in hell I was passing this opportunity up.


    I broke away from our kiss so that she could pull my shirt off over my head, and then her mouth was mine again.


    Her hands explored my chest, her fingers trailing down my torso until she reached my navel, teasing the skin there, dipping below my pajama pants. Her fingers curved around my cock and my hips jerked forward, pressing against her hand, my mouth torn from hers.


    “Fuck me,” I hissed, barely able to come up with a coherent thought as she stroked me, her fingers curled in a fist. I fucked her hand, my erection hard and aching, the need to come nearly overwhelming. It had been months since I’d had a woman. Months of nothing but my hand and thoughts of her.


    She fisted my cock, her wrist twisting, hand pumping, her fist sliding up to palm the head, the move sending a shiver down my spine.


    I bent my head, my teeth connecting with the soft curve of her neck and shoulder. I sucked on the skin there, my teeth nipping at her, not caring that it would leave a mark. I wanted to mark her. Wanted everyone to know she was mine. There was something savage here between us—the realization that I didn’t have to pretend I was someone I wasn’t with her, that I could be me, in all of my screwed-up glory, and she’d still have me.


    I reared back, the taste of her on my tongue. My hands came to the front of her bra, to the line of hooks that ran between her tits. I flicked one open, the black lace gaping to expose her naked flesh. Then another, my knuckles grazing her skin, tantalizingly close to the delicious curve of her breasts. She shuddered against me, and then the hand on my cock went completely still.


    It was like I was unwrapping a present, hook by hook. Each opening gave me another inch of skin and tore another shiver from her body. I stopped midway down, staring at Blair’s face. She was gone, the mask she hid behind completely obliterated.


    Her eyes were wide and unfocused, her lips swollen and red, her cheeks flushed. Her long brown hair tumbled down around her shoulders, the bottom curl hovering over the slope of her breast. A red mark marred her ivory skin where my mouth had claimed her.


    Her chest rose and fell with harsh breaths, thrusting her tits up toward me. Her nipples were still covered by the black lace, but the need to see them, taste them, overwhelmed me.


    I fumbled with the rest of the hooks, dragging my fingers down her skin until I reached the final one and pushed the lace away and she was bare before me.


    For a moment all I could do was stand and stare at perfection.


    Pink nipples. Creamy skin. Soft curves.


    I cupped her breasts, my callused fingers grazing her silky skin.


    I could die a happy man from this alone.


    And then she moved, arching her body toward me, and said the magic words that broke whatever restraint I reached for.


    “More.”


    My mouth closed down on her nipple. Blair shuddered against me, her legs trembling, and I wrapped my free arm around her, holding in her in place while my lips and tongue destroyed her.


    She tasted... I didn’t even know. Like nothing I’d ever tasted before. So fucking sweet. Addictive.


    I tongued her nipple, my teeth grazing her sensitive flesh. Her hands came down and tangled in my hair, yanking on the ends, pulling me closer while I toyed with her other nipple, twisting and tugging, flicking it between my fingers until it begged for my mouth. I released her nipple with a wet pop, turning my attention to the other one, my dick hardening even more at the gasps and whimpers rolling off of Blair’s tongue.


    I trailed a hand down her stomach, stopping when I reached the waistband of her lacy black thong. Her earlier words came back to me, Hell, I’d like for someone to rip my thong off, and the next thing I knew her ruined underwear was lying on the hardwood floor next to us.


    I trailed my finger down, my touch featherlight over her clit. And then I stroked her, inches away from where I wanted to be.


    She was soaked.


    I groaned, my cock hard to the point of pain. I wanted to free myself, to sink into her wetness and drown. But from the moment this had started, from the moment she’d begun talking, I’d been determined to give her the best night of her life. She’d never had an orgasm from straight-up sex before? I wanted to make her come over and over again.


    I circled her entrance, teasing her swollen flesh as she shuddered against my hand, and then I filled her, two fingers sliding in to the hilt.


    Tight. Silk. Warm. Wet. Fucking perfect.


    I dragged my fingers in and out, each time leaving her sensitive flesh quivering around me. Sometimes I gave it to her hard and deep, her pussy clenching around my fingers. Other times, I pulled out, giving her nothing more than the tips of my fingers hovering at her entrance until she was taking what she wanted, fucking herself over my fingers.


    I released her nipple, adding a third finger, my thumb moving up to rub her distended clit. The second I did, she clenched around my fingers, and I felt the beginning of her orgasm ripping through her.


    “Come for me, baby.” I whispered, my voice tight with lust and need.


    She pulled at my hair as her back arched. My fingers kept pumping, harder, faster. Just as she was right on the edge, ready to fall into oblivion, I pulled out of her. She gasped and then I was on my knees, my mouth on her, my tongue on her sex, lapping at her clit, and then she was shattering against me, sobs escaping her lips. I held her up while I ate her, while she shuddered against my mouth, and then when her legs simply gave out, I guided her to the floor and looked my fill.


    Her breasts were full, her nipples so fucking tight, red and wet from my mouth, her delicate, pale skin marked from the stubble on my face, my lips, my hands, my teeth. Her hair fell around her shoulders, a silken mess that left no doubt that she’d just been fucked thoroughly. Her eyes said she’d loved it.


    My cock needed more.


    “Let’s go upstairs,” I mumbled. “Bedroom.”


    She didn’t answer me, but her hands reached out and came to rest on my hips, just above the drawstring tie. She fumbled with the fabric and then they were untied, and she was pushing them down my legs and then I was naked.


    “I don’t have a condom down here,” I ground out, struggling to get my body under control. I felt like I was fifteen again, desperate to fuck. She did that. Blair stripped everything away and gave me the world in return.


    “I’m on the pill,” she whispered. “After Thom... the cheating... I got tested. I’m good.”


    “Me, too,” I croaked.


    I wanted her like this, nothing between us. Just her.


    “Gray?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Fuck me. Now.”


    And just like that I gave up trying to be the man I thought she deserved and became the man she wanted.


    I spread her legs, taking another moment to stare down at perfection. I was a guy, and I wasn’t going to pretend that there wasn’t always something about sex that was intense, but this was different. This was every single part of me screaming “mine” when I looked at her.


    It felt right in a way nothing had before, like a key sliding into place.


    I thrust inside her, a groan escaping my mouth as her wet heat surrounded me, her pussy clenching down on my cock. So fucking tight. I pushed forward until I filled her. Our gazes met and I took her mouth, my lips devouring hers. And then my hips began moving, sliding in and out, pumping harder, faster, and something came alive in Blair.


    Her nails raked down my back, mixing pain with pleasure until my balls ached, begging for release.


    The orgasm built within me, the feel of her too good to resist, and then I was exploding inside her, her sex milking my cock. Her back arched, her head fell back, and I watched the beauty of my girl riding her second orgasm of the night.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Did you check out our list of D.C.’s most eligible bachelors and bachelorettes? Rumor has it one just might be off the market...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Gray


    I woke to an empty bed and the smell of bacon cooking. It took me a minute to get my bearings, and then last night in all of its black-corseted, Blair Reynolds glory came rushing back to me.


    I threw on a pair of boxers and a T-shirt, and followed the sounds and smells until I reached the kitchen and froze in the entryway.


    Blair stood in front of the stove, dressed in one of my T-shirts, the hem barely covering the curve of her ass, exposing a whole lot of leg. Her hair spilled down her back, my fingers itching to stroke it.


    Most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.


    She turned, and then I revised my assessment.


    Blair beamed at me, spatula in hand, her face free of makeup, a delicious, rumpled mess.


    That was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.


    “Good morning.”


    The happiness in her eyes echoed in her voice, teasing an answering smile from my lips.


    “Morning.”


    She turned back to the stove. “I’m making pancakes and bacon,” she called over her shoulder. “The coffee should be ready. How do you take it?”


    My gaze drifted to the countertop where two coffee mugs sat by my Keurig. A knot tightened in my chest. It was so like her to have coffee waiting. To take care of me in a way no one ever had before. She took care of everyone around her as though it was effortless.


    And just like that, I knew—


    I loved her.


    I came up behind Blair and wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her into the curve of my hips. I lifted her hair, baring her neck, burying my face there, my mouth pressing a line of kisses on her skin.


    “Thank you,” I whispered, my voice thick.


    She turned in my arms, her eyes wide, lips parted, and linked her hands behind my neck, pulling my head down toward her.


    “It’s just breakfast,” she whispered.


    “It’s not just breakfast.”


    She closed the distance between us, putting her mouth on mine.


    If I’d had any question about how much things had changed between us after last night, her kiss answered it. There had been an intensity to our kisses before, as though we both knew we were doing something we shouldn’t be. Now when she kissed me, she gave me sweetness, her mouth coaxing mine to open, her lips and tongue caressing me. It was a lazy morning kind of kiss that had me wrapping my arms around her tighter, tugging her toward me, my hands dipping under the T-shirt’s hem until I cupped her ass in my hands.


    She broke away first, giving me a playful swat with the spatula still in her hand.


    “The bacon will burn.”


    I grinned. “Worth it.”


    She shook her head. “I’m making you breakfast.” Her lips twitched. “Then maybe you can have dessert.”

  


  
    Blair


    I felt like I’d overdosed on happy pills. I couldn’t keep the smile off of my face, was a few steps away from humming a freaking song.


    I’d woken up this morning to the sight of Gray’s muscled chest, his face in sleep softer than I’d ever imagined it could be. There had been a moment when I’d thought about waking him up early, but after last night... holy multiple orgasms... I figured he could use his rest. And then I’d walked downstairs in search of coffee and had the idea to cook breakfast for him.


    I loved to cook, and now that my days weren’t dominated by hundreds of pages of reading, or stressing about finals, I couldn’t resist the urge to indulge. Given the rather untamed look he had about him, I figured Gray hadn’t had a lot of domesticity in his life.


    Luckily, Martha Stewart was my middle name.


    His kitchen was awesome. By the look of things, he didn’t use it a lot, as in ever, but what he had was pretty spectacular. I might have had another mini-orgasm at the sight of his stove.


    My apartment was nice, and I’d rented it right when I started law school, but it was small and nowhere near as fancy as his place. Cooking on my little stovetop was hit or miss, and thanks to an unevenly heating oven, baking was even worse. I’d have to see if Gray would let me commandeer his oven for Christmas cookies.


    I’d set the table and then started cooking, relishing the feeling that the noose around my neck had been temporarily lifted with the end of fall classes. I might have had only a month’s reprieve, but I was definitely going to make the most of it.


    And then Gray came downstairs, and held me in his arms, and what was already feeling like a fantastic day became infinitely better.


    So I kissed him, giving him my happiness with my mouth, giving him everything I had.


    When he released me, he had a slightly dazed look on his face, as if I’d surprised him once again, much like I had last night.


    I really liked surprising Graydon Canter.


    I turned back from the food, smiling at him leaning against the counter, a cup of coffee in his hand, his gaze locked on the sight of me cooking. In a suit, he was devastating. In boxers and a T-shirt, his eyes heavy with sleep, he was practically edible.


    I’d never seen the boyish side of him, doubted many people had, and I couldn’t resist. I wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing a kiss to his cheek.


    “Breakfast is ready. Why don’t you sit down at the table, and I’ll serve it.”


    He blinked.


    “Gray...”


    “I feel like I’m going to wake up and discover you’re a figment of my imagination,” he murmured, his hand reaching out and stroking my hair. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you; I’m not even sure I do deserve you. Fuck, I probably don’t. But I can’t let you go. I don’t want to, and even more, I’m starting to think you wouldn’t even let me if I could walk away.”


    God. Sleepy, sweet Gray was almost too much to resist. My heart, the one he held in his hands even if he didn’t realize it yet, thudded with each word that left his mouth. His heated gaze warmed me from the inside out, filling me with a glow he’d given me several times last night.


    And he thought he was the lucky one...


    I kissed him again, and then pulled away, nudging him with my hip. “Go sit down.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” he teased.


    I swatted his ass with a dishtowel. We were definitely going to go for round four later.


    I carried the food into the dining room. Gray stood behind one of the chairs, staring at the table.


    “What’s wrong?”


    He looked up at me. “You did all this while I slept?”


    I nodded.


    “The flowers?”


    “I picked them from the courtyard.”


    “You picked flowers. From my courtyard?”


    I nodded again.


    I’d basically been taught to set a table and entertain from birth. My mother wasn’t big on cooking, but she loved hosting dinners and parties, and she’d expected me to know how to do the same. Maybe it was a weird skill for a twenty-three-year-old to have, but my upbringing hadn’t exactly been normal.


    I stared at the pretty purple flowers on the table in a makeshift vase. They brightened things up, and Gray definitely needed a little bright in his life.


    “Sit. The food’s going to get cold.”


    He sat at the head of the table, me on his right, and took a bite of his pancakes. He finished chewing and gave me another heartbreaking smile.


    “Best pancakes I’ve ever had.”


    “I’m glad. I love to cook. I haven’t been able to do it as much as I’d like.” I hesitated. “Speaking of. How would you feel about me using your oven to bake some Christmas cookies?”


    That same surprised look came on his face—like he held the winning lotto ticket in his hand and didn’t know what to do with it.


    And then I knew.


    I was definitely, undeniably in love with Graydon Canter. And even though I doubted he was ready to admit it, the look in his eyes said it—he was more than a little in love with me, too.


