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        To achieve anything in motorsport, you have to be willing to live on the edge of disaster.

      

        

      
        Jared Kane.
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      I cranked open an eye, my sleep interrupted by the unmistakable graze of a nail across my abdomen and the soft moan of a female.

      Draped across my chest were two women.

      One remained fast asleep, curled into my left side, her long blonde hair tangled between her fingers, and a smudge of mascara on her cheek.

      I made eye contact with the other, a redhead, who peeked up at me, expectantly. A pink tongue darted out to wet her overly plump lips.

      “Morning, baby,” she murmured.

      Memories of last night came flooding back. They’d tag-teamed me in the bar, their intentions abundantly clear, and I’d been more than happy to oblige. I squinted, trying to recall their names. Dara was the red…and, and… Yes! Georgina.

      I twirled a lock of her hair between my fingers. “Morning, Dara.”

      Surprise that I’d recalled her name registered on her face, and then her hand slipped south, and she cupped my balls. My cock responded, thickening into something with a little more promise. I stretched one arm overhead and curved a hand around the back of her neck, urging her lower, raising my hips in silent invitation.

      She smiled and burrowed beneath the covers.

      Velvet lips closed around the head, and then she pulled me into her mouth. Soft, warm, wet, not too much suction, and the exact amount of enthusiastic moaning. Oh yeah, I remembered now. Dara had a very talented mouth. A lot of women were terrible at giving head. I’d had some doozies. Teeth… please, ladies, keep ’em away from the dick. But this delectable redhead… she’d clearly studied the art.

      Closing my eyes, I relaxed into the sensation—and then my cell phone rang. I cursed, feeling around on the nightstand. I picked up the damn thing to put it on silent—until I spotted the caller.

      “Shit.”

      I pushed Dara off me and scrambled to my feet, my sharp movement dislodging Georgina, who rubbed her eyes, emitted a soft keening sound, then rolled over, yanking the covers over her head.

      Ignoring Dara’s grumbling, I strode into the living room, carefully shutting the bedroom door behind me.

      “Kane,” I barked into the phone, as if speaking to a stranger, even though I knew exactly who’d called.

      “Jared, how’s things? I haven’t interrupted anything, have I?” Dan, my manager, said with more than a hint of mirth to his tone. Sometimes I had the distinct impression that fucker had a camera on me.

      “Nope,” I lied. “What’s up?”

      A resounding silence sent my heart crashing against my ribcage… thud, thud, thud. There could only be one reason Dan had called before ten on a Sunday morning during the off-season.

      “I heard back from Nash Racing.”

      I held my breath. If this wasn’t good news, I’d be gutted. But worse than that, I’d have failed. And failure was not an option. It might be a cliché, but a fucking true one, at least for me. I’d worked my entire life for this one opportunity. I had to pull it off.

      “And,” I prompted when the quiet sent a ringing sound through my ears. My palms dampened, and I went to wipe them on my clothes, then realized I was stark naked.

      “You think SoCal is expensive? Well, so is London,” Dan said. “You’re lucky I’m a fucking hot negotiator.”

      For a beat, I found myself momentarily confused, and then adrenaline rushed through me. “They’re offering a contract?” I asked, trying really fucking hard not to start screaming with total joy until I knew for sure Dan wasn’t fucking me about.

      “Two years, with a third as an option.”

      Yes!

      I leaped in the air, punching at nothing. I couldn’t believe it. Honest to fucking Christ. My dreams were finally coming true. Everything I’d fought for since I was eight years old and eating from food banks just to stay alive… And now? I’d been signed by Nash Racing.

      Jack Nash was God in the world of Formula One racing and an out-and-out winner. Everyone wanted to race for his team. I’d started my career in IndyCar, and I’d conquered it. Now, I sought a new challenge. I didn’t only want success on America’s shores, but internationally, too. Racing in Formula One—the fucking Everest of global motorsports— was beyond my wildest childhood fantasies.

      Sure, most Americans had never heard of it, but they were the only country on the planet who hadn’t. This sport was huge. In Europe, the Middle East, Asia, Australia, Canada, South America, hell, every other country in the world, Formula One was the game in town when it came to risking life and limb by speeding around a racetrack at two hundred miles an hour with nothing between you and certain death but a thin strip of aluminum, a fire suit, and the skill of man versus machine.

      Of course, I’d be vilified in the American press. They’d write articles calling for my head, saying that I’d gone over to the dark side, jumped ship. That I’d sold out.

      Well, fuck them. I. Didn’t. Care.

      Because I’d made it.

      Jared Kane.

      Formula One driver.

      “Jared, you still there?”

      I forced myself to refocus, my attention already turning to the shit-ton of stuff I needed to arrange. The next few weeks were gonna be crazy. I’d better screw my head on tight and make sure it didn’t fall off.

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “I’m going to email a bunch of information over. I’ve already sent the contract to your lawyers, but I want you to read it through. Thoroughly. And not while you’ve got your fingers inside the drenched pussy of some fan you’ve picked up from a bar.”

      I snorted a laugh. Dan knew me far too well.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “I mean it, Jared,” Dan insisted, layering his tone with a heap of stern. “There’s a lot to figure out, and we haven’t got much time to get through it all. They want you at the test track over in Spain in two weeks.”

      Jesus. Two weeks? No time at all. “I hear you.”

      “Good,” Dan said gruffly, adding, “I’m proud of you, kid.”

      Right then, I felt pretty proud of myself, too. Who would’ve ever thought Jared Kane, the son of a cleaner and a garbage collector, would make it to the pinnacle of world-class motorsport? Well, I had. I’d proved it to all those motherfuckers who believed it was impossible for a guy from the wrong side of the tracks to succeed in a sport chock-full of rich dudes born with a silver spoon dangling from their too-privileged mouths.

      Hard work, determination, and stubborn self-belief had brought me to this place. Sure, the press wrote at length about my arrogance. They were right. But I had a reason to be, because I was fucking talented.

      And I’d proved my point—or rather Jack Nash had proven it for me. There were no flies on Jack. The man demanded the best, and only the best.

      Hence the two plus one contract making its way to my inbox right this second.

      I walked back to my bedroom. Both girls were now fully awake and giving me hungry looks, their eyes traveling the length of my body. My cock twitched, and I considered, briefly, allowing Dara to pick up where she’d left off five minutes earlier. But I was too amped, too hyped.

      I snatched their clothes off the floor where they’d dropped them after putting on a striptease for me last night, and tossed them over.

      “Time to go, ladies,” I said brightly. “Thanks for a great night. Let’s do it again sometime.”

      We wouldn’t be doing it again anytime. Ever. I preferred it that way. No strings, no ties, no responsibilities. The only obligations I willingly embraced were my racing career and my family. Everyone else provided little more than a brief interlude, just passing through. But nothing would be gained from being unnecessarily cruel.

      Dara eased to her feet, followed by Georgina. “Aww, Jared. It’s still early.”

      She sauntered over to where I loitered by the window. Her hips swayed in practiced seduction. Alas, she was wasting her time.

      “I got things to do, baby,” I crooned. “I’ll call you.”

      Georgina joined her, and the two of them wrapped themselves around me.

      “Just one more round, for luck,” Georgina murmured, her lips brushing the shell of my ear.

      I gripped each of their wrists and extracted them. “It’s tempting, but like I said, I’ve got lots to do.”

      A few moans and groans followed, but eventually the two women dressed and, after a brief caress and a kiss from them both, they left.

      I waited until the door to my condo clicked shut. And then I punched the air.

      I’m moving to London, baby.
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      I stood on the hilltop looking down onto the racing track, the heat from the tarmac shimmering through the air. The breeze raised the hairs on my arms, or maybe it was excitement. I’d stood right on this spot many times in the past, from early childhood to now, but today felt different. Was different.

      I’d been obsessed with motor racing for as long as I could remember. Being the only child of Jack Nash, a guru in Formula One and the head of one of the most successful British racing teams in history, I guess it was inevitable. I’d grown up around engines, grease, the smell of fuel, and I loved it.

      I lived for it.

      It didn’t matter that I’d had no siblings to play with. This was my playground, and the drivers, engineers, and mechanics were my family. I idolized each and every one of them.

      But like most families, they also drove me crazy. None of them—my huge, wonderful, extended family—seemed to realize I’d grown up, that I was no longer little Paisley who’d skip down the pitlane, her pigtails flying as she launched herself into her adoring father’s arms.

      Sure, I had a lot to learn, but at twenty-two, I’d graduated from university top of my class with a mechanical engineering degree. Now, finally, I had a chance to prove to everyone I had the determination and the talent to make it as a top mechanic in an extremely competitive field.

      There was just one small problem.

      The company who hired me for my very first job? Nash Racing.

      Yep, you guessed it. I’d landed a job with Daddy.

      No matter how much I tried to deny it, I couldn’t shake the unwanted title of ‘little rich girl’ who had the world at her feet. And those who labeled me as such would be right… to a point. But I’d also worked really hard the last four years, studying every spare minute of the day to gain a first-class honors degree. Qualifications didn’t come easy, no matter who your parents were. And I was good, y’know. Really good. With some experience and a few years under my belt, I’d make a top-rate mechanic.

      It hadn’t been my intention to take a role in Dad’s racing team. I’d rather have cut my teeth with one of the smaller teams where the pressure to perform at the very highest levels wasn’t as great, but Dad had insisted. As soon as he made it clear I’d only be working for one racing team, none of the others would touch me.

      Yeah, I’m pissed off about it, but what’s a girl to do?

      Still, on the upside, working for Dad meant I’d be surrounded by the best, and that, in turn, would make me better. I had a healthy competitive streak, and learning from those who were among the greatest and most talented mechanics in the business would ensure I joined their ranks in the shortest possible time.

      See, I wanted success. I craved it. I knew lots of women who’d grown up with the adage of ‘silver spoon in their mouths’ and were happy to spend their days lounging around on their daddy’s yacht drinking champagne and screwing the crew.

      That wasn’t me.

      The desire to make the grade through my own efforts, rather than the good fortune of being born to the right parents, spurred me on. Motor racing was a man’s world, and women had to work twice as hard to succeed.

      As Jack Nash’s daughter, I’d have to work three times as hard to prove I deserved my spot through merit, not DNA.

      A few people milled about in the pit lane. Winter testing would begin in full force today, the start of the racing season still quite a way off. My dad’s racing team always tested the new car designs in Spain. The temperatures in southern Europe were a lot warmer than England, and therefore more aligned to the temperatures we’d race in.

      Testing gave us the first chance to try out the engine and aerodynamic improvements developed in the factory and make any necessary modifications before the season began. Further testing would take place throughout the year, but this was the crucial time, in preparation for the first race. Once we started racing, we wouldn’t have time to make significant changes to the car.

      I spotted Dad talking with Lewis Hargreaves, one of our drivers. Lewis had driven for Nash Racing for seven years, but this would be his last season with us. He’d decided to retire after fifteen years at the very top of Grand Prix racing. Lewis was like the older brother I never had, and I’d miss him like crazy, but at least I’d be working with him and his mechanics. I hoped that eased me into my first few weeks in a new job. A stressful job. One that many had tried—and failed—to conquer.

      God, what if I’m not up to this… What if I can’t hack the pressure?

      I swallowed past a thick throat. Unscrewing the top on a bottle of water, I sipped, the cool liquid easing the dryness in my mouth.

      Pull yourself together, Paise. You’ve got this!

      I got back in my car and drove to the entrance of the racetrack. I flashed my access badge at the security guard who raised his hand in acknowledgement and granted me access into the compound.

      After parking the car, I headed straight for the pit lane. I found Dad deep in conversation with Lewis, but he broke off the minute he noticed me. He opened his arms wide.

      “There’s my girl.”

      I scuffed a toe on the concrete, suppressing a sigh. “We’re at work, Dad. We spoke about this. I want you to treat me like you would any other employee when we’re at the track.”

      A tinge of hurt crossed his face, and then he nodded. “Okay, my darling.”

      I almost rolled my eyes but let the term of endearment slide. It’d take Dad time to adjust. I expected it’d take everyone a while, actually, but they would. Eventually.

      Maybe.

      “Excited about your first day?” he asked.

      “I am.”

      “Hey, Paisley. How’re you doing?” Lewis asked.

      “Peachy keen, jelly queen,” I said, which made him laugh. It had been our standard greeting for years now. Lewis loved the movie Grease. I’d pinched that particular phrase from the film years earlier. “Now listen, you,” I said, waggling my finger at him. “You’d better make sure you’re as hard on me as you are on everyone else. I don’t want any favors.”

      Lewis turned his attention to Dad. “You haven’t told her?”

      “Not yet,” Dad said, looking sheepish.

      I frowned, an uneasy feeling rising inside me. “Told me what?”

      Dad draped an arm around my shoulder. “I’m putting you to work in Jared’s crew.”

      Jared Kane—an American who’d driven on the IndyCar racing circuit, the US version of Formula One—had been hired as our new driver after Kenzo Tanaka retired at the grand old age of thirty-seven last year. The rules of IndyCar were significantly different, and this would be Kane’s first year driving in Formula One. I’d assumed—wrongly as it turned out—Dad wouldn’t want a rookie mechanic on the same team as a rookie driver. I hadn’t even met the guy yet.

      I couldn’t hide my disappointment. “Why?” I said, the word spilling out harsher than I intended. “He’s a newbie, and so am I. I don’t understand why you’d do that, Dad.”

      “Because I’m moving Angus over to Jared’s crew, too, and I want my little girl learning from the best head mechanic in the business.”

      I ground my teeth at the ‘little girl’ comment, making a mental note to have another conversation with Dad over dinner this evening while simultaneously widening my eyes at his unexpected news. Angus had been Lewis’s mechanic for the last seven years. I scanned Lewis’s face, looking for signs he felt betrayed, but instead he responded to my questioning gaze with a broad smile.

      “And you’re okay with this?” I asked.

      Lewis laughed. “Well, firstly, your dad’s the boss, so if he says it’s happening then it’s happening. And secondly, yeah, I’m cool. It’s my last season, kiddo. Jared, and whoever your dad brings in to replace me, are the future. He has to do what’s best for Nash Racing, and moving Angus over to work with Jared is the right decision.”

      Hmm. I wasn’t convinced, but experience had taught me that once Dad made up his mind, there was more chance of moving a mountain by blowing on it than getting him to reverse his decision.

      Unless you were me.

      And that was why Dad hadn’t mentioned it until today. He’d worried that I’d find a way to talk him out of it. Being an only child had its advantages and disadvantages, and I admit, in the past, I hadn’t shied away from practicing the art of manipulation to further my own ends.

      “Cheer up, kiddo,” Lewis said, correctly reading my chagrin. He playfully flicked the end of my nose. “You’ll still see plenty of me. I’ve got your back. Always.”

      I repressed a sigh at the flick on the nose. Affectionate, sure, but just another example of the ton of work I had ahead of me to convince this rabble I was a grown woman, not a bloody five-year-old. But now wasn’t the right time to go into battle on that particular front.

      “So when do I get to meet the new driver?” I asked Dad.

      He chuckled. “Soon. Why don’t you go grab some breakfast? I bet you haven’t eaten this morning.”

      Correct. I hadn’t. I’d been too nervous, my stomach all churned up since I’d opened my eyes at five a.m. And now with the news that Dad had decided to pair me with the new guy, I felt even more bent out of shape. I wished Dad had told me earlier. If I’d known Jared and I would be working together, I’d have researched the hell out of him. IndyCar racing wasn’t something I’d ever paid that much attention to, and as it didn’t get a lot of airtime in Europe, my knowledge on this guy could be described as sketchy at best.

      For sketchy, read zero, nada. Diddly squat.

      I just hoped he wasn’t an egotistical prick. Formula One drivers tended to have sizable egos, and I wasn’t the most proficient when it came to biting my tongue, a personal growth issue that had caused me some problems in the past. If pushed, I tended to push back, and I didn’t want to start my career butting heads with the new driver. If he did come across as a bit of a dickhead, I’d have to try to curb my natural tendencies. Getting into verbal sparring matches with Dad’s new golden boy wouldn’t help me prove my point that I was a professional.

      I smiled at Dad and bumped fists with Lewis, then headed off toward the canteen. It took me an age to get there because I kept meeting up with people I hadn’t seen for a few months and stopping to say hello.

      My stomach growled as I neared the catering hut, the smell of crispy bacon wafting toward me, filling my mouth with saliva.

      I walked inside, my toe catching the lip of the step. The next thing I knew, I hit the floor, literally sprawled, facedown.

      “Ow.”

      I banged my funny bone—nothing funny about it—and scraped my knee. I wasn’t badly hurt, but my pride had taken a battering. I started to clamber to my feet, my face hot with embarrassment, when strong hands tucked under my armpits and helped me to stand.

      I peeked through my fringe into a pair of the darkest, most delicious brown eyes I’d ever seen. They were like rich chocolate, the eighty-five percent cocoa stuff you reached for when you needed something really decadent. And the face they were set into… this guy was beautiful, like off-the-charts catwalk model gorgeous. High defined cheekbones, a strong jaw graced with exactly the right amount of designer stubble, square chin, thick dark hair cut by someone who knew what they were doing, and a mouth made for kissing.

      My lungs emptied of air, a sizzle of electricity singeing my skin. I tried to stop my mouth falling open but failed miserably.

      Wow.

      Yep, three letters forming the only word that came to mind.

      I raked my gaze over the rest of him. He was tall, a lot taller than me, and lean, without an ounce of fat on him, which accentuated the taut, sinewy muscles of his forearms and biceps. That was all I could see because the rest of him was covered in clothes—damn shame—but the way they clung to his body… My ovaries literally wept. My mum would say he was fit as a butcher’s dog.

      And a girl knows, her mother is always right.

      I lifted my chin to find him smirking at me. I took it as a positive sign he found me amusing, especially as I’d spent the last few seconds hungrily eye-fucking him. With looks like that, I’d bet he was used to this kind of a reaction, and to women falling at his feet, albeit not literally.

      No, that treat was all mine.

      His lips were so close to me, the bottom one slightly more prominent. Suckable. My heart raced. Surely he must be able to hear it? I could, loud and thundering in my ears. Warmth circled my belly, my hormones running riot. It had been ages—too long—since I’d felt the deliciously addictive fluttering sensation that signaled attraction.

      “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

      I frowned. The tone of his voice, bordering on patronizing, sent irritation flushing through me. Sweetheart?

      Maybe Dad’s ‘little girl’ comment still grazed the forefront of my mind, or Lewis’s nose flick had a too-prominent position, or maybe I just wanted this beautiful man to see me as a desirable woman and not a child. Regardless of my reasoning, I did something very stupid, and very unlike me.

      I kissed him.

      Our lips only touched for a few seconds, and yeah, okay, I might have tasted him with the tip of my tongue. Mints and coffee. Delicious. And he smelled amazing. Manly with a hint of expensive cologne.

      He smelled like sex on legs.

      Shocked at my huge faux pas, I tore myself away, even though my body screamed at me to carry on. To slip my tongue inside the warmth of his mouth and see where my inappropriate pass led us. I wasn’t exactly the shy and retiring type, but equally, I didn’t usually go around locking lips with complete strangers. The nerves of today must have gotten to me and, combined with his condescending attitude, that stunning face, the firm body, the fact that it had been six months since I’d had sex, all of those things had collided. That was why I’d done it.

      Yeah, yeah, weak excuses for snogging a gorgeous stranger.

      Heat rushed to my face, and I went to take a step back. His hands tightened on me, and then, slowly, he inched them down the sides of my body until his large palms clasped my hips. I risked another peek up at that incredible face, unsure what I’d find. Phew, thank God. His eyes were twinkling, and the lips I’d just touched with my own were lifted on one side in a crooked smile.

      “Well, that was an unexpected surprise,” he drawled.

      I dusted myself off and tried to ignore how good it felt to be standing this close to the hottest guy I’d seen in, well, forever. The warmth from his hands had left an indelible mark on me. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

      He chuckled. “A pretty girl kissing me first thing on a Monday morning? I think I’ll cope. Same time next week?”

      I didn’t think my face could get any hotter. Turned out I was wrong, because it burned as though I’d been sitting in the sun for hours without sunscreen.

      Someone pass me the aloe vera.

      “Thanks for helping me up.” I turned to walk away.

      He tightened his grip.

      “You’re bleeding,” he said, nodding at my knee. “Here, take a seat. I’ll get something to clean you up with.”

      “No need.” I dug into the pocket of my shorts and pulled out a torn tissue which I dabbed onto my knee. I winced. “Ow. That hurts.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I hate to say I told you so.” Taking my elbow—the one I didn’t bang—he led me to a seat.

      I hobbled along next to him and gratefully fell into the chair.

      “Wait there,” he ordered.

      He strolled over to the counter, and I heard him talking to one of the staff members. She glanced over, nodded, then disappeared into the back, returning a few seconds later with a damp cloth and a packet of plasters. He ambled toward me, his gait so sure, edging on cocky. I could understand why. If I looked like that, I’d saunter around like I owned the place, too.

      Who are you, gorgeous? One thing was certain: I’d never seen him around here before. Believe me, I’d have remembered.

      And then a stray thought nudged at me. An American, a stranger… No, it couldn’t be. Could it?

      I shook my head. Don’t be daft, Paise. He was probably a journalist, or someone from ESPN, or Fox Sports. Formula One didn’t garner a huge following in the United States, but it had a growing fanbase that meant the press were interested enough to attend the race weekends.

      My savior returned and crouched in front of me, dabbing the cloth to my knee. I flinched and hissed, and he glanced up with an apologetic smile before tending to me once more.

      I stared at the top of his head, my fingers itching to burrow into his thick, straight hair. I squeezed my eyes closed to knock out the visuals. Didn’t need to make another ill-advised pass. One might just about be explainable. A second… Definitely not.

      A minute later, he set the cloth on the floor and tore open a plaster. He carefully placed it over the cut on my leg, then stood back to admire his handiwork.

      “There,” he said with a white-toothed grin that sent my belly all a flutter. “You’re all fixed up.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “You missed your calling, Mr?”

      “Kane,” he said. “Jared Kane.”

      Oh hell.

      It was him. Our new driver…

      I sat there, dumbfounded. This was the man I’d be expected to spend a huge amount of time with. This… sex-on-legs god.

      And I’d kissed him.

      An unsolicited kiss.

      Shit, shit, shit. I. Am. Screwed.

      I could kill Dad right now. My lack of knowledge meant that Jared’s first impressions were of me falling at his feet, eating him with my eyes, and then giving him a smacker on the lips—with tongue. Not to mention he’d had to play nursemaid, so probably thought I was some clumsy female who couldn’t even stay upright. Not exactly the desired qualities in a mechanic. I mean, one loose bolt and bam! See ya later, Kane.

      I only realized I hadn’t spoken when he patted me on the shoulder and said, “Well, take care, sweetheart. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      And with that, he sauntered off before I could properly introduce myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jared

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      With my mind far from where it should have been, I left the catering hut and headed to the pits. That girl, with her elfin face, pointy little chin, aqua eyes, and warm, soft body had me thinking all sorts of inappropriate thoughts—that I couldn’t follow through on. I’d promised myself—and Dan—that for the next few months girls were strictly off the menu until I fully mastered the differences between a Formula One car and an IndyCar. To the uneducated, all racing cars were the same, right?

      Nope. Dead wrong.

      Driving an F1 car was completely different from the car I’d become proficient in, and if I didn’t give it my full attention, I’d likely get myself into all sorts of hot water. Hence the self-imposed—and keenly supported by my manager—no female rule.

      But that accent… I’d always been a sucker for the clipped English dialect. It sounded so authoritative, which brought out my dominant side. The way she’d skirted those hungry eyes over my face and body, unashamedly fearless and challenging…  Fuck knows, I liked a challenge.

      Maybe one quick roll in the hay wouldn’t hurt? And what Dan didn’t know… He couldn’t give me grief over. Yeah, I’d see how today went, and if my first run out in the car didn’t end in a complete disaster, I’d go in search of my perfect little pixie and have some fun.

      As I neared the pit lane, I recognized Jack in conversation with my teammate, Lewis, who I’d already met. He seemed like a good guy, but one thing I had to remember... In this sport, your teammate wasn’t, well, your teammate. He was the competition, the one you wanted to beat more than any other driver on the track. He’d throw you under the bus or run you off the road as soon as look at you if it meant getting ahead. Whereas, in IndyCar, your teammate would help you win—where necessary—but in F1, it was every man for himself.

      Jack glanced up as I moved closer and smiled.

      “Hey, Jared. There you are.” He held out his hand, and we shook. “Ready to work your backside off?”

      I nodded. “Yes, sir. It’s great to be here.”

      Lewis shook my hand also. It was going to be an interesting dynamic between the two of us, especially as this was his last season. We entered the garage, and I spotted Devon, my engineer, and Angus, my lead mechanic. I’d met them both when I’d signed my contract and I liked them enormously. Just as well. Apart from Jack, they were the most important members of my team. One tiny mistake, one false move by a member of the pit crew, and I could find myself heading for a wall at two hundred miles an hour. These guys were there to make sure that didn’t happen.

      I spent a few minutes chatting, then strolled over to the changing area at the back of the garage to swap my normal clothes for my race suit. A heavy day of testing lay ahead, and later on, Jack had arranged a press conference where I’d be formally introduced as the new driver for Nash Racing. The news had broken before the ink had dried on the contract, but this was my official unveiling. The press part was the one bit I hated about my job, but unfortunately, a necessary evil.

      I reentered the garage. The rest of the crew had arrived, and excitement sizzled in the air, everyone amped and more than ready to get back to work after their winter break. We only had a few short weeks until the entire team relocated to Australia for the first race in early March. We had a lot to get through between now and then, not least the small problem of getting the rookie—namely me—up to speed damn quick. My initiation wouldn’t only involve racing on the track. I’d have to spend hours in the simulator nailing every twist and turn of the twenty-one circuits I needed to master.

      I walked over to the car and trailed my fingers over the paintwork. The old familiar excitement began to build. I loved racing. Being so close to possible death was when I felt most alive.

      “Beautiful, isn’t she?” Devon said.

      I straightened. “She is. I can’t wait to get started.”

      “The team has built a fantastic car this season. Now it’s up to you to see if you can take full advantage of it.”

      I frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “No offense meant, mate,” Devon said. “But Formula One is a lot different to IndyCar. It takes a special kind of discipline to succeed, and you’re going to need to work harder than the rest to prove yourself out there on the track.”

      I bristled at the inference. “I think you’ll find I’m up to the challenge.” I refrained from adding that I’d spent my whole life clawing my way up the ladder of success and proving my worth of a place at the top. Racing in Formula One wouldn’t be any different.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Devon said, backtracking as he caught the indignation in my tone. “You were born to race cars. You take risks, but they’re calculated. You’re brave, fearless, and one of the most talented drivers I’ve ever seen. But you know as well as I do that a lot of drivers who’ve achieved great things in IndyCar struggle to make the transition to F1. All I’m saying is that it won’t be easy.”

      “I never thought for a second it would be,” I said. “But underestimating me isn’t the smartest move either.”

      Before Devon and I could continue our heated exchange, Jack called us over. He briefed everyone on what he wanted to achieve today. His expectations were high, which worked for me. I was at my best when set near impossible challenges. They spurred me on to even greater achievement. And the conversation with Devon made me determined to watch him eat his words.

      I grabbed my helmet, about to pull it over my head, when my gaze fell on the person who’d just entered the garage. I froze.

      Fuck. It’s her. My little pixie.

      “Paisley,” Jack shouted from behind me. “Where’d you get to, sweetheart?” He strode toward her and slung an arm around her shoulder.

      Irritation flashed across her face, and she shrugged him off, putting some distance between them. “Dad, we’ve spoken about this.”

      Dad? Fucking hell. My secret kisser is Jack Nash’s daughter? The little minx kept that to herself when she planted one on me and let me tend to her wounds.

      Her aqua gaze met mine, and she nibbled on her bottom lip. I clenched my jaw, my eyes hardening as they locked on to hers. She blushed and ducked her head, her embarrassment at her duplicity evident. Had she known my identity when she’d kissed me? What game was she playing?

      One thing was certain: a quick fuck wouldn’t be happening now, no matter how much my dick disagreed. I didn’t ‘do’ rich girls. I preferred my own kind, women who knew exactly who they were and where they’d come from, although these days I found it difficult to work out who was interested in me for me, and who just wanted a piece of the lifestyle I could provide. Not that I blamed them. When you’d grown up dirt poor and stick-out-rib hungry, the idea of never having to worry about finding money for food again was a hell of a draw.

      Which was precisely why I stuck to brief flings and one-night stands without any attachments. Girls like Dara and Georgina who knew the score and were perfectly happy with the arrangement.

      “Sorry, sweetheart,” Jack said, drawing an eye roll from his daughter. “Come and meet Jared.”

      I wondered if she’d fess up to Jack that we’d already met, not to mention kissed. I curved an eyebrow and dampened my lips. Her gaze dropped to my mouth, and her blush spread.

      “Jared, this is my amazing, beautiful, talented daughter, Paisley.”

      Amazing, beautiful, talented? How about privileged, spoiled, vacuous, like every single rich girl I’ve ever met who’d grown up with Daddy’s billions at their disposal. Who didn’t have a clue what it felt like to go to bed hungry, knowing the next day would only bring a repeat performance.

      Time to have a little fun, see what she was made of. I pasted on a fake smile. “Hi, Paisley.” I stuck out a hand. “You look real familiar. Have we met before?”

      She gave me a hard glare that spoke volumes. Ah, Princess Paisley didn’t want to confess to Daddy that she went around kissing strangers who turned out to be his employees.

      “I don’t think so,” she murmured.

      Jack gazed down at her with something close to adoration. I inwardly groaned. Something told me that she’d be hanging around the track a lot. Well, as long as she stayed out of my way... I didn’t need the spoiled little brat fawning over me every five seconds.

      “I’m very proud of my daughter, Jared. She’s plucky, tenacious, dauntless, not to mention a damn fine mechanic. You’re lucky to have her working as part of your crew.”

      I widened my eyes. You have got to be kidding me. A fucking mechanic? No, no. Strike that. My fucking mechanic. My surprise must have shown, because she kicked up her chin in defiance. I met her gaze and, despite my chagrin at this shitstorm of a situation, my cock hardened.

      Down, boy. We’re not getting acquainted with this dangerous piece of ass. No fucking way.

      “I’ll leave you two to chat,” Jack said, wandering off.

      I stared down at her. “You’re a mechanic?” I said, trying, and failing, to keep the wonder out of my tone.

      She gave a curt nod. “Recently qualified.”

      “Wow, and your first job is working for a top F1 team,” I bit out, sarcasm dripping from my tone. “I guess success really does depend on who you know.”

      Her eyes flashed like a brief but powerful lightning strike, hitting me square in the chest.

      She curled her lip in a half sneer. “Don’t worry, Jared. Angus will be responsible for making sure I tighten all the nuts and bolts. Wouldn’t want you hitting the wall and damaging that pretty face, now, would we?”

      She stomped past me, snatched a backpack off the floor, and disappeared into the back of the garage.

      The girl had fire and spunk, I’d give her that, but I couldn’t deny my irritation at having to suffer her on my crew. Statistics showed that a rookie mechanic was far more likely to make a mistake than an experienced one. Well, I wouldn’t be cutting her any slack, no matter who her daddy was. If she fucked up, she’d be off the team so fast her head would spin. No one—not even the boss’s daughter—would get in the way of my ambitions.

      “She’s a good girl,” Angus said, joining me.

      I tore my gaze away from the direction Paisley had stomped off in. “I’m sure she is,” I said, resisting the urge to fix my junk.

      “She’s like family to us. And like most families, we’re very protective of her.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What’s your point, Angus?”

      “Lots of fish in the sea for a red-blooded man like you. Just don’t cast your line in Paisley’s direction.”

      I folded my arms over my chest. “You’re way off the mark, buddy. The only interest I have in that girl is concern about her fucking up on my watch.” I gave him a sly smile. “And that’s where you come in.”

      Angus grinned and clapped me on the arm. “As long as we’re on the same page.”

      I shoved all thoughts of Paisley—and Angus’s needless warning—from my mind and put on my helmet. I pulled gloves over fingers that were tingling, a sure sign I was excited and fired up. I held on to the outer rim of the cockpit and slid into the seat. It had been made specially for me and fit like a second skin. Devon affixed the steering wheel. He talked into his headset to test the comms. I gave him the thumbs-up to show I could hear him loud and clear. Angus started the engine, and the seat beneath me vibrated. My heart rate spiked as the power of the engine rumbled through my body.

      As I eased the car forward, I noticed Paisley standing off to my left. She’d changed out of the pink shorts and white T-shirt she’d been wearing earlier, swapping them for a race suit, same as me and the rest of the crew. Except, holy hell, the girl rocked that suit far better than her male counterparts.

      She leaned against the wall, arms crossed over her chest, and watched me pull forward. With a sudden urge to cool the tension between us, I stuck up my thumb.

      She stuck up her middle finger.

      I should have been offended. Instead, I started to laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Devon asked in my ear.

      I drove into the pit lane. “Just excited to be back behind the wheel,” I said. “Okay, let’s see what you’ve given me.”
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      I watched my dad and Jared sit behind the table draped in a banner displaying Nash Racing colors of navy and red, ready to formally announce him as the new driver. Of course, everyone already knew Dad had hired him, but this served as the official press junket.

      He’d changed back into the clothes he’d been wearing this morning, although he’d added a Nash Racing jacket on top of his black T-shirt. Tendrils of damp hair curled over his nape, a legacy from the shower, and a few strands stuck out at odd angles. His long, tanned fingers wrapped around a glass of water. He lifted the glass to his lips and sipped. My eyes fell to his throat, watching as he swallowed, and my belly clenched.

      Although utterly mortified I’d kissed our new driver before I knew who he was, what really pissed me off was his reaction when he found out I was a mechanic. I mean, talk about an attitude from the bloody Dark Ages. There were plenty of women in this sport, albeit we needed to work twice as hard as the guys to keep our place. Still, when he’d stuck up his thumb in an obvious attempt at conciliation, I shouldn’t have reacted the way I had. Way to go, Paise. Really mature. Unless I reined in my temper, I’d have a difficult time proving I wasn’t a child.

      I’d tried hard to avoid him today. That strategy wouldn’t work for very long, but if I could put off the inevitable apology until tomorrow, I’d take it. After a long day, I felt tired and cranky, and not in the best frame of mind to admit my bad behavior.

      I was half tempted to go back to our villa, but Dad would expect me to wait for him, and I couldn’t face the questions that would follow a change of routine. I always waited for Dad. Besides, I was a terrible liar, especially to my father. Dad had mastered the ability to see straight through me years ago.

      Now that I’d spent the day observing Jared out there on the track, I understood exactly why Dad had been determined to lock him into a two-year contract with the option for a third. Jared Kane wasn’t just a gorgeous specimen—he was a fucking god behind the wheel. I’d seen a lot of drivers come and go over the years, and Jared was the real deal. No doubt in a year or two, once he’d come to grips with the car and the numerous challenging circuits, he’d be World Champion.

      Dad tapped the microphone, and the room fell silent. My eyes were automatically drawn to Jared. I barely listened as Dad went through his spiel, but when Jared’s turn to speak arrived, my ears pricked up.

      “Firstly, I’d like to thank Jack and his team for taking a chance on me. It’s a risk on their part, but their belief in me and my ability to transition from IndyCar to Formula One is humbling. I’m honored to be joining them, to become a part of one of the most prestigious teams in the history of this glorious motorsport. I plan to do justice to the faith they’ve shown in me and pay them back by winning.”

      His deep timbre rumbled through his chest, and that American drawl, almost lazy in its delivery, was like listening to my favorite chillout playlist while enjoying a glass of ice-cold white wine. Jared Kane could read a car manual to me and I’d hang on to his every word.

      The press conference only lasted about fifteen minutes. Dad appeared ‘behind the scenes’ where I loitered by the exit, anxious to get going. Jared followed right behind him. I avoided eye contact, relieved when Dad slung an arm around my shoulder.

      “Ready to go home, Princess?”

      I cringed, while Jared sniggered. Evidently, training Dad would take time and patience. I glared at Jared, then nodded at Dad. “I am, Pops.”

      Dad pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “See you tomorrow, Jared. Good work today.”

      “Thanks, Jack.” A pause. “Bye, Paisley.”

      I muttered something unintelligible and tried to hurry Dad along. I’d almost succeeded. Then bloody Devon appeared from my right.

      “Got a minute, Jack?” He flashed me an apologetic look. “Sorry, Paise. I know it’s been a long day. I’ll only steal him for a minute.”

      I really wanted to say, “Thanks a fucking bunch, mate,” but instead I responded with, “No problem. I’ll wait for you in the car park, Pops.”

      I walked off, Jared’s stare burning into the back of my neck, and I knew, I just knew, he wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to talk to me. Call it women’s intuition. Precisely what he wanted to talk about, I wasn’t sure. Regardless, I’d already decided to try to outrun him.

      I lengthened my stride, tamping down the urge to sprint.

      “Paisley,” Jared called out.

      I ignored him, walking even faster, right on the edge of a run.

      He caught up to me, barring my way. “I want to talk to you.”

      I tried to appear nonchalant. “About what?” I asked, frowning.

      He cocked his head, indicating for me to follow him, and strolled over to a quiet corner. I sighed. That damn apology was going to have to be today after all.

      What I wouldn’t give for a large glass of wine right now. Alcohol married beautifully with humble pie. I decided attack was the best form of defense.

      “If this is about the one-fingered salute, I’m sorry, okay. But the way you looked at me when Dad told you I’m a mechanic… It pissed me off. It’s hard enough being a woman in this business, and not least because I’ve grown up around a lot of chauvinistic men who think I’d be better off fixing my hair than fixing an engine. I’m trying to prove myself here, and I don’t need your condescending attitude. I’m a bloody good mechanic, and with Angus’s tutelage, I’ll make a great mechanic. So all I ask is that you give me a chance to at least fuck up before you decide I’m shit at my job.”

      His lips curved to the side in what I’d begun to recognize as a trademark smirk. “Have you finished?”

      I shrugged, fiddling with a loose piece of cotton on my T-shirt. “I suppose so.”

      “Thanks for the apology, as forced as it clearly was, but that isn’t why I wanted to speak to you.”

      I lifted my chin. “Oh? Then what’s up?”

      “You should’ve told me who you were.”

      I bristled at his tone. “I’d just fallen over, cut my knee, bruised my pride, and kissed a stranger. Introducing myself wasn’t at the front of my mind. Besides, until you told me your name, I didn’t have a clue who you were either.”

      His forehead creased. “What do you mean you didn’t know my name?”

      I smirked. “Sorry if I’ve damaged your ego.”

      “Are you?”

      “Not really.”

      He laughed. “Why am I not surprised.”

      I squinted at him, confused about where this was going. “What do you want, Jared?”

      “To set the record straight.”

      “What record?”

      “The one where I tell you that I’m flattered and all, but that A, I work for your father, and B, I don’t date rich girls. So whatever you were hoping might happen between us, it’s not going to. However, as we have to work together, I’m willing to ignore your obvious crush on me for the sake of the team. Rephrased, let’s forget you ever kissed me and just focus on the job in hand. Okay?”

      I almost choked. What an utter arrogant and presumptuous arsehole. I stood there, mouth agape as I tried to come up with a suitable retort along the lines of… He’d imagined it all, and I wasn’t remotely attracted to him. Lies, of course, but he wouldn’t know that.

      Instead of an instant rebuttal, what fell out of my stupid, dumb mouth was, “Why don’t you date rich girls?”

      I inwardly groaned. Dammit, Paisley. You’ve just confirmed what he already suspected.

      He hitched a shoulder. “In my experience, they’re vacuous, empty-headed, self-absorbed, and spoiled.”

      Wow…

      “And that’s what you think I am?”

      Another shrug. “Haven’t met one yet who didn’t prove me wrong.”

      Outraged, I planted my hands on my hips and glared at him. “You don’t even know me, and yet you stand there, judging. Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      Jared leaned in close, so close I inhaled another delicious whiff of his masculine scent and fresh bodywash. I tried super hard not to breathe deeply. I wanted to close my eyes, bury my nose in his neck, and get my fill of him. It seemed my body wasn’t on board with the fact he was an arrogant prat and deserved a punch in his sanctimonious too-gorgeous face, not a damned come-on.

      He stroked his chin. “Hmm, let’s see. I know you didn’t have a mother who was permanently exhausted from working two jobs just to put food on the table for her children. I know you didn’t come home from school to an empty house because your parents were out trying to hold down minimum-wage jobs so they could keep a roof over your head. I know you haven’t got a clue what it’s like to be told you have to stay quiet while the loan shark your mother borrowed from in order to pay for gas and electric bangs like hell on the door for money you don’t have, and you wonder if you’ll come home from school the next day to find your parents dead.” He went quiet and then murmured, “Once in a while, Princess Paisley, maybe take a look outside the privileged life you lead and realize there are those less fortunate who are simply trying to survive.”

      He spun on his heel and marched down the hallway, leaving me stunned and trying to absorb the private snippet into his background that he’d just shared.

      Jared Kane had a gigantic chip on his shoulder—and, by God, if it killed me, I’d prove him wrong.
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      I lugged my suitcase across the threshold of my London apartment. It had been a long few weeks testing in Spain, but I’d loved every single minute.

      Well, almost every single minute.

      Apart from the one crazy moment where I’d made a complete dick of myself in front of the boss’s daughter. The hot, feisty, tenacious, gorgeous, sexy-as-hell boss’s daughter who had been occupying my thoughts far too often as of late. Every second I spent in her company, I wanted her more.

      Except I wasn’t going there.

      Nope.

      There was zero chance of breaking my ‘no rich girls’ code, even though Paisley was doing a damned good job of proving my preconceptions wrong. She was one of the most diligent mechanics I’d ever worked alongside; committed, keen to learn, and not once had I seen her run to Daddy for help. That garnered respect in my book.

      Neither of us had mentioned the conversation after the press conference at the end of my first day testing. I half expected her to remind me of my assholery at every opportunity, but she hadn’t. She’d remained professional, if aloof. Yet instead of feeling relieved, her dismissal of me brought out my competitive side. The more she ignored the clear sexual tension between us, the more I wanted to force her attention.

      It didn’t mean anything, other than I didn’t like to lose, regardless of whether the prize on offer was something I wanted to win.

      I unzipped my suitcase and threw my dirty clothes into a laundry bag, leaving it to one side. I’d already arranged for some home help—me and household chores didn’t exactly mix—so as long as there were a few clean clothes in my closet, I didn’t care.

      I wandered over to the window but didn’t step outside onto the small balcony. I’d been warned how cold England could get during winter, the freezing February day proving the point. I took in the view from the warmth of the apartment. This place cost far more than I wanted to pay, especially considering it only had two beds and one bath. Fear of returning to the humiliation of my youth, of standing in line at food banks waiting for a handout with a stomach so empty it could barely raise a growl, kept me from squandering my earnings. My reticence was definitely a psychological scar left over from childhood, although when it came to my parents and siblings, I’d buy them whatever they wanted. My extreme drive to succeed came from my desire to safeguard my family’s future, to ensure they never needed to worry about making ends meet again. They were my heart. I loved each and every one of them more than my own life.

      Dan hadn’t bullshitted about London being expensive. At least I had a nice view of a nearby park. I missed the beach, though, and the weather in California, but London definitely had its benefits. Not that I’d managed to explore very much, but I hoped to rectify that in the next few days before I headed off to Australia for the first Grand Prix of the season. I felt more than ready to get started on my new career.

      My cell rang, bringing an instant smile to my face. Noah. My best friend. We’d known each other since the first day of junior high, and I loved him like a brother. We didn’t get to see that much of each other these days, but true friends didn’t need the constant day-to-day contact to remain close. He’d wrangled a few days off work where he taught autistic kids back in Cali and decided to spend them traveling to London to see me before the season started.

      “Fifteen minutes out,” Noah said. “Christ, the weather is shit in England. You’d better have beer. I need something to stave off depression.”

      I laughed. “I thought we’d go out. See London. Dan’s recommended a club not far from my place. It’s members-only apparently, but he’s got us an invite. Somehow.”

      Dan had a way of arranging things. I had no idea how. Nor did I need, or care, to know.

      “As long as there’s hot women, it’s all good, brother.”

      “Not for me,” I said despondently.

      My self-imposed—and Dan supported— ‘no sex’ rule already felt like a fucking big mistake, especially as I’d gotten a pretty good handle on the car over the last few weeks. Sure, I hadn’t driven in a race yet, but it’d hardly be conducive to my state of mind if all I could think about was getting laid. I’d never been with an Australian girl. After I landed in Melbourne, I planned to fix that.

      “More for me then,” Noah said.

      “Supportive,” I said. “Bye.”

      Noah’s bark of laughter reached me before I hung up. I took a quick shower and changed into a pair of dress pants and a black shirt. I left it open at the neck but stuffed a tie in my pocket in case the club insisted on its customers dressing a certain way.

      Noah rapped hard on my door. Had to be him since I wasn’t expecting anyone else. Smiling, I flung the door open, pulling my best friend into a hug. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how lonely and cut off I’d felt since leaving Cali back in December, almost three months ago now.

      “Christ, it’s good to see you,” I said.

      “You, too. Gotta say, Jar, I have no idea how you’re living here. My balls have shriveled up to the size of raisins.”

      I pulled a face. “Thanks for that image. Yeah, it’s cold, but I won’t be spending that much time here.” I rolled his suitcase into my apartment and placed it in the spare room.

      “When do you fly to Australia?”

      “In a few days,” I said. “I’m heading out before the rest of the team. I might as well see something of Melbourne while I’m there.”

      “Good plan.” He rubbed his hands together. “Okay, let’s go eye up some English girls.”

      Laughing, I slipped on a heavy overcoat and wrapped a scarf around my neck.

      The temperature had fallen to well below freezing, and the rain puddles had turned into mini ice rinks. Burying my hands in my pockets and keeping my head bowed against the bitterly cold wind, we walked as fast as possible to the club.

      I gave my name at the door and, after checking a list, the doorman granted us access. A guy in a smart suit slipped my coat from my shoulders, a second one tending to Noah. He handed me a ticket and put our coats in a nearby closet.

      We were shown upstairs to the VIP area of the club. Loud music greeted us as the door opened. The place buzzed with energy, busting at the seams with young, rich people with too much time on their hands. To my left, a group of young men in their twenties were snorting coke through rolled-up bills. No one batted an eyelid. Clearly it was that kind of place.

      We sat at our table and ordered drinks. The dance floor heaved with girls swaying to the music, their plunging necklines parading pert breasts, some real, some fake. Skirts that closely resembled belts showcased legs that seemed to go on forever. Guys lined up at the bar, their hungry gazes zoning in as they decided which one of the women to approach first.

      I scanned around. My attention fell on a leggy blonde in a dress that clung to her ample curves. She spotted me checking her out and tossed her hair over her shoulder, then whispered in her friend’s ear. The friend glanced over, and the two shared another few words then giggled. The blonde gave me the come-on. Subtly, but I was used to reading signals. It didn’t matter, though. She wasn’t my type—and I didn’t mean physically.

      I turned away from the blonde, but not before I caught her look of disappointment.

      Noah laughed. “I knew you couldn’t resist.”

      “You know as well as I do that I wouldn’t touch one single female in this joint.”

      “True. Unlike me. I like the taste of caviar every now and then.” He nudged me. “So, tell all. How’s it going?”

      “Testing went well,” I said.

      “Jack okay?”

      I nodded. “He’s a great guy. In fact, the whole team are fantastic. Jack has certainly surrounded himself with the best of the best.”

      Especially his firecracker of a daughter.

      My groin tightened. Shit, hello hard-on.

      I shifted in my seat, willing the damn thing to fuck off. My dick still hadn’t gotten the memo that Paisley wasn’t on the menu.

      Not now.

      Not ever.

      The server dropped off our drinks, and I took a sip, the burn of scotch momentarily detracting from my hard-on. Paisley Nash was off-limits. The last thing I needed in my life right now was to get embroiled with a girl like her; even more so because of her parentage. Although that wouldn’t stop me if I wanted a crack at her. Which I didn’t. At all.

      I was a great liar.

      Especially to myself.

      Noah tipped two pills into his palm and knocked them back with his beer.

      “Back still not great?” I asked, concerned. Five months ago, Noah had been involved in a car wreck, a multiple pileup on the freeway. He’d appeared to escape unscathed, but a few days later, his back had started giving him trouble.

      He shrugged. “It’s fine. Some days worse than others.”

      “What are those?” I asked, jerking my chin at the pill bottle.

      “Only ibuprofen. They take the edge off when it’s particularly bad.”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “You want to go?”

      “Fuck, no. I didn’t come all this way to lie on the floor of your apartment. I’ll be fine. A few beers should fix me up.” He offered up a wan smile, then stared across the room.

      “How’s Rox?” I asked, sensing he wanted me to change the subject.

      Roxy was Noah’s sister and the only person who’d ever come between us, albeit briefly. Back in our teens, we’d had a one-night stand, a mistake that both of us had regretted the instant it was over. Still, when Noah had found out, he’d been furious. He’d hit me. I’d let him. And we’d both moved on. I loved Rox dearly, but like a sister rather than a lover.

      “She’s great.” He slapped his thigh. “God, I forgot to tell you. She’s moving to London.”

      My eyes widened. “Really? When did this happen?”

      “Couple of weeks ago. She got a job offer she couldn’t refuse. Boyd’s moving over with her, too.”

      Boyd was Roxy’s boyfriend, a strange matchup considering they were polar opposites, but it worked for them.

      “Wow. I’ll have to give her a call. See if we can catch up.”

      “She’d like that.”

      A flash on the far side of the club caught my attention. Jesus Christ.

      Princess Paisley.

      She’d surrounded herself with a group of friends, every one of them dripping in money from their expensive watches and the sparkling diamonds in their ears to the cut of their pricey dresses and designer suits.

      I tracked my gaze over her smoking body, virtually poured into a burgundy dress that finished mid-thigh. She’d topped off her outfit with skyscraper heels that I was amazed she could walk in. Fuck me, her legs look amazing. They’d look even more amazing wrapped around my waist while I pounded into her until she got a concussion from whacking her head on the wall behind my bed.

      I blamed my over-eager libido on the weeks of celibacy. It had nothing to do with Paisley, or the way the dress skimmed her hips, or her perfectly rounded breasts or…

      Fuck’s sake.

      My dick hardened even more—not what I needed—but I couldn’t stop gawking at her. The fates were conspiring to test my limits; I hoped I didn’t fall short. I shouldn’t be too surprised she’d chosen to spend her evening at a joint like this where the rich and famous hung out.

      One of Paisley’s friends leaned over the bar and shouted in the bartender’s ear. He nodded and set out a row of shot glasses, filling them with tequila. I lost count of how many Paisley knocked back. I almost went over there to intervene, but as she wasn’t my responsibility—she was a grown adult—I remained in my seat.

      Noah’s voice drifted away as my gaze tracked Paisley.

      She sauntered onto the dance floor with her friends. Fuck me, she could move. Her skirt rode up, showing even more of those shapely, tanned legs.

      Not funny.

      I swore the gods had decided I needed to be taught a lesson, and chose to send it in the form of the delectable, tempting, provocative woman gyrating in front of my eyes.

      A guy joined her. He leaned in and whispered something into her ear. She threw back her head and laughed, then brushed his arm and moved in closer.

      My stomach hardened, and I clenched my jaw. Cold fury and the irrational compulsion to rush over and punch the guy swept through me; a completely alien feeling. It took a few moments to work out what that meant. When I did, well, I almost fell off my damned chair.

      I was jealous of that fucker nibbling on Paisley’s earlobe.

      Me, jealous.

      Over a woman.

      That had never happened to me before, so why now? And why with a spoiled little rich girl? Okay, she’d never acted spoiled in front of me, but somehow, I couldn’t leave behind my preconceptions, no matter how many times Paisley proved me wrong.

      His hand swept across her ass, and I almost launched out of my seat. I wanted to rip it from his body so he couldn’t touch her.

      What. The. Actual. Hell?

      “Earth to Jared,” Noah said with more than a hint of sarcasm.

      I dragged my gaze away from the scene setting fire to my fucking eyeballs. “Sorry.”

      But I couldn’t help it. I returned my attention to her—and almost self-combusted. The guy had a tight hold around her waist now, and he was attempting to kiss her. She turned her face to the side, her palms flat against his chest, sending the clear message to me she didn’t want to get it on with this fucker.

      “Be right back,” I barked. I scrambled to my feet and marched across the room, barging through the packed dance floor. My ears were assaulted with the odd “Hey” and even a “Watch it, dickhead”.

      I grabbed the guy’s upper arm and dragged him off Paisley, planting my body between him and her. Aware of how I could get—growing up in my neighborhood you learned pretty damned quick how to take care of yourself if you wanted to survive with your teeth intact—I tried to rein in my temper.

      And failed.

      My hand zoomed in on his throat. “Touch her again and I’ll break your face.”

      “Jared!” Paisley clutched my shoulder and yanked, but she was wildly tipsy, and I wasn’t. Plus, I had far more brute strength than her. I stood firm. Tightened my grip.

      The guy gargled something incomprehensible. Not surprising. Hard to talk with your windpipe compressed.

      “Nod if we understand each other.”

      “Jared, for God’s sake.” She made another half-assed attempt to force me to release the guy.

      A group of interested onlookers gathered, and I caught sight of security making their way over out of the corner of my eye. Noah stood off to my left, ready to jump in if I needed support.

      I didn’t.

      Squeezing harder, I demanded, “Nod, motherfucker.”

      His head bobbed up and down. I removed my hand, and he clutched at his throat and coughed.

      “You’re crazy, man,” he rasped between snatched breaths.

      I gritted out a laugh. “You have no idea.”

      Noah headed off the security guard, and I turned to Paisley.

      “You okay?”

      She planted her hands on her hips. “What the fuck are you playing at?” she growled.

      Before I could answer, “Saving your goddamn ungrateful ass”, she paled, then swayed. I grabbed hold of her which, in hindsight, wasn’t my best decision. Instead of falling into my arms, she threw up all over my favorite shirt.

      “Shit.” She wasn’t just wildly tipsy; she was drunker than a sailor on shore leave.

      “Oh God,” she mumbled. “I’m—”

      I didn’t let her finish, because I could see she was about to hurl again. I swept her up into my arms and marched over to the women’s restroom. Kicking open the door, I carried her into the first stall. The second I set her back on her feet, she sank to the floor, hugged the toilet, and puked. I bunched her hair into a ponytail and held it while she spewed up her guts. I decided to save the ‘this is what a gazillion shots of tequila does to your insides’ lecture for when she’d sobered up. I had no idea what could have brought on such a bender, but I’d take a guess it would be her last for a while.

      After several minutes she unraveled some toilet paper, wiped her mouth, and collapsed onto the floor. Her head dropped into her waiting palms, and she groaned.

      “Oh God,” she said for the second time.

      If she wasn’t so wasted, I’d have a little fun, something along the lines of knowing I was a god… But now wasn’t the time for jokes. I stepped over to the row of sinks and tried to clean myself up. My attempts proved futile. I removed my shirt and stuffed it in the trash.

      I turned around. Paisley hadn’t moved. I peered closer. Goddammit! She’d either passed out or fallen asleep. Either way, she wasn’t conscious.

      I left her there and shot back out into the club to find Noah hovering by the entrance to the ladies’ room.

      “You’re shirtless,” Noah helpfully commented.

      “I know that, jackass. Do me a favor and see if the manager has a spare T-shirt. If you fail at that, grab my coat.”

      Noah nodded. “Who the hell is that anyway?”

      “Jack Nash’s daughter.” As he opened his mouth to speak, I raised my hand. “Don’t ask. Before you go see the manager, find her friends for me, would you? She’s passed out in there, and I need them to take her home.”

      “They left,” Noah said.

      “They fucking what?” I bellowed. Furious with her and pissed off with her so-called buddies, I scraped a hand through my hair. “Terrific. I haven’t a clue where she lives.”

      Noah shrugged, unconcerned. “So call her father to come get her.”

      I considered the suggestion but, undoubtedly, Jack would be enraged she had allowed herself to get into such a state. I would if it were my daughter. For Christ’s sake, anything could have happened to her.

      This left me with only one option—and I did not like my enforced choice one iota.

      I went back into the restroom. Paisley had collapsed onto her side. Her dress had ridden up so high, I caught a glimpse of her panties. Barely there black lace. I groaned. I was going to fucking kill this spoiled little brat in the morning.

      I gently picked her up, even though I should have dragged her to her feet. She mumbled something incoherent, and her arms automatically folded around my neck. And then she nuzzled into me. Fuck’s sake. I needed to get her out of here pronto.

      I hooked my elbow into the door handle and opened it, easing her through, and being careful not to bang her head on the doorjamb. Noah hovered, clutching a pale-blue shirt, three sizes too big. He supported Paisley’s weight while I put it on. I carried her downstairs, Noah alongside me, the security guards scarcely paying us any attention. Infuriated, I glared at them. I was a guy leaving with a girl in a clearly inebriated state. For all they knew my intentions could be to rape her, beat her, murder her, and yet they just waved us on by. Tomorrow, I’d find out who owned this joint and give them a piece of my fucking mind.

      Noah collected our coats, and I draped mine over Paisley, handing her purse to Noah to carry. An icy chill swept through me the second I stepped outside. Fortunately, my apartment wasn’t too far away. Paisley weighed next to nothing, and I wasn’t exactly a weakling, but even so, she grew heavy after a while. Noah unlocked my apartment which avoided me having to lay Paisley on the floor. I took her through to the spare bedroom and set her down on top of the comforter. With considerable difficulty, I managed to roll her to one side while I folded back the covers. I removed her shoes and placed them beside the bed, then tucked her in. I stood there, watching her for a few minutes.

      I remember being twenty-two and pulling some stupid shit, but that didn’t mean Paisley deserved a pass. I really should call Jack. She was his problem, not mine.

      Then again, if her father saw her in this state, he might fire her. I didn’t want that on my conscience. Whatever my personal feelings about Paisley’s behavior tonight, she must have worked hard to earn her place on the team. It must be difficult for her having to keep proving her worth over and over, both because of her gender and her parentage.

      I wandered into the kitchen and grabbed a glass. I filled it with water, shook a couple of headache pills out of a bottle—no doubt she’d need those in the morning—and took them in to her. I left them on the nightstand and quietly closed the door.

      “Well, thanks for an interesting night,” Noah said with a grin.

      I flopped into a chair and pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “You’re welcome.” And then I groaned. “Shit, I’ve put her in your room.”

      “Don’t worry. I can easily check into a hotel tonight.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m a big boy. I’ll manage.”

      He crept into Paisley’s room—fuck, the spare room—and returned with his suitcase. “Want me to hang around for a while?”

      I shook my head. “I’ll be fine. You take off. I’ll call you in the morning.”

      As soon as he left, I went into my bathroom and stripped off. I might have lost my shirt—literally—but it looked as though the pants had survived. I took a quick shower then wearily climbed into bed.

      Tomorrow, I’d deal with Princess fucking Paisley.
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      What the hell is wrong with my head?

      I rolled onto my side. The stabbing pain in my skull felt so bad that I worried someone had buried a cleaver in it. I slowly opened my eyes. Still dark outside. Just as well, because sunlight would probably kill me.

      As my eyes adjusted to the lack of light, I frowned. This wasn’t my bedroom. For starters, the walls were painted in a dark gray, whereas mine were dusky pink. And the sheets? Navy-blue. Mine were white. Always white. I liked the look and feel of being in a posh hotel. Maybe my preference came from spending so much of my youth traveling with Dad, and white sheets took me back to those happy times. Regardless of the reason, I liked what I liked.

      Where am I?

      I squinted, desperately trying to recall anything about last night. I remember going to the club with Lily, my best friend, and a few others. It had been Lily’s idea. We danced and drank tequila. After that…

      Zilch.

      I swallowed impending panic. Stay calm, Paise. The pillows to the side of me were plump and unused. I lifted the covers, checking that I was dressed. Yep, fully clothed. Underwear still in place. No heavy, slightly raw feeling in my vagina indicating I’d had sex, or worse, been attacked.

      And then my still-drunk mind did something weird. It threw up an image of Jared Kane. Correction, it threw up an image of me and Jared Kane. Christ, how did he figure in all this? Everything was so fuzzy. He was holding me, I think. In his arms. I shook my head in denial but stopped that pretty damned quick. Sharp movements of any kind were not a good idea.

      My gaze fell on a glass of water sitting on the bedside table. On a coaster, no less. Beside it were two little white pills. I picked them up, noting a brand of paracetamol.

      I slowly sat up. The room spun, and I closed my eyes, waiting for it to stop. At last it did. I gingerly reached for the water, knocked back both pills, and greedily drank. My mouth was so dry, and my tongue felt like sandpaper.

      I set my feet on the floor. As I stood, I almost lost my balance. Fuck, this was ridiculous. I’d never touch alcohol again. Okay, that was a lie. I wasn’t going teetotal, but I’d be laying off the booze for a while.

      Then again, in a week I’d be on my way to Australia, and I’d definitely need alcohol to even get on the plane. I hated flying with a passion, although Dad always said it wasn’t flying that frightened me. It was crashing.

      Helpful, right? Yeah, that was Dad.

      My stomach churned, and I took a deep breath. I refused to be sick. I hated throwing up almost as much as I hated flying. I picked up my shoes and my purse, then padded over to the door. I quietly pressed down the handle and poked my head outside to find a hallway. At the end I spied a living room and, being careful to keep my head still at all times, I made my way toward it.

      I flicked on a light. A clock on the wall said eight a.m., but given the time of year, the sun hadn’t yet risen. I glanced around. Whoever lived here liked it sparse. There was the usual stuff you’d expect to find: a sofa, a TV, a fridge, but nothing personal filled the space. No pictures on the walls, or photographs dotted about, or stacks of Blu-rays and magazines carelessly scattered over the coffee table.

      I crossed over to the sink and filled a glass with water. I drank the entire thing and then refilled it. The fluids were definitely helping with my headache, although with my luck, it probably wouldn’t be until tomorrow that I’d begin to feel human again.

      I was annoyed at myself for letting things get so out of hand last night. I’d had an argument with Dad. It had been over nothing really. He’d tried to give me some ‘feedback’ regarding my performance during the first few weeks on the job. I took his suggestions to help me improve as criticism, and a row ensued. See, I was a perfectionist, so if I thought I’d done something that wasn’t one hundred percent accurate, then I lashed out. Usually at Dad, God bless him. Lucky for me he knew me well and let me rant until I’d got the anger out of my system.

      After I’d fully recovered, I’d go and see him. I already knew how that meeting would go. I’d start my apology. He’d wave his hand and say it was fine, and we’d move on. I really did need to learn how to take constructive criticism, though.

      At least I had my own place her in London. If I still lived with Dad and hadn’t turned up last night, he’d have gone out of his mind with worry. Fortunately, I could hide my utter stupidity and avoid a lecture about the dangers of alcohol in the process.

      I rinsed out the glass and set it upside down on the drainer. I should leave my savior a note, but I couldn’t see a pen and paper anywhere. I opened my bag to check I had everything. Yep, phone, money, keys. All still there. I’d nip downstairs, flag a cab, go home, and sleep off my hangover.

      I slipped into my shoes and tiptoed to the front door. I’d almost reached it when a voice behind me called my name.

      Oh hell. Please, no, anyone but him.

      Of all the men in the world to have rescued me, to have witnessed me in that state.

      I groaned.

      God hated me.

      At least I had an answer to the question of whose apartment I’d spent the night in. Man, his apartment was so… small—for a racing driver. All the drivers I’d ever known lived in mansions or penthouses, and owned yachts and private jets. Jared didn’t seem to buy into that kind of materiality based on current evidence.

      I slowly turned around. Jared stood a few feet away, leaning against the wall, his arms folded, and boy did he look pissed off.

      And pissed-off Jared was also hot as fuck.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he said coldly.

      Alarmed at his icy tone, and keen to avoid an altercation, I gave him my best ‘I’m sorry’ face. It usually worked on Dad who would immediately soften. Not Jared. In fact, it almost seemed to inflame him. A nerve ticked in his cheek, the way it did when you clenched your teeth too tight, and his usually tanned skin tinged red. I was pretty sure that wasn’t owing to embarrassment.

      “Um, home,” I said, hoping that stating the obvious would let me escape with as much of my pride intact as possible. Oh, who was I kidding? If I had no memory of Jared bringing me back here last night, then I could have said and done anything. The possibility of hanging on to my pride crashed and burned.

      “You’re going nowhere until we’ve talked.”

      He spun around and casually strolled away, exuding absolute control. Regardless of my hangover, I could appreciate his physique. Jared was built exactly how I liked my men: tall, lithe, tightly muscled, with a confident swagger that hinted at an equal confidence between the sheets. I’d spent the last few weeks being the consummate professional—listening, observing, absorbing knowledge—but with every day that passed, I’d become more and more attracted to him.

      But Jared… He hadn’t shown one ounce of interest in me. Not a furtive look, or a sweep of his tongue over his lips when he caught me surreptitiously checking him out, or a graze of his eyes over my body when I turned up to work in a tight top and short-shorts. I couldn’t remember being so frustrated in my entire life.

      With a sigh, I trudged after him. I found him in the kitchen putting on a pot of coffee. He didn’t offer me one. Instead, he picked up the glass I’d left draining on the side and filled it up with water. He set it down on the kitchen worktop.

      “I’ve had water, thank you,” I said.

      “Drink.” He pushed it toward me.

      Figuring that arguing with him wouldn’t get me anywhere, I picked it up and took a few sips. “What happened last night?”

      He ignored me, bending to remove a mug from the dishwasher. He slammed it on the worktop then snatched up the coffee pot. The hot plate sizzled from the ensuing drips. He didn’t add milk or sugar. He strolled over to the sofa, his gait belying his obvious anger, and gracefully folded himself onto it.

      My stomach flipped over, and not from alcohol poisoning. From burning desire and a tinge of apprehension. What if he told Dad? I’d have a hell of a lot of explaining to do.

      He rested one ankle over the opposing knee and fixed his gaze outside. Jared was one of those guys who had an amazing profile. It allowed me to appreciate his straight nose, strong jaw, and high cheekbones. From the front, his eyes lured you in, but from the side, without those distractions, his sweet perfection shone through.

      “Sit,” he ordered, pointing at the spare seat next to him.

      I did as he demanded, reluctantly. Something told me a lecture was in the offing.

      When I say lecture, I mean criticism and, as I mentioned earlier, I don’t respond well to criticism.

      “How’s your head?” he asked, his gentle tone throwing me off-balance. I expected him to yell at me, thankful he didn’t. I definitely wasn’t up for a screaming match.

      “Banging,” I said, attempting a grin. Maybe if I charmed him, it would deflect his temper…

      “Been sick again?”

      Shit. So I had chucked up my guts. Delightful. No recollection whatsoever.

      “No.” I nibbled my lip. “I puked last night?”

      He nodded. “All down my favorite shirt.”

      My cheeks heated. I briefly closed my eyes in embarrassment. “I’ll have it laundered.”

      “It’s in the trash.”

      Of course it was. Who would want to wear something that had another person’s vomit all over it, regardless of being washed on hot? “I’ll buy you a new one.”

      He gestured dismissively. “Forget it.”

      I tugged on my bottom lip. “Okay.”

      A few seconds of silence scraped by, and then his jaw tightened. Here it comes. I was about to get a telling off, as if I were a child.

      Just take your punishment, Paise, and then you can go home, crawl underneath your crisp white six hundred thread Egyptian cotton sheets and pretend the last twelve miserable hours never happened.

      “Do you have any idea of the state you were in last night?” he snapped. “Anything could have happened if I hadn’t been there to take care of you. You could barely speak, and you passed out on me, leaving me no choice but to bring you here.”

      I shrugged and watched his jaw tighten further. He clearly expected groveling. Bad news, Jared. I wasn’t a groveling kinda girl.

      “I had a little too much to drink, that’s all. You should have fetched my friends. They’d have taken me home, and then I wouldn’t have had to bother you.”

      “Your friends?” He scoffed. “You mean that bunch of stuck-up rich bitches who abandoned you at the first sign of trouble. I suppose I could have called Jack, but I figured you definitely wouldn’t want Daddy Dearest seeing you in that condition.”

      Correct, but I was more interested in his first comment. The one about my friends buggering off. How could they? I’d kill Lily the next time I saw her.

      “My friends left me?” I said, my voice small, my tone defeated. I hated showing my vulnerability to Jared, but I couldn’t hide it.

      “Oh yeah,” Jared said, adding a snort of derision. “You’ve got great buddies. They let you get utterly wasted, allowed a guy to maul you, and then weren’t remotely bothered about your safety when I stepped in and whisked you off to the bathroom. They then disappeared, leaving you with me. A man they didn’t fucking know!”

      Okay, now I was struggling to keep up. It might be my alcohol-befuddled brain. “Wait, what guy?”

      Exasperated, Jared huffed. “How the hell do I know what guy? All I know is you were dancing with him, and he went to kiss you. You tried to push him away, and I stepped in.”

      I frowned. I had absolutely no memory of any guy. But Jared’s condescending, if understandable, attitude irked me enough that I wanted to push back.

      “What the hell were you doing there anyway? Were you following me?” And then a nasty thought crept into my mind. “Has my dad asked you to keep an eye on me?”

      Jared barked out a sarcastic laugh. “What the fuck do you think I am? Your babysitter? If you must know, I went out for a quiet drink with my friend. I happened to be at that club before you even arrived, so if we’re playing that card, I could say that you are following me.”

      “As if.” I turned away from him, worrying my bottom lip. The air thickened with raw tension, Jared’s anger bringing out my rebellious side, even though he really deserved thanks for taking good care of me, as well as a groveling apology. Maybe after I’d slept off my hangover, I’d be in a better frame of mind to offer one.

      After a couple of minutes of silence, I rose unsteadily to my feet. All I wanted was my bed where I could sleep off this shitty end to what should have been a good night out before the season started.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Jared asked, except it didn’t sound like a question.

      Tired, I swept a hand over my face. “Home,” I said quietly.

      “Sit,” he commanded again, like he was talking to a dog. “You need to eat something first.”

      My stomach rolled. The thought of food… urgh. A big fat no thank you.

      “I’m good.”

      I took a few steps, then as a dizzy spell hit me, I wavered on my feet. Before I could even put out my hand to grab on to something, I found myself in Jared’s arms. I tried not to moan. He was so solid, so densely muscled, so hot. I hated that I found him attractive. He’d made no secret of the fact he thought I’d only got the job because of my dad—which might be true, but didn’t mean I wasn’t any good—and that I was nothing more than a spoiled little rich girl.

      I was not little. I was a perfectly respectable five feet five inches. Okay, I couldn’t deny the rich part… Well, Dad was rich.

      And I was most definitely a girl.

      Spoiled, though? I’d hotly debate that particular adjective, but not today.

      “Sit, Paisley, before you fall down. I’ll make you some dry toast, and providing you don’t bring it back up, I’ll take you home.”

      I mumbled something about carbs which Jared studiously ignored. He guided me back to the couch, and once I’d sank onto the cushioned seat, he crossed over to the kitchen. The bread wrapper rustled, and then he popped two slices into the toaster, thankfully wholemeal bread not white. If it had been white, he’d have to force-feed me, although I wouldn’t put that past him.

      He brought over the toast and another glass of water. Placing them on the coffee table, he sat beside me.

      “Eat.”

      I almost growled, which made my next comment kind of play into his hands. “Sit. Eat. I’m not a dog.”

      He chuckled. I liked the sound. It did funny things to my insides that had nothing to do with my killer hangover.

      “That’s something we can definitely agree on,” he said.

      I picked up a slice of toast and nibbled the crust. It tasted awful without any butter or jam, but I really didn’t think I could stomach grease or sugar right now. I sipped at my water and managed to cram a whole slice down, but I couldn’t face the second one. The food did make me feel marginally better, though.

      “Happy?” I asked, my tone bordering on sarcasm. “No sign of puke, so can I go now?”

      Instead of responding to my childishness, Jared stood and grabbed his keys off the coffee table. He crossed over to a cupboard, opened it, and slipped into a dark, knee-length overcoat. “I’ll take you.”

      “I can get myself home. I wouldn’t want to put you out.” More sarcasm.

      This time, he arched an eyebrow.

      “That’s debatable, otherwise I wouldn’t have had to bring you back here last night. And in terms of putting me out, it’s a bit late for that.”

      I clenched my jaw, but that made my head ache, so instead, I slung my purse over my shoulder and stomped past him, standing by his front door, hands on hips. I spotted a glimmer of a smile on his perfect lips, but all too fast, before I could savor the sheer beauty of the man, it vanished.

      A cold, biting wind hit me the second I stepped outside. I hadn’t told Jared, but I’d begun to feel sick again, and the fresh air helped to keep the nausea at bay. I breathed deeply through my nose then blew it out slowly.

      “If you’re going to hurl, try and give me some warning so I can put some distance between us,” Jared drawled. “I happen to like this coat.”

      Damn the man! Was there anything he didn’t notice? And did he have to keep reminding me I’d ruined an item of his clothing?

      “I’m not.”

      “Good.”

      Jared flagged down a black cab, and I sank gratefully into the seat. I gave the cabbie my address. Jared didn’t speak to me once on the way over to my place. Thank goodness he didn’t, because the motion of the car made my nausea a hundred times worse. I had to concentrate really hard on breathing and pray I reached home without further incident.

      By the time we stopped outside my building, I was so close to throwing up that I didn’t even say goodbye to Jared or offer to pay the fare. I stumbled out onto the pavement and ran inside where I barely made it to the toilets tucked away in the corner of the lobby.
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      I watched as Paisley launched herself through the entrance to her building. Although playing nurse was definitely not a skill I could profess to having any experience in, I couldn’t, in all conscience, leave her in that condition. Anything could happen, and I didn’t relish the thought of having to break the news to Jack that I’d been the last person to see his daughter alive before she choked to death on her own puke.

      Now that would have a detrimental impact on my career.

      With a resigned sigh, I handed over the fare and followed her inside. I caught a glimpse of her heading into the public restrooms. I sighed again. She couldn’t even make it to her apartment to be ill in private, that was how wasted she’d been. I took a seat beside an oversized glass vase filled with multicolored pebbles and waited.

      It didn’t surprise me that Paisley had a Kensington address. I doubted, however, that she paid for this on her mechanic’s salary, regardless of the generous remuneration packages found in motor racing. Jack had to be subsidizing his little princess. Although, why wouldn’t he? I couldn’t see Jack Nash allowing his only child to live in a studio apartment in a less than salubrious part of London.

      When ten minutes had passed with no sign of Paisley, I rose from the chair and walked across the lobby. She left me no choice. For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, I found myself entering the ladies’ room. Luckily for me, only one stall was occupied.

      “Paisley,” I called out. “You okay?”

      I heard a groan followed by the flushing of a toilet. She appeared, her skin tinged gray, and sweat beading her brow. I knew that feeling, although I rarely allowed myself to get so wasted these days. My career, and my body, were far too important. Even in the off-season, I competed in triathlons to keep up my fitness levels. I might only be twenty-seven, but in motor racing terms, that was positively middle aged. This year, an eighteen-year-old would be racing for one of the teams.

      Suddenly I felt old.

      “Go away, Jared,” she mumbled, crossing to the row of sinks. She swilled her face with cold water.

      Ignoring her, I glanced around. No paper towels, only a hand dryer. I stepped into a stall and unraveled a bunch of toilet paper which I passed to her.

      She dried her face and then, resting her hands on the edge of the countertop, stared at herself in the mirror. She turned to me, horrified.

      “Oh my God. You let me walk around London looking like this?”

      I hazarded a guess she meant the black mascara streaks getting friendly with her cheeks, and the smudged eyeshadow, remnants of her heavy night.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I hardly took you shopping to Harrods,” I said. “And I’m sure the cab driver has seen worse.”

      She shot me a foul look. With the same paper she’d used to dry her face, she rubbed at the offending black marks. “Urgh. I need proper makeup remover.”

      She stomped past me and out into the lobby. I followed her, right over to the bank of elevators.

      She turned to me with a scowl. “I can see myself up.”

      “I know,” I replied, walking into the elevator. “What floor?”

      She opened her mouth as though she intended to argue, then her shoulders sagged. “I have to put in a code. It’s the penthouse.”

      I repressed a snort. Of course she lived in the penthouse. The doors closed. Paisley punched a four-digit number into the pad, and the elevator smoothly set off. Acutely aware of the confined space, I edged backward, as far from Paisley as I could get. It didn’t matter, though. The remnants of her perfume tickled my nostrils, but now that it had faded—she’d worn far too much last night—I could smell Paisley, and I had to say, I preferred the scent of her over some manmade crap any day of the week.

      Her head dipped, chin tucked into her chest, and she fixed her attention on the floor. I raked my gaze over her. Even hungover with makeup smeared all over her face and a creased dress, she did things to me. I wouldn’t break, though. Not even Jack Nash’s daughter would find a way through the rules I’d put in place.

      Especially not Jack Nash’s daughter.

      I liked my balls right where they were, thank you very much—attached to my hard-as-a-bat dick. And I wouldn’t risk my coveted seat at Nash Racing for anyone. Even for a woman who suddenly took up far too much space in my head.

      The elevator pinged, opening out into a large foyer. Paisley weaved. I gripped her elbow to steady her. She didn’t even struggle. Jesus. She must be feeling like crap. Maybe I should have taken her to the hospital to get checked out. She could have alcoholic poisoning for all I knew. But what if I did and the press snapped a picture… No, she’d be fine. Some fluids, sleep, and she’d be back to her normal self.

      Annoying. Dauntless. Beautiful.

      Mine.

      The fuck? Get a grip.

      Paisley pressed her forefinger to a keypad outside her door, then stared into what I presumed was a retina scan. The lock clicked, and the door automatically opened. I followed her inside. Her place was exactly what I expected of the penthouse apartment in such a prestigious building; large, open-plan sitting room with high ceilings, picture windows with a magnificent view over one of London’s many parks, a top of the range kitchen with sleek white-gloss cabinets and black granite countertops, and a dining table that seated twelve. It didn’t suit her. It was too clinical, too grown-up. I imagined Paisley’s style to be more boho, with lots of plants, bright colors, textured rugs, and enormous cushions scattered over the three U-shaped sofas.

      “Have a seat,” she said. “Be back in a sec.”

      She disappeared, and seconds later the sound of an electric toothbrush reached me. At least I surmised it was an electric toothbrush. With Paisley’s level of crazy, assuming anything wasn’t the smartest move.

      She returned a couple of minutes later. She’d changed into a pair of sweatpants and a shocking-pink T-shirt. “That’s better. Desperate to brush my teeth.”

      She wandered over to the large fridge and lifted out a jug of juice. She poured herself a glass and chugged the entire thing before I could mention that acidic drinks weren’t a great combination to pair with a belly full of alcohol, and she’d be better off sticking to water.

      She waved the jug at me. “Want one?”

      I nodded. “Sure.”

      I sauntered over to the window and peered down onto the street below. People dashed about, looking like ants from this high up. Paisley joined me, handing over the glass of OJ.

      “Thanks.” I sipped. “Great view.”

      She shrugged. “It’s okay.

      “People would kill for this view.”

      She peered up at me. “You could easily afford a place like this.”

      “True.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      My turn to shrug. I wasn’t about to share my real reasons for living so frugally; that one of my greatest fears was losing it all and being forced back into living on beans and rice and struggling to pay the rent. I might happily take risks on the track, but financially? Not a chance in hell.

      “What do I need all this space for?” I gestured around.

      She worried her lip. “Good point.” She sighed. “I hate living here.”

      I should be surprised at both her honesty and my accurate guess, but I wasn’t in the slightest. My initial instinct that this place wasn’t right for her had been dead-on. “Then move.”

      “Dad likes the security it offers me.”

      “Do you always do as Daddy says?”

      “No.” She grinned and nudged my shoulder. “Are you teasing me?”

      I didn’t answer. I wasn’t sure whether I was or not. But I knew one thing. The warmth flooding my body and thickening my cock had turned into a problem I needed to solve.

      “Thanks for taking care of me last night,” she said. “And this morning.”

      I arched an eyebrow at her unexpected gratitude, and she chuckled.

      “I’m a terrible grouch when I’m hungover, but I really do appreciate it.” She squinted up at me. “I know you think I’m a spoiled little bitch, but if you give me a chance, Jared, you might find I’m not the person you believe I am.” She set down her glass on a nearby table and flopped onto the couch.

      I had no response to that. Time to go. “I’ll leave you to it then, Paisley. See you in Australia.”

      “No wait,” she said, gripping my wrist. “Will you stay until I fall asleep?”

      A tinge of misery to her tone had me nodding. I sat on the edge of her couch. She pulled a pure-white blanket off the back and snuggled beneath it. She let out a contented sigh, and within a minute, her breathing changed.

      I watched her sleep for a few seconds. She looked so small and vulnerable lying there, her hands tucked beneath her head, her rosy lips parted. A groan escaped my throat. Fuck, I was in so much trouble. I wanted her, more than I’d wanted a woman in a very long time.

      Forget it, Jared. I did not need a complication like her in my life. I needed to fuck some faceless, nameless woman who had the same aims as me: a night of orgasms and no strings.

      I finished my juice, picked up her glass, and placed it, along with mine, in the sink. I headed for the door and then I hesitated. What if she puked again, but in her sleep this time? I’d barely slept a wink last night, my hearing on full alert in case she choked. I couldn’t leave her now. No, I’d wait until she woke up, then once I was certain she’d fully recovered from last night’s exploits, and the worst of her hangover was behind her, I’d go home.

      I removed my cell from the inside pocket of my coat and retook my seat. I dropped Noah a quick note, let him know what was going on, receiving his reply in seconds. He’d amuse himself this morning, and then we’d meet up this afternoon.

      Paisley started to quietly snore beside me. I found it endearing, which pissed me off. I might be hellishly attracted to her, but I didn’t want to like her. Liking someone indicated deeper feelings than simply wanting to fuck them, but I couldn’t help it. Paisley’s eyes held a deep sadness. For a woman who had everything, she seemed to have nothing of substance. A bit like me. Maybe we were kindred spirits.

      I closed my eyes and must have dozed off. The next thing I remembered, a noise awoke me. I cracked a lid. Paisley had maneuvered herself, her head resting in my lap. I reached out and stroked her hair. It felt like silk, the strands easily slipping through my fingers. The noise came again. Only then did I realize someone was knocking at the door. I didn’t want to wake Paisley by shifting her off my lap, so I ignored it. They knocked for a third time, the loudest yet. Paisley stirred. Her eyes fluttered open, and she blinked up at me.

      “Jared?”

      She covered her face with her hands and scrubbed hard, then stretched. The movement thrust her chest upward. My eyes fell on her tits. Paisley Nash had the best tits I’d ever seen. Perky and slightly more than a handful. My cock came to life, right beneath her head. I prayed she didn’t notice.

      “Is it still morning?” she asked sleepily.

      I checked my watch. “No. It’s just after one.”

      She giggled. “So what’s with the morning wood?”

      Goddammit. Just my luck.

      “Someone’s at your door,” I muttered, hoping to distract her.

      “Saved by the bell?” she said, looking up at me, eyes twinkling.

      I hastened to stand, dislodging her. Not playing that game, sweetheart, no matter how inviting those aqua irises were. “Want me to get it?”

      She turned on her side and propped her head up with her hand. “No, ignore it.”

      The knocking ceased, and then Paisley’s phone rang. She glanced at it but didn’t answer that either.

      “Sit with me again,” she said, patting the couch beside her.

      I shook my head. “It’s time I went home.”

      She got to her feet, her toe poking at a loose thread on the rug. “Stay,” she said, her gaze slowly lifting to mine. “I could make us lunch.”

      Hell to the No. Fucking. Way. I was already teetering on the edge of caving, my cock uncomfortably hard.

      “Can’t. I’ve got plans.”

      A strange expression crossed her face, one I couldn’t place.

      “A date? With a girl?”

      My lips automatically curved into a smirk. Here was my chance to set Princess Paisley straight and remove temptation from my path.

      “A girl?” I quirked an eyebrow. “No, sweetheart. I don’t date girls. I fuck women. Maybe when you grow into one, you’ll understand the difference.”

      She flushed beet red, and her hands curled into fists, but before she could respond, I sauntered to the door and opened it. Whoever had been knocking earlier had given up and left.

      “See you in Australia, Paisley.”
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      I stared at the door, my hands curled into fists, anger running riot through my veins. The cheeky, arrogant, cocky, smug bastard. How dare he?

      Except… Except he had a point. Women didn’t go around getting blind drunk, throwing up in public, collapsing in bathrooms, and having to be rescued by one of their dad’s employees.

      Stupid little girls did that.

      And here I was, desperately trying to build a career in a man’s world, determined to earn respect…

      I covered my face with my hands and groaned.

      I owe him an apology. A groveling, meaningful apology, not a flippant Paisley special.

      I darted for the door and spilled into the hallway outside my apartment, missing the lift by a split second.

      “Goddammit.”

      I ran into the stairwell. All the dashing around stirred up the queasiness again, but too bad. I couldn’t let Jared just leave. Not without telling him how sorry I was, and how much I appreciated the care he’d taken of me when I’d been incapable of looking after myself. Not to mention my sincere gratitude that he hadn’t ratted me out to Dad.

      By the time I reached the lobby, my stomach swirled with nausea. I skidded to a halt in front of the bank of lifts. Dammit. The one Jared had been in was already on its way back up. I made a dash for the exit.

      “Jared!” I called out as I spotted him about to get in the back of a cab. “Wait, please.”

      He paused, one hand on top of the door, and glanced back at me. His chest expanded in a heavy sigh. “What do you want, Paisley?”

      You! I almost screamed. Instead, I jogged over and said, “I owe you an apology.”

      His forehead wrinkled, his expression registering surprise.

      “I really am sorry. For ruining your shirt, for passing out on you, for being so grouchy, especially as all you’ve done is act with kindness and understanding. I’m trying so hard to prove myself to Dad, to you, to everyone that I can cut it in this game, that I’m a grown woman.” I gave a sharp, bitter laugh. “I think we can safely say I’ve got work to do.”

      He smiled, his expression open and warm. “You’re doing great, Paisley. You’ll make a damned fine mechanic in time. Maybe cut yourself a little slack.”

      “You getting in or what, mate?” the taxi driver shouted over his shoulder.

      Jared bent down. “Just a second, bud. Go ahead and start the meter running.” He cut his gaze back to mine. “When are you flying to Australia?”

      Still reeling from his compliment, I frowned. “A week on Thursday. Why?”

      He bit down on his lip as though wrestling with an inner battle. Then he slowly blinked, shook his head, and blew out a breath.

      “Fuck knows why I’m suggesting this, but screw it. I’m heading over a few days earlier, next Monday. I’ve never been to Australia, so I’m going to take the opportunity to see Melbourne. Want to come with me? I could do with a guide, and I presume you’ve been a few times before.”

      My mouth fell open. Actually gaped as if I was the village idiot. I stared at him, amazed and, yep, more than a little excited, too. This could be my opportunity to show Jared that somewhere inside me lurked a grown woman desperate to escape, to show the world there was so much more to her than simply being Jack Nash’s daughter.

      “I thought you hated me.”

      Jared’s eyes roved over my face. Suddenly warm, I had to resist the urge to fan myself.

      “I don’t hate you, Paisley,” he said softly. “You infuriate me, and at times I could put you over my knee and spank you, but I definitely don’t hate you.”

      Whoa. I wasn’t warm anymore. I was boiling hot. “Then I-I guess I can be your tour guide.”

      He leaned forward and kissed my cheek.

      I may never wash it again.

      “I’ll send you the details. I’m flying commercial, so you’ll have to leave your tiara at home, Princess Paisley.”

      Before I could hit back with a suitable retort, he climbed into the cab, and the driver sped away.

      I watched until the taxi turned the corner. Hugging myself, I wandered back inside, into the warmth of my apartment building. Jared had, perhaps unwittingly, given me a chance to prove I wasn’t a spoiled brat. I wouldn’t waste the opportunity.

      Time to put Operation Win Over Jared Kane into action.
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      Idiot. Idiot. Fucking huge idiot.

      What the hell had I been thinking? Me alone with Paisley Nash for days, wandering around a cosmopolitan city where temptation would reside on every corner. Good food, fine wine, sunshine equating to skimpy outfits. Yep. I was done for.

      I glanced around the airport. Still no sign of her. Maybe she wouldn’t turn up and I’d be saved. Except the thought of her reneging disappointed me. Christ, I was a dichotomy. I didn’t want her to turn up, and yet I’d be bummed out if she didn’t. A psychiatrist would have a field day with that as a problem statement.

      I checked my watch. We were out of time. I’d already texted her but received no response. I walked up to the check-in desk and handed over my passport.

      “Mr. Kane,” the attendant said, looking up from my passport to me, then back to the passport.  “Flying to Melbourne, correct, sir?”

      I nodded. She tapped away on her keyboard. “I have a Ms. Nash traveling on this booking, too.”

      “She’s not coming,” I said curtly, despondency weighing heavily on my shoulders.

      “Right you are, sir,” the attendant replied in a bright tone, as though it was a good thing.

      I scowled, but she was too busy staring at her screen to notice.

      “How many items of luggage are you checking in?”

      “One,” I said. I always traveled light. All my race gear would be shipped out with the team, and considering I’d be spending most of my time at the track, I didn’t need a lot of additional stuff.

      “Pop it on the belt for me, sir.”

      As I picked it up, a commotion broke out behind me. I turned around in time to see Paisley sprinting across the departure hall, dragging two bright-pink suitcases behind her, her face flushed red, and her short, dark hair stuck out at all angles as though she’d been raking it with her fingertips.

      “Jared,” she yelled, drawing the attention of half the passengers milling around. “Tell them to wait for me.”

      I broke out into a grin as Paisley wheeled one of her cases over a woman’s foot, threw out a half apology, and barreled on her way. She was a force of nature, and where the clouds of doom had settled over me when I’d thought she’d bailed, now, they lifted.

      She careened to a halt beside me and playfully bumped my shoulder. “I bet you thought I wasn’t coming.”

      “Or hoped,” I said drily, but she guessed I was joking because I received a dig in the ribs.

      “Meanie.” She flicked my arm, which made me laugh, and handed over her passport to the attendant.

      I lifted one of her suitcases to put it on the belt and let out a faux groan. “Jesus, Paisley, what the hell have you got in here?”

      She shrugged. “Women need things.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You might want to warn the baggage handlers,” I said to the check-in lady who knowingly smiled.

      We received our boarding passes and headed to the fast-track security lane.

      “Here,” Paisley said, handing me a clear plastic bag of potions, lotions, and makeup.

      “What do I need that for?”

      She stroked a hand over my cheek. A tremor rolled through me at her touch.

      “Gotta keep your baby-soft skin moisturized in the air,” she said, grinning.

      I shot her a reproachful look, and she laughed.

      “I’m only allowed to take one bag through, and I have two. Suck it up, mister. No one cares if you’ve got a bag full of women’s things in your tray.”

      I tried to keep my expression stern, but Paisley made it far too difficult to stay mad at her for long.

      “Give it to me,” I grumbled, putting the bag in the tray, along with my cell phone, watch, and a few coins.

      “Girlfriends, hey,” the security agent said, pointing his chin at the plastic bag full of Paisley’s female items. “Mine is exactly the same.”

      I opened my mouth to correct him on the girlfriend thing when Paisley slipped her arm around my waist, gave my ass a squeeze, and purred, “But you’ll do anything for your baby-boo, won’t you, cutie pie?”

      Laughing, the agent gestured for me to enter the body-check machine. I reached the other side without incident. Paisley caught up to me as I refastened my watch. I glared down at her.

      “Fucking ‘cutie pie’?”

      She gave me one of those full-on smiles that twisted my insides with need and winked. “I bet you’d prefer ‘hotshot’, or ‘big boy’.”

      “Jared will do just fine,” I replied.

      “Given those buns I copped a feel of, I might go with ‘tight arse’ or, if you don’t mellow out, ‘uptight arse’.”

      I shouldn’t encourage her. From what I’d observed, Paisley needed little incentive to tease me, but I couldn’t help it. Her zest for life was infectious. Before she had a clue as to my intention, I picked her up and tossed her over my shoulder. She squealed loudly, and we attracted a lot of attention, but I didn’t care. I swatted her ass, hard, and she yelped.

      “Jared Kane, put me down,” she demanded.

      “I will as soon as you promise to behave.”

      I grabbed our bags with my free hand and strode through the crowds toward the VIP lounge.

      “You are in so much trouble, uptight arse,” she said, but she was laughing so hard, I could barely make out the words.

      I nudged open the door to the lounge with my toe and strode through. The woman sitting behind the welcome desk looked up, and her eyebrows almost disappeared into her hairline when she found herself greeted by my face and Paisley’s butt.

      “One adult, one child,” I said. “Jared Kane and Paisley Nash. She’s the child in case you were wondering.”

      Paisley’s whole body shook with uncontrollable giggles.

      The woman ticked us off a list while trying to maintain a professional demeanor. “Of course, sir, miss. Please, help yourselves to our facilities.”

      I strolled through the lounge and unceremoniously plunked Paisley down on a couch. She made an “Oomph” sound as she landed. I flopped beside her.

      “Next time you call me ‘uptight ass’, I’m going to put you over my knee and spank you until you can’t sit down.”

      She batted her eyelashes at me. “Promises promises.”

      My heartbeat thundered in my ears at our flirting, and I automatically dampened my lips. Paisley’s gaze dropped to my mouth, and a flash of pink tongue swept across her top lip. Blood rushed to my cock, hardening it.

      Time to put a stop to this banter, right now. I quickly stood.

      “Anything to eat, or drink?” I asked.

      She dipped her chin and looked up at me through her lashes, coyly biting her lip. “A large glass of wine, and some nuts,” she said, her gaze briefly dropping to my groin then tracing those hauntingly beautiful eyes up my body. She laughed at my conflicted expression. “Relax, Jared. I’m talking about the salted kind, not the type covered in fuzz that are crammed into your pants.”

      I didn’t bite. That would only play into her hands. Instead, I headed for the bar, her girlish giggles following me. Damn woman. I ordered her wine, and an ice water for me. I needed to make sure Paisley didn’t drink too much, especially given the added potency of alcohol and altitude, although why I’d asserted myself in place as her caregiver was beyond my comprehension.

      I set down a bowl of peanuts and her wine. She picked it up and gulped it down as though it was a soft drink.

      “Whoa, take it easy,” I said, removing the glass from her hands.

      “I need it,” she said, trying to snatch it back.

      I shifted it out of her reach and frowned, briefly toying with the fact that Paisley might have a drinking problem. From the evidence witnessed so far, she liked to liberally partake. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m scared of flying.”

      Phew. Is that all? “No one likes flying. That doesn’t mean you need to get wasted.”

      “No, you don’t get it, Jared. I mean I’m really terrified. Like sweats, panic attacks, a tingling in my chest, escalated heartbeats. The whole nine yards. Alcohol helps take the edge off.”

      She’d gotten my attention now. I sat up straighter. “But you’ve flown your whole life, right?”

      She nodded once. “Yep. But it doesn’t seem to make a difference. And before you suggest hypnotherapy, or seeing a psychiatrist, or taking Diazepam, trust me when I say I’ve tried them all and nothing works. The only thing that makes me get on the plane is this baby.” She reached around me and tightly clutched the glass of wine, as if it were a life vest without which she’d die. “Don’t judge me, Jared.”

      I held my arms out to the sides, palms up. “Hey, I didn’t say a word.”

      She wagged her finger at me. “Let’s keep it that way.”

      Relieved to see Paisley’s jokey manner make a return, I grinned.

      By the time they called our flight, she wasn’t exactly drunk, but she couldn’t be described as sober either. Still, she maintained her composure as we walked up the bridge to board the plane, but when the doors came into view, she trembled.

      “Hey, come here.” I slung my arm around her shoulder and pulled her into my side. Her whole body shook. “You’re going to be fine, Paisley. I’m with you all the way.”

      She didn’t respond, but her arm snaked around my waist, and she tucked her hand into the back pocket of my jeans. I smiled and quivered with pleasure. Paisley didn’t appear to notice—not that unexpected, given the fear coming off her in waves of heat.

      I settled her into her first-class seat—I might be frugal, but even I demanded comfort on long haul flights—put our bags into the overhead locker, and left to have a quick word with the flight attendant. I explained about Paisley’s crippling fear. He promised to keep an extra eye out for her. I grabbed two glasses of champagne off the bar.

      “Cheers,” I said, handing one of the glasses to her.

      “Bottoms up,” she replied, chugging the whole thing at once. She pinched her nose, shook her head, then sneezed. “Sorry. The bubbles get me every time.”

      “I’m not surprised, considering you inhaled it.”

      She ignored my jibe, clipping her seat belt into place. She tightened it, and then the fidgeting began. Her legs bounced, she picked at the skin around her nails, and bit down on her lip.

      “Hey, Pixie Ley,” I said, covering her hand with mine. I gave it a squeeze. “Breathe.”

      A glimmer of a smile briefly chased away the fear darkening her features. “Did you just give me a nickname?”

      I cleared my throat, realizing she had a point. “Well, it’s better than baby-boo, for Christ’s sake.”

      She laughed, her amusement short-lived when the flight attendant closed the door. Tension rolled off her body, and she blindly reached for my hand, her eyes tightly shut.

      But when we started pushing back, I became really worried. Her breathing came in gulping gasps, her hand encased within mine soaked in sweat, and her entire body quivered. Dear God, how did she manage to do this as often as she needed to? There were over twenty races in a season, and she’d have to fly to most of them. And that excluded any vacation time that involved getting on an airplane.

      I hummed a tune under my breath, hoping to settle her, and half expecting her to tease me for my tone deafness. But Paisley was far too lost in her terror to utter a word, let alone mock me.

      The engines increased in volume as the plane sped down the runway. It wasn’t the smoothest of rides. The weather had taken a turn for the worse, and the wind buffeted against the fuselage, and we rocked from side to side.

      “Oh God, oh God, oh God,” she chanted over and over.

      “It’s okay, Ley,” I said in my most soothing voice, the one I used with my niece when she had a nightmare.

      In response, Paisley clutched my hand so hard, she almost cut off my blood supply. I wrestled free and wrapped my arms around her, holding on as tight as I could. She clung to me.

      “I’ve got you,” I whispered. “I promise nothing is going to happen.”

      “You can’t promise,” she said, hiccupping through the tears that were now falling freely, dampening my shirt.

      The plane lifted into the air, and she sucked in a sharp breath then held it. The guy across from us seemed transfixed, almost feeding off her terror. I glared at him until he turned away, but even then, I spotted him eyeing us out of the corner of his eye. Prick.

      I rhythmically stroked her hair and comforted her as best I could. Twenty minutes later, the seat belt signs extinguished, and only then did Paisley relax.

      “Okay, okay,” she reassured herself, wiping her hands down her jeans. “It’s okay. They wouldn’t turn off the seat belt signs if there was anything wrong.”

      I chuckled. “That sounds logical.”

      She touched her head to mine, then kissed my cheek. “Thanks, Jared.”

      “For what?”

      “For not freaking out on me, and for letting me almost break your fingers.”

      I flexed them theatrically. “Your dad would kill you.”

      She grinned. “Right? Breaking the great Jared Kane before he had chance to take part in his first race. He’d disinherit me.”

      The flight attendant interrupted us before I could respond. We ordered drinks—I admit to being mildly relieved when Paisley asked for an apple juice—and he left us with our dinner menus.

      “How did your dad feel about us flying out together?” I asked. The answer might give me some insight into what Jack thought of me.

      Paisley offered up an embarrassed grin. “Um, he thinks I’m meeting up with a friend.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “He wouldn’t approve?”

      She nibbled her lip. “I’m sure he’d be fine. It’s just…” She sighed. “I think I mentioned a few weeks ago, the whole paddock still treats me like I’m a kid. They forget I’m all grown up now and able to make my own decisions, and mistakes.”

      “Is that what you think this is? A mistake?”

      “Oh no. I didn’t mean it like that. I’m really looking forward to showing you around and getting to know you.” She shrugged. “It’s easier this way. Trust me on that.”

      I wasn’t sure how comfortable I felt about sneaking around. I was a pretty straight shooter. Hiding shit from people, especially my boss, didn’t sit right.

      “I’d rather you were upfront with your father. He is my employer after all.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll talk to him once we get settled in. Anyway, it’s not Dad I’m bothered about as much as the others.”

      “Others?”

      “Yeah. Lewis mainly, who thinks he’s the big brother I never had. But Angus and Devon, too. I told you they forget I’m a grown woman.” She thanked the flight attendant for her drink and took a sip. “I remember bringing this guy I’d had a couple of casual dates with to a race once. I met him at university. By the time the team had finished with him, he was a quivering wreck. Honestly, he could have had them arrested under the Convention against Torture Act.” She sighed. “I never saw him again.”

      What a fucking pussy.

      “Sounds like you had a lucky escape to me,” I drawled.

      She gave me a dig. “I liked him.”

      I rubbed the offending area. “If he couldn’t stand his ground and fight for you then he didn’t deserve you.”

      She blinked up at me. “Would you fight for me, Jared?”

      I swallowed, hard. Oh no, little lady. I’m not having this.

      She’d switched from light flirting to full-on panic, and now we were back to flirting again. I knew Paisley found me attractive, and I couldn’t deny I felt the same, or rather my dick felt the same. But it didn’t matter. I was certain Jack wouldn’t approve, and while I’d moved the needle somewhat on the ‘all rich girls are spoiled brats’ o-meter, at least when it came to Paisley, that didn’t mean jumping in the sack with her.

      I needed to draw a thick, indisputable line right through her clear invitation.

      “I tell you what,” I said, patting her hand like a condescending prick, planting myself firmly with the rest of the crew who treated her like a child. “The next guy you bring to the track, I’ll make sure they give the poor bastard a chance. How’s that?”

      Hope faded in her eyes, and then a steeliness came over her, a determination not to let it show my response had remotely bothered her.

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      And then she plugged in her headphones and turned on the TV. In seconds she was watching a movie, her back very deliberately pointed in my direction.

      Terrific. I had a long twenty-some hours ahead.
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      By the time we disembarked in Melbourne, I could barely stand from exhaustion. People in coach thought that travelers in first class—who were pampered and fed and had a seat that turned into a bed at the press of a button—automatically disembarked on the other side fresh as a daisy.

      What utter bullshit.

      The time difference was a killer regardless of whether you traveled in luxury or in the economy cabin. Some lucky bastards managed to sleep the whole way. I wasn’t one of them, and nor, by the looks of the dark circles underneath his eyes, was Jared. But no matter how tired he appeared, he was still beautiful.

      And not remotely interested in me.

      I was still smarting from my obvious play being met with brotherly words and the sort of hand pat that your uncle gave you when you were five, before handing over a few coins and telling you to go and buy yourself an ice cream. Twice now, I’d made it abundantly clear I was Jared’s for the taking—at least I assumed I’d made it clear—and twice he’d turned me down.

      Well, screw him. He won’t get a third chance.

      Liar whispered the devil on my shoulder.

      I hated that devil. The bugger was always right.

      It took an age to get through immigration. Three large international flights had landed at once, and the infrastructure struggled to cope. Our luggage had already completed two circuits of the carousel by the time we reached the other side.

      We headed for the exit. Jared barely said a word, and I felt bad about that. Maybe a few hours’ sleep in a proper bed would help me find my mojo. I couldn’t stay mad at him for long, not least because he didn’t deserve my wrath. If I wanted to win him over, to have him see me as a grown woman—the kind of woman he found attractive—instead of a kid who needed a minder, then I had to stop the petulant outbursts.

      We hit heavy traffic on the journey into Melbourne, but, eventually, we arrived outside the hotel I’d recommended to Jared, a boutique intimate establishment rather than a huge, international chain. It also happened to be one of my favorite places to stay in the city.

      On stiff legs, I climbed out of the cab. The driver lifted our luggage from the trunk and, wearily, we trudged inside. I didn’t recognize the receptionist from last year, but Melbourne, like most large cities, had a healthy turnover of staff as people went off on their travels or discovered new opportunities.

      “We have a reservation,” Jared spoke up from behind me. “Two rooms. Jared Kane and Paisley Nash.”

      “Of course, sir.” The receptionist tapped on her computer. There was a brief pause, followed by a frown, then more tapping.

      “Is there a problem?” Jared asked, an underlying edge to his tone. He was as tired as me, no doubt, and just wanted to collapse into a comfortable bed and sleep for ten hours.

      “There appears to be a slight issue, sir. We only have one room reserved.”

      Jared shot me an accusatory glare as though he thought I’d fixed this somehow. I planted my hands on my hips and glowered.

      “This isn’t my doing,” I snapped. “I left the booking to you, like you asked.”

      “I never said it was,” he bit back.

      I refrained from responding that there were more ways to make a point than with words, but if I did, we risked getting into a back-and-forth argument. We were shattered, jet-lagged, and in desperate need of rest. Starting a row wouldn’t accomplish anything.

      “Check again,” Jared barked. “I definitely booked two rooms.” He dug out his cell phone and stabbed at the screen. He turned it toward the receptionist. “Here’s my reservation reference.”

      She peered at his phone, then at her computer screen. She scratched her head. “It looks like a computer glitch. Please give me a moment, sir.”

      She disappeared behind a mahogany door, then reappeared a few moments later with another woman in tow. I scanned her gold name badge. Marion Weeks, Manager.

      “Mr. Kane, Ms. Nash.” She held out her hand, and we shook. “I’m Marion Weeks, the manager of the hotel. I cannot apologize enough for the mix up. It does, in fact, seem as though only one room has been reserved for you.”

      “Mistakes happen,” I helpfully interjected while Jared only grunted.

      “Yes, well, I can assure you I shall be carrying out a full inquiry. The problem we have, you see, is that we’re fully booked. We have two guests checking out tomorrow morning, but until then, we only have the one room.”

      Realization dawned on me. I locked eyes with Jared who ground his teeth, then turned his annoyance on the poor unfortunate manager.

      “That’s not good enough. Sort it out.”

      Ms. Weeks shifted uncomfortably. “I can’t apologize enough, Mr. Kane, but my hands are tied.”

      A heavy sigh fell from his lips. “You take the room here, Paisley. I’ll go find another hotel.”

      I shook my head. “Jared, don’t be ridiculous. We’ve been traveling for twenty-four hours. We’re both exhausted and can barely stand. It’s only one night.” I focused on Ms. Weeks. “There’s a sofa in the room, right?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Then that settles it.”

      “Paisley, no—”

      I cut him off. “We’ll have two keys, please. And, of course, you’ll let us know as soon as another room becomes available tomorrow.”

      “You have my word,” Ms. Weeks said. She scanned two keycards and handed them to me along with a business card. “Please call me on my direct line if there’s anything I can do to make your stay more comfortable.”

      “Thanks,” I said, heading for the elevators.

      Jared followed, irritation pouring off him. The doors closed, leaving us alone in a confined space that heightened the tension. I couldn’t resist the opportunity to tease him, hoping to lighten the mood.

      “Fix your face, Jared,” I said, grinning. “It’s not the end of the world. I promise not to sneak over when you’re asleep and take a photo of your cock for an Instagram special.”

      My ribbing didn’t work. He remained mute, his jaw clenched, a nerve ticking in his cheek. What the hell was wrong with him? He needed to stop acting as if he’d just been told he had to kill a puppy. It was one frigging night, for Christ’s sake.

      We reached our floor, and I strode down the hallway with the last vestiges of my energy. I opened the door to our room. I loved this hotel for its large rooms and picturesque view. Butted up against one wall was a huge bed with a floor-to-ceiling window opposite that looked out over Melbourne. Behind the bed a photograph depicted the city skyline at night. The décor was light and airy, and the sheets a crisp white. As if I’d accept anything else.

      I checked out the sofa. Hmm, not the comfiest place to spend the night, but it’d do. We could toss a coin to see who drew the short straw.

      Dumping my suitcases at the bottom of the bed, I collapsed onto the firm mattress. “The room is spinning.” I sat up, which made the situation marginally better.

      Jared opened his suitcase, riffled through, removed a wash bag, and grabbed a couple of items of clothing. “I’m going to freshen up,” he said, disappearing into the bathroom.

      Okay, now his sulky attitude had really started to grate on my nerves. I sniffed my armpits. Nope. Didn’t smell. Not even after the long journey. So why the hell was he treating me as if I’d got leprosy?

      I didn’t have the energy to unpack and, as one of us would be moving rooms tomorrow, there seemed little point. I opened the first case which, fortunately for me, had a pair of pajamas sitting right on top. I found my wash bag without too much trouble, then sat on the end of the bed and waited for Jared to finish, trying desperately to stay awake long enough to shower.

      My eyes had started to droop when the bathroom door opened. I forced my lids open, and then widened my eyes. Jared had changed into a tight, black T-shirt that showed off his tanned arms, taut biceps, and solid chest. On the bottom half, a pair of boxer briefs… and nothing else. He had the best pair of legs I’d ever seen on a man. Most guys had terrible legs. They were either too skinny, or too muscly, or they were covered in so much hair you could barely see the skin beneath. Not Jared. As with everything else about him, they were perfect. Strong, athletic, well-shaped. A perfect dusting of dark hair.

      “Bathroom’s free,” he said, seemingly oblivious to my gawking. “I’ll take the couch.”

      I scrambled to my feet. “We should toss for it.”

      He expelled an impatient sigh. “I said I’ll take it. Don’t argue, Paisley. I don’t have the energy.”

      I planted my hands on my hips. “What is wrong with you, Jared? I didn’t come on this trip to be snapped at one minute and ignored the next.”

      His gaze cut to mine. “Why did you come, exactly?”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Are you joking? I came because you asked me to.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m starting to think that was a mistake,” he muttered under his breath, but more than loud enough for me to hear.

      “Don’t worry, Jared. It’s easily resolved.” Ice dripped from my words, cutting through his anger. “You can buy a guide book tomorrow to find your way around. I quit.”

      With a stiffened spine, I picked up my washbag and went into the bathroom. With deliberate calm, I quietly closed the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jared

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the closed door for a few seconds, then gave a slow head shake and blew out a breath. My legs collapsed beneath me, and I sank onto the couch, my head lolling back. What a fuckup. The very last thing I needed was to spend the night in the same room as Paisley, albeit she’d be in the bed and I… wouldn’t be. My issue, though? I wanted to be in that bed with her. And not to sleep either, despite my bone-deep tiredness.

      I didn’t need temptation to be thrust in my face, because I wasn’t very good at resisting. The helplessness of our situation manifested itself in sharp retorts that she didn’t deserve, and heavy silences thickened the atmosphere to painful levels.

      I pushed to my feet and plodded to the closet. Inside, I found a blanket and a pillow. I laid them on the couch and climbed underneath. I turned on my side so that when Paisley came out of the bathroom, she’d only see my back—and I wouldn’t get an eyeful of her in her nightwear. Not that I expected her to wear a slinky negligee or anything—although I wouldn’t be disappointed if she did—but this situation was far too intimate.

      I shouldn’t have let her talk me into staying. My instincts were screaming at me to jump in a cab to the team hotel across town and see if they could fit me in early. Jack expected the entire team to stay together. He believed it helped with morale. I didn’t disagree, but Paisley had been insistent on staying here first before we headed on over on Thursday, three days from now.

      Although, given her parting shot before she stomped off into the bathroom, I didn’t think there was much risk of us getting it on. Probably more chance of her stabbing me while I slept.

      The door clicked open, and the bathroom light went out. I squeezed my eyes shut, holding my breath, anticipating her next move. I half expected her to pour ice water down my back, but instead, with my ears straining, she pulled the bedcovers back, and then silence.

      I opened my mouth to apologize but changed my mind at the last minute. We were both tired and cranky. Much better to get a few hours’ sleep, then go out to dinner—it was morning in Australia because of the time difference—and then tomorrow we’d sort out more suitable sleeping arrangements that didn’t involve my cock ending up inside her pussy.

      I closed my eyes and let sleep pull me under.

      I woke some time later to the sound of whimpering. I sat up, my back stiff and sore from the unsuitable makeshift bed. I twisted my neck to look at Paisley. She’d tossed the covers on the floor, and the top of her pajamas had ridden up, giving me a view of her smooth, flat abdomen and the merest glimpse of the underside of her tits. I groaned and turned over again, but then the whimpering increased in volume. Tossing the blanket to one side, I stood and padded across the room. Paisley’s head twisted from side to side, and her hands were clenched into fists. A faint sheen of sweat glistened on her forehead.

      “Paise,” I whispered, touching her arm lightly. “Paisley, wake up. You’re having a bad dream.”

      She bolted upright so fast, our heads clashed.

      “Ow,” I said, rubbing mine, while Paisley stared around half stunned. Eventually she focused on me.

      “Jared?”

      “You were having a bad dream.”

      She frowned. “I was? I don’t remember. It must be the jetlag.” She licked her lips. “I’m thirsty.”

      “Hang on.”

      I crouched in front of the mini bar and removed a bottle of soda. Water would be better, but there wasn’t any. Fuck’s sake. What type of an establishment didn’t put water in the mini bar? Especially as outside, the temperature had reached one hundred degrees, albeit the room we were in had air conditioning.

      I twisted off the cap and handed her the bottle. She drank greedily, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “What time is it?”

      I checked my watch. “Six p.m.”

      She swept a hand down her face. “Wow. I must’ve crashed.”

      “Me, too.”

      Her gaze lifted to mine, and she nibbled her lip, a regular habit, I’d noticed. “Sorry about before. I’m a bitch when I’m tired.”

      I owed her an equal apology, but I didn’t want to open the door for her to question me about the real reason for my bad temper, so I offered up a smile instead.

      “But you’re feeling better now?”

      “Much.” Her stomach rumbled, and she clutched it. “And I’m ravenous.”

      “Then let’s change and go grab some dinner.”

      Paisley took us to a small, intimate bistro about a five-minute walk from the hotel. The dim lighting and soft music filtering through strategically placed speakers made this feel remarkably like a date. I needed to dispel any illusions she might have.

      Fast.

      I didn’t get the opportunity, though, because she blindsided me with her first question the second we’d given our drinks order to the server.

      “Tell me about your upbringing. How you got to the pinnacle of a sport that’s steeped in money without having a background which afforded that to you, because I gotta tell you, Jared, I’m so impressed by that. By you. It speaks volumes to me about the kind of man you are.”

      I didn’t like to talk about my past. Not because I was ashamed of where I came from, but unless you’d been there, you couldn’t possibly understand. I also didn’t like the stock responses I got. You know the ones. Tilted head, pitying looks, the odd murmur of “Oh, it must have been so hard for you.” Well, fuck them. I didn’t need anyone’s pity.

      Weirdly, I found myself talking to Paisley.

      “From an early age, cars always intrigued me. I used to watch reruns of old motor races whenever I could. Nascar, IndyCar, Drag Racing. Anything involving cars and speed, but back then being able to afford to buy a car, let alone race one, felt like an impossible dream.

      “When I was seven or eight, I started doing odd jobs around the neighborhood. Taking washing to the laundromat for our neighbors, cleaning windows, picking up groceries for old ladies. Anything to earn an extra few bucks to help out my parents. Mom insisted I keep a quarter of whatever I earned, so, once a month, I would visit the go-kart track and race. Twelve times per year when I’d feel so goddamn alive. I knew this was my destiny, but I also knew the chances of someone like me making it were slim. We barely had enough to eat and keep a roof over our heads, let alone the sort of cash I’d need to fulfill my dreams. But I continued to hope and pray, and drive go-karts. Then, at age fifteen, Dan spotted me. He saw the ‘raw talent’ and took a chance on a complete unknown.” I shrugged. “And here I am.”

      I waited for the pity party to start, but instead she leaned forward and squeezed my hand. “You’re some guy, Jared Kane. I can’t even begin to imagine how hard you’ve had to fight to get where you are. Such grit and determination.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I went with, “Thanks.”

      She kept hold of my hand. “I know what you think of me, and I’ve probably helped to reaffirm that opinion with my behavior of late, but I’m not that person, Jared. Not really. I’m struggling to find my place in the world, the male-dominated world I’ve chosen to break into. It’s not easy, and being Jack Nash’s daughter comes with its own set of challenges. And before you say anything, I’m not making excuses. I’m a very lucky girl to have had my upbringing, but I’m desperate to make it on my own merit.”

      She briefly dropped her gaze, her thumb tracing my knuckles, then gazed into my eyes once more.

      “I want you, Jared. Life is too damned short to see something you want and sit back hoping it’ll come to you. I’m not that girl. I chase my desires, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.”

      “Paisley.” I ran a hand over my face. “I can’t. We can’t.”

      “I know, I know,” she said, gesturing dismissively. “You don’t ‘do’ rich girls. But I’m not rich. My dad is.”

      Despite the fact I was trying to figure out how I could run as fast as possible in the opposite direction without seriously damaging her feelings, I couldn’t help it. I chuckled. She was just so… different. So confident. So fucking honest, refreshingly so.

      “It’s true, Jared,” she continued. “I can show you my bank statements. There’s not a lot in there. I mean Dad pays for my apartment, and I get a monthly allowance on top of my mechanic’s salary, but he believes in me paying my own way. It’s not like I have access to an unlimited credit card that allows me to spend my weekends buying diamonds and bathing in champagne.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Do you realize how spoiled you sound?”

      Her shoulders sagged. “I didn’t mean it like that. Look, I know I’m lucky, that I’ve had a very privileged upbringing. I’m just trying to explain that it’s not my money. The fact that Dad is wealthy spurs me on to succeed in my own right. If it were up to me, I’d live in a studio flat in Soho, but Dad won’t allow it. He worries about security. He wants me to be safe, and I certainly won’t apologize for that.”

      “And nor should you have to.” I smoothed an eyebrow, a habit I sometimes turned to when trying to think of the right thing to say. “I’m not going to insult you by lying. Yes, I find you attractive, but this…” I swung a hand between us. “It won’t work. And not because of my enmity toward people outside my social circle, but because you’re Jack’s daughter.”

      “But Dad—”

      “Is my boss.” I sighed. “Landing a contract with Nash Racing was a dream come true for me. It’s rare for IndyCar drivers to make the switch successfully, but I’m determined to succeed in Formula One. I want to be the next Mario Andretti, and to do that, I can’t piss off the boss by bedding his daughter.”

      She pressed my hand to her cheek. “I’ll talk to him.”

      I had to choke back a laugh. She was deadly serious. I could just imagine how that conversation would go.

      “No. You won’t.”

      She shook her head, then picked up a menu. After giving it a quick once-over, she beckoned the server and ordered. I followed suit. Alone once more, she turned her attention back on me.

      “I think it’s only fair to warn you that I like a challenge, and you, my darling Jared, have just become my latest one.” She raised her glass. “May the best man… or woman… win.”

      I bit back a groan.

      It’s going to be a long few days.
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      “Fun’s almost over,” I said, linking my arm through Jared’s as we wandered along Woolamai Beach on Phillip Island. It had been my idea to spend our last day here, and Jared had happily gone along with my suggestion. The best part of the day still lay ahead; watching the Penguin Parade as night fell, a must-do on a trip to Melbourne.

      “What are you talking about?” Jared said. “The fun’s about to begin. I can’t wait to get behind the wheel.”

      I stared at him in mock indignation. “Are you saying you haven’t enjoyed our time together? I’m hurt, Jared.”

      He peered down at me. “Good try, Ley.”

      I giggled and playfully nudged his shoulder. “No flies on you.”

      Over the last few days, we’d become true friends, and while I still wanted him like crazy, Jared had shown absolutely no sign of cracking. Considering he’d admitted his attraction to me, his restraint was admirable. Then again, I shouldn’t be surprised. If anyone had the capability to stand their ground, it was Jared Kane.

      “Let’s get a drink,” I said, pointing to a beachside bar with weather-worn stools lined up in front of a bar in the shape of a surfboard.

      Jared checked his watch. “Do we have time? I don’t want to miss these penguins, especially after you’ve gone on and on about how amazing it is for days.”

      I lightly punched him in the arm. “I have not gone on about it for days. And yes, we have time for one.”

      We slid onto two spare stools at the end of the bar and ordered non-alcoholic cocktails. The bartender returned with our drinks, recognition obvious in his expression.

      “You’re Jared Kane,” he said. “Mate, welcome to Australia. Put it there.”

      He stuck out his hand, and Jared good-naturedly shook.

      “How you feeling about the race?” he asked. “Must be different from what you’re used to, huh?”

      “Not so different,” Jared said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      The bartender grabbed a napkin. “Mate, would you sign this for me?” he said excitedly. “Wait until I tell the missus that the great Jared Kane turned up at my bar. She won’t believe it unless I have evidence.”

      “Sure. Got a pen?”

      Jared scrawled his signature and posed for a picture with the guy—further evidence he explained—who wandered off to serve another customer wearing a grin the size of Ayers Rock.

      “Handled like a pro,” I said. “You’ve made his day.”

      A faint smile appeared on his lips. “Glad to do it. Goes with the territory.”

      A sudden flush of pride swept through me. “You’re a good man, Jared Kane.”

      He pressed his finger to his lips. “Shhh. It’ll be our secret.” He clinked his glass against mine. “Thank you for being my tour guide. I wouldn’t have discovered half the places if you hadn’t been with me. I really appreciate it, Ley.”

      I clasped a hand to my chest. “Is that a… No, it can’t be… Did you just compliment me?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah yeah. Make the most of it. Once the season kicks off, I’ll probably spend most of my time yelling at you.”

      “As long as you’re prepared for me to yell back,” I said, drawing a laugh from him.

      “I expect nothing less.”

      We finished our cocktails. Jared made a point of seeking out the bartender to say goodbye. Handsome, sexy, funny, and good manners. Jared’s list of positive attributes grew and grew.

      As we set off for Summerland Beach where we’d watch penguins in their hundreds waddle from the water, Jared unexpectedly took my hand. My stomach twisted with desire. I stole a glance at him, waiting, hoping he’d pause, put his arms around me. Kiss me.

      My hopes were dashed when he let go of me and said, “Race you,” then sprinted down the beach, kicking sand up behind him, his long legs easily ate up the distance.

      I ran after him, smiling, hiding my disappointment. For a brief moment, I’d sensed a shift in our relationship. Looked like I’d been wrong.

      Dusk fell, and we settled into our seats to watch the Parade. Jared slung an arm over the back of my seat, his intention casual, but I couldn’t help leaning back until the hairs on his arm tickled the back of my neck. I shuddered.

      “Cold?” he asked, concern lacing his voice.

      More like boiling hot. “No, I’m good.”

      We spent the next hour watching hundreds, if not thousands, of penguins make their way from the sea onto the beach, a nightly occurrence that brought tourists flocking to this part of Australia. But as amazing and beautiful as it was, I only half paid attention because of my overheating body from being in such close proximity to Jared. His thigh pressed against mine in the too-small seats, his arm brushing the bare skin of my shoulder, the scent of his cologne tingling my nostrils.

      By the time we stood to leave, every nerve ending in my entire body burned with desire, the hairs on my arms and the nape of my neck standing to attention, my stomach tied in knots.

      I fell quiet on the trip back to the hotel, feigning tiredness when Jared enquired if I was okay. The truth was, I didn’t trust myself to speak. I was so close to throwing myself at him, taking the initiative and praying he wouldn’t resist because, yeah, rejection sucked. The only way I could maintain control was to remain silent.

      We arrived back at the hotel just after eleven. I stopped outside my room, keycard in hand, all too aware that tomorrow we’d transfer to the team hotel and our time together would be over. Despondency swamped me. I’d loved spending time getting to know Jared. I might not have got him into bed—yet—but I’d definitely made a new friend.

      “Night, Ley,” he said, taking the card from me and opening my hotel room door.

      I hesitated, caught in two minds. Should I go for it? Or say goodnight and lie awake tossing and turning, frustrated as hell?

      Oh, screw it.

      I curved my hands around the back of his neck and pulled him down for a goodnight kiss. I must’ve taken him by surprise, because instead of wrenching away, as I anticipated he would, a groan spilled from his throat. He buried his hands in my hair and, angling my head, kissed me back. He swept the tip of his tongue over my bottom lip, but just as I dared to hope I’d won him over, he released me.

      Stepped back.

      Way way back.

      Breathing fast, he raked a hand through his hair. “No, Paisley.”

      I reached for him. “Jared, I—”

      “I gotta go.” He spun around so fast I expected him to lose his balance.

      Shit.
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      The pungent smell of engine oil and grease tickled my nostrils, and the buzz around the stadium had my senses on high alert. Every race day was exciting, but the first race of the season always carried a heightened sense of urgency, of thrill.

      My fingers and toes tingled, and my blood raced with excitement; I couldn’t wait to watch Jared race. I’d seen enough of his skill during winter testing to know he had talent in spades, but racing was a whole different beast. And Formula One was a very different beast to IndyCar.

      No matter, though. My instincts were telling me that Jared was going to be a huge success. In a private bet with myself, I’d give it one, maybe two races before the crowds were shouting his name.

      Since our impromptu kiss on Wednesday night, he’d kept a polite, professional distance. Several times, I tried to engineer a few moments to talk privately, but Jared had expertly swerved me every single time. Perhaps after the race had finished, he’d be more willing to talk. I couldn’t blame the guy for wanting to focus, especially considering this was his very first race.

      He walked into the garage with Devon, their heads close, deliberating race strategy, no doubt. Jared had his game face on. He didn’t even glance in my direction. Me? I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I tracked his every movement with a ravenous gaze, and my insides churned as I relived the feeling of his lips, his tongue, his firm, hard body.

      Someone cleared their throat beside me. I turned to find Lewis, dressed in his fire vest but with the top half of his race suit tied around his waist. He clearly wanted a serious conversation. His face adopting that brotherly expression gave him away.

      “What?” I prompted when he remained silent.

      “Not him.”

      I frowned, confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “I see the way you look at him, Paise, and I’m telling you, he’s not the man for you.”

      Ah. He must have copped me gawking at Jared. I narrowed my eyes.

      “You know, I’m sure I’m an only child. Yup, pretty damn certain Mum and Dad didn’t have any more children, so unless there’s something Dad isn’t telling me and you’re his secret kid, I don’t have a big brother who thinks he can boss me around.”

      I walked away.

      Lewis grabbed my arm, hauling me back. “Stay away from Jared Kane, Paise, or I’ll be having a word in Jack’s ear.”

      I planted my hands on my hips. “Back off, Lewis. You’re overstepping the mark. Now, don’t you have a race to get ready for?”

      I didn’t give him the chance to reply. I stomped off and went to watch Angus making a few last-minute adjustments to Jared’s car. Fortunately, I knew Lewis well enough to know he wouldn’t make a scene around the others, not yet, anyway. But I’d need to watch him. If anything happened between Jared and me, it was up to me to tell Dad, not Lewis.

      “Watch and learn today, Paise, okay, sweet pea,” Angus said. “Suck in all the knowledge you can. You’ve been around long enough to know things are gonna get crazy around here.”

      “I’ll stick to you like glue, Angus,” I said, giving him a beaming smile.

      “That’s my girl.”

      Jared lowered himself into his car and eased his fingers into his gloves. Devon leaned over and affixed the steering wheel. Jared nodded at something Devon must have said through the comms system. As the car moved forward, Jared turned his head in my direction. Even though he had his visor down and I couldn’t see his eyes, electricity fizzed between us. A shiver of pleasure crept down my spine, and I fidgeted on the spot. And then he was gone.

      A few minutes later, we all piled out onto the grid, so packed with people it gave Trafalgar Square on New Year’s Eve a run for its money, with pit crews, race engineers, mechanics, team principals, TV presenters, cameramen, as well as celebrities and even the odd royal or two wandering up and down. Formula One was a glamorous sport, and it attracted a lot of attention from the rich and famous.

      I dodged the crowds, sticking close to Angus as he wheeled his toolkit to grid position three where Jared had qualified. Not a bad position at all for a rookie driver, and as overtaking was possible at the Australian Grand Prix, Dad had high hopes that Jared might secure a podium spot.

      Jared, no doubt, would settle for nothing less than a win.

      As the time edged closer to the parade lap, the heavens opened, and large raindrops blobbed down. In minutes, the track was soaked.

      “Gonna be starting under the safety car at this rate,” Angus said.

      I nodded, hoping that didn’t happen. Racing drivers like to race. No one on the grid would want to start behind the safety car.

      We were given the one-minute warning, and everyone cleared the track. The cars set off on the parade lap, engines roaring, rain lights blinking to warn the driver behind how close the car in front was. It could get pretty hairy driving around a racetrack in heavy rain. The spray from the car in front played havoc with visibility, so the lights were a safety feature for the car following.

      Once all cars had left the grid, the teams hurried back to the pits, trailing their gear and tools behind them. I stood next to Angus, nibbling on my thumbnail. Dad had taken up his position on the pit wall with Devon and Steve, Lewis’s race engineer, staring at a computer screen. The cars’ computers constantly sent information back to the team, and it was Dad’s, Devon’s, and Steve’s job to adapt the race strategy depending on the data.

      One by one the drivers lined up on their grid spot. My heart rate increased, the fragile muscle thudding against my ribcage. Excitement curled in the pit of my stomach as the five red lights slowly came on, one at a time. The engines roared, the noise level drowning out the cheers from the crowd.

      The lights went out, and twenty cars lurched forward. Jared made a fantastic start, and by the first corner, he’d overtaken Tate Flynn, a driver for one of our main rivals. The rain battered down, bouncing off the tarmac, but so far we’d avoided a safety car.

      By the end of the first lap, Jared had settled into second place. The crew took their seats in front of the TV screens—they wouldn’t be needed until it was time for a pit stop—their eyes glued to Jared’s car hurtling around the track. God, he was one hell of a driver. No wonder Dad had been so keen to sign him.

      Angus gave the signal for us to get ready for Jared’s first pit stop. If my heart had thundered when the race began, now I swore it thumped at over two hundred beats a minute. I’d been given the task of front wing adjuster which meant I was responsible for moving the wing of the car up or down, depending on how it had been performing, feedback from the driver, and our strategy for the second half of the race. The hair on the back of my neck lifted, and my scalp prickled. If I messed up, I could cost Jared a podium finish. Races were not just won and lost on the track but also during the pit stops. We practiced them over and over, but still, nerves swarmed in my stomach. I prayed my hand remained steady; I did not need to drop the adjuster tool.

      Jared’s car slowed to a stop. Having no time to think, I reacted on instinct. I performed my task, as did the rest of the team. Done. I jumped back. The lights on Jared’s steering wheel turned green, sending the signal he was free to go. He floored the accelerator and sped down the pit lane.

      “Two-point-two-four seconds,” Angus’s voice sounded in my ear. “Well done, everyone, but we need to shave that at the second pit stop.”

      I grinned. Like all lead mechanics, Angus was a perfectionist, always searching for the minutest improvement, even though two-point-two-four was a bloody fantastic time.

      With our part over, we could relax until the next pit stop. I took a seat beside Mark, a guy who had been with Dad’s team for about five years. After the first round of pit stops, Lewis still led the race with a four second advantage. Jared was holding his own in second which, for his first time out, was super impressive and showcased his raw talent and genius.

      As the race progressed, the lead drivers began to catch the back markers, those slower cars that simply couldn’t keep up with the front runners. Jared scythed through the pack like a pro, and pride swelled my chest. I felt certain I was witnessing the first race of a future world champion. The only question up for debate was how long it would take him to achieve. My guess? Not very long at all.

      The rain continued to fall in huge droplets, causing puddles to form on the track. I caught murmurings of an imminent safety car. The visibility was horrendous, and I had no idea how any of the drivers could see where they were going.

      Tate Flynn, originally running in third position, had a disastrous pit stop that caused him to fall down the pack. Now racing in eighteenth place, Tate was desperately trying to cut through the slower cars and back into a points-scoring position. Lewis, still in first place, caught up to Tate, overtaking him without any trouble, but as Jared went to make the same maneuver, Tate appeared to lift off. Either Jared didn’t see Tate through the spray, or he couldn’t react in time. Regardless of the reason, Jared smashed into the back of Tate’s car. The right wheel sheared off, and Jared’s car lurched to the left. My breath caught in my throat as I watched him struggle to regain control of his vehicle.

      “Fuck,” Angus cursed in my ear, leaping to his feet.

      My attention cut to Dad on the pit wall. He slammed his fist into the side of his leg then said something to Devon who jumped down from his stool and hurried over to the garage.

      Tate’s car had also been damaged, and the two drivers made their way back to the pits, Jared driving his car on three wheels. I had no idea how he’d take this disastrous ending to his first Grand Prix. Drivers were volatile at the best of times, let alone after suffering such a heavy disappointment, and getting caught up in a serious and, frankly, terrifying accident.

      Angus ran outside along with Mark, to direct Jared into the garage. He pulled up, ripped off the steering wheel, threw it on the ground, and launched out of the car.

      Okay, disappointed wasn’t the right description. Fucking furious was much more appropriate, and although he still wore his helmet which hid his face, his body language screamed pure rage.

      I expected him to march out the back of the garage and straight into the team motorhome. Instead, he spun on his heel and stormed down the pit lane.

      Where the hell is he going?

      Jared dragged off his helmet and tugged out his earplugs. I caught sight of him on the TV screens, the cameras eagerly following the ensuing drama.

      I’d never seen a man so angry, his face beet red, his eyes locked straight ahead. Angus sprinted after him, and he wrestled a hold of Jared’s arm, but Jared launched his shoulder in the air and shook him off. I spotted Devon running, too, and then realization hit me.

      Shit.

      Jared was going to confront Tate.

      I ran down the pit lane toward Tate’s garage. Getting involved meant overstepping the mark. Angus and Devon would have the matter in hand, but somehow, I hoped that, if I could get Jared’s attention, my presence might calm him down.

      By the time I reached Tate’s garage, he and Jared were standing inches apart, yelling at each other. Both of them had adopted an aggressive stance, with a lot of finger poking going on. TV cameras and reporters jostled for position. Two drivers having a full-on row was a juicy piece of gossip. The rookie American going up against England’s prince.

      “Are you trying to fucking kill me?” I caught Jared hollering as I skidded inside.

      Tate spread his arms wide. “No, man. Jeez, it was an accident. I got the message one of the leader cars were approaching so I lifted off the gas pedal.”

      Jared scowled, his fisted hands shaking with rage. “You were on the fucking racing line, you dick. In a fucking monsoon. What the hell did you think was gonna happen, huh? Or is this some kind of sick joke for rookie drivers?”

      Tate’s mouth formed into a flat line, and he poked Jared in the chest. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re insinuating, mate, but don’t come onto my patch and accuse me of unprofessionalism.”

      Jared smacked Tate’s hand away. “I’m not your goddamn mate.”

      Dad chose that moment to appear. Just as well, really, because with the amount of testosterone flying around, anything could happen. He shoved in between both drivers, one of his hands on each of their chests, keeping them from coming to blows. He switched his focus to Jared. “That’s enough. Both of you. Back to the garage, Jared.” When Jared held his ground, Dad barked, “Now!”

      I caught Jared’s eye as he stormed past me, but other than an angry glare, he paid me no attention.

      Devon slung an arm around my shoulder, grinned, and whispered, “Goddamn high-maintenance drivers,” in my ear.

      His jokey manner brought a smile to my face, but Jared’s fury, and the unexpected and disappointing end to my first race as pit crew, left a sour taste in my mouth.

      We walked into the garage, Jared nowhere to be seen. As we were still in the middle of the race, Lewis’s team all rushed back to work. Jared’s team, however, were at a loose end, although everyone would stick around to cheer Lewis on to a hopeful win.

      I sidled up next to Angus. “Mind if I split for ten minutes?”

      He looked down at me, his eyebrows raised. “Like that, is it?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe a woman will have a chance of calming him down?”

      Angus chuckled. “You don’t fool me, kid.”

      I offered up a twisted grin and playfully bumped shoulders with him. “On the hush-hush, right, Angus?”

      He made a zipping motion across his lips. “Mum’s the word, kiddo. But do me a favor? Be careful. Jared’s a nice guy, but he’s a racing driver first and foremost. You’ll always come second to a guy like him, and I want more than that for you.”

      “Nothing’s going on, Angus. I swear. He’s miles from home with no friends or family nearby. I’m offering a shoulder, nothing more.”

      Liar.

      He nodded. “I’ve got your back, kiddo.”

      Have I mentioned how much I love Angus?

      He was one of the few people around here who at least tried to remember I was an adult. It wasn’t that I’d decided to keep secrets from Dad, just that I didn’t need a grilling about something I wasn’t sure I understood yet, namely whether anything was going on with Jared and me. Although if Dad asked Jared that question, undoubtedly Jared would reply with a resounding “Absolutely nothing”.

      Heading out back, I opened the door to the motorhome where I found Jared pacing. He’d stripped off the top half of his race suit and removed his fire-retardant T-shirt. His chest glistened with sweat, his hair damp and mussy. Despite his deep rage, I couldn’t help staring, my belly clenching with desire. Angry Jared was hot. The timing was absolutely not appropriate, but I couldn’t help drinking in my fill of him.

      He stopped and glared, anger darkening his expression as his gaze collided with mine.

      “Not now, Paisley,” he snapped, resuming his pacing.

      Closing the door behind me, I leaned against it then I crossed my arms over my chest. Tension thickened the air, Jared acting like a caged tiger—raging, vexed, completely hacked off. And I didn’t know whether he would allow me to to calm him or decide to rip my throat out.

      He raked a hand through his hair as he stomped around the small space, muttering to himself.

      “What can I do?” I finally asked when at least five minutes had passed by without either of us saying a word. “Tell me and I’ll do it.”

      Those gorgeous chocolate irises turned my way, fury raging, pupils dilated.

      “Go away, Paisley. Leave me alone.”

      “No.”

      He clenched both hands into fists. “I said fucking leave. I won’t tell you again.”

      I took a step forward. “Rail on me all you like, Jared. That’s what friends are for. I’m not surprised you’re angry. You’re entitled to be. But I won’t let you push me away. Being alone right now is the very last thing you need.”

      “You have no idea what I need,” he gritted out, teeth clenched.

      “Then tell me,” I said gently. “Talk to me.”

      He made a frustrated noise, almost a growl. I barely had time to react before he was on me and his mouth crashed down on mine. Locking my hands behind my back, he pinned me to the door with his hips, his kiss hard, raw, almost punishing, nothing at all like the tentative touching of lips when I’d kissed him the day we’d first met, or even the kiss we’d shared outside my hotel room on Wednesday night. He was far from gentle, using his teeth and his tongue to assert his dominance, demanding my submission. I sank against him, a surging tide of warmth starting in my core and working its way to the tips of my fingers and the ends of my toes.

      Desperate to touch him, I struggled to free my hands, but he tightened his grip and bit hard on my lip as a warning. I tasted blood on my tongue.

      Oh God, this was so primal.

      His touch sent wild tremors racking through me, my body shaking as violently as if I’d spent the night outside in the depths of winter.

      And then as quickly as he’d come on to me, he let me go. Still lost in a haze of passion, I could barely focus.

      Jared muttered, “Fuck, no. Not happening.”

      What?

      By the time I recovered my senses, he’d gone.

      Dammit!
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      I somehow made it through the myriad of post-race press interviews and fielded a multitude of questions about my reaction to the crash. I fully expected a lecture from Jack, and I deserved it. I should have kept my cool instead of letting the red mist cloud my vision. Hardly the sort of press I’d hoped to receive after my first race.

      Once I escaped the clutches of a room full of journalists, I spent enough time with the sponsors to appease Jack, but the whole time, I couldn’t think about anything but Paisley. The feel of her pliant lips succumbing to me so readily, despite how rough I’d been. The warmth of her body filtering through the unshapely race suit. The crush of her breasts against my chest.

      I’d resisted her for so long, but now I’d had a real taste, I wanted to own everything she had to give and then demand more.

      What the fuck have I done?

      After what had happened with Tate, I was so enraged I didn’t think; I acted. And now I’d been left with the consequences of those actions. Paisley made it abundantly clear she wanted me, and the only leverage I had to keep her at bay was by maintaining a friendly, but polite, distance. After Wednesday night’s kiss, I’d sworn it wouldn’t happen again, yet a mere five days later, I’d thrust my goddamn tongue down her throat.

      I expected to find her hanging around, but since I’d walked out and left her in the motorhome, I hadn’t seen her at all. I almost asked Jack or Devon or Angus where she was, but I didn’t dare in case they saw right through my passive interest.

      Glancing at my watch, I figured it would be another half hour or so and I should be able to escape back to the confines of the hotel.

      “Jared, a word.” Jack appeared at my shoulder and cocked his head, beckoning me to follow him.

      Here we go.

      Oh, hang on. Was this about Tate… or Paisley?

      We walked back to the motorhome in silence. I tried to read his body language, but Jack had mastered hiding his emotions. This was not how I wanted to start what I hoped would be a long career with Nash Racing. Crashing the car causing tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of damage, coming to blows with a competitor in front of the entire racing community, not to mention the press and the millions watching worldwide. Oh, and furiously and roughly kissing his daughter, although I prayed he didn’t know anything about the latter.

      “Sit down, Jared,” Jack said. He wandered over to the fridge, opened it, and pulled out two beers. He twisted off the caps and handed me one.

      “Thanks.” I took a welcome drink. I rarely drank during the racing season, but I needed this after today.

      “Not the most auspicious of starts,” Jack said.

      I opened my mouth to begin my defense, and then I saw his eyes twinkling. Thank Christ. I grinned and shrugged. “He fucked up. You know it and I know it.”

      Jack nodded. “Agreed. He should have moved out of the way, not slowed down on the racing line. It would have been bad enough to do that in dry conditions, but with the weather we had today, it was reckless. You’ll be happy to know the stewards agree with you. Tate will take a five-place grid penalty at the next race.”

      I felt vindicated by my anger, even though the way I chose to display it wasn’t exactly professional. “I should have dealt with things differently. It won’t happen again, Jack.”

      “Damn straight,” Jack said, laughing. “Before the crash, though, you were killing it. Lewis wasn’t disappointed at what happened, that’s for sure. He had a much more comfortable race after you crashed out.”

      I laughed, too. “Fucking teammate, my ass.”

      Jack clinked his bottle against mine. “Drink up, kid. Go back to the hotel. Get some rest. We’ll do a full debrief tomorrow, and then it’s off to Bahrain. Onwards and upwards.”
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      Paisley was nowhere to be seen either that day or the next, and after several internal arguments, I caved. I assessed my options and figured Angus would be the best person to ask. He was her boss after all. Asking where one of my mechanics’ was shouldn’t be taken as odd. Lewis had taken to giving me the stink-eye every time I even glanced in Paisley’s direction, and Devon had already left to visit family and friends. I wouldn’t see him again until Bahrain. Strange for my engineer not to be at the post-race debrief, but apparently Devon shooting off straight after the race was something Jack had agreed to for years. Devon only made it back to Australia a couple of times a year, so I totally understood his need to connect with those he loved. I missed my family like hell.

      I took the spare seat next to Angus as the rest of the team gathered. Chairs scraped against the tile, and loud chatter filled the room. When a team had one winner and one very sore loser, it created a weird dynamic at the debrief. There was joy and excitement for the driver who’d won, but the atmosphere zinged with a repressed vibe as no one wanted to make the losing driver, or their crew, feel bad.

      I leaned toward Angus and tried to keep my voice as casual as I could manage. “Paisley not around today? She sick?”

      Angus didn’t even look at me. He stared straight ahead, his gaze on Jack in conversation with a couple of the team.

      “She’s fine.”

      I glanced around. “Where is she? Everyone’s here. Why isn’t she?”

      “She’ll meet us in Bahrain.”

      Okay, he was clearly dodging the question. Except I wouldn’t quit until I got an answer.

      “Where is she, Angus?” I said in a determined, don’t-fuck-with-me tone.

      Finally, he turned his head. He sighed. “Jared, I like you. I really do. You’re a top guy and a fantastic driver. But like I said on your first day, cast your line somewhere else.”

      I pulled in my lips, wondering how much Paisley had divulged about what had happened between us before she’d fucked off to God-only-knows where. I didn’t want to slip up and share if she hadn’t.

      “What do you think I’m gonna do?”

      He hitched a shoulder. “Nothing, because you won’t get the chance.”

      I snorted. “She’s a grown woman, Angus, who can make her own decisions.”

      Angus nodded. “That she is. But even if you could convince me it’s a good idea for you two to hook up, Devon and Lewis won’t agree. And don’t even get me started on Jack. Everyone in the paddock knows you don’t touch Jack Nash’s daughter, so do yourself a favor and pick someone else. Formula One is full of gorgeous girls and hot-as-hell groupies. It’s a smorgasbord of totty for a handsome guy like yourself.”

      Angus’s reiteration of his earlier warning further ignited my interest. The first time he’d warned me off, I hadn’t cared all that much. Sure, my dick had been mildly interested in a brief fling, but once I’d found out who she was, that’d been the end of it. But after getting to know Paisley these last few weeks, my interest in her had grown.

      Now… Angus’s second untimely warning fired up my competitive streak.

      The team would meet up in Bahrain in just over a week. I could wait. And then it was race on. Paisley would see a very different Jared Kane from the one who’d tried to keep her at bay.

      If she wanted me, I was hers for the taking.
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      Okay, I admit it. After Jared kissed me and then clearly regretted it, I decided to do a bunk. I didn’t want to face him, to hear a speech about mistakes and misgivings, and ‘Never gonna happen again’.

      It wasn’t unheard of for members of the crew to duck home whenever they could, and I’d taken advantage of that with the excuse that I was missing Mum. Dad happily acquiesced, although it’d mean missing the post-race debrief, but as a junior mechanic, it wasn’t crucial for me to be there.

      Jared had screwed me up with that kiss. The feel of his lips on mine, his tight, hard body pressing up against me, his thick erection sending a message of such promise, well, it was all I could think about. He was all wrong for me, and not because of who he was, but more what he was, namely a racing driver. It was one of the reasons I never dated any drivers. I’d had offers—and temptations—but I always refused any advances. I didn’t want to come second to a lump of aluminum.

      So why do I want Jared so much?

      Alone, I walked through the arrivals hall at Bahrain International Airport. Dad had flown in yesterday, but I reaffirmed my ‘Missing Mum’ mantra by staying on an extra day. I’d even booked us in at a spa just to hammer the message home. There’d been a moment during our pedicure when I’d almost told her about me and Jared, but at the last minute I lost my nerve. Mum would tell Dad… And I had no idea how he’d react. Until I did, I had to keep quiet.

      And anyway, if Jared decided kissing me had been a big mistake, what was the point in upsetting Dad?

      Spotting the chauffeur holding up a card with my name on it, I headed on over, towing my suitcases behind me. He drove me straight to the hotel and waited while I checked in and dropped my bags off in my room. Fortunately, I didn’t have to wear my full race suit today. Just as well, considering the temperature had tipped one hundred degrees. I quickly changed into a Nash Racing T-shirt and a pair of white jeans cut just above the ankle.

      The closer the car got to the track, the faster my blood raced. Although desperately excited to see Jared, I didn’t have a clue how he would react to me.

      Well, I was about to find out because we’d arrived.

      I thanked the driver and, after stopping to speak to a few people, I arrived at our garage. My heart thumped at a million miles an hour—okay, an exaggeration. If that were true, I’d probably need to go to the hospital. Put it this way, my ribs were taking a battering.

      I spotted Dad focused on a computer screen, Devon to his left and Steve to his right.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      Dad twisted around and beamed. “There’s my princess.” He half held out his arms, then dropped them to his sides as he caught sight of my face. He cleared his throat. “Good flight, sweetheart?”

      Poor Dad. He tried so hard, but twenty-two years of ingrained habit was hard to break.

      “Yeah, it was fine.” I took pity on him and kissed his cheek. “That’s from Mum.”

      Mum was a worse flier than me, so we wouldn’t see her at any races until the European season kicked in and she’d be able to travel around by train.

      “Feeling better now that you’ve spent some time together?” he asked, referring to my mad dash from Australia ten days earlier.

      Guilt gnawed at my insides. I hated lying to Dad, but it was for the best. If things changed between Jared and me then I’d talk to him. But until then, it seemed pointless to mention something that hadn’t happened. And if Jared kept fighting his obvious attraction to me, it might never happen.

      “Absolutely,” I said. “Raring to go.”

      “Good,” Dad replied. “After Australia, we need to up our game.”

      “Lewis not here yet?” I asked.

      “He will be shortly,” Dad said.

      I held my breath waiting for him to mention our other driver, the one I really want to hear about. He didn’t disappoint.

      “Jared’s here, though. He flew in last night. As soon as Lewis arrives, we’ll get around the table and plan our strategy for this weekend. You’re welcome to join us, sweetheart.”

      I widened my eyes. That wasn’t normal procedure, considering my very very junior position on the team. Only the head mechanics, the engineers, the drivers, and our chief strategist were permitted to attend the planning sessions. But at least it would give me a chance to see how the land lay with Jared in a neutral environment.

      “Really?” I said enthusiastically, because the opportunity genuinely excited me. “That’d be great, Dad.”

      He lifted his finger to his lips. “Shhh. Don’t tell the others.”

      At that moment, Jared walked in, cutting off my ability to respond. Every drop of saliva disappeared from my mouth, and my heart started up with that crazy-fast rate again. He didn’t even glance my way, instead choosing to stand between Dad and Devon. I drew back, pretending to look over the car—as if I knew what I was doing. I trailed my fingertips over the navy-blue paintwork, not a blemish or scratch in sight. A Formula One car truly was a thing of beauty.

      “She all set?” I jumped at Jared’s voice in my ear.

      I squinted, trying to read him, but Jared’s poker face gave nothing away.

      “Not sure. I only just arrived.”

      He frowned and then chuckled under his breath. “Benefits of being the boss’s daughter, hey, Pixie Ley? All the other mechanics have been here for the last two days prepping the car.”

      I ground my teeth at his obvious dig, although a thrill ran through me because he’d used my nickname, the one he’d given me on the way to Australia. I loved it. Not that I’d disclose that little gem to Jared.

      “How I organize my time has nothing to do with you, hotshot.”

      “I thought your nickname for me was ‘uptight ass’.”

      I couldn’t help it. I giggled. My heart sang at the fact he’d remembered our conversation from weeks earlier.

      “I upgraded you,” I said.

      He threw back his head and laughed. “I’m honored.”

      “You should be. I don’t upgrade everyone.”

      I expected him to hit me with a comeback, but instead, he leaned in close and murmured, “Why’d you leave Australia so suddenly, and without saying goodbye?”

      There was an undertone to his voice, one I hadn’t heard before. Husky, raw, and sexy as hell.

      Before I could answer, Dad called over, “Okay, you guys, let’s go. We’ve a race to plan.”

      As I went to walk away, Jared grabbed my arm.

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      Sweeping my tongue over my lips, I chose a light and breezy, “What about?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Don’t play games, Ley. We’re talking. Later.”

      And with that, he strode on ahead, leaving me trailing behind.
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        * * *

      

      My fascination with the race strategy meeting edged my acute awareness of Jared sitting opposite into second place, something I assumed would have been an impossibility—a timely reminder that my career meant the world to me. But as the talks wound down, my gaze automatically shifted to Jared. The image of him striding toward me before those lips crashed down on mine crowded my mind. The way he’d taken control so easily with a simple kiss caused a swell of desire to crash over me.

      A soft sigh escaped my lips, drawing Lewis’s attention. He glanced between me and Jared and then gave me a hard stare. I glared back. His silent message was clear: don’t go there. Well, too bad, cos if I got the chance, I was definitely going there. Again and again.

      And again.

      The session ended, and chairs scraped along the floor as everyone rose to their feet. Breathless, I waited for Jared to give me a sign he was ready to talk, but before he could, Dad cocked his head, indicating for Jared to follow him, and the two of them disappeared.

      I wanted to scream with frustration, especially when I spotted Lewis making his way over, a determined expression on his face. I pretended I hadn’t seen him and headed for the door, but I wasn’t quick enough. He gripped my upper arm.

      “Hold on there, little lady,” he said. “A word.”

      I gave him my best innocent look, one I’d perfected as a teenager. It always worked a treat on Mum and Dad. Not so on Lewis, if the arched eyebrow he sported was anything to go by.

      “What’s up, Lew?”

      He waited until we were alone and then loomed over me. “We’ve already spoken about staying away from Jared, Paise. Now I’m telling you. Forget it. Forget him. He is not the man for you. I don’t want to rat you out to Jack, but I will. Either you quit mooning after Jared Kane with your big blue eyes, or you’ll give me no choice but to let your dad know what’s going on.”

      I folded my arms across my chest and kicked a hip out to one side in what I hoped imitated a no-nonsense stance. “Nothing is going on,” I stated. “Jared and I are just friends.”

      Lewis snorted. “And I’m the goddamn Pope.”

      “Well, I ain’t kissing your ring,” I drawled, earning a bark of laughter from him. “And it happens to be the truth.” An opportunity to put Lewis off the scent arose, and I took it. “If you must know, yeah, I’m attracted to Jared, but he’s not remotely interested, okay? So please don’t poke at an open wound.”

      Lewis’s eyes widened, and a faint tinge of pink colored his cheeks. “Shit, Paise, I’m sorry.”

      “No, you’re not.” I grinned. “Still, now you know, stop giving me a hard time, okay?”

      He gave my arm a squeeze. “The right guy will come along for you, Paise, at the right time.”

      The right guy had come along. All I had to do was convince the man himself.

      “Can we stop talking about my love life, or lack of it, Lew?” I playfully nudged him.

      Lewis chuckled. “Absolutely.”

      I went in search of Angus to see if he needed anything from me. He didn’t. I’d be more involved at free practice tomorrow. Once I progressed from a trainee to a fully fledged member of the team, then I’d be much more involved.

      Hanging around the motorhome, I waited for Dad to turn up with Jared, but neither did. I was about to go looking for them when Devon arrived.

      “There you are, Paise,” he said. “Your dad asked me to tell you he’s gone to some press thing with Jared and Lewis, and then they have the sponsors dinner after that, so he suggested you head back to the hotel and he’ll catch up with you there later.”

      My jaw clenched of its own accord. Bloody charming. Dinner for one, and an early night, then. Alone.
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        * * *

      

      The next day’s practice session went well, and Jared hit the top of the leaderboard as fastest on the day. Tate came in second with Lewis third. Dad couldn’t hide his delight as he went around clapping everyone on the back and with such a big smile, his cheeks must surely ache.

      The temperature was well over one hundred degrees, and we were all melting, so when Devon turned up with a box full of ice pops and ice-cream bars, the whole team dove in. I chose a strawberry one in the shape of a rocket.

      I parked my backside on an upturned toolbox. After peeling off the wrapper, I sucked the ice pop into my mouth. I nibbled my way down, stopping every few seconds to allow the cold frozen ice to slither down my throat. God, I needed that. It was too damned hot.

      Halfway through the delicious treat, I glanced up to find Jared staring at me with something akin to shock on his face. His burning gaze pinned me in place, and suddenly, I couldn’t move.

      Oh dear God.

      A rush of wetness flooded my underwear. I tried to tear my gaze away, but I couldn’t. The garage might as well have been empty. It was just me, him, and enough sexual tension to fuel a race car for an entire season. He unfastened his race suit and peeled it down to his waist, revealing his fire vest underneath. My eyes were glued to his taut chest muscles and firm, lean biceps. Casually, he walked in my direction and crouched beside me. Everyone was busy chattering and didn’t notice our exchange.

      His mouth moved to my ear, and he murmured, “When I go to bed tonight, I’m going to imagine you doing that to my dick.”

      My lips parted in a half-open gape before closing, which allowed me to swallow, hard. I couldn’t think of a single thing to say in response, an unusual state of affairs for me. Did that mean what I thought it meant? What I hoped it meant?

      “Jared, I—”

      “Hot as fuck, Pixie Ley,” he said, cutting me off. “Hot. As. Fuck.”

      He straightened as I struggled to find my equilibrium which had gone skipping down the road singing tunes from La La Land.

      “We’re still having that chat, but it’ll have to wait until after Sunday’s race.”

      And with that, he strolled away without a care in the world, leaving my brain scrambled.
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      I crossed the finish line with the sound of the crowd roaring in my ears and an abundance of blue-and-red Nash Racing flags in my peripheral vision. I swerved toward the pit wall, a nod to my amazing crew who’d pulled out all the stops for me this weekend.

      I’ve gone and fucking done it.

      I’d won my second ever race in Formula One. Letting go of the steering wheel, I fist-pumped the air, adrenaline coursing through me. Only one other time came close to how I felt, and that was the year I’d won my first ever IndyCar race, but I’d go so far as to say this edged it.

      “Guys, we did it!” I yelled into the radio. “Thank you so much. I owe—” My voice broke. I cleared my throat in an effort to force the words. I swallowed past the lump and tried again. “Thank you, for everything.”

      “Terrific race, Jared,” Devon’s calm tones came back at me. “You drove sublimely.”

      By the time I drew to a halt in Parc Fermé, the area where all the cars gathered after the race, I grinned so widely, it was a wonder my face didn’t split. I leaped out of the car and jogged over to my team who were all hanging over the railings. My gaze fell on Paisley, right at the front, waving her hands like a lunatic. I flung my arms around her. I couldn’t speak to her because I hadn’t removed my helmet, but I clearly heard her scream, “You’re a god, Jared Kane.”

      Now come on… What guy wouldn’t want to hear that from a girl he was desperate to fuck. If she repeated that in the bedroom, my cock would go off like a bottle of violently shaken champagne.

      The rest of the team enveloped me in hugs, including Lewis—who clapped me on the back and stuck up his thumbs. Reluctantly, I left my team and went to get weighed. The next couple of hours passed by in a blur. Standing on the podium’s top step holding my trophy aloft to the cheering crowds. Attending the post-match interviews. The team briefing with our engineers and strategists where we went over every single second of the race. By the time Jack gave me the go ahead to leave, I could barely keep my eyes open. I couldn’t complain, though. At least I had some time off before flying to China for the next race. The rest of the team had a much harder job. They had to dismantle the cars, pack everything up, transport the kit thousands of miles, then rebuild the car at the other end.

      It suddenly occurred to me that I might not get a chance to talk to Paisley. She’d be expected to help the team move the kit?

      Damn.

      I searched for her, but after checking the motorhome, the garage, the sponsors area, she was nowhere to be found. Deflated, I said a quick goodbye to Devon and Angus, managing to refrain from asking if they’d seen her.

      I planned to stay the night in Bahrain, but tomorrow I’d head back to London for a few days. I’d love to go home to the States, but by the time I arrived and acclimated, I’d have to leave again. It didn’t seem worth it.

      My driver dropped me at the hotel where, like a fucking lame rock star, I fell asleep the minute my head hit the pillow. I awoke the next morning dazed and confused until I remembered where I was. I snatched up my phone and checked my messages. Several from my family, all congratulating me on the win… and two from Paisley.

      My heart stuttered as I opened the first one.

      Sorry we didn’t catch up. Dad insisted on dinner with the most boring people ever. I’ll see you soon, then we can talk.

      And the second.

      You can talk while having your cock sucked, right?

      Blood rushed to my groin so fast, I became light-headed. I palmed my dick at the same time as reading the second message over and over and sent a reply.

      No problem. And I can’t honestly say I’ve tried.

      Three dots appeared, her response instantaneous, almost as though she’d been waiting for my text.

      First time for everything.
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        * * *

      

      I pushed open the door to my apartment after an uneventful flight to London, a sense of loneliness overwhelming me. The intense adrenaline rush of winning my first Grand Prix had worn off, and I felt alone and isolated. Maybe leaving behind my friends, my family, everything I’d ever known had been a mistake.

      And then my mind turned to Paisley. God, I wished she was here right now. I wouldn’t feel lonely then.

      I dumped my suitcases in my bedroom and opened a bottle of water. Spring had broken in the few weeks I’d been away, and I sat on the balcony and watched the world go by.

      I lost track of time when the sound of a fist banging against my door jerked me back to the present. I frowned. I wasn’t expecting anyone.

      Setting my drink on the ground, I stood and walked inside.

      I drew back the door to find Paisley holding a brown paper bag in one hand and a pack of beers in the other.

      “Ta-da,” she said, pushing past me. “I knew you’d be hiding out here like a virgin at a swingers’ party when you should be celebrating. I’ve brought curry and beer. Brace yourself for a culinary lesson—aka me popping this in the microwave. And then prepare for a taste sensation. Khan’s does the best curry takeaway this side of the river.”

      My eyebrows shot up, and I broke into a smile. Being around Paisley was like finding myself in the eye of a hurricane, and I realized, standing there like a dumbass with my mouth agape, that this wonderful, special, unique woman had inveigled her way into my life without me even being aware of it happening.

      I closed the door and followed her through to the kitchen. She’d opened a couple of silver cartons that contained what I could only describe as disgusting brown stuff.

      “What is this shit?” I said. “It’s like… gunk.”

      She shot me a stern look. “Gunk? I’ll have you know, Mr. Philistine, this is the best chicken madras outside of India. Just wait until you taste it. You’ll thank me, I promise.”

      “Paisley,” I said, eyeing the film of grease lining the top. “I’m in training. I can’t eat this type of food.”

      She gestured dismissively, a frown of concentration drawing her brows low. “One meal won’t hurt you. Put in an extra hour at the gym tomorrow. And anyway, we both have to eat it, otherwise, when I snog your face off later, I’ll stink of garlic. So we both have to stink of garlic to not smell it on the other.”

      I was too blindsided by ‘snog your face off’ to be disgusted by the idea of smelling of garlic. I half expected her to look at me for a response, but she focused on prepping the food. She rinsed out the foil packages the food came in and left them on the side.

      “Make sure you recycle those,” she ordered.

      I mock saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She covered the food and put it in the microwave, then grabbed some silverware and a couple of napkins.

      “Here.” She pushed two bottles of beer toward me. “Open those.”

      I’d never had a woman order me around in my life, apart from Mom, but there was something in the way Paisley did it that had me obeying without hesitation. I twisted off both caps, handed one over, and touched the neck of mine to hers.

      “How come you haven’t gone to China with the rest of the team?” I asked.

      “Dad wanted me to check up on Mum. He had planned on coming back himself before flying out, but something came up with one of the sponsors. I was the easy choice to cut from the team.” A flash of disappointment crossed her face, speaking volumes.

      “You’re really serious about a career in racing, aren’t you?”

      “I’m as committed to my career as you are to yours.” She shook her head and sighed. “Got a helluva fight on my hands to be taken seriously, though. What with being female and Jack Nash’s daughter. A double strike against me.” She stiffened her spine and set her jaw. “But I will make it.”

      My throat tightened. I’d been so busy assuming Paisley had it easy, I hadn’t considered the other side of the coin. I reached out and touched the back of her hand.

      “There isn’t a doubt in my mind.”

      She strolled around the kitchen counter to where I was standing on the other side, her face arranged in determined fashion. My heart rate jumped up a notch. The scent of her reached me, a mixture of bodywash, very subtle perfume, and her. She trailed her index finger over my chest, down to my abs, before hooking it into the waistband of my jeans. She tugged. I stepped closer.

      “How about a non-garlic snog to kick off the evening?”

      I wanted to. God, I wanted to so fucking much. But every time I decided to go for it, a little warning voice nudged at me. If Jack found out I’d fucked his daughter, I could lose everything. As hot as I found Paisley, she wasn’t worth trashing my career over. There wasn’t a woman walking the earth that I’d trade for racing.

      “Paisley…”

      I didn’t get to say anymore because she leaped into my arms. Her legs clamped around my waist, and she kissed me—and every doubt I had fled.

      I groaned, my hands automatically moving to her ass to hold her in place. Somewhere in the distance, the microwave pinged, but neither of us were interested in food. We were far too busy feasting on each other.

      Our tongues collided, and she sucked mine into her mouth. Fuck. My cock responded enthusiastically, straining to escape the confines of my jeans. She threaded her hands into my hair and pulled, hard. It hurt, in a good way. I returned the favor, fisting her hair and yanking her head backward. I fastened my mouth to her neck and sucked.

      “God, yes, more please,” she gasped. “Harder, Jared. Do it harder.”

      I obliged, secretly thrilled she seemed to like it rough. I wasn’t into pain per se, but a little rough sex turned me on.

      Christ… I’d just admitted we were going to have sex. It might be a stupid thing to do career-wise, but cock-wise, it was the best fucking decision I’d ever made.

      I carried her into my bedroom. Her legs were still clamped around my waist. It boded well that she had thighs of steel.

      I eased her to her feet, noticing a faint hickey where I’d sucked her neck. I gently grazed it with my thumb.

      “I’ve marked you,” I said.

      Breathless, she replied, “And with any luck, you’ll mark me some more.”

      Cupping her face, I tilted back her head. She reached up for a kiss, but I stopped her. “Before we do this, I want to make a couple of things clear. If you decide to walk after I’ve spoken, that’s cool. No hard feelings. There’s no expectation on my part.”

      She scowled at me. “You’re ruining the buzz, Jared.”

      I flashed her a cocky grin. “I guarantee it’ll take me about five seconds to get it back.”

      “Sure of yourself, aren’t you, hotshot?”

      “Yep.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Do your little speech so we can get on with the orgasms.”

      I laughed. Paisley was like no other woman I’d ever met. She didn’t take life seriously, and that included sex. I found that hellishly attractive. Sex should be fun. I wanted to fuck her even more now. I hoped my honesty didn’t scare her away.

      “Firstly, this has to stay strictly between us. No one can find out.”

      She considered my demand for a second and then nodded. “Deal. It’s no one’s business but ours anyway.”

      “Good. Secondly, no drama. I’m going to be completely honest and tell you straight that racing will always come first. The only people I prioritize over racing is my family. Just because we fuck does not give you any rights over me, nor does it give me any over you.”

      She frowned. “You’re saying we wouldn’t be exclusive?”

      I shook my head. “That’s not what I’m saying. If this turns into more than a one-time thing, then you will be the only girl I sleep with. I would expect the same monogamy from you as long as we agree this is what we want. But what it does mean is that if it comes to a choice between my career and you, my career wins every time. If you can live with that, then, yeah, I really want to fuck you. Badly.”

      She locked her gaze on to mine, and gently, she rubbed two fingers over her bottom lip. “Y’know, Jared, I’ve lived my whole life aware that a hunk of metal is more important than me. Racing is in Dad’s blood, and there were many times in my childhood where he chose it over me. He missed school plays, parents’ evenings, sports day. But I never once held it against him. Without racing, Dad wouldn’t be the amazing, loving father he is. Fortunately, Mum filled in the gaps, and when Dad was there, he was there, you know? Then, I was number one. Admittedly, that only happened a few weeks a year, but I’m down with that. I know my dad loves me, just not to the exclusion of everything.” She shrugged. “And that’s okay.”

      Paisley’s speech was clearly meant to validate the terms of our relationship in her eyes, but instead, I mourned for her, my gut aching. Every child deserved to be the center of their parents’ world. I’d had that, and so had my brothers and sister. What my mom and dad lacked in material things, they more than made up for in love.

      I’d been wrong about Paisley. She wasn’t a spoiled little rich girl at all. She was poor in all the things that really mattered, far poorer than me. A rush of protectiveness sped through my body. For all her insistence she wasn’t fazed by her upbringing, somewhere on a deep level she hadn’t yet examined, that had to be festering. And by agreeing to play by my rules, wasn’t I just compounding that pain?

      She deserved more than I had to give, deserved better than I was capable of offering.

      Whether she noticed something in my face, or she was just smart enough to realize what affect her revelation might have had, she stood on her tiptoes, wrapped her arms around my neck, and drew me in for a kiss. A long, unhurried kiss that slowly ignited the embers far more than a hot, passionate, clashing-of-teeth kiss would have done.

      “You’re gonna be the death of me,” I muttered against her lips.

      “Not before you make me come,” she said. “Several times.”

      My stomach clenched, desire stronger than I’d felt in a long time tightening the muscles in my abdomen. My heart pounded, thudding against my ribcage. At this rate, I wouldn’t need a gym workout in the morning. One night with Paisley Nash would address all my fitness needs.

      I fisted my hands in the hem of her shirt and yanked it over her head, then did the same with my own. Skin on skin, Paisley’s warm body melded into mine. Sweat broke out along the nape of my neck as I fumbled with the button fly on my pants. I tore them open and yanked them down my legs, kicking them off. They hit the wall behind Paisley, and she giggled.

      “In a hurry?” she asked.

      Ignoring her, I peeled her jeans down her legs. In a copycat move, she followed my lead, launching her jeans against the wall with her feet. An impish grin turned into a broad smile. I didn’t return it, too busy getting an eyeful of the close-as-you’re-ever-gonna-get-to-perfection that was Paisley Nash.

      Her lacy purple bra and matching panties set off her smooth and blemish-free olive skin. Long, lean muscles, taut abdomen, rock-hard thighs. I liked a girl who took pride in her body.

      “You’re fucking beautiful.”

      I curved a hand around the back of her neck and used my thumb under her chin to tip back her head. She parted her lips and swept her tongue over the bottom one. The last of my doubts evaporated, and I captured her mouth with mine.

      Her bra easily came undone, and I slipped it from her shoulders and tossed it aside. The feel of her bare tits against my chest sent blood rushing to my groin. I was a breast man, although Paisley’s legs were going to challenge that belief. And her ass, too. Oh, who was I kidding? Everything about her turned me on from her elfin face and pointy chin to her full lips and athletic body. Not to mention her sassy attitude. That was probably the biggest turn on of all.

      She tucked her hands inside my boxers and squeezed my backside. Slowly, after tracing a finger down the crease of my ass, she circled my butthole.

      I spun her around, fast, my arm braced across her clavicle. I didn’t mind ass play, of mine or the woman’s, but I wasn’t about to let Paisley take overall control in the bedroom.

      Not this time.

      I bit down on her earlobe. “Uh uh, my little Pixie.”

      She tried to wrestle free. I held her tighter.

      “You want to play with my ass, fine, but you’ll do it when I say and on my terms. There’s only one alpha here, sweetheart, and that’s me.”

      Her breathing picked up, my natural dominance clearly exciting her. “We’ll see,” she murmured.

      I picked her up and tossed her onto the bed. She lay there wearing only her panties and a devilish glint in her eye. I crawled over her, caging her with my body. I traced the tip of my tongue between her tits, my eyes on hers.

      “You’re a dirty girl, Princess Paisley,” I said. “Lucky for you, I’m a dirty boy.”

      She bit down on her lip, raking her gaze over me. “Match made in Heaven.”

      I replaced her teeth with my own, nipping hard. She arched her back and at the same time clamped her legs around my waist, using me as leverage to raise herself. She ground her pussy against my cock, rubbing up and down, gaining the friction she needed to get off.

      I tried to slow her down. She tightened her grip. I’d been right about thighs of steel. Jesus, she could crack nuts with those muscles. Ceding any sexual control was a new experience, but as Paisley moved faster and harder, her moans and groans increasing in volume, I almost came. Instead, it was her who came—loudly.

      “Oh Christ,” she called out, her body twitching and shaking with the force of her orgasm.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her face. Paisley climaxed beautifully, her expression one of bliss, her eyes closed, her rosy lips parted.

      With a sigh, she opened her eyes. “Sorry, it’s been a while. I really needed that.”

      Jealousy surged through me at the idea of her with another guy, which was a shock to say the least because I hadn’t been aware I gave a shit. I covered up my surprise with a joke. “I think you’ve broken a couple of my ribs.”

      She grinned. “Yoga, Pilates, and deadlifts,” she said by way of explanation.

      I hooked my fingers into her panties and drew them down her legs. She was completely bare, not even a landing strip. I liked that. Better for going down.

      “Take your boxers off,” she said. “I like the feel of your cock, now I want to see it.”

      I did as she asked. My cock sprang free, the tip red and angry-looking. I couldn’t remember the last time it felt this hard, the combination of being with a woman for the first time, that the woman in question was Paisley, but most of all, her sassy mouth was the thing that turned me on the most.

      I fucking loved it.

      She gripped me, hard, and slid her hand up and down my length. Once. I groaned at the sensation, and my cock jerked.

      “You feel good, Jared,” she said. “I knew you would. Like steel wrapped in the softest silk.”

      I’d never been one for flowery language, and neither was Paisley if I’d read her right, but something about the two of us in that moment, it fit, you know? It didn’t come off as cheesy. It was sexy.

      I had planned to go down on her, but looking at her, lying there, her legs spread, her pussy on display all glistening and wet, I caved. Leaning across her, I open my nightstand drawer and removed a condom. I’d love to bareback her, to feel her velvet walls clamping on to my cock, but I didn’t take risks. If this thing turned into more than a couple of hot sex sessions, then I’d suggest we got checked out. Until then, it was rubber all the way.

      I parted her folds with the head of my cock and pushed inside. I wasn’t gentle, and from her vocal response, she didn’t mind the rough entry. She lifted her hips and met me thrust for thrust. She scored her nails down my back, and even though hers weren’t exactly talons, I’d definitely have marks in the morning.

      I changed positions, me on my back and her on top. She rode me; her tits bouncing, her breath coming in pants.

      I pressed my forefinger to her lips. “Suck,” I ordered.

      She did, pulling me deep into her mouth, giving me a taste of what it might feel like to shove my cock between those plump lips.

      I shook off the visual. Another few seconds of allowing my mind to go there and I’d come. I took my finger out of her mouth, parted her ass cheeks, and slid the tip inside. A purposeful move to reassert my dominance after her earlier boldness.

      “Okay?” I asked.

      She gasped. “Yes, Jesus, yes.” She rode me harder.

      Her willingness to experiment, to trust me enough to let me finger her ass tightened my balls. I was ready to explode far earlier than I’d like, but as her body detonated into another orgasm, I couldn’t hold back any longer.