    I fought back against the tears pushing at my eyes, and tried not to freak him out.


    “Are your cookies as good as your pancakes?” he asked.


    “Better.”


    “Bake away.”


    I grinned. “And if I’d said they weren’t better?”


    “Do you really envision a future where I’m not going to give you everything you want?”


    Then we were both in luck—


    All I wanted was him.


    I sucked in a deep breath and asked the question I thought I already knew the answer to. Maybe I didn’t even ask it for me. Maybe I asked it for him, so he would understand that I was sucking him in deep and I wasn’t letting him go.


    “So we’re doing this?”


    He set his fork down, leaning across the table, and cupped my cheek in his hand, holding my gaze. The force of his stare flooded me with warmth, his voice low and gravelly.


    “We’re doing this.”


    Thank god.


    We finished eating in silence, Gray giving me smiles that did more to wake me up than the coffee. Definitely ready for round four.


    When we’d finished, I stood up and grabbed the plates to clear the table.


    “I’ve got this,” he interjected.


    I shook my head. “I can do it. Why don’t you sit and relax? I cooked breakfast, I don’t mind cleaning up.”


    He grinned. “I mind. You cooked. I’ll clear. It’s only fair.”


    I opened my mouth to protest, enjoying the experience of fussing over him.


    A gleam entered his eyes. “Besides. You promised me dessert.”


    I so did.


    “Go upstairs and get naked. I’ll be there in a sec.”


    Maybe he was right, and I had many instances of getting my way in my future. But for now, I was more than happy to let him have his.


    I went upstairs and got naked.

  


  
    Gray


    Just the idea of Blair naked, waiting for me in bed, had me hard. Especially now that I knew what to expect after last night.


    But then I walked into the bedroom and I about had a heart attack.


    However she carried herself in public, the Blair I got in the bedroom was something else entirely.


    She laid spread out on my bed, her knees up, legs crossed at the ankle, hair fanned out over my pillow, completely naked.


    My lungs dragged in air, my heart hammering as I struggled to breathe. There was no one like her. No one had ever come close.


    I couldn’t speak, couldn’t get my shit together enough to even form words, so instead I let my body take over. I knelt down on the bed, moving forward until I hovered over her. I stared down into her beautiful eyes, and lowered my lips to kiss away the smile on hers.


    And then my hips settled against her, and her legs wrapped around my waist, and she decided I was wearing too many clothes.


    I’d intended to take my time, to explore the parts of her body that I’d rushed over last night, to tease her until we were both craving release. Blair took my plans and threw them out the window.


    Her mouth devoured mine, her hands gripping the hem of my T-shirt, pulling it up over my skin until she couldn’t go any farther, and I reared back, yanking it over my head. And then her hands were everywhere, and her mouth left mine, kissing her way down my neck, my chest. I groaned, my hands fisting in her hair, the sensation of her lips on me so fucking good.


    Her fingers found the waistband of my boxers, and she slid them down my hips, her hand growing bolder until she held my cock in her palm. Our gazes locked as she stroked me, her lips parted in an invitation I couldn’t resist. I kissed her while my hands caressed her breasts, while my fingers played with her nipples.


    I released her mouth, and then I was kissing my way down, my tongue flickering over each nipple before I drew the bud deeper inside, while my hand went between her legs, my fingers grazing her clit, her body coating my fingers in her wetness.


    My teeth grazed her nipple and her back arched as I drove my fingers inside, her pussy tight around me. I slid in and out, her hips arching against my hand, my middle finger curling, seeking, finding. Blair moaned when I hit the right spot, and then my thumb began stroking her clit, rubbing back and forth until her hips began thrashing, her back bowing over the bed. I brought her to the edge of orgasm, so close I could feel the tremor building inside her, desperate for release.


    Blair’s eyes slammed open. “Why’d you stop?”


    I grinned. “You promised dessert.”


    I slid down her body, spreading her legs wider, enjoying the show, pretty and pink, and so fucking wet. I wanted to taste her, wanted to make her shatter against my mouth.


    She began to say something, and then I licked her clit as I lifted her legs up over my shoulders, spreading her even wider before me, and I finished the job my fingers had started, as I fucked her with my mouth, and she came.


    Twice.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-one


    With the holidays quickly approaching, D.C. has become far too quiet. Is everyone trying to stay off of Santa’s naughty list?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I knocked on Gray’s front door, a shiver sliding down my spine as the cold wind whipped around me. It was chilly for December, just two days shy of Christmas. I bundled further into my coat, the bags in my hands shaking.


    The door swung open to reveal Gray’s smiling face. “Hey.”


    Gah. His voice would never get old.


    I lifted the bags in my hands. “I brought Christmas.”


    He blinked. “What?”


    “I brought Christmas,” I repeated, unable to keep the silly grin off of my face. It had only been two weeks since we’d started... whatever it was that we were doing that involved lots of sex and holing up in his apartment, ignoring the rest of the world. I couldn’t call it dating since we hadn’t actually gone out on a date yet, but since I was in love with him, it also felt like a lot more than just sex.


    He stepped back and I crossed over the threshold, the heat hitting me full blast. He took the bags out of my hands, leading me toward the kitchen.


    He set the bags on the countertop, and his arm hooked around my waist, pulling me into the curve of his body. I wrapped my arms around his neck, lifting my lips to meet his, leaving a kiss there. He kissed me back, his mouth waging a soft war upon mine. Our legs brushed against each other, my palms stroking the muscles beneath his T-shirt.


    He pulled back. “I missed you.”


    Gah.


    I’d spent last night having a girls’ night with Jackie and Kate, and it had been the first night since we’d slept together that we’d been apart. It probably wasn’t a good sign that I’d missed him, but I totally had.


    “I’ve missed you, too,” I whispered.


    He kissed the top of my nose. “So what does ‘bringing Christmas’ entail, exactly?” he murmured, his lips brushing against my skin.


    I grinned. “First off, cookies. And then Christmas movies. And, if you’re really lucky, I might have also purchased some hot cocoa complete with mini-marshmallows.”


    He laughed. “Sounds perfect.”


    I began pulling groceries out of the bags.


    “So does this mean you’re baking cookies from scratch?”


    I nodded.


    “What kinds are you making?”


    “Snickerdoodles. Press butter cookies. Maybe gingerbread cookies.”


    He leaned over and kissed my neck, pulling me into his arms again. I didn’t know what I’d expected from him, but his affectionate side was seriously surprising. He was sweet. And even though we hadn’t talked about it—and I wasn’t sure I was ready to talk about it—I knew this was more than sex for him. Judging by the way he looked at me, it was a lot more than sex.


    And considering I’d realized I was in love with him a while ago, it was a pretty good thing. A really good thing.


    “You’re amazing,” he mumbled against my skin, his voice thick.


    My heart tumbled over in my chest. Twice.


    “Save it until after you’ve eaten my cookies,” I teased.


    He flashed me a devilish smile. “Oh, I know all about your cookies.”


    I laughed. “Did you just make a dirty joke?”


    He winked as he released me, moved over to the bar, and sat on one of the stools.


    “So how was girls’ night?”


    I started gathering supplies out of the bags. “It was good. Jackie asked me and Kate to be bridesmaids in her wedding.”


    I hadn’t expected it, but the moment she’d asked, it had felt right.


    “That’s great.”


    “Yeah, it really is. I know we’ve only known each other a short time, but I love her. She’s really fun and smart. Loyal. She’s the best thing to come out of all of this shit with my dad.”


    “How was it with Kate?”


    I’d told him everything about Kate, so he knew things were kind of weird between us.


    “Okay, I guess. It’s not like it used to be. Not even close. There’s this wall between us, but I don’t know what to do about it because it’s the same wall Kate has with everyone, and it doesn’t look like it’s coming down anytime soon.”


    “Have you tried talking to her?”


    “Kind of. Not really.” I didn’t know how to explain it. “I’m not someone who does well in awkward situations.”


    He didn’t speak, just stared at me, gesturing for me to continue.


    “I hate confrontation. Like am pathologically allergic to it. I’ve tried to broach the subject with Kate a few times over the years, but she shuts that shit down immediately.”


    “And you don’t push.”


    “Not at all.”


    He was quiet for a moment, his eyes narrowed.


    I stared down at the recipe book, trying to focus on making snickerdoodles and not my social dysfunction.


    “You pushed with me.”


    I stilled. He was right. I totally had. Hell, I’d basically thrown myself at him.


    “Yeah, I did.”


    “So why can you do it with me and not with the rest of the people in your life?”


    I had no freaking clue.


    “I don’t know. Is this one of those situations where you really know and are just asking me these questions so that I’ll figure it out myself?” I asked, my tone wry.


    He laughed. “Sorry, but no. I can barely get my own shit together, much less psychoanalyze someone else.”


    “Fair enough.”


    I started gathering the dry ingredients together, getting ready to sift the flour, my mind racing, his question eclipsing baked goods.


    “I don’t think I want to rock the boat,” I admitted.


    The corner of his mouth turned up in a lopsided smile. “I sort of figured that out. The question is, why?”


    Because good girls—ladies—didn’t rock the boat according to my mother. They also didn’t drink beer, curse, wear white after Labor Day—not even winter white—didn’t run out on their weddings, or own vibrators that they kept in their nightstands.


    Because my whole entire life I’d been told I had to act a certain way, present a certain image to the world, because I was a Reynolds and my father was someone important, and I had centuries of history to preserve. Because he might run for president someday, and we always had to be the best version of ourselves we could be. Because Kate had cornered the market on rebellious at an early age; because there were cracks in my family that had always been there, the kind of cracks that came with a marriage built on the consolidation of wealth and power and little to do with love. Because it was easier to be a peacemaker and go along with what was expected of me than to fight who they wanted me to be.


    Because I was scared. Because it was easy.


    “It’s who I am,” I answered. “It’s who I’ve always been. I don’t know how to be anyone else.”


    “Bullshit.”


    I blinked. My mother would hate Gray. Absolutely, positively, hate him.


    He said exactly what he thought. I thought everything, and said nothing.


    Maybe it was time to take a page out of his book. Maybe it was time to change that.

  


  
    Gray


    The girl she described and the girl she showed me couldn’t have been further apart. She hid behind this facade that wasn’t her at all, and I didn’t understand why.


    “Why are you scared to let people see the real you? Why are you scared to be that girl when it’s so obvious that she’s inside you, screaming to get out?”


    “I don’t know.” Blair took a deep breath. “I just...”


    It was strange to see her at a loss, searching for words that didn’t come. I knew she was younger than me, knew she had her own shit she dealt with, but I was so used to the girl who stunned me, the girl who always seemed to know exactly what to do and say, that it rocked me to watch her flounder.


    I got up and came around the counter, wrapping my arms around her, pulling her against my body until her head fit under my chin, her cheek against my heart. I held her there, waiting to give her whatever she needed to make this okay.


    Her body relaxed in my arms, the tension sliding out with each moment that passed, until she sagged against me. Only then did I release her, my hand tipping her chin up until our gazes locked and she gave me the rest as it came to her, filling in the remaining pieces.


    “I feel like people have this expectation of who I am, of who I should be, and I’m worried I’ll disappoint them. I’m the eldest, so my parents were stricter with me than Kate. My mother immediately made me her pet project—she used to dress me in these ruffled dresses with giant bows in my hair. She was constantly drilling me on how to eat, how to walk. We’d have these family brunches where they’d take us to fancy restaurants and she’d critique our manners. When I was like six.


    “It wasn’t bad. I don’t want to do the whole ‘poor little rich girl’ thing. I had an amazing childhood filled with opportunities most people never get. But I can’t deny that at the same time, it made me who I am. The kind of person who lives her life under a microscope. Who plays a role in campaign ads and interviews. The kind of girl who blends, even when she’s front and center.


    “Once you start to see yourself a certain way, it’s easy to continue to define yourself that way. I was raised with a clear path to follow and there was never a question that I wouldn’t follow it. Maybe that makes me a pushover. It’s who I am, though.”


    Her lips pursed.


    “I thought I was supposed to follow this path, and that it would take me where I was supposed to end up, and that was it. And then I started down the path, and when I got to the end, I realized it wasn’t what I wanted. And somewhere along the way, the person I am on the inside, that little voice in my head that I couldn’t shut off, became completely different from the person I am on the outside. And I don’t know how or why, just that I feel like I’m trapped in my own body. Trapped as this person I don’t want to be.”


    I knew exactly what she meant.


    “The Blair you give me—this girl that’s black lace and baking cookies and a mouth that’s either putting me in my place or giving me the best fucking kisses I’ve ever had—is that you?”


    Her lips curved, and she nodded, her eyes soft.


    “You should let everyone else see that Blair. Not the kissing part,” I amended. “I’m fine with you just keeping that to me. But the rest of it. She’s pretty amazing.”


    “I jumped my professor in his living room at two a.m. I’m pretty sure that kind of behavior wouldn’t go over so well.”


    My hands drifted down to her ass, pulling her tightly toward me. “It went over pretty well with me.”


    She grinned. “Yeah, I guess it did.”


    “Do you regret this?” I asked, my chest tightening.


    She held my gaze. “Not for a second. You?”


    God, I loved this girl.