      “Oh God,” I gritted out between clenched teeth, squeezing my eyes shut, concentrating on the rush of pleasure.

      Paisley collapsed onto my chest, both of us slick with sweat. I held her close, which wasn’t the norm for me. Usually, after I’d come, I couldn’t wait to go clean up and remove every trace of the woman I’d been intimate with.

      She moved, but I didn’t want her to get off me yet, so I tensed my arms.

      “Tell me if I get too heavy,” she said.

      I snorted in response. “As if.”

      She lifted her head and rested her chin on my chest. “I knew you’d be great in bed.”
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      I dropped my fork and relaxed back in the chair. Sex always made me hungry, and two rounds with Jared plus four orgasms left me starved.

      I pointed my chin at his empty plate. “What did I tell you? The best curry this side of the river.”

      He opened another beer for me, but I noticed he didn’t take one for himself. “With a gazillion bad calories baked right there into the sauce.”

      “Pah. You’ll work that off in the gym in no time.”

      He waggled his eyebrows. “I’ve had a pretty good workout tonight.”

      I snorted. “Rubbish. You lay on your back and let me do all the work.”

      He rolled back his shoulders, thrust his chest forward, and cracked his knuckles. “As it should be, wench.”

      I laughed. Post-coital Jared was so much fun. More relaxed somehow. After clearing away the plates, I stacked them in his dishwasher.

      “Feel up to going out for a few hours?” I asked.

      He shot me a suspicious look. “Where?”

      I grinned. “Dancing.”

      “I don’t dance.”

      “Okay, then let’s call it rubbing up against each other in a public, very crowded place, with music playing.”

      “I like the rubbing idea.”

      I held out my hand. “Then let’s go.”

      He remained seated. “We can’t, Paise. People might recognize me, and then I’d have a whole lot of explaining to do to your dad. We agreed to be discreet.”

      I grabbed his wrist and tugged until he stood. “I know just the place. Trust me, no one will notice you, or care if they do.”

      It was obvious I hadn’t convinced him. His uncertainty was right there in his narrowed eyes, wrinkled brow, and set jaw.

      “I wouldn’t suggest this if I wasn’t one hundred percent sure it’s all gravy.”

      “Gravy?”

      I laughed. “Lost in translation. It means it’s fine. Good. No problemo. If you’re still not happy when we get there, we’ll leave. ’Kay?”

      He still didn’t appear totally down with my idea, but when he sighed, it had enough resignation in it for me to know I’d won.

      “Great,” I said, grabbing my purse.

      The place I had in mind was an old haunt from my university days, a warehouse north of the river. The kind of joint that probably got raided in the nineteen-eighties for illegal raves, but now, it was a legitimate nightclub that had a good rep.

      Jared pulled a baseball cap low over his eyes on the cab ride over there, but he needn’t have worried. The driver wasn’t the least bit interested in his passengers.

      He drew to a halt directly outside the club. Jared handed over the fare, and we climbed out. Music leaked from inside the building—loud, booming—the walls of the old rickety warehouse almost shaking from the heavy bass beat.

      Jared glanced around, pulling a face. “What the hell is this place?”

      I clutched his hand and dragged him toward the entrance. “Trust me. You’re gonna love it.”

      We stepped inside, our ears immediately assaulted by the volume. The place was packed, and bodies crammed together on the dance floor with barely an inch between them. Overhead pipework crisscrossed the ceiling, and along one wall was an enormous bar with staff running around like crazy, trying in vain to keep up with the incessant demand.

      “Let’s get a drink,” I yelled in Jared’s ear.

      He shook his head. “In training, remember? One beer is my limit.”

      “No more alcohol. Just water.” I winked. “It’s gonna get steamy in here, hotshot.”

      Jared laughed. He curved a hand around my neck which, if it was any other guy, I’d see it as a proprietorial move and probably shake them off. I wasn’t the submissive type, but with Jared, instead of irking me, my skin tingled in delight at his possessive touch.

      We downed a glass of water, and then, despite his ‘I don’t dance’ mantra, as soon as I finally got Jared onto the dance floor, I discovered that was a big fat lie. Because, boy, could he move. He had amazing hip action, which I shouldn’t have been too surprised at given the excellent demonstration in bed earlier.

      The crowded dance floor gave me a great excuse to plaster myself onto his body, and I took full advantage. We were so close I could feel the outline of every single muscle on his taut frame. I wrapped my arms around his neck and, in moves that the directors of Dirty Dancing would be proud of, we lost ourselves, driven not to care by the strobe lights, the beat of the music, and the electricity zinging off the other clubbers. Within minutes, we were drenched in sweat. My hair clung to my head, and I must have looked a mess, but if the depth of hunger in Jared’s eyes was anything to go by, he didn’t agree.

      His lips hovered over mine, that decadent chocolate gaze churning my insides until he’d turned me into nothing more than a puddle of need, want, and fuck-me-now-and-screw-the-consequences desire. Jared Kane would never be mine. He’d stated it clearly enough earlier. His one true love was a racing car. But—and this was where some women might lose respect for me—I. Didn’t. Care. I accepted my position in second place, because the way he made me feel was worth every future crack he would undoubtedly put in my heart. A night in Jared’s arms was worth a lifetime with most other guys on the planet. That was an exaggeration… I hadn’t met even a fraction of the male population living on Earth, but it didn’t matter. I stood by my belief.

      I took a breath a millisecond before his mouth crashed down on mine. Jared wasn’t the soft and cuddly type. The way he’d screwed me earlier told me that. Fine by me. I’d take rough over gentle any day of the week.

      I climbed up his body until my thighs were clamped around his hips. His erection was right where I needed it, although I’d give my right kidney to get rid of the jeans and ride him bare. It didn’t matter that we were in a public place. Half the crowd were doing exactly what we were. Dry humping the one they were with.

      With Jared’s cock rubbing against my sensitive clit, I congratulated myself on those hours of yoga which gave me rock-hard thighs. Jared helped, mind you. His hands were firmly on my backside, holding me in place. But even if he let go, I’d still get the orgasm heading my way with the power of a freight train.

      Jared’s tongue fucked my mouth while I moved faster and faster. The familiar swell grew in my core, but with him it was a hundred times more intense than with any other guy I’d been with. The music faded into the background as though someone had turned the volume down, even though it still pounded out of the enormous speakers at the same rate. And then I was falling, falling so goddamn hard. I tore my mouth from his, my head rolling backward. I inadvertently bit down on my lip. The metallic taste of blood poured into my mouth, but I didn’t care.

      Because that was bloody awesome.

      Jared curved a hand around the back of my neck, much as he had earlier. He touched his forehead to mine. We stayed like that for a couple of minutes, my legs still firmly clamped around his waist. Slowly, he lowered me to the floor, making sure our bodies remained connected.

      A rush of… something… forced air from my lungs and compressed my heart. I didn’t recognize the sensation, but it drove me to feel reckless, crazy, stupid. Gratified. Sated. I had an insane need to return the favor. To drag Jared into the nearest restroom, or alcove, or right here in the middle of the dance floor. To unzip his jeans, drop them to his knees, and suck the hell out of his cock.

      I slipped my hand inside his and towed him through the crowds, my focus on the pink neon sign signaling the place that’d give me enough privacy to do what I was desperate to. He didn’t question where we were going.

      We’d almost reached my target. Almost. And then Jared stopped dead, so fast he nearly yanked my arm out of my socket. I spun around. His gaze was fixed on a point in the distance, his mouth ever so slightly ajar. I tracked where his attention had fallen.

      I was not happy. Nope. Not one bit.

      The woman who caught his attention was blonde, voluptuous, absolutely gorgeous. She was wearing this almost see-through dress, with black filigree fig leaves covering the main parts. It finished about three inches below her arse, and had a black band around the waist. She’d finished the outfit off with high-heeled shoes in a deep crimson. The only thing that allowed me a modicum of calm was the fact she was draped around this big dude with a beard to rival Albus Dumbledore, and enough tattoos to cause a tattoo parlor to run out of ink.

      “Jared,” I snapped, accompanying my sharp tone with a yank on his hand.

      He focused on me for the briefest of moments. “Gimme a sec.”

      I found myself alone as Jared cut through the crowd, making a beeline for the woman and her dude. I hesitated for a second, then followed him. Whatever was going down, I wasn’t about to stand on the sidelines, waiting like a good little girl.

      I caught up with him at the same time the blonde noticed him on a collision course. Her eyes lit up—fuck, that wasn’t good—and she wrestled out of the arms of her date. In two strides, she reached Jared. Her squeal of excitement was so loud, it broke through the deafening music. She leaped into his arms. He lifted her in the air, then spun her around which, considering there wasn’t enough room to swing a cat, was damn impressive.

      Jealousy curled in my gut, like a creeping fog on a dark, damp morning, poisoning me from the inside and filling my head with evil thoughts.

      Like ripping off one of her stilettos and stabbing her in the eye with it.

      I cut my gaze to her companion, wondering what his reaction would be. Unlike me, who surely wore a murderous expression, he appeared mildly amused, a slight quirk to his right eyebrow and a glimmer of a smile, barely visible through the insane amounts of facial hair.

      “Oh my God, Jared,” Blonde screamed. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      The only reason I could hear their exchange over the noise was because I’d glued myself to Jared’s side, my hand curved around his back and slipped into his pocket in one of those ‘Back off Bitch’ moves that was completely dickish and very unattractive. Somehow, though, I couldn’t help myself.

      “Got a few days off before the next race,” he replied. He shook the other guy’s hand, and then they clapped each other on the back in that weird way guys did. “Noah told me you’d moved to London. I was gonna call, but life’s been crazy.”

      Who the heck is Noah?

      “It doesn’t matter. God, it’s great to see you. C’mere.”

      She yanked him to her again, so hard my hand wrenched from his back pocket, painfully twisting my wrist.

      “Christ, I’ve missed you, McDreamy.”

      Mc-Fucking-Dreamy? Okay… Time’s up, sweetheart.

      “Hi,” I said in the loudest voice I owned. “I’m Paisley.”

      Jared turned his attention to me, and I saw it, right there… awkwardness. He wasn’t happy I’d introduced myself. Well, tough shit. I wasn’t happy with his behavior either, my female intuition running wild, resentment I had no right to own painfully twisting my stomach muscles.

      “Oh, hi,” she said, dragging her gaze away from Jared. She held out a hand. “I’m Rox. Roxy. And this is Boyd.”

      I almost laughed. If ever a name totally did not suit its owner, it was this guy. He should have been called Giant, or Mountain, or Zeus. Something that befitted his outer shell. Boyd was a bespectacled accountant from the Home Counties, who bought ready-made meals for one and went to bed at ten every evening.

      I managed to restrain my inner child, though, and shook both their hands.

      “Rox is an old friend from back home, and my best friend’s sister,” Jared said, finally jerking himself from his stupor to try to explain. “We’ve known each other since junior high.”

      “That we have,” Roxy said. “And believe me, Paisley, the things I could tell you about this guy.” She threw back her head and laughed. “Stories that’d make your hair curl.”

      “Okay, okay,” Jared said, giving Roxy a playful shoulder bump that did nothing to quell the storm building inside me. “Some things should remain private, Rox.”

      What? Like the amount of times she’s swallowed your cock?

      The uncharitable thought reminded me of my original intention. To drag Jared off to the unisex restrooms and do a little tasting of my own. Suddenly, I wasn’t in the mood.

      “How do you know Jared, Paisley?” Roxy asked, but before I even opened my mouth, Jared interjected.

      “She’s my boss’s daughter. Londoner born and bred, and very kindly offered to show me some of the nightlife seeing as I don’t know anyone here yet. She’s a good kid.”

      Kid? Oh, I’m gonna nail this bastard in the balls the first chance I get.

      “Yeah, a regular do-gooder, that’s me,” I said sweetly. I couldn’t believe the calmness I exuded. Inside, I raged, anger thickening my blood and sending savage thoughts speeding through my mind.

      “It’s really loud in here,” Roxy said. “Want to split? Go somewhere quieter where we can catch up?”

      “Um…” Jared’s head twitched in my direction, a barely there movement, but one that told me everything. He’d love to catch up with Roxy, but not with me hanging on his tail. Well, if that was how he felt, I’d make the decision for him. If being in my company embarrassed him that much, he could go stick his finger up his own arse, because he wouldn’t be sticking it up mine any time soon.

      “Actually, we were just leaving,” I said. “Jared’s flying to China the day after tomorrow.”

      He flashed me a confused frown. I responded with a murderous stare.

      “Oh, of course,” Roxy said, clapping a hand to her forehead in a caricatured move I’d never understood, because it made you look like an idiot. “Silly me. When are you back in town next?”

      “Not until the beginning of May,” Jared said. “After China, we’re testing, and then I’ll be traveling to Azerbaijan. But once the European season starts, I’ll be able to get back to London much more often, so maybe we can catch up then?”

      “Sounds great.”

      She leaned in and kissed him. Not on the cheek. No, she planted one right on his lips and then swept her hands down his arms. I growled, the vibration rising from my chest, into my throat, fetching with it bile that burned. Fortunately, the music was too loud for Jared to notice my ire. I had to stay cool. He wouldn’t react well to jealousy. His whole speech earlier in the evening about not owing each other anything was all the information I needed to keep my inner feelings to myself.

      Play it cool, Paise. Smile, nod, be friendly.

      “Tell Noah I’ll call soon.”

      “If I can get a hold of him,” Roxy replied, pouting. “He’s been MIA for ages.”

      “Probably just busy,” Jared said.

      “Lovely to meet you,” I interjected, eager to put an end to this horrific evening, one that had begun with such promise. I turned to her companion. “And you, Boyd.” Don’t laugh. Save it for later when you need the giggles to stop the tears.

      Boyd held up the peace sign in a nod to hippies from the past. “You, too, sister.”

      I turned my back to hide the automatic roll of my eyes, but Jared spotted it. He arched an eyebrow, though his lips did twitch. Mine stayed clamped in a firm line. He’d pissed me off, dismissing me so easily, and I didn’t care to join in a private joke.

      I strode toward the exit and spilled outside. The cold air hit me, and I inhaled a lungful. A taxi stopped outside, dropping off more partygoers. The club was still going strong and would be for several hours yet. I dove inside, Jared right behind me.

      “Jeez, Paisley, where’s the fire?” he asked, referring to my sprint from the club.

      “Nothing, just tired,” I lied. I didn’t have the words to tell him how much his behavior toward me in front of Roxy had hurt. “Two drop-offs, please, mate,” I said to the taxi driver, giving first my address and then Jared’s.

      Jared squinted at me, puzzled. He captured my hand, the smooth skin of his thumb gliding over the top of my knuckles. “You can stay over if you want?” His rough voice, husky, so goddamn sexy, reverberated up my spine.

      I shook my head, tugging my hand away. “Not tonight.”

      Turning to stare out the window, I watched the hedges and fields rush past. Jared clearly caught my mood because he opted not to question me further. We left the countryside behind, and the landscape changed as the high-rises of London came into view. The driver pulled into the curb outside my building.

      “’Night, Jared,” I said, my hand on the latch. “See you in China.”

      “Paise, wait.” He followed me onto the street and grabbed my arm, holding me in place. “If this is about what I said to Roxy—”

      “No, Jared. It’s about what you didn’t say. You treated me like I was nothing. I am not nothing. And I am not a kid.”

      He sighed, a deep one that came up from his shoes. “We agreed, no one can know there’s anything going on. Roxy’s an old friend who I adore, but at times she can let her big mouth run away with her.”

      “I bet her big mouth is big enough for your cock.”

      Shit. My brain-to-mouth filter had malfunctioned again. It happened a lot. If I had a subconscious thought, it usually found its way into my conscious life. I expected Jared to scoff, or to tell me not to be so ridiculous, or crude, or any number of adjectives he could use to describe my inappropriate comment. He didn’t. Instead, he dropped his head.

      “We had a thing. Years ago. Now we’re just friends.”

      Oh, this was so not the news I wanted to hear. I knew Jared had a colorful past, no different from any other driver in the paddock. These guys attracted girls like bees to honey, even the ones who didn’t taste that sweet. A guy like Jared—stunning, fit body, talented as hell—would attract a swarm. It shouldn’t bother me.

      It did bother me.

      More than I was willing to admit.

      My anger withered, then died. I needed to finish this conversation and go inside before I revealed too much of my heart. “Your past is none of my business, Jared. I’m sorry I said that about one of your friends. I shouldn’t have. You’re right. We need to be discreet.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for an amazing evening. See you in the pit lane.”

      My tears came the second I stepped inside.

      I let them fall.
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      China came and went, with another podium finish in the bag. Second place this time. I narrowly missed the win, losing out to Tate Flynn. Talking to him behind the scenes prior to collecting our trophies gave us time to bury the hatchet after our confrontation in Australia. He was actually a really cool guy, and I got the sense we could become friends.

      I should be smiling wide, but whenever I tried, my mouth wouldn’t work the way I wanted it to. The reason for my malaise came in the form of a little fireball—Paisley. Fully aware I’d hurt her back in London with my dismissive attitude in front of Rox, in my defense, she’d known—and agreed to—the rules. She kept a polite distance at this race, and I’d been too busy to find the time to seek her out and talk to her properly. It was difficult to carve out even five minutes during a race weekend, and given we were heading straight to the test track, it didn’t look like I’d get any time before the next race either.

      I attended the debriefing, schmoozed the sponsors, fulfilled all my press obligations, and finally managed to leave the track at ten p.m. I spotted Paisley talking to Angus as she packed stuff into a crate ready for the next leg of its journey. Whether she sensed me staring, or it was pure chance, she lifted her head, and our gazes met. I raised my hand in a conciliatory wave. She returned my peacekeeping gesture with a wan smile, then returned to her work.

      My low mood stayed with me the entire trip back to the hotel. Early tomorrow afternoon, I’d travel to the airport where I’d be flown by private jet to our test track, and then after a few days testing, it’d be on to Azerbaijan. I hoped that when we finally arrived in Europe, with the races being so much closer in distance from each other, I’d get some free time to explore. Part of wanting to switch to Formula One from IndyCar racing had been the opportunity to see the world, but so far, apart from a couple of days in Melbourne with Paisley, I’d seen very little.

      My heart clenched as my mind turned to her. The few hours we’d spent in bed together seemed like a lifetime ago, even though it hadn’t even been a week. I was anxious for a repeat performance, but she’d clearly changed her mind. The whole secrecy thing must be preying on her, and she’d decided I wasn’t worth the bother.

      If I had the words to explain how disappointed that thought made me, I’d share them. What started out as a bit of fun, a secret affair, had turned into an all-consuming mindfuck. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Even today, as I crossed the finish line, narrowly missing out on my second win in three races, all I could think was if I’d made her proud. Whether she’d call me a god again like she had in Bahrain, and whether that would result in spending the night with my dick buried inside her.

      If her dismissive half grimace acted as a verbal cue, that would be a resounding no.

      I collapsed on the bed the minute I set foot inside my hotel suite. Loneliness enveloped me. An urge to talk to my family had me reaching for my cell phone. They’d all be around at Mom and Dad’s for Sunday lunch. My sister, my two brothers, and five nieces and nephews. At times like these, a niggle of regret at the life I’d chosen burrowed beneath my skin. It usually didn’t last very long. Connect to home and family for five minutes and all would be good.

      I called my mom’s cell because she’d have it beside her in the kitchen while she served up enough food to feed the entire street. When I’d made my first million dollars, I’d bought my parents a house. It wasn’t a mansion. Such a huge property would make them very uncomfortable. It was a decent-sized four-bed, three-bath single family home on a nice tree-lined street with a fenced-in yard and enough space for their grandkids to play. As I’d made more money, I’d followed that up with houses for all my siblings and set up college funds for each kid they pushed out. I knew my family was grateful, and none of them expected a goddamn thing from me. Every one of us still had our feet firmly on the ground, and my siblings and their other halves worked hard for a living. They didn’t expect me to bankroll their lives, even though I’d be more than happy to.

      “Jared!” Mom screamed when she answered the video call. Her face swam into view, her cheeks red from standing in front of the stove for hours, wisps of hair escaping her bun.

      “Hey, Mom. How’re you guys doing?”

      “Oh, baby, we’re so proud of you. We were all watching the race. We got up especially early. We’ve been hoping you’d call.”

      “Let me say hi to everyone.”

      The picture went all fuzzy and jerky as she moved into the next room. “It’s Jared,” she said, even though a deaf man would have heard her scream when she answered my call. She held the phone at arm’s length, and my family all crowded around. I struggled to get a word in, but as each one of them vied for airtime, the warmth of love seeped through my bones. I’d never be the kind of guy who forgot my roots. These amazing people would always keep me grounded.

      We talked for twenty minutes or so before exhaustion took over and my eyes began to droop.

      “Gotta get some shut-eye guys,” I said. “I’ll call again soon.”

      After everyone had their chance to say their goodbyes, I cut the call. Conscious I still hadn’t managed to catch up with Noah, I sent a quick text, then tossed my phone on the nightstand. Stripping down to my boxers, I pulled a T-shirt over my head and climbed under the covers.

      I didn’t remember a thing between falling asleep and the moment a banging on my door woke me. Bleary eyed, I checked the time. Two in the morning. With a groan, I sat up straight, rubbed my eyes, and climbed out of bed.

      If the one at the door brought news of anything less than a fucking emergency, like the hotel was on fire, they were going to receive the sharp edge of my tongue.

      Yawning, I drew back the door.

      On the other side stood a very contrite-looking Paisley.

      “Jesus, Paisley, it’s two in the morning.”

      Her teeth grazed her bottom lip, and she slowly blinked. “Can I come in?”

      I swept a hand over my face and blew out a breath. I stepped back and gestured for her to enter. She perched on the edge of the couch and rested her elbows on her knees.

      “I’ve come to apologize,” she said, her meek tone setting off my radar. Paisley didn’t do meek. She was a full velocity trample-on-your-toes force of nature.

      “For what?”

      She kept her gaze averted. “For behaving like a child. For ignoring you all weekend. For being a jealous bitch in front of your friend, Roxy. I hate the fact you’ve had a relationship with her, yet you refused to acknowledge us. I know I agreed to keeping our…” She sighed. “Our whatever-this-is secret, and I still think it’s the right thing to do, but when you treated me like I meant nothing to you, it hurt. More than it should have. Which scares me, because I’m feeling things I have no right to.”

      I crouched in front of her and cradled her jaw. Her eyes swam with tears. Taking her hands, I helped her to stand, then folded her inside my arms. I held her tightly, stroking her back in rhythmic circles. She didn’t let her tears fall, but she did cling to me. We stood like that for at least a minute before slowly easing apart.

      “I missed you this weekend,” I said, brushing her cheeks with my thumbs. “You were right there, and yet I missed you because I couldn’t touch you, I couldn’t kiss you, I couldn’t tell the world what I’m really feeling. You’re there, Ley, right under my skin. I can’t dig you out. Dammit, I don’t want to dig you out.”

      I tugged at her chin, parting her lips, then covered her mouth with mine. In seconds we went from a standing start to hurtling down the track at two hundred miles an hour. Starved for her, I frantically grabbed her shirt and tore it open. Buttons scattered over the floor. I broke off our kiss to tug my T-shirt over my head. We were both panting as if we’d run the hundred meter dash at the Olympics. Our bodies mashed together again and we quickly discarded the rest of our clothes until there was nothing between us but warm, soft skin.

      I picked her up and carried her into the bedroom. The sheets were still rumpled from my interrupted night’s sleep, but my earlier tiredness had evaporated. I lay her on the bed, crawling on top of her.

      “What do you want, Ley?”

      She raised herself up onto her elbows. “You.”

      Running my hand through her hair, I clasped the nape of her neck and kissed her. “You’ve got me.”

      I inched down her body, gently tonguing her nipples. They elongated under my attention. Paisley arched her back, her eyes falling closed, a soft moan sounding low in her throat.

      “God, that feels good.”

      I kissed my way down her body, over her ribs, her abdomen, licking, sucking, nipping at her soft flesh. I eased apart her thighs and lapped at her with my tongue. I suppressed the instinct to devour her. She deserved tenderness, affection, intimacy.

      “More, Jared. Please.”

      Her hands clawed at the bedsheets, and she tilted her pelvis, urging me on. I sucked her swollen clit into my mouth. She let out a scream so loud, I half expected the next banging on the door to be hotel security, and then she crested, mumbled words spilling from her lips that I didn’t think had been invented yet.

      I waited until she stopped trembling, then leaned over, opened the nightstand drawer, and removed a condom. I tore open the pack, but as I went to put it on, Paisley clasped my wrist, stopping me.

      “Let me.”

      I rested back on my haunches, my dick pointing straight out, the tip damp with evidence of how much I wanted her, how desperately I needed to be inside her. But she didn’t put the rubber on. Instead, she gripped the base and swept her tongue over the head. My dick jerked. She went for a second sweep, then sucked on me like she had on that popsicle that Thursday, her cheeks hollowing out as she pulled me deep into her warm, wet mouth.

      “Fuck, Ley.”

      I fisted the sheets and squeezed my eyes closed. Visuals were not a good idea if I wanted to last longer than ten seconds.

      With her free hand, she palmed my ass. Her finger crept close to my hole, slick with… Fuck, she’d coated it with pussy juice. She must have. It was too wet to be saliva. This time I didn’t stop her. She went slow, gentle, but as she eased inside, the combination of my dick in her mouth and her finger up my ass finished me off.

      I climaxed. Fast.

      “Shit, I’m sorry,” I groaned as my balls emptied before I had time to withdraw. I hadn’t meant to come, not like that, and certainly not without permission.

      She released me, and I rolled to the side, gasping from the force of my orgasm. “Sorry, Ley,” I repeated, sweat cooling on my skin. I pulled the covers over us both.

      She raised up on her elbow, touched my face, brushed her lips over mine. “I’m not. I wanted to taste you, to make you lose control.”

      I buried my face in her neck and wrapped an arm around her shoulder, firmly gripping her waist with the other. I held her to me as my breathing slowed. A lump formed in my throat, and my vision blurred.

      What the fuck? Where had that kind of emotion come from?

      “Ley?” I croaked.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m glad you’re here.”
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      I woke the next morning with heavy, sleep-filled eyes and an aching but very satisfied body. After I’d gone down on Jared last night, he’d thoroughly shown his gratitude.

      I rolled onto my side to find the space next to me empty. I patted the mattress. Cold. Surely Jared wouldn’t have left without saying goodbye? I glanced at the clock. Seven in the morning. No wonder I felt wiped out. At least my flight didn’t leave until one this afternoon so I could take my time, spend the morning relaxing.

      I swung my legs out of bed and stretched. A hot bath filled with bubbles and soothing oils should help ease my tired muscles. I traipsed into the bathroom and looked around. Out of luck. The only things the hotel provided were the usual fare of shampoo, conditioner, and body lotion. Naughtily, I riffled through Jared’s wash bag. Not that I expected to find what I was searching for, but it was worth a try. People sometimes surprised you.

      He didn’t, not about that anyway. His bag was filled with manly items. Shaving stuff, shampoo in a black bottle with red writing, no sign of conditioner. What’s that about? He did have a bottle of nice cologne in there, though. I removed the top and took a sniff. My stomach clenched deliciously. It smelled of Jared, minus the underlying scent of his skin. Better than nothing, though, seeing as the man himself wasn’t around.

      I leaned over the bath and popped the plug in the hole, then turned on the hot tap. I squeezed in all of the hotel-gifted shampoo. At least that would provide some bubbles. Once the bath reached three quarters full, I eased myself down into the steaming water. Folding up a towel, I leaned my head back and closed my eyes.

      My mind turned to the revelations between Jared and me after I’d turned up unexpectedly last night. I still had no idea where our honesty left us, but it certainly sounded like we were more than mere ‘friends with benefits’. He’d never been that for me, but I wasn’t sure what I meant to him.

      Now I knew. He liked me… a lot.

      The ‘keeping it a secret’ thing had to stay, though. Regardless of my tantrum over the way he’d introduced me to Roxy, and the hurt that still snagged at my insides whenever I thought back to that night in the club, we were doing the right thing. It wasn’t like we were planning to get married or anything. Then, it would be different. But we were in the very early days, and the last thing I needed was Lewis and the rest of the rabble butting their noses in my business and getting Dad all riled up. If my relationship with Jared progressed further, I’d talk to Dad.

      My body relaxed, and I felt myself drifting off. The snick of the hotel door dragged me back to full consciousness.

      “Ley?” Jared sounded panicked.

      “I’m in the bath,” I shouted through, grinning at the special name he’d given me.

      He poked his head around the door, dripping in sweat, a gray T-shirt clinging to his chest muscles, a white towel around his neck. He must have been to the gym.

      “I thought you’d run out on me,” he said.

      “I thought you’d run out on me when I first woke up,” I hit back. “Next time, leave a note.”

      He dragged his gaze over my body, clearly visible beneath the water. Substitute bubbles didn’t last as long as the real ones.

      “Yeah, you seem concerned,” he drawled. “Whenever I’m worried about someone, I take a leisurely bath.”

      I grinned. “Your stuff’s still here.”

      He leaned over, his hands braced on the edge of the bath, and kissed me. “I can see a whole new career. Pixie Ley, Detective Agency,” he mocked.

      I flicked water at him. “Very funny.”

      He chuckled. Turning his back, he stripped off his workout-soaked clothes. I drank him in. He was in phenomenal shape. Lean, densely muscled, the most gorgeous, biteable arse I’d ever seen. I sighed, contented.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah, I know.”

      I flicked more water at him. “Arrogant dickhead.”

      “I’m taking a shower,” he said, grinning. “You’re more than welcome to join me.”

      Aware that it made me look far too keen, I still couldn’t scramble out of the bath quick enough. Water sloshed over the side, soaking the floor. I grabbed a towel off the rail and threw it on the floor to mop up the mess. I didn’t need for Jared to slip and fall, and break something. Imagine explaining that to Dad.

      His cocky ‘Yeah, I know I’m gorgeous’ grin should have annoyed me. Instead, I found it endearing. Jared wore his arrogance well. It wasn’t in-your-face. It was subtle. The odd word here and there rather than constantly telling everyone he was amazing.

      He opened the stall and gestured. I stepped inside. It was one of those ‘plenty big enough for two’ affairs, so at least I wouldn’t bang my elbows with every move. Jared turned on the water. I yelped.

      “Jesus! It’s freezing.”

      “Stop bitching,” Jared said, his face breaking into a grin.

      I shot him a glare, but within seconds, the hot water came through, steaming up the glass partition. Jared grabbed the shampoo and went to squeeze a dollop into his hand. I stopped him.

      “Let me,” I said, taking over.

      He bent his head to allow me to reach. I massaged the shampoo into his scalp, using the tips of my fingers to really get in there. He groaned.

      “That feels so good, Ley.”

      He rinsed while I washed my own hair. He made no move to touch me as I lathered in the bodywash, but his hooded eyes followed every sweep of my hands. He was fully erect, but, frustratingly, he just stood there, watching.

      “Aren’t you going to touch me?” I eventually asked.

      “No.”

      I widened my eyes. “Why not?”

      “It’s called delayed gratification, Ley. Keep washing.”

      I huffed but did as he asked. His eyes were on me the whole time. When I ran a hand between my legs, a moan escaped my lips.

      “Touch yourself.”

      I wasn’t averse to a little self-administration, although I preferred to be touched by a guy. But the devilish glint in Jared’s eyes had me circling my middle finger around my clit. My core contracted in response, and my chin dropped to my chest. My legs trembled, and I leaned against the wall for support.

      Jared gripped his cock and stroked, long and slow. I was jealous of his hand. I’d much rather mine replaced his. Actually, strike that, I’d prefer it if I were on my knees, his cock between my lips. I barely moved, but whether he sensed my intention, or he was incredibly intuitive, I didn’t get far.

      “No.”

      “You’re mean.”

      He chuckled. “You’ll thank me. Now close your eyes and keep touching yourself.”

      I wasn’t usually so compliant, but with Jared I couldn’t help it. I found myself automatically obeying him. My ears strained to pick up the slightest movement, but the only sound was running water.

      My climax built, and my hand moved faster. Right at the crest of an orgasm, his teeth bit down on my nipple. I yelped, my eyes springing open. The sight of Jared’s dark head, his mouth sucking on me, was enough to send me spinning out of control. My body exploded, splintering into a million pieces. It might sound corny, but I actually saw stars, pinpricks of light behind my eyes that had fallen closed once more.

      My vision cleared in time to see Jared come, his hand pumping faster and faster, his sperm washed away by the running water. What a beautiful sight. Eyes closed, jaw clenched, a nerve ticking in his cheek as ecstasy rushed through him.

      His eyes opened lazily, and he grazed his bottom lip with his teeth. “Hot, right?”

      I rocked my hand from side to side. “So-so,” I teased.

      He snagged me around the waist and kissed me, hard at first, then softer, gentler. He drew back, his eyes flicking between mine, his fingertips caressing the tender spot right beneath my earlobe.

      I held my breath. I’d sensed a seismic shift in our relationship last night, and now, with Jared’s hot stare burning into me, I waited, hope weakening my knees.

      His phone rang and broke the spell. Slicing his gaze away, he flicked off the shower. He grabbed a towel off the rack and wrapped it around his waist. With an apologetic smile in my direction, he went to answer it.

      Shit.
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      The weeks flew by, and before I knew it, we’d arrived in Monte-Carlo. In my opinion, the Monaco Grand Prix embodied the glamor and excitement of motor racing. Pelting around a narrow street circuit with concrete barriers millimeters from the car showcased the best of man versus machine. The ultimate test of driving skill. To win here meant you’d arrived—and I intended to win.

      After Monte-Carlo, the next stop was Canada, then back to Europe for the next few months. Once the summer season ended, we had a three-week break in August. I planned to spend my break back home in California, and I intended to ask Paisley to come with me. I wanted her to meet the people who meant the most to me.

      We still hadn’t told anyone about our relationship, but my family was extremely discreet. Same with Noah. I’d trust him with my life. Plus, I wanted to use the time away to talk to her about breaking the news to her dad. I was done sneaking around, hiding our growing feelings for each other, and snatching the odd night here and there. If I could show her dad I was serious about his daughter, and that we weren’t having a casual fling, I had the feeling that Jack would be cool. He was a reasonable man who only wanted the best for Paisley. I needed to demonstrate to him that I was the best man for her… Or at least I could be, given the chance.

      How far I’d come in the last few months. I’d been determined to think the worst of Paisley from the moment I’d found out who she was, and yet at every turn, she proved me wrong.

      I arrived at the track on the day of the race. I’d barely seen Paisley in days, and I was starting to have withdrawal symptoms. The Monaco track was hard on both the cars and the drivers, and Paisley had been working all hours helping to prep my car for the race. She’d really grown over the past few months under Angus’s tutelage. She’d make a damned fine mechanic one day, and not because of her parentage as Jack Nash’s only child, but because she worked her ass off. She didn’t mention it very often, but I knew it played on her mind that people thought she used her privilege to get ahead. What they failed to understand was that being Jack’s daughter only made her more determined to succeed—on her own merits.

      The morning passed as it always did the day before the practice sessions began in earnest—a blur of meetings, strategy discussions, practice runs, and press interviews. Before I could blink, it was time to drive the car onto the starting grid and prepare for the race. I managed to catch Paisley’s eye as I left the garage. I lifted my visor and winked at her. She smiled and sent an air kiss my way. Fortunately, no one noticed the intimate exchange.

      I headed out onto the track. With considerable effort, I pushed thoughts of Paisley to the back of my mind. If I didn’t give this racetrack the respect it deserved, I’d likely end up in the wall with a totaled car and a damaged ego.

      I’d qualified second yesterday. Alongside me in pole position was Alexander Coutinho, a Brazilian with seven years’ experience on this track. Tate had qualified in third, with Lewis right behind Alexander in fourth. Monaco had a history of the pole-sitter winning the race more often than not, unless they suffered engine failure, or made a mistake and ended up kissing the concrete. To stand a chance of taking the top step of the podium, I had to push hard at the start.

      We lined up after the parade lap. The five red lights came on, one at a time. The roar of the crowd broke through the noise from the screaming engines.

      Lights out.

      I dropped the clutch and hit the gas. The car launched forward, the G-force slamming into my chest, pushing me back against the seat. Great start. Textbook. I managed to edge my nose in front of Alexander, who came back strong, but I refused to yield. I took him before the first corner.

      “Yes!” I yelled, while Devon calmly remarked, “Well done, mate,” through my earpiece. Devon was the kind of guy who always sounded composed, but inside, he’d be as excited as me. He just hid it better.

      I successfully negotiated the first pit stop without any drama, and after everyone else had made theirs, and track positions shook down, I still led the race by two seconds. I settled into my stride, constantly talking to the team, feeding back information on the car ahead of our second, and final, stop.

      I received the instruction to box, and I maneuvered into the pits. I stopped perfectly on my marker. One of the team wiped my visor, and in a little over two seconds, I headed back out onto the track. Now I’d gotten that potential banana skin out of the way, I could allow my excitement to build. There was a distinct possibility of winning the Monaco Grand Prix, the greatest motor race in the world.

      On my first outing.

      And enter the record books as one of a very select number of rookie drivers who had.

      I started my out lap, the car getting back up to speed when a violent tremor rumbled through the steering wheel. From my limited position, I saw the right front tire vibrating. Fuck’s sake!

      “Goddamn tire’s loose,” I barked into my comms system.

      “Stop the car, Jared,” Devon’s despondent voice came back at me. “Pull over immediately.”

      Disappointment at losing the race at such a late stage was quickly followed by anger. I turned into one of the few run-off areas up ahead on my left. Cutting the engine, I wrenched off the steering wheel and lifted myself out of the car. Fury raged through me. I wanted to slam the steering wheel to the ground and stomp on it, but that would get me a huge fine. I reaffixed the wheel and began my walk—or rather march—back to the pits.

      Devon greeted me. He clapped me on the back in conciliatory fashion.

      “Well done, mate. You did great.”

      “Who fucked up?” I ranted, slamming my helmet on a ledge at the back of the garage. My hair stuck to my forehead, and I angrily swiped at it. “Cross thread, right?”

      A cross-threaded bolt meant the wheel hadn’t been fitted correctly and, at the speeds we traveled, it could easily come flying off. If a wheel hit a member of the public or one of the stewards, it could kill them. The team would, no doubt, be fined for the near miss, but I was much more interested in taking my fury out on the one who’d screwed up and cost me the win.

      “Most likely.” Devon shrugged. “Mistakes happen, Jared.”

      I glared at him. “Mistakes happen? Fuck’s sake, Devon, we practice pit stops over and over so that mistakes don’t fucking happen.” I fixed my attention on Angus. “Who was on the front right?”

      “Me.”

      I whirled around. Paisley’s bottom lip trembled, but she stood firm, ready and willing to accept my wrath. Except how could I go to town on the woman who shared my bed? The woman I absolutely adored. Problem was, everyone would expect me to treat her exactly the same as anyone else who’d made such an expensive error. To have a chance of keeping our relationship a secret, I had no choice. I stomped across the garage, closing the space between us in a few strides.

      I planted my hands on my hips and glared down at her. “What the fuck happened?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. It didn’t feel right as it was going on, but then you were gone.”

      I bent down, our faces only inches apart. “It didn’t feel right?” I sounded menacing, even to me. “Then why the fuck did you raise your arm?”

      Pit crews raised their arm when they were happy. Once all arms were raised, the lights on my steering wheel turned green, signaling I could rejoin the race.

      She dropped her gaze to the ground. “I don’t know. I panicked. It was a reflex.”

      Incredulous, I stared at her. “You panicked?”

      She slowly lifted her chin. “Stop repeating everything I say, Jared. I’m sorry, okay? I’m really sorry. I messed up. It won’t happen again.”

      “Damn straight it won’t happen again,” I said, lost now to my fury. So lost, I forgot Paisley was on the receiving end. “Because you’re off my fucking team.”

      “Whoa, take it easy,” Angus said, getting in between us. “I’ll say who’s on your team and who isn’t.”

      “It’s okay, Angus,” Paisley said quietly. “Jared has every right to be angry. I cost him the race. I cost the team the race. I don’t deserve to be a part of his, or anyone else’s crew.”

      She swallowed, shook her head and, leaving me standing there, turned around and walked away with much more dignity and control than I’d shown.

      Fuck.
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      I shouldn’t have walked away like I did, but with disappointment crushing me, I needed a few moments alone. The last thing I wanted was to break down in front of everyone. I knew Jared didn’t mean his words to hurt me as much as they had. If he’d brushed my mistake under the carpet everyone would have been suspicious as to his reasoning. He’d behaved exactly as everyone would expect him to—angrily. I felt his wrath so keenly, and knowing I was the culprit, well, it cut me deep.

      Dad never should have included me in his team. I wasn’t ready for the pressure, the constant need to get things right, first time, every time. He should have let me cut my mechanic’s teeth in one of the lower echelons of motor racing. But when I’d talked to him about it during the final year of my degree, he’d refused to budge.

      Bet he regretted that decision now.

      I headed toward the motorhome but then paused halfway there. That was exactly where Jared would go, and I couldn’t face him. Not yet. Not when it would be just the two of us. But I couldn’t leave the track either. I had responsibilities to the team. After we’d finished here, we had to pack everything up to ship to Canada for the next race in two weeks’ time. The pressures of this sport were never-ending.

      I wandered aimlessly ‘backstage’, past all the motorhomes and garages of the other teams. Occasionally, I stopped to catch a bit of the race. Coutinho now led, but Lewis had overtaken Tate to snatch second place. Damn. I’d missed his maneuver. Overtaking at Monaco was nigh on impossible, so it must have been really something. I’d have to catch it later on YouTube.

      Eventually, I had no choice but to head back to the garage. The roar from the crowd told me the race had ended. I snuck in the back. The vast majority of the team were on the pit wall celebrating, with the exception of Mark. I hoped the team’s delight meant Lewis had kept his second place or, if a miracle had occurred, a first even.

      “You okay?” Mark asked.

      I nodded glumly. “Where’s Jared?”

      He shrugged. “He spoke to the press then disappeared. You tried the motorhome?”

      I shook my head. “I’ll leave him to calm down, I think.”

      “It’ll be okay, Paise,” he soothed. “We’ve all been there.”

      “Have you?”

      Mark was only a few years older than me, but he’d joined Nash Racing as an apprentice straight from school so he’d been around for a good while. He also happened to be super nice.

      “Hell, yes,” he said. “In the early days I made lots of mistakes. It’s the way we learn, Paise.”

      His kind words allowed me to feel marginally better, and I even mustered a faint smile. “I bet Dad docks my wages for the next twenty years to pay the fine.”

      He laughed. “Knowing your dad, yep, I’d say that’s a given.”

      I moved in for a hug, tucking my head under his chin and wrapped my arms around his waist. “I deserve that and more. I feel awful.”

      Mark rubbed his hand in circles over my back. “You will for a day or so. Then you’ll be too busy preparing for the next race to think about it.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I am. No time to dwell in this game, honey.”

      We stood in silence, his warm embrace comforting me at a time I needed it the most. I lost track of how long we cuddled for, but a scuffle at the back of the garage had me turning my head.

      Jared.

      My heart hurtled to the ground. As I yanked away from Mark, heat rushed to my face even though I had absolutely nothing to feel guilty about. Mark was a good friend who’d offered me a shoulder to lean on when I’d needed it.

      “Hey,” I said tentatively. “I thought you’d left.”

      “I need a word.” He turned his attention to Mark, his molten-chocolate eyes dark, angry. “In private.”

      Mark looked at me. “You want me to stay?”

      I didn’t get to answer because Jared cut in. “No, she fucking doesn’t.”

      My answer would have been the same, but even so, I glared at Jared. “She has a tongue of her own, and she knows how to use it.”

      “Got that right,” Jared muttered.

      More heat flooded my cheeks because I didn’t know whether he meant my occasional rants, or if he’d just hit me with a double entendre.

      I patted Mark’s arm. “It’s okay, mate. We’re all good. Go and celebrate with the rest of the team.”

      Mark didn’t look too happy, but regardless, he did as I asked. Alone, I faced Jared, steeling myself for another angry outburst. Instead, his face crumpled.

      “I’m so sorry, Ley.” He scraped a hand through his still-damp hair. “I was so disappointed about losing, I forgot I was talking to you for a split second. I hated shouting at you. Please forgive me.”

      My eyes welled up. I tentatively moved toward him, slow and steady. He held out his arms, and I sprinted across the garage and threw myself at him. I hooked my legs around his hips and kissed him.

      He tore away. “Ley. We can’t. Not here.”

      He lowered me to the floor, his gaze scanning around the garage in case we’d been rumbled. All good, though, because everyone’s attention was on the podium presentations.

      Jared bent his head close to mine. “I’ve got to attend the post-race debrief, do a couple more press interviews, then I’m going to make my excuses and go back to the hotel. I’ll text you when I’m in my room.”

      “Presumptuous of you,” I teased, following up with a wink.

      He shot another surreptitious glance over my shoulder then brushed his lips ever-so-softly over mine. “You know it.”

      And with that, he left.

      I headed on over to the motorhome and hung around waiting for Dad to turn up. I owed him, and the rest of the team, an apology for my fuckup. I had a horrible feeling Dad would increase the number of pit stop practice sessions ahead of the next race as a direct result of the mistake I’d made, and all eyes would be on me to see whether the pressure had got to me.

      It took a while for Dad to arrive, but when he did, there wasn’t an ounce of blame in his expression, only love and resignation. He held his arms wide, and I snuggled into him, apologies tumbling from my lips.

      “I’m so sorry, Dad. What a screwup. I feel awful.”

      He tightened his hold. “Try not to worry. In a way it’s good you made such a catastrophic error. Knowing how determined and tenacious you are, it’ll be a long time before you make another.”

      “Jared was mad,” I said, covering my tracks in case Dad had any inkling of our fast- developing relationship. I still couldn’t be sure of his reaction, and until I figured that out—as well as being sure of Jared’s intentions—I decided it was best to keep my growing feelings to myself.

      Dad let me go, chuckling. “I’m not surprised. Angus said he was pretty rough on you, though. I need to have a word with him about that.”

      “No, don’t. We made a deal, Dad. No special treatment, and that includes being railed on by angry drivers when I mess things up. I don’t want you saying a single thing to him about this. Let me handle it.”

      Pride puffed out his chest. “That’s my girl.”

      “Right,” I said gruffly. “I need to help the team pack up for Canada.”

      Dad kissed my forehead. “A never-ending merry-go-round. Still sure this career is for you?”

      I grinned. “Never been surer.”

      I skipped off, lighter now that I’d made my peace with Dad, not to mention Jared. My team wouldn’t hear of my apologies, each of them sharing funny stories of their own mistakes, and by the time we finished prepping for Canada, I’d shaken off feeling sorry for myself and logged the error as a learning experience.

      I reached the hotel after nine, exhausted. Dad had texted, asking if I wanted to catch a late supper, which I obviously declined, feigning the onset of a headache. I assured him I’d be fine after a good night’s sleep, in case he got any ideas of checking in on me. I headed for my room and waited for the text I really wanted—Jared’s.

      I didn’t have to wait long.

      My room or yours?

      A swirl of excitement fizzed in my belly. By the time I’d stabbed out a reply confirming I was on my way, my fingers and toes were all tingly, and my heart rate must have been well over one-forty.

      My poor heart must be getting used to the adrenaline overload. Since meeting Jared, it regularly beat at too-fast a rate.

      The second I knocked on Jared’s door, it opened, and he pulled me inside in case any of the team were wandering the hallways. His mouth crashed down on mine, our tongues tangling, the kiss being used as an apology on both sides. We broke apart, and it was then I spotted a real feast laid out on the floor.

      “A carpet picnic,” I said, grinning. “Someone’s been busy ringing room service.”

      He gave me an affronted look. “How do you know I didn’t go by the grocery store and arrange all this myself?”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Really? Do I look as if I have ‘gullible idiot’ tattooed on my forehead?”

      Jared peered closer, examining me. He brushed my fringe to one side. “Hmm, actually, yes, you do.”

      I swatted his hand away. “Dork.”

      I found myself in his arms once more; my favorite place to be.

      “Which would you prefer to eat first, Pixie Ley? Me or the food?”

      I lowered my gaze, stopping at the obvious bulge at his groin. A lick of my lips gave him his answer.

      “Good choice.”
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      Jared popped another strawberry into my mouth. I swallowed it down with a sip of champagne. I wasn’t a big fan of bubbles in my drinks—and that included sodas—but the combination of strawberries and champers was divine.

      Groaning, I lay on my back, my head on Jared’s thigh. He stroked my hair, and I closed my eyes. “Hmm,” I sighed. “That feels good.”

      “Tired?” he murmured.

      “Exhausted,” I replied. “What time are you leaving tomorrow?”

      “I’m not,” he said. “I’m staying on for a couple days.”

      My eyes sprang open, and I sat up. “I thought you were going straight to California to see your family, then on to Canada.”

      He nodded. “That was the original plan, but I spoke to Jack and I’ll have more time if I go home after the Canadian GP rather than before. I thought I may as well do a little sightseeing around Monaco.” He smiled crookedly. “Wanna be my tour guide? Or did I use up all my credits after Australia?”

      I pretended to consider his request. “Oh, go on then,” I said, grinning. “I don’t have any need to go home.”

      “Are you sure? I mean, if you want to see your mom or your friends, it’s cool.”

      I snuggled back into him, my arm hugging his waist, my head resting on his chest. His heart beat steadily beneath my ear, and a sense of belonging settled over me. Right this second, I couldn’t think of anywhere I’d rather be than here with Jared and his warm, solid body pressed tight against my own.

      “I’ll see plenty of Mum during the summer months when we’re back in Europe again.”

      “Why doesn’t your mom come to the races?” he asked. “Not a fan?”

      “She hates flying,” I said. “Even more than me. If you think I freak out on take-off, you should sit next to Mum. She’d break every bone in your hand. Oh, and she screams, too, a lot. If there’s a bump, or a noise she doesn’t recognize, all hell breaks loose. So now, she stays at home most of the year, and Dad tries to get back there as often as he can.” I hitched a shoulder. “They’ve been married twenty-five years. It works for them.

      “They must have a very strong bond.”

      “Yeah, they do. But sometimes I think it must be lonely for Mum. Especially now that I’m traveling with Dad as well. It’s not the kind of relationship I’d like to have with my husband, that’s for sure.”

      His arm tightened around me, and he kissed the top of my head. “You want to get married, Pixie Ley? Settle down in a house with a picket fence and two-point-four kids?”

      I pinched my lips to the side. “One day. Maybe. A long time from now, though. I want to live first. To have a great career; tick off some of the things on my bucket list, achieve my potential. Only then will I be ready for the selflessness that comes with being a mummy.” I sat up and sipped my champagne, then risked a glance at him. “What about you?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Me?” He shook his head. “I honestly haven’t thought about it. I’m not averse to the idea of getting married and having kids, but like you, it’ll be some day way off. Right now, racing is the only thing that matters to me, apart from my parents and my siblings.”

      He’d said this before, and it shouldn’t hurt, but it did. I deserved to be a part of that list, unless...

      “Are we in a relationship, Jared? Or is this”—I swung my hand between us—“just really good sex? Because if it’s the former, I kind of hope I matter to you, too. At least a little.”

      His head jerked back, and his posture stiffened. Silent moments passed between us, seconds really, but they felt more like hours. And then he reached for me and tugged me onto his lap and kissed me long and slow. Drawing back, he cupped my face, his thumbs brushing tenderly over my cheeks.

      “Of course you mean something to me, Ley. More than I have the words to express. These last months with you… Fuck, you make me feel things… The kind of intense emotions I’ve only ever experienced on the track. So much joy.” He brushed his lips over mine. “I’m sorry if I haven’t made it clear how much I care about you. How much I’ve grown to really like you. I adore the time we spend together, and I’m not only talking about when we’re in bed, but also at times like this. Chatting, sharing good food and wine. Just being, you know? But like I told you a few weeks ago at the very beginning of our relationship.” He emphasized the word which brought a smile to my lips. “Racing will always come first. I have to be selfish if I want to succeed. You know better than most how all-encompassing this sport is. How hard drivers have to work on and off the track. How focused we have to be to stand a chance of winning.”

      I nodded. I did understand. I totally got it, hence the reason why Jared was the first driver I’d ever gone near. But something about him called to me, even though I knew that one day I’d probably cry rivers of tears over this man. I forecast nothing but hurt in my future, yet even with that knowledge, I couldn’t stay away.

      “I was going to talk to you about this later, but now seems like the perfect time,” he said.

      I frowned. “Talk about what?”

      “I think it’s time we told your dad.”

      I bit my lip, denial of his request on the tip of my tongue. He’d been insistent on secrecy from the very beginning. I didn’t want him thinking he had no choice simply because we’d become more than a casual fling.

      “I’m going home to California in the mid-summer break, and I want you to come with me. I want you to meet my family, Ley, and my friends. Because you do matter. So goddamn much.”

      I gasped, widening my eyes. I touched a trembling hand to my face, my heart racing, my pulse an irregular beat. Those were the very last words I expected to hear, but hell if he hadn’t just made me the happiest woman in the world.

      “I’d love to meet your family,” I said, my voice soft, halting. “Oh God, Jared, that’s… That’s…” I dashed away a tear that broke free, then chided myself for being so silly.

      “The proviso is that we tell your dad. No more secrets. No more hiding. I admit I was the one who set the rules, who demanded we keep our relationship a secret. Too worried how your dad would react and whether, if he reacted badly, that might have a detrimental effect on my position on the team.” He offered me a crooked smile. “Racing always comes first, see?”

      I broke into a smile. “This is why I’m perfect for you,” I joked. “Cos I totally get it.”

      Jared’s serious expression had my smile fading. “Y’know, I think you may just be.”

      My heart started up at a full throttle beat. I curved my hands around his neck, my fingers playing with the ends of his hair. “Dad will be fine, you know.” I bit my lip because I didn’t know that for sure. “And anyway, he can’t sack you for screwing me. You have a contract, and I’m sure that isn’t part of the terms and conditions.”

      Jared threw back his head and laughed. “When we tell him, let’s not use words like ‘screw’ and ‘fuck’. I’d suggest ‘in a relationship’ or ‘seeing each other’.”

      I grinned, then hooked my pinky around his. “Deal. Let’s tell him in the morning.”
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      Staring at the ceiling with Paisley draped over me like a silk scarf, still fast asleep, I mused about the upcoming conversation with Jack. I never thought I’d find myself there. This thing with Paisley was supposed to be fleeting, a moment in time, an enjoyable fling. I hadn’t expected to get serious, yet I found myself here, the very place I swore I’d never be.

      In a relationship with the boss’s daughter.

      The fear still remained, though. I hadn’t lied to her about the pecking order. My racing career would always come first, and I couldn’t help worrying about Jack’s reaction. We’d become close over the last few months, and I liked and respected him. Whatever I said to kick off the conversation, he had to come out the other end with no doubt about the respect I also had for his daughter.

      Sure, I’d been a player and enjoyed more than my fair share of women. Show me a racing driver who hadn’t taken advantage of their position to attract the opposite sex, or the same sex depending on preference. I couldn’t change my past, and I had no clue what the future held, but one thing was certain: I’d sever my own arm before I’d cheat on Paisley. If I found my gaze roving, I’d put an end to our relationship.

      And therein lay the problem. Even if Jack accepted the fact me and his daughter were in a relationship, what happened to my place on the team if we broke up? My racing career might come first, but for Jack, Paisley was his number one priority.

      Yep, if Paisley and I parted ways, that would be the end of my seat in Nash Racing.

      I inwardly groaned. I twisted my head, my gaze falling on Paisley’s adorable elfin features, her dark hair framing her face, her long eyelashes resting on her cheeks, flushed in sleep. My insides churned and clenched. Right now, I couldn’t imagine a time when I wouldn’t want her.

      No point in worrying about something that might never happen.

      She stirred, wriggled closer, then made this adorable keening sound. Her eyes fluttered, then opened. She stretched, and the sheet slipped down over her bare breasts. I bent my head and sucked her right nipple into my mouth. She groaned, arched, then groaned again.

      “Yours are the best tits I’ve ever sucked,” I said.

      “Good to know, hotshot,” she said, grinning. Reaching down, she gripped my already-hard cock. “Good morning, wood.”

      I laughed at her play on words. “Sleep well?”

      “Mm-hmm. Too good. I’m annoyed at myself.”

      I frowned. “Why?”

      “Because I had an idea to wake you up in the middle of the night with a blow job, but I slept right through.”

      My cock jerked, still wrapped in her fist. “There’s always tonight. I’ll set an alarm for you.”

      She waggled her eyebrows. “Done deal, hotshot.”

      I bent to kiss her, but someone banging the hell out of my door interrupted my intentions.

      “Fuck’s sake, can’t the cleaning staff read the Do Not Disturb sign.”

      Paisley giggled. “Go give ’em a piece of your mind, then get your fine arse back here. And don’t let Wood go anywhere. I have uses for him.”

      I laughed, loudly. Paisley was the only woman I’d ever been with who made me laugh so much, made everything fun and light. She lifted the darkest of spirits in mere seconds.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, pulling a shirt over my head and tugging on a pair of boxers. The shirt didn’t quite hide my erection, but as I only planned to peek around the side of the door anyway, it shouldn’t be a problem. I removed the chain and unlocked the deadbolt. I drew back the door a few inches—and my heart plummeted.

      “I need a fucking word with you,” Jack bellowed.

      He pushed the door wide open, forcing me to  stumble back a couple of feet. He slammed a newspaper right at my chest. I caught it, but before I could check it out, his gaze fell on Paisley. Luckily for me, she’d pulled the covers up to her chin, but the fact she was in my bed, well, it didn’t take a genius to figure out what we’d been doing.

      “Dad—”

      Jack poked a finger in her direction. “Quiet. I’ll deal with you in a minute, missy.” He turned back to me, his eyes wide, face blotchy, hands curled into fists. “Read it,” he growled.

      I unfolded the newspaper. Oh fuck. Plastered all over the front page was a picture of Paisley with her legs wrapped around my waist and her tongue clearly in my mouth. The accompanying headline, ‘Kane corrupts Princess Paisley’ didn’t do me any favors either.

      “How long has this been going on?”

      “Dad—” Paisley tried again, but Jack cut her off with a raised hand.

      “You’ll get your say in a second. First, I want to hear from Jared.”

      “A few months,” I said. I refused to apologize or come across as embarrassed that I’d been caught in bed with his daughter.

      His eyebrows almost disappeared into his hairline. “A few months? And you were going to share this with me when?”

      “Today, actually.”

      Jack snorted. “Convenient.”

      “It also happens to be the truth.”

      Another snort. “Don’t talk to me about truth, Jared. A man who goes behind my back and sleeps with my daughter.” He winced. “And then is so careless with her reputation, and mine, that he allows that to get into the papers…”

      Jack snatched back the newspaper and opened it out, his eyes scanning the small black print. “Jared Kane: The bravest man in racing—for all the wrong reasons.” He glanced up. “Indeed.”

      Paisley chose that moment to clamber off the bed. She wrapped the sheet around her clearly naked body and joined our fun little gathering. She plucked the paper out of Jack’s hands and read it, her eyes moving back and forth. Jack glowered at her, then me, then back at her as the seconds painfully scraped by.

      And then she laughed. I might not know Jack nearly as well as she did, but given the murderous expression on his face, and those still-clenched hands that he must want to test on my jaw, humor probably wasn’t the best idea.

      Then again, Paisley was, well, Paisley.

      “Oh, Dad, for goodness sake, it’s not the end of the world. So we’re in the paper having a kiss. I’ve seen a lot worse over the years, and so have you. And Jared was telling the truth. We were going to tell you today. The only reason I haven’t mentioned it before is because neither of us knew where it was going until now, and there was no point in getting you all riled up if it didn’t last.”

      Jack turned his attention on me. “Do tell me, Jared. Where is it going exactly?”

      I really didn’t want to answer that question. I didn’t have an appropriate response. But it was important to show Jack this wasn’t a ‘fuck and forget’ situation. I slipped my arm around Paisley’s shoulder and pulled her into my side. Jack’s eyes flared, but he didn’t punch me, so I took that as a good sign.

      “We’re taking it one day at a time, sir. Paisley has come to mean an awful lot to me, and I respect her enormously. And you. I’m sorry if you feel as though we’ve gone behind your back, but—and this is the God’s honest truth—neither of us thought it would turn into a relationship.” I shrugged. “But it has. And we’d like your blessing.”

      Jack’s eyes widened, and then they cut to Paisley. “I’d like to talk to my daughter alone, please, Jared.”

      “No, Dad,” Paisley said before I had a chance to grant his wish. “Whatever you have to say, you say it in front of Jared, or I don’t want to hear it.”

      Gotta give it to the girl. She had balls. Big ones. But then I’d always known that about her. It was one of the things I’d found so attractive in the beginning.

      Jack glowered. “Fine. Have it your way. I am not going to pretend I’m happy about this, because I most certainly am not. And not because I think Jared isn’t a stand-up young man. I’m sure he’ll make a perfect husband for the right girl one day. But that girl is not my daughter. I do not want this for you, to get involved with a driver. You’ve been around this sport long enough to know that it isn’t fun being the ‘other half’. As long as he’s racing, you will come a very poor second, and my princess deserves to be first in any man’s life.”

      I couldn’t argue with his logic. Maybe I should do the right thing and walk away before there came a point where I had to choose between her and racing, because it wouldn’t be a choice. The decision was already set in stone.

      Paisley slipped out of my hold and hugged Jack. “And I love you for that, Dad. Really, I do. But I’m not your little princess any longer. I’m a grown woman who is perfectly capable of making her own choices. And yes, some of them will probably make me cry, but you can’t wrap me in cotton wool for the rest of my life. I’m not stupid. I know exactly where my place will be as long as Jared is racing, but the way I feel about him… I’ll wait. As long as it takes. He’s worth it to me. I want him. I don’t want anyone else.”

      She came back to me, while I stood there, stunned at her revelation. She curved her hands around my face, stood on tiptoes and, right in front of her dad, she kissed me softly.

      “Now can you leave, please, Dad? I think the first time I tell Jared that I love him should be when we’re alone.”

      Well… fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Paisley

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I closed the door behind Dad, still wrapped in the sheet from Jared’s bed. I slowly turned around, unsure what I’d find. I hadn’t meant to blurt out that I loved Jared, at least not right then, and definitely not in front of my father. But facts were facts. I did love him. My feelings ran far too deep to be anything else. I’d had relationships before, and I’d had one-night stands, and those that fell in between—yep, I hadn’t exactly lived the life of a nun in my twenty-two years—but what I felt for Jared was on a whole other plane.

      I bit my lip and blinked up at him, waiting for him to say something. Anything. He looked completely blindsided, truth be told, his jaw on the slack side, his lips parted, his eyes—confused. I closed the space between us because I hated the distance, but I didn’t touch him. Not quite.

      “I don’t expect you to say it back, Jared,” I said quietly. “That’s not why I said it. Hell, I didn’t even expect to say it, especially right in front of Dad.” I smiled weakly. “But look on the bright side. At least he knows I’m serious about you and not just messing around. Dad’s seen enough of my so-called boyfriends come and go. I wanted to provide him with some reassurance that you meant more.”

      Still he remained silent, so I carried on babbling, hating the hesitant, almost begging tone to my voice.

      “And I know you’re worried about his reaction and your place on the team, but honestly, you don’t need to be. Dad wouldn’t allow his personal feelings to get in the way of business. He knows you’re the best man for the job. He wouldn’t toss you out of the team because he’s found out we’re bumping uglies. Hmm, that doesn’t sound very sexy, does it? Making love? No, that’s lame, too. I sound about ninety. Fucking? Yeah, let’s go with fucking. I like fucking.”

      More silence. I toed the carpet and dropped my gaze. “So, yeah.” I shrugged.

      I didn’t even see Jared move.

      His mouth crashed down on mine, and he pushed me backward, his hands feverishly roaming over my body. The sheet didn’t last long, pooling at my feet in a heap. He stopped kissing me only long enough to drag his shirt over his head. He didn’t even remove his boxers, just tugged them down to his ankles. He kicked my legs apart, bent his knees, and thrust inside me.

      Oh yeah. This, this was fucking at its absolute best. Hot, sweaty, full of grunts and groans and cries of “Don’t stop.”

      Neither of us lasted long. I came seconds before he did, my muscles contracting, limbs twitching, skin tingling. He dropped his forehead onto my shoulder, his chest heaving as he grappled to suck air into his lungs.

      “Jesus, Ley,” he muttered. “What you do to me. You drive me crazy.”

      “I do hope Dad wasn’t still on the other side of the door,” I said, giggling, the need to bring some humor to a difficult situation taking over. “That was fast.”

      His eyes widened, horrified. “Fuck’s sake, don’t say that.”

      “Just kidding. If he had been, I’m pretty sure he’d have knocked and told us to keep it down.”

      Jared pulled up his boxers, then crouched and picked up the sheet. He wrapped it around me and squinted through the peephole. Satisfied Dad wasn’t listening in—I mean, really, why would he?—Jared met my gaze once more. He had his serious face on. Taking my hand, he led me to the sofa.

      Oh no...

      We were going to have ‘The Talk’. The part where he explained how he really liked me, but…

      I opened my mouth to further defend my unexpected announcement, but Jared placed his finger over my lips, silencing me.

      “My turn,” he said. He threaded his fingers through mine and stared at our joined hands for a few seconds. And then he sighed heavily. I held my breath and swallowed the ensuing panic. Please don’t let my declaration of love send him running for the hills.

      “I never expected us to end up here, Ley, and I don’t mean getting caught by your dad, although that’s definitely going down in history as one of my more cringeworthy moments. No, I mean still wanting you, months later. I’ve never had a long-term relationship in my life. I think my previous record is four dates. But you… God, with you, four hundred wouldn’t be enough. Four thousand. Four million. When you came on to me in Australia, I was determined to keep you at arm’s length, but you slowly wore me down.” He grinned. “I’m still not sure I fully understand what being in love means. But the thought of not being with you, of not being able to touch you and kiss you, and fuck you, and laugh with you—or worse, of watching you with someone else… It kills me.” He let go of my hand, but only so he could cup my face. He brushed his lips so tenderly against mine. “You’re mine. My girl. And I’m keeping you.”

      My heart bloomed, and I didn’t mean metaphorically. It actually felt as if it had doubled in size. I crawled onto his lap, but when the sheet restricted me, I peeled it off and threw it to the floor. Naked, I straddled him.

      “I love you so much, Jared Kane. Now fuck me, feed me, and flaunt me. In that order.”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “Yes, ma’am.”
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      The barriers were still up from yesterday’s race as we sauntered around Monaco, hand in hand. It’d take them about two weeks to return the streets of the principality to normal. I always wondered if it pissed off the locals, but then again, the race brought so much attention, not to mention tourists and their fat wallets, to the tiny principality, that I wasn’t surprised they put up with the disruption for a few weeks every year.

      It felt amazing not to hide. The paparazzi were out in full force, and no doubt Jared and I would make the front pages again tomorrow, but I didn’t care. Now Dad knew, we had no reason to keep our relationship a secret, although I’d have to brace myself for a warning from Lewis, a lecture from Devon, and brotherly concern from Angus. But as long as we had Dad’s blessing, it’d all be okay.

      I did need to call Mum later, though. She didn’t read the papers, never had, but that wasn’t a guarantee she hadn’t heard about the story in yesterday’s rags—most likely from Dad. She’d always been far less protective of me, though, willing to let me make my own mistakes. I figured she’d have nothing but happiness in her heart for me.

      The next couple of days passed by in a blur, and before I was ready to leave our romantic little bubble, the time had come for me to head over to Canada and help the team get the car ready for the next race. Jared didn’t have to be there for a few days, lucky bugger—he was going back to London first. He offered to take me to the airport, but I’d told him no. It was hard enough saying goodbye here, let alone being an active participant in one of those terrible corny moments you found in chick flicks—me passing through security waving, tears pouring down my face. No thanks. I’d be giving that cliché a swerve.

      Dad had sent his jet for me. Extravagant for sure, but I couldn’t face traveling commercial in case I had a minor breakdown during take-off from leaving Jared on the ground. At least this way, I could cry in peace.

      Jesus, when had I become so lame?

      Pull yourself together, Paisley, you bloody great wimp. I refused to turn into one of those women who couldn’t function unless their man was within touching distance.

      Urgh. I hated those types of women.

      I arrived at the airport in Nice, just along the coast from Monaco, with my heart in my boots and a dark cloud hanging overhead. The dread of flying weighed heavily on me, and I briefly considered popping a couple of sleeping pills and getting my head down before we’d even taken off. Another benefit to Dad’s plane—it had a bedroom. But I didn’t want to go down that road. Although I remained absolutely terrified of flying, and I was sure I always would be, the more I did it, the easier the urge to blot out the terror with medication, or copious amounts of alcohol became.

      The car stopped in front of the steps to the plane and, after officials checked my documentation, they gave me permission to board. Trudging up the steps, with blocks of lead in my shoes, I stepped inside the aluminum tube that would be my prison for the next eight hours.

      And then I skidded to a halt. Sitting in one of the leather cream chairs with his ankle crossed over his opposite knee, and his arms casually hooked around the back of his neck, was Jared. On the table in front of him sat two glasses of champagne and a bowl of strawberries.

      “Jeez, Ley. I thought you were never going to get here.”

      My mouth popped open. “What? How? Why?”

      “Who, where, when,” he added, grinning. “I wanted it to be a surprise, so I pretended I was going to London. You can thank your dad. It was his idea.”

      I dropped my bag on the floor. Spinning his chair toward the aisle, he held out his arms. I flung myself at him, straddling his legs, the relief all encompassing. Not only because I’d get to spend more time with Jared, but because I wouldn’t have to fly alone, and somehow, being with him calmed me.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I muttered into his neck.

      “Not before we’ve christened the bedroom, I hope,” he replied.

      Hmm… suddenly, eight hours locked in a steel tube didn’t seem like long enough.
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      I held Paisley tightly around the waist as we walked through Montreal airport. All around us, flashbulbs were going off, but I didn’t care. Now everyone knew, we had no need to hide how we felt about each other.

      We stopped outside security, and I pulled her into me. “I’m going to miss you so much,” I muttered, my lips against her neck so that some asshole couldn’t lip read. “I’ll call as soon as I land.”

      “You better,” she said, squeezing me tightly. “I wish I could come with you.”

      I sniggered. “I’ve only just gotten on your dad’s good side. Dragging you away from your job—again—isn’t likely to do me any favors. Plus, you heard Angus. They need the new parts tested before we race in France next weekend. Your place is with the team. I’ll be there on Friday.”

      I had offered to carry out the testing, but Jack—stand-up guy that he was—knew how much I missed my family. I guessed that was why we had test drivers, too, otherwise the pressure on the lead drivers would be too much. But just because I had a couple days off didn’t mean the same for Paisley.

      “Anyway,” I continued. “It’s not long until the summer break, and then we’ll have two whole weeks together.”

      “I know.” She pouted theatrically.

      I flicked my forefinger against her bottom lip. “My mom used to say that if the wind changes, you’ll stick like that.”

      She laughed. “Easier for you to suck on,” she whispered in my ear.

      I groaned. “Don’t.” I pulled her to me once more and kissed her forehead. “Gotta go.”

      She stood on the other side of security, waving until she could no longer see me. Heading for my gate, my excitement at spending a few days at home dwindled.

      I settled into my seat on the plane, slipped on the airline mask, and closed my eyes.

      Six hours later, the plane landed at LAX. I was much more well-known over here—although my anonymity in Europe had started to wane—hence the airport staff escorted me through customs. The odd photographer still managed to get a shot or two, and I heard a lot of shouting about Paisley—which I ignored—but other than that, I reached landside without too much trouble.

      As soon as I got to the other side of the terminal building, I spotted my eldest brother, Marin. He’d brought his youngest son, my six-year-old nephew, Charlie, with him who, on seeing me, wrestled his hand from his dad’s grip and sprinted toward me.

      “Hey, buddy.” I swung him in the air, then covered his face with kisses. “God, I missed you.”

      “I missed you, Uncle Jared,” he said, his pudgy little hands fisting in my shirt.

      I shifted him to my hip so I could greet my brother. “It’s great to be home,” I said.

      “Everyone is so excited to see you,” he said. “Mom’s been cooking all weekend.”

      I groaned. “She knows it’s the middle of the season, right?”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “And you think she cares about that?”

      I laughed. “No.”

      “Well, there you go then. Come on. Car’s in the lot across the street.”

      I settled Charlie into his car seat, making sure he had a toy to play with to keep him occupied, then went up front to sit with my brother. He started the ignition then twisted in his seat. “So… Tell me about Paisley then.”

      My answering grin formed automatically, as if the mere mention of her name brought on an involuntary smile. I glanced at my watch. “Wow, a record. I make that three and a half minutes.”

      Marin chuckled. “I figured I should at least wait until we were in the car.”

      “Impressive restraint,” I drawled.

      “So, come on. Fess up. The papers over here have been full of the pair of you.”

      I suppressed a groan, even though the news didn’t come as a surprise. Me sticking with the same girl for more than five minutes? Yeah, that kind of bulletin would sell papers.

      “She’s good for me, Marin. Real good.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder, then reversed out of the parking space. “The One?”

      I shrugged “All I know is I like being around her. She makes me laugh. She’s fun, dauntless, feisty.” I lowered my voice to prevent Charlie from overhearing. “Sexy as hell.”

      Marin laughed. “I can’t wait to meet her when you guys visit in August.”

      “I never thought I’d hear myself say this, but I can’t wait for you all to meet her either.”

      Marin drove his truck into the driveway at Mom’s. My entire family were already on the front porch. I didn’t even get time to press down on the door latch before they crowded around the car.

      The second I climbed out, the kids jumped on me, squealing and grabbing my legs. Adults hugged me so hard I could barely breathe. Mom covered my face with kisses, while Dad stood off to one side, patiently waiting his turn. I wriggled free, allowing Dad a chance to shake my hand. He clapped me hard on the upper arm, then pulled me into a rough, if brief, hug.

      “Missed you, son,” he said gruffly.

      Dad wasn’t one for huge shows of public affection, but I had never, not even once, doubted the strength of his love for me. We had nothing growing up in terms of possessions, but we were never short on love.

      “Missed you, too, Dad.”

      “I bought tickets to the game tomorrow night,” he said, winking. “Some father and son bonding time at Dodgers Stadium.”

      “Who’re we playing?” I asked. I’d totally lost touch with baseball since being in Europe. It wasn’t a popular sport over there, so none of the channels or newspapers carried it, and I didn’t have time for surfing the net to find out the latest news.

      “Giants,” he replied. “Should be a good game. And afterward, we can go for a beer and you can tell me all about this lady of yours.”

      “Aha,” I said. “So that’s your ulterior motive.”

      Dad winked. “Of course,” he said. “Although by the time your mother has finished grilling you about the poor girl, I’ll probably know everything there is to know long before tomorrow night.”
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      I flopped on my bed, exhausted but happy. The Dodgers had won, and I’d spent time with my dad, a feat I rarely managed these days. It had been great, just him and me and a game of baseball.

      The only blot on an otherwise idyllic landscape was that I still hadn’t managed to get in touch with Noah. I’d hoped to see him during this flying visit, but every time I’d phoned, it had gone to voicemail. I’d left messages, but he hadn’t returned my calls. Tomorrow, I’d go round his place before he left for work and find out what the hell was going on. It’d be my last chance before my flight to France on Thursday.

      I checked my watch. It’d be morning now in France, and with any luck, I’d catch Paisley before work.

      I video called her, praying she answered. It rang out forever. I went to hang up when her face swam into view.

      “Hey, hotshot.” She blew a kiss at me.

      My stomach flipped. It might have only been three days since I’d seen her, touched her, fucked her, but the way my insides yearned, it could have been a year.

      “Hey, Pixie Ley. How you doin’?”

      She grinned at my nickname for her. “Good. Actually, not good. Actually, I’m doing terrible. I really miss you.”

      My throat tightened. “I miss you, too. How’s the car?” I added, a diversionary tactic to detract from the serious turn in the conversation.

      She raised her eyes heavenward. “Your one true love is doing mighty fine, Mr. Kane. Dad’s thrilled with the way the new parts are performing, although we have a lot more testing to do the rest of this week and into the weekend.”

      “Good stuff. I can’t wait to take her for a ride.”

      “Well, before you take her for a ride, you’re taking me for one. I swear my vagina has sealed up. You’re going to have to wrestle your way in there.”

      I covered my mouth with my hand in case my bark of laughter woke the entire house. “I think it might take a little longer than three days’ abstinence, Ley.”

      She pouted. “I wish the time would go faster. It’s not the same around here without being able to ogle your tight arse.”

      “After a few days of Mom’s cooking, it’s not as tight as it was.”

      “Well, not to worry,” she said. “I’ll make you squat to go down on me. That’ll soon get your arse back in shape.”

      I chuckled. “You are incorrigible.”

      She grinned. “You’d get bored if I was normal. Okay, hotshot, I gotta go before Dad roasts me for being late. See you Friday. Call me tomorrow. Love you.”

      She hung up, and I found myself murmuring three words I hadn’t seen coming. “Love you, too.”

      After a restless night’s sleep filled with weird dreams where I kept reaching for Paisley but couldn’t grasp her, I got up at seven and, borrowing Dad’s car, drove over to Noah’s place. About halfway there, my cell rang. I glanced at the screen. Roxy. What did she want?

      “Hey, Rox,” I said.

      At first I couldn’t make out a word through her obvious panic. When she calmed down enough to properly explain, I knew one thing.

      I wouldn’t be on the flight to France tomorrow.
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      “Paisley.”

      I glanced up, screwdriver in hand, Dad gesturing to me from the back of the garage. I replaced the screwdriver in the toolkit and walked over.

      “What’s up?” I said, my fingertips prickling at his grave expression.

      “Jared’s just called me. He’s got some sort of family emergency that he needs to deal with. He’s still planning to make it over for qualifying on Saturday, but he reckons he’ll be cutting it fine.”

      “What kind of family emergency?” I asked, fear drying my mouth. That did not sound good, especially since when he’d called me this morning, all had been well. Whatever had happened, it had come out of the blue.

      Why had Jared called Dad and not me? Then again, Dad was his boss.

      Yeah, and I’m his girlfriend.

      “He wouldn’t say. When I pressed for details, he refused. All he said was that if it hadn’t been a real emergency, he wouldn’t dream of letting me down.” Dad brushed a hand down my arm. “Sorry, Princess. I know you were really looking forward to seeing him on Friday.”

      “It’s okay,” I said glumly, even though it wasn’t. “It’s only a day.”

      “That’s the spirit. Right, I need to square Jared missing free practice with the stewards then break the news to Thomas he’ll need to drive the car on Friday instead.”

      Thomas was Jared’s test driver, and the guy who’d been trying out the new parts this week. I doubted Thomas would be the slightest bit bothered at Jared’s no-show. In fact, he’d be thrilled, and hope he didn’t make it to France at all. Test drivers lived for the chance to show what they were capable of. There were limited seats in Formula One, which led to fierce competition for a coveted place.

      “Good luck, Dad.”

      I returned to the car, disappointment bowing my shoulders. And hurt, too. Jared could find the time to call Dad, but not me.

      My phone vibrated. I slipped it from my pocket to find a text from Jared.

      I’m sure your dad has broken the news by now. So sorry, Ley, but it really can’t be helped. I’ll call as soon as I can.

      His text didn’t make me feel any better. Instead, I felt a whole lot worse. I typed a quick reply.

      Dad said family emergency. Is everything okay? Can I help?

      I stared at the screen waiting for three little dots to appear. After five minutes he replied.

      Not really.

      I lingered, hoping for more information, but none was forthcoming. With a deep sigh that started in the pit of my stomach, I returned to work.

      At the end of the workday, I’d had every intention of going back to my hotel room and wallowing in self-pity while staring at my phone and willing Jared to call or text. Instead, I found myself sitting in a restaurant flanked by Lewis on one side, Devon on the other, Angus and Dad opposite, and a few of the other team members. We had the day off tomorrow which, I had to admit, pleased me because I felt dead on my feet. It had been an exhausting week, but that hard work had paid off on the track. The new parts had improved the downforce and the cornering speed, and Dad was buzzing with expectation for a One:Two this weekend, despite Jared’s absence. If anyone could arrive last minute, jump into a racecar, and fly, it was Jared.

      “You’re quiet,” Lewis said. “Worried about Jared?”

      “Just tired,” I replied, repressing a wince, because I was worried about Jared and about me. If he didn’t call or text soon, I might lose my mind. “It’s been a long week.”

      Lewis gave me a hug, easing me into his side. He kissed the top of my head. “You’re doing great, Paise. Have I told you that?”

      “Apart from my fuckup in Monaco, you mean?”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, apart from that.”

      I slipped my arm around his waist and squeezed. “I’m really going to miss you. It won’t be the same on the circuit without you there.”

      He grinned, a sly, secretive grin. And then he leaned closer and whispered, “I’ll still be around, Paise.”

      I widened my eyes. “Go on.”

      He picked up his bottle of beer and clinked it against my glass of wine. “Let’s just say I may have received an offer I can’t refuse.”

      “What offer? Come on, Lewis. Don’t keep me hanging here. You still gonna be racing?”

      He shook his head. “Definitely not.”

      “Then what?” I asked.

      “I’ve got a presenting gig. Apparently, this is a face for TV.” He made a circular motion with his forefinger. “Who knew?”

      I repressed a squeal of excitement because he’d told me all this in a very low voice. “I’m so pleased for you. And for me,” I said. “That means I’ll still get to see you all the time.”

      He placed a finger over his lips. “Not a word, right, Paise?”

      I made a zipping motion across my lips, then threw the imaginary key over my shoulder. “You got it.”

      I arrived back at my hotel room after one in the morning, a little squiffy. Okay, that was a lie. I was completely wasted. I face-planted onto my bed and promptly passed out.

      The next morning, I woke with a thumping headache, a mouth dry as a bone, and a horrible churning in my stomach. Groaning, I rolled onto my back. The room whirled horribly, so I clamped my eyes shut and waited for it to stop.

      With great care, I hauled myself up to a seated position and staggered into the bathroom. Mascara streaked down my cheeks, and my hair stuck out at all angles. There was a red wine stain on my dress that I knew wouldn’t wash out.

      After a shower and a good scrub of my teeth, I felt moderately more human. I glanced at my phone. Still nothing from Jared. Fear, worry, and anxiety had morphed into anger, paranoia, and suspicion. Just what was this ‘family emergency’ that meant Jared couldn’t even pick up the bloody phone and call me? A thirty-second conversation to let me know he was okay. Was that too much to ask?

      As though he’d heard my grumblings, my phone rang that instant. I snatched it up, fumbled, muttered a curse, then answered it.

      “Hey,” I said, my heart hammering with relief. “God, I’ve been so worried. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I’m sorry I didn’t call yesterday, Ley.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, conveniently ignoring how much it did matter. “What’s going on, Jared? Has someone been hurt, had an accident?”

      He paused, his breath hitching. A prickling simmered across my arms, creeping up over the back of my neck.

      “It’s complicated, Ley.”

      “I’m a bright girl. I’m sure I can follow,” I said, a little more harshly than I’d intended.

      He heaved a sigh, the kind that used up lungfuls of air. “We’ll talk when I get there.”

      “We won’t have time when you get here.”

      “Then we’ll talk after the race on Sunday.” His voice held a finality that I knew he wouldn’t budge from.

      “Okay,” I said. “Will you call me when you arrive in France?”

      “Of course. Look, I gotta go.”

      He hung up, leaving me staring at my phone, still none the wiser as to the cause of his family emergency.

      Sitting around moping would only make the time go slower, so I decided a leisurely breakfast in the hotel restaurant would help cure my hangover. I took a seat by the window that overlooked a park and gave my breakfast order to the server. After swallowing enough coffee to sink a ship, two croissants stuffed with ham and cheese, and an apple Danish, I began to feel human again, my irritation with Jared’s lack of information receding along with my hangover.

      After breakfast, I went for a walk. The warmth from the sun chased away the despondency caused by Jared’s absence. After an hour strolling around town, I headed back to my hotel. I turned down a side street, a shortcut I’d discovered a couple of years ago. A stand outside a tourist shop caught my attention. Wandering over, I picked up a keyring that had a tiny silver racecar dangling from its circular holder. A perfect gift for Jared. Smiling to myself, I strolled inside to pay. As I waited in line, I glanced around the shop, a typical tourist haven with every inch of space taken up.

      I paid for the keyring, slipping it into my jacket pocket. As I turned to leave, my gaze fell on a stand housing French and English newspapers. A picture on the front of an English tabloid drew my eye. My knees buckled, and I put out a hand to steady myself. Awash with horror, and stabbed by the most dreadful pins and needles over my entire body, I shuffled over. With trembling hands, I lifted out the newspaper.

      Right there, plastered all over the front page, was a picture of Jared standing on some concrete steps in front of what looked like a hotel. In his arms was Roxy, her face buried in his neck. The cheating bastard wore a warm, loving smile.

      Underneath a tagline: It’s California Dreaming for love-rat Jared Kane.

      In a daze, I walked away, still clutching the paper. The newsagent ran after me, demanding payment. I scrabbled around in my pocket and handed over some loose change. I couldn’t remember the journey back to the hotel, but the second I stepped inside my room, I allowed my legs to give way beneath me, and I sank to the floor.

      Everything I’d feared had come true, the reason I’d stayed away from dating drivers—until Jared—coming back to bite me. They were all man-whores. None of them were trustworthy.

      Jared and Roxy.

      A shared history.

      I should have known.
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      I slumped into the back of the car, already exhausted before the day had even begun. But despite my extreme tiredness and my worry for Noah, I couldn’t wait to get to the track. I’d downloaded the videos of Thomas in free practice yesterday, watching them on the flight over, and the bastard had been too good for my liking. Time to step away, young pretender.

      I texted Jack as soon as I’d landed to let him know I was on my way, but I hadn’t received a reply. This lack of a response didn’t surprise me. He’d be far too busy getting two cars ready for qualifying.

      I put in a call to Paisley. She’d be running around busy, but not quite as busy as Jack. The call went to voicemail. I closed my eyes and listened to the message, her voice soothing my ragged nerves.

      “Hey, Ley,” I said. “I’m on my way to the track. I can’t wait to see you. I’ve missed you so much.”

      I still hadn’t figured out what to say to either Paisley or Jack about my unexpected absence. I’d promised Roxy I’d keep the issues with Noah quiet, and I wouldn’t break that promise, but equally, I needed a plausible explanation. Citing family emergency would work with Jack—he was far too professional to grill me—but Paisley would want to know the details.

      We pulled up at the security gate. I showed my ID, and the guard waved us through. I asked the driver to take my bags to the hotel, then climbed out of the car. I headed for the team garage with a lightness in my step. Excitement pooled low in my belly at the thought of seeing Paisley. Now that I’d finally arrived, I couldn’t wait.

      I increased my stride, only fractionally managing to hold back from breaking into a run. I couldn’t get there nearly as fast as I wanted to because there were a few fans milling around and I had to keep stopping to sign autographs. It was a part of the job I didn’t usually mind. I liked talking to them, particularly the die-hard ones who really knew their stuff. But today, I resented the intrusion because it held me back from my goal—to get to my girl, wrap her in my arms, and vow to never let go.

      I finally reached our garage, my smile so wide that my cheeks hurt. I spotted Jack deep in conversation with Lewis, and Angus had his head inside the cockpit of my car.

      “Hey, guys,” I said. “It’s great to be back.”

      Angus straightened so slowly, I thought for a second he had a bad back. Then Jack sent a furious look my way, and a prickle of unease crept up my spine. But Lewis acted first. He sprinted across the garage, clamped his hand around my throat, and slammed me up against the wall.

      “You absolute fucker,” he yelled, spittle foaming at the sides of his mouth. “I fucking told her not to get involved with a sleaze like you.”

      Stunned, I grabbed his hand, trying to stop him choking me. “What the fuck?” I wheezed. “Let me go, Lewis.”

      In response to my request, he tightened his grip. My eyes glazed over, and I almost passed out from the pressure he applied to my carotid artery. There was just enough space between us for me to get my knee up. I slammed it as hard as I could into his groin. Lewis cried out and dropped to the floor, writhing, while I choked up a lung, coughing and spluttering, taking huge gulps of air.

      “What the hell is going on?” I rasped with a voice that sounded nothing like mine. I gently rubbed the tender skin on my throat and turned my attention to Jack. “Will someone catch me up, because I haven’t a clue what just happened here.”

      I must have gotten a good aim in with Lewis. He was still incapable of talking. Jack wasn’t, though. He came to stand right in front of me, hatred spewing from his every pore.

      “I wondered when we’d see your treacherous face.”

      Confused, I frowned. “What does that even mean? Where’s Paisley?”

      “Not here,” he barked at me. “I wish I could sack you, but I can’t. I’ve always sworn I would never allow my personal life to get in the way of the business I’m running here, but so help me God, I’ve never come so close to breaking that vow.”

      I held my hands in the air. “Whoa, hang on a second. I haven’t got a clue what I’m supposed to have done.”

      “No?” Jack snorted. He spun on his heel and stomped across the garage, returning with a newspaper. He slammed it against my chest, the second time he’d committed the same act, the first time when he found out Paisley and I were an item. This time, though, it wasn’t a picture of me and Paisley with her legs wrapped around my waist. Instead, my eyes widened at a photograph of Roxy and me in one of those terrible British tabloids. And even I had to admit it didn’t look good.

      I stared at it while Lewis clambered to his feet, his expression still pained from the knee to his balls.

      “This isn’t what it looks like,” I said, shaking my head and cursing the bastard photographer who’d landed me in a whole heap of shit I hadn’t anticipated.

      Lewis laughed, but it was most definitely without mirth. “Of course you’d say that you cheating piece of shit.”

      “Where’s Paisley?” I asked Jack again. I had zero interest in explaining myself to anyone but her. She was the only one I owed an explanation to, and the only one who’d get one, albeit not one that would provide full disclosure.

      “She’s with her mother.” Jack poked a finger in my chest. “After seeing that she fell to pieces. I sent her back to the UK, even though she fought me on it, and not only because she’d be no bloody use to me here, but because I didn’t want you,” another poke, “anywhere near my daughter.”

      I spun on my heel. If Paisley had gone back to England, then that was where I’d head to. I could not allow this to fester.

      “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Jack roared.

      “I’m going to see Paisley.”

      Jack grabbed my arm, holding me in place. “You are getting in that fucking car and racing.”

      I launched my shoulder upward, shaking him off. “Screw racing. Screw you. Screw my fucking career. Paisley is the only one who matters.”

      “You’re wasting your time,” Jack said, sneering. “She isn’t at home.”

      I got up in his face. “Where is she?”

      Jack pressed his forehead to mine. “Don’t push me, boy. Get in that car. Do your fucking job, the job I pay you an obscene amount of money to do. I have no intention of telling you where my daughter is.”

      He stormed off, leaving me with a triumphant Lewis and a distraught Angus.

      “I’m glad you’ve shown your true colors,” Lewis said gleefully. “Paisley was always too good for you. And now, not only does she know it, but the whole goddamn world knows it.”

      He followed Jack out of the garage.

      I cut my attention to Angus. “You believe this shit, too?”

      He shrugged. “It’s right there, Jared. In glorious Technicolor.”

      “Pictures lie, Angus. You know that. I know that. Fuck, everyone knows that.”

      “Who is she?”

      I sighed, tossing the paper where it belonged. In the trash. “My best friend’s sister. She was upset. I comforted her. The photographer got lucky.”

      Angus whistled. “And yet you didn’t call Paisley to explain when that appeared in the newspaper?”

      “This is the first time I’ve seen it. This picture didn’t make it to the States, and even if it had, I’ve been too busy to take a leak, let alone find the time to read the news.”

      “Doing what?”

      Ah, the question I couldn’t answer. “None of your business.” I scraped a hand over my face. “I’m going to talk to Jack.”

      I found Jack alone in the motorhome, fortunately for me. Certainly made this easier. I didn’t need Lewis muttering in his ear, riling him up any further.

      He glared at me, but at least he didn’t demand I leave. I sat on a chair adjacent to him and leaned my forearms on my knees.

      “Will you at least hear me out before you sign off on my execution?”

      He flicked a wrist. “It’d better be good.”

      I locked eyes with him. “I haven’t cheated on Paisley. I would never cheat on her. I love her, and believe me when I say that it pisses me off that I’m telling you that before I’ve even told her.”

      My declaration of love for his daughter caught his attention, and he sat up a little straighter, his eyes locked on mine. “Go on.”

      “Roxy, the girl I’m pictured with, is my best friend’s sister. The three of us grew up together. I’ve known them both since junior high. While I was in California, she called asking for my help. I can’t give you details, but it’s to do with my best friend. As much as I wanted to get back to Paisley, not to mention race, I didn’t hesitate in staying on, because that’s what friends do.”

      “You said it was a family emergency,” Jack said.

      “Noah, that’s my friend, and Roxy are family. As good as anyway.” I beseeched him with my eyes, pouring as much sincerity into them as I had within me. “Please, Jack, you have to believe me. That picture is nothing more than two friends struggling to deal with a truly terrible situation, comforting each other.”

      Jack expelled a heavy sigh. “I want to believe you.”

      “Then do,” I said. “I may be a lot of things, but I’m not a liar. Please, let me talk to Paisley. Tell me where she is. She’s everything to me, Jack.”

      He scuffed a hand over the top of his head and then nodded. Relief rushed through me. Thank God.

      “But not until after the race,” he said, the father retreating and the businessman coming to the fore. “Her mother has taken her away on one of those spa weekends that women seem to like so much, and I want them to have that bonding time. Anyway, it’s better to give her time to calm down. You’ll have a better chance of her listening to you.”

      My lips curved into a glimmer of a smile. He knew his daughter well. “Yes, sir.”

      “Besides, Thomas did such a cracking job in free practice yesterday, you’ve work to do to convince me you’re still worth backing.”

      “I’ll work my nuts off, sir,” I said, standing.

      That weekend must have been one of the slowest I’d ever experienced. During every free moment, I sent Paisley a text and filled her voicemail with messages, pleading with her to hear me out when I arrived on Sunday night. Jack also put in a call on my behalf. She answered that one, but when I asked him how it had gone, he’d simply shook his head and shrugged.

      The race was tough, and long, but as I crossed the finish line the undisputed winner, I didn’t know whether wanting to make Paisley proud had spurred me on to the victory, or whether my need to prove to Jack that he had the right driver behind the wheel had resulted in such an emphatic win.

      It took forever to get through the presentations and the post-race interviews where more than one reporter asked why I’d missed free practice on Friday. I gave the stock answer—family emergency—despite them wanting more. Tough shit.

      After I’d finished, I sought out Jack. I found him in the motorhome with Devon and Angus.

      “You heard from Paisley?” I asked for the gazillionth time that day.

      He shook his head. “Not since last night.”

      “She still resisting hearing me out?”

      “Yep.”

      I blew out a breath. “Look, Jack, I know I should stick around to talk to the sponsors, not to mention the debriefing tomorrow, but I’m asking for a pass.”

      “Probably be a hospital pass when Paisley gets hold of you,” Devon said, although the glint in his eye told me he was teasing.

      “More than likely,” I said.

      Jack gestured at me dismissively. “Go and talk to my daughter,” he said gruffly. “Because until you’ve convinced her of your innocence, I’m going to be a mechanic down.”

      I chuckled. “Thank you. I’ll see you on Thursday at the factory.”

      I dodged a few television presenters and fans hoping for an autograph and a picture, and sank into the soft leather in the back of my car. After picking up my stuff from the hotel, we set off for the airport.

      The normal post-race buzz after a win was worryingly absent. Winning had no meaning if I couldn’t share it with Paisley.

      I widened my eyes at the unconscious thought.

      And then I knew exactly what was wrong. I’d been so insistent that racing would always come first—hell, I’d told Paisley that a hundred times—but I’d been wrong. It wasn’t that racing came first and she came second. Or vice versa. It was that one couldn’t exist in harmony without the other. Yin and Yang. I needed both equally. Without Paisley in my life, racing wasn’t enough anymore. And without being able to race, I couldn’t be the man I was meant to be, nor the man she deserved.

      Adrenaline sped through my veins, giving me a renewed energy. Next stop, Paisley’s family home.

      And I wouldn’t be leaving without her.
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      I picked at the plate of food Mum had Tess, our housekeeper, bring to my room. There was something comforting about being in my old bedroom, the place where I’d grown up. The place where bad things didn’t happen, or if they did, my sanctuary, as well as a cuddle from my parents, made everything better again.

      But a parental cuddle wouldn’t fix me this time. The pain I felt was bone deep. It spread to every part of me, its claws buried so far in, the damage they’d cause if ripped out would be irreparable.

      I listened to Jared’s voicemails over and over. His pleading with me to call him, his insistence he’d done nothing wrong. The picture of him in the paper with Roxy had been perfectly innocent.

      Utter crap.

      Jared would be on his way by now. Dad had told me when he’d called that Jared had set off right after the race. He’d somehow managed to convince my dad of his innocence, but he’d have to work a helluva lot harder to convince me. See, Dad didn’t have all the facts, Jared’s past with Roxy for one. He didn’t know they used to be more than just good friends. But I fucking knew. Hence why I wasn’t quite so fast in believing his stout denials.

      I’d given Mum strict instructions not to let him in when he arrived, but she’d ignore my request. Mum was one of those stiff-upper-lip types who firmly believed you should face your problems head-on.

      “Punch him if it makes you feel better,” she’d say, “but whatever you do, don’t run and hide.”

      It had been five hours since I’d watched him stand on the top step of the podium, the winner’s trophy above his head, covered from head to toe in champagne that Tate had poured over him after coming in second. Lewis, I noticed, had not joined in with the festivities. He stood off to one side sipping from his magnum of champagne, fire and damnation shooting from his eyes—all aimed at Jared.

      I’d given a silent cheer at that. Lewis was clearly on my side, even if Dad had been sucked in by Jared’s lies.

      I lifted my head at a tap on my door. Without opening it, I knew it meant Jared had arrived.

      “Come in,” I called out, my voice monotone.

      Tess poked her head around the door. “You’ve got a visitor, miss.”

      “Judas, is it?” I said, loud enough to make sure he could hear me.

      Her lips twitched. “Close,” she said. “It’s Mr. Kane.”

      “I think I’ll stick with Judas.”

      My response widened her grin. Tess had been with my family forever, and she was more friend than employee. Her sisterly solidarity at a time I needed it the most lifted my spirits a little.

      She opened my door wider, and there, on the other side, stood Jared. Despite the pain in my heart, the love I felt for him crashed over me like a deluge of rain in the middle of a monsoon. It stole all the breath from my lungs.

      He stepped inside, slowly, tentatively, probably wondering whether keeping a safe distance was the sensible option in case I threw something heavy at his head. Oh, I thought about it, but instead, I just stared, saying nothing, waiting for him to do the heavy lifting.

      Tess beat a hasty retreat, closing the door behind her with a quiet click. Jared took another couple of steps, then stopped with still about ten feet between us. He didn’t close the gap. Instead, he walked over to my dresser and picked up the chair. He set it down, keeping a safe distance, and relaxed into it.

      “Your mom said I could come up.”

      “Right.”

      “Can we talk?”

      “Isn’t that why you’re here?”

      He stroked his chin, covered in the stubble I adored. Dark circles framed those gorgeous melted-dark-chocolate eyes of his, brimful of sadness and anxiety. A deep urge to go to him welled up inside me, but I quashed it. He didn’t deserve my pity. He deserved a punch in the face.

      “That picture of me with Roxy is bullshit. There’s nothing going on between us.”

      I snorted. “So unoriginal. A monkey could have written that script.”

      “It’s true, Ley.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and glowered at him. “You told me on the phone you missed me, knowing that photograph had already been printed, that I was bound to see it. Have you any idea how much that hurt?”

      “I didn’t know anything about the photograph until I landed in France and your dad showed me.”

      “Oh, how convenient,” I scoffed.

      “I’m sorry you had to see it.”

      “You’re sorry? Urgh!” I picked up my pillow and threw it at him.

      He easily batted it to one side before it got anywhere near his face. Fucking drivers and their fucking perfect reflexes.

      Oh, did he just grin?

      He thought this was funny?

      “You’re a cheating bastard, Jared Kane, and I hate you. You’re just like every driver in the paddock. A fucking man-whore who can’t keep it in his pants.”

      He rose from the chair and sat on the edge of my bed. Such a move either made him extremely brave or extremely stupid. I had a snow globe on my bedside table, well within reach. Dad had bought it for me when I was little. The only thing that kept me from smashing it into Jared’s skull was the thought that his thick head might break it, and that snow globe meant a lot to me.

      More than the two-timing fucker perched on the edge of my bed.

      “I haven’t cheated, Ley. Not with Roxy. Not with anyone. I haven’t looked at another woman since I met you that very first day in Spain.”

      He reached for my hand.

      I snatched it away.

      “You have to believe me,” he pleaded.

      “I don’t have to believe anything. But, okay, I’ll give you a hearing. Pray tell, Jared, what was so important that you skipped out on your responsibilities to my father, and to me?”

      “Roxy needed my help.”

      “Why? Why did she need you? Why did you pick her over us?”

      I sounded terribly childish, but I couldn’t help it, as though I no longer had any control over what spilled from my lips.

      “I didn’t pick her over you. How could I? No one comes close to you, Ley. You’re the only one I want.”

      “Then what did you do with her?”

      He rubbed the space between his eyebrows. “I helped her with a problem.”

      He was being purposely vague, and that only served to piss me off even more. “What. Fucking. Problem?” I punctuated my words with as much irritation as I could dredge.

      He shook his head, blew a heavy breath through his nose. “It’s to do with Noah.”

      “Noah?” I frowned. “Your friend, Noah?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “Roxy has asked me not to say anything. Please, Ley, just trust me.”

      “Oh, I bet she has,” I scoffed. “What a fucking surprise.” I clambered off the bed and stormed across my room. Flinging open the door, I gestured angrily. “Get out, Jared. And don’t ever come back.”

      He didn’t move. Instead, he reached into his pocket, took out his cell and held it out to me. “Call her if you don’t believe me. Her number is in my contacts under ‘R’.”

      I remained frozen to the spot. “No.”

      “Fine.” He sighed. “I’ll call her. And I’ll put it on speaker, so you can hear the entire conversation.”

      He stabbed at the screen. I wanted to knock the phone out of his hand and tell him he was wasting his time, but, equally, curiosity over where this was heading stopped me. Maybe he’d prepped her to lie for him. If so, I was going to enjoy embarrassing the pair of them.

      “Hey, Jared.” Roxy’s throaty voice filled my room.

      I winced.

      “Rox, you’re on speaker. I’m with Paisley.”

      “Oh, hey, Paisley,” she said brightly. “How are you, sweetheart? Everything okay?”

      I frowned. If this woman was fucking my boyfriend, then she didn’t sound at all worried that he’d called her with me present.

      “Hello,” I said, my tone short and snappy. “And the answer to your question is no, not really.”

      “Rox, Paise thinks we’re sleeping together. Can you tell her that is absolutely not true, please?”

      Roxy laughed, long and hard. “Oh my goodness. No, sweetheart, we’re not sleeping together. What on earth makes you think that?”

      “There was a picture of us outside the hotel,” Jared interjected before I could form a single word. “You were upset. I had my arms around you. It made the European press. Paisley put two and two together and came up with sixty-nine.”

      I glowered at him. He’d chosen that number purposefully. He returned my scowl with a wide grin.

      Bastard.

      “I totally respect your wishes, Rox, so I haven’t told her what’s happened with Noah. I know you’re scared of it getting out, but I’d trust Paisley with my life. Help a guy out here, will you?”

      My heart leaped at his declaration, but I clamped down on the moment of joy. I wouldn’t let him pull me in that easily. I still had no clue what the hell was going on, and until I got a full and frank explanation, the jury on his dickishness was well and truly out.

      “Jared, take me off speaker and pass the phone to Paisley.”

      “Sure.”

      He held out the phone. I closed my bedroom door and walked over, snatching it from him. I immediately turned my back—no idea why. It just felt right.

      “I’m here,” I said to Roxy.

      “Sweetheart, please believe me. I’m not sleeping with Jared. I’m in a happy, committed relationship with Boyd. Jared and I haven’t been close in that way for many years, but he is, and always will be, family to me. He’s my brother’s best friend, and he’s always been there for him, for both of us.”

      “Then why did the two of you look so cozy in that picture? Why did he stay over there with you instead of coming to France?” I refrained from adding, “To be with me”. It sounded so lame, whiny, so needy, and I wanted Roxy to think I was a strong woman who didn’t need Jared, or any other man, in my life.

      Yeah, right.

      Roxy was so quiet I thought we’d been cut off. I checked the connection. All good. And then she sighed, the sound full of resignation. I held my breath. Maybe now, I’d get the truth.

      “I don’t know how much Jared has told you about Noah. He teaches at a school for autistic kids, an ambition he’s had since, well, forever. He’s worked hard for many years to achieve his dream. Then, about nine months ago, he hurt his back in a car accident, and since then, he’s suffered with debilitating pain that has gradually gotten worse. When he couldn’t stand the pain any longer, his doctor prescribed painkillers to help him manage when things became really bad, but he took more than he should have and became addicted to them.”

      I had no clue where this was going, but I sensed she was on a roll, so I let her run with it.

      “Over the last couple of months, the painkillers haven’t been relieving his pain, probably because he’d taken too many and his body had become accustomed to them. I kept telling him to go back to his family doctor, to discuss a proper treatment plan, but he said he was too busy at school. Then last Tuesday, out of the blue, he called me. Said he needed money for his medication. When I questioned him, his pleading turned aggressive. He said some horrible things to me. I knew that whoever this person was, it was no longer the brother I knew and loved. I ignored his request for money and immediately got on a plane back to California.

      “When I arrived at my brother’s apartment, I found him lying unconscious in the bath with a needle sticking out of his arm. I called nine-one-one, and they took him to the hospital. Turns out my brother had gotten himself hooked on heroin after the prescription medication stopped easing his pain.”

      “Oh no.” My heart went out to her, and to Noah, the truth slowly opening my eyes. Of course Jared would have wanted to be there for his best friend at a crisis moment in his life.

      “The doctors suggested rehab, but the waiting list was endless. My only hope was to get him into a private facility, but the fees were way out of my reach.”

      “And that’s when you called Jared,” I guessed.

      “Yes. He’d become concerned when he hadn’t been able to get a hold of Noah during his trip home. He was actually on his way over to my brother’s apartment when I called him from the hospital. He came to my rescue, our rescue, calling up some people he knew who managed to find a place for my brother. I have no hope of affording it, but Jared has insisted on picking up the tab for however long Noah needs treatment. You see, Paisley, Jared is one of the most kind, loving, generous people I know.”

      I shook my head. It was a lot to take in. “But why the secrecy?” I asked, cutting my gaze to Jared. “Why did you ask Jared to keep quiet?”

      “Because if the school where my brother works finds out he’s addicted to hard drugs, they won’t let him teach. He’ll lose everything he’s fought so hard for, and it’ll crush him. I’m terrified what that might mean for his long-term recovery. For now, they think he’s dealing with a family crisis. They’ve agreed to a sabbatical. My only hope is that the rehab facility works and he gets his addiction, and his pain, under control.”

      I honestly didn’t know what to say, so I plumped for, “I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “Please don’t be hard on Jared. Everything that man does comes from a good place. He’s caring and has a kind heart. I asked him to keep this to himself, and despite the fact he probably knew it would cause him problems, he respected my wishes. I’d ask you to do the same, although you owe me nothing.”

      “I won’t breathe a word,” I promised.

      “Thank you. Let’s try and get together soon, yes? You mean the world to Jared and, therefore, to me. I want to get to know you better.”

      Well, aren’t I the biggest bitch in the world?

      “I’d like that,” I said quietly.

      “Take care, sweetheart.”

      She hung up. I turned around, slowly, holding out Jared’s phone. He took it from me and slipped it into his pocket.

      Oh, man. I have a lot of apologizing to do.

      Throwing myself at Jared, I wrapped my legs around his waist—my trademark move—and knitted my hands in his hair. I kissed him, pushing all my love, my reverence, my apology into that one kiss. I hadn’t nearly gotten my fill when he drew back.

      “Does this mean what I think it means?” he asked.

      I nodded, my vision blurring with tears. I blinked them away. “I’m so sorry I thought the worst. I should have known you’d never cheat on me. I should have trusted you.”

      He eased me down his body, then cupped his hands around my face. “I could never cheat on you, Ley. Not with anyone. You’ve shown me things I didn’t even know I was missing: laughter, zest for life, fun, warmth.” He dropped a kiss on my forehead.

      The tenderness in that small gesture lifted my spirits and sent my heart soaring.

      “I love you so goddamn much,” he continued. “You’re the other half of me. The better half. The day you fell at my feet and then kissed me is a day I’ll be forever thankful for. For so long, I fought my feelings for you, but my reticence was based on my long-held beliefs rather than the facts in front of me. Gradually, you wore me down, and I’m so fucking grateful you’re such a tenacious bitch.”

      He smiled, and so did I.

      “Y’know, when I crossed the finish line today, it occurred to me that, without you, the victory was hollow, flat. I need racing, and I need you. Only the two things together complete me.”

      My heart expanded, flattening my lungs, leaving me unable to form a proper sentence, hence I only managed, “Love you.”

      He brushed his lips over mine. “Promise me something, my little Pixie Ley.”

      I gazed up at him with adoration. “Anything.”

      “If you ever doubt me again, talk to me. Not your dad, not Lewis, not Angus or Devon. Me, and only me.”

      I folded myself inside his arms, a place I knew I’d never leave. “I promise.”
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        Five months later

      

      

      

      I fastened my cufflinks, the silver pair that Paisley had given me for my birthday a few weeks ago. Twenty-eight already. Only two years off thirty. Still, I reckoned I had a few good years racing left in me as long as I kept myself fit and healthy.

      I wandered over to the window of our condo, a home we’d purchased together. It couldn’t be farther from Paisley’s clinical former home, nor my minimalist rented place. It was full of her personality, the living space jam packed with plants, the walls painted in bright colors. Patterned cushions and throws were strewn across the seating area. It wasn’t a huge place, but we bought it for the view and the decent-sized balcony, although being December in London, we hadn’t been able to use it much.

      Tonight was our housewarming party. Paisley had been dying to show our families and friends what we’d done with the place. I’d flown my mom and dad over, as well as my sister, Keeley, my eldest brother, Marin, and their partners and kids. Sadly, Eric, my younger brother, couldn’t make it because of a work commitment, but he promised to try to get over before I headed off for winter testing in a few weeks’ time. Paisley’s parents were coming, too, as well as Dan, Lewis, Devon, and Angus.

      And Noah.

      He’d spent four months getting treatment for his heroin addiction, and while he accepted he had a long fight ahead, a constant battle he’d have to deal with probably for the rest of his life, he was doing great. Through an MRI scan, the doctors had discovered some tiny bone fragments from the accident. They’d operated to remove them, and since then, Noah’s back pain had significantly improved.

      The door to our bedroom clicked open, and I turned around. My breath caught, and my stomach flipped, the way it always did whenever I set eyes on Paisley. I strolled over to meet her. My hands automatically gripped her waist, and I leaned down to kiss her. She must have known I wouldn’t be able to resist putting my mouth on her because she was lipstick free.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      Paisley tilted back her head, met my gaze, and nodded. “I think so.” She held out a trembling hand. “Look at me. I’m crapping myself.”

      I laughed. Paisley always had such a unique way with words. “You’ve met them before,” I said, referring to our few days visiting my parents during our summer break. “And they love you. Almost as much as I do.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Only almost?”

      “No one could love you like I do.”

      Her expression softened. “You are so getting laid tonight.”

      I swept a hand over her ass, tightly encased in a fitted black dress that clung to her curves. “Goes without saying.”

      She grinned, but her smile fell at the knock on the door. “Oh God, they’re here.”

      “Relax,” I murmured, pressing a kiss to her temple. “It’s going to be fine.”

      An hour later, with the party in full swing, I stood off to the side, watching, my heart so full I feared it might burst right out of my chest. One thing I’d never been short of was love, but somehow, being with Paisley, that love had multiplied exponentially. Keeley’s kids, Ava and Bradley, hadn’t given Paisley a second of peace, but she didn’t seem to mind. For the first time, the idea of having kids of my own one day entered my mind. Not for a few years, though. I was far too selfish to share Paisley just yet.

      Jack appeared at my shoulder. “Got a minute?”

      I nodded and followed him into the kitchen area. I grabbed us both a beer, readying myself for a fatherly chat along the lines of “Hurt my daughter and I’ll rip you a new asshole”. Instead, he said, “I’ve signed Tate Flynn to replace Lewis.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Jesus. I thought he was happy with his current team, especially as the bastard went and won the championship.” I’d come in third, supposedly good for a rookie, but not nearly good enough for my own ambitions. I made no secret of my desire to be World Champion, and I didn’t plan on taking years to achieve that goal either. Winning was the only thing that mattered. No one remembered the guy who came second.

      “He was,” Jack said. “I’ve got you to thank for landing him.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Me?”

      “Yep. I’ve tried for a few years now to get Tate over to Nash Racing, but he’s always resisted. After I signed you, his position changed.” Jack clapped me on the back. “He reckons having you as a teammate will push him to new heights.”

      “Wow.” I chuckled. “Glad I didn’t punch him earlier in the season then,” I said, referring to our accident at the Australian Grand Prix, my first race in Formula One. That day was also the day I’d first kissed Paisley, which had led us to where we were today. One day, I must thank him.

      Jack grinned. “Yeah, that might have made team dynamics interesting.”

      “As long as he doesn’t mind coming in second in every race, then I’m good with it.”

      Jack barked out a laugh. “Two drivers vying for first place? A team principal’s wet dream. Just don’t take each other out on the track. That’s the only thing I ask.”

      “What are you two plotting?” Paisley asked as she came over to stand with us. She slipped an arm around my waist and rested her head on my shoulder.

      “Tate’s joining the team,” Jack said.

      She straightened. “He is? Wow, Dad, you kept that quiet.” She laughed. “Good thing you didn’t punch him out, hotshot.”

      I grinned. “I just said the very same thing to your father.”

      Several hours later, the last of our guests—Noah—finally left. As I watched him enter the elevator, turn around, and wave, hope grew within me. If anyone had the chops to fight and beat their addiction, it was him.

      Paisley yawned and kicked off her shoes before I’d even closed the door.

      “It went okay, I think,” she said, moving into my body, her arms snaking around my waist.

      Instead of replying, I captured her mouth in a searing kiss. God, this woman. She was everything I never knew I needed. Now? I couldn’t imagine a single day without her.

      “Let’s go to bed,” I murmured.

      “There’s an offer I can’t refuse.”

      Despite feeling dog-tired, I still found the energy to make love to Paisley. It might not have been my most stellar performance, but I heard no complaints.

      I cradled her to me, her head resting on my chest. “Did you enjoy tonight?”

      She nodded. “It was the best. I love your family, but not as much as I love you.”

      I eased up her chin and touched her face, my fingertips tracing the planes of her bone structure, my eyes roving over her soft, smooth skin. She was like a perfectly designed sculpture. If I’d commissioned Michelangelo himself to create perfection, he couldn’t beat the beautiful specimen lying beside me. And she was all mine.

      “Why so serious?” Paisley asked, her open expression full of concern. She brushed a thumb over my bottom lip which, of course, I couldn’t resist sucking into my mouth. Her eyes fell shut, and she exhaled a deep, contented sigh.

      “Before I met you, I was caught between two worlds, and I didn’t fit into either. But you’ve taught me that I can be true to my past while still being proud of what I’ve achieved. I don’t have to be embarrassed by the riches surrounding this sport. I don’t have to conform to the affluent world or the poor world, because you and I have created our own universe. And it’s the place I want to live out the rest of my life. With you, and only you, Pixie Ley. I love you. You’re my everything.”

      Her gorgeous aqua irises glistened, and she blinked a few times in fast succession. She grazed her palm over my stubble, her eyes switching between mine. And then she kissed me. Long, hard, so fucking sweet. When she drew back, we were both breathless.

      “I love you, hotshot.”

      Her open smile sent warmth rushing through my chest. She folded herself into the crook of my arm, the place she belonged.

      I was no longer fighting to make it from the wrong side of the tracks.

      There was only one track.

      The one I raced with her, the love of my life.

      

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      
        
        Ready for more full-on rocket fueled hotness? Then look no further because Gridlock, Book 2 in the Full Velocity series is now available. Meet Jared’s nemesis, Tate Flynn, and get your Full Velocity fix right now.

      

        

      
        Have you discovered the Winning Ace series yet? Take one hot, rich, tennis ace, add a journalist ready for her big break, throw in a gigantic secret and kaboom! You have a series that’ll keep you up long past bedtime.
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        Or maybe four delicious brothers are just the thing you need to curl up with at night. Check out the first in the Brook Brothers series, The Blame Game.
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        Only take your foot off the gas when the fear of death overcomes the thrill of speed.

      

        

      
        Tate Flynn
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      Two years ago.

      

      My heart pounded against my ribcage, and my lungs burned as I sprinted as fast as the growing crowds would allow. The closer I got to where I needed to be, the slower the throng of people forced me to run.

      “Get out of the way!” I yelled.

      No one moved. Either they couldn’t hear me, or they didn’t care about the fear lacing my voice and the beads of sweat dampening my upper lip and forehead. I resorted to pushing, shoving, and elbowing my way through.

      Please, please, please let me get there in time to stop him.

      I made a final concerted effort to barrel my way to the front of the cheering horde, all vying for the best vantage point to watch the illegal street race, but I arrived too late. He’d already been strapped into the car.

      “Dean!” I screamed, an exercise in futility. He wouldn’t be able to hear me. Not over the roaring engines and the insane cheering. “Dean, goddammit, stop. Please.”

      The spectators jeered, whooped, and hollered around me as the cars almost pranced on the spot, a combination of applying the brake and the gas at the same time. A woman in a too-short skirt, a crop top, and high heels stood between the two vehicles systematically threading a white handkerchief between her fingers. Smoke billowed from the tailpipes, the foul-tasting emissions burning my throat and filling my lungs.

      She raised the handkerchief over her head, and the noise from the spectators increased to deafening levels, accompanied by the sound of the thundering engines.

      And then she dropped her arm, and the two cars sprang forward, hurtling down the road at lethal speed. My heart lurched painfully, and every drop of saliva disappeared from my mouth. Standing on tiptoes, I craned my neck to try to peer around the huge guy standing next to me. Dean’s car and his racing opponent were mere specks in the distance by now.

      I watched him make the turn. Even from this distance the sound of screeching tires reached me. Wisps of white discharged from the wheels, the result of burning rubber and overheated brakes.

      Dean snuck a hood length in front of his opponent, and for a few brief, wonderful moments, I dared to hope everything might be okay. That I’d get the chance to bawl out my baby brother for this reckless venture and find a way to prevent him from ever doing such a stupid thing ever again. I’d chain him to his goddamn bed if I had to. Anything to stop this crazy folly.

      As the cars grew closer to the finish line, they touched. Only the merest hint of physical contact, yet sufficient enough to send Dean’s car careening off to the right. The front wheel on the driver’s side hit the curb. I looked on, horrified, as the car catapulted into the air, like one of those stunts in a Seventies classic movie. Except this wasn’t a movie—and my brother wasn’t a stuntman.

      The gathered crowds emitted a collective gasp, while I stood there, frozen, unable to breathe, to move, to do anything other than watch helplessly as the vehicle rolled several times before it finally came to a stop on its roof. Everyone fell silent, the earlier noise reduced to a quiet, shocked hum.

      Thick gray smoke rose from the engine compartment of Dean’s car. My first thought was “fire,” and then I sprinted toward him. I didn’t have a single concern for my personal safety, driven only by my need to get to Dean, but at the same time, terror racked my body at what I’d find when I reached him.

      My sweet, wonderful, caring brother.

      “Please be alive, please, oh God, please, I’m begging you.”

      Falling to my knees beside the driver’s door, I gasped at the sight of Dean’s upper body hanging out of the window with his lower half twisted in a grotesque manner. He was covered in blood, but I couldn’t see where it was coming from.

      “Dean!”

      No response.

      I drew on every ounce of strength I possessed and allowed the doctor within me to come to the fore. Pressing two fingers firmly against Dean’s neck, I felt for a pulse. Yes! Faint, but definitely there.

      “Hang in there, Dean. Please don’t let go. I’m here.”

      I glanced around at the shocked faces who’d crept a little closer, their macabre need to see a broken body overtaking the fear of the car exploding into flames.

      Shoving my hand in my coat pocket, I fumbled around for my phone. I stabbed in the emergency number, and in seconds, they answered.

      “I need an ambulance,” I said to the dispatcher. “RTA. Two cars involved. I’m with one of the drivers now, and he’s badly injured.” I gave our location then pointlessly added, “Please hurry,” because they were hardly going to take their time.

      I hung up and checked out the sea of faces. “You,” I said, jabbing my finger at a six-foot-two lump of muscle. “Help me get him out.”

      “Uh, shouldn’t we leave him? You know, until the paramedics get here.”

      “I’m a doctor.” I jerked my head at the still-smoking hood of the car. The potential of causing Dean further injury wasn’t important right now, because if the car blew up, we were all going to die.

      “For all we know, this thing could explode at any moment,” I said, laboring the point when the guy remained glued to the spot. “Now move it!”

      My barked order jerked him into action, and we managed to wrestle Dean from the wreckage and move him to a safe distance. I caught the other driver scrambling through the driver’s window of his crumpled vehicle. He shot a quick glance in my direction where I crouched over the broken body of my brother, and then he ran.

      Sirens wailed in the distance, and the crowd dispersed, including my unwilling helper. Undoubtedly, the police as well as the ambulance would be on their way, and no one wanted to be caught spectating at an illegal street race.

      Holding my hand in front of Dean’s mouth, I noted the shallowness of his breathing. I pressed my ear to his chest. Nothing. Oh God. He’d gone into cardiac arrest.

      I need my fucking medical bag!

      Dean required a shot of adrenaline directly to the heart, but until the medical crews arrived, I only had CPR at my disposal. I began compressions, pressing hard on his chest thirty times, unconcerned about a few ribs. Those would heal. It was paramount to get his heart started, essential to keep the blood pumping to his vital organs.

      I paused to blow air into Dean’s lungs before resuming the chest compressions. My arms ached, and my breathing became fast and urgent. I kept going, muscles burning, pretending it wasn’t my beloved Deano lying on the ground, clinging to life by the slenderest of threads. Nineteen years old with his whole life ahead of him. This couldn’t be his destiny. I wouldn’t let this be the end of his too-short life.

      The ambulance slid to a halt beside me. The sirens shut off, and two paramedics jumped out carrying heavy bags. They set them down beside Dean. The nearest paramedic touched my shoulder.

      “Step aside, miss. We’ll take it from here.”

      “I’m a doctor,” I replied without breaking stride on compressing Dean’s chest. “This is my brother. His name is Dean Brady. He went into cardiac arrest five minutes ago. I’ve been doing CPR ever since. He’s unresponsive.” I couldn’t believe how calm I sounded, but remaining in control of my emotions would enable me to cope. I needed to distance myself from the horror unfolding before me. I couldn’t lose Dean, the only person in the world, other than my parents, who I really, truly cared about.

      And it would destroy my mother. Dad would find a way to carry on, but Mum…

      “That’s really helpful,” the paramedic said. “I’m John. What’s your name?”

      “Madison,” I choked out. “God, please don’t let him die.”

      “You’ve done brilliantly, Madison,” John said calmly. “Keep doing those compressions for me if you don’t mind.” He switched focus to his colleague. “Okay, let’s defib. And get a blood pressure cuff on him.”

      They unpacked the defibrillator, and seconds later, John barked out, “Clear.”

      An electric shock fired into my brother’s heart. His body jolted, and I flinched. I’d seen countless patients being shocked, but when the paddles were affixed to a family member, no matter how impartial you tried to be, it became impossible not to react. Defibrillation was such a brutal thing to have done. On TV, it looked so innocuous, but unloading more than one thousand volts of electricity into a heart muscle could only be described as a violent act.

      It took three more electric shocks before they managed to find a heartbeat. By now, the police had arrived, but when they attempted to question me about what had happened, I waved them away with a dismissive flick of my wrist and climbed into the ambulance. Their questions could wait. My concern rested with Dean.

      Twenty minutes later, we reached the Accident and Emergency department. During the journey to the hospital, Dean had crashed two more times.

      If there is a god, then prove it. Let my brother live.

      Clasping Dean’s too-cold hand in my overheated one, I jogged alongside the gurney as the paramedics rushed Dean into the hospital. John briefed the trauma consultant on call, and then the medics pushed Dean into the crash room. Standing outside alone, I peered through the frosted glass.

      “Come with me, sweetie.” A nurse wearing one of ‘those’ expressions touched my arm and gestured toward the family room.

      I recognized her empathetic expression because I’d wear exactly the same face when speaking to loved ones when preparing them for potentially dreadful news.

      Time lost all meaning as the inky-black night slowly gave way to the promise of morning. The dawn of a new day, yet my nightmare carried on. I should call my parents, but until I knew more, I didn’t want to ruin their holiday. I needed facts. Facts were my safe haven. Conjecture was no substitute for the truth.

      I covered my face with my hands and quietly sobbed. Dean had always been such a headstrong boy. Growing up with a nine-year gap between us, I’d always been labeled the sensible one. Level-headed, calm, steady, my head often buried in a book, whereas Dean had been the rebellious one, always getting into scrapes of one kind or another. He’d grown up with a healthy interest in cars, but I’d assumed it would turn into a desire to be a mechanic, or an engineer, or maybe even a designer. Instead, Dean became obsessed with racing, spurred on by the falsehood promoted within the industry of motor racing’s glamorous nature—a sport where only the glory of winning mattered—instead of understanding the terrible risk each driver undertook every time they got behind the wheel.

      Dean had been sucked in to the public face of the sport he adored. Reading everything he could get his hands on, Dean never missed a race on TV, but unfortunately for my poor brother, he lacked both the financial backing and the skill to succeed as a racing driver.

      Instead, he found an alternative in illegal street racing, a fact I only discovered tonight when a worried friend had tipped me off. Apparently, Dean had had a narrow escape last weekend, coming perilously close to a nasty crash which had only been averted by the quick thinking of his opponent who’d braked at the last minute. His friend had told me that Dean had been taking more and more risks to compensate for his lack of natural talent. That information had resulted in my mad dash to the location of the latest gathering. But I’d arrived too late to stop him from racing. And now, my brother was lying on a stretcher fighting for survival. Even if he made it through, the catastrophic damage to his heart because of having so many cardiac arrests would change his life. The crash might have caused paralysis or brain damage from blunt force trauma, or the lack of oxygen every time his heart stopped.

      The door to the family room opened, and the surgeon entered dressed in green scrubs with what I presumed to be Dean’s blood smudged down the front.

      I leaped to my feet. “Please, is he, is he…?”

      He took a seat, encouraging me to do the same. I did, but I couldn’t stop fidgeting and pulling at the hem of my shirt. It’s splattered with Dean’s blood. The color on my clothes was dark brown, dried, and crusty, whereas the surgeon’s was bright red and fresh.

      Why am I comparing bloodstains?

      I must be going into shock. I began to tremble, and once I started, I couldn’t stop.

      “Your brother survived the operation, Dr. Brady, but the next twenty-four hours will be critical. His left ventricle detached because of the accident. He’s lost a lot of blood and suffered irreparable damage to the heart muscle owing to the sheer number of cardiac arrests.”

      “Oh God,” I mumbled because I understood what that meant. If Dean survived, he’d need a heart transplant, and if a donor couldn’t be found, he’d die. There were hundreds of people on the transplant waiting list. The chances of finding a match before Dean’s beleaguered heart failed were extremely slim.

      “Can I see him?”

      He nodded. “Of course. I’ll take you to him now. We’ve got him under sedation so he’s unconscious, but you are more than welcome to sit with him for as long as you wish.”

      I walked into the private room where Dean lay in a hospital bed. My chest constricted as my heart sped up. I couldn’t breathe properly. Panting, I pressed a hand to my sternum while running an internal monologue. Stay calm. Breathe. In, out. In, out. Slowly, Madison. Take it easy.

      My legs wobbled, and I fell into a chair that had been helpfully placed next to my brother’s bed. I captured his warm hand.

      I sat with him for a few minutes, making inane small talk and praying he could hear me. But I couldn’t put off calling Mum and Dad any longer, especially now that I knew what we were dealing with. It was a good seventeen hours from Singapore, not to mention the difficulty of getting a flight out at such short notice. Kissing Dean’s flushed cheek, I stepped outside the room and made one of the worst telephone calls of my life.

      Dad reacted calmly, as I’d expected him to, while Mum broke down. Her tortured sobs as she begged Dad to get them home would follow me to my grave.

      I returned to Dean’s hospital bed and waited.

      I must have dozed off, because the ITU nurse woke me. She handed me a cup of tea and a cheese sandwich.

      “Thought you might be hungry,” she said kindly.

      “Thank you.” I rubbed my eyes, then unwrapped the sandwich. Although not feeling particularly hungry, I needed to keep up my strength to be there for Dean. “Any sign of him regaining consciousness?”

      She shook her head. “He’s been through a lot. It’s his body’s way of coping. He’ll come around soon, we hope.”

      I didn’t share that, as a doctor, I understood the coping mechanisms of the human body when it had suffered major trauma all too well. It seemed egotistical somehow, so I nodded and thanked her again for the sandwich.

      Time passed slowly, and we entered a second night. It had been over twenty-four hours now since the accident, and about sixteen since my brother had emerged from surgery. Mum and Dad should arrive within the next couple of hours. I desperately needed their strength, their comfort, to have someone to share the burden with, to pray with, to hope with.

      I absentmindedly stroked his hand with my thumb. Back and forth. Back and forth. The rhythm of it helped control my emotions. Inside, I was screaming, but outwardly, I presented the serene front I’d always been known for.

      I stood to stretch my legs and my back when Dean’s eyelids flickered, and his little finger twitched. Miniscule signs, but signs nonetheless, that he might be coming around.

      “Nurse,” I barked out, sharper than intended. “I think he’s regaining consciousness.”

      She rose from her chair and felt his pulse, then wrapped a blood pressure cuff around his upper arm. His eyes flickered again, and then they fully opened.

      “Dean,” I said, leaning over so he wouldn’t have to twist his head to see me, to know I was there. “Dean, it’s okay. You’re okay.” Tears spilled down my cheeks, plopping onto the crisp cotton sheets.

      He blinked rapidly, then his lids fell shut.

      “Dean. Please open your eyes. It’s me. It’s Madison.”

      He licked his lips and swallowed. At last, he opened his eyes again. This time, they stayed open.

      “Mads,” he croaked. “That you?”

      “It is, sweetheart. It’s me.”

      He tried to move, wincing in pain.

      “Stay still,” I said as the nurse indicated to me she’d fetch the doctor. The door clicked shut, and then Dean and I were alone.

      “What happened?” he asked, his voice rasping.

      “You crashed, Dean. Don’t you remember?”

      He frowned, his brows forming a deep ‘V’. “Think so. Tired.”

      “Get some sleep. Mum and Dad are on their way. They’ll be here soon.”

      His breathing evened out, and I thought he’d fallen back asleep, but then his eyes opened once more. “I wouldn’t change a thing, Mads. Racing… I live for it.”

      I started to respond with a platitude, even though I wanted to rail on his stupid love of racing, but I didn’t get a chance to utter a word because the machines suddenly went crazy. Fear sent a shot of adrenaline coursing through me.

      “Dean!” I screamed as the crash team rushed inside.

      They shoved me out of the way and started working on Dean. After five minutes of furiously pounding on his chest, the doctor stepped back and called it.

      I wrestled my way through the medical team, wanting, needing to check for myself. He couldn’t be gone. Not Dean. Not my baby brother.

      My hands trembled as I reached for his carotid artery. Two fingers. Press firmly down. Wait for the steady pulse.

      No pulse.

      Tears came, fast, furious, relentless, the ferocity of bereavement slamming into me with the force of a freight train. I stumbled backward, my breathing ragged. In that moment of loss, my world collapsed, the grief a tsunami, striking me in the chest. Unbearable pain.

      A sob broke from my throat.

      Dean might have lived for racing, but in the end, he’d died for it.

      Everything went red. Blood pounded in my ears, my rage building, twisting my insides. My resolve hardened. I’d find a way to shine a light on the dangers of the sport my brother adored, to force change, and to show kids the risks that came with speed.

      Starting with Dean’s beloved Formula One… and a certain Tate Flynn.

      World Champion.

      My brother’s hero.

      Darling of the sponsors, every advertiser’s wet dream, the worst offender at glamorizing the sport.

      The man who’d caused the death of my brother.

      Look out, Tate. I’m coming for you.
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      Present Day

      

      My helicopter swooped low, offering a great view of the Silverstone track, one of my favorite circuits on the calendar. Not because it was the best technically, but because Silverstone was my home race. I always received fantastic support, not to mention racing here meant I could spend some time at my place in London. I didn’t often get to sleep in my own bed, and believe me, bedding down in hotels got very old, very fast.

      My blood fizzed with excitement. Hyped and ready for the weekend ahead, I couldn’t wait to get started. Only seven points separated me and my teammate, Jared Kane, at the top of the leaderboard. It was paramount I not only maintained the pressure, but further extended my lead in Sunday’s race. I could do without the added stress of him nipping at my heels during the second half of the season.

      As I did during the approach to every European race, I scanned the entrance to the track, finding myself looking for one thing in particular.

      My resident stalker. Madison Brady.

      She’d appeared out of nowhere two years ago, and now, whenever we raced in Europe, I couldn’t shake her off. Wherever I went, she followed, waving her homemade protest flags calling for changes to the industry, for us to implement more safety measures and reduce the speed of the cars.

      She clearly didn’t realize that Formula One was already one of the safest motor sports in the world. The powers that be regularly searched for ways to not only reduce the risk to drivers, but also to engineers, mechanics, marshals, and the paying public.

      In a way, I felt sorry for her. She clearly believed passionately in her cause. But at the same time, she irked the shit out of me because she judged what she didn’t understand and made no attempt to.

      Weirdly, though, she wasn’t there. Maybe she’d fallen ill, too ill to come be a pain in my arse this weekend.

      No, I couldn’t get that lucky. She’d be here. Probably putting the finishing touches to her latest voodoo doll.

      The helicopter landed, and I went straight to the motorhome to dump my bag and change into my racing suit. My stomach rumbled. Better grab a quick snack now. Once we got down to the business of the day, the chances of finding time for a bite to eat were minimal.

      I unwrapped a granary roll and removed a slab of cheese from the fridge. Cutting through the hard cheddar, I wondered what the possible reasons for Madison’s absence could be. As much as she pissed me off with her uninformed ideals, I’d begun to look forward to seeing her. I relished our regular sparring bouts, like two heavyweights going at it, each one determined to land the winning punch.

      Clearly, I wasn’t paying attention, because the knife slipped and sliced through my hand.

      “Fuck, goddamn son of a bitch!” I yelled. It took a while for the blood to come to the surface, but when it did, I instantly knew a plaster wouldn’t suffice.

      I reached for a towel and wrapped it around my hand, but in seconds, the towel turned red. Snatching another off the side, I pressed down hard, trying to stem the bleeding.

      I refused to allow a fucking cheese sandwich to come between me and this weekend’s racing.

      I texted my boss, Jack, to let him know what had happened and set off for the medical center. Nudging the door open with my hip so I didn’t have to release the pressure on my hand, I stepped inside. Hospitals of any kind gave me the jitters, especially given all the time I’d spent in one as a kid. This wasn’t exactly a full-scale medical facility, but my brain revolted all the same. The smell of disinfectant always turned my stomach. Urgh.

      Dr. Kaz Ewart, the track doctor who traveled the world with us, glanced up as I entered. She smiled, then dropped her gaze to my bloodied hand. “Shit. What have you done?” She hurriedly got to her feet and rushed over.

      I briefly wondered how much blood I’d lost, but when I started to feel woozy, I pushed that thought from my mind.

      “Sliced my hand with a knife,” I said, holding the offending limb in the air.

      She pointed to a chair. “Let’s take a look.”

      I sat, gritting my teeth when Kaz peeled away the towel. Blood oozed from the wound, but the flow had stemmed somewhat. That had to be good, right?

      She opened a packet containing an alcohol swab and wiped the cut. I winced.

      “Fuck, that stings, Doc.”

      “Oh, don’t be such a baby,” she responded, handing me a fresh wad of gauze. “Keep pressure on it. I’ll be two ticks.”

      She disappeared through another door, but when the same door reopened a couple of minutes later, it wasn’t Kaz who walked through.

      “What the hell…?”

      I stared at Madison Brady, open-mouthed. She looked equally stunned to see me, although I had a helluva lot more right to be here than she did. She was holding a silver tray with a few medical utensils laid out on top of an off-white cloth. Annoyance that the damned woman had breached the safe haven of the racetrack sped through me. She already followed me everywhere. At least inside the guarded walls of the race circuit, I thought I could escape her. Turned out I was wrong.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “My job,” she spat, her furious expression telling me exactly what she thought of me.

      I’d hazard a guess that she’d prefer to lie in a bath filled with cockroaches than spend a second in my company.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, frowning. When she stubbornly refused to answer, I said, “This is my turf, and I have every right to know why you’re here. If you’ve given security the slip, you’re in a whole world of trouble, sweetheart.”

      She slammed the tray on a nearby table, the utensils clattering. She glared at me, fire shooting from her golden irises, singeing my skin. Madison had the most captivating eyes, but whenever she turned them on me, they were always filled with distaste, hate even. That might be a strong word, but fairly accurate when it came to Madison’s feelings about me.

      “I’m not your sweetheart. I am, however, the new track doctor. Kaz is going to be taking a break for a few months.”

      Oh no. No fucking way. Inviting Ms. Ban the Race into the inner sanctum of my sport was like inviting a vegan to a steakhouse. What stupid game did the race director think he was playing?

      “Over my dead body.”

      She clenched her jaw and fisted her hands. “Given the obvious dangers of this sport, that’s not a very smart comment.”

      I snorted. “Change the record, Madison. That one is old and boring.”

      She planted her hands on her hips and let out a heavy breath through her nose. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? For me to stop shining a light on the multitude of things wrong with this sport, and with drivers like you who refuse to publicly acknowledge the dangers. Well, too bad. Hell will freeze over first.”

      “If you hate this sport so much, why on earth would you take a job here?”

      She jutted her chin, her lips flattening. “My reasons are my own. They’re none of your concern.”

      “I think you’ll find that—”

      “Right, let’s get that hand fixed up, Tate.” Kaz appeared, immediately assessed the situation, caught on to the tension burning in the air, and then turned her attention to my nemesis. “Ah. I take it you’ve told him.”

      “Oh, she’s told me all right.”

      I still couldn’t believe it. Madison Brady is going to be the fucking track doctor.

      That meant there’d be a greater chance of bumping into her every five goddamn minutes. The issue, though? If the idea of regularly being in contact with her irritated me, then why was my heart beating as fast as a gazelle’s being chased by a lion across the damned Serengeti? Why had my breathing become labored, and why did I have sweat prickling along the nape of my neck?

      And that was before I even dared to acknowledge my dick getting hard.

      Madison kept her gaze at eye level, thank Christ. The last thing I needed was for her to think for one second I found her attractive.

      I was not attracted to Madison Brady.

      Come the apocalypse, if I fucked her, it wouldn’t be for fun. It would be as a way of getting one over on her for making my life difficult.

      Don’t screw with the best, darling, cos you’re likely to get burned.

      Wait, hang on a second… Why was I thinking about fucking Madison Brady?

      What the hell is going on?

      “You’re looking a little pale, Tate, and you’re sweating.” Madison moved closer and placed her hand on my forehead.

      I flinched. Her palm was freezing, but that wasn’t the reason I recoiled.

      No, I reacted like that because her touch dispatched a current of electricity through my veins. And she smelled so fucking good. Like ripe peaches I wanted to lick and suck and taste.

      “Will one of you just fix my bloody hand?” I snapped. “I’ve got a strategy meeting to get to.”

      “Ooh,” Kaz said. “Who refused to suck your dick this morning?”

      Madison snorted a laugh. Even when I glowered at her, the smile remained in place, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

      I stuck out my hand, palm up. “Stitch it up, Kaz, and put a couple of stitches in your mouth while you’re at it.”

      Kaz wasn’t remotely upset by my rudeness. She’d have heard worse by spending time with a bunch of highly charged, testosterone-fueled guys all vying to be number one, but this wasn’t my usual jam. My parents had instilled politeness in me from an early age, and bad manners were not tolerated. They were met with a good old-fashioned crack across the back of my head.

      Kaz dragged over a stool, adjusted her glasses, and peered at my hand while Madison looked on like a rubbernecker at a motorway pileup.

      “Seeing as you’re such a tough guy and all, you won’t be needing anesthesia now, will you?” Kaz said with an evil grin.

      Bitch.

      If she expected me to beg for pain relief, she’d be in for a long wait. I offered her a smarmy grin. “Right on, sister.”
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      “Ooh, the sexual tension in here could start a wildfire,” Kaz teased after Tate had left with five stitches in his hand. When I sent a scowl her way, she added, “Yeah, baby, yeah,” in her best Austin Powers impression.

      “Bugger off, Kaz,” I said. “Otherwise I might change my mind about this gig after all.”

      Her eyes widened. “You wouldn’t.”

      I flopped into a chair. I hadn’t expected to come face-to-face with Tate ‘Thinks He’s God Almighty’ Flynn quite so soon, and I definitely hadn’t been prepared for a one-on-one altercation.

      Whenever I’d come into contact with Tate previously, I’d been surrounded by my fellow protestors, each of us attempting to make life uncomfortable for the authorities, the drivers, anyone involved in motor racing, in the hope they’d take our concerns seriously. Although, quite honestly, I’d like the whole damn sport banned. It was a pipe dream, of course. Billions of dollars rested on the success or failure of twenty drivers hurtling around a track every couple of weeks. But since Dean’s death, being a thorn in Tate’s side had given me a purpose, a place to channel my anger. Laying the blame for the loss of my brother firmly at his door soothed my tortured soul.

      When Kaz had approached me to inquire about my interest in a new challenge for a few months while she took a break, I’d thought long and hard about it. In the end, the fact that tipped the scales was the hope that, somehow, I’d have a better chance of pushing my agenda from the inside.

      A false hope, of course. I wasn’t stupid, just sad and grieving.

      And now, after being in the same room with the man I’d held responsible for Dean’s death for the past two years, I knew I’d made a dreadful mistake. Seeing Tate in such close quarters, and on a regular basis, would be like pouring vinegar in the open wound where my love for Dean resided.

      But when I caught Kaz’s worried expression, I sighed. I couldn’t let her down. I’d committed, and now I’d have to see it through. Besides, Kaz really needed this break. She’d been burning the candle at both ends for far too long. Kaz was a cardiac surgeon and worked Monday to Wednesday in the operating room at a busy hospital in London. As soon as her shift finished on Wednesday evening, she’d jump on a plane and fly to wherever the next Formula One race happened to be, and then work at the track until Sunday. Rinse and repeat. If she didn’t grab some downtime soon, she’d burn out.

      “Relax,” I said. “I’m teasing you.”

      Kaz theatrically swiped at her brow. “Phew.” She sat beside me, her hand covering my clenched fists. “I know how you feel about this sport, and about Tate in particular, but he’s not a bad guy. This sport isn’t run by bogeymen looking to lure unsuspecting youngsters to their deaths. It isn’t Tate’s fault that Dean adored him and wanted to emulate him, but, unfortunately, went about it in the wrong way.”

      I clamped my teeth together. This wasn’t the first time Kaz had tried this approach with me, but it wouldn’t wash.

      “It is, however, Tate’s fault that he only ever talks about the glamor, the girls, the thrill of winning, the excitement of going Mach 2 with his hair on fire. Has he ever mentioned the risks? No. Does he ever outline the discipline and the skill required to succeed? Hell, no. And what about the hard work and effort, the hours sweating it out in the gym to maintain a high level of fitness and ensure you were healthy enough to manage these powerful machines? Nope. Not a bloody word. If he’d shared more of the reality required by the sport, then maybe Dean wouldn’t have been so starry-eyed. Maybe he’d still be alive today.”

      Kaz sighed. “He’s not the only driver who does that, sweetie. You’ve got to acknowledge that these guys are salesmen as well as racing drivers. They are selling a dream, an image. The sponsors, the investors, the spectators aren’t interested in all that other stuff.”

      “Well, they should be,” I insisted. “Out there somewhere is another Dean. Someone else’s son, brother, nephew, who wants to emulate their idol, who’ll take a risk and end up on a mortuary slab.” I flinched, swallowing past a lump in my throat.

      Kaz pulled me into a hug. “I know it hurts, honey. I wish I could take your pain away.”

      I leaned against her for a few seconds, then got to my feet and brushed myself down. “Right, let’s get on. I need to make the most of you this weekend before you leave me alone with this bunch of narcissistic dicks.”

      I made a horror face, and she laughed.

      By the end of the day, I’d picked up about eighty percent of what I needed to know to run a smooth operation. This wouldn’t be like my usual job, dashing around the emergency room and dealing with really serious injuries. From what Kaz had told me—despite my beliefs regarding the dangers of this sport—emergencies were rare. However, if an incident did occur, having a qualified doctor close on hand would come into its own. My skills could make the difference between life and death.

      I was really looking forward to the change of pace. Unlike Kaz, I’d used this opportunity to take a sabbatical from the hospital. I’d been pulling too many sixteen-hour shifts recently, and I knew my body well enough to listen when it needed rest. In the medical profession, burnout was a real issue, and those who refused to admit they needed a break usually suffered in the long run. I wouldn’t be one of those people. Medicine, and saving lives, meant too much to me to risk a mental collapse. I’d worked too hard to let it slip through my fingers, and I planned to have a long and successful career.

      “Shall we meet in the bar at the hotel, say seven?” Kaz asked.

      “Sounds good.” I slung my purse over my shoulder. “Gives me time for a shower and a nap. Want a lift back?”

      She shook her head. “I need a quick word with Charlie first,” she said, referring to Charlie Westwood, the race director of the sport’s governing body. He also held the title of safety delegate, therefore, he’d become the man at the top of my hitlist to influence now that I’d breached the inner circle.

      “Don’t forget to tell him I’m going to be his new best friend.” I followed up my comment with a wink.

      Kaz chuckled. “Poor Charlie. Try to remember he’s one of the good guys.”

      I stepped outside the medical facility, shielding my eyes from the sun which remained high in the sky given the time of year. Right now, the temperature sat at a balmy eighteen degrees Celsius, although the forecast predicted the weather to turn nasty over the next twenty-four hours. The onset of wet conditions would make racing all the more dangerous, heightening my anxiety.

      I headed over to my car and replied to a couple of texts I’d had from Mum, then slipped my phone in my pocket. I pressed the key fob, and the indicators flashed twice, accompanied by a beep to inform me the alarm had deactivated. Opening the door, I put one leg inside when a voice behind me called out.

      “What are you really doing here, Madison?”

      I paused, twisted my head, and suppressed a groan. Leaning against the metal railings, hands tucked into the front pockets of his jeans, feet crossed at the ankles, stood Tate. I’d have seen him if I hadn’t been preoccupied replying to Mum and been able to take evasive action.

      Like get inside the car quicker and drive away before he had a chance to engage me.

      He pushed himself upright and ambled over, his gait casual, belying the sharpness to his tone.

      “I already told you. My job.” I climbed the rest of the way inside the car and moved to close the door. I had absolutely no intention of getting into a debate with Tate Flynn. It had been a long day, and this wasn’t how I intended to end it.

      Tate stopped the door from closing by grabbing the top of it with his non-injured hand. I considered slamming it anyway, but if I did, there was a very good chance I’d break most, if not all, of his fingers. Tempting… Sadly, purposely causing harm to another went against the Hippocratic oath.

      Leaving him to his little victory, I started the engine regardless. I set my handbag on the passenger seat then clicked my seat belt in place, further adding to the non-verbal cues I wasn’t planning to hang around.

      What followed was a modern-day equivalent of a stand-off, the likes of which had been prevalent in those seventies’ cowboy films starring Clint Eastwood. I sat in my car, ever so gently revving the engine and staring through the windscreen as if he wasn’t there. Tate remained in the same position. Neither of us said a word.

      The first person to give in would undoubtedly be me. I’d never been very good at dealing with uncomfortable silences. I held on longer than I thought I could, silently congratulated myself, then expelled a heavy sigh and turned my most bored expression his way.

      “What do you want, Tate?”

      “To talk.”

      I suppressed a feeling of surprise.

      “About what exactly? What could you and I possibly have to talk about?”

      “I want to know the real reason you’re here.” he said. “Does this mean you’ve given up your vendetta against me?”

      I heard a definite smirk in his tone, and I ground my teeth together until my jaw ached.

      “You wish,” I snapped.

      “Actually, I don’t,” he said. “I wouldn’t know what to do without my resident stalker.”

      I narrowed my eyes. From this angle, he looked even taller, and I didn’t like the advantage it gave him. I shouldn’t have got into the car.

      “You’d cope, I’m sure. Goodnight, Tate.” I yanked on the door. Whether that forced him to release it, or he did so of his own accord, I’d never know. Regardless, the door closed, allowing me to drive away. The second I pulled through the gates and out of the confines of the track, I heaved a huge sigh of relief. Two encounters with Tate Flynn on my first day was not what this doctor ordered.

      By the time I reached the hotel, I was exhausted, hungry, in desperate need of a shower, and suffering from a sense of uneasiness which manifested itself in my gut. Tate had consumed a lot of my attention over the past two years, and none of it had been positive. Kaz would say I was obsessed with him—in fact, she had made that very comment on several occasions. I disagreed, of course. I wasn’t obsessed with Tate. I just wanted him to change, to take his position as the ‘too handsome for his own good’ poster boy of the racing world more seriously. To recognize he had a responsibility to show a different perspective of motor racing to celebrity-fixated impressionable young boys. To convey to them it wasn’t all thrill and speed, fun and games, but a huge amount of hard work, and a bloody great dose of risk-taking. He was too flippant, too ‘party animal,’ too… too… inside my goddamn head.

      I parked the car, turned off the engine, and, fisting my hair, I screamed at the top of my voice. I didn’t want Tate in my head, or in my life. Except he was buried deep inside both.

      All I needed to do now was work on cutting off the bastard’s air supply.
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      My hand throbbed as I headed over to the medical center on Sunday evening. Winning the race had been worth the resultant agony, but I couldn’t help worrying it had become infected. The level of pain certainly indicated that possibility, and the area around the wound was swollen, the skin raised and bumpy. Still, Jared had only finished third, so I’d stretched out my lead by another ten points. I’d take an infection as payment for that reward every day of the week.

      As the building came into view, my phone rang. For a split second, I dared to hope it might be my mother or father calling to offer their congratulations.

      And then I laughed. As if.

      It didn’t matter how successful I became, I’d never meet my parents’ unrealistic expectations. I dug my phone out of my pocket with my non-damaged hand and glanced at the screen. I smiled. Ah, Joanie, the manager of my medical and research facility and all-round Florence Nightingale. I’d rather talk to her than my parents anyway.

      “Joanie. Good to hear from you.”

      “You drove like a demon,” Joanie said. “I’m proud of you.”

      “Thank you, my darling,” I replied. “But I’m sure you’re not ringing just to congratulate me.”

      She laughed. “You know me too well, Tate.”

      “That’s what happens after six years working together. What’s up?”

      “I want to talk to you about expanding the facility.” Her voice took on a serious tone. “Of course, that would mean we’d need more funding, but, Tate, demand is far outstripping supply. I hate asking you, especially with everything you do already.”

      I chewed on my lip, considering. My facility helped patients with terminal cancers, particularly Hodgkin’s lymphoma, a disease close to my heart—because it had killed my big brother. In conjunction, we ran a sister lab where we developed experimental treatments in the hope of eventually finding a cure.

      It was a philanthropic mission I kept strictly under wraps. If my involvement leaked into the public domain, then the press would make it all about me. And it was not about me; it was about these people desperately clinging to what remained of their life. Whatever I could do to make their last days and weeks more comfortable, I’d do it.

      The facility was the main reason why I took on so many sponsorship deals. The downside to that strategy was not only the time they stole from me, but also the amount of publicity those businesses expected from me in return for the millions of dollars they poured into my bank account each year.

      Money that I immediately directed into the facility.

      “Give me a few weeks,” I said. “Let me get to the summer break, and then I’ll put the feelers out. I can’t see it being a problem, especially if I’m still leading the championship by that point.”

      Joanie sighed. “Tate, you can’t. You’re doing too much already. Please, at least think about going public. That way you’d be able to pull in funding from other sources, ones that didn’t demand your time as part of the deal.”

      “No,” I immediately responded to the familiar argument, one Joanie and I had several times a year. Each time, it ended the same way with my refusal and her reluctant acceptance.

      Until she attempted to put her side of the argument forward again a few weeks later.

      “I’m worried about you.”

      “Well, don’t. I’ll fix this. It may take me a while, but I will get the money together.”

      “Stubborn as a mule,” she muttered.

      “I love you, too, Joanie. Gotta go. I’ll see you soon.”

      I cut the call. My throbbing hand reminded me why I was standing outside the medical facility. I hadn’t seen Madison since our altercation in the parking lot on Thursday, but she’d definitely been on my mind.

      I found it so strange; for two years she’d been the stone in my shoe, the weight on my back, the cross I was forced to bear. Since she’d turned up on my patch—and would be sticking around for the next few months—I’d examined her a little closer. And although I hated to admit it, I liked what I saw. Her antipathy toward me was evident, but I’d never been fond of easy street. I liked a challenge, something to fight for. I also found it highly frustrating that the person she saw when she looked at me wasn’t anything like the man beneath the public façade. It pissed me off that she so easily believed the celebrity image without bothering to scratch beneath the surface.

      I opened the door and stepped inside to find Madison sitting in the corner, staring at a laptop. She raised her head as I closed the door behind me.

      “Oh, it’s you.” She gestured to a chair on my left. “How’s the hand?”

      “Sore,” I replied, deciding not to respond snarkily to her less-than-enthusiastic greeting. “Did you watch the race?”

      She got to her feet, snagged a stool, and sat on it, then wheeled herself over. “Let’s take a look.”

      “I’ll take that as a no. You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      I could have sworn she actually growled, and the glower she shot my way was fierce enough to shave the skin from my face.

      “Hand, Tate.”

      I grinned and obeyed her order. I decided I liked teasing Madison. Maybe I’d take that up as my new sport once my racing career ended.

      “How about coming to Hockenheim a day or so earlier to watch me test? The factory has made a few tweaks to the car, and we’re going to try them out. You never know, you might learn a thing or two.”

      She roughly grabbed my wrist, her intractable approach clearly meant as a message, but regardless, I experienced the same rush of electricity as last time she’d touched me. Blood rushed to my groin, and I fidgeted in my seat. The subtle movement did nothing to relieve the pressure of my cock against my zip.

      Yep, it was safe to say I’d begun to develop a very healthy interest in Madison Brady.

      An even safer bet, though… She’d rather stick her hand in a vat of boiling oil than put it anywhere near my dick.

      No matter. I planned to change her mind.

      She bent her head to examine my injury. I breathed deeply through my nose. Strawberry and vanilla shampoo. Delicious. She wasn’t wearing any perfume or excessive makeup. It told me something about her; that her job interested her more than her appearance. I respected the hell out of that. I preferred the natural look anyway, and that included pussies. I hated the modern trend of shaving the damned thing off or, even worse, the ‘landing strip’. Urgh. I bet Madison had a neatly trimmed bush, something to burrow into with my nose and—

      “Tate!”

      I jerked up and caught her annoyed gaze. Daydreaming about pussies aside, she had fantastic eyes, especially when alight with irritation. “What?”

      “I’ve been asking questions for the last thirty seconds. Can you pay attention, please?”

      “Sorry,” I muttered. “Miles away.”

      “This is infected. How long has it been like this?”

      I shrugged. “No idea.”

      She expelled an exasperated breath. “Didn’t you feel it as you were driving? This must have been really painful.”

      I shrugged again. “I’m always in some sort of pain. Driving is hard. It’s not just sitting in the cockpit and turning the wheel, you know. When I’m on the track, I don’t register pain. And when I’m not driving, well, I’m too busy in strategy meetings or press interviews.”

      Or attending the latest function dictated by my sponsors to keep pulling in the steady stream of cash I need.

      With rigid shoulders, Madison stood and walked across the room. I momentarily considered offering her a massage, something to relieve all that tension. I grinned to myself as she clanged about, adding various paraphernalia to a silver tray. I’d love to see the look on her face if I did.

      When she returned, I spotted two needles. My inner grin turned into a groan.

      Fucking brilliant.

      She took hold of my hand once more, adopting a gentler touch this time. She removed the stitches, which bloody hurt, and then cleaned the area with alcohol-drenched swabs. I hissed through my teeth when she did that.

      Madison kept her attention on my hand. “I thought you weren’t bothered by pain,” she murmured, the minutest curve to her lips.

      “Just stitch me back up, stab me with those needles, then let me go. I’ve got a sponsorship meeting to get to.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What kind of sponsorship?”

      “What’s it to you?” I asked. I wasn’t being rude. I had a genuine interest in her reply.

      “Nothing at all,” she responded, her eyes cutting away from mine as she prepared the thread to re-stitch my hand. “Making conversation, that’s all.”

      “Aww, Madison. Am I winning you over?”

      She snorted, and her nostrils flared. God, now I’d had time to study her up close, she was utterly adorable. She folded her fingers around mine and tugged my hand toward her. It didn’t take her long to stitch me up.

      Picking up the first syringe, she eased up the sleeve of my T-shirt and injected it into my upper arm. “That’s an antibiotic. I’ll give you some oral medication, too. You’ll need to take it for five days. Five, Tate, not one day less.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, saluting.

      She rolled her eyes and picked up the second needle. “I need to give you a tetanus, too. Drop your trousers.”

      I grazed my tongue over my top teeth and looked her up and down. “Now you’re talking.”

      She huffed through her nose. “I wasn’t aware they allowed children to drive racing cars.”

      I chuckled, stood, and unbuckled my belt. We locked gazes, mine hot, hers… exasperated. But the second I unfastened my zip she lost her nerve. She half turned away, switching her attention to the fluid inside the needle, examining it closely. I opened my mouth to tease her, then changed my mind. I had an inkling Madison might be thawing toward me, at least a little, and I didn’t want to ruin that.

      “Where do you want me?” I asked.

      She kept her gaze averted. “Turn around.”

      I did as she’d instructed, and I knew the second she finally paid attention to me because she sucked in a breath.

      See, I wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      She clearly expected me to be in a pair of boxers that she could ease down by the barest amount and then stick the needle in my arse. Instead, my backside was on full display. Fortunately, she couldn’t see my erect cock sticking straight out from between my hips from her angle.

      “Something wrong?” I asked innocently, struggling to keep the grin off my face.

      “No,” she snapped, her tone cutting and short.

      I felt the merest swab of an alcohol wipe followed by a sharp scratch.

      “You can get dressed now.”

      I pulled up my trousers, rammed my stiffy inside, wincing because it did not want to go, then zipped myself up and refastened my belt.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Of course,” she said, her professional veneer firmly in place.

      Ah, she thought I wanted to ask a medical question.

      “What’s your real problem with me?”

      She physically winced, and her eyes hardened. She picked up the tray and crossed the room, then slammed it on the counter, the utensils jumping. Her shoulders hunched, and she repeatedly flexed her fingers. I got up, caught between leaving, as she clearly wanted me to, and staying so she had to face me and give me the answers I demanded.

      “Madison,” I said. “Don’t you think you owe me an explanation?”

      She spun around, revealing a face twisted with pain. Faint blotches colored her cheeks. “I don’t owe you shit.” She spat the words, full of venom and hate.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I think you do. For two years you’ve protested against this sport, and against me in particular. I want to know why I’m so special. Why I’m the focus of your anger, your hate.”

      “Because you killed my brother!”

      Her chest heaved, and her hands curled into rigid fists at her sides, while I stood there, stunned, her words the very last thing I’d ever imagined spilling from her lips.

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      She poked her finger in my direction. “You make out that it’s all so glamorous, so exciting, so thrilling. You never mention the dangers, the risks, the fact that impressionable young men want to emulate you, to be just like you. Except they don’t have the skill, the training, the support. They get in their souped-up road cars and race each other without a clue about the consequences. Terrible consequences that shatter lives, break families, steal futures.”

      My mouth slackened, and I blinked rapidly as her words slowly sank in. “You lost your brother in an illegal street race.”

      All her fight ebbed away, and she sank into a chair, nodding.

      “Jesus.” I swept a hand down my face. Silent seconds scraped by before I crossed over to her and crouched. “Madison, I’m so sorry.” I gently grazed my knuckles over her cheek.

      I fully expected her to knock my hand away or scream assault and land me in a whole heap of trouble. Instead, she briefly closed her eyes.

      “He meant everything to me.” Her voice came out small, heavy with grief, yet tinged with defeat.

      I shoved a hand through my hair and found myself saying, “Come for a drink with me tonight. We can talk. We need to talk. We shouldn’t leave things like this.”

      “What good would talking do?” she snapped. “Will it bring back my brother? No. So what’s the point?”

      “Because you working here changes things. We’re going to see each other all the time. We need to clear the air.”

      She shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. “I’m tired, Tate. I’ve got a long drive home to London. It’s Sunday evening, so the traffic will be horrendous. I just want to get back, crawl under the covers, and sleep for a week.”

      “One drink. I’ll take you back in my helicopter. We can be in London in no time, and I promise to have you tucked up in bed by ten.”

      She arched a brow. “Your very own helicopter? How privileged of you.”

      I detected a hint of curiosity buried within the derision in her tone. I twisted my lips into a crooked grin and cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. Come on, I dare you.”

      Her shoulders sagged, and she heaved a sigh. “My car is here. I need my car.”

      I could sense her caving, even if my victory was only driven by her exhaustion. “I’ll have my assistant drive it back.”

      She rolled her eyes, I guessed because of the assistant comment coming on the back of the admission I owned a helicopter, but the mechanics of transporting me from one place to another was a full-time job. My assistant, Zoey, was my frigging lifeline.

      I playfully bumped her shoulder, wanting to lighten the atmosphere. “You know you want to.”

      She hesitated, grazed her bottom lip with her teeth, then nodded. “Fine.”

      More pleased than I cared to admit to either of us, I grinned and stuck out my arm. “Your carriage awaits.”

      She snatched up her handbag and, ignoring my arm, marched outside. We walked over to the helipad in silence, but when the ’copter came into view, blades spinning, she faltered. “Fuck,” she muttered.

      “Scared?” I taunted.

      She glowered, edged me out of the way, and climbed aboard.
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      “Oh god, oh god, oh god,” I chanted as the helicopter left the ground. I hadn’t been prepared for how steeply they tipped forward on takeoff.

      What the hell am I doing here? Why did I give in, so easily, to Tate’s ridiculous suggestion?

      If I’d insisted on driving home, I’d have spent the next four hours sitting in a queue of traffic, but at least I wouldn’t have to put up with the terrible churning in my stomach and deal with the close proximity of Tate, a man I professed to abhor.

      “Relax,” Tate said. “Harry is an experienced pilot.”

      I closed my eyes. You’re safe. It’s okay, Mads. Everything’s fine.

      “You are safe, and everything is fine,” Tate said.

      My eyes snapped open and cut to his. “Was I talking out loud?”

      He winked. “Mads… I like it.”

      I gave him a blank stare. “Only my friends are allowed to call me Mads.”

      “I’ll accept Madison for now,” he said.

      His impish grin sent a jolt of adrenaline through my veins. Or, more likely, the unfamiliar movement of the helicopter caused my body to react so anxiously. I shoved clammy hands beneath my thighs.

      “Carry on being an arse, and I’ll make you call me Dr. Brady.” I put my spiky retort down to a combination of the relief at finally telling him about Dean and the unnerving feelings Tate had awoken in me. I didn’t like them. I didn’t like him.

      “Carry on reacting like that, and I’ll think you’re thawing toward me.”

      Dammit. Was I so transparent? I snorted and turned to gaze out of the window, but when the helicopter banked to the left, giving me an all-too-scary view of the rolling fields surrounding the Silverstone track, my head snapped forward once more.

      I sucked in a sharp breath through clenched teeth, the sound mimicking a mechanic sharing bad news about the car you’d had towed into the garage on the back of a recovery vehicle.

      He reached out to me. “You can hold my hand if you want.”

      I gave him my best ‘fuck you’ glare. I expected him to retaliate with some quip, but he only blinked, then shifted uncomfortably in his seat. My eyes automatically lowered.

      Oh hell, that was a definite bulge in his trousers.

      I should have been horrified that the man I’d spent two years despising had a hard-on for me. Instead, a swarm of butterflies took flight inside my belly.

      Averting my gaze, I took several deep breaths until the unwanted feelings disappeared. Don’t worry, Mads. It had been a long time since I’d had sex, that was all. Purely a physiological response. It didn’t mean I found Tate attractive. If he was the last man on Earth, and the very existence of mankind rested on my shoulders, I still wouldn’t let him touch me.

      So why are you here?

      I ignored the annoying inner voice. I had my reasons, and I didn’t need to justify them to anyone, including me.

      Okay, that sounded kinda crazy.

      What was I doing here? Why agree to get into his stupid helicopter in the first place? What was the point of attempting a civilized conversation with Tate when our belief systems were polar opposites? We’d never agree, which rendered the debate pointless.

      I puffed out my cheeks and stared at a spot on the ceiling. One drink. I could manage that. Maybe offload a little more of my pain onto the man responsible for causing it. Let him suffer a few sleepless nights replaying over and over in his mind what might have been. What he could have done differently. How, if he’d been just a little more honest about the realities and the dangers of racing cars, Dean might still be alive today.

      Of course, I didn’t expect any of that to happen. Tate would fob me off with a few platitudes, the occasional nod in the right place, repeat his sorrow for the loss of my brother but insist that it wasn’t his fault. And then he’d go on his merry way, living his life at full throttle, continuing to plug the glamor and the excitement. He’d suck up the next sponsorship deal and laugh all the way to the bank.

      The second the helicopter landed, I tugged off my headset and hung it on a peg. Ducking underneath the spinning blades, relieved to have my feet on solid ground, I sprinted across the asphalt. We’d landed on top of a tall building. I could see Canary Wharf in the far distance, the Shard rising high above the skyline, and the bright lights of London twinkling all around.

      I glanced back at the helicopter to find Tate still sitting inside, talking to the pilot. I opened a door that led into the building. Ahead of me was a set of stone steps. Keen to get out of the wind, I jogged down and waited for Tate at the bottom beside a lift. He arrived a minute or so later.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “In my building.”

      I widened my eyes. “You said we were going for a drink.”

      “We are. I have drinks.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not setting foot in your home. We either go to a bar, or I’m leaving.”

      His lips curved up on one side. “Afraid, Madison?”

      “No, just sensible. I don’t go into strange men’s apartments alone. What woman who has an ounce of self-preservation would?”

      His eyebrows shot up. “What do you think I’m going to do? Force myself on you?” He shook his head. “Not my style, sweetheart. I’ve got them queueing up. I don’t need to coerce women into my bed.”

      A fiery burning spread through my chest. It took a second or two to recognize the emotion: jealousy.

      Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Madison. Jealous? Of the poor girls who had to suffer Tate Flynn heaving and panting on top of them? Pull yourself together, woman.

      “So, we good to go?”

      “Fine,” I gritted out.

      I wasn’t in any danger from Tate. He irritated me more because he’d pitched me off-kilter by bringing me to his home, although I shouldn’t have been surprised. The local pub likely wouldn’t have sufficient space for a helicopter.

      Tate pressed the call button and we entered the lift. He touched his thumb to a pad, and the lift doors closed. A few seconds later, they opened onto a huge foyer with dark-gray marble floors and a large oval glass table set in the center. On top sat a bronze statue at least two feet tall of a naked woman feeding her baby. I moved in to get a closer look.

      “Gorgeous, isn’t it?” Tate asked.

      I reached out and touched the cool, smooth bronze. “Beautiful. Where did you get it?”

      “Peru. I went there on holiday about three years ago. I visited this tiny village as part of a tour of the country, and I found it just sitting there in the window. I couldn’t hand over the cash quickly enough.”

      His response surprised me, both by Tate owning something so elegant and graceful, and the story of how he’d acquired it.

      “Peru? I took you for more of a beach bum, or the type who holidays in Ibiza, spending your nights covered in foam at one of those drug-fueled clubs.”

      I needled him on purpose, but Tate didn’t bite. He laughed.

      “Ten years ago, you’d have been right. I like to think that now I’m almost thirty I’ve left all that behind me. These days I prefer to enjoy a little culture or natural beauty on holiday.”

      He opened a set of double doors and stepped into an enormous open-plan living space. Contemporary in style, but rather than being stark and cold, it gave off real warmth. Colorful pictures adorned the walls, thick rugs softened the marble-tiled floors, and the sofas were covered in bright scatter cushions.

      “Take a seat,” Tate said, gesturing at the couch area. “What can I get you to drink?”

      I folded my skirt beneath me and sat. Mentally, I was struggling to process how I’d ended up here, in Tate’s home, having an almost civilized conversation. For now, I decided to go with it.

      “Dry white wine if you have it,” I said.

      He opened a large fridge and removed a bottle, poured one glass, grabbed himself an iced water, then strolled over to me. Whether our earlier conversation was on his mind, or he’d tuned in to my discomfort, he took a seat opposite me rather than adjacent.

      “Don’t you go out with your team after a race win?” I asked.

      He sipped his water then set it down in front of him and nodded. “Sometimes.”

      “Why not tonight?”

      He rested his arm over the back of the sofa. “Because I’d rather spend the time with you.”

      I did not expect that.

      My abdomen clenched, and I dampened my lips. “You’d rather spend time with the woman who hates you than celebrate a victory with your team?”

      The merest hint of a smirk played on his lips. He crossed his left ankle over the opposing knee, his jeans riding up, allowing me a glimpse of his lower leg. Tanned, a light dusting of hair. I quickly averted my gaze.

      “Here’s the thing, Madison. I don’t believe you hate me. Not really. I think you’re consumed by grief and blaming me for the awful tragedy you and your family suffered became your solution rather than facing up to your feelings. And if it helps to cast me as the villain then,” he shrugged, “I’ve got broad shoulders. I can take whatever you choose to throw at me. But if you truly hated me, there is no way you’d have taken a job that brings us into much closer contact. You’d have continued to wave your protest flags and carry on pretending you despised me.”

      I sat there, stunned. Not because he was way off the mark, but because his words had touched a very deep, well-hidden nerve. A nerve that led to the truth he’d so articulately voiced. When Kaz had asked me to cover for her, I’d agreed a little too readily. All, of course, under the banner of ‘fixing shit from the inside.’

      What utter rubbish.

      I was a lone voice trying to roll a machine uphill with both arms tied behind my back. Formula One was a business, a giant, successful, global corporation. One I had zero chance of influencing, either from the inside or standing on the periphery. So why accept this job?

      Because you wanted to get close to Tate.

      No. Wrong. I refused to accept that as the reason. I scrabbled around for a suitable response while Tate sat there, patiently waiting. I picked up my glass, buying time by taking a drink. Casually rotating it by the stem, I focused my attention on the liquid swirling inside.

      “Hate’s a strong word, I guess. Maybe intense dislike is more accurate.” I lifted my gaze. “And my reasons for taking this job are private.”

      I just need to figure out what they are. Fast.

      His eyes locked on mine, and his tongue swept over his top lip. A hot flush ripped through me. I needed to look away, but I couldn’t. Something… an energy, an invisible thread, trapped me right there, in the moment.

      Seconds passed, and neither of us spoke. The silence grew heavy, metaphorically weighing me down, but inside, my blood heated, my nerve endings tingled, my heart raced.

      When his gaze cut away, my shoulders actually sagged. Exhausted, overwrought, on edge, I set my glass down, a little too heavily, and wine spilled over the top. Normally, my manners would have insisted I clean the mess, but tonight couldn’t be described as normal.

      I lurched to my feet. “Thanks for the drink and the lift back to London, but it’s been a long weekend, and I’m tired.”

      I walked toward the entrance door, but I didn’t get far. I blinked and found him in front of me. With speed like that, he’d make a great assassin.

      “Don’t go,” he said gently. “I don’t want you to go.”

      I drew in a ragged, shuddering breath. “Why, Tate? What’s the point?”

      He scratched his cheek and rebalanced his weight onto his left foot. “Because you may intensely dislike me, Madison, but I find myself feeling the complete opposite. It’s only fair to warn you that I intend to work damned hard to change your mind about me, so you’d better get used to having me around.”

      His admission might not have come completely out of the blue, given the earlier ‘excitement’ in his nether regions, but it still shocked me to my core. Both men and women could be sexually attracted to someone without liking them or even knowing them. If there was a need to like and/or know someone before being sexually attracted, one-night stands wouldn’t exist. But his admission that he did, in fact, like me, knocked me off-balance.

      When I didn’t respond, he sighed. “Please stay. Tell me about your brother.”

      I found my voice, although I questioned the operating ability of my brain when instead of responding to his interest in Dean, I asked, “Why on earth do you like me when I’ve caused you nothing but trouble for two years?”

      He chuckled. “Aww, Madison, call that trouble?” He leaned closer and whispered, “Here’s a little secret. I always looked forward to seeing you.”

      I frowned. “You did?”