    “Never. You don’t have to be perfect, Blair. You just have to be you. The people who count will love you for you, not because you’re some freakishly perfect version of you that isn’t real. Don’t be scared to give that to other people.”


    She cocked her head to the side, studying me, a smile playing on her lips.


    “Since when did you become so good at reading people?” she teased.


    “Since you knocked some sense into me and taught me that I didn’t need to be someone I wasn’t to get a girl like you.”


    “A girl like me?”


    “No matter how you see yourself, no matter what you think your faults may be, you have to know that even the most flawed, imperfect version of you is a million times better than anything I’ll ever deserve. Period.”


    She shook her head. “You’re crazy.”


    “About you, yeah. I’m not the hero, Blair. And somehow I still got the princess.”


    She grinned. “Honey, I’m pretty sure you’re the beast. And I am definitely not a princess. I thought we just established that.”


    “You’re my princess. Dirty mouth, naughty lingerie, wicked tongue, formidable temper, and all.”


    A gleam entered her eyes. “Speaking of naughty lingerie. The cookies might not be your only surprise.”


    She slayed me. “Really?”


    “Did you know they make Christmas themed lingerie?”


    A choking sound escaped me. “Like naughty Mrs. Claus?”


    Blair gave me a flirty wink. “Something like that.”


    She grabbed a bag from the counter, pulling out something small, red, and edged in fluffy white.


    My blood pressure shot up as I backed her into the countertop. I buried my head in the curve of her neck, her perfume sending another spike of lust through me.


    “Am I getting a show later?”


    Her hands came down between us, stroking me through my jeans, and a groan escaped my lips as I jerked against her touch, my body already hard and ready.


    “If you can handle waiting for cookies, I might be able to give you a preview now,” she teased, her mouth hot on my ear. Her teeth nipped down on my lobe, sucking it into her mouth and I rocked forward another inch, pinning her to the countertop.


    I could definitely wait for cookies.


    I wrapped my arms around her waist, lifting her in the air while she squealed, draping her over my shoulder, my hand on her ass, her breasts smashed against my back. I grabbed the bag with the magic lingerie and carted her upstairs, where we celebrated Christmas in our own inimitable way.


    Three times.


    Hours later, we stumbled downstairs, and Blair baked Christmas cookies, wearing only an apron and a mischievous smile that had me utterly and completely wrapped around her finger.


    The snickerdoodles were every bit as amazing as she’d said they would be. Dessert was even better.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-two


    Rumor has it there’s a controversy swirling on the Senate Intelligence Committee...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    The first Monday back to school after Christmas break was brutal. Absolutely brutal. I sat in Con Law II wishing I was anywhere but there. Most of our substantive courses—constitutional law, contracts, property, and torts—were over a full year, spilt into two courses. This semester we added criminal law to our course list. Hannover had hired a visiting professor who was handling our Torts II class and Gray was teaching two 3L seminars.


    I sat sandwiched between Caitlin and Adam, a few rows away from the back. In the beginning of my 1L year, I’d been the type of student who sat in the front. Always. Thanks to the dreaded seating chart we had assigned seats, and I’d learned the hard way that there would be days when I’d need the anonymity of the back, so my seating habits had changed out of necessity.


    Myers lectured from the front of the room, and I fought to stay awake. Con law was bad enough, but con law first thing in the morning was absolute torture.


    In undergrad, the first day of classes usually involved going over the syllabus, maybe a short, introductory lecture from the professor. In law school, the first day of classes meant jumping immediately into questions about the two hundred pages of reading we were assigned for the first day back. No easing your way back into the academic pool; they threw you in headfirst with weights tied around your ankles.


    Myers called on Adam and my entire row sat up a little straighter—he had a habit of annihilating us rows at a time. I began flipping through my casebook, looking for the sections I’d highlighted, trying to guess what he’d ask me.


    Adam stumbled over the question, setting off a flurry of page flipping. Our communal terror was palpable, the entire row ready to pick up where Adam left off if he couldn’t answer the question.


    And then we all looked up from our books, the freak-out spreading as Myers walked up the stairs, heading toward our row.


    What the fuck?


    He stopped next to our row, his gaze firmly fixed on Adam.


    “Where’s your brief?” he asked, his voice booming through the auditorium-style room.


    Oh, fuck.


    A look of utter panic came over Adam’s face.


    “Here,” he pointed at his book, his finger—and voice—shaking.


    Book briefing was the perfect shortcut when you needed to brief a case and didn’t have time to actually type it all out. It involved lots of highlighting and scribbling in margins and sometimes if you were really lucky and found a used book, the brief was already laid out for you. Which was awesome.


    Professor Myers’s eyes narrowed. “Was I not clear in the beginning of last semester?”


    His gaze whipped to me which I was pretty sure was no accident considering he definitely thought I was the weakest link in the class.


    “What did the syllabus say about your case briefs, Ms. Reynolds?”


    Fuck.


    My voice shook as I saw the path we were headed down and realized it led nowhere good. “You said we needed to bring our written briefs to every class.”


    When you read ten cases on average for every class, and you had five of them, and some opinions could be upwards of twenty pages—especially when the dissent rambled on or multiple justices dissented (and rambled on)—handwritten briefs took fucking forever.


    I understood why they wanted us to do them; written briefs helped us identify and analyze the salient points in each opinion. But after a semester of it, and never having the briefs collected, a lot of us—most of us—had stopped doing it. I’d stopped doing it.


    Fuck.


    Professor Myers turned away from our row, taking the steps down two at a time, until he’d reached the front of the room again.


    Seventy-five students waited with bated breath to see what he’d do.


    He glared at the class. “If you have a written, printed brief, you can stay for the remainder of the lecture. If you do not—if you book briefed”—he said “book brief” with a level of disdain that had me fighting a snort— “Leave now.”


    Oh shit.


    Murmurs went up throughout the class, one brave soul daring to utter the question, “Seriously?”


    “Yes. Seriously. Show of hands, who doesn’t have a written brief?”


    I watched as slowly hands started to go up in the room, mine included. When I looked around, there were hardly any students left whose hands weren’t up in the air.


    Surely, he wasn’t going to kick out sixty-something students.


    “Those of you with your hands in the air, leave. Don’t come back into this classroom until you have a written brief. Those of you who don’t have your hands in the air and actually did the work can stay. I’ll be lecturing about the Equal Protection Clause. I won’t go over it again.”


    I had never been kicked out of a class in my life, much less with sixty other students. This was surreal.


    One by one, my classmates and I closed down our laptops, gathered our bags, books, and papers, and headed down the aisle in the ultimate walk of shame.


    I turned back and saw a little over a handful of students left sitting in their seats, shock evident on their faces as well.


    Professor Myers glowered at all of us as we walked by.


    We trickled through the door, spilling out into the halls, a buzz of conversation spreading with each step we took.


    “Can you believe he kicked everyone out?”


    “Did that really just happen?”


    “He didn’t tell us we had to do written briefs this semester as well.”


    I walked with Adam and Caitlin as we made our way down to the law school lobby. Adam was uncharacteristically quiet, clearly shell shocked over his role in getting sixty-something 1Ls thrown out of their first Con Law II class. I had a feeling this story would evolve into its own law school urban legend.


    We all sat down into our usual couches in the lobby.


    Caitlin grinned at us, seemingly unfazed. “Well, I guess that means we have an extra break before contracts. Do you guys want to grab breakfast? I need more coffee, stat.”


    I figured Caitlin could afford to be blasé about getting kicked out since she was easily one of the smartest students in our 1L class. She had a natural grasp of the subject I sort of envied. I needed every lecture I could get.


    Adam nodded. “I could use it after that.” He turned toward me. “You in?”


    I shook my head. “I think I’m going to hang here. I ate this morning before class. I’ll see you guys later, okay?”


    I took out my contracts book and a highlighter, determined to go over the cases again to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.


    “I thought you had con law this morning?”


    My head jerked and I stared up at Gray standing over me, a smile on his face.


    Gah.


    He wore a gray suit, light blue button-down dress shirt, blue and gray tie. I could tell he’d just shaved, and even though I loved the sexy stubble I’d gotten to enjoy over Christmas break, there was something about the sight of him like this—like he’d just stepped off of the cover of GQ—that had a familiar ping of arousal firing through me.


    “Hi.”


    I’d spent enough time last semester trying to cover up my attraction to him that it came almost as naturally as breathing, but the past month of having him all to myself had seemingly undone all of my hard work. It was so much harder now to pretend like he was just another professor.


    He gave me a private smile. “Hi.”


    I figured he’d leave, but instead he sat down in the seat Caitlin had recently occupied.


    “So you never answered my question. Why aren’t you in con law?”


    I laughed. “Funny story about that.”


    “What happened?”


    “He kicked us out.”


    Gray blinked. “What do you mean he kicked you out?”


    “He told everyone that if they didn’t have a written case brief they needed to leave. So we left. Like sixty-five of us.”


    “John kicked sixty-five students out of class on the first day of class for book briefing?”


    John? The fire-breathing monster who had banished us from his hallowed classroom definitely wasn’t someone I could think of in such ordinary terms.


    “Yeah.”


    Gray shook his head, a smile playing at his beautiful lips. “You gotta admit, that takes balls.”


    “It takes something,” I answered, my voice tart. Professor Myers was slowly moving up my list of least-favorite professors. Since Gray had made up for the frequent calling on me with skills that Professor Myers would never have, the top spot was vacant. Kicking me out of class more than qualified him to take it over.


    “Bet you’ll never show up to con law without a written brief again.”


    “Do you know how long it takes to write those stupid briefs out?” I grumbled.


    He grinned. “Sure do. And you’re right, it totally sucks. But it’s all part of paying your dues.”


    At this point I was ready to give my dues the middle finger.


    Gray’s eyes gleamed as he leaned in a little closer, his voice dropping.


    “How long do you have before contracts?”


    My stomach did a little flutter over the fact that he knew my whole schedule and the invitation lingering in his voice.


    “An hour.”


    “I think we have some pro bono business we need to discuss.” He paused meaningfully and my nipples tightened as I definitely got his point. “Should we go talk in my office?”


    We definitely needed to go talk in his office. Maybe twice.


    I grinned. “Absolutely.”

  


  
    Gray


    It took skill walking through the law school, Blair behind me, my body already turned on, my mind full of all of the things I wanted to do with her once I got her to my office.


    Along the way, a few students with questions about the first-day reading stopped me, and then two professors who made small talk that I struggled to respond to.


    Each time someone stopped me, I swore I heard Blair snort. She definitely knew how impatient I was.


    I held the door open while she walked over the threshold to my office, her body brushing against mine in a move that was designed to look accidental, and knowing her, was anything but.


    I followed Blair into the room and closed the door behind us with a click, turning the lock with a flick of my wrist.


    We’d agreed to keep things professional between us at school, and just like everything else with Blair, clearly my resolve had lasted all of a minute.


    Fuck it.


    I pulled her into my arms, kissing her slowly, my tongue thrusting into her mouth, my hands cupping her ass, pulling her against me, my hips rocking forward. I walked us back, our bodies still entwined, stopping when Blair hit the back of my desk. I lifted her up, setting her on the edge. My hands moved down to her legs, spreading her open, stepping forward until I was pressed up against her, her legs around my hips.


    “This is harder than I thought it would be,” she whispered. “It was hard before when I wanted what I couldn’t have, but now that I’ve had you—”


    “It’s impossible,” I finished for her.


    “Yes.”


    “Let me guess, you’re having a hard time concentrating?”


    She nodded.


    I swallowed. “I keep telling myself I can’t look at you. I know I shouldn’t, and yet I can’t stop. Can’t help it.”


    “Me, too,” she whispered, her eyes wide. “I used to fantasize about you while you taught.”


    Jesus.


    “Now it’s worse,” she continued. “When I see you, I think about having you again. I should be able to make it through the day and I can’t. What is that?”


    “Insanity,” I answered, releasing her mouth, my lips traveling down to the soft skin at the base of her neck, nipping there.


    “I’ve had some serious fantasies about you and this desk,” I whispered against her bare flesh. I moved back, wrapping her legs around my waist, staring down at her.


    Blair’s cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink, at odds with the way her mouth curved into a naughty smile.


    “Oh really?” she murmured.


    I nodded. “So many fantasies.”


    My voice was hoarse, lust and need fueling me now.


    I reached down, my fingers playing with the hem of her pink sweater. I stroked the bare skin beneath the fabric, and then I lifted the sweater over her head, inch by inch, until she sat propped on the edge of my desk clad in a lacy pink bra.


    I groaned. Beautiful. Absolutely stunning.


    I still couldn’t believe I had her; couldn’t believe she wanted me. I’d spent so much time convinced that I’d fucked up my life beyond repair, that I’d never find more than casual hookups and the kind of loneliness that ate you from the inside out like a corrosive acid, that the idea that this girl who seemed like more dream than reality could be mine, was too much good fortune for me to comprehend.


    The last time something had seemed too good to be true, the last time I’d found myself wanting more for my life, I’d nearly lost everything. The fear that it would happen again, that a girl like Blair could destroy me, had me terrified.


    But I loved her.


    No matter how scared I was, the love I felt for her made it difficult to play it safe.


    Blair’s hands came up, resting on either side of my face, her fingers threading through my hair, a smile on her lips.