      He nodded. “When I flew into the track last Thursday and you weren’t outside, I worried something had happened to you. It was the first race you’d missed during the European season. I didn’t like how I felt when you weren’t standing there waving your flag daubed with ‘speed kills.’”

      I swallowed past an enormous lump in my throat, but as difficult as it was to speak without showing my hand, I managed to croak, “How did you feel?”

      He gently captured my hand and drew circles on my palm with the pad of his thumb. My stomach clenched at the tenderness of his touch.

      “Like a key part of my life was missing, but one I didn’t understand the true importance of.”

      Oh…

      I shook my head.

      Nope, no, no, no.

      Don’t let him suck you in, Mads.

      Tate Flynn was well-versed in laying on the charm, and it worked for him. Here was a man never short of female company. Well, I wouldn’t provide him with an opportunity to carve another notch in his headboard.

      “Did you get that line from a cheesy romcom?”

      He sniggered. “How’s that defense mechanism working out for you, Madison?”

      I withdrew my hand and swept a finger inside the collar of my shirt that suddenly became too tight. I didn’t like how easily Tate read me, or how he so effortlessly guessed what was going on inside my head. Probably all the practice he’s had, I thought bitchily.

      Time to take control of this situation.

      “Do you really want to know more about Dean?”

      “Yes.”

      I nodded, turned around, and retook my seat. He followed, once again sitting opposite. He assumed the same casual pose as before, ankle crossed over his knee, arm along the back of the couch.

      I thought carefully about the best place to start. I wanted Tate to hurt, but I didn’t want to expose too much of my emotional pain. I truly believed that if I did, he’d take full advantage, manipulate things and get me all tied up in knots.

      “Dean loved motorsport, and you were his idol,” I said. “He had posters of you all over his bedroom wall. He would avidly watch every race you drove in. He stalked your social media. Every interview you gave he’d listen so carefully, often watching the footage over and over. His interest always increased when you talked about the thrill of the race, how exciting it was to drive these amazing machines.”

      My spine felt rigid, like it had been set in concrete.

      “The problem, though, Tate, is that you never mention the dangers. You don’t tell these impressionable young kids that getting into a car and driving fast is not a good idea unless you have the skill, the training, the right protective gear. That climbing inside an ordinary road car that hasn’t been built for racing, and careening down the street at a hundred miles an hour, is risky at best. At worst, it could result in your death—as it did with Dean.”

      I rubbed my arms, suddenly feeling chilled, and a shudder ran through me. Tate listened in silence, while my heart sobbed for Dean.

      “My beloved baby brother didn’t get the chance to build a fulfilling career or marry and have kids. He’ll be forever young when he should have had the chance to grow old. My parents never got over losing him. It destroyed them, my mother in particular.”

      “I know what that’s like,” Tate murmured, shifting his gaze to a spot in the distance over my shoulder, his voice so low, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure I’d heard him correctly. Before I could question him, his eyes cut to mine.

      “I’m sorry, Madison. Really. Losing a brother is dreadful, a pain that’s almost impossible to recover from, but if you’re really honest with yourself, you’ll know that you can’t lay the blame on me. I would hazard a guess that your brother loved speed, not because he followed me and my career, but because, like a lot of young guys, he sought the adrenaline rush of doing something dangerous.”

      I didn’t expect him to admit fault, but the glib way he’d declined to accept even a small amount of responsibility lit a fire of rage inside me.

      I stood, jamming a finger in his direction. “How dare you! You don’t know a single thing about my brother. I couldn’t care less what you think, Tate. I know who’s to blame for his death, and God knows how many others. I hope you manage to sleep well at night, with that on your conscience.”

      I strode across the living room to the foyer and right into the lift. As I spun around, Tate had his shoulder propped up against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. He made no move to stop me leaving this time.

      “Let me at least ring for a cab.”

      I scowled, stabbing the button for the lobby. “I am more than capable of getting my own damned cab.”

      “Of course you are,” he murmured.

      I had no reply to that. I cast him a withering look and clenched my hands into fists as the doors closed, cutting him off from view.
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      Rain battered the window, waking me earlier than I’d have liked. I opened my eyes and groaned. My head throbbed. Great, a goddamn stress headache. Rolling over, I opened the bedside table drawer and removed a bottle of ibuprofen. I swallowed two, dry, and burrowed back underneath the covers to wait for the drugs to kick in.

      I should have felt lighter after finally laying my anger at Tate’s door last night. Instead, I felt empty. For two years, hate had consumed me. I’d always anticipated that when the opportunity arose for me to tell Tate Flynn exactly what I thought of him, I’d finally be able to move on. Except last night’s purging of emotion hadn’t done me any favors at all. Sadness weighed me down, and I did something I hadn’t done since Dean’s funeral.

      I cried.

      Actually, crying wasn’t the correct description. More of a kind of desolate sobbing that came from an absolute sense of helplessness erupted from deep within me, but I had to let it out, because by continuing to hold it inside, my grief was poisoning me.

      I’d hoped to pass the baton of my anguish, pain, and suffering onto Tate. I expected to feel better, that the loss of Dean wouldn’t hurt so much once I’d told the man responsible how much damage he’d done to my family.

      Except it hadn’t made one iota of difference. In fact, it’d made matters worse because instead of being able to think about Tate in terms of the Big Bad Wolf, his confession about liking me kept reverberating around my head. Unsettling. Confusing. And the way my skin had tingled with heat when he’d touched me. Unnerving.

      I couldn’t stay in bed forever, even if I wanted to. No, I needed something to keep me busy for the next few days before I flew to Germany for the next race. This job was so different to what I’d become accustomed to. I found myself with a lot more free time, and whereas I’d previously craved a better work/life balance, now that I’d got my wish, I didn’t know what to do with the vacant spaces inside my head.

      One thing I wasn’t going to do… fill those spaces with thoughts of Tate Flynn.

      I showered and dressed, and by the time I wandered into the kitchen to make coffee, the stabbing pain in my head had dulled. I stuck a bagel in the toaster and grabbed some spreadable cheese from the fridge. Not the healthiest of breakfasts, but I craved comfort food after my emotional start to the day.

      As I took a bite, something Tate had said last night crept into my mind.

      Losing a brother is a terrible thing.

      How could he know what it felt like?

      Curious, I grabbed my coffee and breakfast and sat at the desk tucked into the corner of my living room. I opened my laptop, bit into my bagel and, after brushing a few stray crumbs off my keyboard, typed Tate Flynn into Google.

      Thousands of pages were returned, most of them talking about his win at the British Grand Prix yesterday. I scrolled through, spotting lots of interviews I’d previously read or watched. I’d spent an enormous amount of time over the last two years following Tate’s professional life, but the one thing I’d never dug into—because I hadn’t been remotely interested until now—had been his personal life. I knew nothing about his childhood, what his life had been like growing up, who his parents were.

      I still wasn’t interested, not really, only curious because of what he’d said.

      I opened his Wikipedia page and scrolled down to the early life section. Scanning, I discovered he’d lived his first few years in Gloucestershire, in a small village set deep in the English countryside, before his parents moved closer to London. An avid motor racing fan, his dad had some moderate success in the lower leagues but never really hit the big time. He’d turned his attention to the corporate world and developed a small telecoms business into a global giant with turnover running into the hundreds of millions, if not billions. Tate’s mum ran her own business, too—albeit on a much smaller scale—a catering firm whose clients included the rich and famous.

      My gaze fell on a snippet of information that explained Tate’s comment. Tate used to have an older brother by five years, Cameron, who’d died at the age of twenty-one from Hodgkin’s lymphoma. By all accounts, Cameron had been the racing driver, the one his parents had poured all their energies and resources into making a success. Only after Cameron passed away had Tate taken up racing, at least seriously. Before then, he’d messed around with go-karts, but from what I could glean, it had only been for fun, which made his achievements incredible, unbelievable even. Most Formula One world champions would have raced seriously from the age of seven or eight, even earlier in some cases. If Tate had only started at sixteen, that said a huge amount about his natural ability, not to mention his determination.

      Have I misjudged him?

      No. Absolutely not. Regardless of his own terrible loss, he still had a responsibility to show the downside to racing cars, something he’d failed to do. Instead, he preferred to grab the next sponsorship deal that paid him more money than he’d ever be able to spend—and all that on top of the enormous salary he received for every race he drove in—all so he could buy the latest helicopter, plane, or a fancy penthouse apartment in Knightsbridge.

      But what if I could persuade him to do more to share the reality of racing at killer speeds? The risks, the danger, to share that without the proper training and discipline there was a strong probability of serious injury or death.

      To send a message that dying held no glamor.

      Maybe I should try a different approach with Tate, especially given we’d found some common ground, even if it was terribly tragic common ground.

      I wolfed down the rest of my breakfast and swigged the now cold coffee.

      Time to put my plan into action.

      I discovered my car parked in my allotted space outside my building, just as Tate promised it would be, and my keys had been left with the building attendant. I climbed in and fired up the engine. He only lived five miles away, but as today was Monday, the traffic was horrendous. I crawled through the streets of London, finally parking in a metered space outside Tate’s apartment block. I scrabbled around in the glove compartment, luckily finding enough spare change to put in the meter. It only bought me an hour, but that should be plenty of time to do what I needed.

      Entering the lobby, I crossed over to the bank of lifts. I scanned the buttons, looking for the penthouse. It wasn’t listed.

      Odd.

      I stepped back outside and went over to the reception area. I had to wait for the lady behind the desk to deal with a delivery driver dropping off a large box. I fidgeted from foot to foot. Finally, he left, and she called me forward.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Hi, I need to get up to the penthouse, but the lift doesn’t have an option.”

      “Oh, no, sorry, it doesn’t. Only that one gives you entry to the penthouse.” She pointed behind her to the same lift I’d traveled down in last night, but in my haste to leave the building, I hadn’t paid any attention to its location.

      “Okay, thanks,” I said, setting off.

      “But you have to be approved, and then you’re sent a special code via text,” she helpfully added.

      I frowned and turned around. “You’re kidding?”

      “I’m afraid not. Only those on an approved list can go up to the penthouse. What’s your name? I’ll check if you’re on the list.”

      I rolled my eyes. Typical celebrity. Then again, that wasn’t all together fair. He’d more than likely put that process in place for security reasons. Someone as famous as Tate couldn’t have just anyone rocking up whenever they felt like it. The lift did open right into the foyer of his home after all. Groupies, stalkers, rabid fans would all have a field day if given that level of access to one of the most famous racing drivers in the world.

      “I won’t be on the list,” I told her. “How do I get approved?”

      “Only Mr. Flynn can do that,” she said, her cheeks coloring as she spoke Tate’s name. Must have a crush on him. Poor girl.

      “Okay, so call him. Tell him Madison Brady is here to see him.”

      She shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Brady. I’m not allowed to call.”

      “Not allowed to…” I expelled a heavy breath. “Forget it. I’ll call him.”

      I didn’t have Tate’s number, but I knew someone who would, or at least she’d be able to get a hold of it if she didn’t have it in her personal contacts. Of course, she’d grill me, wanting to know the ins and outs of why I was standing in the lobby of Tate’s building demanding his number. Still, I didn’t have a choice if I wanted to talk to him. The clock was ticking on the meter.

      “Kaz,” I said when she answered. “I need Tate Flynn’s number. Do you have it?”

      “Morning to you, too, darling,” she replied.

      I grinned. She was used to my direct approach.

      “More important than niceties,” Kaz said, “is why you want Tate’s number. Do tell.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted his number. I said I needed it. I’m standing in the lobby of his building, but apparently, he has a stupid bloody list, and if you’re not on said list, you don’t get the code for the lift.”

      Kaz chuckled. “Yeah, Tate introduced that process a couple of years ago when some female fans discovered his address and sweet-talked the security guard into letting them up. He wasn’t pleased. If I remember rightly, they found him stark-bollock naked, and one of the girls took a picture and shared it on social media. If you search, I’m sure you’ll be able to find it.”

      A mental picture of Tate, completely in the buff, his lithe body and taut muscles on full display, popped into my mind. A fluttering set off in my belly. Thanks a bunch for that mental image, Kaz!

      “I’d rather not, thank you,” I lied. “Now, do you have his number or not?”

      Kaz laughed. “Ooh, darling, testy, testy. Anything you want to share?”

      “Kaz,” I said in a warning tone.

      “All right, keep your hair on. You know how I love teasing you. As a matter of fact, I do have his number, but if I give it to you and discover you’re using it to cause him trouble because you profess to hate his guts, I will hunt you down and kick your backside from here to Scotland.”

      “I’m not here to cause him trouble. I just need to talk to him.”

      “Hang on a sec,” Kaz said, then added, “Wait a minute. How do you know where he lives?”

      I groaned. Terrific. The very question I hoped she wouldn’t ask. “He flew me home last night in his helicopter, we had a quick drink in his apartment, then I went home.”

      Kaz let out a low whistle. “You flew back to London with Tate? Wow, you’re a fast mover.”

      I huffed. “If you must know, he wanted to know why I hate him so much, and I had the pleasure of telling him.”

      “How did he take it?”

      “As arrogantly as expected. He doesn’t believe he has anything to do with Dean’s death.”

      Kaz and I have had this argument on several occasions. She didn’t find Tate culpable either. It had become such a point of contention between us that, these days, we rarely mentioned it. Neither of us were prepared to give an inch, rendering the discussion pointless.

      “Give him a chance, Mads,” she said.

      I grunted.

      Kaz’s heavy sigh reached me, and then she said, “You should have his number now.”

      I checked my texts. “Got it. Thanks, babe.”

      “Be nice,” she said before hanging up.

      I saved Tate’s details to my contacts, then called him. My heart galloped, thudding against my ribcage as the ringing tone sounded in my ear. I didn’t understand why I felt as nervous as a teenager on her first date.

      “Madison,” he said when he answered. “What a pleasant surprise.”

      “Yeah, I—” I hesitated. “Hang on. How did you know it was me?”

      “Educated guess. I watched you make a call, and then my phone rang with an unknown number. It wasn’t a huge leap to guess the caller.”

      “You can see me?” I glanced around, half expecting to find Tate standing right behind me. “How? Where are you?”

      “The lobby has CCTV. It’s hooked up to a TV screen in my apartment.”

      I clenched my jaw. “So, this whole time you could see me, and you didn’t come down.”

      My ears sang at his low, husky chuckle, even though he’d royally pissed me off. “How could I know you were here to see me? Lots of people live here.”

      “Yeah, but only one lives in the bloody penthouse. If I were here to see someone else, I’d have just got in the damned regular lift.”

      “Okay, you got me.”

      I heard the smile in his voice. I expelled an irritated breath. “Are you going to let me up?”

      “Hmm, what’s in it for me?”

      “Oh, forget it,” I snapped. “I should have trusted my instincts. You are a giant, arrogant prick.”

      “Wait! You still there?”

      I planted a hand on my hip and expelled a noisy breath. “You should know. I’m on the bloody screen.”

      He chuckled again. “I’m texting you the code for the lift. Please do come up. I’ll cook you some breakfast.”

      “I’ve eaten.”

      “Then I’ll cook you lunch.”

      “It’s ten in the morning.”

      “So I’ll keep you here till lunchtime.”

      I couldn’t help it. His rapid-fire comebacks had a smile tugging at my lips. “What if I don’t want to stay until lunchtime?”

      “I’m sure I can persuade you, and if persuasion tactics don’t work, I’ll resort to handcuffs.”

      My pulse jolted, and my stomach flipped over. Clearly it had been too long since I’d enjoyed the closeness of a warm body next to me in bed if the idea of Tate Flynn and handcuffs sent a rush of desire through my veins. Not that I had any intention of breaking my dry spell with him. Not this side of the apocalypse anyway.

      “A cup of coffee will be fine.” I hung up before he could say anything else that my brain decided to translate into sexual innuendo. My phone pinged with an incoming text. I stepped inside the lift behind reception and stabbed the code into the keypad. The doors closed. Thirty seconds later, they opened in the foyer of Tate’s apartment. I expected him to be standing there. He wasn’t.

      I walked inside his open-plan living space. Tate had his back to me, grinding coffee beans in the kitchen. The smell wafted over, and I sniffed appreciatively.

      “Hey,” I said.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he hit me with a dazzling smile. “Grab a seat.” He pointed his chin at a row of stools tucked underneath a breakfast bar. “How do you take it?”

      “Strong, black, no sugar.”

      He put the ground beans into a fancy machine and a minute later, set a cup of the most divine-smelling coffee in front of me.

      “Beats instant,” I said, taking a sip.

      “I don’t drink a lot of coffee,” Tate said. “But when I do, I like it to be fresh.” He blew across the top of his mug, then sipped. “Back so soon, Madison? To what do I owe the pleasure? You want to rail on me some more?” He threw his arms out to the sides, a broad grin reaching his eyes. “Go for it, sweetheart.”

      I ignored his teasing and dove straight in. “You had a brother. He died, too. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Tate visibly flinched. Setting his coffee on the black granite worktop, he climbed down from his stool and walked over to a large picture window showing off a magnificent view of London. He buried his hands in the back pockets of his jeans, his spine stiff, his shoulders hunched.

      “Why would I have told you?”

      I got up and stood next to him, my attention on him, his on the view. “No reason, but I wish you had.”

      He twisted his head and looked down at me with those soulful eyes. Seriously, I almost leaned toward him but stopped myself at the last minute.

      “What makes you say that?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe if I’d known you’d also suffered a tragic loss, it might have helped me empathize.”

      Tate gave a slow shake of his head. “I don’t understand you.”

      I straightened. “What do you mean?”

      He focused his attention out the window again. “You’ve made it very clear you can’t abide me, you hold me accountable for the death of your brother, and you think I’m immature and irresponsible. Yet you stand there saying that if you’d known about Cameron, you’d have, what, wanted to be best buddies? Share grief? Compare notes on how long it took after your loved one died for you to actually get a decent night’s sleep?”

      I rubbed my forehead. This wasn’t going according to plan. “No, but it might have helped me see you as human. As a man who’d lost someone they loved dearly, too.”

      He sniggered under his breath. “See me as human. As opposed to what? The devil incarnate? A vampire? A demon?”

      I grimaced. “Okay, cards on the table, Tate. I went digging into your past this morning because of something you said last night. Losing a brother is a terrible thing. When I found out you, too, had lost a loved one, I thought that having some common ground between us would help me persuade you to do more to show young kids the ugly side of racing. The dangerous and scary side.”

      He gave a sarcastic laugh. “See, here’s the thing, Madison, I don’t think racing is ugly or scary. Dangerous, perhaps, but then so is crossing the road, and yet we do that without giving it a second thought.”

      I snorted. “That’s hardly the same thing.”

      “Isn’t it? I beg to differ.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. I could already feel myself becoming defensive, but Tate had an uncanny knack for bringing out that side of me. “These kids are impressionable and naïve. They watch you guys with your helicopters, your fancy homes, and even fancier cars, and they think it’s easy. They think it’s all about speed, but they forget about skill. They don’t see the scale of the hard work going on behind the scenes. They don’t understand the sacrifice, the effort. All I’m asking is for you to highlight a little more of that side. Is that too much to ask?”

      “Yes,” he hit back. “The sponsorship deals I’ve signed expect me to behave in a certain manner. These companies don’t want me attaching risk to their products. They want me to sell an impossible dream, and that’s what I agree to. I can’t be held responsible for every kid who decides to get behind the wheel and act like a reckless idiot.”

      I gasped. “You are a piece of work, you know that?” My voice raised in pitch, but I couldn’t help it. Rage coursed through my veins, and the only way to stop me from going mad was to give it to Tate—with both barrels. “It’s you that’s the reckless idiot. If you cared at all, you’d see that with your exalted position comes responsibility. I mean, it’s not like you even need the goddamn money.”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      My head jerked back. What on earth was he talking about? This guy was a multi-millionaire several times over. The interest he earned in one day would pay my salary for a year. “Don’t be so ridiculous,” I said.

      His eyes widened. “Ridiculous? You think I’m being ridiculous?” He snorted. “Yeah, I guess looking through those bigoted, judgmental lenses of yours, that’s all you would see.”

      He spun around and marched into the kitchen. Picking up both cups of coffee, he tossed them into the sink. He braced his hands on the kitchen worktop, his shoulders hunched around his ears. “Go home, Madison.”

      Something about his tone, his demeanor, his anger, ramped up my curiosity. “No.”

      He spun around to face me. “No?”

      “Yes, no.”

      There was the minutest twitch to his lips. “Well, which is it? Yes or no?”

      I cast him a withering look. “Stop playing games, Tate.”

      He stroked his chin, studying me. And then he gave a wry shake of his head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

      The gentleness to his tone, and his heartfelt, unexpected apology, rocked me. My heartbeat kicked up a notch. I palmed the back of my neck.

      “I’m sorry, too.”

      Our gazes locked. A muscle ticked in Tate’s jaw, almost as though he was grinding his teeth. My mouth dried up, and I wetted my lips then swallowed.

      Tate pushed off the worktop and closed the space between us until he stood right before me, so close I could feel the heat from his body. A deepening ache grew in my core, but while I worked on figuring out what that could mean, he curved a hand around my face, his thumb brushing over my cheek.

      “You have the softest skin,” he murmured.

      Every muscle south of my belly button clenched, and I let out a shuddering breath. “What are you doing?”

      He blinked slowly, then moved his hand to the back of my neck, holding me firmly at the nape. “I’m giving up playing games.”

      Bending his head, he kissed me. I didn’t even have time to acknowledge what was happening, but it didn’t matter because my body knew exactly what to do. I buried my hands in his hair and opened my mouth beneath his. Rough stubble grazed my skin. God help me, Tate Flynn could kiss. He wasn’t even using his tongue, and I’d already melted into a puddle of desire.

      And then the sensible part of me caught up, the part that remembered Tate and I were arch enemies, or at least we used to be. Were we still? I didn’t know.

      I’m so confused.

      I tore my mouth from his and took several steps back. My fingers automatically touched my lips, and while I found myself in a state of bewilderment about how we’d gone from arguing to kissing, Tate merely looked amused. A faint smirk played about his lips, lips that had been on mine mere seconds ago, and I wished still were. His eyes shone with an inner glow, a mischief, a ‘Yes, I know I’ve been bad, but wasn’t it good’ vibe.

      I covered my face with my hands while shaking my head. “What are we doing?” I said, my voice muffled. When Tate didn’t reply, I dropped my hands to find him right in front of me again. I tried to step back, but he caught me around the waist, holding me firmly in place.

      “We were kissing,” he said. “Until you decided to listen to your mind instead of your body.” He wagged his finger in front of my face. “Never a good idea. Always, always, listen to your body. Your mind knows fuck all when it comes to desire.”

      “I don’t even like you.”

      He shook his head. “Wrong. You do. You just don’t like the fact that you like me. That’s something altogether different. For years, you’ve built me up to be your nemesis, but now, standing here with me instead of hiding behind a protest flag, you’re not so sure, are you, Madison?”

      I shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. Why did his assessment have to be so accurate? This last week, when I’d finally met the man rather than the myth, I’d discovered he might not be the dreadful person I’d built him up to be in my mind. Sure, I still hated that he refused to acknowledge he had a responsibility to those who followed him, but I’d also discovered there was a lot more to Tate Flynn than I’d initially thought. He had depth, layers, he intrigued me. I wanted to get to know him better, to try to understand his point of view rather than simply thinking he should automatically accept mine.

      “Come on a date with me,” he said, jerking me from my inner thoughts.

      I squinted up at him. “Why on earth would I do that?”

      He gave me a cocky smirk. “Because you want to.”

      Damn the man. I did want to, even though I hadn’t figured out why I wanted to. What if I discovered my preconceptions about him turned out to be false? Then again, I could find out that they were right on. Then I’d be able to cast him aside and continue on with my life, content in the knowledge that my beliefs were justified.

      “Fine. One date. No helicopters. You’re paying. Better make it count.”

      He grinned. “I think you’ll find I’m up to the task.”
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      On the drive over to pick up Madison, I began to have second thoughts about the date I’d planned. Jack had been fine about it, if not a little surprised at my unusual request. I’d explained that I didn’t want to just take Madison for dinner or to the movies. I wanted something more exciting, more… me. His response had been to tease me about whether this meant we were ‘Going steady.’

      Sarcastic fucker.

      I still wasn’t sure whether she’d see what I had planned and demand I take her home immediately or, worse, storm off and refuse to ever speak to me again. I decided to take the risk, though, because if she agreed to do it, she might finally be able to begin to understand what made me tick.

      When I reached her building, I found her already waiting outside. Good, she’d followed my instructions to wear jeans rather than a dress or a skirt. Even dressed casually, though, Madison Brady oozed class. She was the type of woman who wore clothes well. She could wear a hessian sack and she’d still look amazing. Her perfect skin, long russet hair, tall slim frame, and large golden eyes that lent themselves to both innocence and sin had me twisted in knots.

      But more than her physical beauty, Madison’s razor-sharp mind and spunky personality drew me to her on a deeper level. Yes, she was very easy on the eye, but so were lots of women, yet none interested me the way she did. At first, I thought it had something to do with her antipathy toward me, as if her dislike set off an age-old instinct to win her round just to prove I could. But the more I saw of her, the more I realized that wasn’t the reason at all. She intrigued me. Every single thing about her. Determined to make her like me, I needed to show her I wasn’t the man she assumed me to be.

      I leaned across to the passenger seat and pressed down on the latch, opening the door. “Have you been waiting long?” I asked as she climbed in.

      “Only a couple of minutes.” She clicked her seat belt in place. “Where are we going?”

      I tapped the side of my nose. “If I told you that, you wouldn’t come.”

      Her eyes widened. “I said no helicopters.”

      “And I listened to that stipulation.” I gave her a wicked grin. “But that was the only stipulation, right?”

      She groaned. “What the hell have I got myself in to?”

      I chuckled. “I promise you’ll be perfectly safe.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      I checked my mirrors, then pulled away from the curb. As soon as we were on our way she relaxed, and once I got her on the subject of medicine, she chatted away quite happily, clearly a subject she felt very passionate about. As I listened to her enthusiasm for her vocation, spoken in her low, soft, beautiful tones, an ache I didn’t understand grew within me.

      When we arrived at our destination, Madison glanced around and frowned. “You brought me to a racetrack?”

      “Yep, come on.”

      I climbed out because if I didn’t, I might have bottled it. Nerves swarmed my abdomen, and I took a deep, calming breath to try to quell them. This could turn out to be the shortest first date in history.

      I walked around the front of the car and took Madison’s hand. Surprisingly, she didn’t snatch it away which I chalked up as a minor victory. I hoped, by the end of the night—if she hadn’t killed me—I’d earn another chance to kiss her.

      We entered the track via the VIP entrance. Only once we got inside did Madison ask the question I’d expected her to voice in the empty car lot.

      “There’s no one here?”

      I nodded. “Correct. Only us, plus a couple of people I need to help make this date work.”

      She blinked rapidly, her teeth nibbling at her bottom lip. “I don’t understand.”

      I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed her knuckles. “You will.”

      We wandered down the pit lane and turned into the first garage. Ant, my mechanic, was waiting, just like I’d asked him to be. He’d brought a couple of juniors with him. We shook hands, and I clapped him on the arm.

      “This is Madison,” I said. “Madison, this is my mechanic, Ant.”

      She gave him a warm smile. “Hi.”

      He grinned. “You’re a brave lady.”

      I cleared my throat. “Um, I haven’t told her yet.”

      “Oh fuck,” Ant said.

      “Told me what?” Madison asked, turning her suspicious gaze on me.

      Ant puffed out his cheeks. “This is all you, buddy.” He gestured to the other two mechanics. “Probably best to stand back, lads.”

      “Look at the car,” I said to Madison.

      She did, then scratched her head. “Yeah, it’s a racing car. So what?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “For a smart girl, you’re missing an important feature. How many seats does it have?”

      It took about half a second before she realized what I meant. Her eyebrows almost disappeared into her hairline. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      I stroked my stubble and offered up an impish grin. “Surprise!”

      She shook her head violently. “No way. I’m not getting in there with you.”

      “It’s perfectly safe.”

      “The hell it is.”

      I threw my arms out to the side. “You’re with the soon-to-be five-time world champion, baby. Couldn’t be in safer hands.”

      “You are crazy.”

      I snagged her around the waist and pressed my mouth to her ear. “Crazy about you,” I said.

      She flushed, and I didn’t think it was from anger. At least I hoped not. I kinda hoped it came from lust.

      Then she shoved me away.

      “You don’t even know me.”

      “I’ll know a hell of a lot more about you after this,” I said, laughing.

      “I haven’t agreed to do it.”

      I flicked the end of her nose playfully. “But you will.”

      “You’re so sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

      “Yep.”

      She dampened her lips. “What if I get scared? How will you know to stop the car?”

      Good. She was asking the right questions. Logical questions, which didn’t surprise me. From what I’d gleaned so far, Madison Brady was a considered, rational woman. “We’ll be wearing earpieces so we can talk to each other, and also to Ant. He’ll be able to hear us, too, so remember that when you’re tempted to shout out what a sex god I am.”

      She rolled her eyes but also chuckled.

      Yep, she’s definitely warming to me.

      I wrapped one hand around her wrist, tugging her closer, and brushed her hair off her face. “If you get really scared, all you have to do is tell me to stop the car, and I will. No questions asked. But do one thing for me.”

      “What?”

      “Give it a chance. The reason I’ve brought you here is because I want you to experience, firsthand, what drives me to do what I do. It’s a hell of a buzz. So when I go around the first corner, and you’re thinking ‘Shit!’, don’t shout stop at that point. Let the adrenaline kick in, and then sit back and enjoy the ride. If, after a minute or so you still want to bail, tell me.”

      She pursed her lips, considering her next move. And then she heaved a sigh. “Okay, I’ll do it. But don’t let me down. I’m trusting you to keep me safe.”

      I’d expected more of a fight. Clearly, I hadn’t figured Madison out yet. I clasped a hand to my chest, only half in jest, because inside, my heart sang.

      “Did you just say you trusted me? I think I’m gonna faint.”

      She clouted me on the upper arm. “Very funny. Don’t make me regret my decision, Tate Flynn.”

      I pulled her into my side and kissed her temple. “You won’t.”

      We kitted up, and I fitted her helmet, making sure it was secure before putting on my own. I tested the earpieces. Satisfied our communications system worked, I helped her into the car and leaned over to strap her in. My arm brushed the side of her breast. I braced, half anticipating a metaphorical slap, but either Madison didn’t notice, or she knew it had been accidental, because when I stuck up my thumb, she responded with the same gesture.

      I slid onto the front seat. Ant fastened my seat belts—there wasn’t enough room for me to do it myself—and affixed the steering wheel. The engine fired up, all done remotely via computer, and the seat beneath me vibrated.

      “Ready?” I asked Madison through the comms system.

      “No,” she replied. “Get going before I change my mind.”

      I chuckled. I heard a slight tremor in her voice, but not enough to stop me from slowly steering the car into the pit lane. I took it easy until we filtered left onto the track, and then I hit the gas. The car launched forward, and the G-force pressed me back into my seat.

      “Oh my God!” Madison’s scream through the communication gear almost pierced my eardrums.

      I kept the car to eighty percent of its capability through the first couple of laps, but when the first whoop from Madison came through my earpiece, I stopped taking it easy and really opened her up.

      “You okay back there?” I asked.

      “I can’t breathe,” she said, panting.

      I laughed. “If you can talk, you can breathe.”

      “How are you doing this? Talking and concentrating on not killing us at the same time?”

      “Years of practice, baby. Plus, I’m fucking amazing.”

      “Not to mention modest,” she hit back.

      “Honest, not modest. I’m the best of the best.”

      I pitched the car into a fast corner, without lifting off the gas. Madison’s gasp sounded in my ear, and I grinned.

      “Best date ever, right?” I asked.

      “My teeth rattled so much, I think my fillings have fallen out.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, it’s not exactly a smooth ride.”

      After completing fifteen laps, I turned into the pit lane. Even though Madison was only the passenger, she’d have completely underestimated the level of exhaustion created by hurtling around a racetrack, and we still had the second part of the date to go yet. I didn’t want her demanding to be taken home because she needed to sleep.

      I drove forward into the garage and cut the engine. Ant ambled over and unfastened my seat belts. Leaping out of the car, I released Madison’s belts—careful not to brush her boob a second time, as much as I’d have liked to—then took her hand to help her out. We both removed our helmets at the same time. Her hair was an unholy mess from the helmet and the wind, her face flushed in a delicious pink. She’d never looked more gorgeous.

      “Oh my God, Tate. How long were we out there?”

      I smoothed her hair. “About twenty minutes.”

      She shook her head. “I have no idea how you do that for two hours. And surrounded by other drivers, too. It’s exhausting.”

      “It is, but it’s also exciting. Right?”

      She nodded. “Very.”

      I handed the helmets to Ant. “Thanks for helping me out, buddy.”

      He clapped me on the back. “Anytime. See you in Hockenheim. Nice to meet you, Madison.”

      “You, too.”

      Taking her hand, I walked her back to the parking lot where I’d left my Mercedes. She was a little unsteady on her legs, which wasn’t surprising. Once we were inside the car, I twisted in my seat.

      “Has that won me brownie points or lost me a shit load?”

      She tapped her fingertips against her lips, considering my question. “You’re slightly ahead of the game.”

      I pretended to be offended. “Only slightly ahead? What do I have to do to make a step change?”

      “Agree to do more to help young kids understand the dangers. Now that I’ve actually traveled at that speed, and with a professional, I have firsthand knowledge of just how dangerous speed is in inexperienced hands.”

      I blew out a heavy breath, one that started from deep within me. “You never give up, do you?”

      She shook her head. “Wrong girl for that.”

      I rubbed a hand over my chin. I couldn’t do what she asked of me because that wasn’t the kind of oratory my sponsors permitted. They were selling a dream, not reality. I could explain why I chose to sign so many deals, what motivated me to give so much of myself to the public, but I was afraid she’d see it as an excuse. I needed her to get to know me better first, to see me as a person and not just the racing driver who’d led her younger brother astray—at least in her eyes.

      “Let me talk to my manager,” I said, stalling. “I’ll ask him to identify the right opportunity. You understand I can’t simply jump into these things without due diligence.”

      She nodded, her eyes lighting up at what she thought was my capitulation to her demands. “That’s all I ask, Tate.”

      I fired up the engine. “Hungry?” I asked. “The next phase of ‘Operation Tate Flynn Cracks Tough Nut Madison Brady’ awaits.”

      She laughed, gesturing with her hand. “Lead the way.”
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      Tate seemed lost in his thoughts on the drive back into central London, and in a way his muted silence played into my hands. The quiet gave me the head space to work out how he’d managed the impossible—to get me to like him—and in fewer than two weeks, too.

      Him being so damned reasonable caught me off guard, and while I firmly believed he could do a lot more to shine a light on the dangers of his chosen sport, I’d begun to understand him more. Maybe the loss of our respective brothers provided us with a common ground, a place for us to meet without conflict, at least on a temporary basis. Both of us were hurting, and although my loss felt understandably raw, his pain, too, was still prevalent, even after so many years.

      He stopped outside The Gallery, one of London’s top restaurants. We were immediately greeted by a valet who drove the car away. Tate lightly pressed his hand into the small of my back and guided me inside, barely touching me, yet the warmth from his hand sent shivers of delight inching up my spine with an intensity where I had to resist pressing hungrily into his palm.

      He must have booked a table, or maybe people like Tate didn’t have to bother with such trivialities. Regardless, the host immediately whisked us to a cozy alcove with subtle lighting and a plush red seat that curved in a semi arc, meaning we effectively sat adjacent rather than opposite each other.

      Tate ordered himself a bottle of mineral water, and a glass of wine for me, and then the waiter left us with the menus.

      “Don’t you drink?” I asked, my mind turning to my earlier visit to his apartment when he’d only drunk water. “I mean, I know you’re driving, but you can have one glass, right?”

      “Not during the racing season, no.”

      He rested his arm across the back of the seat, directly behind my head. I fought the urge to lean back, to rest my head against his taut forearm.

      “I take my health and fitness very seriously,” he said. “Formula One is a highly competitive sport, and anything that gives me an edge, I’ll run with it. It’s not only the car that needs to be in peak physical condition.”

      Once again, his dogged determination, his willingness to make sacrifices to achieve his goals impressed me.

      “It must take an awful lot of discipline to do what you do.”

      He nodded. “It does.”

      He dropped his head to peruse the menu, and I studied his profile. High cheekbones, strong chin, aquiline nose, ever-present stubble. As I recalled the roughness of his face against mine when we’d kissed, I squirmed in my seat. The movement brought our thighs into contact, but when I rapidly jerked mine away, Tate widened his legs until we were touching once more. He tried to pretend he hadn’t done it deliberately, but my instincts were inclined to disagree.

      “Tell me about your childhood,” I said, not for something to break the silence but because his drive to succeed interested me. Clearly his parents were extremely motivated individuals, but I wanted to understand whether Tate’s need to win at all costs stemmed from nature or nurture.

      He closed the menu and set it to one side. “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      He offered me a crooked smile. “That could take some time.”

      I smiled. “So talk fast.”

      He grinned back at me. “I can’t tell you everything, otherwise you’d have no reason to agree to a second date.” The hand that he’d rested on the back of the seat shifted to clasp the nape of my neck. His thumb brushed beneath my ear as he lowered his voice and murmured, “And I really want that second date. In fact, I want all your dates from now on, until either or both of us decide that whatever this heat is between us has run its course.”

      Every muscle below my belly button contracted, and I clenched my core in an attempt to relieve the growing ache between my legs. Grazing my teeth over my bottom lip, I rapidly blinked.

      “Presumptuous much?”

      “I said ‘want’ all your dates, not ‘will have’. I’m still giving you a choice. Of course, if you try to escape, I will give chase.” He winked.

      “Then you should know I’m a fast runner.”

      He moved his lips to my ear. “The idea of you running and me hunting you down makes me hard.”

      My pulse jolted, and my eyes automatically dropped to his groin. He wasn’t joking. There was a definite, and very large bulge in his jeans.

      Oh hell. You’re in serious trouble, Mads.

      What would it feel like to explore his erection? To slide down his zip and slip my hand inside? To cup his balls and softly stroke? Focus, Madison.

      I raised my head. Tate’s smirk said it all. He knew exactly where my mind had gone. My cheeks heated, but lucky for me, the waiter appeared with our drinks and asked what we wanted to eat. I hadn’t even looked at the menu, so when Tate ordered grilled seabass, I asked for the same. The waiter tapped our requests into a smartphone-type device, then retreated.

      “So, Madison, still planning to run?” Tate teased, his lopsided smile brazen. “Or do I stand a chance of that second date?”

      I should have guessed my reprieve wouldn’t last long. “We’ll see.”

      Tate threw back his head and laughed. He clinked his tumbler of water against my glass of wine then took a sip. “My childhood was okay, I guess,” he said, bringing our conversation back to my original question. “Both my parents worked long hours, and what little free time they did have they put into Cam. He adored racing cars whereas I wasn’t nearly as interested back then. Dad was a motor racing nut without the talent to succeed, so he lived vicariously through Cam. I learned at a very early age to rely on myself for everything, because Mum and Dad were rarely around.”

      “That must have been very lonely,” I said, my heart aching for him. My parents had shared their time, and their love, equally between Dean and me. I couldn’t imagine how much it would hurt to think they favored one over the other.

      Tate hitched a shoulder. “Yeah, although I didn’t know any different. It taught me a certain independence.”

      Doesn’t make it right.

      “I’m sure,” I murmured, already judging Tate’s parents. Suffice to say they had a lot of ground to make up. Not that it’d matter—because I’d never meet them. “If you weren’t interested in racing, though, why did you take it up when you were sixteen?”

      He arched an eyebrow, and his eyes sparkled with laughter. “Been doing a little research, have we, Madison?”

      Despite being caught out, I held his gaze. “Busted,” I said with a faint smile.

      He curved his hand around my neck once more, the move both possessive and sexy, and my skin tingled.

      “You have no idea of the thrill that gives me,” he said. “The fact you gave enough of a shit to read about me, not as I am now, but as I was back then…” He bent his head and brushed his lips over mine.

      A rush of pleasure surged through me, but then I remembered where we were, and I withdrew.

      “It matters, Madison. More than you know.”

      I almost responded with a glib retort, but the timing felt all wrong. He was being sincere, and I owed him the same respect.

      “Why did you?” I repeated my question.

      His eyes glistened, and pain twisted his handsome features. He dropped his hand and stared into his glass of water. “Cam died,” he said, his voice barely audible. Then louder, “My parents were determined one of us would become World Champion. When leukemia struck Cam, and then he inconveniently died, their focus turned on me. It no longer mattered what I wanted or what I didn’t want. My dreams were worthless in their eyes. I didn’t stand a chance.” He picked up his drink, his gaze on a distant spot on the far side of the restaurant.

      This date wasn’t turning out to be anything like I’d imagined. I was discovering things about Tate that I never expected to. It made him so much more human in my eyes. Fallible, capable of pain and sorrow, a man I had an urge to comfort. And so I did. Shuffling closer, I put my arm around him and rested my head on his shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry, Tate.”

      He touched his head to mine. “We all have our demons, Madison. We’re all damaged in one way or another simply by living.”

      His words gave me pause. We stayed with our heads together until the waiter returned with our meals. I straightened while he set down our plates, then watched as he retreated.

      “What was your dream?” I asked.

      Tate raised his eyebrows as if the fact I’d bothered to ask surprised him. “I wanted to be a scientist, to help find a cure for cancer so that other families didn’t have to suffer like we did.”

      My lips parted. Oh. This guy…

      “That’s a very honorable career.”

      He grinned. “As opposed to hurtling around a racetrack at two hundred miles an hour and leading young, impressionable men astray.”

      I broke a smile, but I couldn’t keep it there for long. “You know, Tate, these last two weeks, I’ve had time to think, and I’ve come to realize something my best friend has been telling me for years. You weren’t to blame for Dean’s death. Sure, you were his idol, but he chose to get in that car. He made the decision to drive in that race. I still think there’s more that not only you, but the whole machine of Formula One could do, but I’ve labored that point enough for now. Although, don’t think that’s the last you’ve heard on that particular subject.” I held out my hand. “Truce?”

      He stared at my peace offering, but instead of accepting my offer of a ceasefire with a good old-fashioned handshake, his hands curved around my face, and he kissed me again. Right there in front of the entire restaurant. I should have stopped him. I’d always been awkward with public displays of affection. But I couldn’t, the pull of Tate was too hard to resist.

      The tip of his tongue slid over my bottom lip, and then he slipped it inside my mouth. I moaned, intense pleasure curling my toes inside my shoes, desire fueling my blood. When he released me, we were both breathless, our lungs working double time to replenish oxygen levels. A couple in their fifties at the next table were staring at us with their mouths hanging open. A jubilant smile edged across my face, and I winked. They turned away, probably embarrassed I’d caught them gawking.

      “Eat up, Madison, then we can get out of here, because next time I kiss you, I don’t plan to have an audience.”
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      I barely managed to shovel down the seabass, one of my favorite dishes at this restaurant. Usually I liked to take my time, to savor the taste. Tonight, though, every mouthful became a challenge to swallow. My dick kept getting hard, and then, with considerable effort, not to mention forcing my mind to conjure up images of lots of very un-sexy things, it deflated, only for Madison to press her leg against mine, touch my shoulder or the back of my neck, and boom! The fucking thing rose to the occasion once more.

      Finally, she set down her knife and fork and expelled a contented sigh. “That was amazing. I wish I could get that much flavor into my cooking.”

      “Do you want dessert?” I asked politely.

      She blinked up at me, her eyes huge, an impish curve to her lips, and hell, if that didn’t set my dick off again. I fidgeted in my seat.

      “What did you have in mind?” she asked, her voice low and husky.

      Fuck. Me. She’s flirting.

      I inwardly grinned. Time to push the envelope a little, see how brave Madison really felt. “They do a great tarte tatin if you fancy it.”

      She touched my knee, then stopped far shy of where I badly wanted her to go. She swept a tongue over her lips. “Sounds delicious.”

      Okay, she wants to play. In that case, I’m all in.

      I gestured to the waiter and ordered the dessert. He returned in no time and placed it on the table halfway between us. Madison picked up a fork and a spoon, but before she could dig in, I whipped the silverware from her hands and dragged the plate closer to me.

      “Hey, ladies first,” she said, pouting.

      My stomach flipped. Playful Madison was sexy as fuck.

      I ignored her and sliced through the decadent caramel, apple, pastry thing. I used the fork to tease the slice of pie onto the spoon, added a dollop of Chantilly cream, and held it toward her. “Open.”

      She did. Her lips closed around the silverware, and she drew the sugary treat into her mouth. Her eyes closed, and she chewed slowly.

      “Mmm, that tastes so good.”

      My gaze roved over her face, watching as she ate. I couldn’t get enough.

      When she opened her eyes and saw me staring, she giggled. “Sorry, but dessert is like a religious experience to me. It’s the sugar. I so rarely allow myself to indulge.”

      I cut off another piece and held it to her lips. “Indulge away.”

      She took the food into her mouth, treating me to a repeat performance. My dick hardened to such a degree, it felt seriously fucking uncomfortable. I had intended to feed the whole thing to her, but I needed this dinner over with so we could get out of here while I still had the ability to walk. I tucked in, although desserts weren’t really my thing. As soon as I’d given her the last piece, I gestured to the waiter. He brought the check, and I handed over my card.

      “Let me pay half.” She reached for her purse.

      I clasped her hand, stopping her. “It’s on me.” I entered my pin number into the machine and waited for the receipt, my impatience—and discomfort—increasing with every passing second.

      She offered up a heartfelt smile when the waiter retreated. “Thank you.”

      “You can thank me by getting a goddamn move on. If I don’t get out of here soon, my dick is going to explode.”

      Her gaze dropped south, and then her eyes widened. “Oh.”

      “Yes, oh. Watching you eat that dessert was a fucking religious experience for me, too. The entire time, the only thing running through my head was ‘Jesus Christ.’”

      I slid out of the seat and captured her hand, the extra room afforded me by being upright providing a welcome relief. As we waited for the car in the cool night air, my dick deflated—thank God—but the second we found ourselves in the confined cabin, blood rushed to my groin once more.

      I shoved the car into gear and hit the gas. It surged into the traffic.

      Madison gripped the sides of her seat. “Jesus, Tate. You’re not on the racetrack now.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered. I needed to take her home, then get myself home and jack off. If I didn’t relieve this pressure soon, I might find myself permanently damaged. Blue balls were not a pleasant experience.

      Twenty minutes later, most of that traveled in silence because I needed all my concentration to negotiate the busy London streets while tamping down on an urgent need to come, I pulled up outside Madison’s apartment building.

      She unclipped her seat belt. “Want to come up for a coffee?”

      I grazed her cheek with the back of my hand. “We both know it wouldn’t end with coffee.”

      “Is that so bad?” she asked, a faint smile tugging at her lips.

      “You’re not ready,” I replied, inwardly cursing the sensible part of me that wouldn’t let me take her up on her offer. “If I come up with you now, I’m going to spend all night fucking you, and I guarantee you’ll wake up tomorrow with a head full of regrets. It wasn’t five minutes ago that you professed to despise me. You need more time. I don’t want a fling with you, Madison. I want something deeper, more meaningful, and only when you’re ready for the same thing.”

      I curved a hand around the back of her neck and drew her to me. I fully intended the kiss to be chaste, but the second our lips touched, I couldn’t control myself. I kissed her passionately, forcefully, wrapping my tongue around hers. My chest heaved, my lungs screaming for air, but I didn’t stop. Hell, I couldn’t stop.

      I unhooked my seat belt and shuffled closer. My free hand brushed the side of her breast. She covered my hand with her own and moved it until I cupped her. I flicked my thumb over her nipple, unable to get as close as I’d like through her clothes, but she clearly felt it because she moaned.

      No. This had to stop. I pulled away, my chest heaving. “See what I mean?”

      She was panting, too, and even in the dim light her flushed cheeks were visible. “Are you sure you don’t want to come up?”

      I laughed. “I’m trying to be honorable.” I leaned across and opened her door, then kissed her again. “Now go.”

      She smiled. “Thank you for tonight, Tate. I had a great time. I’ll see you in Hockenheim.”

      I frowned. “When are you flying over?”

      “A week on Wednesday.”

      “That’s nine days away. I’ve got a few commitments between now and then, press stuff mainly, but I kind of hoped to see you before Hockenheim.”

      Her face lit up. “Oh, yeah, sure. If you want to, that is.”

      I grinned. “I’ll call you. Now get out before I change my mind.”

      I waited until she got safely inside the building, then drove away. I broke every speed limit on the way home. Fortunately, I didn’t pick up a ticket. I hurled the car into my allocated parking space and strode into the private lift that went directly to my penthouse. The second the doors closed, I unzipped my jeans.

      Blessed fucking relief.

      By the time I reached the bathroom, I’d already shed my clothes. I flicked on the shower and stepped into the stall without even waiting for the water to warm up. The cold had no impact on my raging erection. The head of my cock was swollen almost beyond recognition, and my balls were tight against my body. I wrapped my hand around my length and stroked, estimating I’d last less than a minute.

      I didn’t even make it to thirty seconds.

      After I’d come, I’d expected relief, but my persistent dick barely deflated. I showered quickly and dried off, but by the time I’d climbed beneath the sheets, my erection returned. The problem was, I didn’t need my hand. I needed Madison’s pussy.

      Urgh. Maybe I should have taken her up on her offer, even though it was blindingly obvious she needed more time. She’d come around too fast, especially given her antipathy toward me over the last two years. I kept waiting for a backlash, and therefore, fucking her on our first date wouldn’t be fair to her. She’d regret it and ultimately hate me.

      I closed my eyes and went over the Hockenheim racetrack in my mind, a track I knew well and had experienced great success there in the past. In my mind’s eye, I sat in the cockpit and traveled through every corner, down each straight, the roar of the crowd audible over the throaty growl of the engines. On the third imaginary lap, my dick finally relented, and I could get some damned sleep.

      I woke to the sound of my phone ringing. Squinting through one eye, I groaned. I answered with a curt, “Hello, Mother.”

      Suffice to say I didn’t have a great relationship with my parents. For years they’d made it clear I ranked as the number two child, the spare. Only after Cam had died had they turned their attention to me. My lingering bitterness was hardly surprising. Still, I might not have been free to follow my dreams of a career in medicine, but at least racing allowed me to do the next best thing. Not that I’d ever share details of what I spent my money on with my parents. They wouldn’t be interested anyway.

      “You didn’t call after the race on Sunday,” she said, her voice dripping ice.

      No “Good morning, my beautiful son. How are you?” or “Congratulations on your win. We’re so proud of you.” It was strange really. Years of experience had taught me that love and praise wouldn’t be forthcoming, but still, somewhere deep inside me, in a part that had never quite grown up, I continued to hope I might win the love of my parents.

      Such a futile dream.

      “Correct, I didn’t.”

      She huffed, irritated. “Would you care to tell me why?”

      Not really.

      “I had a shitload of press to do, and I was tired.”

      “Language please, Tate,” she scolded as if I was ten instead of almost thirty. “You could have called yesterday but you didn’t then either.”

      Ah, yesterday. I almost sighed out loud as the feel of Madison’s lips, the firmness of her breast, the little sound she’d made when she’d become aroused entered my mind. I had an urge to call her. To do that, I needed to placate my mother, otherwise this call would last much longer. Whenever I showed irritation and a desire to cut her infrequent phone calls short, she’d make them last longer on purpose, to punish me.

      “I’m sorry, Mother. I was out at the track doing some testing ahead of Hockenheim.”

      Not a total lie. I did spend time at the track, testing the strength of Madison’s dislike toward me.

      Aaaand the test results were very successful.

      “Oh, well, good. It’s important to keep the pressure up. That American isn’t far behind.”

      “Jared, Mother,” I ground out, barely managing to keep the annoyance from my voice. “His name is Jared.”

      “Whatever,” she said, and I could almost imagine her dismissively slicing her hand through the air.

      “Did you have a specific reason to call?”

      She snorted. “Can’t a mother ring her son without there being an ulterior motive?”

      I refrained from replying in the negative. Mother always had an ulterior motive.

      When I met her question with silence, she continued. “If you must know, I wanted to remind you about tomorrow night.”

      I frowned and put my phone on speaker so I could access my calendar. When I spotted the offending entry, I couldn’t help expelling a groan.

      “So, you had forgotten?” she said. “Really, Tate, what does that personal assistant of yours do? She’s completely incompetent. I’ll happily fire her if you can’t find the courage to.”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” I snapped. Zoey was amazing, but my mother hated her. Probably because Zoey stood up to the old witch.

      “I’ll expect you at eight then,” she said. “Don’t be late.”

      It was a good thing she immediately hung up, because I wasn’t sure I’d be able to filter my reply. I tossed my phone aside and scrubbed my face. Every two months, my mother held a dinner for a few business acquaintances, and she expected, no, demanded, I attend. I hated going. My parents chose these events to clarify my shortcomings when compared with Cam, and although I should be immune to their contempt by now, it stung.

      I despised the fact their cruel words still smarted. I didn’t want to admit that they could still hurt me.

      As if that wasn’t bad enough, they usually invited their close friends, Charles and Arabella Scott-Jones, a couple of vacuous socialites, and their insipid daughter, Daphne, who my mother and Arabella had decided would be a perfect antidote to my philandering ways. Daphne would drop her knickers and spread her legs in a heartbeat. Me, on the other hand… urgh. No thanks. She had a pretty enough exterior, but nothing under the hood, so to speak. I’d choose brains over beauty any day of the week.

      Madison had both—in abundance.

      The stirrings of a plan formed in my mind. I hadn’t taken a date to one of Mother’s gatherings since she picked out Daphne as my future wife—like that was ever going to happen—because it wasn’t worth the ensuing argument. Plus, I hadn’t cared enough about any of my dates to force the issue.

      Until now.

      Madison had changed all that.

      I picked up my phone and called her.

      “Hello,” she said, her voice drowsy with sleep.

      My mind immediately conjured up an image of her in bed, stretching, her breasts thrusting upward, legs writhing. My morning wood strengthened into something with promise.

      I see another hand job in my very near future.

      “What are you wearing?” I asked.

      “Tate?”

      She sounded a lot more awake now. I wondered if she’d answered the phone with her eyes closed. If she had, I didn’t like how sultry she sounded. Who had she been expecting to call?

      “It’s early.”

      “Is it?” I glanced at my watch. Six-fifteen. Goddamn my bloody mother. She’d deliberately rung me so early. “Sorry, I didn’t realize. Do you want me to call back?”

      “No, it’s fine. I’m usually up by now anyway.”

      “So, what are you wearing?” I asked again.

      She chuckled. “Flannel pajamas.”

      “Liar.”

      “Incorrect. They’re blue check. Aww, were you hoping I’d say a negligee? A black one? No, wait, a bright, tarty red one.”

      Could the woman read minds? How did she know that? I was such a cliché, not that I’d admit that to Madison.

      “I thought you’d be more of a camisole and shorts kind of girl actually.”

      “Now who’s the liar,” she said, laughing. “Why are you up so early anyway?”

      “It’s difficult to sleep with a boner.”

      She laughed again, a sound I’d started to crave. I pictured her, sitting up in bed, her knees curled into her chest, crinkles around her eyes, wide, broad smile, straight white teeth, a hint of pink tongue.

      Fuck, I needed to get laid. Correction, I needed to lay her. If I hadn’t been so magnanimous last night, I wouldn’t have painful balls this morning. For all I knew, a one-off might have scratched the itch, although I doubted it. I’d bet that screwing Madison would only intensify my appetite.

      I took hold of my dick and stroked.

      “I’ll have a copy of Playboy sent over, see if that helps,” she said.

      “I’ll settle for a picture of you right now, even if you are wearing grandma pajamas.”

      “Sorry, but these bad boys are for my eyes only.”

      “Good thing I’ve got a fantastic imagination then.” Another stroke had me biting back a groan.

      “As much fun as this is, are you going to tell me why you’ve woken me up at such an ungodly hour?”

      The untimely reminder about Mother’s stupid dinner deflated my hard-on. “What are you doing tomorrow night?”

      “Nothing, I don’t think. Hang on, I’ll check my calendar.” A pause. I could hear her breathing, slow, steady. “Nope, my diary is clear.”

      “Not now it isn’t.”

      “What did you have in mind?” she asked, a hint of excitement to her tone.

      Sadly, I was about to disappoint her. It might be selfish to introduce her to the toxic environment that doubled as my parents’ house, but I needed her by my side to stand a chance of surviving an evening with my overbearing mother and distant father. Not to mention Daphne fawning all over me.

      I shuddered as I recalled the last dinner a couple of months ago. Daphne had cornered me on my way back from the bathroom. She’d made her intentions very clear. Translation: she’d greeted me completely naked and asked me, bluntly, how much longer I planned to keep her waiting.

      I wasn’t the type of guy who could be cruel for the sake of it, but the time had come to send a very clear message to Daphne.

      Not gonna happen, sweetheart.

      And I’d chosen Madison to help me convey that message.

      “My mother hosts a dinner every few months. It’s not a huge gathering, maybe thirty or so people, but it’s become a kind of tradition. I want you to come with me.”

      I held my breath, waiting for the excuses to start rolling in. I would, in her position. In fact, had there been a straight-up choice between attending another one of these insufferable evenings or sticking a needle in the end of my dick, I’d be on my way to the nearest haberdashery shop right this second. Unfortunately, I didn’t get a choice. Believe me, I’d tried to get out of these events on several occasions. I’d soon learned that the retaliation from my mother simply wasn’t worth the aggravation. She played the role of wounded victim to perfection.

      “You want me to meet your family?” Madison said, surprise evident in the way her voice rose at the end of her sentence.

      “Don’t get too excited,” I said. “Once you’ve met them, you’ll likely run a mile and never want to see me again.”

      She giggled softly. “I’d love to come.”

      “Great,” I replied, relieved. “I’ll pick you up at seven.”
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      I’d forgotten to ask Tate about the dress code, but given he came from money, and he’d mentioned a significant number of guests, I plumped for an emerald-green cocktail dress with a sweetheart neckline. I considered it to be an appropriate length—right on the knee—and I paired it with silver heels and a matching clutch bag. I’d even attempted to put my hair up in a chignon. It wouldn’t win any prizes for hairstyle of the year, but I hadn’t completely disgraced myself either.

      I finished the ensemble with a pair of diamond stud earrings, a gift from my parents when I’d graduated medical school, and a silver heart-shaped pendant from Dean that he’d bought me for my twenty-first birthday present. He’d spent a month washing cars in our neighborhood to afford it, because he loved me that much.

      My heart clenched, and a wave of grief stole my breath. It was so odd, the times it hit me, usually when I least expected it. Clinging on to the back of the chair, I waited for the ache in my chest to pass. Dean was the first person I’d ever loved and lost—both my maternal and paternal grandparents died before my fourth birthday—and I hadn’t been prepared for the physical agony that came from losing someone so special. Even now, two years later, the pain could still bowl me over.

      I stared at my reflection in the mirror wondering, not for the first time, whether dating Tate meant I’d betrayed Dean. Tate had shattered my beliefs in his culpability for Dean’s passing so easily that I couldn’t help thinking Dean would be disappointed by such weakness. When I’d mentioned this to Kaz after I’d called to tell her about tonight, she’d scoffed.

      “Don’t be so ridiculous, Mads,” she’d said. “All that’s happening is that you’re finally realizing Tate wasn’t to blame for what happened to Dean. He made the decision to get into the car and race that day all by himself. Tate being his hero was irrelevant. The only reason you blamed Tate was because it helped you to focus your grief of losing Dean, but there was no foundation for it, hence nothing for Tate to shatter. All he needed to do was show you who he really is, which is actually a terrific guy.”

      I took a deep breath and sighed. So much truth in her words, yet I still stood by my beliefs that Tate could do more than simply pocket a huge income from his driving and his sponsorship deals, and direct some of that into the right message. I intended to use his clear attraction to me to achieve my goals, and I refused to feel one iota of guilt over that objective.

      At precisely seven o’clock, Tate knocked on my door. I’d fast come to the conclusion that he was a stickler for punctuality, which wasn’t too surprising given what he did for a living. He couldn’t exactly turn up an hour late to a race.

      I gave myself a final once-over in the mirror, then drew back the door.

      Whoa.

      Talk about hot.

      Tate was wearing a tuxedo. Actually, wearing was the wrong description. Tate rocked the tuxedo, and rocked my world at the same time. My mouth emptied of saliva. Damn, the man scrubbed up well. And he’d had a haircut. He’d retained his trademark stubble, but it suited him. Clean-shaven Tate wouldn’t look right.

      “I’m glad I guessed the dress code,” I said, hoping a hint of humor would cover up my obvious drooling.

      “I knew you would.” He stepped into me, his arms curving around my waist. “Have you got a spare lipstick?”

      I frowned at the odd question. “Yes, in my bag.”

      “Good.”

      He bent his head and kissed me, not softly, but hard and with lots of tongue. I understood the lipstick question now, because it definitely wouldn’t stay in place by the time Tate finished. Heat flushed through my body, and my heart thumped wildly. Every time we kissed, it was more intense than the last. Our growing passion was definitely leading somewhere, although after my open invitation on Monday night, which Tate turned down, I wasn’t sure how long he would make me wait.

      I didn’t want to wait.

      I should wait.

      If I wanted to keep Tate interested, I needed to wait.

      Dammit all to hell. I hated sexual politics.

      He pulled back, wearing more of my lipstick than me. I swept my thumb over his bottom lip. “I don’t think it’s your color.”

      I expected him to laugh at my teasing, but instead, he stared at me with a hooded gaze.

      “You’re stunning,” he said. “You take my breath away, Madison.”

      “I bet you say that to all the girls,” I joked in an attempt to recover my composure that Tate, with those few words, had ravaged.

      He skimmed a hand up my side, over my ribcage, grazed the side of my breast, and then cupped my cheek. “I don’t know how I’m going to keep my hands off you this evening.”

      I noticed he didn’t answer my question which, I guessed, gave me my answer. Disappointment struck me when it shouldn’t. I had no rights to this man. We barely knew each other. If he’d chosen to declare undying love, I’d have called him a liar. But the one thing I clung to was the fact he hadn’t taken me up on my offer of a night of hot sex. If he’d only been interested in fucking me, he wouldn’t have turned me down.

      “Talking of hands, how is yours?”

      He glanced at his palm, the red line of his cut much less angry than it had been on Sunday. “Getting there.”

      “That’s good. Give me a second to reapply my lipstick, and then we can go.”

      He captured my wrist as I turned away. “Don’t bother. It’ll be a waste of time.”

      My stomach flipped. More of kissing Tate? Yes, please.

      He refused to release his hold on my waist as we left my building until he opened the passenger side door for me. I slipped inside the familiar cabin of Tate’s sports car. He climbed in beside me and started the engine, but instead of immediately driving away, he left the car idling and captured my hand.

      “I need to tell you something about tonight.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Oh?”

      He sucked in his lips and then blew out a heavy breath. “I don’t take dates to my mother’s events.”

      My heart took a wild leap into the land of hope. Maybe he thought I was different after all. “Why?”

      “Because my intended future wife will be there.”

      Hope crashed and burned. Smashed into smithereens. Thank God I hadn’t given in to my baser instincts and slept with Tate. His throwaway comment made it clear he only wanted to bide his time with me until he walked up the goddamn aisle. No doubt his fiancée would be beautiful and firmly entrenched in his social circle.

      I hardened my heart, finding comfort in the familiar sensation. “Will she be there tonight?” I asked, my voice rasping and painful.

      He nodded.

      “Then I don’t think it’s right for me to go. In fact, it’s cruel and heartless of you to invite me. What kind of a person does that?”

      Before Tate could answer, I exited the car. I made a beeline for my building, suppressing the mounting tears of anger until I safely reached my apartment.

      What a bastard.

      I didn’t get very far before Tate caught up to me. He gripped my elbow. “Madison, wait. Let me explain.”

      I wrenched my shoulder up, dislodging his hold. “Explain what, Tate? That you think it’s perfectly acceptable to date me, to kiss me, to touch me when you’re engaged to be married? That might be fine in the upper classes where you come from, but let me tell you, where I’m from, it makes you a fucker.”

      I stormed off. I only managed to set one foot inside the lobby before he caught up to me once more. “Hang on a sec, please. She’s not my fiancée.”

      I planted my hands on my hips. “You said she was your future wife.”

      He shook his head. “I said she’s my intended future wife.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “It’s the same bloody thing.”

      “No, it’s not.” He swept a hand down the back of his head. “Please get back in the car, and I’ll explain properly.”

      I opened my mouth to refuse, but we were attracting attention. Tate behaved so normally around me that I’d momentarily forgotten his celebrity status. The phones were out and pointed directly at the two of us. I nodded curtly and returned to the car. The second we were both inside, Tate pulled away, probably to stop me running away for a second time.

      “That’s not explaining, that’s driving,” I said, sarcasm prevalent in my tone. “Or even kidnapping.”

      He flashed me an irritated look. “It’s called trying to prevent our disagreement from trending on Twitter in the next five seconds.”

      I bit my lip, embarrassed. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      He didn’t answer, but he did stop the car a few streets away. I wrung my hands as I waited for him to speak.

      “Her name is Daphne,” he said. “She’s the daughter of one of my mother’s closest friends, and your typical debutante. My mother decided years ago we’d be the perfect match. I, on the other hand, have absolutely zero intention of marrying her, not least because I am not in the slightest bit attracted to her.”

      I scratched my cheek, confused. “Then why did you say she’s your intended future wife?”

      He sighed heavily. “Because my mother is convinced that’s what she’ll become, and she will probably refer to her as such this evening. I didn’t want you to be blindsided.”

      “So just tell her you don’t want to marry this Daphne.”

      He barked out a laugh. “I have. When you meet my mother, you’ll understand.”

      Realization nudged at me. I narrowed my eyes. “So I’m a stooge? A way of ramming the point home to your mother, and Daphne, that you’re not interested.”

      He rubbed his chin. “Partly, yes. But also, because I really want you there, Madison. I need you by my side.” He picked up my hand and kissed it. “I find these events… difficult. Please come.”

      I blew out a slow, steadying breath. “Your mother is going to hate me, isn’t she?”

      He grinned. “You’ll be in good company. She doesn’t like many people, me included.”

      I frowned at his odd response, but one I refrained from questioning him about further. “Do I need to wear protective armor?”

      He closed the space between us and lightly kissed my lips. “I’ll protect you. Promise.”

      “Drive, then, before I change my mind.”

      He caressed my cheek, his expression awash with relief. “Thank you.”

      An hour later, Tate turned off the road and passed through a set of wrought-iron gates that led onto a winding, gravel driveway. After a few more seconds driving, he stopped the car in front of an enormous Georgian mansion.

      “Home sweet home,” he murmured, cutting the engine.

      “Is this the same house where you grew up?” I asked.

      He nodded somberly. He was sending strong signals that this hadn’t been a happy home. Sorrow scored my chest. My parents weren’t wealthy, although they weren’t exactly poor either. But our home had always been full of love and laughter. My heart ached for him, for what it must have been like growing up in this huge house, so devoid of the warmth every child deserved.

      Tate captured my hand, his thumb rhythmically brushing my knuckles as we neared the entrance. I wasn’t sure whether the cadence was for my benefit or his own. The front door opened without us having to knock, and standing inside with her hands behind her back, her head bent in deference, stood a uniformed maid.

      “Mr. Flynn.” She averted her eyes as if actually looking at Tate would send her blind. “Your parents are waiting in the drawing room.”

      “Thanks,” Tate said, leading me across a parquet floor dressed with patterned rugs.

      I glanced around. The house was oppressive and dated, not at all the kind of home in which you’d picture two little boys running around playing hide and seek and having fun. I’d bet my medical degree that hadn’t been Tate’s experience.

      Tate braced his spine as he drew to a halt outside a thick, wooden door. “Take a deep breath,” he said.

      “You’re not selling it to me,” I replied with a grin, one he didn’t return.

      He pushed open the door. The room fell silent, and every single head turned our way. It reminded me of that scene in An American Werewolf in London where the two lost students stumbled upon the pub in the moors. I half expected to be told not to veer from the path before being sent onto the moors to be ravaged by a werewolf.

      A bespectacled woman with blonde hair piled high on her head and the most amazing bone structure I’d ever seen gracefully rose from her chair and came to greet us. Cue Tate’s mother.

      “Tate,” she said, holding out her cheek for him to kiss. “You’re late.”

      “Mother,” he replied stiffly, confirming my suspicion as to her identity.

      I could see where he got his looks from. She must have been close to sixty, yet was still an incredibly attractive woman. I’d bet she’d been a stunner in her younger days.

      “My apologies. I had a little… problem to deal with.” He glanced at me so quickly, I could have imagined it. “This is Madison.”

      Holding out my hand, I only just managed to refrain from saying, “The Problem”. Instead, I said, “Nice to meet you.”

      His mother didn’t even glance in my direction. She left my hand hanging in midair and glared at Tate. “Well, now that you’ve finally graced us with your presence, we can sit down to eat.” She spun on her heel and disappeared into the room adjacent.

      “Jesus, I’m sorry,” Tate said, the apology hardly his to make.

      I should have been offended at his mother’s summary dismissal of me, but instead, my lips twitched in amusement. “It’s going to be a fun night,” I whispered under my breath.

      Moments later, another uniformed maid appeared—a different one from earlier—and called us into dinner. Tate held my hand and led the way into the dining room. His mother indicated where we should sit—at least she seated us together—and then took up her own seat to Tate’s right. Thankfully, our moment in the spotlight seemed to be over, and conversation struck up around me.

      “Father,” Tate said to the man opposite as he lay his napkin in his lap. “How are things?”

      “Please try to have a little respect for your mother, Tate,” his dad snapped. “She works very hard to put on these events. The least you can do is be here on time rather than keeping our guests waiting.”

      Whoa. I could not, in all consciousness, sit here and allow Tate to shoulder the blame for being late.

      “My apologies, Mr. Flynn,” I interjected. “It was my fault we were late, not Tate’s.”

      A bona fide drop the mic moment followed my admission. The entire table quietened, and once again, we found ourselves the center of attention. Tate grasped my knee and gave the minutest shake of his head, but his warning came too late. His father peered at me scornfully over the top of his half-moon glasses.

      “And you are?”

      At least his contempt was a step up from Tate’s mother’s reaction. “Madison Brady,” I said. “Very nice to meet you, sir.” The lie tripped off my tongue.

      “Madison is a doctor, Father,” Tate said. “She works in the medical center at the track.”

      A flicker of interest crossed his face. Based on the little I knew about him, the momentary inquisitiveness had more to do with my loose connection with racing than it had to medicine, but I’d take it. Not because I cared less about these people—I didn’t—but if it made the night go slightly easier for Tate, then I’d play along.

      “I’ve only recently joined the team,” I said. “I’m covering for a friend while she takes a sabbatical, but I’m loving it so far. Everyone has been very welcoming, especially Tate.”

      “Are you a racing fan?”

      Tate’s hand tightened on my knee. Covering it with my own, I squeezed, hoping to send a reassuring message. I’d hardly tell his dad the truth.

      “It’s a very exciting sport,” I said. “You must be terribly proud of all Tate’s amazing achievements.”

      His dad’s jaw clenched, and his lips formed a white slash as he pressed them firmly together. “His brother was the real talent,” he said. “If he’d lived, he’d have set records no one would ever break.”

      Tate winced but recovered incredibly quickly. If my dad had spoken about me so dismissively regarding my medical achievements, it would have broken my heart. Not that my wonderful father would ever be so cruel and dismissive about my accomplishments.

      “Being a five-time world champion is hardly a failure,” I couldn’t help saying.

      “Four-time world champion,” his dad stated. “He’s yet to win the fifth.”

      I opened my mouth to retaliate. Tate stopped me.

      “Leave it,” he murmured in my ear. “You won’t change his mind.”

      The urge to defend Tate was so great, I almost swallowed my tongue with the effort of holding back. I only refrained because I guessed that by arguing with his father, I’d make things worse for Tate. Staring at my fork, I imagined ramming it right into Mr. Flynn Senior’s jugular. I wasn’t a violent person, but man, that guy could turn the saintliest of people into cold-blooded murderers.

      I managed to get through the first course—scallops served in their shells drizzled with sweet chili dressing—without choking. As I put my knife and fork together, I checked out the rest of the guests. There must be over thirty people seated around the large dining table. I mused as to which one might be Daphne. There were probably four or five women in Tate’s age bracket. I couldn’t imagine his mother trying to palm him off with someone middle-aged. No, the poor bitch would be expected to breed the next Flynn heir, another child for Tate’s parents to torture.

      “How are you holding up?” I whispered to Tate when his mother had stopped chewing his ear long enough for me to get a word in.

      “Living the dream,” he said. His hand found mine underneath the table, and he entwined our fingers. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have brought you.”

      “Nonsense,” I said, grinning. “I’m having the best time.”

      “Liar,” he whispered, his lips grazing the shell of my ear, sending a delicious tremor through me. “But don’t worry. I’ll make it up to you.”

      After dinner, we all moved back into the drawing room. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the men had abandoned the women in favor of the library so they could enjoy brandies and cigars and talk about politics and all those difficult subjects that little women—with their miniscule brains—couldn’t possibly hope to understand. I feel like I’m back in the eighteen hundreds.

      “Don’t you think it’s about time you spent some time with Daphne, Tate?” his mother said, appearing out of nowhere.

      Maybe she is a witch. Hmmm, The Wicked Witch of the West, or Bellatrix Lestrange?

      I suppressed a giggle at the thought.

      “Why would I do that?” Tate drawled.

      She pursed her lips. “Because Daphne is your future wife. I raised you to have manners, Tate. I’d appreciate you using them.”

      “I do have manners. That’s why I won’t be leaving my date to go and talk to another woman who, by the way, is not my future wife.” He curved his arm around my waist and held me tightly against him.

      His mother’s hands curled into fists, and her skin reddened beneath her professionally applied makeup. I held my breath, waiting for her to give herself a nosebleed.

      At least there’s a doctor present…

      “Next time,” she bit out, “I would appreciate some warning that you were planning to bring someone.” She almost spat the last word. “Marcie needed to add an extra chair and place setting at the last minute.”

      “I’m sure that must have been very taxing for her,” Tate replied, his voice heavy with sarcasm.

      My lips twitched at the exact moment his mother chose to pay attention to me for the first time. She glared at me, her eyes filled with contempt. If looks could kill, that would have been the end of me. With great difficulty, I straightened my face. Tate’s mother resembled a pantomime villain, almost cartoon-like in her reactions. I couldn’t take her seriously at all. She stormed off without uttering another word.

      “Yikes,” I said. “I bet you never run out of ice. Your mother just has to breathe on the water, and boom! Your own personal glacier.”

      For the first time that evening, Tate relaxed. He threw back his head and laughed. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “I’d like to say the same but…” I grinned and nudged him playfully. “Only kidding. I’m actually enjoying myself. I don’t recall a time my mere presence pissed someone off to the extent it has with your parents tonight. Not even at the height of my protests against you did I achieve such greatness.”

      He pressed his lips to my temple. “You’re so good for me, Mads.”

      My heart soared at his words, but I wanted to keep the banter going a little longer. I wasn’t ready to get serious yet. From what I’d gathered this evening, humor had been sadly lacking in Tate’s life. He needed some fun to balance things out.

      “Go on then, show me who my competition is.”

      He frowned, and then caught up. “Believe me, she’s no competition for you,” he said, smiling.

      “A girl shouldn’t be complacent.”

      He pointed his chin in the direction of the large, oak fireplace. “The dark-haired one standing on the right.”

      I searched her out. If I’d bothered to take notice, I’d have guessed it to be her, because she was glaring at me with almost as much hatred as Tate’s mother had earlier. Daphne was very pretty, but like most of the women in this room, she resembled a cardboard cutout, all stiff little smiles and fake laughs. I pitied her because she was clearly mad about Tate if her hungry eyes were anything to go by. I believed him, though, when he said she didn’t interest him. If she did, he wouldn’t have brought me, unless he’d intended to make her jealous. If he’d wanted to do that, he’d have sought her out to test the success or failure of his plan, yet he’d barely graced her with a glance all evening.

      A few guests stopped by to chat to Tate, and thankfully, none of them were as rude to me as Tate’s parents. One or two of them even asked me about my career, and seemed interested, too. Just as well I was a confident woman, otherwise this would have been a nightmare evening. Instead, I found the whole experience highly amusing.

      “Where’s the bathroom?” I whispered to Tate during a lull in people coming over.

      “Here, I’ll show you,” he said, taking my hand.

      Before we reached the door, his mother materialized, again from nowhere.

      Yep, definitely witch tendencies. Where’s your wand, Bellatrix?

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she demanded.

      “I’m showing Madison where the bathroom is,” Tate replied politely.

      How he kept a civil tongue in his mouth with a mother like her was beyond me.

      “Marcie can show her.” His mother accompanied her dismissive tone with a flick of her wrist. “You have guests to attend to.”

      “No, you have guests to attend to. I have a date to take care of.”

      I could have sworn his mother was incredibly close to bursting a blood vessel. A thick vein protruded from her forehead, and her lips virtually disappeared into a thin white slash of severe irritation. I calculated an exit route in the eventuality of her breathing fire, and briefly wondered if the patterned sofa was flame retardant.

      Tate swept me past his mother and out into the hallway. Despite my sense of humor about the whole event, I admitted I let out a sigh of relief. The drawing room felt so oppressive.

      “Phew,” I said to Tate, theatrically sweeping my forehead with the back of my hand. “How do you cope with this place?”

      “I don’t,” he replied. “Which is why I only come here when I absolutely have to.”

      “I think if I had your parents, I’d apply to the courts to divorce them.”

      Tate chuckled. “Ahh, if only.”

      He escorted me down the hallway, stopping outside a thick, cherrywood door. “I’ll wait here,” he said.

      I grinned up at him. “I think I can manage. I’ve been going to the bathroom unaccompanied for a few years now.”

      He snagged me around the waist, pulling me against his lean, firm body. His hand curved around the back of my neck, and he grabbed a fistful of my hair, tugging backward. His lips were inches from mine, and I held my breath, anticipating what might come, but instead of kissing me, he stared deeply into my eyes.

      “I think you may be the best thing that’s happened to me in a very long time, Madison Brady.”

      Oh. This guy… he knew how to flatter a girl. My knees wobbled. If Tate weren’t holding me, I’d have sunk to the floor.

      “If I ask you to kiss me, do you think your mother will self-combust?”

      “I’m sure one of the staff can easily locate a fire extinguisher.”

      He lowered his head. His lips connected with mine, and in seconds he’d set my own embers burning. He pushed me up against the door, his thick erection hard against my abdomen. Things were just getting interesting when his mother called his name.

      “Fuck’s sake,” Tate gritted out, stepping away to put some distance between us.

      She appeared at the far end of the hallway. I wasn’t sure whether she’d seen us kissing or not. Considering her expression was permanently fixed in displeasure, confirming it could be a challenge.

      “There you are,” she said. “I wondered why on earth it was taking you so long to show that girl where the bathroom is. Now you have, please do come along. Darren Spalding has been trying to get five minutes alone with you all night. He might want to sponsor you.”

      A nerve beat in Tate’s cheek, and his hands made a fist. I didn’t know whether his annoyance was owing to our kiss being interrupted, or maybe because his mother had annoyed him by calling me “that girl”.

      “Go on,” I said. “Like I told you, I’m perfectly capable of peeing by myself.”

      My joke roused a faint smile. “Don’t be long.”

      I watched as he walked toward his mother, and inside, my heart cracked. His posture bowed, as if he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      The weight of his overbearing parents more like. An equally burdensome pressure.

      I quickly used the bathroom and headed back to the drawing room with the intention of suggesting we leave soon. I didn’t think Tate would put up a fight, although I would likely have to wrestle him from his mother’s clutches.

      I couldn’t see him at first, and then I spotted him. He’d been cornered—actually boxed in was probably a better description—by Daphne and a man and a woman who I guessed were her parents because of the family resemblance. Head bowed, politely listening, Tate nodded and smiled, although behind the mask he donned, I detected an air of agitation. Time for me to rescue the poor bugger.

      I’d barely taken a step in Tate’s direction when his mother blocked my path.

      “Excuse me,” I said, moving to the side.

      She gripped my arm, her bony fingers digging into my flesh. “Leave him.”

      I widened my eyes. “I beg your pardon?”

      “My son is not available.”

      “I think he would disagree.”

      She snorted. “Tate doesn’t know what’s best for him. I do.”

      I laughed. It probably wasn’t the smartest move, but I couldn’t help it. “He’s almost thirty years old. You know that, right? Your son is a grown man who can make his own decisions, and that includes who he chooses to marry.”

      “Well, that won’t be you,” she snapped.

      “We’ll see,” I replied, not because I had any intentions of marrying Tate—I hardly knew him—but because his mother’s shitty attitude had pissed me off enough that I wanted to rile her.

      It worked.

      She was definitely riled.

      How did I know?

      Because she slapped me, hard, right across the face, in full view of the entire room.

      The sound zinged off the walls, and all I could think was “Terrible acoustics”, while my face burned from the palm of her hand.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Tate roared, arriving by my side in an instant. Gently cupping my chin, he tilted my head to one side so he could examine the damage. Furious, he turned on his mother. “What the hell have you done?”

      I had to give Mrs. Flynn her due, she did look horrified by her actions. Her eyes were so wide, you could see the whites all the way around, and she clamped her hand over her mouth, the same hand she’d belted me with. The entire room had fallen silent, the guests absorbing the shocking turn the evening had taken.

      “Tate, I’m sorry.” She clutched his arm. He immediately shook her off. “I shouldn’t have done that.” She turned her attention to me. “I’m so sorry, Madison. I don’t know what came over me.”

      Before I could register surprise that she’d remembered my name, let alone used it, she paled, then fainted. Tate caught her before she hit the floor, his reflexes honed by years of racing cars coming in very handy. His father rushed over.

      “Here, give her to me,” he said, sweeping her up into his arms. “Everyone, please do carry on with your evening. Marcie, make sure our guests have full glasses.”

      Mr. Flynn disappeared with his wife, leaving behind his guests and his stunned son and heir. The room hummed with low, murmured voices as everyone gossiped under their breath.

      I, on the other hand, burst out laughing.

      “Bloody hell, Tate, you sure know how to show a girl a good time.”
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      I settled Madison in my father’s study and poured her a brandy. Clearly in shock, her body trembled now that the adrenaline had dissipated. I removed my jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders, then sat beside her.

      “Here, drink,” I said, holding the tumbler to her lips.

      She sipped, then screwed up her face. “Urgh, that’s disgusting.”

      “But good for shock.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not in shock.”

      I didn’t agree, but I refrained from arguing. “Humor me then.”

      She leaned her head on my shoulder. “You should go check on your mum.”

      I stiffened, anger clouding my vision. I didn’t know how I’d ever look at my mother with anything other than contempt again. We’d never had a good relationship, but this… she’d clearly lost her mind. “My father is with her.”

      She sat up straight. “Tate,” she said, lightly pressing her fingertips against the side of my chin until I faced her. “She needs to know you don’t hate her.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Except I do.”

      “That’s not true. No one hates their mum. She carried you, gave birth to you, nurtured you until you were old enough to take care of yourself. She may not know how to show her love, but trust me, it’s there.”

      I stared at her, dazed by her magnanimity. “How can you sit there, so calm? If your mother hit me, I’d be fucking pissed.”

      She laughed. “My mother is very unlikely to do that.”

      “She might, if she hates me as much as you did.”

      Her eyes softened. “I never hated you, Tate. I just thought I did. Grief does weird things to people.” She rested her head on my shoulder again. “After Dean died, I returned home with Mum and Dad. They rushed back from the Far East where they’d been on holiday, but didn’t make it back in time before Dean passed away. Mum was inconsolable. I remember going up to Dean’s room. His walls were covered in posters of you, his desk overflowing with racing magazines and those one-sixteenth models of F1 cars. I hardened my heart, stoked the fire in my belly, and blamed you for it all. It was easier that way. But Mum, she saw things differently than me. She never laid any responsibility for Dean’s actions at your door. Nor has Dad. Neither of them understood my need to draw negative attention to the sport. Dad’s an F1 nut. Even Mum watches the odd race, usually while doing the ironing. She says it helps with the tedium.” She chuckled. “If you ever do meet them, brace yourself for Mum to fangirl all over you, and Dad to exhaust you with questions.”

      I pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “They raised an amazing girl, I know that much.”

      She squeezed my arm. “Go and see your mum, Tate. You can’t leave things like this.”

      I sighed deeply, knowing I had no choice. I’d let my mother get away with far too much for far too long, taken the easy way out by ignoring her increasingly controlling ways. Well, no longer. She needed to give up on this stupid idea about me and Daphne, not just for my sake but for Daphne’s, too. As long as Daphne thought there was a chance of us marrying, she wouldn’t look for anyone else. That wasn’t fair.

      “Will you wait for me here?” I asked.

      She placed her hand on my back, urging me to stand. “Of course.”

      I took a deep breath and headed off to where I knew I would find my mother; in her own personal living room. Sure enough, I found her propped up on the sofa, a throw across her knees, and a closed book lying aimlessly in her lap.

      Oh, the irony.

      “Where’s Father?” I asked.

      She lifted her chin, her eyes watery. Crocodile tears, I’d bet. The only time I’d ever seen my mother cry was when Cam had died, and even then it had been restrained. She’d dabbed at her eyes with a scrunched-up handkerchief and emitted the odd sniffle when the doctors had covered his face with a white sheet.

      Me, on the other hand… I’d been inconsolable, my racking sobs audible over the entire ward. Mother had tolerated my grief for all of two minutes before she’d told me to grow up, to be a man. Who the fuck said that to a sixteen-year-old boy who’d just had his idol ripped from his life in the cruelest way?

      “He’s gone to tell Marcie to make me a cup of tea,” she said weakly, patting the sofa. “Come, sit please, Tate.”

      I did as she asked, but not where she wanted me, right next to her. No, I sat in the chair opposite. Crossing my ankle over my knee, I threaded my fingers together, laying them in my lap.

      “You owe Madison an apology. You’d better hope she doesn’t decide to press charges for assault.”

      “I have already offered my apologies,” Mother said, sitting up straighter, a hint of steel to her tone.

      I might have known the weakling act was bullshit.

      “You can say it again, this time with more feeling. That is, if you actually have it within you to show any feelings at all.”

      She clasped a hand to her chest. “When did you become so cruel?”

      I snorted a laugh. “Me? Jesus, Mother, you really are a piece of work.”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “I’ve only ever wanted the best for you. That’s why I pushed you so hard. That’s why I know Daphne is the right woman to stand by your side when you become the most successful driver in British history.”

      “Oh my God. You actually believe the shit coming out of your mouth, don’t you?”