    “Are you going to stare at me or are you going to give me an orgasm before contracts?”


    I grinned. “I can definitely do that.” I glanced down at my watch. “Let’s try for two.”


    She shivered.


    I knelt down in front of her, sliding her boots and socks off of her feet, another tremor going through her body as I touched her. I stood up and my fingers found the snap of her pants, opening them, dragging the zipper down, my hand finding lace beneath her jeans.


    I lifted her hips off of the desk, and she wriggled a bit beneath my touch as I dragged the denim down her legs until it hit the carpet. She slid back on the desk, her body spread open, desire blazing in her beautiful eyes.


    My hands shook as I took off my jacket, as I fought with the knot on my tie, my fingers flying through my shirt buttons. And then my chest was bare, and my hands came down to the button on my pants, pulling them down, my boxers following, kicking my shoes off, each movement a mad dash to get naked and inside this girl as quickly as possible.

  


  
    Blair


    It didn’t matter how many times I got to see Gray strip, each time felt like the first time in the sense that my lady parts spasmed and rejoiced at all those ripples and all that bare skin.


    The urge to lick each muscle was one that had yet to abate.


    And then hands slid up my inner thighs, spreading me even further, and his naked body settled against mine, rocking against my core, and it got even better.


    His thumbs dipped under the top of my lace underwear—underwear I’d definitely purchased with the intent of him taking them off me—and he dragged the lace down my electrified skin. When they hit the floor, I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him even closer toward me, my body drenched, the need to have him inside me swelling with each moment that passed.


    His hands came between my breasts, fingers trailing down the curves with agonizing sweetness that felt more like torture than a caress. He unhooked the front snap, peeling the lace off of my body as I arched my back, offering myself, desperately needing to feel his hands and mouth on me.


    I’d figured that at some point this edge between us would disappear—or lessen, at least—but if anything, it only seemed to grow each time we were together. I craved him now in a way I never had before, because I knew how good things were between us; knew without a doubt in my mind that I would never find someone I wanted as much as I wanted him.


    His mouth closed down around my nipple, his hand stroking my other breast, and a moan escaped, my head rolling back as he stoked the fire inside me, working his own particular brand of magic.


    He played with me until a flush spread over my body, until my breasts were sofuckingsensitive, my nipples tight, my legs quivering. It was like that moment when a cold chill hit, and that tingling, shivering feeling took over, making the hair stand up on your body, a trail of goose bumps spreading over your skin. Except my moment had lasted for like ten minutes, and really, there was only so much a girl could take.


    Gray released me, his mouth trailing down my chest, down my stomach, until his lips hovered over my clit and my entire world became suspended as I waited, waited...


    His tongue hit my clit at the exact moment the orgasm started to build inside me, the combination of anticipation, cold chill nipple torment, and the feeling of, oh god—his mouth sucking on the throbbing point between my legs—sent out a series of spasms my body couldn’t contain, and then I was coming, biting down on my lip to keep from shouting out, my head thrashing as I rode the wave of the Dom Perignon of orgasms.


    The man had a gift.


    And then his hands dipped between my legs, spreading me open, his cock sliding inside me in one rough stroke until he was buried in my wetness, and the last tremors of my orgasm went from dying embers to flickering sparks.


    Fuck me.


    He was definitely going to give me a two-for-one special.


    Gray’s mouth found mine, swallowing the whimpers and moans, complete and utter gibberish that escaped my lips as he pounded into me, his hands gripping my hips, his fingers digging into my skin as he brought me down onto his cock, forcing me to take him deeper.


    I’d never thought I’d be the kind of girl who liked rough sex—and I didn’t always—but this? My back against the top of his desk, what might have been a pen digging into my ass, papers spread all around me, as he rode me hard? Fuck, this was amazing. Double orgasm amazing.


    He released my mouth, his face buried in my neck, his hands pulling at my hair, yanking my head back as he increased his pace, his hips pumping deeper. I gripped his back, his shoulders, stroking the muscle there, loving the image of this big, strong man on top of me. Of Gray. Mine.


    And then it started again, that pulling feeling low in my belly, my skin heating, my body clenching down on his as he fulfilled his promise and gave me my second orgasm of the day, all before noon.


    I walked into contracts with a smile on my face.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-three


    Blair Reynolds has moved on from her broken engagement to Thomas Wyatt III...


    You won’t believe her new love...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I stared at my computer screen. I blinked. The same letters stared back at me. I blinked again. Still there.


    It was nearly the end of the first week of classes and the moment had snuck up on me. Last semester’s grades had arrived.


    Panic filled me, settling in my gut, spreading through my limbs, my entire body choking with it, a black, sticky tar that momentarily rendered me immobile.


    Fuck.


    Straight C-pluses stared back at me. In every single class. If it weren’t so horrible, I’d laugh. Maybe. How was it even possible to get straight C-pluses in every single fucking one of my classes? What were the odds?


    Oh my god, I couldn’t breathe. Was this a panic attack? Was I having a panic attack?


    I’d studied for fucking hours. Hours. There was a week where I didn’t wash my hair. I’d stopped shaving my legs. I’d basically subsisted on a diet of junk food and caffeine for a fucking week. I’d studied. I’d read over my notes, made outlines, never missed a class. I’d done everything you were supposed to do in order to get good grades.


    I’d never gotten below a B in my life. And now this.


    Straight C-pluses. A two-point-five GPA.


    My chest clenched and I wondered if twenty-three was too young to have a heart attack.


    Oh god, I couldn’t feel my arm.


    It was so embarrassing. I’d even gotten a C-plus in torts. So freaking embarrassing. I wanted to crawl in a hole and disappear.


    “Checking your grades?” Caitlin asked, sitting down in the seat across from me.


    Word had spread like wildfire that 1L grades were posted on the school’s online system and the lobby was full of students checking their computers, tablets, cells. It was as though the entire law school had descended into a grade-induced coma.


    By the relaxed look on Caitlin’s face, I could only assume she had not received straight C-pluses.


    “Yeah,” I croaked.


    “Are they okay?”


    No, they were definitely not “okay.”


    I shook my head, tears bubbling up to the surface. God, I absolutely couldn’t cry. Not in front of everyone. Not like this.


    “Which class was your lowest?”


    All of them.


    I was seriously going to lose it.


    I beat the tears back, reaching for whatever composure I had left. “I have to go. I’ll see you in property later.”


    I grabbed my bag, and headed for the door, my heart pounding in my chest. Caitlin called out something behind me, but I was too far gone to hear anything over the sound of blood rushing through my head.


    For the millionth time since I’d started law school, I thought about withdrawing. This wasn’t working. No matter how hard I tried, how much I attempted to force it, this wasn’t where I belonged. This wasn’t a case of just needing to work harder or stick it out. This was me making myself miserable, trying to shove a square peg into a round hole. This wasn’t me, and maybe it was time I realized it.


    The withdrawal period lasted the first two weeks of the semester. At that point, if I dropped out, I could get most, if not all, of my semester’s tuition back. At least then I would have only thrown away a small fortune.


    Fuck me.


    I sat down on a bench under one of the shady trees, staring out at the grassy courtyard in front of the law school.


    The only thing holding me back was the absence of a plan, the giant, gaping unknown staring me down. I’d never been without a plan. Now I was staring down the point in my life where I was supposed to know where I was going and I was utterly clueless. I wasn’t a kid anymore. I couldn’t make excuses, couldn’t blame my parents, couldn’t afford to take time to “figure myself out.”


    But the truth was, I didn’t really know who I was anymore. I knew pieces, understood some of it, but not all. But maybe knowing what didn’t work for me was one of the first steps to figuring out what did work. Maybe I needed to fail in order to wake up and see that I was throwing my life away trying to be someone I wasn’t. Or maybe I was just totally and completely fucked.


    My phone rang and I stared down at the display, not in the mood to talk to anyone right now. I needed the space to work through how I felt, needed some time to get my head on straight.


    Jackie Calling.


    I hit reject, feeling more than a little guilty. I’d call her back later after I’d fully processed the C-pluses. If I ever fully processed the C-pluses.


    My phone beeped, letting me know I had a voice mail. I ignored it.


    My phone rang again.


    Jackie Calling.


    I hit reject again.


    A minute later—


    Jackie Calling.


    I frowned and hit accept.


    “Hey. Is everything okay?”


    “You’re in Capital Confessions,” Jackie answered by way of greeting, her voice sounding like she’d just run a race.


    Confusion filled me.


    “Yeah, I’ve been in it a lot lately. What does it say this time?”


    “They know about Gray.”


    My stomach dropped.


    “What do you mean, they know about Gray?”


    There was no way anyone could know about Gray. We’d spent winter break holed up in his home. We didn’t go out together. Not even to the freaking grocery store. Nowhere. And yeah, we’d had sex in his office, but unless there were cameras in there, I didn’t see how anyone could have found out. We’d been careful. Jackie and Kate were the only people I’d told about him, and I knew he never would have said anything.


    “What do you mean, they know about Gray?” I repeated, panic clawing at my throat, ripping me open.


    “They printed his name in Capital Confessions. It’s bad. Really bad. They know about his time in rehab, his divorce, all of it. It’s all in there. I’m so sorry, Blair.”


    For a moment, I couldn’t speak. I closed my eyes, watching my dream die. I should have known this would happen, that it was impossible for me to keep my private life private. I should have known that eventually my notoriety would rub off on him.


    “Do you still have any contacts at Capital Confessions?” I asked.


    Jackie hesitated for a beat. “The editor, Sean, and I didn’t exactly end on good terms, but I can reach out to him. Do you want me to try to find out how they got the story?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’m on it.”


    I hung up the phone after thanking her, my hands, voice, shaking.


    I pulled up Capital Confessions on my phone, the tremor spreading throughout my limbs. This was the worst fucking thing that could have happened. How the hell had they found out about Gray and me?


    My heart pounded as I waited for the site to load. And then it did and I died.


    THE PRINCESS AND THE PROFESSOR!!


    Fuck.


    There were pictures of us—not together—but pictures just the same. I skimmed the article, my heart sinking with each word.


    Oh my god.


    Jackie hadn’t been kidding. It was bad. Really, really bad. Someone had clearly done their research, because they knew everything—his divorce, the implosion of his legal career in Chicago, rehab...


    My heart shattered.


    I escaped the whole thing pretty much scot-free. There were quite a few references to my father—my parents were going to be so fucking pissed—and the casual mention that I’d run out on my own wedding last year. But the brunt of it, the worst parts, were all about Gray.


    Fuck.


    My hands trembling, I called him, trying to remember what he’d said his schedule was like today. My brain lagged as white noise reigned supreme. I couldn’t think past those words on my screen.


    Was he teaching? Fuck.


    He didn’t answer.


    I left a message begging him to call me and followed up with a text.


    Just as I’d hit send, my phone erupted.


    Texts. Calls. Numbers I recognized, others I didn’t.


    This was the start of the media shitstorm that would descend around all of us. Students walked by, phones in hand, nudging each other as they looked at me.


    Fuck.


    I grabbed my bag, pulling out a pair of oversized dark sunglasses and shoving them on my face, and headed home to deal with this latest crisis.

  


  
    Gray


    I’d lost my 3L class sometime in the last fifteen minutes.


    It had started in the back with a group of students who were definitely chatting on their computers, despite their attempts to pretend otherwise. Slowly I watched, lecturing from the front of the room, while their inattention spread throughout the class like a ripple.


    Soon, attempts to disguise their chatting became less and less practiced, and before I knew it, the class was buzzing with a barely concealed whisper. And instead of hiding the fact that they were all clearly distracted, their gazes kept flickering to me.


    What the fuck?


    And then everyone’s attention, mine included, turned to the knock at the door. We all watched as the dean of the law school interrupted class, walked over to me, and said the nine words that as soon as they escaped his lips, sealed my fate.


    “I need to see you in my office immediately.”


    Nine words. Nine words and I knew—


    The secret was out about Blair and me.


    My mind and body went numb as I gathered my papers, casebook, briefcase, while he excused the class. While I followed him out of the classroom and up to his office. While he shut the door behind us and I faced the weight of my sins.


    I’d fucked up. Utterly. Completely. Again.


    But worst of all, my worst fear had come true—


    I’d dragged her down with me.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-four


    More information keeps coming out about Blair Reynolds’s latest love. Not only was he married before (and we have it on good authority that the divorce was NOT amicable), but apparently he spent some time in rehab getting over a certain white powder...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I opened the front door and froze at the sight of Gray standing on my doorstep. He looked how I felt.


    His tie was loose, his suit rumpled, his hair messy. His mouth was pursed in a hard line. His eyes looked tired, like he’d waged a battle and lost.


    “I’m so sorry.” I moved toward him, wrapping my arms around his neck, pulling his body against mine. I held on, holding him to me like I never wanted to let him go.


    I waited for the feel of his arms around my waist, for him to give me his mouth, to kiss me and infuse me with some of the strength I so badly needed.


    He didn’t.


    I pulled back, a new tension entering my body.


    “Do you want to come in?”


    He nodded.


    I moved back, opening the door wider as he walked into the living room, his whole body tense.


    I bit my lip. “Do you want a drink? Water?”


    He nodded again.


    It wasn’t easy to make myself walk to the bar cart and pour our drinks. My hands shook as I fumbled with the glass, my feet feeling like I was wearing lead boots.