      “Lang—”

      I snapped my hand in the air. “Don’t even…” I took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of my nose, pausing for a few moments to allow my anger to recede. Eventually, I cut my gaze to my mother. “Let me make one thing very clear: I have no interest in putting a ring on Daphne’s finger. Not now. Not ever.”

      “But she understands the circles we move in, Tate. She’s the ideal wife for you.”

      “Why? Because she’s the perfect hostess who knows how to dress, to act, to speak? When to keep her mouth shut and smile because the men are talking, and that’s so much more important than hearing what a woman might have to say.” Frustrated by her dogged stance, I huffed. “The problem, Mother, is that I want more than Daphne is capable of giving. It’s not her fault her parents brought her up to believe that success equates to snagging a rich, successful guy and putting his wants and needs ahead of her own. Of pushing out a couple of kids and pretending to the outside world that you’re happy with the hand you’ve been dealt. I have zero interest in a woman like that. I want a woman who can challenge me. A woman with opinions and ideas of her own. A woman who’s fiery and tenacious and won’t let me walk all over her.”

      “A woman like Madison, you mean?” She couldn’t help the sneer to her lips.

      I wasn’t about to tell my mother we’d only been on one date before tonight, nor that only a week ago, Madison had professed to hate my guts. She definitely didn’t hate my guts now, and that was all that counted.

      Time meant nothing. Cam had taught me that very valuable lesson.

      I swiped a hand over my face. “No, not a woman like Madison. I want Madison,” I stated, and as the words came out of my mouth, I realized they were true.

      “She’ll never make you happy.”

      I shook my head sadly. I’d tried, but my efforts were pointless. I’d never understand my mother, and she sure as hell would never understand me.

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      “You’ll regret it, and when you do, don’t come crawling back here. You’ve made your bed, and now you can lie in it.”

      I laughed at the age-old cliché. “As long as the aforementioned bed isn’t within these four walls, in this depressing house where I grew up alone and miserable, I’ll happily lie on a bed of nails until my dying day.”

      I rose from the chair as my father returned, swiftly followed by Marcie who’d brought Mother’s tea—in a china cup, no less. Marcie set down the cup, bobbed her head at Mother, then scuttled out. Father glanced between the two of us, his gaze eventually settling on me.

      “Your mother needs to rest, Tate,” he said. “I think it’s time you left.”

      I offered up a wry smile. “You’re so right, Father. It’s definitely time I left.” And I won’t be coming back.

      I found Madison exactly where I’d left her, still wearing my jacket. She stood when she saw me.

      “Everything okay?”

      I opened my mouth to say no, until I realized that would be a lie. Everything was okay, or at least it would be. For years I’d allowed my parents to have this hold over me. I’d lived with crushing guilt because I hadn’t been the one who’d died. Cam had clearly been their favorite son, and the young, impressionable me took that to heart, spending the next fourteen years trying to make them love me for me rather than who they thought I should be, or wished I could be. Tonight, I’d finally accepted they were never going to love me for me.

      And I was so very okay with it.

      “Yeah,” I said, holding out my hand for Madison to take. “It’s all good.”

      “Will you take me home now?”

      I kissed her hair. “You got it.”

      We were both quiet on the journey back to Madison’s apartment, but occasionally, she placed her hand over mine and squeezed. I drew comfort from her touch.

      “Well, thanks for a fun evening,” she said as I stopped the car outside her building. “We must do it again sometime.”

      Fortunately, I’d begun to understand Madison’s sense of humor. I held my hands out to the side, palms up. “Dream date, that’s me.”

      “You are indeed.” She bit into her bottom lip. “Um, do you want to come up?”

      I moved closer and gently caressed her cheek, the one my mother had slapped. I tamped down on the anger flaring up.

      “For coffee?” I asked with a hint of mirth to my voice.

      “No, for sex,” she deadpanned, although her eyes sparkled with warm laughter.

      I curved my hand around the back of her neck, stroking the soft skin beneath her hair. Goose bumps broke out beneath my fingertips, and she shivered.

      “You have to be sure, Madison. I’m not interested in a pity fuck.”

      Her eyes widened. “I don’t pity you, Tate. I’m in awe of how dignified you were this evening despite the constant needling from your parents. I would never have managed the same restraint in your shoes. So to answer your question, yes, I am very sure.”

      She’d given me all the confirmation I needed. I kissed her, gently, taking my time, wanting to savor the sensual connection between us because once we got to her apartment our passion would ignite, and there’d be no going slow. My dick strained against my zip, thick and hot and heavy. I needed inside her so badly.

      Her hand moved south, and she gripped my erection through my trousers. Holy fuck, if it felt like that when she touched me through the barrier of clothes, Christ help me.

      “Let’s go, Tate,” she murmured against my lips. “I’d rather not get arrested on a public highway for having my head in your lap.”

      I couldn’t get out of the car fast enough. We darted into the lift. I kissed her again before the doors even closed. She threaded her fingers into my hair, tugging hard on the roots. I gripped the sides of her dress and pulled the fabric upward, exposing her smooth thighs to my hands.

      When we reached her floor, we were already rumpled and breathless. My shirt half hung outside my trousers, and the lapel of my tux creased where she fisted it as I ground my erection into her, humping her against the wall like a goddamn teenager.

      I took her hand, and we marched down the hallway. Despite Madison being tall, she still needed to put in the occasional skip and jog to keep up with me. By the time we reached her apartment, she already held her key in her hand. She inserted it into the lock, her fingers trembling ever so slightly. The door opened, and we stumbled inside. She planted her mouth on mine and then went straight for my trousers, releasing the clasp and lowering the zip in less than a second.

      Oh hell, she hadn’t been lying about the blow job. Fuck, I would last about three seconds if she put her mouth on me. I drew on every ounce of control I possessed.

      “Wait.” I clasped her wrist. “Hold on a second.”

      “Jesus Christ, Tate,” she moaned, letting her frustration leak out. “You’re not backing out. Not now. Men can be cockteases, too, you know.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Usually, the guy tried to move fast, and the woman attempted to slow things down.

      “I’m not backing out, but if you put your hand on me right now, let alone your mouth, I’ll come.”

      “So? Isn’t that the idea?”

      “When I say come, I mean like immediately. I’d kinda like to last a bit longer.”

      She caught on and grinned. “That’s good for my ego.”

      “And bad for mine,” I said.

      “I don’t care if you come in one second. We’ve got all night.” Undeterred, she reached for me again, successfully this time.

      My balls tightened, and I groaned. My head lolled back and banged against the door.

      I was done for.

      I closed my eyes. Maybe if I eliminated the visuals, it’d help. She wrapped her lips around the head of my cock and pulled me into the warmth of her mouth. Digging my fingernails into the palms of my hand, I winced when I found my scar. At least the pain gave me something else to concentrate on other than Madison sucking my dick. Fuck, she gave good head. Like, seriously amazing. Maybe her medical background gave her a greater understanding of a man’s physiology. If that were the case, I should have stuck to doctors all these years.

      I didn’t perform too badly in the end. I reckoned I made it past sixty seconds—a minor fucking miracle. As my balls drew up into my body, I thrust my hands into her hair, holding her in place. Not so tight that she couldn’t withdraw if she wanted to. She didn’t. She sucked harder.

      “Oh, fuck,” I groaned, emptying into her mouth. Euphoria rushed through my body, firing up my nerve endings. The feeling of an orgasm was more addictive than any drug, but all too soon it ended. Opening my eyes, I found Madison still on her knees, looking up at me with a strange expression on her face, kind of a mix between a frown and a smile. I didn’t know whether that signified a good or a bad thing.

      I tucked myself away, then dropped to my knees, too, and cupped her face. “So, wow. But more importantly, are you okay?”

      “You should have seen your face right before you came. That may be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.” She took my hand and pushed it underneath her dress. “Feel me, Tate. And you haven’t even touched me.”

      Her confidence, her honesty, was my undoing. I bunched her dress up to her waist then eased her back onto the floor. I didn’t even bother to remove her underwear, just pushed them to one side. Perfect. As I’d hoped, she had a full, neatly trimmed bush. Bare pussies made me feel like I shouldn’t be fucking what I was fucking.

      I parted her folds with my thumbs and slowly slipped my tongue inside. Her pelvis rose from the floor, and her legs writhed, exactly in the way I’d fantasized about a few days ago. I leaned on her inner thighs and, with her clit firmly between my thumb and forefinger, I plunged my tongue inside her over and over.

      She lasted a lot longer than I did, but not nearly long enough for me to have gotten my fill. The taste of her flooded onto my tongue. God, she tasted so sweet, so addictive. I wanted to do this over and over and over again.

      Panting, she leaned up on her elbows. “Okay, now the fast orgasms are out of the way, we can get down to business.”

      I laughed, but then I remembered an important point. “Shit. I haven’t got any condoms with me.”

      She smiled, and it was filled with mischief. “I do.”

      Relief washed over me. I could’ve easily dashed to the shop down the street, but only at the risk of ruining the moment. Similarly, Zoey would have brought me supplies—she’d done it before—but again, it would have taken too long. Great sex was in the moment, and that moment was now.

      I helped her to her feet, then swung her up into my arms. “We’ll discuss the reason you’ve got a stash of condoms later.”

      I strode across the living room, her giggles warming my insides, to the only other door which I guessed opened into the bedroom. Madison helpfully pushed down on the handle, and I carried her inside. The room had been illuminated with soft lighting, setting just the right mood, and the center held a large bed with a thick quilt and pale-pink scatter cushions. All very feminine and, I’d come to realize, very Madison.

      I set her down beside the bed.

      “Turn around,” I murmured.

      She did as I asked. Leisurely unzipping her dress, I let it fall to the floor. I felt more in control of my body now, more able to take my time, to savor every inch of her smooth, soft skin. I slid my hands up her sides, barely touching her, but enough to encourage a groan to ease from her throat. Unhooking her bra, I watched as the straps fell down her arms. The strip of lace joined her dress, followed by her panties. I spun her in my arms, my gaze falling to her firm, pert tits, the pink nipples begging for my mouth.

      I bent my head and sucked. She hissed and arched her back, clinging to my shoulders for support. My jacket came off, wrenched impatiently by Madison’s eager fingers. She tore at my shirt, and a couple of buttons pinged off the bedside table. And then she scored my chest, my back, her fingernails burrowing in deep while I grazed her nipple with my teeth.

      My trousers were still undone from earlier, and I tugged them down. I kicked off my shoes, laces still tied. Naked and free, and desperate. My cock jutted out from between my hips, the tip dark and needy.

      “Condom,” I said because full sentences weren’t possible.

      “Bedside table,” came the reply, Madison’s voice raw and husky, her little panting breaths sexy as fuck.

      I yanked open the drawer. The box of condoms was the only thing inside. I had no idea why that registered, but the oddness of it occurred to me. Tearing a silver packet off the strip, I opened it with my teeth and spat out the sliver of plastic. I slid the rubber on.

      Madison lay on the bed, and I crawled over her. I parted her legs and thrust inside in one go. She breathed a deep, satisfying sigh, as if my cock had pushed all the air from her lungs. She hooked her thighs over my hips, allowing me to bury myself even deeper.

      “Shit,” I gritted out as her inner walls clenched tightly around my dick. I withdrew slowly, then slammed into her.

      She grunted, and for a split second I feared I’d hurt her, but then she reached above her head, gripped the headboard, tilted her pelvis, and demanded, “Harder.”

      I buried my hands in her hair and gave her what she asked for. The faster her breathing came, the rougher I pounded.

      “So close. God, Tate, I’m so close.”

      I shifted my weight until every push in grazed her clit. She gripped me even stronger now, matching me thrust for thrust. And then she expelled a long, drawn-out groan, her muscles pulsing as she orgasmed.

      I came right behind her, literally seconds later. Unable to hold myself up any longer, I collapsed on top of her, waiting for the violent jerks of my cock to cease. I stayed like that, inside her, panting, sweating, struggling to come to terms with just how fucking amazing that had been.

      She shifted beneath me, and I rolled to the side. I removed the condom, tied a knot in the end, and dropped it on the floor beside the bed. My hand sought hers in the dim light.

      “Fuck, Madison.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      I laughed. Turning on my side, I propped myself up on my elbow. “And when I’ve recovered, I’ll be fucking her again.”

      She mirrored my position, facing me with an arched eyebrow. “And there was me thinking a stud like you didn’t need time to recover. Such a disappointment.”

      I flipped her over so quickly, she didn’t even have time to respond. I cupped her chin, tilting her head, and crashed my mouth down on hers. Sixty seconds of kissing did the trick, and as I circled my hips, my cock hard once more, she smiled against my lips.

      “And that’s why I bought the extra-large box.”
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      The Hungarian Grand Prix came hot on the heels of Germany, literally a week later. By the time I’d packed up, late on Sunday night, I was dead on my feet. The medical center had been nonstop, fortunately with relatively minor issues ranging from bumps and bruises, a mechanic with a nasty gash in his leg requiring eleven stitches, to a case of heatstroke for a TV presenter after one of the hottest European summers on record.

      I’d barely seen Tate in the last few days. We’d grabbed a quick dinner before we’d left Germany, but apart from that, we’d only managed to snatch the odd conversation here and there, as well as share a sneaky kiss or two. He’d been so focused on the championship. Jared won the race in Germany which meant Tate, being an ultra-competitive beast, scheduled a bunch of extra testing. It had paid off, though, because he’d crossed the finish line at today’s race with ten seconds between him and Jared who’d come in second. It might not sound like much, but winning a Grand Prix race by ten seconds was like a soccer match ending with a score of ten goals to nil.

      At least I’d get some time off now. Three weeks until the next race, which meant two and a half weeks to do whatever I pleased before returning to work. I planned to go home, sleep, then pay a visit to Mum and Dad. And see Tate, of course. At least I hoped so. He hadn’t mentioned what his plans were for the summer break. If they didn’t at least partially include me, it would send a message I wasn’t prepared to hear.

      I’d just finished packing away the last of the sterilized instruments when the door behind me opened, and in walked the man himself. The skin beneath his eyes was shaded, a sign of extreme tiredness, but his irises looked alive with excitement. He gathered my hair into a makeshift ponytail, used it to tug my head back, and kissed me.

      “Did you watch?” he asked, a tinge of hopefulness to his tone.

      I shook my head, avoiding his gaze when disappointment flashed across his face. It was difficult for Tate to understand, but I didn’t want to watch him or anyone else hurtling around a track, risking life and limb for the amusement and entertainment of the cheering crowds. Even after Tate had taken me racing in that two-seater car, and I’d witnessed firsthand his supreme skill, it simply served to remind me of Dean’s accident and the fragility of the human body.

      I hadn’t told Tate yet, but Dean’s birthday was coming up, and I knew it would destroy me. He’d have been twenty-two, with his whole life to look forward to. Instead, apart from my memories, all I had to cling to was a tiny headstone in a cold churchyard where we’d buried his ashes.

      “It’s okay,” he said, brushing my lips once more. “I get it, Mads.”

      And you know what? I really thought he’d started to understand my point of view. What we lacked in time, we made up for in intensity, and not only in the bedroom. Our conversations were deep and meaningful, and I’d begun to hope our polarizing opinions about the sport had edged closer together.

      The other day, I’d watched an interview where he’d spoken, for the first time ever, about how hard he worked, how even he, multiple world champion, Tate Flynn, sometimes experienced an ‘Oh shit’ moment when hurtling toward a tire wall. My heart had soared when I’d watched the interview because I dared to dream that, on some level, his mind had been on me when he’d given it.

      I cupped his face. “I wanted to, but I just…”

      He pecked my lips. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Except it did. I vowed to try harder, although I had a horrible feeling I’d fail miserably. My psychological beliefs that racing was ultimately a death wish were too deeply ingrained.

      “Want to get out of here?” Tate asked, adding, “No helicopters, I promise.”

      I grinned. “Don’t tell me the mighty Tate Flynn travels commercial?”

      He stared at me in mock horror. “Erm, hell no.”

      I laughed. I knew Tate owned a private jet, although I hadn’t traveled on it yet. I couldn’t blame him for the extravagance. Using commercial airlines posed restrictions on times, dates, availability. He needed more flexibility than that to do his job. And for all the glamor, the money, the perks and privileges, in the end, that’s what it was. A job.

      Tate spent a large proportion of the drive to the airport on the phone to his assistant. As I listened in on his conversation, it struck me how many demands there were on his time. If he wasn’t attending the post-race interviews, or signing autographs, the factory required his presence, to speak to the staff members, all of whom played a crucial part in his success. And that excluded the many events his sponsors demanded he attend. They didn’t pay him millions of dollars per year for nothing. Add to all that, the hours testing on the track, the strategy meetings, the time he spent with his team principal, his race engineer, and his lead mechanic. All in all, it didn’t give Tate very much free time.

      The car stopped at the bottom of the steps to his plane with Tate still speaking on the phone. Excitement nipped at my gut as Tate took my hand, and we walked up the metal staircase. He gestured for me to go in first.

      As I did, my mouth dropped open. This was luxury on a grand scale. I remembered once splashing out to travel business class to attend a bachelorette party in Las Vegas. I could only get three days off work, and so I knew I’d need to sleep on the way home to have any chance of making it through a shift at the hospital. I thought that had been the epitome of comfort and extravagance. How wrong I’d been.

      Two large sofas upholstered in charcoal-gray leather sat on either side of the plane. Each one had a dark-colored coffee table in front, and bookending them were matching high-backed chairs that clearly reclined. On the back wall hung a massive TV screen, and beyond that a doorway, which I guessed led to the bathroom facilities. Even the floor had wall-to-wall carpeting.

      “Thanks, Zoey,” Tate said behind me. “I think that’s everything. We’ve just got on board now. I’ll call you when we land.” His arms came around my waist, and he rested his chin on my shoulder. “Sorry about that. I’ve neglected you horribly.”

      “This is… this is…” I twisted in his arms. “Wow.”

      Tate grinned. “It’s probably over the top but…” He shrugged.

      “What else are you going to do with all that cash you make?”

      His face darkened, and his smile drained away. He tried to hide it by lowering his head and kissing my neck, but I’d clearly said something to sour his mood. But when he met my gaze once more, his usual sunny demeanor had returned. “Have a seat. We’ll be taking off soon.”

      I almost asked him what was wrong but changed my mind at the last minute. After today, I didn’t know when I’d see him again, and drilling into an obvious, if confusing, source of pain wasn’t how I wanted us to spend these last couple of hours together.

      After a smooth takeoff, we reached cruising altitude within twenty minutes. Tate fetched me a Coke and grabbed a bottle of water for himself. I’d still never seen him touch a drop of alcohol. I envied his control, probably a key contributor to his success. I’d learned that not every driver maintained such discipline with their vices, hence they weren’t on track to win the world championship for the fifth time.

      “Two and a half weeks off before you have to prepare for the next race,” I said, snuggling into his side. “What are you going to do with all that time?”

      He draped an arm around my shoulder and hugged me close. “Sadly, I don’t get all that time off. I’ve still got a couple of sponsorship events to attend.”

      I pulled a face. “You work too hard.”

      He laughed. “Says the girl who, until a few weeks ago, thought of me as a complete waste of space.”

      I couldn’t deny it, so instead, I kissed his cheek. “You won me over with your natural charm and your talented dick.”

      Tate arched an eyebrow. “Talented, huh?” I found myself beneath him, his lips no more than an inch from mine. “Well maybe, if you’re game, my talented dick and I can spend a little of our summer break with you.”

      It was exactly the response I’d hoped for, but before I could respond, he kissed me.

      “There’s a bedroom just through that door,” Tate murmured against my lips. “And ninety minutes until we land. Hmm, I wonder if my talented dick can still perform to your exacting standards at thirty thousand feet?”

      He didn’t need to wonder for long.
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      “Girl, it’s been ages since we caught up,” Kaz said, enveloping me in a hug. She set down two bottles of wine and a takeout pizza on the kitchen worktop. “I want to hear everything, and by that, I mean every single detail.”

      I knew her demand referred to Tate rather than the job, but suddenly, I felt protective of him. It was bad enough the press had acquired a couple of pictures of us together. I didn’t want our fledgling relationship to become front-page news.

      After opening the wine, I poured us each a glass. We didn’t bother with plates for the pizza, simply eating it straight from the box.

      “This is delicious,” I said, munching.

      “Giovanni’s is the best,” Kaz agreed. She took a large bite out of her slice, wiping pepperoni juice from her chin.

      “Sorry I haven’t been in touch,” I said. “If you’d told me how exhausting this job is, I might have thought twice. How could I think it’d be a nice break from the chaos of the emergency room?”

      She laughed. “Yeah, it’s deceptive. And don’t forget all the traveling back and forth really sucks your energy. Of course, shagging one of the drivers will add to your tiredness. Not that I’d know what that’s like.” She gestured at herself. “This body isn’t exactly driver fodder.”

      “Stop it, Kaz,” I said. “You are gorgeous, and you know it.” She was, too, although she didn’t see it.

      She thought that because she wasn’t a willowy five feet ten with legs up to her armpits and model-perfect looks that she wasn’t a catch. She conveniently forgot that when we were in medical school, all the guys wanted her, but she’d been far too busy studying to notice them, determined to qualify at the top of her class rather than waste time on meaningless sex. She’d made up for it since then, though, chewing through men as quickly as I consumed pizza after a fasting.

      “Bollocks,” she scoffed. “Anyway, I didn’t come here to talk about me. I came to talk about you.”

      “What about me?” I stalled, washing the pizza down with a large slug of wine.

      “Come on, Mads. Feed my voyeuristic tendencies. What’s he like in bed? Does he prefer missionary, doggy style, up against the wall? What’s his staying power like? Has he tried to get in the backdoor yet?”

      “Jesus, Kaz,” I said, appalled. “I’m not spilling details, so give it up.”

      She pouted. “Spoilsport. Come on, you gotta give me something. At least tell me the size of his dick. I won’t tell a soul. Cross my heart.”

      Laughing, I covered my face. Kaz had never possessed a filter, nor did she suffer embarrassment of any kind when talking about sex. I used to be much more circumspect, but over the years, she’d beaten that out of me, metaphorically speaking.

      “I thought you’d already seen it. Remember that story about the girls who broke into his apartment before he added more security?”

      “Yeah, but he didn’t have a boner in that picture. Come on, Mads. Gimme the real deets. The interesting juicy ones.”

      I held my hands in the air. “Okay, okay. Eight inches. Slight curve to the right. Amazing girth. Can we talk about something else now please?”

      “Ooh, eight inches… impressive. Good news about the girth, too. No one likes a needle dick. Better for him to wriggle the hips and force that baby into the cookie jar rather than have it not even touch the sides.”

      I shook my head. “You’re incorrigible.”

      She nudged me playfully. “You love me.”

      “That I do,” I said. “Although, goodness only knows why.”

      “But he’s proficient, yes? I mean, he knows what to do with a clit?”

      “No more details!” I said, exasperated. “It’s private.”

      She nodded sagely. “Yeah, he knows. That’s good. Remember that idiot you went out with in our first year at med school? What was his name again? The one who couldn’t find a woman’s clit with a map which, considering he wanted to be a gynecologist, didn’t bode well for his future career.”

      “Martin,” I said, laughing.

      “That’s him. Good-looking, if I recall, which goes to prove looks aren’t worth a damn thing if the guy can’t shag for shit. I mean, ugliness can be covered up with a paper bag over their head, but a stellar performance in bed can’t be faked.”

      “I wonder what happened to him?” I mused.

      “Who the fuck cares,” Kaz said. “Apart from you, I didn’t keep in touch with anyone from med school. They were all dull, dull, dull. That’s why you stood out. You had brains, beauty, and a wicked sense of humor.”

      I touched our heads together. “Those were fun times.”

      “Yeah, but banging Tate Flynn must be a lot more fun.” She waggled her eyebrows.

      “I couldn’t possibly say.”

      We burst into a fit of giggles. I was so glad I’d invited Kaz over this evening. Not that I’d had any better offers. I hadn’t heard from Tate since he’d dropped me off on Sunday night after we’d flown back from Hungary in his jet. I’d gone to call him several times but didn’t want to appear like some kind of a bunny boiler. He’d get in touch when he had time.

      Maybe.

      Hopefully.

      Kaz emptied the last of her wine and, with an unsteady hand, put her glass on the coffee table.

      “Right, my lovely, I think I need to go home.” She got to her feet, stretched, and yawned. “Let’s not leave it so long next time.”

      “I won’t,” I said, guilt swarming my chest because it was my fault we hadn’t caught up sooner. “How about we squeeze in another meet-up before I go back to work?”

      “Sounds like a plan.” She kissed my cheek. “Say hi to Tate and his eight-incher for me.”

      I shot her a look. “If you say anything,” I warned.

      “I won’t. Mum’s the word.” She pinched her thumb and forefinger together and made a zipping motion across her lips. “Love you, girl. I’ll be thinking of you on Friday.”

      Her words cut into me. Dean’s birthday was fast approaching, but I’d shoved it to the back of my mind. I mustn’t have hidden my pain well enough, though, because Kaz muttered, “Oh fuck,” and her arms came around me. “I’m so sorry, Mads. I know it’s hard, but I didn’t want to leave without you knowing I hadn’t forgotten.”

      I put a brave face on and set my lips into the semblance of a smile. “I know you wouldn’t forget, silly,” I said. “Thank you for tonight. It really helped take my mind off it.”

      She nodded. “Give your mum and dad a big hug for me, okay?”

      “I will.”

      I closed the door. Once I’d made sure she’d gone, I sank to the floor and huddled my knees into my chest. But no matter how much I prayed for relief, the tears wouldn’t come.
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      “What are you doing tonight? And in case you’re wondering, the right answer is me.”

      Madison laughed down the phone. I hadn’t seen her since I’d dropped her off on Sunday night which, considering today was Thursday, had been torturous. I hadn’t planned for my loose ends to take so long, but now they were all sewn up, my summer break could finally begin. And I couldn’t think of anyone better to spend it with than the woman on the other end of the line.

      “Damn. I planned on washing my hair,” she said. “I was really looking forward to it, too.” She sighed dramatically. “I suppose I can muster the energy to see you, somehow.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said. “Well, if it’s energy you need, I guess I’d better bring food over.”

      “Am I doing you before or after dinner?” She giggled.

      “Both,” I replied.

      An audible hitch of breath reached me.

      “Then bring snacks,” she said, her voice low and oozing sex.

      An idea came to me, and my dick sprang to life. If the lady wanted snacks, then that was exactly what she’d get.

      “I’ll be over at six,” I said.

      “I’ll be waiting,” came her reply.

      My next call was to Zoey. “I need your help. Grab a pen.” I gave her a list of items.

      “Give me an hour,” she said, adding, “That girl of yours is in for a great night. Lucky bitch. I’m definitely having a word with Fred. It’s about time that man of mine upped his game.”

      I chuckled. “Just buy two of everything,” I suggested.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” she said, chuckling.

      True to her word, Zoey arrived at my apartment an hour later and handed me a bag.

      I peered inside. “You’re a marvel,” I said, kissing her cheek.

      “One day, when you’re retired and no longer have a use for me, I’ll be able to sell my story for millions,” she said.

      I knew she was only teasing. I trusted Zoey implicitly. One of the few.

      “Nah, by then, no one will be interested in my sexcapades. Besides, I’ll always have a use for you. I’ll need someone to help me pee when I get old.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Lucky me. Right, I’m off to persuade Fred to let me drizzle honey on his man bits. Laters.”

      “Good luck,” I called after her as the lift doors closed. She stuck up her thumb, then disappeared from view.

      I showered, changed, checked the bag one last time, then set off for Madison’s place. I knocked at the door and waited.

      “Just a second,” she called out.

      I heard a rustling, then the definite clip-clopping of heels. I frowned. Maybe she’d changed her mind about staying in and wanted to go out for dinner instead. Glancing down at my jeans and tennis shoes, I wondered where I could take her that would let me in dressed like this.

      She drew back the door, and my mouth popped open. Madison wore a deep-crimson negligee that left absolutely nothing to the imagination, sheer lace-topped hold-ups, and a pair of black peep-toe high heels.

      I swallowed, hard. Holding up the bag, I managed to croak, “I brought snacks.”

      A ghost of a smile appeared on her lips. “I brought… me.”

      I groaned, hustling her inside in case anyone walked by. That body was definitely for my eyes only. I managed to control myself long enough to set the bag on a nearby table instead of dropping it on the floor, and caught Madison around the waist.

      “You win,” I said, capturing her mouth. Pleasure rushed through me, my dick straining to be set free. I rubbed up against her, desperate for friction, for contact, for anything to quench the red-hot desire deep inside.

      “I need,” I muttered, unable to finish what I really wanted to say. I need you. I need inside you so fucking badly. We fell onto the couch in a tangle of legs and sweat and skin. I was gone, no longer present, lost to a mist of desire. My earlier intention of taking it slow, of drawing out the pleasure with the aid of food evaporated. Like an animal, I rutted against her, tugging down the top half of her lingerie. I sucked an erect nipple into my mouth, grazing it with my teeth, biting harder when she arched her back and dug her nails into my scalp.

      “Can’t wait,” I mumbled into her neck.

      “Then don’t,” she replied, those two words exactly what I needed to hear.

      This time I’d come prepared. Unzipping my jeans, I pulled out my cock—yep, I’d gone commando—tore open a condom packet, and slid it on. Two seconds later, I pushed inside her, thrusting, biting, sucking, licking, kissing at every inch of skin I could reach. I didn’t know what possessed me, but I couldn’t control the strength of my desire for this woman. When it came to her, I was done for. Pure instinct took over, conscious thought became impossible. I could only feel.

      My orgasm hit so damn hard, I cursed, not ready for this to be over. Groaning, I rode it out, waiting for my cock to stop twitching. When it did, and my brain engaged once more, horror crashed over me.

      What the hell did I just do?

      I didn’t even consider Madison as I’d relentlessly fucked her. I didn’t think about her comfort, her pleasure, her needs and desires. I needed to do some serious apologizing to this amazing, giving woman panting beneath me, and then I’d better spend the rest of the night making it up to her.

      Hell, if she’d have me, I’d spend the rest of my life treating her like a fucking queen.
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      I stroked Tate’s damp hair, waiting for us both to catch our breath, one foot balanced on the floor, the other wrapped around Tate’s calf. He was still inside me, softening now. I could feel him slipping out, so I clenched because I didn’t want him to just yet. That had been one of the most extraordinary sexual experiences of my life, and I didn’t want it to be over. I wasn’t ready for either of us to speak and break the spell. The look in Tate’s eyes when I’d told him not to wait… I’d never seen such hunger in a man as he’d loomed over me, desperate for the kind of release only sex could bring.

      And then he said the very last two words I expected.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Shocked, I lifted his chin until his gaze met mine. “Sorry for what?”

      “For that,” he said, almost spitting the words. He circled the base of the condom with his finger and thumb and pulled out of me. Turning his back, he zipped himself up. He walked over to my kitchen, dumped the condom in the waste bin, then stared out into the darkness at London’s skyline, his hands braced against the worktop on either side of the sink.

      I scrambled to my feet and tottered over on my ridiculously high heels. The idea had been to make myself irresistible. Clearly, I’d succeeded in my objective. Placing a hand on Tate’s back, I rubbed him in circles.

      “That,” I said, “was fucking incredible.”

      Not being the kind of girl to swear very much, I chose that word specifically for impact, punch. It had the desired effect, forcing Tate to turn around. His expression seemed distraught, and he wouldn’t look me in the eye.

      “I should have put you first. Hell, I didn’t even make you come. I don’t know what came over me, but when I saw you standing there, dressed like a goddess from my dreams, I…” He shook his head. “I lost control, Madison. Completely. That’s never happened to me before.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw, and, still, he avoided my gaze, his eyes ever so slightly off-center. I gripped his chin, his two-day-old stubble scratching against my fingertips.

      “Look at me,” I demanded.

      His eyes cut to mine then, and I didn’t like what I saw. Guilt, self-loathing, a tinge of panic.

      “I’ll repeat again, because you clearly didn’t hear me before. That. Was. Amazing. Like off-the-charts hot. If that’s what wearing a get-up like this does, I need to buy a whole bunch of spares.”

      A flicker of understanding crossed his face. He palmed the back of his neck. “Really?”

      I grinned. “Would I lie to you?”

      His lips formed the beginnings of a smile, and his eyes brightened. “No, I don’t believe you would.”

      “There you are then.” I crossed the room and picked up the bag he’d brought with him. I peered inside, spying a bottle of champagne. Great brand. I handed it to Tate. “Glasses are in the top cupboard to the left of the window.”

      His trademark confidence firmly back in place, Tate uncorked the champagne and poured it into two flutes. The bubbles almost spilled over, and I bent my head and slurped. Not very ladylike, but I believed wasting good champers to be absolute sacrilege.

      I unpacked the rest of the bag, unable to take the smile off my face as I set out each item. Strawberries, maple syrup, grated chocolate—I raised my eyebrows—caviar, oysters, and a couple of packs of sushi.

      “Could get messy,” I said, my voice quivering with excitement.

      Tate opened the box of strawberries. I noticed they’d already been destalked. He picked one up and touched it to my lips.

      “Open wide,” he said.

      My stomach flipped, and a deep ache settled between my legs. I obeyed him, and he slipped the strawberry into my mouth. I closed my eyes and chewed, the natural sweetness of the fruit marrying beautifully with the sharpness of the champagne. I licked my lips and swallowed.

      “Delicious,” I said.

      He fed me again, and again. With each bite, each chew, each swallow, my insides wound tighter and tighter. When the anticipated explosion came, it would be epic.

      “Wait there,” Tate said. He picked up the chocolate, strawberries, and the maple syrup and, leaving me alone in the kitchen, he disappeared into my bedroom. He returned a few seconds later, his hand outstretched toward me.

      “Let me make it up to you, Madison. I want to spend the night worshipping every single inch of your body.”

      Well, I wasn’t going to say no to that.

      Tate had laid out the food on my bedside table. He dimmed the lights and dragged the quilt to the floor, probably to limit the cleanup later. I giggled. I couldn’t help it. This was… wild, and fun, and sexy as hell.

      He crooked his finger, beckoning me closer. I did as he asked, until we were standing inches apart. In these heels, our eyes were almost level. He grazed his knuckles over my cheek, then drew his fingertip down my neck, across my collarbone, finally coming to rest between my breasts. I held the air deep in my lungs for a couple of seconds, anticipating his kiss, but it didn’t come. Instead, he stood there, looking at me as if I was some sort of angel, his gaze filled with reverence.

      “I missed you these last few days.”

      My heart thumped against my ribcage, increasing in speed the longer Tate dragged out the anticipation. He turned away and picked up the maple syrup. He unscrewed the top and held it at an angle.

      “I’m going to ruin this,” he said, referring to my negligee. “But don’t worry. I’ll have an entire truck full delivered tomorrow.”

      My breath hitched. I followed the trajectory of the bottle as Tate tipped it up. Dark amber liquid squirted onto the swell of my breasts, then drizzled between my cleavage. Bending his head, he lapped up the syrup, an appreciative groan easing from his throat. I wasn’t sure whether that was meant for me, or the syrup, but either way, a rush of wetness pooled between my legs. I clenched my thighs together, desperate for something, anything to alleviate the ache, although in truth, only Tate’s cock could do that.

      Or his tongue.

      Or maple syrup and his tongue.

      Or maybe maple syrup and his tongue and his cock.

      Oh God, this is so erotic.

      My knees trembled in anticipation of what was to come, and Tate must have sensed it because he gripped the hem of my negligee and lifted it over my head, then lay me down on top of the bed. He straddled me, his strong, muscular thighs either side of my waist. He mustn’t have put the bottle of maple syrup down, or maybe he had, and I was too lost in pleasure to notice, but he held it in his hand again. This time, he poured a trail over my breasts and my abdomen. His head dipped once more, and his hot tongue lapped at me. I tried to arch my back, but Tate kept me pinned. I couldn’t move my legs either. The inability to writhe as much as I usually would have concentrated the pleasure right at my core.

      Oh, and then I got my wish. Tate removed my panties, and the syrup mingled with my own wetness. And then his tongue was there… there. Now I could arch, and writhe. I thrust my hips upward, pushing my pussy into his face, daring him to be rough, be hard, just… be.

      It felt almost painful. I needed… God, I needed. I understood Tate’s earlier desperation to come, because my core ached, its demand for release so intense I might die if I didn’t climax soon.

      I lifted up onto my elbows and watched Tate’s dark head bob as he pleasured me.

      “Tate,” I breathed. “God, please.”

      He nipped at my clit, then pushed his tongue inside me again, his ministrations enough to send me over the edge. My pussy gripped his tongue, pulsing, burning in hot, agonizing, pleasurable waves. I cried out. I might even have screamed. My climax went on and on, and I rode Tate’s face like a woman possessed. In that moment, I lost myself, I didn’t want it to end.

      Still teetering at the height of pleasure, I watched through half-closed eyes as Tate shoved off his jeans, dragged his T-shirt over his head, donned a condom faster than I’d ever seen it done before, and pushed inside me. He knelt up, lifting my ass, his eyes glued to the point where we were joined. I leaned up again because I wanted to see, too. I stared, transfixed, as Tate pulled out of me almost the entire way, then with a sharp thrust of his hips, slammed forward. I grunted, the sudden violent movement cracking my skull against the headboard. Tate curved a hand behind my head and repeated the movement over and over. I struggled to catch my breath, gasping, gulping in air as Tate pounded into me, hard.

      And then he lay on top of me, our bodies rubbing together, hot and sticky from our sweat and the syrup. I wrapped my thighs around his waist and tilted my pelvis.

      Oh yeah. That’s what I need.

      The head of his cock ground against my sensitive front wall every time he pulled out then pushed back in, his pelvis brushing my clit with every thrust, driving me closer to my ultimate goal.

      “Come, Madison,” he demanded, his jaw clenched tight, a nerve beating furiously in his cheek. “Come with me. I want us to come together, but I can’t hold on much longer.”

      His words finished me off. I let go, coming hard, my climax unbelievably even stronger than before, driven on by the feel of Tate’s cock inside me, the weight of his body on top of me, the smell of him, and of sex, his mouth by my ear, his breathing coming in short, sharp pants. He muttered something, but I couldn’t make it out, and then he caught my lips in a searingly hot kiss, his cock jerking again and again.

      He raised his body a couple of inches off me but lingered as though he couldn’t bear to break our connection. I held him tightly, pressing kisses to his shoulder, his neck, his cheek, his lips. My way of thanking him for giving me more pleasure than I ever thought possible, and I wasn’t talking only about the sex we’d shared.

      “I’ve missed you, too,” I whispered.
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      My body protested as I rolled onto my side. Everything ached, but in a good, highly satisfying way. Last night was… epic. Tate and I had devoured each other for hours, followed by an amusing fifteen minutes in the shower getting rid of all the sticky stuff. Who knew syrup and chocolate and strawberries could be such fun? They’d unquestionably need to form part of my weekly food shopping going forward.

      I slipped out of bed and used the bathroom. Tate was still fast asleep when I returned. I padded into my living room, closing the bedroom door behind me.

      And then I remembered, and a different kind of ache hit me hard in the chest. Dean’s twenty-second birthday had arrived. I crossed the room to my bookcase and lifted down a silver picture frame. Mounted inside was a photo of me and Dean on his eighteenth birthday, one year and ten months before the crash that had stolen his life, leaving him forever young, and me forever bereft.

      A fat tear spilled down my cheek, soon joined by several others. I cried, silently, hugging that picture to my chest, wishing for things that could never be. For Dean to be here, living his life, maybe fulfilling his dreams, not lying in a graveyard with his body burned to ashes, the memories of his family and a marble headstone the only thing that showed he’d existed. That he’d lived and loved, and been loved.

      I’d rarely cried since Dean’s funeral, locking up my feelings as tight as I could, but whether I was finally allowing my grief to break free, or my growing connection with Tate had freed my emotions in an unexpected way, tears for what I’d lost were becoming far more frequent.

      “You were right and I was wrong, Dean,” I whispered, looking up because, for sure, my brother resided in Heaven where he belonged. Where the good people went. “Tate was worthy of your adoration. And he is worthy of mine.”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      I spun around, Dean’s photo still clutched in my hands. Tate must have noticed I’d been crying, because the sexy smile he’d greeted me with fell. In an instant, he was by my side. He cupped my cheeks, drying my tears with his thumbs.

      “What’s wrong, Madison? Are you hurt? Did I hurt you?” He patted me all over as though expecting to find a visible wound. Except my wounds were all inside, tucked away.

      I shook my head. “I’m not hurt.”

      “Then why are you crying?”

      I slowly turned Dean’s photo around and held it up so Tate could see. “Today would have been his twenty-second birthday.”

      Realization crossed his face, and he grimaced. “Oh, baby. I’m so sorry.”

      He held me, and I held Dean. We stood like that for several minutes, the hard edges of the photo frame between us. Eventually, we broke apart.

      “I need to go soon,” I explained. “We always visit Dean’s grave on his birthday, as well as at Christmas, and on the day he died.” I winced. “I go at other times, too, usually when I need to run something by him. I still talk to him, you see. That’s what I was doing when you walked in just then.”

      “What do you talk to him about?”

      I shrugged. “Anything. Everything. Right then I was talking to him about you.”

      Tate’s forehead wrinkled. “Me?”

      “Yup.” I smiled. “I admitted to him he’d been right about you. That you had deserved his adoration. That you’re a good person. Dean would’ve loved watching me admit my mistake. He adored being right.”

      Tate plucked Dean’s photo out of my hands, stared at it for a few seconds, then carefully replaced it on the bookshelf. He even managed to guess the correct shelf.

      “Just gonna set you down here, buddy,” he said, turning the photo slightly away from us. “You can face that way because I’m about to kiss your sister, and you really don’t need to see that.”

      He knitted his hands in my hair, tilting my head back. I opened my mouth, readying myself for his kiss, and clung on to his shoulders for support. When he drew back, I expected to see a wide grin on his face; instead, he looked more serious than I’d ever seen him.

      “What do you need, Madison? To help make today ever so slightly less painful.”

      I stroked his face. “I’ll take another one of those kisses please.”

      He brushed his thumb over my lower lip. “Consider it done.”
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      I parked my car on a side street a short walk from the cemetery. I’d offered to pick up Mum and Dad—same as always—but they’d refused.

      Same as always.

      Mum always gave the standard excuse. “It’s so out of your way, Madison. Your Dad and I can easily catch the bus. It stops right at the end of our street.” I wasn’t sure if they preferred it this way, so that when we finished visiting with Dean, they didn’t have to cope with my pain as well as their own.

      I picked up the flowers from the passenger seat, made sure I locked the car, then jogged across the road. As I weaved between the rows and rows of gravestones, so eerily quiet, a shudder ran through me. The thought that each one of these stones represented a lost life, a family destroyed, hearts broken beyond repair, well, it felt almost too much to bear. But still I returned, time and again, almost as though I needed to feel the pain, that it had become a friend, a companion, my one link to Dean that I simply refused to set free, because once I did, I might lose him for good.

      I spotted my parents already kneeling next to Dean’s grave, Mum tending to the ground surrounding it, pulling out weeds and dead flowers, and replacing them with fresh ones. She’d left space in the vase for mine.

      “Hey,” I said as I approached. “I hope you haven’t been waiting too long.”

      Dad helped Mum to her feet, and we group-hugged.

      “Not at all, darling,” Mum said, her eyes red-rimmed. “We’ve been here no longer than five minutes, isn’t that right, Jonathan?”

      Dad nodded. “Yep, no more than five minutes,” he echoed, as though the timing was so terribly important.

      “That’s good,” I said, dropping to my haunches so I could add my flowers to Mum’s. “Hey, Deano,” I whispered. “Happy birthday, bro.”

      Mum sniffled behind me, and I didn’t need to look to know that Dad had put his arm around her. It gave me comfort to know they relied on each other, and stopped me from worrying quite so much, especially as I spent so much time away with this new job. When Dean had first died, Mum hadn’t coped at all. She’d spent hours in Dean’s room smelling his clothes and sleeping in his bed. For months I’d worried she wouldn’t recover, and I’d lose Mum, too. But she’d surprised everyone with her strength, her ability to move on with her life in the firm knowledge Dean would have wanted her to.

      My mum was my hero.

      I reached into my purse and removed the tiny replica Formula One car Tate had given me this morning. After I’d told him about Dean’s birthday, he’d called up his assistant and had her stop by his apartment to collect it, then bring it over to my place. His thoughtful gesture touched me so deeply. It was painted in Tate’s racing colors, the number one engraved on the front, representing Tate’s supremacy as World Champion.

      “What’s that you’ve got there, sweetheart?” Dad asked.

      “A race car.” I held it out so he could see.

      His eyes flared with recognition, and also a tinge of relief. “Does this mean you’re finally letting go of some of your anger?”

      My throat tightened. I placed the car next to the vase and stood. Nibbling on my bottom lip, I nodded. “I’ve kind of been… seeing Tate Flynn,” I said, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment, partly because I’d spent the last two years lambasting him, and partly because talking to my parents about the man I was seeing, and knowing they knew what that meant, well, it was… uncomfortable.

      “Kind of?” Dad asked, an arch to his eyebrow, and a quirk to his lips. “Does he sleep with one eye open?”

      I playfully bumped his shoulder. “Daddy!” I said reproachfully.

      “Oh, Jonathan,” Mum chided. “Leave the poor girl alone.” She hugged me. “I’m glad you’ve finally realized Dean’s passing wasn’t anyone’s fault, least of all Tate’s. An accident, that’s what it was. And Dean adored him, so that’ll do for me. I’m pleased for you, darling.”

      My parents were pretty awesome people. If only I’d had their capacity for forgiveness earlier, I might not have spent so much time hiding my grief beneath misplaced anger. Still, if I hadn’t carried out my one-woman crusade against Tate, I might not have been so keen to cover Kaz’s sabbatical, and Tate and I likely wouldn’t have had the chance to get to know each other.

      “Are you still coming for dinner tonight?” Dad asked once we’d finished paying our respects to Dean.

      I nodded. “Wouldn’t miss Mum’s lasagna for anything.”

      “Why don’t you bring Tate?” Mum suggested. “There’s plenty of food to go around.”

      Yikes! Not sure I was ready for that. And I’d take bets that Tate most certainly wasn’t.

      “Um, I don’t know what his plans are,” I stalled.

      “You won’t know unless you ask him,” Mum said. “And it would be nice for us all to spend Dean’s birthday with his hero, don’t you think?”

      She’d cornered me, and she knew it. “Okay,” I mumbled. “I’ll call him.”
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      “You have reached your destination,” the mechanical satnav voice informed me as I stopped outside number thirty-eight Edgerton Drive. Madison’s parents lived in a nice semi-detached property on a leafy street in a London suburb. I spotted a parking space a short distance away. It was a tight squeeze, and most drivers wouldn’t have been able to make it.

      Lucky for me, I wasn’t most drivers.

      My nerve endings tingled with anticipation. I’d never met a girl’s parents before. Strange, considering my thirtieth birthday was fast approaching, but facts were facts. I’d had invites, but whenever a girl I’d been seeing had tentatively broached the subject, my brain had screamed too serious. I’d make a piss-poor excuse, wait out the obligatory forty-eight hours, then break up with her under the guise of “It’s just not working.”

      I picked up the bouquet of flowers I’d bought for Mrs. Brady and a decent bottle of scotch for Mr. Brady, and knocked on the door. I wished Madison was beside me, but when she’d called to invite me tonight, she’d told me she’d decided to spend the day with her parents and I should come on over at seven. I was still reeling from being invited, especially given the importance of today to the family.

      The door opened, and Madison stood on the other side. My chest constricted at the sight of her. I prayed to fucking God my cock behaved itself. The last thing I needed was to greet Madison’s parents with a raging hard-on.

      “Hey, beautiful.” I went to kiss her cheek, because that seemed like the right thing to do considering her parents were right inside, but she turned her face at the last minute, capturing my lips.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said. “Mum insisted. I know it probably feels really awkward for you.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Not at all,” I said, and then I frowned as a thought occurred to me. “Are you okay with me being here?”

      She twisted her lips to one side. “It’s not that. It’s just… this all feels a bit serious, and you and me, well, we haven’t talked about serious. I mean, I know you’re not serious, right? You don’t do serious.”

      I stuck the bottle of whisky under my arm, leaving one hand free. I traced her soft cheek with my knuckles. “This is the first invitation I’ve ever accepted to meet a girl’s parents, so I guess that means I might do serious… with you.”

      Her mouth parted, but before she could respond, a voice very like Madison’s called out.

      “For goodness sake, don’t leave the poor boy standing on the doorstep. Fetch him in here.”

      Madison raised her eyes heavenward. “Brace yourself,” she said.

      I grinned. “Bring it.”

      She tucked her hand in the crook of my arm and led me down the hallway and into a cozy sitting room. Both her parents were on their feet.

      “Mum, Dad, this is Tate,” Madison said.

      “Good to meet you, Mrs. Brady.” I handed her the flowers and then passed the whisky to Mr. Brady. “Sir.”

      “Now, now, none of that,” Mr. Brady scoffed. “We don’t stand on ceremony here, lad. I’m Jonathan, and this is Claire.” He took the bottle from me and made an appreciative sound. “Ooh, good brand. You’ll do for me, lad. I’ll be sure to have a snifter of this before bed.”

      Claire buried her nose in the flowers, then smiled. “These are lovely, Tate, but you shouldn’t have. Thank you, though. I’ll just pop them in some water. Jonathan, stop gushing over the poor boy and fix the drinks.”

      “Yes, dear,” Jonathan said, then winked at me.

      I decided I liked Madison’s father—a lot. This house emitted real warmth, despite the pain they’d suffered. What a contrast to my own familial home. I may have benefitted from a privileged upbringing—materially speaking—but I’d choose Madison’s welcoming and loving family over my own every day of the week.

      “What can I get you, Tate?”

      I pointed my chin at the bottle of whisky in his hand. “How about a wee dram.”

      Madison raised an eyebrow. “You don’t drink.”

      “It’s summer break,” I said, grinning. “One won’t hurt.”

      By the time we sat down for dinner, I couldn’t feel more at home, or have been received more warmly. Jonathan asked me a multitude of questions regarding Formula One ‘behind the scenes’, and I happily answered each and every one. Madison’s father was incredibly knowledgeable, and we even got stuck in to a good debate about the upcoming changes to the qualifying sessions, aimed at making them more competitive and giving the lower-level teams a chance to prosper.

      “Have you ever been to a race?” I asked.

      Jonathan shook his head. “Claire doesn’t mind watching on the TV, but she’s not exactly chomping at the bit to go to an actual race, are you, love?”

      “I’d like to keep my hearing,” she said by way of explanation.

      “It can be very noisy,” I said. “But if you’d like to go to a race, Jonathan, I’d be more than happy to invite you as my guest. You pick the track, and I’ll have my assistant sort the rest.”

      “Are you serious?” Jonathan gaped at me.

      “Of course.”

      “Oh my goodness, did you hear that, Claire?”

      “I’m sitting right here,” Claire said, raising her eyes to the ceiling in a way that reminded me of Madison. “Of course I heard it.”

      Jonathan ignored his wife’s reprimand. “I’d love to,” he said, his eyes shining with excitement.

      Madison stroked my knee beneath the table. I took that as her approval, and although I hadn’t offered as a way to gain favors with her, the fact she liked my idea brought happiness to my heart.

      “Dean would have loved this,” Madison blurted, out of the blue.

      The room fell silent and, for a brief second, I wasn’t sure how to respond. Then Jonathan and Claire broke out into wide grins.

      “He would,” Claire agreed, nodding in my direction. “My boy adored you.” She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “And my daughter clearly adores you, too, so you’ll do for me, too, son.”

      Emotion I didn’t really understand rushed through me, and a prickling sensation materialized at the backs of my eyes. These people were so far removed from what I knew growing up, and yet I felt more at home, more like the man I really was inside, than I had ever done at any other time in my life.

      “Thank you, Mother,” Madison drawled. “As if Tate doesn’t have a big enough ego. You’ve just given it a turbo boost.”

      Her teasing helped bring my emotions under control. I captured her hand under the table. “I already know you adore me. All your mum has done is confirm it.”

      Madison dug me sharply in the ribs, and I playfully grunted.

      “When are you back on the track, Tate?” Jonathan asked.

      “Dad,” Madison chided. “He’s only just finished for summer break, and you’re sending him back already.”

      I chuckled. “I have about ten days before I’m expected back for testing, and I plan on taking full advantage of the break. It’s going to be a hell of a run-in. Jared is right on my heels, and I can’t relax for a second.”

      “Yeah, that Kane boy isn’t a bad little racer… for an American,” Jonathan said.

      “I’ll tell him you said so, sir.” I grinned.

      “What are your plans?” Madison asked, feigning casual interest.

      I saw right through her pretense at nonchalance and decided the time had come to tease my girl a little.

      “I have a place out in Majorca. It’s up on the hillside and very peaceful with amazing views. I try to get there a few times a year. It’s very relaxing. I plan to go there and do absolutely nothing.”

      A lie. I planned to go there—with Madison—and do her. Repeatedly.

      She nibbled on her lip, struggling to quell her disappointment. “Sounds lovely.”

      Suppressing a grin, I picked up my glass of water, then took a casual sip. “It is.”

      She glanced at her watch, faked a yawn, then gathered the plates together. “Well, it’s getting late. I’ll clear up, Mum.”

      “I’ll help.” I rose from my chair.

      “You’re a guest.” She pressed down on my shoulder, encouraging me to sit.

      I resisted. “I want to.”

      She shrugged. Grinning, I followed her into the kitchen. I closed the door to give us some privacy and propped myself up against it, watching as she scraped the leftovers into the recycling. She opened the dishwasher and stacked the crockery inside.

      “What are you planning to do until you have to go back to work?” I asked.

      She stiffened, and her stacking grew more violent. “I thought you were going to help?” she bit out.

      I withheld a smile that threatened to show my hand. “You’re doing a fine job by yourself. Far be it for me to interrupt your Olympic gold medal dishwasher stacking.”

      She turned her back on me. “You’re an arse.”

      I walked over to her and slipped my arms around her waist. “And you’re beautiful when you’re pissed off.”

      “I am not pissed off,” she lied.

      “Oh, Madison, I love teasing you.” Twisting her in my arms, I gently nudged up her chin. “Do you really think I’d head off to Majorca without you? You’re coming with me, you crazy woman.”

      A glimmer of light shone in her eyes, then she clamped down on it and glared at me instead. “That sounds remarkably like an order.”

      “Well, I’m not giving you a choice if that’s what you mean.”

      She snorted. “Have you considered that I might not want to come to your stupid villa in the mountains?”

      “No, because you do. And it’s not stupid. It’s remote, with gorgeous views over the sea and private enough that we can walk around naked all day.”

      “I imagine a sunburned cock could be rather painful,” she scoffed.

      I laughed. “Then you’ll have to make sure you rub in plenty of sunblock. Wouldn’t want my cock to be out of service for any length of time.”

      She tried for a scowl but failed miserably. “Keep your voice down. My parents are in the next room.”

      “You started it.” I lightly brushed my thumb over her lips, then gently kissed her. “We leave in the morning.”
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      I peered out of the window at the rolling green hills and moss-covered mountaintops as Tate’s plane made its descent into a private airfield on the Spanish island of Majorca. I’d only visited here once, many years earlier, for a girlie weekend. We went to Magaluf which couldn’t exactly be described as a cultural location. As I recalled, we’d spent our nights drinking in countless bars and our days on the beach recovering from head-splitting hangovers.

      “Can you see your place from here?” I asked.

      “No. It’s buried in the hillside.”

      “Oh, shame.”

      We landed with a bump, the tires screeching on the runway. The plane drew to a halt, and Tate and I walked out into the dazzling sunshine. A sleek black limousine awaited our arrival. Our documents were briefly checked, then Tate ushered me inside the air-conditioned car and climbed in after me.

      Thirty minutes later, the car pulled off the main road, although main was a stretch, more of a narrow lane in reality. We drove through a set of wrought-iron gates. As the car turned right at the top of a slight incline, I got my first look at Tate’s home here on the island. I gasped in surprise—good surprise. I’d expected a huge place, all sleek glass and steel, cold but contemporary. It looked to be nothing like that at all. Built into the rock face, respecting its surroundings, the house was much smaller than I imagined. The word ‘homely’ sprang to mind. After seeing Tate’s parents’ house, and his penthouse in London, I hadn’t been prepared for his home out here to be so quaint. Clearly, I didn’t know Tate as well as I’d thought.

      “Come on,” he said, taking my hand and leaving our driver to handle the luggage. “I’ll show you around.”

      The interior surprised me as much as the exterior. The rock remained exposed, and every doorway or wall could have been made by nature rather than man. Even the furniture was emblematic of the surroundings. I could see straight through to the rear of the property and, not unusually for a sun-drenched island in the middle of the Mediterranean, it had the obligatory swimming pool, but even that had been tastefully designed with the setting in mind. The water appeared almost black because the pool had been carved out of rock.

      The whole thing took my breath away.

      “Tate, it’s… beautiful.”

      “This is the real me,” he said. “When I’m here, I don’t have to pretend to be someone I’m not.” He grinned. “Still find me sexy now that you know I’m an at-one-with-nature kind of guy?”

      I wrapped my arms around his waist and tucked my head under his chin. “Even sexier.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “Bodes well for me, then.”

      I tipped back my head and smiled. “When can we get naked?”

      His eyes glittered with promise. “The second the chauffeur fucks off.”

      An hour later, I lay in Tate’s arms, replete, resting my head on his chest. Even the bed was round, molded especially to fit in with the curved walls. I drew my fingertip down the jagged rock that acted as a headboard. Cool to the touch, but not at all unpleasant.

      “Does it get cold here in winter?”

      “It can. I installed underfloor heating which is powered by solar panels buried into the rockface. That staves off most of the chill. I don’t mind the cold, though. I add an extra layer, and I’m good.

      I peered up at him. “This place really is wonderful, Tate. You’re full of surprises.”

      He chuckled. “You expected one of those contemporary monstrosities, didn’t you? Ten thousand square feet of glass, chrome, sleek lines, and instead I bring you to a cave built into the side of a mountain.”

      I snuggled into his side. “I like your man cave.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “You hungry?”

      “I could snack.”

      Tate slid out of bed, and I watched him with a greedy gaze as he walked, stark naked, across the room. He really did have the most amazing body. I wasn’t a fan of those huge, bulky guys, but Tate, with his sinewy muscle stretched tight over his tall frame, well, he was the perfect man for me.

      He glanced over his shoulder and caught me looking. His answering cocky grin said it all, but I didn’t care that he knew the level of my attraction to him. We were grown adults. No point in playing games.

      “You’re stunning,” I said. “I could stare at you all day.”

      I glimpsed his cock jerking out the corner of my eye. “Stop it,” he warned. “I’m supposed to be getting you something to eat.”

      I swiped my tongue over my lips. “Got any maple syrup back there?”

      His eyes flared, and his mouth parted. “I’m sure I could rustle some up.”

      I flicked my wrist. “Off you go then, because I’m peckish for syrup-flavored cock.”

      He groaned. “Fuck me.”

      “Oh, I intend to.”

      He moved so fast, he was almost a blur. Seconds later, he returned clutching a glass jar containing the decadent, dark liquid. I crooked my finger, beckoning him.

      “Last time we played with food and sex, you were in charge. Today, I’m in charge. Now park that fine arse.” I tapped the mattress for emphasis because there was nowhere else he could sit, apart from the floor.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He was already hard, that delicious V pointing to the prize with his cock jutting out between his hips. It bobbed as he crossed over to me. He took a seat, placing his feet flat on the floor. I grabbed a pillow and dropped it in front of him.

      “Part your knees,” I said. When he did, I shuffled between them. I untwisted the cap off the maple syrup and poured a small amount of the sticky liquid into the palm of my hand. Gripping Tate’s cock, I spread the syrup all over it, then bent my head and sucked.

      “Fuck, I’m dead,” he moaned.

      That’s the plan.
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      “Where are we going?” I asked—for the third time—as Tate drove us through the mountains in a glistening white two-seater sports car he kept at the house. It clung to the narrow, winding road as if it was on rails, although that could just be Tate’s supreme driving skills.

      “You’re tenacious, I’ll give you that,” Tate responded with an impish grin.

      I folded my arms and huffed. “Not fair.”

      He chuckled. Leaving one hand on the steering wheel, he curved the other around the back of my neck and caressed the nape. Goose bumps sprang up along my hairline, and I closed my eyes and gave in to the gentleness of his touch. The breeze stroked my skin, and the early evening sun provided enough warmth to prevent it from feeling chilly. It might be the height of summer, but we were at a relatively high altitude, so naturally the temperature took a hit as the day drew to a close.

      Tate slowed the car and turned left onto a dirt track. He stopped a few feet later in front of what I could only describe as a small log cabin. Unlike the modern ones found at woodland retreats, this cabin had been built from real logs, the dark planks of wood left to weather naturally. Two small windows nestled either side of a rustic door, and on the front porch were a couple of bistro tables each with a vase containing a single white flower.

      “What is this place?” I asked as Tate cut the engine.

      He got out of the car and walked around to my side. Opening my door, he captured my hand. “Come see.”

      Intrigued, I followed him. When I reached the door, the most incredible smells of onion, garlic, herbs, and spices assailed me, filling my mouth with saliva.

      Tate pushed against the door. Inside, there were four more tables, three of which were already occupied, with customers enjoying what appeared to be very hearty food. The fourth table, situated up in an alcove on a raised platform, remained empty. But it was the view behind that particular table which grabbed my attention. The cabin had been built right on the side of the mountain, a sheer drop tapering away into the sea. From up here, the Mediterranean glistened, its dark-blue waters providing a vista impossible to beat.

      “Oh, wow,” was the best I could manage, my response nowhere near effusive enough to describe the stunning sight.

      A woman appeared from behind a small counter which, from what I could make out, doubled up as the kitchen. Wiping her hands on her apron while chattering in rapid Spanish, she enveloped Tate in a tight hug.

      Okay, so he wasn’t exactly a stranger then, unless she greeted all of her patrons in such a manner.

      Tate eventually extracted himself and replied to her in what sounded to me like fluent Spanish. Honestly, the man was full of surprises. He tugged on my hand, pulling me forward. I heard my name mentioned.

      “Welcome, beautiful lady,” the woman said to me in broken English. She encased my free hand in one of hers and kissed me on both cheeks. “If Tate like you, then I like you.”

      “Oh, Tate definitely likes her,” he said, grinning down at me. “Madison, this is Dorotea. If you come to Majorca and don’t get an invite to eat here, you haven’t really been to Majorca.”

      Dorotea nodded sagely. “This is true. Now come, sit, sit.”

      She gestured to the free table in the alcove. I couldn’t stop looking at the absolutely mesmerizing view. I thought the aspect from Tate’s place was stunning, but this…

      “How did you find out about this place?” I asked when Dorotea retreated after giving us a jug of iced water with a couple of sliced lemons floating on top.

      “A friend of mine told me about it, but you can’t just come here. You must receive an invitation. Luckily, she likes me, so I can usually wrangle a table. Wait until you taste the food. There’s no menu. She cooks what she feels like, and that’s what you get, but I promise, whatever it is, it’ll set your taste buds alight.”

      “More than maple syrup?” I asked innocently, blinking at him.

      Tate squirmed in his chair, and his hand disappeared beneath the table. I laughed when he adjusted himself. This guy did wonders for my ego.

      “That reminds me. We need to stop by the shop on the way home and pick up another bottle.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, I kinda used it liberally.”

      He tongued his top teeth. “Maybe I’ll pick up a few bottles.”

      We chatted about nonsensical things and, sitting in this idyllic place talking to Tate, each of us without a care in the world, I couldn’t remember ever feeling so contented. Even the pain of visiting Dean’s graveside on his birthday receded. I gave a lot of credit for that to the man sitting opposite. My parents absolutely adored him, and even though I didn’t need their blessing for any man I chose to date, the fact they were so gushing had me feeling all warm inside.

      Talking of parents…

      “Have you heard from your mum and dad?” I asked Tate.

      I noticed a slight hardening to his jaw and a flattening of his lips.

      “Nope,” he said curtly.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He shrugged. “It’s fine. I’m done. I’ve spent the fourteen years since Cam died hoping they’ll love me for me, but I was just the spare and, in their eyes, not a very good one.”

      I couldn’t figure out Tate’s parents. I hadn’t known Cameron, obviously, but it didn’t matter how smart or funny or talented he’d been when he was alive, because Tate was all those things, too. I took hold of his hand and squeezed.

      “Their loss, because I think you’re amazing.”

      The darkness that had descended lifted, and Tate almost blinded me with a beaming smile. “You only think that because I’ve given you three orgasms so far today.”

      “Shhh.” I checked around, hoping no one had heard—this wasn’t exactly a loud, bustling restaurant—but when no one glanced over, I blew out a relieved breath. Looked as though we’d gotten away with it. The other six diners were too busy enjoying their meals to pay attention to us. “You are incorrigible.”

      Tate merely waggled his eyebrows, his expression one of who cares. I didn’t get to add to my reprimand, though, because Dorotea ambled over holding a deep bowl in each hand. She set them down in front of us, and I sniffed appreciatively.

      “That smells delicious,” I said, smiling.

      She seemed pleased with my comment, her grin knowing as if to say, “Wait until you taste it.”

      “Buen provecho,” she said.

      “Gracias, Dorotea,” Tate said.

      “What is it?” I asked after Dorotea headed back to her tiny kitchen.

      “It’s called Arros Brut,” Tate said. “Roughly translated as ‘dirty rice’, but there’s nothing unclean about this. It’s a pork and rice stew effectively, but you won’t get anything like this back home.”

      Mimicking Tate, I left the knife and fork sitting on the table and picked up a spoon instead. I dug in. Oh my goodness. I’ve died and gone to Heaven. It gave the appearance of peasant food, but the taste was far from poor.

      “This is delicious.”

      Tate nodded. “Right? I told you.”

      I ate so quickly, anyone watching would assume I hadn’t eaten in a week. I should savor it, relish every mouthful, but neither my stomach, nor my taste buds, would comply. If I wasn’t here with a guy I hoped to impress, I’d lick the bowl. Swear to God.

      Full to bursting, I declared that I couldn’t eat another thing, until Dorotea cleared away our plates and set down mini donuts—bunyols—with chocolate, strawberry, and caramel sauces all clearly homemade. I scoffed down four of the tasty treats. I would have eaten more, but I’d already come close to undoing the top button on my jeans, and that was not a good look unless you’d been married for a solid ten years, or you were with your girlfriends and every one of you did the same thing.

      “I’m stuffed,” I said, licking the last of the caramel off my fingers.

      Tate wiped the corners of his mouth with a napkin “You liked it?”

      “I more than liked it.” I sighed contentedly. “Although I won’t be able to eat another bite for days.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Not sure I like the sound of that.”

      I shook my head, laughing. Tate left an enormous tip, and we said goodbye to Dorotea. In the time we’d been inside the restaurant, night had fallen. High up the mountain with barely any artificial light, twinkling stars filled the sky.

      “Walk with me,” Tate said, holding out his hand.

      I didn’t hesitate. I wasn’t ready to go back to Tate’s home yet. It was sacrilege to waste such a beautiful evening.

      We strolled a short way along the road, with only the glow from a half moon to light our way, but Tate was surefooted as he picked through the stones and moss on the verge. Eventually, the ground evened out. Tate stopped, removed his jacket, and set it on top of the grass. The spot gave us the perfect view of the town by the sea, the lights from bars and restaurants and hotels twinkling far below us.

      He lay on his back, and I followed his lead. His fingers found mine in the darkness.

      “I’ve never brought a girl here,” he said.

      “To this spot or to Dorotea’s restaurant?” I asked, my pulse jolting.

      “To Majorca. This place, it’s my sanctuary, my peaceful corner of the world that allows me to escape my crazy life. It’s private, it’s personal. It’s me. That’s why I’ve never brought anyone. I don’t share me.” He turned onto his side and blinked. “But I want to share everything with you, Madison. I want you to know the real me, the man behind the public image.”

      I forced a swallow past a swollen throat. How had we come to this point when, a few short months ago, this man had been my adversary, the focal point of my anger, my grief, my hate? Now I couldn’t imagine a life without him in it.

      “And who is that, Tate?”

      He smiled softly. “The kind of guy who enjoys the simple things in life. Lying here with you, gazing up at the stars, enjoying a meal in a shack hidden away in the mountains, sharing my body, my mind, my soul with someone I’ve… grown so close to.”

      My heart sped up. Thud, thud, thud. Was that his way of saying he loved me without uttering the words? Did I love him? I think I might, but I wasn’t ready to admit it yet, either to myself or to Tate. I grazed his face with the pads of my fingers, exploring every angle, every curve, every dip and hollow, his ever-present stubble rough to the touch.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      He nodded. “Anything.”

      “If this is the real you, Tate, then why chase the money? Why the need for sponsorship after sponsorship, each one demanding more of your time, forcing you into making sales pitches that only reveal the glamor and not the gritty underbelly of the sport? When is enough money, well, enough?”

      He sat up, and my hand fell away. His gaze fixed on a point in the distance, and he absentmindedly rubbed his fingers over his bottom lip. “I don’t do it for me,” he eventually said.

      “Then who do you do it for?” I asked. “Don’t tell me, you’ve got a wife and kids squirrelled away, and she demands the best of the best.” I laughed, but when Tate didn’t join in, a dart of anxiety settled in my chest. Oh, hell. Could that be it? No, surely not. A secret so enormous would be impossible to hide from the press, not to mention such a woman would never agree to being kept in the shadows.

      “I do it for Cam,” he whispered, so quietly the words almost dissipated on the breeze.

      I frowned. This wasn’t new information. I already knew his parents had basically forced him into taking up the sport when his older brother had died. But what did that have to do with his thirst for more and more money? I didn’t understand. Cam could hardly spend it.

      “You mean because Cam would want you to sell your soul to the highest bidder, all in the name of the mighty dollar?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No, that’s not it.”

      I rested a hand on his back. “Then what is it, Tate? You can tell me.”

      He stood. “Come on, it’s getting late. We should get back.”

      I scrambled to my feet, too. “Wait, hang on.”

      He stopped, slowly rotated, then captured a lock of my hair, feeding it through his fingers. If I read him correctly, he looked to be struggling with a decision. He leaned in and kissed me, his tongue sliding between my lips, tasting, exploring. His hand gripped my hip, tugging me into his body. I lost track of time as we stood there kissing under the moonlight.

      Pulling away, he caressed my face, his eyes locked on mine. “When we get back to the UK, I’ll show you.”

      I frowned. “Show me what? I don’t understand.”

      “It’s easier than explaining. Please, Mads, can you let me do this my way?”

      Well, what could I say to that other than, “Okay.”

      His answering smile stole my breath. “Come on, beautiful. We’ve a holiday to enjoy, places to explore, and I plan to start with your body.”
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      I should have told her. Why didn’t I just come straight out with it and explain that I wasn’t some money-grabbing freak who measured success by the number of zeros in his bank account? The thing was, when I did tell her, she’d only be the third person who knew—Joanie and Zoey being the other two—and it was hard for me to loosen my tongue on this particular subject. I’d kept my philanthropy secret for so long, and I intended to continue along that path, but like most secrets, the more people who knew, the greater the chance of a leak. I didn’t think for one second Madison would betray me like that, certainly not intentionally. But unintentional slips of the tongue happened all too easily.

      I knew I was being anal about this, but somehow, if the facility I bankrolled ended up in the news because of me, it would detract from the essential work carried out there. The press would descend in their hoards, patients would be spied on, photographed, their privacy destroyed. They wouldn’t be able to peacefully stroll around the gardens enjoying the beauty of nature before their lives came to a cruel and all-too-abrupt end.

      No, simply telling Madison wouldn’t have the same impact as showing her. And once she saw, she’d understand why I’d been so cryptic, my insistence that no one could ever know about my involvement in the project. Why I needed the money so badly.

      I’d almost told her I loved her tonight, but at the last minute I’d lost my nerve. I’d only ever said I love you to one other person, and that had been Cam.

      But tonight had taught me one thing: She was The One. My future. The woman I’d do anything for.

      When we arrived home, she gave herself to me without question, willingly, completely, her soft moans and gentle touches as she welcomed me into her body, reaffirming my belief that I’d found the other half of me, the part I’d searched for since Cam had left a gaping hole in my life fourteen years ago. The woman lying beneath me, gazing lovingly into my eyes as I moved inside her, had fixed my broken heart.

      I owed it to her to fix hers—with the truth. About my facility. But first, about my feelings for her.

      “I love you,” I groaned against the shell of her ear as I climaxed.

      She momentarily stiffened, then her whole body relaxed, and she covered my face, my neck, my chest in kisses.

      “I love you, too.”

      Madison curled into my side, her head on my chest, and moments later, she’d fallen asleep. I remained awake, staring at the ceiling made of rock in a house that, through Madison’s presence, became a home, wondering how the fuck I’d got so damned lucky.

      After a dreamless night’s sleep, I woke the next morning and crept out of bed. I put on a pot of coffee, poured me and Madison a steaming mugful, and wafted hers underneath her nose to wake her. She groused, pushed me away, and turned over.

      “Come on, Mads, wake up. I’ve got a surprise planned, and we need to leave soon.”

      She cranked open one eye, then raised herself to a seated position. She took the coffee from me, blew across the top, then sipped. “What surprise?”

      I considered just taking her, like I had with the two-seater racing car, but after her adamant refusal to fly in the helicopter after that first time, I didn’t want to put her in a position where she felt she couldn’t say no without disappointing me.

      “Have you ever tried hang gliding?”

      Her eyes widened, and then she broke out into a beaming smile. “No, but I’m hoping that after today, I can answer a big fat yes to that question.”

      See, this was one of the reasons I loved Madison: she was game for anything and unafraid to try out new experiences, even if they might be a little scary.

      “Maybe,” I teased. “Depends if you’re good.”

      She set down her coffee on the bedside table, threw back the covers, and patted the mattress for me to get back in bed. “You know I’m very good,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “At least that’s what you told me last night.”

      I flopped next to her, then pulled her on top of me and dropped my hands to her delicious backside. “You’re not bad, I guess, although a man will say anything when he’s orgasming.”

      Warm laughter filled her eyes. “Brave, Flynn… very brave.”

      I chuckled. “I’m used to taking risks.”

      “But not with your balls, right?” She reached between my legs and gripped me. Not painfully, but I held my breath anyway. “Message received and understood.”

      She grinned and let go, but not before giving my cock a firm stroke.

      “Mmm, maybe we’ll stay in after all,” I said, brushing my thumbs over her nipples.

      They puckered immediately. Her eyes fell closed, and her lips parted.

      “Do we have time for a quickie?”

      I grazed her earlobe with my teeth. “You’re my kinda woman, Brady.”

      Forty-five minutes later, we were on our way to the location where we’d launch the hang glider. Whenever I took a trip to Majorca, I always did this. Normally, I’d fly a single-seater, but today, I’d arranged for a dual-seat motored glider to be available. That way, we’d be able to see more of the island than with a wind-powered machine.

      We kitted up, and the instructor went through the safety briefing. Despite being proficient, and having done this numerous times, I still paid close attention. Madison’s safety was in my hands, and I took my responsibility for her extremely serious.

      “Ready?” I asked as we strolled across to our waiting glider.

      She nodded excitedly. “It flies more like a plane than your helicopter, right?”

      “Exactly,” I replied. “To be honest, I half expected you to refuse to try it. I’m really glad you’re game. You’re going to love it.”

      She wrapped her arms around my waist and nestled her head beneath my chin. “I know I’m safe with you.”

      My chest virtually puffed out. Talk about what every guy wanted to hear from his woman. Sure, society had moved on, and we were no longer cavemen, but make no mistake, most men still loved to feel needed by their woman, to know they were relied on to protect and keep them from harm. The only thing that had really changed was the politics.

      I settled her into her seat, made sure her straps were tight. “All good?” I asked.

      “Yep,” she said excitedly.

      I climbed into my own seat. Happy everything was in order, I aimed the glider for the edge of the mountain and took to the skies.

      Madison’s breath expelled with a whoosh. No doubt adrenaline had kicked in, too, and as soon as she settled down, she would have the ride of her life.

      “Okay?” I shouted to her.

      “Yes. Oh, Tate, the view,” she cried out as I dipped the nose of the glider and angled it to the right, the position allowing us to see all along the rugged coastline. Majorca was one of the most beautiful places on Earth—at least in my opinion—and from this vantage point, it simply didn’t get any better.

      “Gorgeous, huh?”

      “Stunning,” came the reply.

      The sound of the wind whistled past us as I cut to the left and dipped into a valley. The golden sand and blue waters of the coastline gave way to green hues and brown-topped mountains situated on either side of the gulley I flew through. Homes dotted around the hillside, and I lowered our altitude so we could take a closer look. Chickens pecked for seed, goats grazed on the green mountain pastures, and bedsheets flapped in the breeze.

      Idyllic. That was the only word to describe it. These people didn’t have much with regard to materialistic possessions, but they made the best of what they did have, and I’d bet they were happier than most.

      Too soon, the time came for us to fly back to base. I landed the glider, the wheels bumping along the grass, eventually coming to a halt a few feet from where we’d started an hour earlier. I unbuckled my belts and jumped out, then helped Madison with hers. She tugged off her helmet and, grinning, gripped my hand.

      “I loved that,” she gushed. “I want to do it again and again and again.”

      I laughed at her enthusiasm. “Maybe we’ll get you your pilot’s license, and you can go out alone.”

      “Oh no.” She shook her head vigorously. “I loved it because I got to do it with you. If I were alone, it wouldn’t be the same at all.”

      Well, fuck.

      I spotted our instructor on his way over, and I probably should have waited until we were alone and somewhere a little more private. Instead, I kissed her, hard, passionate, my tongue stroking against hers. She swept her hands up my arms, then buried them in my hair. When we broke apart, we were both panting—and still alone. I glanced over my shoulder. Our instructor was busying about with another hang glider, about twenty feet away, his head stuck inside the cockpit. He must have taken a swift diversion when he’d seen us kissing. Good man. I’d make sure I tipped him well for his discretion.

      “What’s next?” Madison asked, her cheeks still flushed from the glider.

      I curved a brow. “Demanding little thing, aren’t you?”

      She grinned. “That’s why you love me.”

      My expression grew serious. I tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear and pecked her lips. “I’ve only ever truly loved two people in my entire life. Cam… and you.”

      She stroked my face, a tinge of sadness darkening her eyes. “Not your parents?”

      I shrugged. “Not really. I figured out very early on that my parents didn’t possess the kind of unconditional love yours clearly have. We weren’t exactly showered with affection as kids, not even Cam. I guess, in the end, I stopped expecting it.”

      “I wish I’d known him.”

      “I wish I’d been able to meet Dean.”

      She gave me a wry smile. “Do you think it’s our grief that binds us?”

      An interesting question, and one I’d considered, although only briefly. I shook my head. “No, I don’t. I think fate brought us together, but since then, it’s all us. There’s much more to our relationship than two people who’ve both lost a key part of their soul. Besides,” I added, “you’ve healed the tear in mine.”

      Her eyes shone, and her hands curved around the back of my neck. She fiddled with the ends of my hair. “I’m so glad I could put my anger aside long enough to see the person you are beneath the public image. And who knows, maybe I’ll be able to use the fact you’re blinded by love for me to encourage you to choose more responsible sponsorship deals going forward.”

      I ordered my lips to form a grin, but inside, my guts twisted. If the deal I’d been working on the last couple of weeks came off, I’d have a whole lot of explaining to do. All I could hope for was that when I showed Madison the amazing work my facility carried out, and how, with each passing day, we were edging toward a cure, she’d find it in her heart to forgive me.

      If she couldn’t, we’d be done.
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      I arrived in Belgium, my very first trip to the country, completely unaware that the track, the superbly named Spa-Francorchamps, was so far from, well, anything. Absolutely rural, the nearest city lay some distance away. Tate had offered to fly me straight there, but as that would have meant another trip in his godforsaken helicopter, I’d hurriedly declined. He found it hilarious that I’d gladly get onto a plane or even fly in a hang glider without a moment’s hesitation, but a helicopter, nope, not happening. To me, those things were death traps, and no one would persuade me otherwise.

      Bless him, though, he did send a car to pick me up at the airport, and as I watched urbanization give way to rolling green fields, a sense of peace settled over me. In a way, Kaz’s need for a break had changed my life. Without her begging me to take over for a few months, I would still be holding on to my anger and blaming Tate for the shocking loss of my brother.

      I found it enlightening how easy it was to judge others when you knew so little about their own suffering. From the outside, Tate led a charmed life. Rich, successful, handsome, talented, he had it all. But behind the scenes existed a man who lived with horrendous pain: parents who were cold beyond belief, the loss of his anchor in Cam, the pressure to become the best of the best, to leave his own dreams behind and take on someone else’s. That kind of pressure would break most people, but Tate was one of the strongest individuals I’d ever met. Maybe this had been his destiny all along, but because his choices had been taken away by his parents, it had taken him a while to realize. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that Tate came alive behind the wheel. He wasn’t faking his love for the sport.

      I arrived at the track and spent the next few hours making sure I had my setup exactly how I liked it. After grabbing a quick bite to eat, I headed off in search of Tate. When I reached his garage in the pit lane, he wasn’t there. I spotted Jared, deep in conversation with Devon, his race engineer. I hung around, waiting for a suitable pause in their discussion.

      “Hi, Jared,” I said when they’d finished chatting. “Have you seen Tate?”

      “Hey, Madison. Yeah, he’s over in the sponsors’ area. He muttered something about an unexpected announcement, then took off.”

      I frowned. “What kind of an announcement?”

      “Dunno,” Jared said, shrugging. “You know Tate. Keeps his cards close to his chest.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I set off for the sponsors’ area, stopping to talk to one or two people along the way. During my short tenure in Formula One, I’d come to realize it was like a big family. There were fights and arguments, but also enormous love and friendship. I’d be sad when Kaz decided to come back, not least because I’d see a lot less of Tate when I returned to my job at the hospital and he continued to travel the world, with us only snatching free time here and there.

      I tried not to think about it. We still had a few weeks left.

      The sponsors’ area buzzed with more press than usual. Actually, yeah, there were a hell of a lot more press than normal for a Thursday. Oftentimes, they didn’t descend in their hordes until Friday practice. The Thursday before a race focused on strategy meetings for the drivers, engineers, and team principals, and provided a chance for the drivers to spend time with their sponsors, both personal and team-related.

      How strange for it to be so busy.

      Journalists jostled for position, cameramen hoisted heavy equipment over their heads to ensure the best shot, and sound engineers waved around enormous booms. I stood on tiptoes to try to see over the tops of heads. At the far end of the room, a table had been set up with a white cloth, three chairs tucked underneath, and microphones from several international TV stations were clustered around the middle. I shouldered my way through the crowds, but when I got halfway to the front, it became so tightly packed, I couldn’t get any closer.

      Tate walked in flanked by a couple of men in suits, and a hush settled over the room. His expression was somber, his jaw tight, and his back stiff. My skin prickled as my body fired a shot of adrenaline into my bloodstream.

      I’ve got a bad feeling about this.

      Oh God, what if he was quitting?

      No, surely he’d have spoken to me about that, not to mention his team, but Jared hadn’t said a word. It couldn’t be that. Besides, such an announcement wouldn’t be made in the sponsors’ area. Regardless, whatever was going on, Tate didn’t seem ecstatic about it.

      “Ladies and gentleman, thank you for coming,” Suit Number One said. He adjusted the microphone in front of him, angling it upward. “I’m Frank Burrows, CEO of Power Source Inc., and this is our Marketing Director, Joe Martin. Of course, the man to my left here needs no introduction. Four, soon-to-be five-time World Champion, Tate Flynn.”

      A hum reverberated around the room. I shuffled from my left foot to my right, my attention fixed on Tate.

      “Don’t jinx it, Frank,” Tate said with a wry smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

      A few of the journalists sniggered.

      Frank clapped Tate on the shoulder. “Faith, my boy.”

      I ground my teeth at Frank’s condescending manner. Already I disliked this guy, even before I understood Tate’s connection to him.

      Frank cleared his throat. “For some years now, my company has been working on a way to extend the performance of the standard road engine, but with an emphasis on consumer choice. Although we wish to further our relationships with some of the most successful engine manufacturers in the world, we also want to make superior performance available to the man in the street.

      “I am thrilled to announce that we have successfully achieved our aim. We have developed the next generation in chip tuning, a chip that can not only be fitted to almost any road car in existence today, but is a step change in boosting engine performance. In layman’s terms, this means anyone will be able to purchase this part, for a very reasonable price, and significantly improve the acceleration and speed of their own vehicles.”

      A hum reverberated around the room with the crowds talking in hushed whispers. Frank tapped the microphone, drawing attention back to him.

      “And on that note, I’m delighted to share with you all that Tate Flynn has agreed to come on board as consultant and spokesman for this very exciting product launch, as well as lend his support and his name to our entire product range. Tate’s fan base is exactly the market we’re targeting with this groundbreaking product. Young men who seek the adrenaline rush that going fast brings. We’ve all been there, folks.” Frank guffawed loudly.

      It took about three seconds for his words to sink in. My heart plummeted, and I swayed on my feet as I realized what this meant. Anyone would be able to modify their engine and make their car go faster, quicker. Any young kid. Impressionable boys like Dean.

      I tuned out the remainder of Frank’s speech, my attention fixed on Tate. The betrayal was all-encompassing. I wanted to be sick, to scream and shout, to release the anger fizzing in my gut, charring my insides.

      How could he?

      Of all the things he could have chosen to lend his name to, this was the most heinous, the most treacherous and disloyal. To me, and to Dean.

      I thought he loved me. I’d mistakenly believed he was coming around to my point of view, but he’d played me for a fool. The man he’d pretended to be in Majorca was a chameleon, a charlatan. This was the real Tate. The money-grabbing bastard who’d do anything for a quick buck.

      Nausea churned my insides, and bile burned my throat. I shoved my way through the mass of people, ignoring the complaints of those I jostled and pushed to get out of my way. I stumbled outside, gulping in huge mouthfuls of air, and doubled over, my hands braced on my knees. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t think properly. I wanted to run, to escape this place, to curl up in my dad’s arms and have him cuddle me and tell me everything would be okay.

      Except I couldn’t do any of those things. I had a job to do. People relied on me, and I was nothing if not supremely professional.

      But I knew one thing: my relationship with Tate was done.

      I couldn’t be with a man who put money above integrity. I thought he was different. I’d believed him when he’d told me he wasn’t motivated by the mighty dollar. More fool me, because it seemed that was all that drove him, otherwise, why choose this particular deal? He must be inundated with more appropriate opportunities.

      For the next couple of hours, I tried to keep busy, but my mind wasn’t on the job. Fortunately, no one called upon me for medical assistance. Just as well, because I was in no fit state to tend to injuries today.

      Tate would know something was wrong. Over the last couple of race weekends, we’d developed a routine where, each day, after I finished work, I waited for him to complete his obligations, and then we traveled back to the hotel together where we’d usually spend several hours in each other’s arms, making love and sharing snippets from our day.

      Not today, though. No, today, I would return to the hotel alone where I’d wait for him to arrive…

      And then I’d tell him it was over.
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      It took far longer to get through the press conference than I’d anticipated, and by the time I’d gone over the race strategy with Jack and Rob, my engineer, night had drawn in. I hadn’t had a second to myself all day, but now, I couldn’t wait to find Madison, drive her back to the hotel, and fuck her as many times as she’d let me. And once we were both sated, I planned to tell her about the facility and the sponsorship deal I’d secured that meant sufficient funding would be in place for at least the next ten years.

      I had planned to take her to the facility as soon as we’d got back from Majorca, but I’d been caught up in a whirlwind of demands on my time, and then Frank had sprung it on me today about the press conference to announce our partnership, leaving me with no choice but to try to explain what we did at the facility rather than show her, and promise to take her on Sunday night after the race.

      She wouldn’t be happy about the products Frank’s company sold, but I hoped she could see that dancing with the Devil could sometimes be worth it for the payoff. And while Frank had tried to sell himself as a pioneer, the only unique part of his so-called groundbreaking chip was the ability to retrofit it to every road car, regardless of make or model. There were plenty of retailers selling similar products—not as high quality as Frank’s—but they were specific to the make of car, meaning they weren’t as flexible.

      She wasn’t waiting for me as normal, but considering the lateness of the hour, I couldn’t blame her for heading back alone. I called her several times on the way to the hotel, but she didn’t answer. She was probably taking a bath or a shower, or even a nap. Traveling to Spa was a pain in the arse, unless you flew in by helicopter as I always did. Madison had, as expected, refused my offer to fly with me, choosing instead to fly commercial, then travel by car to the track.

      Full of trepidation as my driver pulled up outside reception, I trudged inside, my stomach in knots. Madison and I had come a long way, but it didn’t take a genius to know she wasn’t going to approve of me signing this deal. I could only hope that once I fully explained my rationale, she’d at least understand, even if she couldn’t give her blessing.

      I headed over to reception. Zoey had already checked me in, but I’d left instructions to add Madison to my reservation, and I wanted to make sure she’d arrived okay.

      “Hi, I’m in suite seven-oh-two. I’m expecting a Madison Brady to be joining me. Can you tell me whether she’s arrived yet?”

      “One moment, Mr. Flynn,” the receptionist said, her addressing me personally the only indication she knew my name.

      I liked that. All too often, I was met with sycophantic receptionists fawning all over me. I hated that part of my life, the ‘famous’ part, a side effect I’d gladly swap in a heartbeat. Unfortunately, it came with the territory.

      “Ah, yes, Dr. Brady arrived a few hours ago.” She frowned. “But I can see she’s in room six-thirty-three.”

      I bit back a sharp retort. “I specifically asked for her to be added to my reservation,” I said, working hard to keep my voice even.

      “Yes, I can see that note here. I didn’t check her in, I’m afraid, so I’m not sure what’s happened. Would you like me to speak with my colleague who saw to Ms. Brady?”

      “No, it’s fine,” I said. “Has my luggage arrived?”

      She nodded. “It’s in your suite, Mr. Flynn.”

      “Thanks.”

      I marched over to the bank of lifts and pressed the button for floor six instead of seven. I’d fetch Madison, take her up to my suite, then get her luggage moved later.

      My heart thundered as I strode down the hallway toward her room. I couldn’t wait to see her. It had only been two days since we’d been together in London, but it might as well have been two years.

      Yup, she’d hooked me—and I couldn’t be happier about it.

      I knocked on her door. “Madison, it’s me.”

      A rustling came from inside the room. The locks turned, the chain slid along its track, and then there she was. If I’d bothered to take a second to look at her, to really look at her, I’d have known something was off. But I didn’t. Instead, I swept her up into my arms and bent to kiss her neck.

      “God, I fucking missed you,” I said, nibbling on her earlobe. “Sorry they screwed up the reservations. I’m on the next floor up. I’ll have them move your luggage later.”

      When Madison didn’t say a word, I drew back. I cut my eyes to hers, and an uncomfortable sensation stirred in my chest.

      I frowned. “What’s the matter?”

      “I saw your press conference,” she said, her tone stiff and flat. “When were you planning to tell me?”

      Fuck.

      How?

      Wrong question, dickhead. What did the how matter?

      I briefly closed my eyes and swiped a hand over my face. “Tonight.”

      “Of course you were,” she scoffed, her accompanying laugh devoid of mirth.

      “I was,” I insisted. “Frank sprung it on me at the last minute. I would have told you as soon as I knew about the announcement, but it all happened so fast.”

      “How long have you been talking to them?”

      I realized her door was still open and we were having this conversation half in the hallway. I took a step inside so I could close the door. She shoved me hard in the chest.

      “Stay where you are. Answer my question.”

      “Come on, Mads. Let’s not do this out here.” I glanced up and down the hallway.

      “How long, Tate?” she gritted out, her jaw buttoned up tight.

      I took a deep breath through my nose. “A couple of weeks.”

      She flashed me a look of utter loathing. “While we were in Majorca?”

      “Yes.” I refused to lie to her.

      “Why them? Why choose a company who is going to make it easier for young boys like Dean to modify their cars to go faster? More people will die because of this product, Tate. I cannot believe you would do this.” She snorted. “I can’t fucking believe it’s even legal.”

      “It’s perfectly legal,” I said.

      Yeah, so not the right response if her flaring nostrils are anything to go by.

      “Oh, that’s all right then,” she said, her tone bitter. “You disgust me. You told me on that mountainside that you’re not interested in money, and yet you go and sign this deal. How much, Tate? How much are they paying you to betray me?”

      “I’m not betraying you.”

      “Yes, you are! Don’t you see?”

      “Let me explain.”

      Her hand flew in the air. “I don’t want you to explain. I’m not interested in anything you have to say.”

      “The money isn’t for me. Please, just listen to me.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore. Your reasons don’t matter because you went behind my back and signed this deal. You knew I’d have a problem with it, and that’s why you didn’t talk to me first.”

      “It’s for charity,” I blurted. “I don’t see a penny of it.”

      She hesitated, and for the briefest moment, I dared to hope that I’d broken through her armor, but then her cold mask dropped back into place.

      “Then I hope this charity doesn’t have a problem with the blood that is on its hands, and yours. Goodbye, Tate.”

      She slammed the door in my face, leaving me on the wrong side of the hotel room.

      “Madison, please open up,” I called through the block of wood separating us. Except there was not only wood between us, but rather a whole belief system, and I feared the distance could be a chasm too far.

      She greeted me with silence. My fears had come to fruition.

      I’d lost her.

      I took the stairs up to my floor and flopped onto the bed. The saying that hindsight gave you twenty-twenty vision never felt truer.

      I should have taken Madison to the facility as soon as we’d arrived home from Majorca.

      I should have carved out the time to sit her down and explain my desperate need to find a cure for the disease that had killed Cam and continued to destroy the lives of thousands of families every single week.

      I should have impressed upon her the importance of creating a long-term funding plan that would exist far beyond my career in motor racing.

      That was what this deal with Frank’s company provided. My manager had driven a hard bargain, so hard that Frank had almost walked away, but my name attached to his company and the amount of revenue that would generate had swung the deal in my favor in the end.

      I disagreed with Madison. Neither me nor my charity had blood on their hands over my arrangement with Frank, but plenty of blood was spilled by those whose bodies were ravaged on a daily basis by an evil disease consuming them from the inside. My only regret was the way I’d handled this with Madison, but the deal itself?

      Yeah, I wouldn’t change a damned thing.

      It still hurt, though, like a motherfucking bitch. I hung on to the hope that, in time, she might come to forgive me.

      I’d wait. As long as it took.
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      I rested my forehead against the steel fridge where I kept the temperature-cooled medicines, the pain behind my eyes a constant reminder of the sleepless night I’d suffered. My first intention this morning had been to run, to cite the good old-fashioned family emergency as my reasoning. But I’d immediately dismissed the idea. I wasn’t the kind of person who pushed my problems onto someone else, because they then became their problems.

      Even so, getting through this weekend wouldn’t be easy. I needed time to get my head around losing Tate, to try to find a way of filling the gaping hole he’d created in my life. I’d half expected to find him waiting for me when I’d arrived for work this morning, especially after he’d inundated me with phone calls and text messages, each one remaining unanswered.

      I struggled to comprehend how he’d managed to burrow so deeply into my heart in such a short amount of time. Still, I was a strong woman. I’d survived worse. I would not allow a man to define me, or to push me into a pointless depression.

      But, God, it hurt. Physically, not just mentally. I’d never been in love before, and if it felt like this, I hoped to hell this was my first and last experience.

      I went through my morning routine on autopilot, my heart jolting every time the door opened, then plummeting when the visitor wasn’t Tate. At lunchtime, I locked the door and called home. At times like these, a girl needed her parents. I really wanted a hug, but I’d have to make do with FaceTime.

      Mum answered my call.

      “Madison,” she said, her smile broad and welcoming. Then she frowned as she looked at me properly. “What’s wrong, darling?”

      “Oh, Mum.” My voice broke. “It’s Tate.”

      She paled. “Is he all right? Has he had an accident?”

      I shook my head. “No, he’s fine.” I laughed bitterly. “He’s more than fine. It’s me who’s a mess.”

      “I don’t understand, darling. Wait one second, let me get your father.”

      The screen went blank. A few seconds later, Mum’s face reappeared, Dad only half in view.

      “We’re here,” Mum said unnecessarily. “Now why don’t you start at the beginning.”

      I blurted out the whole sorry mess. Mum and Dad listened without interrupting as I explained Tate’s awful betrayal, how standing in that press conference listening to him give his public support to such a heinous product had splintered my heart into a million pieces.

      When I finished, Dad spoke first.

      “And what did Tate have to say about this?”

      I snorted. “What could he say? He’s signed the contract, Dad. He’s committed. Even if I managed to change his mind, he has a legal obligation now.”

      “What you’re really saying is you didn’t give him a chance to explain,” Dad calmly said. “Is that a fair assumption?”

      I opened my mouth to deny Dad’s accusation, but the words wouldn’t come. I replayed the conversation—or rather argument—with Tate outside my hotel room. Dad knew me so well. Tate had tried to explain, and I’d told him I didn’t want to hear it. But in my defense, I struggled to think of a single thing he could say that would justify his actions.

      “Not really,” I said.

      “Don’t you think you owe him the opportunity?”

      “No.” I sounded petulant, even to my own ears.

      “Oh, Madison,” Mum chided. “You’ve always been the same, even as a little girl. Stubborn to the last. It was your way or the highway, but sometimes, darling, you really do need to take a breath and listen to the other side of the argument before you make up your mind.”

      “Thanks for the support,” I said sarcastically.

      Dad chuckled. “We’re on your side, sweetheart, but that doesn’t mean we always have to agree with you. If Tate signed this deal when he already earns more money than he can ever hope to spend, don’t you think he might have a reason? Something you’re not aware of? Especially as he must have known how you’d feel about it, yet he did it anyway. And this company he’s gone into business with, what they’re doing isn’t really groundbreaking. There are numerous products on the market today that can make cars go faster, accelerate quicker. And let’s face it, whether you crash at seventy miles an hour, or at a hundred miles an hour, the chances are you won’t survive.” He gave me an understanding head tilt. “I know what happened to Dean messed you up. Hell, it messed us all up, but, honey, you’re never going to stop young men in particular from seeking thrills and taking stupid risks. It’s in their DNA. Whatever Tate does or doesn’t do won’t make a jot of difference. Boys chased the adrenaline rush long before cars were even invented.” He winked. “I know this because I was a boy. Once upon a time.”

      “Still are on occasion,” Mum muttered.

      Dad slipped his arm around her and gave her a hug. “Aww, Claire, you know you love me.”

      “Get off me, you big oaf,” Mum said, shoving at Dad, but I could see the love in her eyes as she said it.

      See, this was my problem. This was what I wanted from a relationship: mutual respect, love, and a good dose of humor on the side. My parents set the bar so high, I wasn’t sure if I was even capable of meeting it, let alone any partner I might choose. But one thing I did know was that Mum and Dad were, and always had been, honest with each other. If Tate couldn’t be honest with me, then we didn’t have a future anyway.

      “Why don’t you give Kaz a call?” Mum suggested. “I’m sure she’ll be able to help you put things in perspective.”

      I blew her a kiss, already feeling tons better. “You know, Mum, I think I will.”
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      “You are such a dick,” Kaz stated after I’d given her the same explanation I’d made to my parents.

      I rolled my eyes. “Gee, thanks. Remind me to be so supportive when you get your heart broken.”

      “I can’t help speaking the truth. Really, Mads, it didn’t occur to you to sit down with the guy and hear him out?”

      “You’re as bad as Dad,” I muttered, wishing I hadn’t listened to Mum about calling Kaz. I should have known she wouldn’t stroke my ego. She never had before. Straight as a die, our Kaz, and blunt with it to boot.

      “Your dad has always been a clever old sod,” Kaz said with a grin. “I should have been his daughter instead of you.”

      A smile tugged at my lips, despite my determination to continue with my aggrieved attitude.

      “He’d have you in a heartbeat.”

      “And Tate hasn’t been sniffing around with his eight-inch dick between his legs?”

      Despite the ache in my chest, I broke a smile. “Not this morning, no.”

      “Hmm. Still, it’s Friday. He’ll be busy with free practice.”

      Too busy to try and patch up our broken relationship.

      “Seriously, though, Mads, I don’t know Tate as well as you do, obviously.” She waggled her eyebrows in direct contrast to the way she’d started her sentence. There was nothing serious about her expression. “But in all my years on the circuit, he’s one of the few who’s never seemed to care about material things. Sure, he’s got all the trappings of wealth: helicopter, private jet, nice home in a good part of town. But to be fair to the guy, a lot of that stuff makes his life easier for traveling around the world. He doesn’t strike me as the type who craves money for the sake of it. He’s not a greedy individual. Fine, take this weekend to lick your wounds and call him all manner of bastards, but do yourself a favor and go see him. Talk it out, and if he tells you that he just likes to spend his weekends rolling fifty-pound notes around his enormous cock, well then you’ll know you made the right decision.”

      “Christ, more cock,” I muttered.

      She laughed. “You know me so well, hon. A girl can never have enough cock.”

      I laughed, my mind turning over her comments, thinking about our holiday in Majorca. The way he’d spoken that night on the hillside, how he’d said it was all for Cam. I didn’t understand, but if I’d listened to him, if I’d let him explain when he’d turned up at my hotel room yesterday, maybe I’d have the answers I currently found myself missing.

      “I hate it when you go all logical on me.”

      Kaz threw back her head and laughed. “Now you’ve finally accepted I’m right, as always, let me tell you about this date I went on last night.”

      We chatted for another few minutes, but by the time I hung up, I still hadn’t come to a decision. I couldn’t face Tate yet, though. I needed space to ponder on my parents’ comments and Kaz’s helpful summary. Only then would I be ready to sit down and discuss his betrayal rationally.
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      Race day arrived. Cool, overcast, with a risk of rain, the weather was a perfect match for my mood. I must have checked my phone a hundred times or more in the last few days, waiting for Madison to call or text, to tell me she’d been wrong to kick me out the other night without allowing me the courtesy to explain.

      I’d been disappointed every single time.

      I’d even walked past the medical center yesterday after qualifying. I’d had my hand on the door, ready to march inside and demand she listen to me, but at the last second, I’d changed my mind. I’d told myself it wasn’t appropriate to confront her while she was working, but the truth was that I didn’t want her to confirm my fears that we had, indeed, broken up.

      I’d get the Belgian Grand Prix out of the way and then go and see her, refuse to leave until she allowed me to say my piece. Then I’d explain all about the facility, how much funding it took just to keep it going each year, let alone the expansion plans Joanie and I hoped would happen now that I’d signed the deal with Frank. Maybe then she’d understand, and possibly, even forgive me.

      Whenever my conscience nudged at me that it had been the wrong deal, and I should have waited for a more appropriate opportunity which wouldn’t drive a fucking huge wedge right down the center of the most important relationship in my life, my mind turned to Cam and all the others I’d watched go through the toughest battle of their lives, only to end up losing the war. And that strengthened my resolve. After all, industries like Frank’s had regulators, and if they weren’t happy with his products, they wouldn’t have approved the license necessary to produce and sell them.

      “Earth to Tate.” Jared punched me in the arm, jerking me from my painful thoughts. “Actually, strike that. Stay distracted, then I’ll have a better chance of kicking your ass.”

      “In your dreams,” I said. “Even when I’m operating at fifty percent, I’m still better than you.”

      Jared grinned. “You wish.” When I didn’t join in with his teasing, he frowned. “What’s going on, Tate?”

      I hadn’t known Jared long, but despite our rocky beginning, he’d become a good friend. Unusually for Formula One teammates, we actually liked each other. He’d been one of the main reasons I’d joined Nash Racing. I knew he’d push me hard, and I’d needed a new challenge. Hell, we even spent time together outside of racing on occasion, a rare occurrence in our sport. I didn’t want to lie to him, but I wasn’t particularly in the mood to share either.

      “Madison and I broke up,” I said, snapping my hand in the air to silence him when he opened his mouth. “And before you say a word, don’t. I just want to get today done, beat you, and then try to fix my relationship.”

      A glimmer of a smile touched his lips at the ‘beat you’ throwaway comment in the middle of the bombshell I’d just dropped.

      “Listen, man,” he said. “I’m here if you need anything.”

      “What I need is to get behind the wheel and take another step toward World Championship number five. Okay, dude?”

      I expected him to make some sort of wisecrack about my cocky attitude. Instead, he nodded, clapped me on the back, and walked away.

      I went through my usual routine to prepare for the race, but my mind kept drifting to Madison. I didn’t know what I’d do if she refused to listen, if, even after I’d explained my reasoning, she still hated me.

      When the time came for me to climb in the car, Jack put his hand on my arm, stopping me.

      “A quick word please, Tate,” he said, his tone stern and uncompromising.

      I suppressed a groan. I knew from Jack’s expression a lecture was heading in my direction. Jack was a great team principal: supportive, smart, demanding. The kind of guy who pushed you to the limits because he recognized your ability for greatness. I had a huge amount of respect for him, so I steeled my spine, prepared to fight my corner, although I didn’t have a clue what he might be pissed about.

      I followed him to the back of the garage. “What’s up?”

      He arched an eyebrow at me. “Are you fit to race?”

      That jerked me into action. If Jack asked such a question, he must be worried. Shit, he could replace me with our test driver if he’d a mind to. “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, feigning confusion. “Of course I’m fit to race. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because your mind isn’t on the job, and you know as well as I do that racing takes every ounce of concentration and then some.” He patted me on the back in a fatherly fashion. “Jared mentioned things aren’t so good with Madison.”

      I’m going to rip off his ball sac and shove it down his fucking throat. Judas.

      I went into complete defense mode. “My relationship or otherwise with Madison has absolutely no bearing on my ability to race, and I’m offended you’d even bring it up. I’m a professional, Jack. That’s why you pay me an extortionate amount of money to race for you. I may have been a little distracted today, but I’m perfectly capable of compartmentalizing. The second I get behind the wheel, it’s game on, and you know that.”

      Jack’s lips pressed together in a slight grimace, and he softly shook his head. A jolt of fear zipped through me.

      He’s going to force me to bail. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      And then he said, “Okay, I’ll allow you to race, but you’d better win.”

      I let out the breath I’d been holding and clapped him on the upper arm. “Be sure to tell Jared fucking Kane he’ll have to try harder than that to bench me.”

      I faked a confident swagger over to my car. Ant strapped me in, and thirty seconds later, I pulled into the pit lane.

      Once I parked on my grid spot in pole position, the mechanics swarmed around the car. I got out, removed my helmet, and walked over to where Rob stood by the pit wall. We discussed a few things, how I planned to attack the start, my feelings about the first corner, and we revisited our A/B strategies which depended on how the race progressed. Rain was in the forecast, which changed things significantly. Being the rain-master, I prayed for a wet race, compared with Jared who preferred a dry surface. It’d make the necessary win easier to achieve, although I’d take whatever Mother Nature threw at me. Whatever happened, this race was mine.

      I gave a couple of brief press interviews then headed back to my car. I crossed paths with Jared.

      He clapped me on the shoulder in a friendly fashion.

      I replied with, “You’ve got a fucking big mouth.”

      “Listen, bud, just looking out for you,” he said, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

      “Looking out for yourself more like it. After all, if Jack benched me, that’d be good for your championship hopes, wouldn’t it?”

      I wasn’t being fair, and the speed at which Jared’s eyebrows shot up confirmed it.

      “Christ, you have got your panties in a twist today.”

      “Fuck off,” I snarled.

      Luckily for me, Jared was a relaxed kind of guy, most of the time. He blew me a kiss and said, “Anytime, pretty boy.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re a dick.”

      “Yet you still love me. Good luck. Be safe out there.”

      I nodded, my irritation with him receding. “You, too.”

      I climbed into my car. Five minutes until the start of the race. Time to center myself, screw my head on, go over the launch off the grid, the first corner, the first lap, play it all out in my mind like a video game. But as I closed my eyes, instead of seeing the track, I saw Madison’s beautiful face. Her hurt at what she perceived as my betrayal, how she’d looked at me with such disdain, but behind the mask her pain had been evident.

      “Tate!”

      Rob’s voice barked in my ear. I snapped my eyes open. The grid had cleared. Shit, we were about to head off on the parade lap. I forced the image of Madison from my mind, pushing away the notion that Jack might have been right, and my mind wasn’t on the job in hand.

      I can do this.

      As soon the race got underway, I’d be fine.

      I led the pack around the twisty racetrack of Spa and then lined up my car in grid spot number one. I angled the front end marginally toward the first corner. Jared would get a fast start, and I intended to cut him off if he tried to dart in front.

      The five red lights appeared, one by one, and the engines roared in preparation. The crowds cheered and waved their flags. Fixing my attention on the road ahead of me, I watched the lights extinguish, and I dropped the hammer. The car lurched forward, pushing me back into the seat.

      Spotting Jared’s car in my peripheral vision, I moved to block him. Wheel to wheel, we raced into the first corner where I narrowly beat him into second place. There were still a few tricky corners coming up, but I felt confident I could keep him behind, and then we’d settle into the race. It’d be nip and tuck until the first round of pit stops, or the rain, whichever came first.

      As it turned out, the weather forced a change in strategy. I came in for wet tires, and once all the cars had stopped, I found myself still in the lead by one second. The rain, though, was short-lived, and as the track began to dry, I made the call to come in for slicks. Sure, there were still a few wet patches on the track, but there was enough dry tarmac out there that if I timed it right, changing for slick tires would give me a competitive edge. Slicks were much faster than the deeply treaded wet tires.

      In the end, changing tires was the right call. I extended my lead over Jared to seven seconds. He came in for his tire change a lap after me because there was only space for one car per team in the pit lane, and as championship leader, I called first dibs. I had this race in the bag.

      Coming up on some back markers, I caught the marshals waving blue flags in my peripheral vision, basically an instruction to those at the back of the race that the leader was coming through. The rules were that they must get out of the way, off the racing line, but because the track was still wet, they didn’t move as quickly as I’d have liked. Conscious of Jared closing in behind me, I pulled out to overtake—and that was when I felt something snap on the chassis. The nose of my car touched the rear of the one in front, and the next thing I knew, I was airborne, a solid wall hurtling toward me.

      “Oh fuck, I’m a goner.”
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      I broke my cardinal rule.

      Desperate for any glimpse of Tate after he’d studiously ignored me the entire weekend—not that I blamed him after I’d made it perfectly clear we were over—I switched on the TV in the medical center, my gaze automatically searching for Tate’s car. Lap thirty-one, and he was in the lead by a considerable margin. Good, he’d be happy. I knew how desperate he was to achieve that fifth world championship. It’d catapult him into the elite. Maybe that would make his parents proud, although I doubted it. Cold, miserable bastards. They didn’t deserve a wonderful son like Tate.

      Then I remembered I was mad at him, that we’d broken up, and the door to my heart clamped shut.

      The earlier rain evaporated, and the track began to dry out. Tate came into the pits for slick tires. Once again, he exited the pit lane in the lead. He was on track to win. Another few laps at that speed, and he’d have enough space between himself and Jared to come into the pits, change tires, and get out again ahead of Jared in second place. It was known in the racing world as a ‘free pit stop.’

      “Easy now,” I said as though Tate could actually hear me. “Be careful through the back markers.”

      The next few seconds happened so quickly that my brain didn’t immediately compute. Tate pulled out to overtake, his car zigzagged, and then he flew through the air.

      I screamed as the aluminum shell intended to protect the fragile human inside—my fragile human—crumpled as it hit the wall. The car rolled over twice before shuddering to a stop.

      I froze, my mind taking me back to the fateful day of Dean’s accident. The mad dash to save him. The sight of his wrecked car, his broken, lifeless body, the burning in my arms as I’d carried out CPR, desperately trying to save him, my attempts proving futile in the end.

      Despair looped around my head until there was no room for anything else.

      And then the practical side of me kicked in. I grabbed my medical bag and flung open the door. The accident had occurred over a mile away, but it’d be quicker to run than to drive through the meandering backroads that surrounded the track. Sirens wailed in the distance, the on-site ambulances and fire crews already spurred into action.

      My lungs burned, but I kept on going. Tate needed me.

      A helicopter flew overhead, hovering above the track before easing to the ground, its blades whirring as the occupants spilled onto the track.

      Almost there.

      One of the marshals saw me coming and opened a gate, allowing me access. By the time I reached the car, Tate had already been loaded onto a stretcher, his neck in a brace.

      He wasn’t conscious.

      Gulping back fear, I scanned his body for any sign of blood. I couldn’t see any. Not a good sign. Lack of blood meant the trauma was internal.

      “Tate, I’m here,” I said, clutching his hand and running alongside the gurney as the paramedics pushed him to the helicopter.

      They loaded him and, without hesitation, I climbed on board.

      We rose into the air. My stomach rolled, but I kept my focus on Tate, talking to him, keeping up the pressure on his hand to let him know I was there, that he wasn’t alone.

      I managed to remain calm during the entire journey, but when we landed on the roof of the hospital building, panic set in. What would they find? God, what if he never regained consciousness? What if the last horrible, hateful things I’d said were the last words Tate ever heard from me? How would I live with myself?

      Regardless of our disagreement over this latest sponsorship deal, I loved him so very much. If he survived…

      No, not if. When.

      Gathering every ounce of internal strength, I swallowed my tears, blew my nose, stiffened my resolve, and followed the paramedics into the hospital. The last thing Tate needed was me losing my shit. My own personal devastation would have to wait.

      We were met by a trauma surgeon who barked orders to a team waiting nearby. They wheeled him inside a waiting lift. I followed. A hand came out, stopping me.

      “Miss, please, wait in the family room.”

      “Doctor,” I corrected. “I’m the track doctor.” And his girlfriend. Except that wasn’t true. Not any longer.

      The surgeon made eye contact with me. “Then you’ll know I urgently need to get him into surgery.”

      His curt response hit me like a punch to the gut. I stumbled back and watched the lift doors close.

      And then I fell apart.

      Sinking to the floor, I hugged my knees to my chest and sobbed.

      This couldn’t be happening. Not again. I’d lost Dean to his love of racing. I couldn’t lose Tate, too. Hadn’t this damn sport stolen enough from me?

      I lost track of time, but eventually, I had no tears left. Taking a deep breath, I pulled myself together and rose to my feet.

      Following the hospital signs, I took the public lift down to the third floor where the operating rooms were located. I strode out of the lift, immediately spotting which one Tate must be in, because outside, stood about fifteen people. Jared, Paisley, Jack, Rob, Ant, Angus, Devon, Zoey, plus a whole bunch of other members of Nash Racing. I choked down a sob as Jared spotted me and marched over.

      “You got my messages then?” he asked.

      I shook my head, only then realizing I hadn’t even looked at my phone since leaving the medical center. “I saw it,” I said. “On the TV. I came in the helicopter with him.” I promptly burst into tears again.

      “Oh fuck,” Jared muttered. “C’mere, honey.” He wrapped his strong arms around my shoulders and hugged me tightly. “He’s going to be fine. He’s a tough one.”

      I took a long pull of air then blew it out slowly. I needed information. I’d waited long enough. Facts were my safety net, my comfort blanket. “Has anyone given you an update?” I asked.

      Jared shook his head.

      “Well, they’ll give one to me.”

      A hint of a smile tugged at Jared’s lips. “I think they’re a little busy at the moment, honey.”

      “Someone must know something.” I slipped out of his arms.

      He caught my wrist as I set off. “Madison, I know you want to scrub up and get in there, but you can’t. Let the staff here do their jobs. You stomping around trying to get answers they probably don’t have yet isn’t going to help Tate. Unfortunately, we all have the toughest job—waiting.”

      He was right, of course, but that didn’t make it any easier. I paced, holding my breath every time I caught a glimpse of a hospital uniform. I questioned Jack to see if he knew what had happened, but it was too early to tell yet. Jack looked absolutely devastated, his expression somber, dark circles beneath his eyes. He’d blame himself, but it was no one’s fault. Tate’s horrific accident proved my point… racing was a dangerous sport, and bad things could—and did—happen.

      I hadn’t been prepared for them to happen to Tate, that was all.

      “Oh, hell, has anyone called his parents?” I asked.

      Jack mashed his lips into a thin line. “Yes, I did.”

      “When are they coming?”

      He shook his head. “They’re not.”

      I widened my eyes. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Apparently, his mother has some function or other that clearly needs her attention more than her own son, and as for his father…”

      Jack turned away, and I swore tears glistened in his eyes. Jack Nash was one of the toughest sons of bitches in this sport. To see such a strong man so close to tears because of the reaction of Tate’s parents further hardened my heart against them.

      I clenched my fists, anger racing through me. What the hell was wrong with those cold bastards? How could they be so unfeeling toward their son at a time when he needed them the most? I caught Zoey’s furious gaze and instantly knew she felt exactly the same. I nodded at her, conveying a ‘Leave this with me’ message. She returned my gesture with a nod of her own.

      “Would you excuse me for a minute?” I said to no one in particular. I walked a fair distance away until I knew I wouldn’t be overheard. It took a bit of research, but I finally located the number for Tate’s parents’ house. Seething, I made the call.

      “Flynn residence.”

      “I’d like to speak to Mr. or Mrs. Flynn, please.”

      “Whom may I say is calling?”

      “Madison Brady.”

      I waited while the maid delivered my message. I didn’t expect, for one second, for either of Tate’s parents to speak to me. They hadn’t liked me on the one occasion we had met and, to them, I was a nobody. So I felt more than a pinch of surprise when Tate’s mother came on the line.

      “If you’re calling to tell me about Tate’s accident, we’ve already been informed,” was her opening gambit.

      “Yes, I’m aware. I’m also aware you’re not planning to come to Belgium.”

      “That’s right. I have responsibilities here. I can’t simply flit off on a whim.”

      Hate was a very strong word, evoking emotion I couldn’t say I enjoyed experiencing, but right then, I hated this woman with every fiber of my body.

      “Your responsibility is to your son who, this very second, is in surgery after what some parts of the media are calling an un-survivable accident.” I was amazed I managed to stay so calm when voicing my worst fears. I swore it must be the shock kicking in. “What if he dies, Mrs. Flynn?” I flinched, squeezing my eyes closed as pain shot through me.

      I can’t even…

      “Tate is a Flynn. He’s a survivor.”

      “A survivor?” I snorted. “Like Cam, you mean?”

      I knew it to be wrong, maybe even cruel, to bring up the loss of her child, but I’d reached the point where I’d use anything to get a human reaction out of this… this… robot.

      A hitch of breath reached me down the line. “How dare you,” she spat.

      A rush of fury fueled my blood, blind rage scorching through me. I let her have it. “No, how dare you. What sort of a mother are you? Your son has spent years trying to be what you want him to be, to do everything he can to earn your love when he shouldn’t have to do a damned thing. It’s a mother’s job to love their child no matter what. You disgust me.”

      I stabbed at the screen so hard, I broke a fingernail. I wished I’d called from a landline—so I could have slammed the handset down. I’d probably made things a whole lot worse between Tate and his parents, and some people might say it hadn’t been my place to tell that woman what I thought of her. But I didn’t care. She needed to know her attitude wasn’t normal. Was not acceptable.

      She’d done me one favor, though; as soon as Tate woke—and I had to believe he would—I was going to show him some respect, some courtesy, and find out why he’d signed that deal. It might not make a blind bit of difference to the eventual outcome, but I at least owed it to him to listen.

      Five hours, eight minutes, and thirty-two seconds after Tate’s arrival at the hospital, the doors to the operating room opened and the surgeon appeared. I launched out of my chair, my legs barely holding me up.

      “Tate?” I asked.

      “Are you family?”

      I opened my mouth to say no—it was the truth after all—when Jack cut in.

      “We’re all his family. How’s he doing, Doc?”

      The surgeon removed his cap and scuffed a hand over the top of his head. “Mr. Flynn is a very lucky young man. He had a tear in his liver that caused some internal bleeding which we’ve repaired. We also needed to remove his spleen. In addition to his internal injuries, he has suffered a dislocated shoulder, but thankfully, no head or spinal damage.”

      My knees wobbled. Zoey was the closest, and she caught me before I fell, her arm comfortingly cradling my waist.

      The doctor continued talking, but the words came at me through a fog of relief. Tate would be out of action for a few months while he recovered, but he’d suffer no lasting damage. The loss of his spleen was a bit of a worry, but lots of people lived perfectly normal lives without that particular organ. My greatest concern had been brain damage or paralysis.

      “Thank God,” I mumbled.

      “No getting rid of Tate,” Zoey murmured, her eyes alight with relief and happiness.

      “Tough bastard,” Jack said.

      “Hey, I might win the championship now,” Jared contributed.

      A brief moment of silence cut through the air, and then laughter filled the hallway.

      “Don’t count your chickens yet,” Rob, Tate’s engineer, cut in. “If I know Tate, he’ll be back behind the wheel before you know it.”

      A bolt of fear rushed through me. Until Rob had said that, I hadn’t considered for even a moment that Tate would return to the track, but he would. Of course he would. Racing was his life.

      “He’s in recovery,” the surgeon continued. “We’ll get him settled, and then you can go and see him. No more than two of you today, please. He’ll be tired and will need to rest.”

      I stumbled over to the chair and sank into it. Even if I could forgive Tate for signing his latest sponsorship deal, I didn’t think I had it within me to be in a relationship with a racing driver, to live under the constant worry of a repeat occurrence of what I’d gone through today.

      To be forever on edge, waiting for the next crash.

      “Madison?”

      Jared’s concerned voice reached me, and his fingers touched my arm. My breathing labored, coming in gasps now.

      Oh, I know what this is; I’m hyperventilating.

      My dispassionate thought process must be because of my medical training.

      “Someone get a doctor?”

      This time it was Paisley who spoke. I gestured to her and shook my head. I didn’t need a doctor. I needed to replace the carbon dioxide I was emitting too quickly. Cupping my hands over my nose and mouth, I pursed my lips. It took a few minutes, but eventually, my breathing slowed, and my head cleared.

      “Sorry, it’s the shock,” I attempted to explain.

      Paisley flicked her wrist at the crowd gathered around me. “Bugger off, you lot. Give the woman some space.” Conversely, she moved her chair closer and took my hand between hers. “Are you okay now? Do you need me to get someone?”

      “No, I’m fine.” I managed a faint smile. “We doctors prefer to self-heal.”

      Paisley rolled her eyes. “As stubborn as bloody racing drivers.”

      “How do you do it?” I asked.

      Her brows knitted together. “Do what?”

      I jerked my chin in Jared’s direction. “Watch him hurtle around the track knowing at any moment it could be lights out.”

      She twisted her lips into a wry smile. “I don’t think about it. After all, bad things could happen to any of us, not just racing drivers. I saw on the news the other day a woman was walking along the street, minding her own business, and a car mounted the pavement and killed her. None of us are safe from the dangers of simply living. Every time we set foot outside our own front doors, we’re taking a risk. You should know that better than most, being a doctor. I guess it’s easier on me, though. I grew up around this sport. It’s all I know, whereas for you, it’s different.”

      She was right, on both points. I had to figure out whether I could handle the worry of being with Tate, and that was assuming I could forgive him for signing that deal and betraying me.

      Right now, I didn’t know the answer to either of those questions.
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      Fuck it hurt. Everywhere. I couldn’t move a single inch without pain stealing my breath. The nurse gently lifted my wrist to take my pulse, and even that innocuous movement sent a shockwave of agony coursing through me. I hissed and gritted my teeth, and she gave me a sympathetic smile.

      “Are you feeling up to visitors?” she asked.

      Depended who she meant by visitors. If it was my parents, I’d rather crash my car again than see them, and have to face their displeasure. After all, I’d fucked up my chances of World Championship number five, for this year at least.

      “Who’s here?” I barely recognized the rasp in my voice.

      “Half the racetrack, I think,” she replied with a grin.

      I managed a smile. “Sure. Let them come.”

      “I’ll let two of them come,” she said, padding across the room. She opened the door and gestured. “Five minutes. He needs to rest.”

      She stood to one side, and that was when I saw her. Standing right behind Jack. My Madison. It took considerable effort, but I managed to lift my hand and beckon to her.

      “Hey, beautiful.”

      “Aww, thanks, gorgeous,” Jack replied.

      I’d laugh if it didn’t hurt so damned much. Madison chuckled, though, and that’d do for me. To hear her laugh again when I thought I never would was all the medicine I needed.

      “Who won?” I asked Jack.

      His eyebrows shot up. “Are you fucking kidding me? The race was cancelled. Do you think any of the teams would be able to simply race on after an accident as big as this?”

      “So I’m still leading the championship?”

      “Is that all you can think about?” Jack asked.

      My eyes cut to Madison’s. “No.”

      Jack glanced between the two of us. When neither of us said a word, he nodded. “Well, now, I know you’re okay, I’ll leave you guys to talk. I’ll come by tomorrow, bring you some magazines and stuff.”

      “Thanks, Jack.”

      I waited for him to leave, then patted the covers. “Will you sit?”

      She pulled up a chair. The message wasn’t lost on me. You’ve still got a long way to go.

      “How are you feeling?”

      I grimaced. “Like I’ve been run over by a truck.”

      “Yeah, internal injuries will do that to you.”

      I held out my hand, palm up, my fears allayed when she accepted my peace offering. “We need to talk.”

      She nodded. “We do, but not today.”

      I was inclined to agree. I already felt the kind of bone-weary exhaustion that made it difficult to keep my eyes open, and she’d only been here a few minutes. “Just answer me one thing.”

      “What?”

      “Do you still love me like I love you?”

      She drew a breath, and her spine stiffened, but her eyes, when they met mine, held a depth of emotion that sent my hopes soaring.

      “Yes.”

      I almost sagged with relief. “Then nothing else matters.”

      She blinked slowly. Her expression suggested she disagreed, but she didn’t voice her dissent. “I’ll let you get some rest.”

      “Will you come back in the morning?”

      She nodded, leaned over, kissed my cheek, and left.

      My eyes drooped, and I slept, the comforting scent of Madison’s perfume filling my nose.
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      I noticed a marked improvement in my pain levels the next day, mainly because the medical staff had pumped me full of drugs. I didn’t like the woozy feeling that accompanied the pills, but at least they allowed me to sit up without almost fainting from raw, primal agony.

      As he’d promised, Jack dropped by first thing with some personal items, and both Rob and Jared came to check up on me. It was good to see them, but they weren’t who I really needed to see. I desperately wanted to put things right with Madison. I could only hope I hadn’t fucked things up for good.

      Just after eleven, the door opened, and Madison poked her head inside. “Are you decent?” she joked, which I took as a good sign.

      “I’d rather be indecent,” I said.

      She smiled. “Maybe take a few more recovery days first.” She pulled up the same chair she’d sat in yesterday, but I stopped her.

      “Sit beside me,” I said, patting the mattress.

      She hesitated but then perched on the edge of my bed. I held out my hand, giving her the option to take it, or not. She did.

      Positive sign number two.

      “Tate—”

      “Madison—”

      She chuckled. “You first.”

      I stared at her hand then lifted my eyes to hers. “The deal with Frank’s company, I’m sorry you found out like that. We hadn’t been talking for long, and I honestly never expected it to move as quickly as it did. If I’d had any idea, I’d have made the time to talk to you first.”

      “It’s not how I found out that’s the problem, Tate. It’s the fact you signed the deal in the first place. You know how I feel about kids and fast cars, and this product makes it easier for them to gain access to parts and easily fit them without any skill required, then go out on the road and potentially kill themselves, or others.”

      “I had to,” I said, holding up my hand when she started to interrupt. “There’s something you don’t know. I should have told you in Majorca, but stupidly, I thought it would be better to show you, and I intended to do so, but when we arrived home, time ran away with me, and then everything moved so fast.” I pointed to an overnight bag in the corner that Jack had dropped off. “Can you grab my phone. It’s in the side pocket.”

      She did as I’d asked. I opened a browser and typed in the website for my facility. I handed the phone to her. She scanned the screen, scrolling upward to read more of the information on the homepage which talked about what went on there. After she’d finished, she looked up, frowning.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “That’s my facility. I started it years ago as soon as I amassed enough cash to get the building up and running. We started off with five patients. Now, we’re much larger, and I fund it with a good proportion of my salary and all my sponsorship earnings, as well as investing huge amounts of cash in the scientific research lab. One day, I hope to find a cure for the disease that killed Cam.”

      I could tell the second the lightbulb went on, the moment she realized I wasn’t a money-grabbing freak who refused to be satisfied with the tens of millions I earned each year. That I kept enough for myself to live comfortably, and to make traveling around the world as easy as possible. The rest I poured into the place where my heart lay.

      She tugged on her earlobe, her lips slightly parted. I didn’t prompt her or speak again. She’d have questions, and I’d answer them as honestly as I could.

      “Why the deal with Frank?”

      “Two things really. One, we need to expand. There’s a huge demand for places, and not enough beds, and two, I only have a few more years racing left in me. The deal with Frank will mean there’s enough funding not only for the expansion, but to ensure financial security for at least the next ten years.”

      She twisted her lips to one side. “There wasn’t another option? One that didn’t involve that kind of business?”

      I shook my head. “The money Frank is offering just to attach my name to his brand is insane. I’m sorry, Madison, but I couldn’t turn it down, not even for you and the sake of our relationship. If you can’t get past that, to see the good I’m able to do with that money then…” I breathed heavily. “There isn’t really much else I can do.”

      “Why don’t you just go public? If you did, I’m sure the donations would flood in.”

      Is she channelling Joanie’s rhetoric? I’d had the same discussion with her over the years. Joanie constantly worried I spread myself too thin.

      “I don’t want to go public,” I explained patiently. “If I do, the place will end up swarming with press, it will stop being about the patients and our search for a cure, and end up being all about me. This isn’t about me. I don’t do this to win favor with the public or the press. I do this for the patients and their families.”

      She drew in a long, shuddering breath. “And you couldn’t have told me all this last Thursday?”

      I chuckled. “You didn’t exactly give me the chance.”

      Her cheeks flushed pink. “That’s true.” She looked down at my phone again, then up at me. “Will you take me?”

      Hope jolted my pulse into action. I grinned. “For a fee.”

      “What’s the fee?”

      I tapped my lips with my forefinger. “The price of entry is a kiss.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “That’s a pretty heavy price to pay.”

      I grazed the edge of my tongue over my teeth. “I’m worth it.”

      She placed the flat of her hands on either side of my hips and leaned forward. Her lips brushed mine, all too briefly. “We’ll see.”
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      “Take it easy,” I said, putting a steadying arm around Tate’s waist as he climbed out of the car.

      It had been six weeks since the accident that should have killed him, and although his internal injuries were healing well, he’d ended up needing surgery on his shoulder when the ball joint kept popping out, so his arm was in a sling—and he hated it.

      “Stop fussing,” he groused. “I can still throw you over my shoulder, one arm or not.”

      I giggled. “I’d like to see you try.”

      We’d spent the last few weeks in Switzerland while Tate recuperated at a private clinic, and during that time we’d got our relationship back on track. I’d finally found the right moment to tell him about my argument with his mother during his surgery. Whether I’d overstepped the mark had been playing on my mind, but Tate didn’t even flinch when I recounted the conversation. In a way, that saddened me, but he wasn’t short of people who loved him, and he honestly seemed okay with it.

      “You just wait. I won’t be in this thing forever. Then it’s game on.”

      I giggled again. “I look forward to it.”

      The front door opened, and Joanie came out to greet us. I’d met her over Skype a couple of weeks ago, and we’d struck up an instant rapport.

      “At last,” she said, hugging first Tate, then me. “It’s so good to finally meet you in person, Madison. Let’s get you both inside. It’s freezing.”

      She made us all a cup of hot chocolate. She and Tate talked about how the expansion plans were progressing, and as I watched his animated expression while they discussed an idea for a family suite where the loved ones of those nearing the end could stay over, I teared up.

      I cast my mind back to a few months earlier when I’d thought of Tate Flynn as a demon, an evil, gluttonous man who chose money over integrity. They said never judge a person until you’d walked a mile in their shoes. Well, I’d got my feet firmly planted inside Tate’s, and the view from here couldn’t be more different. His compassion, determination, and philanthropy actually took my breath away.

      Joanie showed me around the facility, and Tate stopped to talk to every single patient. The place was almost full, with only one bed vacant, but Joanie explained that they were expecting a new patient tomorrow. I’d assumed the facility would be a sad place, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. Those here might not have long left, but they’d learned to cherish every single day in a way healthy people never seemed to manage.

      I was so impressed with all Tate had achieved, and by the time we left, my heart almost burst with pride. I mightn’t have agreed with his methods of funding the facility in the beginning, but now I’d seen for myself the amount of good every single penny achieved, well, I had to admit I’d been wrong. Everyone had personal accountability, not only for their own safety, but also how their actions impacted on the safety of others. Just because companies like Frank’s provided the tools to allow cars to be modified, the final decision rested with the individual to make sure they didn’t act recklessly. It had taken me a while to get there, but I’d finally come to realize that people like Tate shouldn’t be held accountable for the actions of others.

      I drove us back to London and parked beneath Tate’s building. I couldn’t be bothered with cooking, so we ordered takeout. After we’d eaten, I flicked on the TV, although more for background noise than to tune in to any particular program. I curled into Tate’s side, and he slipped his good arm around my shoulder.

      “It’s an amazing place,” I said, referring to the facility.

      Tate never referred to it as a hospice. In his mind, it did so much more, not least because of the tireless efforts of the scientists who worked around the clock desperately trying to find a cure, or at least identify a way of stemming the disease to allow a few more precious days, weeks, or months to its unfortunate, and totally undeserving, victims.

      “It is, and filled with incredible people who manage to keep smiling in the most challenging of circumstances.”

      “You’re incredible,” I said, caressing his face. “No, don’t roll your eyes at me, Tate Flynn. You are. You work so hard to channel as much money into that place as you can, and yet you sit idly by letting the press vilify you for being just another greedy Formula One driver who only cares about making another million bucks.”

      He touched his lips to mine, and what started out as an innocent peck turned into something much deeper within seconds. It took considerable effort for me to pull away, but Tate was under strict instructions from his doctors. No physical exertion, and that included the between-the-sheets variety. His internal injuries were still healing, not to mention his shoulder, although Tate had said, on more than one occasion, that he’d quite happily lie back and let me do all the work.

      “You’re killing me,” he groaned. “I’m almost fully healed. Let’s go to bed and fuck.”

      “A few more days,” I said. “That’s all you have to wait, and then we can fuck as much as you like.”

      “My dick will have shriveled up and died by then,” he protested.

      I walked my fingers down the front of his chest, teasing, tantalizing. “Don’t worry, baby. I’ll give it the kiss of life—when the time comes.”

      He groaned again. He got to his feet, dislodging me. “If you won’t help me get rid of this hard-on you’ve created, I guess I’ll have to show you what I’ve been cooking up.”

      I sat up, excited. “What is it?”

      He left the room, returning a minute or so later with a thick manila envelope. He sat beside me once more.

      “I know you struggle with some of my sponsorship choices, especially after what happened to Dean, but at least now you understand why I signed those deals. But you’re right, I do have at least some responsibility to try to get the message across that speed can be dangerous, especially in the wrong hands. So, I’ve been searching for the right opportunity to sit comfortably alongside the likes of Frank’s company, without causing conflict, and last week, I found it.”

      He handed me the envelope. I opened the flap and removed a glossy brochure with a picture of what looked like a video game on the front. I flicked through the first couple of pages, but I still wasn’t sure I understood.

      “What is this, exactly?” I asked.

      “It’s a company that designs video games, specifically motor racing ones, but they’re diversifying into what is called eSports. It’s the latest in virtual reality technology. Their idea is to bring VR to the masses. Basically, it’s a very real simulator which allows anyone who wants to hone their racing skills, whether that be to drive professionally or not, to practice in a very safe way. They invited me to their design offices a couple of days ago, and I drove one of these simulators, albeit one-handed.” He laughed. “Honestly, Mads, it felt so damned real. If they can reduce costs enough to make this marketable at a similar price point to the video game consoles of today, it’ll help enormously with road safety, particularly for young kids. And who knows, they might get enough of a kick out of virtual driving to not want to risk something as dangerous as street racing. I’ve spoken to Frank, and he sees no conflict of interest. They’re a small but growing company who can’t afford my usual fee so, if you like the idea, I want to do it pro bono.”

      I didn’t even need to think about it. I tossed the brochure to one side and threw my arms around Tate, careful not to jar his shoulder.

      “I love the idea,” I enthused, even though it would mean even less time for us than we had already. It was totally worth it. “I can’t believe you’d do this, for me.”

      “I’d do anything for you.”

      I stroked my knuckles over his cheek, two-day old stubble grazing my skin. “I love you.”

      He leaned in, briefly kissing me. “Love you, too.”

      Oh, screw it. He’s almost fully recovered. “Wait there,” I said, crossing over to the kitchen. I opened the drawer where Tate kept some paper and pens. Grinning, I scrawled a note. I returned to the living area and handed it over.

      He scanned it, then laughed.

      “I, Dr. Madison Brady, hereby declare Tate Flynn well enough for a single sexual act, the manner of which is to be of his choosing. This is a one-time offer not to be repeated until full medical discharge has been received. The recipient must promise not to overexert himself during the act.” He looked up, wearing a broad grin. “I accept.”

      I held out my hand. “Time for that kiss of life.”
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      “I’m off now, boss.”

      Jack glanced up, closed his laptop screen, and walked over to where I hovered at the rear of the garage. “Of course. Great race today. The start of a great year, I hope.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, fingers crossed. We’ve definitely got two of the most competitive drivers on our team.”

      “And two of the friendliest.” Jack clapped me on the back. “At least that makes for an easier life.”

      “Amen to that. I’ve emailed my report, by the way. Don’t forget to send me the notes of the post-race briefing.”

      Jack shook his head. “Stop looking so guilty, Devon. I’ve said it before,  and I’ll say it again. There’s no problem. You’re the best damn race engineer in Formula One. If cutting you some slack a couple of times a year keeps you right here with me where you belong, I’ll take it. Australia is the only post-race briefing you ever miss, and you and I both know you have a damned good reason.”

      My chest tightened uncomfortably, but I showed Jack my bravest face. “Yeah, well, thanks anyway. You know how much I appreciate the early finish.”

      Jack pointed to the door. “Then go. And give her my love.”

      Holding back a grimace, I forced my lips to smile. “I will.”

      I ducked out behind the row of garages and headed off past the motorhomes lined up like a guard of honor. A few of the drivers were still giving interviews to the TV crews, and I acknowledged one or two of them as I passed.

      I’d almost reached the end of the paddock when I spotted the very last person I’d hoped to see barreling toward me.

      Reilley fucking Bennett.

      “Oh, great,” I muttered, dragging a hand through my hair. I went to walk around her, but she dodged into my path, sure-footed and confident.

      “There you are.” She wagged her finger back and forth. “And you thought you could sneak off without seeing me. As if I’d let that happen.”

      The sigh that erupted from me came right up from the heels of my boots. “What do you want, Reilley? I’m in a rush.”

      “You’re always in a rush.”

      “When it comes to you, yeah, I am.”

      She chuckled. Reilley might as well be Teflon-coated when it came to insults. They simply bounced off her, as if she was wearing an impenetrable shield. Given how she made her living, she needed to be resilient and thick-skinned. Reilley penned explosive biographies about celebrities, and she was extremely successful. The minute she released a new book, it hit pole position on every bestseller list around the world, remaining there for months.

      Last year, she weirdly decided I’d make a great candidate for her next novel. I couldn’t understand why on earth she’d be interested in anything I had to say. I wasn’t famous—I was the behind-the-scenes guy—but she wouldn’t let up on nagging me… And I refused to give her what she wanted.

      Stalemate.

      I dodged again. She cut me off, arms splayed wide.

      “How about a coffee? Or better still, dinner. On me, of course.”

      “No and no.”

      I attempted escape for the third time, but the damned woman was too bloody nimble. I expelled an irritated huff. “Reilley, move.”

      She planted her hands on her hips and gave me her best cocky expression. “Make me, handsome.”

      I squirmed at the moniker, and the noise escaping the back of my throat sounded remarkably like a growl. Bloody woman pushing my buttons. I didn’t have time for this shit.

      I picked her up and bodily moved her out of my way, purposely plunking her down hard. I hoped it jarred her back, because she jarred my goddamn nerves.

      Every. Single. Time.

      I marched into the car park with her footsteps—and her laughter—hot on my heels.

      Reilley and I were complete opposites. She was bubbly to the point of extreme irritation, happy-go-lucky, always managed to find humor in every situation, upbeat, positive, plus any other too-fucking-cheerful attribute you could think of.

      In comparison, I was quiet, serious, somber, reflective. At least that’s the person I now was, not the man I used to be. Tragedy had a way of pulling you up short and sending you hurtling down a different path. Don’t get me wrong, I knew how to have fun, and I laughed and joked with my friends, but I didn’t go around smiling at everything and everyone. Not anymore. Not like Reilley did.

      Maybe if she had my life, she wouldn’t be so fucking happy.

      I reached my car a few steps ahead of her and I climbed in, but not fast enough. She grabbed the top of the door because she knew it’d stop me from slamming it. It’d break all her fingers, and however much this woman irked me, I wasn’t that kind of a guy.

      “Reilley.” I sighed again. “What d’you want from me?” Even though I knew the answer, I couldn’t help asking. It was like a reflex, except each time I hoped for a different response. Something like “You dropped your wallet. I’m only following you to return it.” Of course, Reilley answered with the usual response.

      “Come on, Devon. You’ve got a great story to tell. Twelve years at the top of your game in one of the most challenging sports in the world. All those fantastic nuggets, stories about drivers you’ve seen come and go, the changes you’ve witnessed. The fights, the arguments, the stress, the highs and lows. Formula One has millions of fans across the globe. They’d love a true behind-the-scenes exposé, and from one of the most experienced engineers in the business. It’d sell like hot cakes.”

      I turned the key in the ignition and pressed the gas pedal. The engine growled, effectively speaking for me.

      I glared at her. “Remove your hand, Reilley, or you’ll lose it.”

      She grinned. “Pleeaasse, Devon. Pretty please. Give a hardworking girl a chance.”

      I suppressed a grunt of frustration. The damn woman never took a single thing seriously.

      “No, no, and no,” I said emphatically. “Not this side of Hell freezing over.

      “Five percent of the royalties. My best and final offer.”

      I barked a laugh. “Get it through your head, woman. It doesn’t matter what you offer me. I’m not interested. Now move.”

      I expected her to stand and argue for at least a few minutes more. That was her normal MO in dealing with my dogged refusal. Instead, she surprised me by letting go of the frame and stepping back. Slamming the door quickly before she could change her mind, I drove away.

      The roads around the track were still busy, although as the race had finished a couple of hours earlier, most of the crowd had now dispersed. I headed toward Melbourne, my hometown, a sense of melancholy washing over me. I used to adore coming here, catching up with old friends, seeing my parents and my sister, playing with my niece and nephew. Now, whenever I returned to Australia, it was with a heavy heart and the sour taste of guilt in my mouth.

      The nearer home crept, the deeper into depression I sank. Remorse was a terrible emotion. It pulled you into very dark places. It sat on your chest, forcing shallow breaths from compressed lungs, and burrowed into your brain. It poisoned your insides. It forced you to live in a world of what-ifs—the kind that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.

      I parked in one of the visitors’ spaces and locked the car. On heavy feet, I traipsed inside. As usual, the reception area was quiet, apart from the piped music coming from one speaker attached to the top corner of the wall, the volume so low it could scarcely be heard. There were a few chairs in the waiting area and a coffee table with several out-of-date magazines.

      I signed in. The receptionist barely raised her head. She offered up a faint smile, but that was about it. After me coming here for four years, they no longer worried about identity checks. As long as I signed in and out, I met their security requirements.

      Sweat beaded across my forehead as I took the stairs up to the second floor. My heart hammered against my ribs as Charlotte’s room came into view. I paused right outside and sucked in a lungful of air, held it deep down there for a few seconds, then let it out slowly. I repeated the same process three times, and once I felt confident I had a firm grip on my emotions, I pushed open the door.

      Sunlight streamed in through a large picture window, and beyond the glass pane, the carefully tended gardens could be viewed. Charlotte was sitting in her wheelchair, her back to me, staring outside. She was alone, but that was okay. These days she didn’t need to be supervised twenty-four hours a day. Those awful occasions where she’d stop breathing for no apparent reason were behind us now. Four years further on and, finally, the medical staff had stabilized her.

      At the time of the accident, Charlotte and I had only been dating a short while and, given my job as chief engineer for Nash Racing—the top team in Formula One—took me all over the world, we’d probably only spent a total of six weeks in each other’s company.

      In my spare time, I liked to climb, to hang off the side of mountains with a steel pin and a thin length of rope the only things between me and the unforgiving earth below. Charlotte hadn’t climbed before we’d met, but she’d wanted to impress me, so she’d taken some lessons at an indoor facility.

      Then we’d gone climbing for real, and that one decision had catastrophic consequences.

      I grabbed a chair and carried it over, placing it beside her. “Hello, Charlotte,” I said, stroking my hand down the back of her head, smoothing her hair. I removed a tissue from my pocket and wiped the corner of her mouth where she’d drooled. “Sorry I’m late. I had a slight issue to deal with.”

      The opacity in her eyes briefly lifted, and she smiled. She waited for the ventilator to inflate her lungs, then asked, “A bad problem?”

      My mind cut back to Reilley and her determination to change my mind about the book. If I didn’t find her tenacity so irritating, I’d think it was funny. Who in their right mind would want to read about my life? Especially as the juiciest part, if I could describe what I did so crassly, was something I had no intention of sharing—ever. Hell, I’d spent the last few years making sure no one found out. Only a handful of people knew the truth. I intended to keep it that way. What happened to Charlotte was no one’s fucking business anyway.

      My family had been nothing but supportive when it had happened, repeating over and over that it hadn’t been my fault.

      Charlotte’s twin sister, Caroline, on the other hand… she blamed me. Did she fucking ever. Caroline made it her life’s mission to heap as much guilt on my shoulders as possible, and when I couldn’t take the weight anymore, she’d pile in with even more accusations.

      Regret pressed down on my chest, the guilt suffocating. I squeezed my eyes closed and forced the harrowing thoughts aside.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” I said, referring to her earlier question. “How about a trip through the gardens? Would you like that?”

      I used to suggest we went for a walk, a turn of phrase more than anything, but Charlotte couldn’t walk because her spinal cord had been crushed in the fall. The worst thing was that she still had full mental capacity. As bright and clever as she’d ever been. Yet, she could only move her head. From the neck down, nothing. A once active woman cut down in her prime, all because of me. Even now, years later, I still suffered from a recurring nightmare where I’d watch her fall, arms flailing, and I’d wake with a jolt, the image of her slumped body impossible to erase.

      “I’d love it. You’re so good to me, Devon.”

      My heart thundered. Painful, too-rapid beats. I closed my eyes, concentrating on my breathing until I wrestled both it, and me, under control. Charlotte hadn’t once blamed me. Not even in the terrible months right after the accident when her anger and frustration had spilled over. She’d shown nothing but gratitude, while I’d wondered how I’d ever look at myself in the mirror again without feeling revulsion at the image staring back.

      I waited for the light-headedness to retreat, then gave Charlotte a bright smile, released the brake on her wheelchair, and pushed her to the lift.

      It didn’t take us very long to reach the gardens, and once I stepped outside, I could breathe properly again. There was something about being inside that place that felt suffocating.

      We strolled along the paved pathways, and I pointed out the colorful flowers, a bee burrowing for pollen, a bird pecking at a juicy worm. Anything really to fill the void where my soul should be, and block out the screaming in my head.

      We must have been out there for thirty minutes or so when I spotted Helen, the lady who ran this place, poke her head outside the doorway at the rear of the property. I waved. She waved back and then came over.

      “Hey, Devon. Sorry I missed you arriving.”

      “I snuck in, Helen,” I said with a friendly smile.

      Helen crouched next to Charlotte’s wheelchair and tucked a lock of hair that had blown across her face into a bobby pin, then felt her forehead. “Are you cool enough, Charlotte?”

      “It is quite hot,” Charlotte replied. “And I am rather tired.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?” I asked, berating myself for not noticing her flushed cheeks and sheen of sweat glistening on her forehead.

      “Stop fussing,” Charlotte said. “A short nap, and I’ll be fine. It’ll give you time to have one of Helen’s scones. You know she makes them specially for when you visit.”

      Helen smiled. “It’s true.”

      I gave her a playful nudge. “Go on then.”

      After tea with Helen, I spent the rest of the evening by Charlotte’s bedside, reading to her, playing music, and then I sat in silence waiting for her to drift off. When I was sure she’d fallen asleep, I tiptoed out of her room, closing the door quietly behind me.

      I popped in to say goodnight to Helen, as well as the nursing staff covering the night shift, and promised to return tomorrow. Until the day came when I’d have to travel to Bahrain, I’d visit Charlotte every day, because it’d be months before I could get back here again.

      Three times a year was all I usually managed. March, for the Australian Grand Prix, August when the racing world took a three-week break, and December, before we started winter testing. The rest of the time I was circumnavigating the world, earning what I needed to keep Charlotte in this home. It was expensive, but worth every penny, even if only to assuage my own crippling remorse.

      What worried me, though, was what happened when I couldn’t do my job anymore. I saved as much spare cash as I could, but even if I worked until I was sixty, saving every spare dollar, it wouldn’t be enough to look after Charlotte for the rest of her life.

      I tried not to think about it.
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      I sat cross-legged on the bed back at my hotel room and tucked in to my solitary meal for one, reflecting on the earlier conversation with Devon. I hadn’t expected a change of heart, of course, but what slightly concerned me was that he seemed even more determined than usual to resist the idea of a biography.

      He looked tired, dark circles beneath his eyes making him appear older than his thirty-four years, and I couldn’t help wondering what troubles he carried inside him to create such an outward affect.

      Did Devon really believe I only wanted to tell his story because of the money it would make me? That was definitely one of the reasons. I’d done my research, and I knew there was a rabid bunch of readers, obsessive Formula One fans, who would devour a book about the enigmatic and taciturn Devon Gray.

      But money wasn’t the only reason. I had more than enough zeroes on my bank account to keep me comfortable for the rest of my life.

      My interest in him went much deeper than the mighty dollar. See, I had a slight crush on Devon Gray. And by slight, I actually meant colossal. Whereas most of the girls who followed motor racing were all about trying to bag a driver, for me, Devon Gray with his reserved, quiet manner, smooth olive skin, inky black hair, and dark, soulful eyes was everything I found attractive in a man. He might be a stubborn ass and completely closed off emotionally, but that simply motivated me to find a way to crack him wide open.

      Devon, though, didn’t even know I existed, other than as an annoying wasp buzzing around his head, blathering on about telling his life story. Still, having to work for it, to really need to put in the effort would mean that when I finally claimed my prize—and I was one hundred percent certain it was only a matter of time—the taste would be all the sweeter.

      And boy, did I want to taste Devon Gray. Every single inch. I’d bet he was absolutely delicious. I wonder what his sex face is like? I imagined intense brows drawn low, jaw tight, and a nerve ticking in his cheek. He wouldn’t be one of those guys who looked as if they’d had a stroke, eyes rolled back, mouth hanging open. He’d be a silent orgasmer, too. I just couldn’t picture Devon crying out as he came. Maybe a groan low in his throat, but that’d be it. When I allowed myself to dream, I imagined him biting my shoulder. Not enough to draw blood, but possessive and sexy all the same. Yeah, I could totally get down with that.

      Jerking myself back to reality, I picked up the half-finished meal and left the tray on the floor outside the hotel room. Thinking about sex with Devon had gotten me all hot and bothered. I briefly toyed with the idea of getting myself off when my phone rang, interrupting my fantasy. I slipped it from my purse and answered automatically without looking at the caller ID.

      “Reilley Bennett.”

      “He sign yet?”

      I inwardly groaned. Simon. My publisher, and all-round demanding ass.

      We’d worked together for eight years now, and while he could be brusque and difficult, he was also one of the most astute men in the business. He’d played a large part in my success over the last few years. I’d been told I had a natural gift for writing, and my persistent research often unearthed details missed by others, but Simon had proven himself to be a marketing genius. If it weren’t for him taking a chance on a complete newcomer when I’d pitched my first novel to him—a biography on Marchant Boulland, the brilliant, if reclusive, French composer—I wouldn’t be where I was today. It had taken me two years to dig into Marchant’s life, to persuade his friends and coworkers to talk to me, and even though I’d never managed to secure an interview with the great man himself, I’d sent him a copy of the book when it had finally hit the bookshelves.

      He’d sent me an email, praising my work. I cherished that email to this very day. I’d printed it, had it framed, and hung it on the wall in my office back home in Chicago.

      I could take the same approach with Devon, but the problem was, I didn’t want stories from others. I wanted them directly from Devon. I hungered for the inside track about the life of a guy I’d been more than a little obsessed with for close to three years. I could still remember the first day I’d seen him. An actor friend of mine had been invited to the US Grand Prix in Texas as a special guest of Jackson Racing, a team that no longer competed. But back then they’d been fairly big, and it was an honor to be invited. I’d floated down the pitlane in oversized sunglasses, a minidress, and ridiculously high-heeled shoes. I remember being terribly impressed by the glamor of it all. For some reason, my gaze had found Devon. He’d been standing with one foot flat to the wall, his arms folded across his chest, aviator sunglasses hiding what I now knew to be absorbing eyes that lured you in and didn’t let go, and that was it.

      That night I hadn’t been able to get him out of my head, and all these years later, I still couldn’t.

      At the time, I’d had two books in the pipeline, one almost finished, the other at the very beginning. As soon as I cleared the decks, there had only been one biography I wanted to write.

      A book on Devon Gray. Nash Racing’s talented, hot, and reticent chief engineer to their driving superstar, Jared Kane.

      “Not yet,” I said. “But he will.”

      “Hmm.”

      I could picture Simon with his feet up on his desk, leaning back in his chair, tapping a pen against his teeth. One of these days, I swore he was gonna fall right out of that chair. I really hoped I was there to see it.

      “Don’t ‘hmm’ me. I said I’ll get him, and I will.”

      “We can’t wait forever, Reilley. You’ve got two weeks to persuade him. I’ve held a publishing spot open for you. If he doesn’t agree to participate, you have two choices: write the book without Devon’s input, or move on to your backup project. Either way, you will hit that deadline, unless you want your career adversely impacted.”

      I clenched my jaw. Simon had never played such hardball with me before. I didn’t want to write the backup. The only novel that set a fire in my belly was the one I felt compelled to write about Devon.

      “Fine,” I snapped. “Two weeks.”

      I hung up on him. Miserable bastard. For the first time, doubt crept into my mind. If I hadn’t managed to persuade Devon to do this book in the last year, I had no idea how I could change his mind in the next two weeks.

      There was only one tool left in my bag. I had to make even more of a nuisance of myself than I had up to this point, so much so that Devon would capitulate just to shut me up.

      ‘Reilley Bennett, stalker extraordinaire’ had a nice ring to it.

      I jumped in the shower, gave myself the Devon-Gray-induced orgasm I’d put off to answer Simon’s call, and reapplied my makeup. After firing off a few emails and returning a couple of calls, I left my room and went back to my rental car. I happened to know Devon stayed with his parents when he was in town. And I also knew—because, duh, awesome researcher here—where they lived.

      Forty minutes later, I pulled up outside number one hundred and twenty-five Swanson Street and turned off my engine. Two cars were parked in front of the family home. A brown SUV with a dent in the fender, and a red Mazda, neither of which belonged to Devon. He’d driven away from the track in a dark-blue pickup truck which I thought very fitting. I didn’t know why, it just seemed to suit him.

      I turned up the volume on the radio, opened a magazine—I’d come prepared—and settled in to wait for Devon.

      Three hours later, I had a numb ass, an aching back, cramping knees, and zero payoff in the form of one Devon Gray. I’d read the magazine—twice—counted the cars that drove up and down the street—thirty-seven—and even helped a little old lady pick up her groceries when the handle on her bag snapped. All with one eye on Devon’s house, of course, in case the slippery so-and-so snuck inside before I could approach him.

      Where the hell was he? He’d left the track over six hours ago, and the sun had almost set. I didn’t want to sleep in my car, although that wasn’t out of the question. At least it was summer in Australia, so I wouldn’t freeze to death. I would have a bathroom challenge to overcome, though. It was okay for guys. They could stick their penis into an empty soda bottle, and bingo! For women it was a little trickier. I found myself wishing I had that disgusting stand-to-pee device with me that I’d bought when I’d gone to Glastonbury last year. I swore I’d never use that horrid thing again, but, well, needs must be met. The house I’d parked in front of had a couple of well-established rhododendron bushes. In a pinch, I could pee behind them without being arrested for indecent exposure.

      As more time elapsed, my level of irritability increased. If Simon hadn’t given me a ridiculous deadline, I’d have gone back to the hotel and returned tomorrow morning, but I couldn’t risk missing Devon. If I didn’t catch him before he flew off to Bahrain for the next race, my window of opportunity would be lost.

      I cracked my knuckles, a terrible habit I’d had since middle school. My mom often warned me if I kept it up, I’d get arthritis. Such a charming mother. That reminded me. I really needed to give her a call, although she could easily be somewhere without a signal. My mom was a free spirit, impossible to tie down. She was probably building mud huts in Africa, or deep in the Amazon rainforest with the natives. Still, her parenting style had enabled me to grow up extremely independent and very conscious of my privileged life. I loved how she refused to conform to societal expectations of motherhood.

      Darkness had fallen, and my eyes were getting tired. When the same song came on the radio for the third time, I changed radio stations. Right when my hope of seeing Devon hit an all-time low, a set of headlights from a car traveling in my direction almost blinded me. I held my breath.

      The car pulled into the driveway of Devon’s parents’ home. Except it wasn’t a car. It was a truck. And inside sat Devon Gray.

      Before he could even cut the engine, I clambered out of my car and jogged across the street. He didn’t appear to see me as he got out. He reached back into the truck, and I was treated to a rather delicious viewing angle of his peachy ass encased in tight denim.

      “Well, handsome, that was worth waiting for.”
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      When I heard Reilley’s voice behind me, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Except following me home was a new tactic she hadn’t tried before. A dart of horror pulsed through me as I contemplated the possibility she’d followed me to Charlotte’s home. That would raise all sorts of questions I was not prepared to answer. That I refused to answer. Except I’d learned that ignoring Reilley only increased her determination to get me to talk.

      I grabbed my backpack, but as I withdrew from the truck, I didn’t duck down far enough and hit my head on the top of the doorframe.

      “Fuck,” I bit out, rubbing the offending part of my skull.

      “Aww, poor baby. Do you want me to kiss it all better?”

      I spun around, sending a glower her way that would have had most people scuttling for cover. Not Reilley, though. She dramatically swiped the back of her hand over her forehead and pretended to faint.

      “Is that your sex face, Devon? Cuz if it is, boy oh boy oh boy, it’s hot.”

      I rolled my eyes. Reilley had been upping the flirtation in recent months. In another life, I would have been flattered. She was a very attractive woman, like runway model attractive. Ivory porcelain skin, piercing ocean-blue eyes, defined cheekbones so sharp they could slice through bone. Full rosy lips, long dark hair with caramel streaks running through it, and a body made for staying up all night and fucking.

      But I wasn’t in another life. I existed in this one, and Charlotte’s accident had thwarted any possibility of a relationship with another woman. It would be based on a lie, because I dare not share the details behind how Charlotte received such life-changing injuries. And hiding her from another woman wouldn’t be possible.

      Besides, I didn’t want to hide Charlotte from another woman. I’d caused enough damage. Robbing her of her identity, even by omission… she didn’t deserve that.

      “Aren’t you bored of following me around?”

      She violently shook her head. “Nope. Not even close. I mean, you’re very pretty to look at, so it’s not exactly a hardship, even when you’re being a little shit to me.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Pretty?”

      She giggled and aimed a faux punch at my upper arm. “Gotcha.”

      I tried really hard not to react, but I couldn’t help it. My lips twitched. The barest of movements, but Reilley noticed. And, of course, Reilley commented.

      “Wow, Devon, was that a smile? Or gas? Yeah, it was probably gas? Do you need an antacid?” She pretended to riffle through her purse.

      “You are one irritating female, you know that?”

      She grinned, showing me a set of perfect white teeth. “Tell you what. It’s getting late, and you’re probably tired after the race today, and then being late home and all. Have dinner with me, tomorrow night.”

      I heaved a sigh. “Reilley—”

      “Oh, come on, Devon. What’s it gonna cost you? One dinner. You’ve never let me pitch my concept for the book. Not properly. You’re always running away. And who knows, if you allow me to share my plans, you might find yourself coming around to the idea.”

      “I’m busy, Reilley,” I said, although I did find myself tempted. Not by the book—because that was never happening—but Reilley, for all her annoying stalkerish habits, amused me, and my life was seriously short on laughter. I would never let on that was how I felt. Reilley would be all over a weakness like that in a heartbeat, but it might do me good to sit down and have dinner without being asked how Charlotte was, if there was any change, or how I was coping.

      Answers to the above…

      She’s well, thank you.

      I’m afraid not.

      I’m fine.

      My family meant well, really, they did, but questions like that only served to remind me what a disastrous error of judgement I’d made, a mistake for which I’d never forgive myself.

      “You gotta eat, right?”

      The words not with you were on the tip of my tongue. Instead, I found myself saying, “All right. You win. One dinner. But I’m never agreeing to the book, Reilley, so if you think you’re going to persuade me over a bloody steak, you’re very much mistaken.”

      “We’ll see.” She grinned, winked, pirouetted, then danced down the driveway. “Night, Devon. Sweet dreams. I hope they’re of me.”

      I slowly shook my head. The woman was a force of nature, for sure. She got into her car, and as she passed by the house, she stuck her hand out the window and waved. I didn’t return the gesture, but I did watch through narrowed eyes until her taillights disappeared from view.

      I trudged inside, bracing myself with a deep breath for the inquisition.

      “Devon, is that you?”

      “Yes, Mum.” I poked my head inside the living room. My entire family was there, and they all looked at me expectantly. Mum, Dad, my sister, Diane, and her husband, Joe. Only the kids were missing, but that’d be because of the late hour. It was way past their bedtime, and they’d already be upstairs fast asleep.

      I flopped into a vacant chair and swiped a hand over my face.

      “How is she?”

      Mum was the first to ask. As always.

      “The same.”

      As always.

      “You’re late, darl.” She patted my arm lovingly. She meant well, they all did, but I could scarcely muster enough energy to breathe, let alone talk about Charlotte. It had been a heavy weekend, and visiting Charlotte always wiped me out. I just wanted to sleep, to let unconsciousness take over. The only state of being where I got any peace.

      “Yeah.”

      That was me. Man of few words, especially when the questions asked weren’t ones I either cared to answer, or could be bothered to answer.

      “Who were you talking to outside?”

      This from my sister.

      “What?” I said, feigning confusion.

      “The girl. Young, pretty. I heard your truck, and when you didn’t come inside straight away, I looked through the window and saw you.”

      “Are you spying on me again, Di? Making sure I’m not sitting in the truck sucking on a pipe attached to the exhaust?”

      She gasped at my cruel words. I’d never commit suicide. I wasn’t the type, but after Charlotte’s accident, there had been some very dark days where my family had watched me like a hawk. I couldn’t visit the dunny without one of them knocking on the door after I’d been in there for thirty seconds. The last couple of years they’d backed off, though, so my strike at Diane wasn’t a fair one.

      “Jesus, Devon,” Joe said. “That’s fucked in the head. And not remotely funny.”

      My sister’s eyes filled with tears, whereas Mum and Dad simply looked stricken. Joe glared at me, his message clear. Apologize or I’m gonna rip your head from your body. Like he’d stand a chance.

      “Sorry,” I muttered. “It’s been a long day, and I’m tired.” I lumbered out of the chair, my back stiff, legs aching. “I’m gonna go to bed.”

      The second I closed my childhood bedroom door behind me, I finally found the solitude I’d been craving. I stripped off down to my boxers and lay on top of the bed, my arms braced behind my head. The window was open, but there was hardly any breeze. I didn’t mind the stifling heat, though. I preferred that to the freezing cold.

      Not for the first time, I wondered whether I should stay in a hotel when I was in town. The thing that stopped me was Mum and Dad’s reaction. They’d be gutted. They barely saw me all year as it was, and in the end, I would still call by to see them, so staying in a hotel wouldn’t stop the incessant questions about Charlotte or the sad eyes following me around the house.

      A tap on my door brought my head up. I grabbed a T-shirt and pulled it over my head. “Come in.”

      Di’s face appeared. “Got a minute?”

      No.

      “Sure.” I shuffled over, making room for her to sit on the bed.

      She pinched the skin at the base of her neck. “I’m sorry, Devon. It’s just that I worry for you. Every day I live in fear that you’ll never be able to leave this behind. That you’ll waste your life caring for a woman who will never recover from her injuries. I know you feel responsible, but it was an accident. Why should you give up a chance at happiness? Why shouldn’t you have a girlfriend, maybe even one day a wife, kids? A life of your own.”

      “You don’t understand, Di.”

      “Then enlighten me.”

      I couldn’t. I didn’t have the words to explain the constant ache in my chest, the inability to ever take a full breath, the persistent knot in my stomach.

      Regret gnawed at my insides, like a rat that hadn’t eaten in a week discovering a juicy bone.

      “So, who is she? The girl outside.”

      I let my head flop against the headboard but couldn’t prevent a huff of irritation from spilling out. “She’s no one.”

      Di chuckled. “That’s not what your body language said.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Since when did you become an expert?”

      “I’m not an expert. I know you, that’s all. She’s very beautiful.”

      Understatement of the century.

      “She’s an author. She wants to write a book about me. I won’t give her an exclusive. Hence her resorting to stalking tactics.”

      “A book? About you?” Di’s eyebrows shot up. “Does she know how boring you are?”

      “Hilarious,” I drawled.

      Di laughed.

      “She wants to focus on motor racing, a behind-the-scenes exposé at what goes on rather than from a driver’s perspective.”

      Di’s lips twisted to the side. “It’s certainly different. I can see how rabid racing fans would eat it up. Maybe you should do it. Fifteen minutes of fame and all that.”

      I snorted. “Who needs fame. No thanks. I’ll stick to living in the shadows and doing the best job I can. Anyway, I can’t risk giving someone carte blanche access to my life. I don’t want Charlotte dragged through all of that.”

      More to the point, I don’t want Reilley somehow finding out what I did and using my staggering guilt and Charlotte’s pain as a juicy tidbit for her book.

      Di gave me a wry smile. “Fair dinkum.”

      I grinned. After so many years traveling the world, I’d had most Australian slang knocked out of me. Even my accent was a mishmash of Australian and English because I spent most of my time with folks from England.

      “Still want to come to Sara’s play tomorrow, or would you rather duck out?”

      Sara was my eight-year-old niece, and she was performing the lead role in a school production of Disney’s Frozen. She’d talked about it for weeks, her excitement escalating with each passing day.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      Spending time watching Sara would keep me sane—and distracted—ahead of my afternoon visit to Charlotte, not to mention the planned dinner with Reilley. I didn’t need to spend all day moping around watching the clock and dreading every second that passed.

      “I’m glad. Sara is really looking forward to you coming along. She misses you. We all do.”

      Di patted my hand and left. I stared at the closed door for a few minutes. I missed my family, too, but when my career was over, I really had no idea where I’d settle. I’d spent so long moving from place to place, I didn’t have a clue where home was anymore. I rented an apartment in London, but I only spend six or eight weeks there a year. I guessed I’d be wherever Charlotte was, and as that was here, in Australia, I’d probably answered my own question.

      Blitzed with dread at the thought of the future that lay ahead of me, I closed my eyes and prayed for sleep. I’d made my bed, and now I needed to damn well lie in it.

      Charlotte lived in her prison—and she was mine.
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      I checked my watch, then rearranged the silverware for the gazillionth time. Devon was late. And I didn’t mean a couple of minutes caught-in-traffic late. I meant the I’m-not-coming kind. The damned waiter sent me another one of those aww, she’s been stood up head tilts, and I knew, at any moment, they were going to ask me to move to the bar because there was a wait for tables.

      I couldn’t be more gutted. I’d spent forever searching the internet for a nice unpretentious place, one that didn’t have servers who arranged your napkin in your lap and spent ten minutes going over the menu, detailing dishes you had no desire to eat. Devon was a typical Aussie, a no-frills man with no desire to impress others, who didn’t care for pomp and circumstance. A man comfortable in his own skin, at ease with who he was, proud of his heritage.

      Which was why I’d carefully chosen this mid-range establishment where you could get a decent steak for a fair price. It was popular, too. I’d been very lucky to get a table. I’d had to book it for seven-thirty, which was an hour earlier than I’d usually go out to dinner, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. And now it was eight-fifteen, hence the side-eye treatment from the staff. They’d probably booked it out again at nine-thirty. I would give him five more minutes then leave with as much of my dignity intact as I could muster.

      I poured another glass of water, relieved I hadn’t ordered wine. If Devon did show up, I wouldn’t want to be at the slurred words stage. I needed to be on tip-top form, professional but friendly, to work on getting him to trust me.

      And getting him to like me.

      I lifted my head at the exact moment Devon appeared at the restaurant entrance. Our eyes locked across the room. That might sound corny, but it was an accurate description of what happened. My heart started up with this thudding beat. Thump, thump, thump. I wiped my hands on a napkin. Last thing I wanted was to greet him with sweaty palms. That was neither professional nor sexy.

      I pushed back my chair and stood as he made his way over. I should be annoyed he’d kept me waiting so long, but I was just relieved he’d turned up at all. I stuck out my almost-dry hand.

      “You made it.”

      He shook my hand. His skin felt rough to the touch, and I had to stiffen my entire body to stave off a shiver of delight.

      “Sorry I’m, uh, late. It’s been a weird kinda day.”

      “Want to talk about it?” I asked with a goofy grin. “I’m a good listener.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “No.”

      A smile pulled at my lips. Devon was what my mom would call a ‘taciturn man.’ I preferred to think of him as a literary masterpiece. Every word spoken was important, none were wasted, and there was absolutely no filler.

      “Fair enough.” I gestured to the waiter who acknowledged me and headed toward our table. “What can I get you to drink?”

      “Ah, beer is fine.”

      I ordered a beer for him and a glass of wine for me. Leaning back in my chair, I gave the menu a cursory glance, but as I’d already perused it several times while waiting for Devon, I already knew what I wanted.

      “I’ve never been here before. Have you?”

      Devon lifted his head, those dark, decadent eyes of his boring into mine. He had this way of coming across as intense, even though I don’t think he intended to. I fidgeted in my seat, fairly certain he could see my heart beating at a million miles an hour.

      “I haven’t, no.” He bent his head once more, releasing me from his penetrating gaze.

      “I watched the staff bring the food past while I was waiting for you. The steak looks good, if that’s what you’re into.” When Devon kept his eyes averted and didn’t reply, a thought popped into my head. “Oh no. You’re a vegetarian, aren’t you? Or vegan? I guess I should have asked before I booked. Maybe we can go somewhere else.” I glanced around the restaurant. I was rambling, but I couldn’t stop myself. I was usually so in control, adept at leading conversations, asking open-ended questions, letting the subject matter do all the work. With Devon, I found myself doing the complete opposite—and I looked like a dick in the process.

      “Reilley.”

      My focus shifted back to him. He was smiling, wider than I’d ever seen him smile. Wow. One simple smile changed his whole face.

      “Yeah?” I asked, heat rushing to my cheeks. What the hell was happening to me? I wasn’t a blusher, nor was I a bumbling idiot, but today, I seemed to be doing a stellar impression of both.

      His big hand covered mine, and he applied the briefest of pressure. “Relax.”

      A spark of energy passed between where our hands joined. I knew he’d felt it, too, because he quickly withdrew, as if just by touching me, he’d received an electric shock.

      “I’m not a vegetarian, so stop worrying.”

      The waiter chose that moment to return with our drinks. Devon ordered a ribeye steak with all the trimmings. I opted for the salmon with a side order of veggies. I would have loved the seafood linguine, but pasta, like a juicy burger, wasn’t a good date meal. Sure, this wasn’t a date per se, but a girl could dream. Anyway, I planned to hit my guest with a charm offensive he’d find difficult to resist.

      Doin’ great so far, Riles.

      Don’t you hate that voice? The one that whispered negative thoughts in your ear, stripping back your confidence until all you wanted to do was run and hide?

      “Tell me about yourself,” I said.

      Devon took a long pull on his beer, straight from the bottle. I didn’t know why I found that so goddamn sexy, but as I inched my gaze down the column of his throat, watching his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he swallowed, I had to cross my legs to relieve the ache in my core.

      He set the beer on the table but didn’t let go of the bottle. My attention switched to his hands. Devon had been blessed with manly hands. Rough skin, short nails which, from the looks of them, he trimmed rather than bit, the odd scar here and there. They were the sort of hands that enjoyed control. My mind drifted back to the gutter, and my brain decided it’d be a whole lotta fun to flash an image of me and Devon writhing on crisp, white sheets, those rugged hands of his touching every single part of me, his fingers burrowing inside me, bringing me to a crashing climax with virtually no effort.

      Great. Now I was flushed for a completely different reason.

      “Come on, Reilley,” Devon said, jerking me back to the present. “You’ve read my Wiki page, right? What else is there to know?”

      He was fucking with me. I knew it, and not only because of the slight upward trajectory of his full, too-kissable lips, but the twinkle in his eyes, too. I decided to have a little fun of my own.

      I leaned back and folded my arms. “Hmm, let’s see. Devon Gray. Australian, born in Melbourne. Thirty-four. Only son of Darah and Michael Gray. One sibling. Diane, who is married to Joe Evans. They have two kids. Devon is unmarried with no offspring.” I gave him an exaggerated wink. “That we’re aware of.”