    I handed Gray his drink, my hands cold as ice as our fingers touched.


    “Are you okay, all things considered?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


    Better now that he’d actually spoken. “All things considered, yeah. Did you have to talk to the dean?”


    “I quit.”


    My jaw dropped. “What do you mean, you quit?”


    “They were going to suspend me pending an investigation. It wasn’t worth the fight.”


    Oh god.


    “This is all my fault.”


    “It’s not your fault. I knew this would happen. I should have stayed away from you.”


    Dread filled me. I knew what was coming next.


    His voice was hoarse. “I can’t do this anymore.”


    And there it was. This is what I’d been afraid of from the moment I saw that stupid Capital Confessions headline. All along it had been an effort to make him believe we could be good for each other, that he wouldn’t ruin my life. He had so much doubt inside him, so much pain, and I knew with those words, that he was going to use this as an excuse to run.


    “Don’t do this. Not after everything.”


    “Blair—”


    I grabbed the crystal glass sitting on the table, and hurled it at the wall. We both watched as it shattered, liquid spilling all over the floor.


    His jaw dropped as his gaze darted from the broken glass to my broken heart.


    I fisted my hands on my hips, the anger inside me screaming along with the shattering pain in my chest.


    “You want someone to blame for all of this? Blame me. I know for a fact that there are two other professors dating students at Hannover. No one would give a shit that we were dating if it hadn’t leaked in Capital Confessions. And the only reason it made it into Capital Confessions is because of my family and my father. That’s not your fault.”


    He shook his head, his expression angry. “You don’t get it, do you? If you were dating someone who was right for you, there wouldn’t be anything to put in Capital Confessions. They wouldn’t be talking about my stint in rehab, or my divorce, or any of it. It’s gained this much traction because everyone can see what you can’t. You deserve someone better than me. Someone who doesn’t have this many skeletons in their closet. Someone who can give you more.”


    “I don’t want more. I want you.”


    “Blair—”


    My heart was breaking, but I refused to cry. He was wrong. So wrong.


    I got in his face, some version of myself I’d yet to meet rearing her ballsy head.


    “No. I’m not going to make this easy for you. You want an out, fine. But be a man about it. If you don’t want to be with me, then just tell me that. Don’t try to make this like it’s what’s best for me, because you are what’s best for me. You make me happy. I love you.”


    The second I said the words, his face went white. I’d thought about how I would tell him for a while now, but I hadn’t imagined I would say it in anger in the midst of him breaking up with me.


    “I can’t do this.” There was a plea in his voice as though he wanted me to make this easy on him.


    I didn’t.


    “No, you don’t want to do this. There’s a difference.” My tone dripped with bitterness and anger. “We could deal with it together.”


    He shook his head. “The more attention our relationship gets, the harder it’s going to be for the school to just sweep it under the rug. Nothing we did violates any rules, but the way it looks in the public eye definitely matters. You said it yourself, they’re making a big deal of this because of the Capital Confessions mention. It’s not going to go away.”


    “I’ve dealt with this shit my whole life. This might be new for you, but this isn’t the first time my personal life has been splattered all over gossip columns. Trust me, eventually it will die out. This is D.C. Someone will do something more scandalous than we have. We just have to ride it out.”


    “And what happens to your reputation? How are you going to practice law in this town after everyone knows that you slept with one of your professors? You’re going to hear the whispers everywhere you go.”


    “Newsflash, I already hear those fucking whispers everywhere about a host of things I’m not even responsible for. At least this time if people want to talk about me behind my back, it’s because of something I did as opposed to my freaking last name.”


    “And when you try to get a job after law school?” he countered. “How easy do you think that’s going to be? You don’t want your future to be affected by this.”


    “I hate law school. I don’t even know that I want to be an attorney. I studied my ass off all semester and all I have to show for it is a fucking two-point-five GPA. And you think that I would somehow give up the person I’m in love with for that?”


    His jaw clenched. “It’s not just about law school.”


    “No, it isn’t. It isn’t about me at all.”


    “Blair—”


    “It’s the same fucking thing with you, isn’t it? We keep doing this and it doesn’t change. I thought when we started whatever this is, when it became real, that I could convince you that this was right. That we were right.”


    “When was it real, Blair? When we were sneaking around in my office? When we couldn’t go out in public together for fear that people would find out? Was that when it was real?”


    I fisted my hands, trying to keep my temper in check, all while arrows shot me in the fucking chest.


    “Don’t you dare.” My voice shook with each word, a combination of rage and hurt, making it painful to speak. “Don’t you tell me that what I feel isn’t real. I love you. You don’t get to take that away from me. You want to tell me that you don’t love me back, you want to throw my love back at me, fine. I can’t make you accept it, or make you love me. But do not tell me what I feel. This is real for me,” I shouted.


    He closed his eyes, his jaw clenched, his body braced. “I do love you.” The words were barely a whisper, but they screamed through the gulf between us.


    He leaned forward and I froze. His lips grazed my cheekbone, scalding me. My eyes slammed shut, as if not looking would make this any less real. As if this wasn’t what I knew it to be—


    A good-bye kiss.


    “That’s why I have to let you go,” he whispered.


    Something wet touched my cheek and I wasn’t sure if they were his tears or mine.


    When I opened my eyes he was gone.


    ***


    I just sat on the couch, staring at the wall, mind and body numb.


    I’d thought that walking out of my wedding was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do. I’d been wrong.


    I didn’t know where to go from here, didn’t know how to move forward when it felt like everything was falling apart.


    My phone rang for what had to be the twentieth time since Gray had left. Jackie, my parents, Kate, friends from school, everyone had called. I kept hitting reject.


    It was my mother. Again.


    My finger hovered over the button, and then I finally just caved.


    Her voice filled the line as I hit accept.


    “Please tell me this is a joke. Tell me you weren’t seriously this stupid. Is this the man from the party?”


    I opened my mouth to apologize, to say something that I could offer up as an explanation, but before I could get the words out, I closed it. Because suddenly I knew what I had to say. I’d had my little rebellions, tried to pick my battles and stand up to my parents about Jackie and Kate. But I’d never really told them how I felt about the way they treated me.


    So I did.


    “I love him. And it’s my life.”


    “No. It’s your father’s career. You don’t get to have a life of your own, Blair. Not publicly. Not after everything this family has sacrificed to get where we are.”


    “Where we are? Where are we, exactly? Have you read the papers lately? We’re being eviscerated in Capital Confessions. They’re out for blood and every day there’s a new story making Dad look like a monster.”


    “We’re handling Capital Confessions.”


    “What do you mean you’re handling Capital Confessions? What are we, the mob?”


    “I don’t have time for this, Blair,” my mother snapped. “This isn’t about Capital Confessions, or your father, this is about you. About you making poor choices over and over again, ruining your future and taking everyone around you down with you. Walking out on your wedding, going to that horrible school, getting involved with a professor.”


    If I wasn’t so miserable, I would have laughed, the whole thing was just so surreal.


    She was absolutely insane.


    “Okay, that’s it.” My voice shook as anger pierced through the numbness. “You don’t get to judge my life choices. Not anymore. I didn’t marry someone who likes men. Who has found a man he loves and wants to spend the rest of his life with.


    “I went to law school. Yes, it’s not a great law school, but you know what, at least I tried to make a future for myself. And I fell in love. I’m sorry that he doesn’t make good copy for Page Six, but I love him and I’m not going to feel differently because you tell me to.


    “I’m not a child anymore. I haven’t been a child for a very long time. So stop. I want to have a relationship with my parents, but I can’t have a relationship with you if you’re going to try to control and judge everything I do in my life.


    “I’m going to love who I’m going to love, and you can either trust me and know that you raised me to be the kind of person who wouldn’t love someone who wasn’t good for me, or you can’t. But if you can’t, then understand that I’m done having these conversations. I didn’t do anything wrong. I wish it had stayed out of the press, but I didn’t leak it to Capital Confessions. It’s not my fault someone wants to destroy Dad and is willing to use me to do it. I’m not going to pay the price for his mistakes anymore.


    “I’m not this family’s redemption. I’m not some paragon of virtue. I’m not a fucking campaign photo. I’m me. I screw up; I don’t always know what I’m doing, and you know what? That’s okay. So back off.”


    Silence hung between us and I waited to hear if things would change, for some sign that she understood, that we could change the tenor of our relationship. I was still waiting after she’d said good-bye and made a dig about how I was just like my sister.


    Shitty fucking day.


    I just couldn’t keep doing it. Couldn’t keep pretending. It wasn’t even about them not accepting Gray—right now it didn’t really even matter. It was about them accepting me. And they didn’t.


    If I’d learned anything in all of this, it was that loving someone for who you wanted them to be, instead of who they were, wasn’t love at all.


    I wasn’t angry with them like Kate was; I was just done.


    This life was slowly starting to cover me in filth, and it was impossible to not feel like it was sucking me deeper with each scandal, each fucking word written about me in Capital Confessions. Honestly, if not for that blog, I wouldn’t even be in the media that often. My family got its share of press, but no one fixated on us like Capital Confessions did. It was like someone on the staff had a vendetta against us, which, given my father’s reputation wasn’t shocking. He’d screwed over half this town more times than I could count.


    When Jackie had been secretly blogging for Capital Confessions, it had made sense that we’d been mentioned a lot. But when she’d quit, things should have tapered off. It wasn’t like he had more angry daughters out there...


    The phone slipped out of my hand, hitting the wood floor with a clunk, as my words to Jackie ran through my mind again...


    Kate thinks our father has the answers to what happened to Matt. And deep down, I think she wants to destroy him.


    I remembered all of the posts, all of the mentions about our father, all of the things I’d told Kate, all of the things Kate had said...


    Motherfucker.


    I didn’t want to believe it, wanted to keep seeing my sister as the little girl I’d grown up with, but the more I ran over the evidence, the more I listened to my gut, I just knew—


    Kate was behind the Capital Confessions posts.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-five


    Apparently Princess Blair is quite the teacher’s pet...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I went to Kate’s apartment, my mind racing, remembering the Capital Confessions posts over the last few months. All of the times my private life had made it on the front page. I’d trusted her with my secrets, with everything. And she’d betrayed me.


    I pounded on the door. Kate opened it, her face pale. I looked over her shoulder and saw Jackie standing in the hall. I didn’t wait to be invited in; instead, I strode past my sisters until I reached the living room and faced off against Kate, fury building inside me. I vaguely registered Jackie speaking, but I was too angry to acknowledge the words coming out of her mouth. All of my attention was focused on Kate.


    “What are you doing?”


    Kate met my gaze, guilt seeping out of her. It was no coincidence that Jackie was here.


    Her voice trembled. “What do you mean?”


    “Did you think I wouldn’t notice? That I wouldn’t put it together? How long have you been working for Capital Confessions?”


    She paled even more. “It’s not what you think.”


    “Are you kidding me? That’s your comeback? It’s not what I think? Please enlighten me, because what I think is that you’re so fucking obsessed with ruining our father that you don’t care who you take down in the process.”


    “That’s not true—”


    I was done. Done protecting her. Done worrying about her. Fucking done.


    “Did you have anything to do with the post about me and Gray?” My entire body vibrated with anger.


    “Blair—”


    “Did you have anything to do with the post about me and Gray?” I repeated, my voice rising.


    “I didn’t think they’d post his name. I just told them you were seeing someone. I didn’t say who.”


    “How fucking stupid are you?”


    “Blair—” Jackie interjected.


    I whirled on her. “Stay out of it,” I snapped. “This is between her and me.”


    Kate sank down onto the couch. “I’m sorry. So sorry.”


    “You don’t get it, do you? I have to go before the fucking disciplinary board. They were talking about firing him and he quit. He broke up with me because he doesn’t want me tied to all of the shit that’s coming out about him. I love him.”


    Tears spilled down Kate’s cheeks. “I’m sorry. It got out of hand.”


    I was so hurt, so angry. She could apologize all she wanted, but it didn’t change a damn thing.


    “I knew what I was doing could get us in trouble. I knew, and I took the risk anyway. If they expel me, fine. I’ll deal with it. I can get over that.


    “What I can’t get over is the fact that my fucking sister betrayed me, and for what? So you could write a few nasty posts about Dad? Was trying to destroy him really worth it? Because from where I’m standing, all you did was destroy me.


    “Tell me how you’re different from him, because right now you both look exactly the same. You’re both willing to screw over people to get what you want, and you don’t give a shit about the lives you wreck in the process.”


    My voice broke. “Gray had gotten his life together. He was happy and he’d put all of the shit in Chicago behind him. Do you know how hard I worked to make him let me in? To convince him that we could be together?”


    “I didn’t know. I didn’t know you loved him,” Kate sobbed. “I fucked up. I know I fucked up.”


    Jackie sat down next to her, wrapping her arm around Kate, her eyes clouded with worry. “Let’s just sit and talk about this calmly. I know you guys are upset, but Kate didn’t mean to hurt you, Blair. You know that.”


    My eyes narrowed. “What would you do if it were Will’s name and reputation splashed all over the gossip columns?”


    Jackie paled.


    “Gray was off-limits.” My gaze snapped to Kate. “As my sister you should have understood that. Even if I could forgive what you did to me, I can’t forgive what you did to him. No one would have cared about him if not for me. He’s on the fucking front page of Capital Confessions because of me. I have to live with that. So whether you meant to hurt me or not, doesn’t really matter. You did. Why?”


    Kate wiped at her face, and some part of me, the part that had protected her my entire life, died at the pain in her eyes and the fact that I’d put it there. We’d fought as kids, and we still had fights now, but nothing like this. There was a rage inside me I couldn’t shut off, and even when it receded, I was reminded of her betrayal, and it came bubbling back up again.


    “How did you start working with Capital Confessions?” My gaze cut to Jackie. “Did you get her involved in this?”


    “I didn’t know,” Jackie answered. “I swear.”


    “Don’t blame Jackie,” Kate interjected. “It was all me. I got the idea last year when she told us that she’d been blogging about our father. When she stepped down, I saw an opportunity.”


    “To smear him.”


    “Among other things.”


    “What other things? Ruining me as well?”


    Kate winced. “No. None of this had anything to do with you.”


    “Except it does, because you used me to get to him.”


    “I gave them stupid pieces of gossip. The editor wanted me to share information about our family. Posts about you got a lot of hits because of everything between you and Thom—”


    “So you saw an opportunity to take advantage of my heartbreak. Fuck you.”


    She flinched. “I didn’t post anything bad. Just stupid stuff about what you wore or who you were dating.”


    “Yes, but that wasn’t ‘stupid stuff’ to me. It was my fucking life.”


    “I didn’t think you’d care. I didn’t think you were serious about him,” Kate whispered.


    “Didn’t think I’d care? You’re my sister. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to protect you. Nothing I wouldn’t do for you. Hell, if you’d asked me, I would have been willing to give you pieces of gossip that I didn’t care about. But not Gray.”


    “I know.”


    “So tell me, what did you get for it all? You wrecked my relationship with the only man I’ve ever really loved, the only man who has ever loved me. Was it worth it? Did you get your thirty pieces of silver? Did you ruin Dad enough?”


    Her mouth tightened and her eyes got hard. “He can’t get away with it.”


    “Newsflash, Kate, he is getting away with it. He always comes out on top. That’s who he is. You aren’t going to win this. I don’t even understand what you’re doing. Do you think this is what Matt would have wanted for you?”


    “Don’t bring Matt into this.” Her eyes dulled as his name crossed her lips. “Don’t go there, Blair.”


    Jackie squeezed her arm, but Kate got to her feet, facing off against me.


    “It’s been over three years, Kate. You’ve been a fucking zombie for three years. He never would have wanted this for you. He would have wanted you to be happy. He would have wanted you to find love again. He would have wanted more for you than this. And he never would have thought what you were doing was okay. Never.”


    “Don’t you dare talk to me about Matt.”


    “He was my friend, too. I loved him, too. And I knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t have destroyed his life because he was hell-bent on revenge. And he definitely wouldn’t have destroyed the people who loved him.”


    “He killed him.” She screamed the words, her anger splintering through the room.


    Jackie went white as a sheet, and I froze, staring at the sister I’d grown up with, finally realizing that the girl I’d known was gone.


    “What are you talking about?”


    She took a deep breath, her hand shaking. “Someone has been sending me anonymous letters.”


    Oh my god.


    “Matt’s unit was ambushed.”


    “Kate.”


    “It was a setup. And I think Dad knew about it. I think he’s covering it up.”


    I sank down into the armchair, the adrenaline whooshing out of me, my head in my hands. Fuck. Just when I thought things couldn’t be more heinous, they were. Bile rose in my throat as nausea assaulted me.


    I looked up at her, feeling like I was watching two trains about to collide. She had either completely lost it and gone full-on conspiracy theory, or even worse, she was right. Either way she was fucked.


    “If you’re right, you need to stop whatever you’re doing. You need to let this go.”


    “How can you say that?”


    “Because it isn’t going to bring Matt back. He’s gone. Destroying our father won’t bring Matt back. Neither will finding out what happened to him. All it’s going to do is get you killed.”


    Jackie let out a strangled gasp, and I wondered if she was regretting ever having gotten involved with us. She might have worked in politics, on the surface she might have been more jaded than I was, but this was the world I’d grown up in.


    As much as I hated it, rejected it, it was in my blood, and I knew how this would go down.


    I wasn’t Kate; I wasn’t looking for a battle, all I wanted was to find some semblance of happiness and peace despite our fucked up family. I was not naive. I knew what my father was capable of. And I knew without a doubt in my mind, that if it came down to him or Kate, he would choose himself every fucking time.


    “You could die.”


    She held my gaze and her words killed a part of me.


    “Don’t you get it? I’m already dead. I’ve been dead for three years.”


    I did know. I’d known all along. I just hadn’t wanted to face it. But now it blazed back at me, shining from her eyes, and there was no escaping the truth in her words.


    “You want to bury your head in the sand, fine. I can’t. I’m sorry about Capital Confessions. I never meant to hurt you. If I could take it back, I would. But this is my fight and there’s nothing you can say that will ever change my mind. He drew that line in the sand when he played a role in destroying any chance of happiness I had. So this is all I have. And I won’t give it up for anyone. Not even you.”


    I saw Kate as she had been as a little girl, flashes of us playing, the few times I could rope her into having a tea party with me, me helping her get ready for her first date, watching her try on wedding dresses after Matt proposed. Holding her on the floor of her dorm room while her heart broke.


    It felt like I was losing my sister with every second that passed, but the truth was, I’d already lost her a long time ago.


    I struggled to keep the tears in, dug deep to get the words out.


    “You’re my sister. If there’s ever a moment that you need me, you call me and I will come. I love you. I will always love you. I would give my life for you. And if I could take your pain away, I would.” My voice thickened with unshed tears as hurt stabbed me over and over again.


    “I’m not going to stand by and watch you get yourself killed. I can’t. You’re so wrong if you think you only have your revenge to live for. You have people who love you. You have me. But you’re doing everything you can to self-destruct, and I can’t support that.


    “You think I’m burying my head in the sand because I’m ‘letting our father win,’ but what you don’t realize is that he’s already beaten you. He’s already won and he always will, because he plays by his own set of rules where he doesn’t care if he takes everyone around him down as long as he stays on top.


    “I’ve lived twenty-three years in this world, and I can’t do it anymore. I want peace. I want to be happy. That’s winning, Kate. That’s beating him at his own game. That’s how you honor people who loved you and wanted the best for you. Matt would have gladly given his life for you, would have sacrificed anything to make you happy. He wouldn’t want you to make his death about destroying yourself. And he wouldn’t want you to risk your life.”


    My gaze stopped on Jackie. “Tell her how well revenge worked out for you. What you almost lost. I’m not wrong.”


    She nodded.


    The tears kept coming and it took everything I had to keep them from falling. I just couldn’t. I couldn’t fix Kate, couldn’t bring Matt back, couldn’t make my father a good person. And I’d never failed to be there for Kate, but I couldn’t stand by her for this. I could only pray that one day she would realize that she was throwing any chance of happiness away.


    And that she’d realize it before it killed her.


    “I love you.” A tear slipped past my defenses, dripping down my cheek. “If you call me, I’ll come. You know that, right?”


    She nodded, her eyes red.


    I wrapped my arms around my little sister, holding her close, the love I felt for her eclipsing everything else. The older sister part of me that had always looked out for her screamed to lock her in a room and never let her out. To do anything to protect her. But I couldn’t protect her from herself. There was no rehab for the kind of hatred that burned in her now. She’d shut down for three years, and nothing I’d done since that time had broken through.


    It was up to her now.


    I let her go.

  


  
    Gray


    I opened the front door and froze.


    Blair stood in front of me, some version of Blair I’d never seen before.


    Her eyes were red, her makeup streaked. Her clothes, her hair, everything about her seemed disheveled, like she’d just been dragged through the bowels of hell.


    Rain fell around her, and she stood on my doorstep without an umbrella, her hair soaked, her clothes plastered against her small frame. She trembled.


    “What happened? Are you okay?” I opened the door all the way. “Come inside. You have to be freezing.”


    “No.”


    “Blair—”


    “I’m not staying. I just left Kate’s. She was behind the Capital Confessions article.”


    Shock slammed me. I’d never considered her sister. I couldn’t even imagine the pain she must be in.


    “I came to apologize to you for having your name dragged through the mud,” she continued. “It never would have happened if you hadn’t been involved with me. You didn’t deserve to have your career trashed again and I’m sorry.”


    “I don’t care about my career, Blair. I care about you. I don’t give a fuck about what people say about me. But I care when it hurts you.”


    She gave me her contempt with her flashing brown eyes. “I am so fucking sick of people moving me around like they’re playing chess and I’m a fucking pawn. So sick of people telling me how I should feel, or what’s best for me, or making decisions without consulting me. And you know what, it’s my own fault. I should have stood up for myself a long time ago.”


    I blanched as she hurled fire at me, each word hitting my heart.


    “I love you. I will always love you. It will always be you. But I’ve watched my sister spend the last three years of her life destroying herself because she lost the love of her life, and maybe it makes me weak, but I don’t want to be like that.


    “I’m willing to fight for us, but I can’t do it if I’m fighting on my own. And I won’t fight you. I want to be happy. I want to have kids. I want a future with a man who will treat me the way I deserve to be treated.”


    She gave me an image of a future I’d barely dared to dream of.


    “If you can’t see that I choose you, that I don’t care about your past, if you can’t love me enough to put your past behind us, then you were right all along, you don’t deserve me. I’m not asking you to change. Not asking you to give me more than you’re able to give. I’m just asking you to give me your heart and trust that I would never do anything to hurt you. But I can’t give you the life you deserve, the life we deserve, if you don’t trust me. And I’m all out of plays here.”


    She leaned forward and placed her lips on my cheek and I froze, caught off guard by the motion and the feel of her body close to mine again.


    She pulled away and met my gaze.


    “I wanted it to be you. I still want it to be you. But if it’s not, I’m not going to spend the rest of my life being miserable because I lost you. I deserve a family. A husband. Children. I’m not going to give that up. I’m not going to settle.” Her voice shook and tears fell down her cheek. “I will always love you. But I can’t keep waiting around for you to love me. I deserve more.”


    She did. She deserved the world.


    She gave me one last look, and I couldn’t help but feel like she was memorizing my face, and then the light that I’d seen in her eyes every time she looked at me flickered out.


    “Good-bye, Gray.”


    I couldn’t speak, couldn’t do anything but watch her walk away, until she was nothing more than a blur I could barely make out through the tears that rained down my cheeks.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-six


    The Senate Armed Services Committee met today...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    I scoured Capital Confessions for a week. My name didn’t show up once. I finally sent Kate a text thanking her for keeping my name out of the press. She didn’t respond.


    I walked through the halls of the law school, the weight of dozens of stares trained my way. I’d been a little notorious before, thanks to my father and my family’s position in D.C., but apparently having sex with a professor put you on a whole other level entirely.


    I’d stopped caring somewhere along the way.


    I walked to the disciplinary hearing, my head high. I’d thought I’d be more nervous, as a kid I’d always been terrified at the idea of getting into trouble; I’d never even been to the principal’s office. Here I was going to face an eight-member panel of my peers and two faculty advisors who would decide my academic fate, and not even a tremor.


    Nothing in the code of conduct we signed at the beginning of our 1L year addressed relationships between faculty and students. The bigger concern for the administrative board seemed to be the possibility that Gray had shown me favoritism on the final exam. I understood where it came from, but it was pretty laughable considering I’d received (and likely earned) a C-plus in his class. If I really were trading sex for grades, clearly I needed to up my game. And you would think that the fact that I got C-pluses in every single freaking class would have clued them in. Unless they thought I was screwing the entire teaching staff. If my life weren’t currently lying in ruins, I’d have to laugh.


    Besides, I knew Gray. He’d had two professors read exams that were on the line, including mine, and the dean had read all of his exams.


    I was pretty sure they were going to find out what I already knew—I was a solid C-plus law school student.


    I skipped the elevator, making my way up two flights of stairs and down the hall. I walked into the room on steady legs and chose a seat at the front, staring at the long table where a group of students were already seated. They’d given me the option of having an attorney present to represent me and I’d considered it briefly, but then I’d realized that I knew exactly what I needed to do. Had known all along.


    They went through the formalities, explaining the proceedings while I sat there, my hands clutched in my lap. And then it was my turn to speak and address the board.


    I stood and walked over to the podium in the middle of the room. I cleared my throat.


    “While I will respect whatever decision this board comes to, I would like to let you know that I have made a decision of my own. Since the withdrawal period doesn’t end for another few days, I’ve decided to withdraw from my law school classes effective immediately.”


    Murmurs erupted throughout the room.


    “I came to law school for the wrong reasons and I probably should have done this a lot earlier. I knew I didn’t fit here, that it wasn’t what I wanted to do with my life, and I was too scared to do something about it.”


    I looked at the audience and I met Professor Myers’s gaze and saw approval there for the first time.


    “I’d rather admit that I made a mistake now than spend three years of my life doing something that makes me miserable.”


    Sometimes the bravest thing you could do was admit you’d made a mistake. It was harder to leave now, to own the fact that I should never have come to law school, that I was never going to be a good attorney, than it would have been to pretend I was someone I wasn’t, to go through the motions of my life because I was trying to save face, because it was expected, rather than what I wanted.


    I’d have been lying if I didn’t admit that the giant unknown in my future terrified me; that there was security in following the path others set for you. The question mark hovering in front of me was equal parts monster-under-the-bed scary and exciting. My future was a blank canvas now rather than a picture that didn’t fit.


    But it was mine.


    And just like that a huge weight was lifted off my chest.


    ***


    I met Jackie and Will at a Mexican restaurant near Dupont Circle. When Jackie had heard that today was my disciplinary council meeting, she’d insisted on getting together afterward for moral support. I hadn’t seen much of Will lately since he’d been busy with the election and serving his term.


    They’d already snagged a booth in the back when I arrived. I gave them both hugs and slid into the seat across from them. They had a margarita waiting.


    I grinned as I took a sip. “Thanks. I definitely needed that.”


    Jackie gave me a worried smile. “I figured. Are you okay?”


    “Yeah. I am.” Surprisingly, it was the truth.


    “What happened?” Will asked, the same concern in his eyes.


    We’d met through his sister, Monica, and been friends for a few years before he’d started dating my sister. Will was one of the nicest guys I knew, and while he and Jackie weren’t the most obvious couple on paper, they were the perfect fit for each other. You could tell that they were both really in love. They were slow-rolling the wedding planning and hadn’t set a date yet since Jackie was finishing her final semester of her undergrad, but I couldn’t wait for them to get married. And to help her get ready to walk down the aisle.


    “I withdrew.”


    Jackie’s jaw dropped. “No.”


    I took another sip of my margarita. “Yep.”


    “How are you doing?” Will asked.


    “Better now, I think. It was a long time coming.”


    Jackie shook her head. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing? Things seem bad right now, but this will all blow over. Trust me.” She nodded toward Will. “Our sex tape is a distant memory. Yeah, you were involved with your professor, but people will forget about it eventually. It’s not worth ruining your career.”


    Will met my gaze across the table and I noticed he didn’t say anything. Understanding flickered between us.


    Jackie loved politics. It was her life, and I doubted that there was ever a day when she questioned her career choice. I’d never felt the same way. Undergrad had been okay, law school horrendous, and at twenty-three I’d yet to have that moment where I felt that “click” that I’d found the career I was meant to do. Maybe I was expecting too much; maybe you weren’t supposed to feel fulfilled by your job. I didn’t know anymore.


    I was surrounded by all of these talented, passionate people, and I felt like there was something wrong with me. I was just going through life, and I wanted more.


    I wanted to make a difference in this world, and that was never going to be me practicing law. People like Gray and Caitlin had a gift. I lacked both the ability and the passion.


    “This isn’t about Gray.” I pushed out the knife of pain that sliced through me as I said his name. “I hated law school. If this really was my dream, I would have fought for it. But it isn’t. It never was. It was a stupid, impetuous decision I made when my engagement ended because I felt like I needed to redeem myself. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in a career I hate, and honestly, pretty much suck at, because I’m afraid to admit that I’d made a mistake.”


    Jackie was silent for a moment. “So what now?”


    That was the question of the hour.


    “I don’t know. I’m going to start looking for a job. I don’t know how useful a bachelor’s in political science will be, but I did a few internships in undergrad. And I’ve volunteered a lot.” I thought back to my previous conversations with Gray. “Maybe I can find a nonprofit or a think tank that’s hiring.” That shouldn’t be the biggest challenge in D.C.


    “There’s a nonprofit in Arlington that works with the children of deceased military members,” Will said. He rattled off the name of an organization I hadn’t heard of before. “I’ve volunteered with them in the past and they do amazing work. They provide all kinds of services from special trips to after-school tutoring. I could check with them to see if they’re hiring. Worst case, they’re usually looking for volunteers, so it could be a good foot in the door.”


    If the middle school service project had taught me anything, it was how much I enjoyed working with kids. And it did sound like a good cause.


    “I would love that. Volunteering might be best for me for now until I sort out a more long-term plan. Thank you.”


    Jackie continued to stare at me like I’d lost my mind. Maybe I had. But at least now I was doing things on my own terms.


    “What about Gray?” she asked. Trust Jackie to not shy away from the unpleasant subjects.


    Gray was the shattered heart in my chest. He was the doubt that plagued me, the fear that I should have fought harder rather than letting him slip through my fingers. Gray was the biggest question I couldn’t answer.


    Was it enough if I loved him, even if he wasn’t sure about us? Could I be strong enough to keep us together? Or did I do the right thing when I walked away?


    “I told him how I felt. I laid all of my cards out on the table. I can’t make him love me. I can’t make him take a chance on us, and I’m not going to keep waiting around for him to choose me. I love him. I’ll probably always love him. But that’s not enough if he doesn’t believe in us.”


    I’d been with a guy who wasn’t all in with me before. It sucked. And in this case, I would rather be alone than be with someone who didn’t love me the way I loved them. It was a recipe for heartbreak, and I didn’t have it in me to face another loss.


    “He’s an idiot if he let you go,” Will interjected. “If he couldn’t see what was right in front of him, then you’re better off. Any guy would be lucky as hell to have you.”


    I struggled to smile, even though there was something a little sad about your future brother-in-law trying to build up your self-confidence; but at this point it was the least of my problems.


    “And Kate?” Jackie asked.


    I groaned. “Is this, ‘talk about Blair’s dysfunctional relationships’ day? What’s next, a chat about my parents?”


    Jackie winced. “Sorry. I know I can come on a little strong sometimes.”


    Will choked on his margarita, shooting her a bemused look. “Sometimes?”


    I grinned.


    “Fine. Most of the time.” She made a face. “I’m just concerned.” Her gaze held mine. “You’ve been through a lot lately, Blair. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”


    “I know. And I love you for it. But I don’t really have the answers right now. I can’t change Gray’s mind and I can’t change Kate’s either. I don’t understand the choices she’s made, and while I can forgive her for selling me out to Capital Confessions, I’ll never agree with her reasons.


    “This isn’t the first time there’s been tension between me and Kate, and I doubt it’ll be the last. I love her, but at the end of the day, she’s an adult, and if she’s not going to listen to reason, there’s not a whole lot I can do about it.


    “I’ve lived my entire life surrounded by political machinations and bullshit, and I know you love that stuff, but I don’t. I’m tired. I just want to be Blair without the stupid Reynolds notoriety hanging around my neck. Kate wants to bind our father’s darkness to her and I just want to let go.


    “I want to be happy, and right now, my happy is finding some peace in my life. Maybe that makes me weak, but it’s what I want.”


    Jackie looked skeptical. “You’re never going to just be Blair in this town. You know that. Your father casts a long shadow. And your parents raised you guys to be in the spotlight practically from birth. Maybe it would be different if they hadn’t. You have that last name trailing behind you, and it’s going to be impossible to shake.”


    “I know. I need a fresh start. I need to go somewhere where I can breathe. Where I can figure out who I am, independent of all the other stuff that drags me down.”


    “You’re thinking of leaving D.C.?”


    I felt horrible because we’d just started getting to know each other, but yeah, I was. I didn’t want every relationship I had to end up on the front page. Didn’t want to fend off irate calls from my mother when I wore an outfit she didn’t approve of, didn’t want to wonder if people liked me for me or for my last name. Outside of D.C., my notoriety faded to a casual afterthought. But here I was collateral damage for whatever war my father was embroiled in.


    “I need to. It won’t be right away; I want to take some time, make sure I’m making the right decision, line up a job before I move. But yeah, I need a fresh start.”


    Jackie sighed, reaching out and squeezing my hand. “I get it. It sucks and I’m going to miss you a lot, but I do understand.”


    “I’ll keep in touch. And I’ll come back and visit.” I smiled at both of them. “Besides, I have your wedding to come back for. And I’m definitely throwing you the best bridal shower ever.”


    “I’d like that,” Jackie replied with a teary-eyed smile.


    Despite my problems with Kate, my sisters were the best things to come out of my messed up family. At least in that my father had done something right.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-seven


    Senator Reynolds’s ties with the private security company, Intech, have recently been called into question. Has Senator Reynolds been using his position on the Senate Intelligence Committee for ill?


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Gray


    The weeks that passed since Blair walked away—since I let her go—were their own brand of hell. I’d thought I’d been through hell before, but this was a special degree of suffering, one I wouldn’t wish on even my worst enemy. It was a drying out of the worst possible kind, and considering I’d gone cold turkey, the withdrawal was sheer fucking torture.


    I went through the motions of my day—somehow—but I couldn’t help feeling as though someone had ripped my heart out of my chest, leaving a gaping hole that was impossible to fill and a bleeding I couldn’t staunch.


    I’d lost count of how many times I’d pulled up her number in my phone, my finger hovering over the option to call her. Or how many times I’d woken up in the middle of the night and reached for her, only to come up empty. The times I stared at a bottle as if the numbing of the alcohol would obliterate the pain in my chest that wouldn’t fucking go away.


    I waited for it to get easier, waited for me to slip up, waited for something, anything, convinced I couldn’t exist like this, craving escape like a man dying of thirst needed water.


    And still, nothing changed, and each day was rinse and repeat, as I was Sisyphus trapped in a hell of my own making.


    I’d thought I’d done the right thing, the good thing, thought the only way she’d ever be happy was if I’d let her go. And the minute I’d done it, a little voice in the back of my head had started up...


    You love her. She loves you.


    You make her happy. She makes you happier than you’ve ever been.


    You’ve fucked this up spectacularly, asshole.


    She’s probably moved on to some guy who wears polo shirts and pants with fucking whales on them.


    The voice was the worst. The doubt that plagued me, that woke me up in a sweat in the middle of the night, chipped away at my resolve, little by little, like water over stone.


    I’d never been more unsure in my life. Nobility didn’t sit well on me. Not ever. So I wasn’t sure if this feeling—the fear that I’d picked the wrong fucking door, and I was left holding a clock radio that broke after one use when I could have had a Ferrari—was one I should listen to.


    The hardest part was knowing if I’d made the right choice because I’d loved her, or the easy choice because I was scared. Although nothing about this felt easy. It was death by a thousand pricks, each moment without her added to the weight of my loss.


    I busied myself with making plans. I called old law school acquaintances, professors, colleagues, struggled to piece together the shambles of my professional life. Through all of the bullshit I hadn’t liked about practicing law before, the one thread that had kept me afloat besides the money, was the genuine feeling that I was helping people. Helping them recover some financial compensation for the wrongs that were done to them.


    Most of my clients had come from working-class backgrounds like my own, and life had simply knocked them down one too many times, and the medical system they’d relied on had somehow failed them. And while I could never really make them whole, not in any sense beyond the financial, it had been my job to make someone pay, to get them the money they needed to live out the rest of their lives the best way they could. And in some cases, to send a message to a hospital, or doctor, that this wouldn’t happen again.


    I missed it.


    I was a shit teacher. It was a noble profession, but I lacked the patience and the inspiration to effectively do my job. Not to mention the whole affair-with-a-student-the-first-time-I-taught thing. My future was definitely not in teaching.


    There weren’t that many things I was good at, but I still had this. So I job-hunted, and started making plans to pick myself up off of the ground. And I existed, survived, until a knock at the door changed everything.


    I opened my front door one blustery day at the end of January, and came face to face with Blair’s eyes in a blonde girl’s body, her cheekbones, the shape of her face, on another, even taller blonde girl.


    For a moment, I couldn’t speak.


    I wasn’t ready for this.


    The tall one spoke first. “I’m Jackie. Blair’s sister.” She gestured toward the girl next to her. “This is Kate. Blair’s other sister.”


    It hurt to speak. “I know.”


    “Can we come in?” Jackie asked.


    I nodded, stepping back while they walked over the threshold.


    I led them into the living room, my mind racing, struggling to process this latest change, trying to understand how they’d ended up on my doorstep. I started with the only thing that connected us.


    “Is Blair okay?”


    “She’s fine,” Jackie answered.


    Kate still didn’t speak. In fact, for all that I was good at reading people, I definitely couldn’t get a read on her. Blair had said her sister had a wall built up around her, but she hadn’t mentioned that the wall was also guarded, electrified, and protected by man-eating guard dogs.


    Jackie might have had a reputation for being tough, but at the moment I’d take her any day of the week. Kate wasn’t just cold, she was dead inside. Considering I’d lived a fair amount of my adult life in the same state, it was easy enough to recognize.


    We all sat, the silence stretching into an uncomfortable tension, until I couldn’t take it anymore, and I had to ask the question that had plagued me for weeks.


    “How’s Blair?”


    Jackie sent me a kind look tinged with pity, as though it was obvious that my heart was somewhere outside of my chest... firmly ensconced in her sister’s fist.


    “About as good as you look,” Jackie answered, her voice soft. “That’s kind of why we’re here.”


    Maybe that was why Jackie was here, but I had no idea why Kate had come. She still hadn’t looked at me or spoken.


    “She’s thinking of leaving D.C.,” Jackie continued, her words sending a knife through my chest.


    “Why are you telling me this?”


    “Because she loves you. Still.”


    I looked up, hating the hope—that faithless bitch that had led me astray so many times—that filled me now. Hating the voice that had gone from a whisper to a scream—


    She still loves you. Don’t let her go, you idiot.


    “I don’t—”


    I literally had no words. Nothing. I had pain and loss, and a heart that had abandoned me.


    “She says she’s okay, but she’s not. She loves you, and she’s hurting, and no matter how hard she tries to put on a brave face, it’s obvious that she misses you.”


    The idea of Blair feeling anything close to the way I felt now was almost more than I could bear.


    “What do you want me to do?” I asked, my voice hoarse at the emotions scraping their way out, at the boulder lodged in my chest where my heart used to be.


    “Do you still love her?” Jackie asked.


    “I’ll love her until the day I die.”


    Something flickered in Jackie’s eyes, as though I’d just given her the answer she wanted to hear.


    “Then find her. Tell her you love her. Tell her you’ll fight for her. She doesn’t want anyone else. She only wants you.”


    My mind raced as I tried to figure out what the fuck was the right thing to do.


    “She wants you.”


    Shock filled me as I turned and stared at Kate.


    She held my gaze, whatever wall resided around her temporarily down. “She loves you. She chose you. Blair is the best person I know. If she sees something in you that she loves, then you have to believe that’s enough.”


    “I don’t want to hurt her.”


    Kate’s eyebrow arched. “Then don’t.”


    She rose from her chair, Jackie mimicking her motions.


    Kate headed to the door, giving me no choice but to follow.


    She turned and faced me. “I’m sorry for what I did. I wrecked this, not you. Now I’m trying to fix it, because my sister loves you in a way I’ve never seen her love anyone. I was wrong. I thought I was protecting her, just like you think you’re protecting her now, but maybe we need to acknowledge that Blair’s stronger than we both give her credit for. She can take care of herself. Let her love you.”


    Her words cut through me, and I just stood there in my hallway, wondering if all of the Reynolds women possessed this uncanny ability to steamroll me.


    I loved her.


    I’d thought loving her meant I couldn’t have her, that giving her up was the right thing to do. The only thing to do. But now I knew.


    I would never give her up. I would turn myself inside out, work myself to the bone, sacrifice everything to be the man she wanted me to be, to earn her, to keep her.


    I loved her. Nothing else mattered.

  


  
    Blair


    I headed home, having completed my first week volunteering with the nonprofit Will recommended in Arlington. He was right. I absolutely loved it. The kids had all lost a parent who’d served in the military, each of them at different stages of living with their grief. Our job was to do little things—take them on field trips, give them a place to go after school since most of them were now in single-parent homes. We filled in the gaps wherever we could, to honor the sacrifice their family had made.


    I’d known I made the right choice minutes into my first day there. I was still planning to move, but now I knew the kind of job I wanted, and the kind of life I wanted to lead.


    I walked down my street, digging my keys out of my purse, and froze.


    Gray stood on the sidewalk staring at me.


    It had been three weeks. Three weeks of trying to convince myself that what I’d felt for him hadn’t been real, that I could move on, that I’d meet someone else, someone who would make me happier than he had.


    Three weeks of me failing miserably.


    Gray stood in front of me, dressed in jeans, a navy blue sweater, and a khaki-colored raincoat. I’d spent the last few weeks trying to convince myself that he wasn’t as hot as I’d remembered, that surely the sight of him hadn’t been enough to set my body on fire.


    I’d failed there, too.


    He looked tired, like the time apart had been as hellish on him as it had been on me. And while I hated to see him in pain, it gave me hope that he finally understood what I’d known all along.


    We belonged together.


    He stopped a few feet away from me.


    My eyes stung, my heart pounded. I probably should have been angry with him for leaving in the first place, upset for all he’d put me through. And I was, for like a second.


    But he was here and I wanted to be happy. I’d seen firsthand the loss that my sister lived, watched her life be shattered in an instant, seen the people around me throw away happiness with both hands. It was the most underrated emotion in the world, but if life had taught me anything, it was that you only got so many chances to be happy. I wasn’t going to waste one chance.


    I liked that I could be myself with him. That he didn’t try to change me or turn me into someone I wasn’t. I couldn’t pretend that he hadn’t hurt me, but I was too greedy to let that stand in my way.


    You didn’t throw love away. You clutched it to your chest, fought for it, died for it, and kept it safe above all else.


    He was here, and I wasn’t letting go.


    Gray spoke first.


    “Hi.”


    I closed my eyes, letting his voice cloak me in its warmth.


    They opened, and I drank in the sight of him standing in front of me once more.


    “I missed you.” I probably should have led with something cool and breezy, but the confession just slipped out. Besides, with the emotions raging through me, I didn’t think I could achieve breezy if my life depended on it.


    He moved closer, and closer, and then I was in his arms, and I couldn’t see anything beyond the tears filling my eyes, blurring the world around me.


    He didn’t kiss me. Instead, he held me in his embrace as though he was afraid that if he let go, I’d disappear.


    “I missed you, too,” he whispered, his voice rough. “So much.”


    I pulled back slightly so I could see his face, needing to read the emotions in his eyes so I could understand.


    “Why are you here? Why now?”


    “I woke the fuck up.” His eyes clouded. “I’m so sorry. You were right all along. I should have believed in us. In the me I am when I’m with you. I should have known that we would be better together. I was trying to do the right thing, and I was wrong. I’m sorry.


    “I’m sorry I let you go. I should have fought for you. I should have realized I was throwing away the best thing that had ever happened to me. I was scared, and I thought I was doing the right thing, thought that I needed to give you a chance to find someone who was better for you than I was.”


    “I wanted you.”


    He swallowed. “I know. I should have listened to you. I did what I thought was best for you without listening to you when you told me what you wanted. I was wrong, and I’m so sorry.”


    I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “What now?”


    He brushed a strand of hair from my face. “Well, I heard you were looking for a fresh start. That you might be interested in leaving D.C.”


    Surprise filled me. “Where did you hear that?”


    “Your sisters.”


    “Kate and Jackie talked to you?”


    He nodded. “Kate apologized for Capital Confessions. And I think she and Jackie wanted to see for themselves that I was good enough for you.”


    That sounded like Kate.


    “And?”


    “And they both told me that I was an idiot if I let you go, so I figured they approved. And they were right.” He released me and ran a hand down his jaw, his expression nervous.


    “I’m thinking of moving to Boston,” he announced. “I need a fresh start. For the second time,” he added. “The press here is a bit more than I’d like if I’m going to go into private practice again.”


    I froze. “You’re going back to private practice?”


    He nodded. “I have a friend from law school who runs his own firm. He’s looking to take on a partner. Illinois and Massachusetts have reciprocity, so it’s not like I’ll have to retake the bar or anything.”


    Boston wasn’t that far. I mean long distance would be a pain, but we could make it work. I understood his reasons for wanting to leave town better than anyone.


    “I want you to come with me.”


    What?


    “To Boston?”


    He nodded. “If Boston doesn’t work for you, we can find something else. Kate and Jackie mentioned that you’re looking for a job. There are a ton of nonprofits in the city, but if you want to go somewhere else, I’ll go with you. I just want to be with you. It doesn’t matter where.”


    I was so ready for a change. I needed one. And I saw the life he offered me—could imagine coming home from work and cooking dinner for us, cuddling on the couch, falling asleep in his arms. This was my happy.


    “If you don’t want to leave, we won’t,” he added. “But if you’re looking to start over, to get free of all of this political shit, I’ll be there with you. I love you.” His voice cracked. “You’re my home.”


    A tear slid down my cheek.


    “I love you, too.” I answered, my mind made up from the first moment I saw him standing in front of me. “Yes. I’ll go to Boston with you.”


    “You’re sure?”


    More tears fell. “Yes, I’m sure.”


    I shook my head, emotion pouring through me with each word that left his lips.


    “I want you. Only you. We work in a way that I’ve never worked with anyone else. Just love me.”


    “I’ll spend every single day of our lives loving you,” he vowed.


    Gray pulled me into his arms, his mouth finding mine, and gave me everything, his kiss, his heart, my future.


    I kissed him on the sidewalk, on a busy street, in the middle of D.C., in the light, not caring who saw us or what they thought.


    It was the best kiss we’d ever had.

  


  


  
    Epilogue


    This blogger has just received some documents that will make several members of a certain intelligence committee cringe. Ready for the latest scandal to rock D.C.? You’ll hear about it here first...


    —Capital Confessions blog

  


  
    Blair


    Six Months Later


    “Hi honey, I’m home,” I called out, shutting the front door behind me.


    The sound of nails clattering across the hardwood floors hit me first, followed by the sight of a ball of fur hurtling toward me. I bent down and scooped the puppy up, letting her shower me with kisses.


    Our town house in Boston had a small courtyard, and I’d always wanted a puppy, so a trip to the shelter had been a priority once we’d settled in. Her name was Gabby, and she’d been abandoned in a box behind a restaurant with four of her siblings. She was a Lab mix with a penchant for chewing on my heels, and her favorite activity was playing fetch with Gray in the park. We both adored her.


    I set Gabby down, placing my keys and papers on the table near the entryway. I kicked off my shoes, shrugging out of my jacket, and went in search of Gray. I froze as soon as I hit the dining room.


    The lights were off, candles lit on the table, soft music playing through the speakers. I grinned as I recognized the opening strains of “All I Ask of You” from Phantom of the Opera. It was half private joke, half our song, and totally us.


    Gray stood next to the table, his tie and jacket off, the top button of his shirt undone, two glasses in hand, his feet bare. I didn’t drink in the house since I didn’t want to give him the added temptation, and by the look of things, he’d bought some kind of sparkling nonalcoholic drink. Seriously loved him.


    “Happy anniversary.”


    I blinked.


    “What?”


    He grinned, walking over to me and pressing a soft kiss against my cheek.


    “It’s been a year since we met. Since the first day of classes when I saw you.”


    Ohmigod.


    So it had.


    I wasn’t sure I would ever get used to how sweet he was. I’d seen pieces of it when I was falling in love with him, but it only grew the longer we were together. It was as though our relationship gave him the confidence to let his guard down and finally let me in.


    It was better than I’d imagined.


    We’d moved to Boston in March. Five months later, I still loved it. I’d been back to D.C. a few times to visit my family and friends, but it felt good to spend time with them and then return home with a buffer between us. I loved them, but Boston had become a sanctuary of sorts for me, and I couldn’t deny that I loved that, too.


    “Happy anniversary,” I whispered, leaning in again for another kiss.


    Gray nodded toward the table. “I ordered takeout. I figured it was safer than me trying to cook.”


    I grinned. “I concur.”


    This was my favorite tradition we’d started since we moved to Boston—eating dinner together and talking about our days. We didn’t manage it every day; there were still the odd times that one or both of us had to work late, but we made a point to be home to spend time together.


    “So how was your day?” he asked after we’d sat down, digging into the salad I recognized from one of my favorite restaurants in the North End.


    “Good. Busy. I’m working on a new proposal for more funding. We’re hoping to expand the center soon.”


    I’d gotten a job working in children and family services for a small nonprofit. It was the perfect fit for me and I loved getting to work with the kids. Surprisingly, I’d even been able to put some of the things I’d learned in law school to use. Gray volunteered sometimes—hanging out with the kids or offering pro bono legal services.


    “That’s awesome.”


    I grinned. “Thanks.”


    “By the way, your sister called.”


    “Which one?”


    “Jackie. She mentioned something about needing to get fitted for your dress for the wedding.”


    “You up for a trip back to D.C.?” I asked. “We could go for the weekend. Maybe I can meet up with Kate for coffee or something. She sounded weird last time I talked to her.”


    Things with my sister still weren’t back to normal, but planning Jackie’s wedding had smoothed some of the awkwardness between us. There was definitely something going on with her, but at least she’d quit blogging at Capital Confessions once she’d graduated college and started working for the CIA.


    “Sure.”


    “So what’s on the agenda for tomorrow?” I asked, threading my fingers through his free hand.


    “Deposition in the morning. Then I have a few prospective client meetings in the afternoon. Then a meeting after work.”


    He made a point of going to Narcotics Anonymous and Alcoholics Anonymous meetings at least weekly. We’d both been nervous about how he’d adjust with going back to private practice, but so far he seemed to be managing it well. Having his own firm helped. He shared office space with a partner, but they kept their practices separate and made their own schedules.


    I knew there would still be times that he struggled, knew we both had parts of ourselves that we were still working on, but we loved each other, and supported each other, and somehow we made each other better.


    I squeezed his hand. “I love you.”


    Gray smiled at me, his gaze intent, the voice that had teased me, seduced me, warmed me, hoarse with emotion. “I love you, too.”


    We came from such different worlds, had taken such different paths to get here, and yet we’d both been searching for the same things.


    A family. A home. Peace.


    And even though it didn’t look like I’d imagined it would, even though it wasn’t what my family had wanted for me, my future was here with Gray. I’d finally found exactly where I belonged—


    And it was just perfect.
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    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


    “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. The particular article had some useful information to put in the personal data section.


    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 co-workers. 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. The same chill that had been happening with alarming regularity.


    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 didn’t have a care in the world. How long had it been since I’d been like that? Since I’d been 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 or anything like that, 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 safety 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 may 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 pre-printed 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 was sending 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 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 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 to have the bat slipping from my fingers. I’d gone to bed late; it had to be the middle of the night. 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 it, all I had to show for my efforts were a few cryptic pieces of paper, men fighting in my living room, and an 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? Assassins’ 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 to 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.


    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.
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