      Devon rolled his eyes, but he didn’t stop me from continuing.

      “Devon grew up obsessed with cars, although driving wasn’t his passion. He graduated from Melbourne School of Engineering with a first-class honors degree. Always destined for greater things, Devon spent a short stint in Formula Three before his supreme engineering prowess came to the attention of one of the smaller teams in Formula One. Five years later, Jack Nash, CEO of Nash Racing, coaxed Devon over to his team where, for the last seven years, Devon has been the chief engineer at the Formula One giant. He currently resides in London, England.”

      I rested my elbows on the table and tucked my hands underneath my chin. “How’d I do?”

      Devon mirrored my posture, his eyes leaving burn marks on my skin. His tongue made a brief appearance, dampening his lips. My insides turned over.

      God, I want to suck on that tongue.

      “Sounds like enough material to draft a four hundred page novel to me, Reilley. Looks as though you’ve already got everything you need for your biography.”

      Frustrated, I huffed. See, here was the thing. The stuff I’d just parroted pretty much covered all the information in the public domain. There were little snippets here and there, but apart from Devon missing a few races about four years ago—rumored to be the result of extreme exhaustion after pushing himself too hard—it was all the same banal shit. I knew Devon’s life was more interesting than that. When a man like him, who rejected the limelight despite the glamor of his field of work, had such a sketchy Wiki page, well, it fired up my interest, sent it sky-high. I’d bet his head was like the inside of gossip central, and I was determined to mine that information.

      “Why’d you come here tonight?” I asked, switching tack.

      He stroked his chin thoughtfully, the dark scruff of a man who hadn’t shaved since earlier that morning showing through. I suppressed a shiver. All that rough stubble would feel fucking awesome between my thighs.

      Focus, Reilley.

      “I’m not one to turn down a free dinner.”

      I gave a curt laugh. “Bullshit.”

      Devon hit me with that rare smile once more. It had the same effect on me as a punch to the gut. All the air whooshed from my lungs. It was a good thing I was sitting down because I felt very lightheaded all of a sudden. This guy was gonna be the death of me, literally.

      “Let me ask you this. Why me? I am the dullest person you will ever meet. Just ask my family. No one is going to want to read a book about me.”

      He’d avoided giving me a truthful answer about why he’d bothered to turn up tonight, but I decided to let it slide. I’d come back to that some other time. “I disagree. Formula One is a hotbed of glamor, gossip, behind-the-scenes shenanigans. It’s full of double-crossing, deals struck behind closed doors, hustles, and scams. And yes, I know there are hundreds of books out there that tell the same story over and over. Except I don’t want that story, I want your story. You were pulled into that world at a very young age, and you’ve reached the pinnacle of your profession. You’ve seen and done it all. Plus, you’re not like the others. You’re different. There’s nothing dull about you, Devon Gray, at least not to me. You’re the most fascinating man I’ve ever met.”

      I was playing to his ego, even though I wasn’t sure he even had one. But when I saw the flare in his eyes, the slight movement in his body, a spike of excitement rushed through me. He was interested. For the first time, I dared to hope I might have pried apart Devon’s iron will.

      And then, just like that, the shutters came down.

      “It’s not going to happen, Reilley. Even if I was the kind of man who got off on the publicity, the fame, the selfdom of having a book written all about little old me, I’m never going to share the kind of details you’re looking for. Titillation doesn’t, and never will, interest me.”

      I shook my head. “Have you ever read one of my books?”

      “No. I prefer crime thrillers.”

      I snorted, irritated. Not at his choice of genre. I loved reading a fast-paced thriller like millions of others. No, it was because he knew nothing about my books yet was prepared to discard me anyway.

      “Then you’re doing me a disservice. Sure, I like to mix in the odd tidbit of gossip here and there, but I write serious biographies. Before you judge me, I suggest you put down the latest Michael Connolly and pick up a book of mine. And if you want a recommendation, I’d suggest the novel I wrote on Marchant Boulland. I think you’ll find it very enlightening.”

      Devon twisted his lips to one side. “Hmm, not a fan of Connolly,” he said, completely ignoring my comment about my own work. “I prefer Nesbo or Baldacci.”

      I suppressed the urge to cough out a “Whatever”. Instead, I smiled and went for, “I’ll be sure to make a note on my Christmas list.”

      Those eyes sparked once more, and this time I noticed more than teasing. I saw interest.

      Maybe.

      Jesus, this man was so confusing. He gave so little away that it felt like I was constantly balancing on shaky ground. At any minute I could take a wrong step, the earth beneath me would shift, and I’d fall flat on my face.

      “The steak, sir.”

      I jumped. I didn’t even notice the waiter standing by our table holding our plates of food. I leaned back, giving him room to put down my salmon. It smelled—and looked—amazing, but sparring with Devon had stolen my appetite. I was clearly alone in that because he dived in while I pushed green beans around my plate.

      “Not hungry?” he finally asked when he was about halfway through his rare ribeye.

      “I struggle to eat when I’m pissed off.”

      His forehead wrinkled in surprise. “Pissed off about what?”

      I decided to let him have it. “You. I’m pissed off because you won’t even give me a chance. You agreed to this dinner for some unknown reason because you certainly won’t tell me, and I, stupidly, dared to hope it might mean you’d at least take my offer seriously. That you’d take me seriously.” I laughed, meaning it to come out sarcastically, but instead it sounded bitter. “Clearly I was wrong, given that you seem to be of the opinion I write some sort of trashy shit that’ll end up serialized in a woman’s magazine to be pored over by old ladies waiting for their blue-rinse and shampoo and set.”

      For the entire duration of my rant, Devon chewed a piece of steak, his stubbled jaw moving rhythmically, his body language relaxed and untroubled, his expression calm and smooth. I had to suppress an urge to punch him, although I’d be surprised if even violence got a reaction. He was just so… so… so fucking controlled. I wanted to split that control wide open, to set free the lion inside, and to have him devour me.

      He swallowed, picked up his beer, took a long drink, and placed it back on the table. “Do women still have shampoo and sets? I thought that had died back in the eighties.”

      A rash of irritation bubbled up within me, spilling out with an, “Argh! You are an… an… infuriating man.” I threw my napkin on top of my salmon, reached into my purse, and tossed some money on the table. I pushed back my chair and got to my feet. “Enjoy your free dinner, Devon. Have a nice life.”

      I didn’t get far before strong fingers captured my wrist. “Hold on there, little lady. Sit down.”

      His tone brooked no argument: firm, uncompromising, demanding I obey. Except I wasn’t the obeying kind. I did what I wanted, when I wanted, and I rebelled against being dictated to, hence my annoyance at Simon for giving me a stupid two-week deadline to convince the pigheaded man in front of me to get on board with the plan. Therefore, it was with a fair chunk of surprise that I found myself doing exactly what he wanted.

      My ass hit the chair.

      Instead of talking, though, Devon began eating again. My arms came across my chest, in full-on defensive mode. When he remained silent, I huffed.

      “Well, I’m sitting, as requested. Now’s the time for you to convince me to stay sitting.”

      He pointed with his knife to my barely touched plate of food. “Eat.”

      I stiffened my spine. “No.”

      He shrugged. “Your choice.”

      We sat in silence, me fuming, him, well, stuffing his face. He finished, put his knife and fork together on the plate, no doubt like his mama taught him, wiped his mouth with the napkin, and set it down on the table. Only then did his eyes meet mine, and he said four words I never thought I’d hear come out of his mouth.

      “I’ll think about it.”
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      I hadn’t expected Reilley to still be at the restaurant, especially considering I’d turned up almost an hour late. Charlotte had had a bad night, coming down with a chest infection, a regular occurrence for someone with her type of physical injuries.

      Charlotte’s sister, Caroline, had swept in and tried to usurp control, sitting with Charlotte, holding her hand, mopping her drenched brow. As usual, she’d seized the opportunity to remind me of my culpability for Charlotte’s condition. If I hadn’t taken her climbing that day, Caroline would still have her sister.

      Yeah, darlin’, tell me something I don’t already fucking know. I’d done my best to shoulder the responsibility, to ensure Charlotte had access to the best care affordable, killing myself to cover the bills. What else did Caroline expect from me? I had nothing else to give.

      I prayed this latest attack of illness didn’t morph into something more serious. In the months following her accident, Charlotte had suffered numerous bouts of pneumonia, and there had been times the doctors didn’t think she would make it.

      I’ll think about it.

      My promise to Reilley popped into my head. What an idiotic thing to say. I had no intention of thinking about it because I wasn’t doing it. And by saying what I had, I’d kicked off a chain reaction that would simply fire Reilley up even more. She was already the most strong-willed, resolute, tenacious woman I’d ever met, and now I’d given her hope that I’d take part in her stupid book, I was screwed. Like a dog with a bone, she was going to bite down and never let go.

      She had made one fair comment, though. I’d pegged her as a salacious writer, one who would only be interested in stories she could create soundbites from, the type used for the front cover meant to encourage readers to pick up the book.

      And that was why I’d made a detour to a bookstore on the way home.

      The biography and autobiography section was on the third floor. I headed on up. The books were organized by author, and after a couple of minutes searching, I found Reilley’s name. Wow, for someone so young, she’d written a lot of books. I counted eight, which, considering the research that must be required when writing about someone else’s life, was hellishly impressive, and that was assuming this store carried her entire back catalogue.

      How old was Reilley anyway? I took out my phone and typed her name into Google. I discovered she was twenty-nine, born in Wisconsin in the US, and now lived in Chicago.

      I found myself clicking on images. There were a lot, but there was one of Reilley with a guy that caught my attention. They were standing on top of a mountain, a green valley in the background. Her arms were wrapped around his waist, and she was gazing up at him with something akin to adoration. She looked happy.

      Surprisingly, I was not.

      I didn’t like the burning feeling swirling through my gut, nor the heavy sensation across my chest. Oh, come on! I was not jealous of that guy Reilley was snuggling into. I didn’t even like Reilley Bennett. She was too in-your-face, too full-on for my taste. I preferred women similar to myself. Quiet, restrained, introspective. Reilley and I were complete opposites.

      Though, if my antipathy toward her was true, why did it bother me that I’d hurt her feelings when dissing her work? Why did I wince every time my memory conjured up her aggrieved expression? I didn’t know the answers to these questions, and I was hardly going to find them standing in a bookstore this late at night.

      I lifted out the book she’d recommended and took it to the checkout. Five minutes later, I was back in my car driving to my parents’ house. I’d every intention of going straight to sleep, but instead, I started to read.

      Four hours passed, and I couldn’t stay awake any longer. I fell asleep with the open book still in my lap.

      When I woke the next morning, rather than get out of bed, shower, eat breakfast, and take my mother to the market like I’d promised, I carried on where I’d left off with Reilley’s book. I kept expecting Mum to knock and ask me to get the hell out of bed, but she didn’t. Just as well, because the biography on Marchant Boulland was a fascinating read. It took me another two hours to finish, but by the time I had, I realized I owed Reilley an apology. Not only was she a hugely talented writer, but the way she’d dealt with some of Marchant’s less salubrious moments was both tasteful and compassionate.

      I quickly showered, dressed, and jogged downstairs, anticipating my mother sitting at the kitchen table, arms crossed, a look of admonishment on her face. Instead, I found a note.

      Gone shopping. Don’t feel bad. You need your rest.

      God bless my mother. She really was one of the most selfless people in the world, at least in my world. After Charlotte’s accident, I don’t know what I would have done if she hadn’t been by my side, propping me up when I couldn’t bear the weight of the shame.

      I snatched a bite to eat then headed out to the mall. I needed a few things before flying to Bahrain that I could only get here. I also wanted to pick up some bits and pieces for Charlotte, especially considering how long it would be until I could get back to see her. Helen was great and would buy anything I forgot, but it was my duty to take care of everything Charlotte might need.

      The mall was busy, though not overly so, and I managed to grab everything within an hour. Shopping wasn’t exactly my favorite thing to do—show me a guy who did like trawling around the mall—and I felt relieved when I could finally head for the exit.

      I was almost there when I heard banging on a window. I turned to my right and spotted Reilley inside a coffee shop, madly waving. I took a deep breath. At least I didn’t need to seek her out to make the apology about her work. I reversed direction and went inside.

      “Are you following me?” she asked, grinning.

      I raised my eyes upward. “There’s only one stalker around here, and that’s you.”

      She laughed and rose to her feet. “Coffee?”

      I checked my watch. I had a couple of hours free until I needed to go see Charlotte. “I can get it.”

      “No, no. Have a seat.” She pointed to the bench opposite. “What would you like?”

      “Americano, please. Black.”

      “Sure thing.”

      She walked up to the counter while I set my bags beside me and checked my phone for any messages. There was one from Jack, which I quickly replied to. With nothing else to distract me, I found my attention drifting to Reilley. She had her back to me and was sharing a joke with the barista. I watched as his eyes traveled the length of her body. I couldn’t blame him. She looked hellishly sexy in a short lemon-colored summer dress that showed off a pair of damn fine legs. Still, I didn’t like the way he was checking her out. I caught his attention and glared. I had absolutely no right to do that, but it didn’t stop me. He received the message loud and clear, quickly averting his gaze. Reilley seemed oblivious to the silent exchange as she strolled back to our table. She put down my coffee and slipped onto the bench opposite.

      “So, had any more thoughts about my offer?”

      My lips quirked up. I might have known she’d plunge straight in. Reilley was nothing if not direct.

      “No.”

      She linked her fingers together and leaned forward. I kept my eyes trained on her face, even though I could see a hint of cleavage—a cleavage as fine as her legs. Ever since she’d begun bugging me about this book last year, I’d spent so much energy avoiding her—as though she had a communicable disease—that I’d never taken the time to look at her. I mean properly look at her. But these last few days she’d kinda forced the issue, and it was almost as if I’d been wearing a pair of glasses that distorted my vision and Reilley had decided to take them off. I was seeing her through new eyes, and I liked what I saw.

      Not that it mattered. Relationships of any kind were simply not possible. Hell, I avoided male friendships in case I found myself doused in an urge to share, so female relationships were an absolute no-no. Pillow talk was a dangerous occupation.

      “But you’re tempted, aren’t you?”

      For a second, I started, wondering whether or not she’d caught me checking her out, and then I realized her question referred to the book, not to her. “Not particularly,” I drawled.

      She chuckled. “I’ll wear you down eventually, Devon. It’ll be much easier if you simply give in.”

      “I read your book,” I said, forcing a change of subject.

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Which one?”

      “The one on Marchant Boulland.”

      “And?”

      I rested my arm along the back of the bench. Reilley leaned even farther forward. On autopilot, my gaze dropped. Blood rushed to my groin. Jesus, that woman has great tits.

      “Devon?”

      I snapped my eyes back to hers. Had she noticed my attention had wandered? I guessed not since she fixed me with a keen rather than irritated stare.

      “Well? Come on. Don’t keep me waiting. Good or crap?”

      “Great, actually,” I said, relieved I’d gotten away with my blatant ogling. As long as she didn’t ask me to stand up… “I couldn’t put it down.”

      A broad grin inched across her face. “Really? You’re not shitting me?”

      “I stayed up half the night reading, then finished it off this morning. And I didn’t even know who Marchant Boulland was until you mentioned him, so it’s not like I had an enormous interest in the subject.”

      “Wow.” She sat up straighter. “I’m… astonished. Stunned. But extremely pleased. I hope now you understand I don’t write in a gossipy manner.”

      “No, you don’t. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. I’m sorry.”

      Her face took on a faraway look as though she was recalling a memory. “I had to work so hard for that book. He refused to speak to me, as did a lot of his close friends and family initially. I researched tirelessly for almost two years before I had enough material to write about his life. I barely had a day off during that time. After I turned in the manuscript, I slept for a week.”

      “Wasn’t he pissed at you for writing an unauthorized biography?”

      She nodded. “At first, yeah. Extremely. I sent him the very first copy that came off the production line. A few weeks later, he emailed me, praising the job I’d done.” She shrugged. “I guess in the end he must have liked it.”

      I blew across the top of my coffee then took a sip. I set it back on the table. “Why don’t you do the same with me? If you’re so determined to write this book, I can’t stop you.”

      She nibbled on her lip and let out a soft breath through her nose. “Because, unlike Marchant, there is scant information in the public domain about you. I don’t know how you’ve managed it, especially as you’ve been around Formula One for so long, but you lead a very private life.” She smiled. “I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that. With Marchant, there was a lot more for me to go on. Even then it was a complete nightmare getting people to trust me enough to talk.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Plus, it’s your point of view I’m interested in. I want to hear the stories from you, not from anyone else.”

      I shook my head. She was very persuasive, and now I’d read one of her books, I knew she’d do a really good job. But I couldn’t risk it. Having her follow me around, interview me for hours on end, especially someone as tenacious as Reilley. That woman could drill for oil without any equipment. I worried about the secrets she’d extract.

      Correction, I worried about one particular secret.

      “You’re right. I am a very private person, and I have every intention of keeping it that way. I leave living in the spotlight to the drivers. All I’ve ever wanted to do is work hard, come up with innovative engineering solutions, and make sure I give my driver the best chance of being successful. I’m sorry, Reilley, but it’s just not for me.”

      I expected her to receive my response with at least a little disappointment, but instead, she hit me with a brilliant smile, all white teeth and matt-red lipstick. “I’ve never failed yet, and I don’t plan to this time. I’ll find a way to convince you.”

      I swept a hand down the back of my head, unable to stop a smile of my own from making an appearance. “You are something else.”

      She waggled her eyebrows. “It has been said.”

      “You’ll get fed up eventually.”

      She stared me dead in the eye. “If it was only the book, you’re probably right. But you’re missing a piece of the puzzle.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      She looked as though she was going to say something then appeared to change her mind. She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.” She downed the rest of her coffee then stood. “I gotta dash. It was good seeing you. I’ll give you a call in a day or so.”

      Before I could stop her, she’d gone. I watched her fast-walk past the coffee shop, and seconds later, she disappeared from view.

      What did I say?
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      Goddammit. I’d almost blabbed. I’d been this close to telling Devon I wasn’t only interested in his life story. He interested me just as much, maybe even more so. I’d nearly told him how sometimes I’d lie awake at night imagining us together, dreaming of his dark eyes and rough jaw looming over me as our slick, sweaty bodies came together. My fantasy went so deep, I could hear him breathing deeply with every thrust of his hips, then withdraw oh-so-slowly. I envisioned me grabbing his ass, urging him to go faster, to fuck me harder, except that wasn’t what happened. Even in my dreams, he was controlled and in command.

      I jumped in my rental car and drove away, half dreading, half hoping he’d come sprinting after me, demanding to know what I’d meant. Of course he didn’t. Something had shifted between us, though. I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what, but in the past, he always ran in the opposite direction the second he spotted me, yet the last couple of days, he seemed more willing to chat. Maybe, just maybe, he was coming around to the idea of the novel, despite his insistence otherwise. After all, he did pick up a copy of the book I recommended. That must mean he was curious.

      I meant what I’d said, though. I wouldn’t give up. Even if Simon forced me to write my backup project, I’d keep working on winning Devon around in my spare time.

      A little voice whispered what spare time? I ignored her. She talked shit anyways.

      I arrived back at the hotel and put in a call to Simon. If I gave him an update, embellished the facts a tad, he might be persuaded to cut me some slack, maybe even extend my deadline.

      He answered the phone, and I could instantly tell he wasn’t in a good mood. I chose to go for a joke to lighten the atmosphere.

      “Aww, Simon, I love it when you’re all growly in the morning.”

      “Unless you’re calling to tell me Devon Gray has signed on the dotted line, you can fuck off.”

      Hmm, maybe a joke hadn’t been the best approach. “Hey, don’t take your bad mood out on me.”

      “Well, has he?”

      “Has he what?”

      A heavy sigh came over the line. “Don’t play games, Reilley.”

      “Not yet, but I’m confident. He’s coming around, definitely.”

      “Clock’s ticking.”

      He hung up before I had a chance to respond. I adored Simon, but he could be a pain in the butt sometimes.

      I sent him a WhatsApp message with a one-fingered emoji followed by a smiley so he knew I was only teasing.

      He replied with a GIF of a man checking his watch.

      Bastard.

      I took a shower and spent more time than I usually would drying my hair, but considering I had nowhere to go—and definitely no one to do—what was the point in rushing?

      I ordered a solitary meal from room service and lay down on my bed, scanning Facebook. As usual, my feed was full of happy, happy, happy.

      Isn’t my child adorable in their school uniform. Erm… only to you.

      I’m getting married! Coupled with a hand shot of a massive engagement ring.

      Oh look, cute cat. Or dog. Or horse. Or, or, or.

      And then there was the interminable ads… so many ads. The ability of these companies to track my interests was slightly disconcerting.

      I switched to Instagram, but that didn’t grab my attention either. I always had this problem. If I wasn’t working, I didn’t know what to do with myself. I needed Devon to say yes.

      WhatsApp pinged with a message. Maybe it was Simon with the apology he owed me for being such a grump. Nope. It was my PA, Barbara—Babs—who also happened to be one of my closest friends and allies. I opened the message.

      I see the worthless asshole has been up to his old tricks again.

      I groaned and typed out a response. What now?

      A few seconds passed before she replied. Check your reviews for your latest release.

      I didn’t have to because I knew what I’d find, but I did it anyway. I opened a browser and typed in my name and the title of my newest book. It only took seconds to find what she was referring to.

      My ex-boyfriend, Eric, liked to leave personal, scathing attacks on me every time I released a new novel. We’d tried to have them taken down, but he always managed to stay just on the right side of the line. He’d given me a one-star—what a surprise—and his review stated that, in his expert opinion of the subject matter, the book was badly researched, boring, and sent him to sleep after five minutes. He went on to say that I wrote eighth grade English and the novel was full of grammatical errors. He’d spelled grammatical incorrectly, which at least gave me a chuckle. He finished with his usual flourish of an attack on my character by intimating that I’d stolen the work from another biography on the same celebrity and, as the other one was much better written, he’d advise buying that one instead.

      Same old, same old, I replied to Babs.

      He’s a prick, she typed back.

      She was right. That was why I’d broken up with him ten months ago after dating for a little over a year. I never thought he was the one but, you know, he kept my bed warm at night, was someone to go to the movies with, share details of your day with over a meal or a drink.

      At first, he’d come across as a really nice guy. Kind, considerate, the type of man who would do anything for me. But as time passed, his true colors started to emerge. He was much more attracted to my lifestyle than he was to me. He liked rubbing shoulders with celebrities, walking the red carpet at events, making sure his face was in the shot during any interviews I gave.

      And then when I’d told him I wanted to end things, he’d turned nasty. It began with innocuous little things like sending me horrible emails, spreading lies about me on social media, threatening to post naked pictures of us together. Then when I hadn’t reacted, he’d proceeded to follow me, turning up at work, at friends’ houses, hanging around outside my home.

      The police gave him a warning, which scared him off, and he’d quit his one-man harassment crusade. Even so, his behavior unsettled me enough that I’d moved apartments, blocked him from my social media, and changed my phone number.

      The untimely reminder that disgusting men like Eric existed turned my thoughts to Devon, a man who couldn’t be any further removed from my ex. Possessing integrity and principles, Devon was a man who, from what little I’d been able to glean, cared about his parents, his sister, his niece and nephew.

      Are you coming home soon?

      I jerked out of my daydream at another message from Babs. Depends if I get Devon on board.

      Her reply had me chuckling. Don’t you mean in bed?

      Babs was well versed in my fascination with Devon Gray. I wish.

      She sent me a row of laughing emojis.

      And how close to ‘on board’ is our Devon?

      Closer than he was. Not as close as I’d like.

      This time I received a row of sad emojis. Have you put the girls on display yet? I guarantee he’s a tit man. Most men are.

      I chuckled. Hey, I’m not that kinda girl.

      Remember, God wouldn’t have given you maracas if he didn’t want you to shake ’em.

      I laughed aloud. That quote was a line from our favorite chick flick, Dirty Dancing. We must have seen that movie a hundred times over the years. It was a rite of passage to adulthood in my book.

      I’ll take it under advisement.

      We messaged back and forth for a little while longer. I promised to call her in a few days, secretly hoping that call would come from Bahrain, which would mean Devon had capitulated.

      If he didn’t bend to my will, that call would come from Thailand where my backup subject was based—a retired rockstar with a checkered history who was all too eager to tell his story. Urgh, the very thought of having to spend hours listening to an aging rocker bang on about snorting coke, trashing hotel rooms, drinking himself into oblivion, and screwing random, sometimes underage, girls sent me spiraling into depression.

      I was far from the giving up stage, though. I’d give Devon another day or so to mull it over, then I’d up the ante.
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      The day following my impromptu coffee with Reilley at the mall, my phone rang as I was in the middle of eating a bowl of cereal. My pulse jolted, and I found myself hoping it was her. Reilley wasn’t the kind of woman to let the grass grow under her feet, and I fully expected her to start turning the thumb screws any day now.

      I set down my breakfast and removed the phone from the back pocket of my jeans. My heart plummeted at the caller ID, and not only because it wasn’t Reilley.

      “Helen,” I bit out, sharper than intended. “Is everything okay with Charlotte?”

      “Charlotte’s fine.”

      Her reply had me sinking into the nearest chair before my legs gave way. “Her chest infection hasn’t got any worse, has it?”

      “No. In fact, she’s a little better this morning.”

      “Oh. That’s great. So why the early call?”

      “Caroline is here, and she wants to talk to us both.”

      I groaned. What the fuck does she want now? Another pound of flesh? “Sure. I’ll head right over.”

      Leaving my half-empty cereal bowl on the side, I grabbed my keys and headed on out.

      I parked in my usual spot outside the home and went straight to Helen’s office. I tapped once on the door and pushed it open. Caroline was sitting in one of the two spare chairs opposite Helen’s desk, examining her fingernails.

      Prior to Charlotte’s accident, I’d only met Caroline twice.

      The first time, I disliked her on sight.

      By the second meeting, I despised her.

      Now… well, the right word hadn’t yet been invented to describe my feelings.

      Caroline and Charlotte might look identical, but that was where the similarities ended. Charlotte was warm, kind, generous of spirit. Caroline… was none of those things.

      “Hey, Helen.” I purposely ignored Caroline, sinking into the other spare chair.

      “Oh, Devon. That was quick.”

      “Light traffic,” I explained, a pointless comment.

      “Can I get you something to drink? Tea, perhaps?”

      I shook my head. “What’s going on?”

      Caroline turned her cold gaze on me, her antipathy evident in her tight jaw, her crossed arms, and the way she deliberately arched an eyebrow every time I opened my mouth.

      “I’ve been doing some research, and I’ve discovered a place in Switzerland that has had some success with removing breathing apparatus for quadriplegics. I want to transfer Charlotte there. I’ve already spoken to them, and they think she is the perfect candidate for their program.”

      I widened my eyes. “You spoke to them, without speaking to me? To Helen?”

      “She’s my sister. I don’t have to run shit past you.”

      “No,” I said bitterly. “The only thing you run past me is the goddamn bills, isn’t that right, Caroline?”

      “You owe my sister, Devon, and I’m here to see you pay. Until she met you, Charlotte was vivacious, full of life, the center of my world. She touched lives and left them better simply by breezing through. And now, she’s an empty shell, her future stolen because of your mistake. Charlotte had the world at her feet. The things she could have achieved and now won’t. All because of you! You robbed her of a fulfilling life, and you robbed me of the sister I love.”

      My spine bowed under the weight of Caroline’s condemnation, her speech nothing I hadn’t heard many times, yet still had the power to wound. And the worst part? I agreed with every word, even as each one felt like a knife to the heart, stealing my breath and causing a great hole to bore through my stomach.

      “How much?”

      She hit me with a thin-lipped smile that had my fists involuntarily clenching. “Half a million Swiss francs per year, about three hundred and fifty thousand Australian dollars.”

      Fuck. I was only just meeting the cost of Charlotte’s care as it stood right now. There wasn’t a chance in hell I could afford those kinds of fees. Charlotte’s home here was partially funded by the state. If we took her abroad, we’d lose that benefit.

      “I don’t have the money, Caroline.”

      “Find it,” she snapped.

      Helen, I noticed, remained quiet throughout the entire painful exchange. I looked at her now, her face stricken, her skin pale. I didn’t know whether her obvious distress was because of her worry for me, because of the strained atmosphere, or the fact that she might lose Charlotte, someone Helen had grown very close to.

      “What do you think?”

      Helen shook her head. “This isn’t my call, Devon. You and Caroline must do whatever you think is best for Charlotte. You’re her family.”

      “No, I’m her family,” Caroline said unnecessarily. “I say what happens to my sister, not Devon. He barely fits the moniker of boyfriend.”

      Helen’s lips almost disappeared. She was far too professional to ever share with me her true feelings about Caroline, but I knew. She loathed her as much as I did. I felt my culpability, keenly. I didn’t need Caroline’s constant reminders.

      “But I fit the moniker of bank perfectly well, right, Caroline?” I said, my tone dripping ice.

      She shrugged, picking fluff off her skirt.

      Silent minutes scraped by as I racked my brain trying to come up with a solution. I was already one of the best paid engineers in the paddock, and I rented my apartment in London, so I couldn’t even sell up and release the capital. My parents owned their home, but it wouldn’t be right for me to ask them to mortgage it, and in terms of income, they only had their pensions. They were comfortably off, but not rich. Not by a long shot.

      But if this hospital could remove her ventilator, which Charlotte hated, I owed it to her to at least try. Maybe I could take on consultancy work, with Jack’s blessing. Outside Formula One, of course. There was no way he’d ever let me use my highly sought-after skills to help his competitors gain an advantage.

      I got to my feet. “I’m going to spend some time with Charlotte,” I said to Helen.

      Caroline scrambled from her chair. “That’s it? What about Switzerland?”

      I didn’t respond. I’d had about as much of Caroline as I could stomach for one day. I opened the door.

      “I won’t be ignored, Devon.”

      I closed the door behind me without even glancing at her. Luckily for Caroline, she remained on the other side. If she’d followed me, a row would have ensued and given her more ammunition to fire.

      I spent the next couple of hours reading to Charlotte and trying to figure out where the hell I’d get my hands on three hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Only after I said goodbye to Charlotte and walked to my car did the solution to Caroline’s bombshell come to me.

      Reilley.

      At the end of the day, she insisted the book she wanted to write was a behind-the-scenes look at Formula One rather than about me in particular. I had more than enough stories fans of racing would find interesting, but wouldn’t offend anyone. I’d simply tell Reilley details about my private life weren’t part of the deal, other than those I chose to share. That way, she wouldn’t find out about Charlotte.

      What was it she’d offered? Five percent of the royalties? I had no clue how much that would amount to. After sitting in my car and trawling the internet for a half hour, I found what I’d been searching for. The answer: A shitload of cash. If this book did half as well as her others, my immediate money worries would be over.

      Reilley was smart, though. I’d need to be very careful. One slip of the tongue, and she’d be all over it.

      I dialed her number. My hands turned clammy as I waited for her to answer.

      “Devon, what a nice surprise.”

      The sound of her voice brought an unwitting smile to my lips. I couldn’t help it. She always came across so friendly, but given where she was from in the Midwest of the US, I shouldn’t be surprised. Before Charlotte, when I was younger, I’d traveled around the States during each season’s winter break from racing, and I found the Midwesterners some of the friendliest folks in the world. And I’d been to a lot of places.

      I decided to get straight to the point. “Did you say five percent?”

      An audible hitch of breath reached me down the line. “Yeah.”

      I opened my mouth to say “Deal”, then at the last moment, changed my mind. “Make it ten percent, and I’ll do it.”

      She paused, then laughed. “Have you been smoking weed?”

      “Not today,” I said. “Ten percent.”

      She whistled. “You’re way off the mark. I can’t sanction that, and my publisher won’t either.”

      “It’s ten percent or no book, Reilley. Your choice.”

      My heart raced, the risk I’d taken by playing hardball manifesting itself in a dry mouth and a constricted throat. I knew I wouldn’t get ten percent, but if I pushed hard, and won, I might get six or seven. The difference between that and the five she’d originally offered was a significant sum, and every penny counted to ensure I could provide for Charlotte.

      I was banking on the fact she’d been chasing me for months. I doubted she’d walk away the moment I’d shown a glimmer of capitulation. She’d negotiate hard with her publisher. I’d bet my career on it.

      “And if I can’t get to that number?”

      I let the silence linger, my refusal to answer meaning Reilley had to come to her own conclusions without confirmation from me.

      A resigned sigh came over the phone line. “I’ll talk to my publisher. When are you flying to Bahrain?”

      “In the next couple of days,” I said.

      “Can I travel with you? We can start then. It’ll be a good way to fill in the dead time.”

      “We don’t have a deal yet, Reilley. You get me what I want, and we’ll see.”

      I hung up and, for the first time since Caroline had issued her demands, my shoulders relaxed. Reilley would come back with a counteroffer, and a deal would be struck somewhere between the two extremes.

      But even as relief that my money worries could be over flowed through me, a sick dread gnawed at my gut. I’d spent twelve years in a public role yet always managed to protect my privacy. Signing on the dotted line meant giving more of myself than I had in years, and to Reilley Bennett of all people. She’d need to be kept on a tight leash, and I’d have to remain razor-sharp every second I spent in her company.

      Regardless of the cost to me personally, I owed it to Charlotte, and damn it, I’d deliver.
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      “Ten fucking percent? Is he crazy?”

      I held my cell phone away from my ear. Simon had a loud, booming voice. It wouldn’t take much for him to burst an eardrum.

      “Come on, Simon. Ten for him. Ten for me. Eighty for you. That sounds like math that’s in your favor, and by a significant margin.”

      “You forget I’m taking all the risk as well as the responsibility. Production costs, marketing, the expenses of running this damned publishing company, editing staff asking for ridiculous pay rises or they’ll go Indie. It all costs, Reilley. And I still don’t understand why this book has to be different. We haven’t had to pay any of the others a dime.”

      I sighed heavily. It wasn’t the first time Simon and I had had this conversation. I swore he kept asking, hoping for an alternative answer. Wasn’t that the definition of insanity?

      “Because, unlike the other subjects, there’s slim pickings on Devon. He doesn’t give press interviews, other than on race days when he’s targeted by TV crews before the start, and even then, he hardly says a word. He doesn’t party hard or sleep with groupies. He’s never been married, that I know of. No kids. His mom and dad are nice people who’ve paid their taxes their whole life and are now retired. His sister and her husband are squeaky clean. Hell, it’s the goddamn Brady bunch.”

      “You’re really sellin’ this book to me, Riles,” Simon drawled.

      I laughed. “Don’t forget, he’s also been a key part of one of the most glamorous sports in the world, for years. He probably knows stuff that’ll make your pubes curlier than they already are.”

      “Leave my pubes out of it,” Simon grunted, but I could hear the smile in his voice. “Offer him seven, and his additional two percent is coming from your share.”

      “Can I go to eight if pushed?”

      “Sure,” Simon replied. “That’ll be three percent coming from your share.”

      “Oh, come on, Simon. At least split the difference with me?”

      He expelled a huff. “You’re lucky I love you.”

      “You love money, Simon. Not me. Money.”

      “And this book better make me a shitload. I’ll want you out there peddling it for all you’re worth, so don’t go booking any vacations next year.”

      “Same as always then,” I said, sarcasm bleeding through my tone.

      Finally I got a laugh out of him. Jeez, these last few weeks it was like he’d had a pole shoved up his ass. He should be dancing on the ceiling with the coup I’d somehow pulled off. I didn’t know how I’d pulled it off, but that was a moot point. The fact was, I had. End of story. And it was gonna be epic!

      “Keep me updated.”

      “I will.”

      I hung up and immediately called Devon. My fingers tingled as I waited for him to answer. I’d love to know the catalyst, the thing that had changed his mind, but in truth, I didn’t care about his reasons. I only cared that he’d agreed.

      The excitement rushing through my veins wasn’t only because he’d capitulated, but because it meant I’d be spending huge amounts of time with him. And yes, I admit, a well-buried, deeply hidden emotion was starting to emerge, and I hoped something would happen between us. It happened in the movie industry. Co-stars got it on all the time.

      What’s good for them is definitely good enough for me.

      My call went to voicemail. I tried again, and again. On the fourth attempt, I left a message asking him to call me back.

      And then I waited, staring at my phone, willing it to ring. If he’d changed his mind before I had a chance to give him the offer I’d kill him. My credibility with Simon would be shot.

      No, I wouldn’t allow him to renege. Devon had opened the door. I was simply walking through.

      As soon as we agreed on his royalty percentage, I’d be able to get our lawyers to draft the final copy of the contract. I’d had a contract drawn up months ago with only a few details missing, so it shouldn’t take them long to finalize. With any luck, they’d email it by tomorrow, and I could get it straight over to Devon. I didn’t want to give him too much time to reflect, especially given his swift, and unexpected, change of mind.

      After half an hour of pacing, nibbling on my fingernails, and more pacing, my phone finally rang. I snatched it up, then took a breath before answering. I didn’t want to come across as desperate. Breezy, that was what I aimed for. He had to believe I’d be willing to walk away.

      “Hey, thanks for calling me back,” I said.

      “No problem. Your message sounded urgent.”

      So much for breezy.

      “Oh, no, not urgent,” I said, trying to salvage control of the situation. “Sorry about that. I just wanted to let you know I’ve spoken to my publisher.”

      I fell silent and let the information linger. Devon made a noise that sounded remarkably like a sigh of relief. Aha, so he was the desperate one. That made up my mind for me. Seven percent was my maximum, but I was going to try for six. At the end of the day, I was a businesswoman, and I had my publisher’s, and my own, best interests at heart, despite my attraction to the man on the other end of the line.

      “And?”

      A tinge of desperation in his tone confirmed my theory.

      “I’m really sorry, Devon. I want you to know I tried my best, but he won’t go anywhere near ten percent. Publishing is a business of very narrow margins. The absolute top end I could push him to was six percent. But if this book sells as well as my others, and I’m confident it will, even that one percent over my original offer is a great deal of money.”

      When quiet ensued, I assumed we’ve been cut off. I checked the connection. Nope, line still open. I left it another few seconds.

      “Devon? You still there?”

      “Yeah. Give me a sec.”

      I held back a sigh of relief. I didn’t want to show my hand, too.

      “Sure thing. Just checking the connection hadn’t dropped, that’s all.”

      He didn’t reply, but I could hear him breathing, slow and steady. “Seven,” he came back with.

      “Six and a half,” I countered.

      He chuckled. “You play hardball, Reilley. I’ll agree to six and a half providing I get editing privileges. I want a say in the final content. And I need an advance.”

      I considered his request. The editing demand wasn’t unusual, but the advance was. There was no way Simon would agree to that. “I can relinquish on the editing privileges, providing you hit the deadlines I give you. We’ve already scheduled a provisional release date for next summer, which means I’ve only got nine months to research and write it, then six months for the production team to edit, proofread, and typeset the manuscript. Time is tight, so I can’t give you months to look it over. But the advance is a problem.”

      “No advance, no agreement.”

      Now who’s playing hardball.

      I nibbled my lip. Simon wouldn’t give in to Devon’s demand for an upfront payment, but I could. It was only money, and I had more than I’d ever be able to spend anyway. From what little I knew of Devon Gray, he wasn’t materialistic. If he was asking for an advance, he must have a damned good reason.

      I intended to find out what that was.

      “How much?”

      “Three hundred and fifty thousand Australian dollars.”

      I paused. That was a hell of a lot of money. I could afford it—easily. It wasn’t the request that bothered me, more the reason for him needing such a vast sum. My writer’s brain shot into overdrive, but instinct stopped me from drilling into it right then. I’d bide my time. After all, Devon and I would be spending enough of it together if he signed on the dotted line.

      After making him wait for a good half minute, I said, “Text me where you want the cash wired to. Now, do we have a deal?”

      Devon drew in a ragged breath. “Looks like we do, Reilley.”

      I had to try really hard not to squeal because that would be… urgh, terrible. But after working for so long, trying every angle I could think of to get Devon to agree to work with me, I had to say it was a fantastic feeling now that he’d finally acquiesced. I did do a little dance, though. Silently, of course.

      “That’s great, Devon. I’m really pleased.” Understatement of the century. “I’ll have our lawyers draft the contract and get it over to me. It’ll be standard T’s and C’s, so it won’t take long. Are you around tomorrow?”

      “Later in the evening, yeah.”

      “Great. Shall we meet for a drink, say, eight, eight-thirty?”

      “Let’s make it coffee. I’d rather sign my life away with a clear head.”

      I smiled, even though he couldn’t see me. “Fine by me. I’ll let you know as soon as I have the contract.”

      I hung up, double-checked I’d definitely closed the line… and then I screamed.
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      I got lucky and managed to grab a seat in the window of the coffee shop where I’d arranged to meet Devon. My seating position gave me a great view up the street. I spotted him long before he saw me, and I took the opportunity to drink in my fill. He’d dressed all in black: shirt, jeans, boots, and with his inky hair and dark complexion, he cut one hell of a sexy figure. Now that we’d sewn up the business side, I could focus on my attraction to Devon. The problem, though, was that he hadn’t once shown the slightest interest in me, and I didn’t want to jeopardize our upcoming working relationship by sticking my foot in it.

      No, my strategy needed to be for him to make the first move. And if he didn’t?

      Well, I hadn’t figured that part out yet.

      He passed the window and held up a hand in greeting. I responded with a welcoming smile. I’d already gotten him a coffee. Americano, black. He strolled over, and I noticed he caught the eye of a couple of other women. Back right off, bitches. To Devon, though, they might as well have been invisible… like me.

      He flopped into the chair opposite and swept a hand over his face, once again alerting me to how tired he appeared. I couldn’t help wondering what demons kept him awake at night.

      “Sorry I’m late.”

      “It’s becoming a habit,” I said, grinning. “I’ll bet Jack doesn’t put up with it.”

      “Jack is my boss. You’re not.”

      I picked up my coffee and blew across the top, locking my eyes on Devon’s. “Well, I kinda am.”

      He laughed, the sound very genuine, and very un-Devon. “In your dreams, darl.”

      My heart missed a beat. Devon Gray had just addressed me with a term of endearment. Flustered at the unexpected sentiment, I distracted myself by taking the contract out of my purse. I handed the manila envelope to Devon.

      “Here you go. You’ll see the royalty and editing points we discussed on page nine. Apart from that, it’s pretty standard.”

      He didn’t even remove the contents from the envelope. He simply nodded and put it on the table beside his cup of coffee.

      “I brought a pen,” I said helpfully.

      “I’m not signing it tonight. Jack’s going to get his lawyer to look it over.”

      Disappointment swirled in my gut, not because I had anything to hide—I didn’t—but I had hoped we could wrap this up tonight. Until he signed, I couldn’t really start work, and the longer the contract remained blank, the more I worried he might change his mind and walk away.

      “You told Jack, then?”

      He nodded. “I had to get his approval, seeing as you’ll be shadowing me.”

      “And he’s cool with it?”

      “Yep, although he did say that if you get in the way of the smooth running of the team, he’ll throw you out himself, contract be damned.”

      I laughed. I held up my hand, palm facing him. “I do solemnly swear that I will be on my best behavior at all times when in Jack’s presence.”

      Devon cocked an eyebrow. “What about in my presence?”

      I saw an opening to test the waters, and I went for it. “Oh, I plan to be bad. Very, very bad.” I swept my tongue over my bottom lip. My pulse jolted when Devon dropped his gaze to my mouth. It was only for a second, but I’d take it.

      “Maybe I’ll have a codicil added to the contract.” He picked up his coffee and stared at me over the rim, his expression deadpan. “Any behavior I deem to be bad allows me to dole out suitable punishment.”

      My stomach flipped at the way he’d said punishment. I carefully searched his eyes for signs of levity, but instead, I found an intensity that sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine.

      Was Devon Gray flirting with me?

      I couldn’t be sure. He was so difficult to read.

      “What kind of punishment?” I asked, cursing how breathy I sounded when I was going for sophisticated.

      “Depends on the severity of the crime.”

      I dampened my lips and swallowed, drawing Devon’s eyes to my mouth. Disappointingly, he didn’t linger. I wasn’t ready to give up just yet, though.

      “I like to push boundaries.” And I’d definitely like to push yours.

      He set down his drink, relaxing back in his chair, crossing his ankles. “Oh, I know.”

      A rush of heat to my core had me squeezing my pelvis, searching for an elusive relief. The dynamic between us had finally started to shift, nothing seismic that I could put my finger on, or put into words, but an undeniable truth all the same.

      “I doubt you have it within you to punish anyone, Devon. You’re too nice.”

      He gazed at me through hooded eyes, the tips of his fingers rubbing over his lips. I almost groaned, my stomach tied in pleasurable knots. I found myself mirroring his posture, dabbing the pads of my fingers to my own mouth.

      “We all have hidden depths, Reilley. I’ve always thought human beings resemble onions, each layer revealing a little more, until, if the person chooses, they’ll allow you to reach the center, the soul, if you will. Sometimes, it’s everything you hoped for. Other times, it’s rotten to the core.”

      Taken aback by his unexpected reply, it took me a few seconds to gather my wits. With just a few words, Devon Gray had given me a sneak peek into the man behind the mask, and in the process, had made me even more determined to plough his hidden depths.

      I opened my mouth to probe further when the ringing of his phone interrupted our conversation. Cursing, he dug it out of his pocket. A muscle ticked in his jaw, and he pressed his lips together, emitting a heavy sigh through his nose.

      “I gotta take this,” he muttered and rose to his feet, then strode outside.

      His back was to me, so I couldn’t read his face, but his body language was telling. Erect spine, stiff shoulders, hunched posture. He returned a minute later.

      “Sorry, Reilley. Something’s come up.” He picked up the contract. “I’ll get this over to Jack’s lawyer tonight.”

      I scrambled to my feet. “Can I still travel with you to Bahrain?”

      He gave me a curt nod. “I’ll call you.”

      I sank back onto my chair, watching until he disappeared around the corner, out of sight.

      My curiosity shot off the scale. I took out my notebook and jotted down a couple of questions. The flight to Bahrain was long, and I was going to take full advantage. He wouldn’t be able to run away from me then.
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      By the time the car service dropped me off at the airport a few days later, I was ready to sleep for a week rather than lurching headlong into the second race of the season. I’d never had such a stressful trip back home: Caroline springing her demands on me. Realizing I had no choice but to capitulate with this book deal. Charlotte’s chest infection which had taken me on a roller coaster of emotions, but now finally seemed to be under control. And lastly, my growing attraction to Reilley, which I really didn’t know how to handle.

      In three weeks’ time, Charlotte would be moved to Switzerland. There was no way I could swing the time off work, so Helen had agreed to travel with her and stay to settle her in. This gave me enormous peace of mind and alleviated the dull ache in my chest at my enforced absence. Caroline would be there, too—of course—but despite her obvious love for her sister, Caroline lacked the warmth gene.

      I paid the driver, hauled my suitcase from the trunk, and headed inside the terminal building. I’d agreed to meet Reilley here. I hadn’t seen her since I’d dashed off after our contract meeting a few nights ago. I’d seen the questioning look in her eyes regarding the reason for my cutting the meeting short. Caroline had insisted we meet right then to discuss Switzerland. I’d been half tempted to tell her to fuck off, but knowing Caroline, she’d somehow have found me and shown up just to make a scene.

      I didn’t fancy explaining that to Reilley.

      I fully expected Reilley to ask why I’d left, though. Investigative research was in her blood, and now that I’d signed on the dotted line after Jack’s lawyer had given me the go-ahead, she was entitled to ask me anything she liked.

      And I was entitled to refuse to answer.

      I scanned the screens for my check-in desk, then turned right, weaving in and out of the throngs of people, cursing the crowds. It never failed to amaze me how busy airports were at all hours. Four in the morning, and yet it might as well be the middle of the day.

      I checked around for Reilley but couldn’t see her. She might have checked in already. I stood in line for business class, not for the first time thanking my lucky stars that Jack paid my expenses. Seventeen hours cramped in the economy cabin was not appealing.

      “Boo!”

      Jesus!

      My heart all but in my throat, I glared at Reilley. She linked her arm through mine and grinned.

      “This is an ungodly hour that only vampires should ever have to suffer.” Yawning, she clamped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry, but really. Four a.m.?”

      “Don’t blame me. Blame the schedule.”

      She cocked a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “I checked. There were more flights later on in the day.”

      “And those would have got me to Bahrain too late, hence we’re taking this one. Now stop bitching. You asked to travel with me. Have you remembered your passport?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Do you think I’m stupid? Don’t answer that,” she added quickly.

      I couldn’t help laughing. It occurred to me that I laughed more around Reilley than anyone else I knew. Apart from my niece and nephew, maybe.

      We checked in and headed through security to the business class lounge. I left Reilley with our carry-on bags and fetched us both a coffee—mine strong and black, hers milky and with three sugars. When I returned to our seats, she already had her iPad on her knee. She looked at me expectantly.

      I groaned. It was way too early for this. “No, Reilley,” I said, setting her cup in front of her. “I’m barely awake.” I sipped my drink. It was only lukewarm, so I downed it in one gulp.

      “Me, too, but what else are we going to do?”

      “Nap,” I drawled.

      “Oh, come on, Devon. Just talk to me. Tell me about your early days working for Jack. That shouldn’t be too taxing for you.”

      “Not now,” I repeated. To emphasize my point, I closed my eyes.

      She huffed through her nose. My lips twitched, but I kept my eyes shut.

      She groused, “Some fun trip this is going to be,” and then came the sound of a zipper followed by the pages of a book being turned.

      I cranked open one eye. She was reading the latest novel from one of my favorite authors. I’d mentioned him to her a few days ago and wondered if she’d purchased that book because of me. I hadn’t got around to buying that one yet.

      “Any good?” I asked.

      She kept her head lowered. “Yep.” She accentuated the ‘P’.

      “I didn’t peg you for a crime fan.”

      “I didn’t peg you for a miserable ass, but it looks like we were both wrong.”

      I chuckled under my breath. The more time I spent with Reilley, the more I accepted she had some positive qualities. There were moments when she could be almost endearing, once you got past her blunt, tenacious demeanor, and how unabashedly she spoke her mind.

      I rested my eyes once more, and the next thing I knew, she was shaking me awake.

      “Our flight is being called,” she said, hoisting her bag up on her shoulder.

      I unsteadily got to my feet, picked up my own bag, and held out my hand. “Here, I’ll carry that for you.”

      She gave me an astounded stare. “I’m perfectly capable of carrying my own bag.”

      I raised my eyes upward. “I never said you weren’t. Don’t rain that feminist shit down on me, Reilley. Since when did it become a crime to show good manners?”

      She ignored me and flounced off, but by the time we boarded the plane, she’d found her smile once more, although that could only be for the benefit of the cabin crew. She took a glass of orange juice off the bar and headed to her seat. I followed.

      “Window or aisle?” she asked me.

      I shrugged. “You pick.”

      She chose the window, easing her bag down to the floor with a groan. She rolled her shoulder then cricked her neck.

      “I did offer,” I said.

      Her eyes sliced to mine. “Sorry for being a grouch. I’m not a morning person. You can carry it at the other end, promise.”

      “I might not offer at the other end,” I drawled.

      She playfully bumped my shoulder. “Jackass.”

      I sat beside her, watching as she crammed her bag into a small cabinet beneath the window.

      “Want me to put that in the overhead locker?” I asked.

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll be in and out of it constantly, so it’s better there.”

      I clipped my seat belt in place and closed my eyes once more. This time, Reilley didn’t disturb me. I sensed the plane speeding down the runway, then lifting into the air. After that, nothing.

      I woke to find Reilley’s head on my shoulder. Her caramel-streaked hair covered the left side of her face, and her breathing was soft and deep. My hand moved without permission, brushing the hair to one side, drawing my knuckles down her warm cheek. She stirred but didn’t wake. Her sleeping state gave me time to really study her. She was, by far, the most stunning woman I’d ever seen. If she’d chosen to follow a modelling career, she’d have made it to the very top. Smooth, creamy skin that looked as if it had been carved by the finest sculptors, long, dark lashes that rested on her cheeks, bone structure that my sister would give a limb for. Full lips made for kissing.

      My stomach tightened. I turned away and squeezed my eyes shut, forcing back feelings I wasn’t entitled to. The responsibilities I carried, and would carry for the rest of my life, were mine and mine alone. I had no right to expect, let alone ask, a woman to shoulder those along with me. It wouldn’t be fair. My time, my attention, my money. Charlotte had first call on them all. It would take a very special kind of woman—one I had no doubt did not exist—to accept those kinds of limitations, and I would not renege on my duty to take care of Charlotte.

      Reilley stirred again. She lifted her head off my shoulder and stretched, the movement thrusting her chest upward. I caught a glimpse of skin through a gap in her pale-blue shirt, the swell of her tits sending blood rushing to my groin.

      I was in so much trouble. I’d need to call on every ounce of willpower I had to manage this situation.

      “What time is it?” she asked, her voice still full of sleep.

      I glanced at my watch. “Eight oh five.”

      “Urgh. Only fifteen hours to go then.”

      I chuckled. “You hungry?”

      She shuffled upright and rubbed her eyes. “I could eat.”

      I stuck my head into the aisle and gestured to a member of the cabin crew. She came over and took our breakfast order.

      “One of the great things about traveling business,” Reilley said. “You don’t have to stick to mealtimes.”

      “One of many benefits,” I agreed.

      “So tell me what’ll happen when you get to Bahrain. What’s the first thing you’ll do?”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t give up, do you?”

      She held out her hands, palms up. “Do you see a tablet, or pen and paper? I’m interested, is all.”

      “I’ll take my stuff to the hotel and unpack.”

      She made a frustrated sound. “Devon! Come on. Don’t be an ass.”

      “I’ll go out to the track and meet up with Jack, Jared, and Angus, who is Jared’s chief mechanic. Jack and I will have a brief catch-up on what I missed at the post-race briefing after Australia and—”

      “Wait, what? You didn’t go to the post-race briefing? Why?”

      I suppressed a groan. Well fucking done, idiot. You’ve barely opened your mouth and already you’ve made a blunder.

      I quickly crafted an excuse. “Because Jack is a good boss, and as I so rarely get home to see my family, he allows me to leave the track early.”

      “That is nice of him.” Her eyes raised up to the left, as though she was trying to decide whether or not to believe me. “Okay, go on. What then?”

      “And then we’ll go over our strategy for this race weekend.”

      “And what does that entail?”

      I narrowed my eyes, studying her eager expression. “You’re really interested in this stuff?”

      “Yes. I really, really am. As will our readers be. These are exactly the kind of details I want to include in the book. They’ll add credence. Trust me.”

      I pulled in my lips, flickering my eyes toward hers before cutting away. I plucked a bottle of water from its holder, twisted off the cap, and drank. Fastening the top back on, I spun the bottle by the neck. It was rare to find someone outside the closely knit world of motor racing who was genuinely interested. I’d assumed Reilley’s interest was purely financial. A means to an end, but her keen, searching gaze sent a completely different message.

      “Well, we’ll go over the telemetry from the last race, analyze the data, see where we might be able to tweak the car to eke out another hundredth or thousandth of a second per lap. Formula One is all about margins, and the difference between winning and losing can be microscopic. Then we’ll decide on the setup we’re going to run for this particular race, tire strategy, fuel, ride height, rear and front wing angle, width, length. That’ll take all of Thursday. Then Friday, we test, analyze, refine, modify, and test again.”

      Reilley’s body shifted, edging closer to me, her eyes alight with inquisitiveness. The scent of her perfume reached me. Floral, understated, classy. Sexy.

      I shuffled in my seat, reclaiming the couple of inches she’d stolen by moving closer. Not because I disliked being close to Reilley—the complete opposite, in fact—but I needed to regain control of myself. Riotous feelings were sweeping through me, feelings I must ignore.

      “Fascinating,” she said, and I wondered if she’d noticed my subtle movement. “So they basically rebuild the car for each race?”

      I cleared my throat, relieved that Reilley kept the conversation business focused. “Yes. At the end of every race, the car is dismantled, transported to the next location, and then rebuilt, with minor adjustments, for the next race.”

      “And what’s the difference between what you do and what, was it Angus? Yeah, Angus. What he does.”

      “My primary goal is to achieve the best performance from the vehicle and from the driver on the day. I’m the main guy who talks to the driver while he’s racing. Beneath me I have a team of engineers who crunch the data, before, during, and after the race. I’m also responsible for knowing the regulations of the sport inside and out, and making sure we walk the line but don’t cross it. Angus’s role, and that of his team, is to dismantle and rebuild the cars, fix them if they break, if there’s a crash or a breakdown for example. They’re also responsible for the pit stops, setting up the car ready for the race. Much more hands-on, if you like.”

      “That’s a lot of work,” she murmured. “I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      “Why would you? Unless you’re right in the middle of it…” I shrugged. “I mean, I wouldn’t have a clue what goes into writing a book.”

      “Oh, it’s a lot of staring into space, sweating, thinking you’ll never finish, or, if you do, it’ll be complete crap and no one will buy it. And then when they do, it’s the dry mouth and clammy palms in case they leave you a vicious review.” She laughed. “You grow a thick skin pretty quickly, put it that way.”

      “Sounds a lot like motor racing.” I smiled faintly, an idea coming to mind. This’ll give her a good soundbite for her book. “Do you know how some people describe Formula One?”

      She shook her head.

      “The Piranha Club, because there’s always someone trying to put one over on you, take you down, destroy you. Feast on your flesh and gnaw on your bones.”

      She arched a perfectly shaped brow. “Wow. And I thought journalism was ruthless.”

      “Wait until you’ve spent a few weeks trailing me. You’ll have a very different perspective.”

      She nibbled on her lip. “The Piranha Club… Hmm. That’d make a great title for the book.”

      I chuckled. “It would.”

      She reached into her bag and removed her iPad.

      I snorted. “Knew you couldn’t resist.”

      She ignored my jibe and tapped into the notes app, her forehead furrowed in concentration. I closed my eyes. Time to get some shut-eye. The second we landed, my feet wouldn’t touch the ground.
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      The garage smelled of grease and fuel, rubber, and sweat. I stood back, keeping my distance from the mechanics dashing about getting the tires ready for Jared Kane’s final pit stop at the Spanish Grand Prix. I raised my phone to my lips and spoke into it, low, rapidly, describing everything I could see. This was the second race I’d attended. After Bahrain, the teams had headed off to Azerbaijan and China, but a clash of schedules meant I’d had to duck back to the States.

      Although the book I was writing focused on Devon and his life during the last twelve years working right in the heart of Formula One, I also wanted to make sure it had enough color, depth, and realism so the reader felt like they were right there watching it all unfold.

      I peered across the pit lane to where Devon was sitting behind the pit wall. He had his back to me, his attention on the race, and occasionally, he’d lean over to whisper—or probably shout, given the roar of the engines and the crowd—in Jack’s ear.

      He twisted in his seat as Jared slewed into the pits, his attention on the car and on the mechanics as they changed tires at a lightning-quick pace. My attention wasn’t on the car, though. It was on him. A shiver of delight crept down my spine. There was something hella attractive about a man so engrossed in his work that a bevy of beauties could parade by in their Victoria’s Secret finest and he wouldn’t bat an eyelid. When Devon was at work, nothing, but nothing stole his attention. I admired that kind of concentration because it was similar to me. When my writing flowed, a bomb could go off and I’d still keep writing, completely unaware of the carnage surrounding me.

      Jared’s car screamed down the pitlane, smoke puffing from the rubber. The mechanics poured back into the garage, all high-fiving each other. They plunked down onto the waiting blue plastic chairs to watch the race, their part now over unless a complete disaster occurred.

      I was so busy staring at Devon that I didn’t notice Paisley Nash, Jack’s daughter and Jared Kane’s girlfriend, sidle up next to me, but when I received a nudge in my side and looked down to find her wearing a teasing grin, I bit.

      “What?” I asked.

      I liked Paisley enormously. When Devon and I had landed in Bahrain a few weeks earlier, she’d been friendly, polite, but equally very protective of those she saw as her family, and that included Devon. Given my occupation, I was familiar with people being a little leery of me at first. But over the last couple of weeks, we’d gotten a lot closer, and now I counted her as a good friend.

      “Want a tip on how to land Devon?”

      “Who says I want to land Devon?”

      Yep, way to go, Riles. Perfect blend of disinterest and surprise.

      Paisley snorted. “Are you kidding? Your pussy is gagging for it.”

      I barked out a laugh while at the same time checking around to see if anyone else had heard her. Paisley was one of the most outrageous women I knew. She simply didn’t possess a filter and was so different than my female friends back home. She was blinding sunlight to most other people’s shade.

      “Classy,” I drawled.

      “Truth,” Paisley hit back. “So, do you want to know the answer? Or am I going to have to watch you drool with your tongue hanging out at every single race this season, or until that book you’re writing is finished and you trundle off with your tail between your legs and your vagina mourning that it didn’t get to sample Devon’s cock?”

      It couldn’t hurt to hear what she had to say, and clearly, Paisley could see through me as easily as freshly polished glass. “Pray tell, oh wise one.”

      “Tell him straight you want to sample the goods.”

      When I arched an eyebrow in query, she continued.

      “Devon is like most men. Thick when it comes to women. They don’t do hints, or coy glances, or fluttering eyelashes. They do straight talk. So, if you want Devon, tell him.”

      I gnawed my lower lip, sighing heavily. I wanted Devon to make the first move, but it had been weeks without a sign of him caving. At this rate I’d be drawing my retirement and still be no further forward. “What if he’s not interested?”

      Paisley shrugged. “Then you’ll know to stop wasting your time.” She gestured around. “This place is full of hot guys. A beautiful girl like you could have your pick.”

      But that was just it. I didn’t want my pick of hot guys. I only wanted one hot guy. I shifted my gaze to Devon, his back to me now, his vigilance on the race, then returned to Paisley. She gave me an encouraging nod, her forehead creased.

      “Okay, I’ll tell him. But if this goes to hell in a handbasket, I’m going to kill you.”
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        * * *

      

      Chewing on my lip, I sat opposite Devon, the recorder between us, iPad on my knee. He thought this was just another interview, but I had a different kind of questioning in mind. After my chat with Paisley earlier today, I’d decided to go for it. What was the worst that could happen?

      You could make an absolute fool out of yourself.

      Yeah, true, but it wouldn’t be the first time I’d told a guy I liked him, only for him to tell me he didn’t feel the same. It wasn’t like I was in love with Devon. I had the hots for him, I wanted to fuck him, but if he didn’t feel the same, fine. It might make working together awkward for a few days, but we’d get past it. We were both professionals. Both adults.

      And if he did feel something…

      “You must be pleased about today,” I said.

      Jared had won the race, and ever since Devon had come out of the post-race meeting, he hadn’t stopped smiling.

      “You think?” he responded, shooting me a teasing look.

      “Well, considering since Jared crossed the line you’ve used up this year’s smile quota, I’d say you were pleased.”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “I smile.”

      “Frugally,” I said. “You should smile more. You have a nice smile.”

      His eyes took on a faraway look, his gaze fixed on a point somewhere over my left shoulder. And then he shook his head. “How’s the book coming along? You getting what you need?”

      When I’d first started recording our conversations and taking notes after we’d landed in Bahrain, I’d told Devon I didn’t want to interview him per se. Instead, I’d ask a question and then just let him talk. Then I’d decide what made it into the book and what didn’t. There was method in my madness: by allowing him to simply recall his memories in his own way, he’d feel less under pressure and more likely to give me what I needed. It was a tactic I’d used before to good effect.

      “I’m making progress,” I said evasively.

      “Can I read what you have so far?”

      “No. The only person who sees the rough drafts is my editor. Besides, it’s a mess at the moment. It’ll be a while yet before it’s in a readable state.”

      “Fair enough.”

      His easy capitulation went straight to his character. Devon wasn’t a demanding kind of a guy. Placid and mellow, but also deep and thoughtful. It wasn’t that he wouldn’t fight or stand his ground, but he chose his battles carefully.

      “So, where do you want to start tonight, Reilley?”

      I’d like to start by getting naked. With you.

      “Devon, I…” My tongue stuck to the top of my mouth, and I swallowed.

      Just do it! Rip off the Band-Aid.

      He arched an eyebrow. “Tongue-tied? Wow, that’s a first.”

      I shook my head. “Never mind.”

      Dammit!

      This wasn’t me. I was a confident woman, the kind of woman who knew herself inside out. Who was outgoing, vivacious, uncaring of what other people thought. Of me, anyway. If they attacked my work, yeah, that hurt, because I considered every single one of those books to be my babies, my children. But if people didn’t like me, *shrugs*, I didn’t care. So why couldn’t I bring myself to tell Devon Gray that I wanted to get into his pants?

      When I discover the answer to that question, I will share it. Promise.

      “What’s up, Reilley? You’re acting weird tonight.”

      I’m going to kill Paisley.

      She’d put the stupid idea in my head to tell Devon I found him attractive. It had been almost two months since Devon had agreed to take part in the project, and during that time we’d spent, maybe, twenty-five hours either in face-to-face conversations or on the phone, and not once had he given me an inkling he was interested in anything other than my writing prowess. He’d thawed, definitely, but on the coworker-lover scale, I’d say we were firmly in the coworker sector.

      “Sorry, I’m a little distracted.”

      “Want to tell me about it?”

      Yes! But I can’t.

      “It’s all good, Devon. Okay, let’s get some more interesting stories for the book.” I picked up the dictation device and pressed record. Setting it back down on the table, I brushed aside all non-professional thoughts and began.

      “So far, we’ve talked a lot about the excitement, the thrill, the pure exhilaration of winning, of being in the top team in Formula One, and what goes into achieving that kind of success. Tonight, I’m looking for some balance. There must be bad days, terrible days. I’d like to talk about one or two of those. Tell me, Devon, what was your worst day ever at a race?”

      His shoulders sagged, and his hand came up to stroke his chin, his eyes glazing over as the memories crowded his mind. He dropped his chin to his chest. When his eyes finally cut to mine, they were glistening.

      Oh shit. What can of worms has that question opened?

      “San Marino, seven years ago. The track isn’t on the calendar any longer. They’re always changing it up, introducing new circuits, new locations. It was my first season working for Jack, and every race was a new adventure. Even though I’d been working in Formula One for five years by then, I was still young enough to be completely oblivious to the fragility of life.

      “I was working with Antonio Santos, a seasoned Brazilian driver who had only come over to Nash Racing that year. It was a major coup for Jack to land him. Everyone wanted Santos on their team. The man was a genius on and off the track. Jack put me with him because he felt I could learn a lot from Santos, and I did.

      “San Marino was the fifth race of the season. Santos had won the previous four and was riding high at the top of the championship. The press was already starting to report that the championship was over, even though we still had seventeen races to go, he was that damned good, you know.”

      He stood, stretched out his back, and wandered over to the window of his hotel room, overlooking the city of Barcelona. I stood, too, taking the recorder with me, unsure our voices would reach if I left it on the table.

      I waited for Devon to begin speaking again. His arms were crossed over his broad chest, the position pulling the material tight over his pecs. I tried not to stare. I failed. Fortunately for me, Devon was too lost in his memories to notice.

      “We successfully made it through the first round of pit stops, always a tricky and nervous time, and Antonio had pulled out an eight-second lead. And then, just like that,” he snapped his fingers in front of his face, “the car jerked, weaved, and then pitched him into the wall. The car rebounded and rolled several times, eventually stopping halfway across the track. Thank God racing drivers have such fast reflexes, because those following managed to avoid him.”

      He took a deep breath, then twisted his head to look down at me. “The car was intact. A few dents here and there, but solid. It did its job of protecting the driver. The problem was, it couldn’t protect his brain from rattling around in his skull as the car rolled and bounced. The medics reckon he was already dead when they lifted him out.”

      I gasped, even though I’d guessed where this story would end up.

      “He suffered a catastrophic brain aneurism. Left behind a wife, two gorgeous kids, a mother and father who’ve never recovered from their loss, and millions of fans around the world who watched the horrifying events unfold on TV.”

      “Jesus,” I muttered, automatically reaching for Devon’s hand.

      He accepted my gesture, squeezed my fingers, and gave me a sad smile.

      “The race was cancelled, obviously. Later that night, I went back to my hotel room, and I’m not ashamed to say, I cried. I sobbed for hours and hours for the loss of a dear friend, and a racing genius, the likes of which I doubt we’ll see again for a very long time.”

      He released me, turning his attention back to the view. “After Antonio’s death, there were calls for the sport to be banned, that it was just too dangerous. Obviously, that didn’t happen, but like every accident, whether it’s in a sport like ours, or an airplane crash, or a boat sinking, those terrible tragedies result in improved safety. The manufacturers of the helmets made changes which include a lining that is custom-molded to their skulls, meaning their head will be much better stabilized in the event of a crash like Antonio’s. Since that terrible day, there have been other similar crashes, but every driver has walked away.” He tapped his head. “Touch wood.”

      I smiled faintly at his attempt to lighten the mood after what had been such a sad story.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with me putting that in the book?”

      He nodded. “Antonio’s accident is a matter of public record.”

      “But your reaction to it isn’t.”

      He offered up a wry grin. “I’m not afraid to admit I cry, Reilley. That I bleed, that I can feel and show raw, tearing emotion. It doesn’t make me any less of a man.”

      No, I thought. It makes you even more of one.
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      I clapped Jared on the back, then pulled him into a rough hug. “Well bloody done, mate. Terrific drive.”

      His grin almost split his face. “It’s thanks to you and this team. To win in Monaco. God, Devon, it’s my fucking dream.”

      Paisley sidled up to him, slipped her arm around his waist, and raised up on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “My hero.”

      I turned away, anticipating a PDA that would likely peel the skin from my eyeballs. Jared and Paisley weren’t shy at showing their mutual attraction. They didn’t care who was around. They’d got together almost two years ago, and by now, the team was used to them locking lips at every available opportunity. Didn’t mean I wanted to witness it.

      “Hey, Devon,” Paisley called out as I walked away—thinking about the hot shower, room service, and three fingers of whiskey in my immediate future.

      I glanced over my shoulder. “What?”

      “I spoke to Reilley earlier. You’re coming out tonight. No arguments. We’re all going to Obsidian.”

      I groaned. Obsidian was the club in Monaco if you were young, hip, and liked paying obscene amounts of money for watered-down cocktails. There wasn’t one thing from that list which applied to me.

      “Not my jam, Paisley.”

      “True, but it is Reilley’s.”

      “So? Reilley can go. I’m not her keeper.”

      Paisley let go of Jared’s backside and skipped over to me. She put on ‘the pout’—an expression Paisley had perfected over the years. I knew her manipulative ways all too well. As Jack’s daughter, she’d spent a lot of time around the paddock before finally starting work with the team as a mechanic two years ago, where she’d met Jared. She’d grown up a lot since then but still assumed she could twist me around her little finger.

      And she could. Not that I’d ever share that with her.

      “Come on, Devon. Don’t be a spoilsport. Madison and Tate are coming, too, as are a few of the other guys, and they’re all bringing their other halves. Don’t make Reilley play the part of wallflower.”

      “I’m not Reilley’s other half,” I helpfully pointed out.

      “Not yet,” she said, winking.

      I glared at her, despite her comment sending my heart racing. Was Paisley clutching at straws, or had Reilley said something to her? Did Reilley want more from me than information to sell books? We’d definitely grown closer over the last few months, even though I’d initially worked hard to avoid her. My worry, that I’d never share with anyone, was that I had a feeling Reilley could break through my protective armor that I’d encased myself in after Charlotte’s accident. Reilley’s genuine warmth, innate, easy charm, and her ability to make me laugh, where others spectacularly failed, endeared her to me in a way I hadn’t expected. If I allowed her to burrow any further under my skin, it could have catastrophic consequences.

      “Not ever,” I hit back.

      “Whatever you say. Protest all you like, Devon. You’re coming,” Paisley said.

      “You’re wasting your time arguing, buddy,” Jared said. “You know what Paisley is like when she makes up her mind.”

      Paisley grinned broadly. “That’s settled then. Eleven p.m. tonight. Obsidian. Be there, or I’ll personally come looking for you and drag you there myself.”

      She swanned off, singing to herself, with Jared trailing after her, his shoulders shaking with laughter.

      “Fuck,” I muttered.
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      I ushered Reilley into Obsidian. Security waved us on, which meant Paisley had put us on the guest list. Reilley danced on tiptoes, buzzing with excitement as we weaved through the crowds of half-drunk twentysomethings dry humping anything that moved. Monaco was beloved by a lot of the Formula One crowd. It was my least favorite place on the calendar. Too rich, too full of entitled wannabes, too pretentious.

      “This is amazing,” Reilley called back over her shoulder.

      “That’s one word for it,” I said.

      She either didn’t hear me or chose to ignore my grouchy response. I pointed ahead to a roped-off area where Paisley was forcing a reluctant Jared to dance, while Madison, Tate Flynn’s girlfriend, looked on, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her lips. I had no idea where Tate was, but he wouldn’t be far away if Madison was here.

      “There you are,” Paisley hollered, thrusting a drink in Reilley’s hand and shooting a glare in my direction. “You’re late.”

      “My fault,” Reilley said. “I had a conference call with my editor back in the States.”

      “Well, you’re here now,” Paisley pointed her chin at the glass in Reilley’s hand. “Drink up. Then we girls can go dance and leave these party-poopers to their iced water and boring male talk.”

      I took a seat next to Jared as Tate appeared. He sat beside Madison, picked up her hand, and pressed a soft kiss to her palm. When she looked back at him with such love and adoration in her gaze, I averted mine, a dart of jealousy rushing through me. I’d never have a woman look at me like that because I wouldn’t ever allow them to get close enough to fall in love. I owned my self-imposed purgatory, and I deserved it.

      Didn’t mean I had to like it.

      With Paisley leading the way onto the dance floor, I watched as Reilley ran her hands through her hair and tossed her head back, swaying to the beat. Madison leaned over to say something in her ear which made Reilley laugh so freely, I envied Madison. I’d never been able to draw such unrestrained laughter from Reilley. Then again, I hadn’t tried.

      Maybe I should.

      I couldn’t.

      I wanted to.

      “She’s beautiful,” Jared said.

      I frowned. “Paisley?”

      “Her, too, obviously. No, I mean Reilley.”

      I shrugged. “Can’t say I’ve noticed.”

      “Bullshit. You’d have to be blind not to notice. Shit, I’ve noticed, and I’m in a very happy relationship.”

      “She’s okay, I guess.”

      Jared laughed. “Devon, buddy, I’ve known you for two years now. I’m a pretty good reader of people, and while I have no fucking clue what’s stopping you from storming the dance floor and kissing the fuck out of that woman, I do know you want to.” He elbowed me in the ribs. “Don’t try to kid a kidder.”

      I twisted my lips to the side. “It’s complicated.”

      “Fuck, man. Show me a relationship that isn’t. Remember, I had to deal with Jack.” He laughed. “Whatever is holding you back, cut the ties, because, shit, life is too damned short.”

      The girls returning saved me from answering, but Jared’s words pinged around my head like a goddamn pinball machine. I invited over the server and ordered a large whiskey. She reappeared a minute later. I downed the thing in one, the alcohol burning on the way down, stripping the lining from my throat. Christ, I’d needed that.

      Reilley sat beside me, sweat beading her upper lip. I wanted to lick it off.

      “Penny for your thoughts.”

      “They’re not even worth that much,” I said somberly.

      “I couldn’t disagree more,” she said. “Every word you’ve ever spoken to me has value. Getting you to talk isn’t easy, but when you do, it’s usually worth listening to.”

      I ran my gaze over her face, searching for a teasing curve to her lips or a sparkle in her eyes. Instead, I found an earnest expression filled with melancholy. She reached down and linked our fingers together. My pulse jolted at the physical contact, but I didn’t pull away. The sensations pounding through my veins were far too addictive to relinquish. God, it had been so long since I’d allowed myself to feel the tug of attraction for a gorgeous woman.

      “I need to tell you something, Devon,” she said, her top teeth nibbling along her bottom lip. She glanced around and, seemingly satisfied no one was listening in, she leaned closer. “I don’t just want your story. I want you.”

      I opened my eyes wide. “What?”

      She lifted my hand, then pressed it to her cheek, her skin so soft, so womanly. My eyes fell closed of their own accord, then snapped open when I felt her lips touch my palm.

      “Reilley.” Her name came out breathy, my voice hoarse and rasping. But my tone held a warning, too, one she must have heard because she let me go, and my hand fell to my side. I instantly mourned the loss of intimacy. Not for the first time, I cursed the fork in the road my life had taken. I tried not to let bitterness soak into my bones, stripping them away like acid, leaving behind a husk of a man. Feelings like those were destructive, and I couldn’t allow myself to be drawn into such ruinous emotions.

      “Okay, I gotta ask. Are you gay?”

      A laugh erupted from deep in my chest, chasing away the gloom. “No, I’m not gay.”

      She swiped the back of her hand over her forehead. “Phew. Cause I was worried for a second that my gaydar was way off.”

      “All in full working order,” I said.

      “So you’re not attracted to me then, is that it?”

      How the hell do I respond to that? The answer: tactfully with enough truth to sound plausible.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “Look, Reilley, you’re a very beautiful woman, but I’m not in the market for a girlfriend. My job is crazy busy, and I rarely get any time to myself as it is. I can’t see many girls putting up with how little I’m willing to contribute to a relationship, and I just don’t need the agro or the drama. Let’s just stick to the book, okay?”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Who said anything about a relationship?”

      Heat rushed to my face. Shit. What a dick. I’d totally read that wrong.

      I cleared my throat. “Well, this is embarrassing.”

      “Chill, Devon. No need for embarrassment. Cards on the table time. I like you, even if extracting conversation is sometimes a challenge.” She grinned. “We’re consenting adults. I just thought, you know, a mutually beneficial tussle between the sheets might be fun. No strings.”

      My cock swelled, the idea of a ‘sort of friends with benefits’ arrangement with Reilley hellishly appealing. I missed sex, the feel of a warm body beside me in bed. It was intimacy and closeness I’d chosen to avoid because those things carried too much risk. But if Reilley was up for something more casual…

      I squinted at her. “In my experience, women don’t do casual very well.”

      She laughed. “Normally, I’d agree with you. The piece of information you’re missing is I escaped from a toxic relationship nine months ago, one that turned pretty nasty, and I’m not in a rush to repeat the experience. Casual works for me. Besides,” she shrugged, “in a few months the book will be out, and you and I will go our separate ways.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean, ‘nasty’?”

      She sighed heavily. “Let’s just say when I told Eric, that’s my ex, it was over, I found myself with my very own stalker. The police became involved and, eventually, he backed off. But it put me off getting too close to another man for the foreseeable future.”

      A dart of anger pierced my chest. What a fucker.

      Reilley captured my hand once more, tugging, encouraging me to stand. “Dance with me.”

      “I don’t dance. Correction, I can’t dance.”

      “Then come put your hands on me, and I’ll dance.”

      A rush of pleasure sent at least half my body’s quota of blood right to my groin. I followed Reilley onto the dance floor, weaving between swaying bodies, the strobe lights bouncing off the walls. Reilley didn’t stop until we’d reached the far side of the club, and as I looked back to the VIP area, I realized why. From here, it was difficult to see us. She’d read my reticence perfectly.

      Reilley took my hands in hers then placed them on her hips. My fingers tingled, the heat from her skin warming my palms. Her hands went to my upper arms, then slowly, she inched them higher, her fingertips brushing the side of my neck, her thumb grazing my lower lip.

      My eyes fell shut, the noise from the club evaporating under her touch. She eased my mouth open, slipping her thumb inside. I closed my lips around it and sucked, reveling in the taste of her, the feel of her smooth skin on my tongue, the surge of pleasure coursing through my veins.

      Her mouth went to my ear. “Kiss me, Devon.”

      I cupped her face, tilted her chin up, bent my head gradually, savoring the anticipation. I hadn’t kissed a woman in over four years. Fuck, I hoped I remembered how to do it.

      Clearly I did, because Reilley shifted her hands, burying them in my hair, her nails digging into my scalp. She molded her body to mine, so close there wasn’t a millimeter of space between us. I slipped my tongue into her mouth, tasting mint and a faint trace of alcohol.

      Tasting Reilley.

      Fuck me, she tastes so damn good.

      I groaned into her mouth, my cock so hard I feared a wardrobe malfunction. Obsidian insisted on a dress code, so instead of my favored jeans, I was wearing smart pants.

      Positives: more room for erection growth.

      Negatives: material too thin.

      I eased my thigh between her legs, applying pressure to her clit. She must have approved of the move, riding my leg as if her life depended on it.

      After ten seconds of dry humping, she tore her mouth from mine, her chest rising and falling as rapidly as my own.

      “Fuck, Devon, we need to get out of here.”

      My forehead creased. “Why?”

      “I’m not sharing an orgasm I’ve been dreaming about for months with a bunch of clubbers. Now let’s go.”

      She grabbed my hand, towing me through the crowd. I followed with a broad smile, a hard cock, and a light heart.

      We spilled onto the street and right into a waiting cab. I just managed to give the driver the name of our hotel before Reilley straddled me, her mouth crashing down on mine, her tongue dueling, taking, fucking owning.

      Looked as though I did PDA after all.
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      I stumbled through the entrance to my hotel room, the zipper on my dress already halfway down my back where Devon had begun undressing me in the elevator. His shirttails hung on the outside of his pants, the two pieces held together by a single button at the top. I finished what I’d started, impatiently tugging his shirt from his shoulders.

      Holy shitballs. I’d guessed Devon Gray was in good shape from the way his clothes graced his tall, lean frame. I hadn’t accurately guessed just how much. Damn, for a non-driver, the guy was chiseled, ripped, perfection.

      I fumbled with his belt. He took pity on me, unfastening it, moving on to the button on his pants, then the zipper. He toed off his shoes, dragged his pants down his legs, kicked them off to the side.

      “Help me with my dress,” I gasped, turning around.

      He did, piling it on top of his clothes. I went to move in to his body. I intended on kissing, licking, and sucking every single inch until he begged me to stop. And if he did? I’d beg him to allow me to continue.

      “Wait.” Devon’s hand came out in front.

      “What the hell for?” I said, frustrated.

      “Let me look at you, Reilley. I don’t want this to be over in five minutes. You’re worth savoring.”

      Well, fuck me to Hell and back. Devon Gray was a demon at seduction. How there wasn’t a line of women queueing up begging to be Mrs. Gray was a total mystery.

      Not that I wanted to be Mrs. Gray. Marriage didn’t interest me in the slightest. The thick erection visible through Devon’s boxers, though? Yep, I was definitely interested in that.

      I bit my lip, wondering how long he expected me to wait, while Devon’s eyes tracked over every single inch, starting at my head, ending at my feet, then back up again. I’d had an appropriate number of sexual partners in my twenty-nine years. Not too many, not too few. Not one had asked me to simply stand there while they ate me with their hungry eyes.

      “Devon—”

      “Shhh.”

      He took two steps forward, placing his forefinger over my lips. Excitement licked at my belly, sparks growing into embers that erupted into flames. I burned for this man, my skin breaking into sweat, my eyes locked on his. Fuck, he owned me. I liked to actively participate in sex. Some partners even accused me of taking control and refusing to cede a single inch. With Devon, I barely moved, watching, waiting, anticipating his next move, desperate for him to touch me but unable to form the words to ask. Well… more like beg.

      His lips curved upward, revealing a mere whisper of a smile. He reached for my hand and lowered his gaze. He traced my lifeline with his fingertip. Back and forth. Back and forth.

      “Devon, what’s going on? Have you changed your mind? It’s okay if you have.”

      It is not fucking okay if you have because I’m dying over here.

      “I haven’t changed my mind. I want this. I want you. It’s been a while, that’s all. I need a moment.”

      A while? For this… this… sex-on-a-stick-with-peanut-butter-ice-cream-and-a-cherry-on-top hottie? Jesus. Either he was seriously picky, in which case, hello! Top up my ego, please and thank you. Or… or…

      Yeah, I was out. I had nothing.

      “How long is a while?”

      “Over four years.”

      Wow! Devon Gray, the guy who could have his pick of women, yet hadn’t. For someone with an inquisitive mind like mine, that little nugget sent my snooping radar straight to DEFCON five.

      Stand down, Reilley. Now wasn’t the time to root around for answers.

      I curved my hands around his face and pulled him in for a kiss. I kept it brief, warm, affectionate. “It’s like riding a bike, gorgeous. You never forget.” I threaded our fingers together and led him over to the bed. I turned around, the backs of my knees touching the mattress, and tilted my head, meeting his gaze.

      Maybe I should take control after all.

      The second I had that thought, Devon’s hands gripped my waist. He lifted me and tossed me on the bed, crawling on after me. His mouth cut off my giggle before it had time to spill, his tongue surging inside, dominating, possessing, commanding.

      Oh yeah. He’s at the wheel now.

      He settled between my legs, his dick grazing my clit, enough for an involuntary gasp to erupt from my throat, but not nearly as much as I wanted, needed. I lifted my pelvis. Devon withdrew, denying me the contact I craved.

      Sliding my thumbs into the waistband of his boxers, I impatiently tugged. I got them halfway over his ass when strong fingers gripped my wrists, stopping any further progress. Devon rocked back on his heels.

      “Not yet.”

      He pushed my arms overhead and wrapped one large hand around both my wrists. Settling over me once more, he used his free hand to ease down the cup of my bra—thank Christ I’d gone for matching underwear—then bent his head, sucking my erect nipple into his warm, wet mouth.

      Oh, fuck me sideways, frontways, backways, any which way.

      My body spontaneously jerked. I wrestled to free my hands. Devon held me tighter, sucked on me harder, nestled closer.

      “Dear God,” I muttered when his teeth more than grazed the tip, a jolt of agony and ecstasy sending a rush of wetness straight to my core.

      “He won’t help you,” Devon murmured against my burning skin. “You’re mine now.”

      I almost screamed “Yes”, but refrained from making a total fool of myself by the smallest of margins. We hadn’t even fucked, and yet that’s exactly what I was: fucked. Instead, I emitted a strangled groan as Devon freed my left boob and gave my other nipple the attention it demanded.

      “Keep your hands there, Reilley,” Devon growled, releasing his grip on my wrists. “No moving, no touching. Not until I say so.”

      If he’d made such an order outside the bedroom, I’d have told him where to stick it. But something about Devon made me want to let him have his way, to see where his dominance led us, to let him dictate the pace, the speed, the position. To take control of every aspect of our first encounter.

      And so I nodded.

      His eyes softened, and he pecked my lips. “Good girl.”

      My eyes fell closed, and all my other senses heightened. The feel of his velvety lips as he pressed tender kisses to my breasts, my abdomen, the inside of my thighs. The subtle scent of his bodywash and cologne tingling my nostrils. The soft, appreciative sounds he made as he devoured me.

      Devon slipped his fingers into the waistband of my panties. He removed them, satin brushing my thighs, knees, and calves. I opened my eyes in time to watch his dark head dip between my thighs. And then his tongue was there, right fucking there, tasting me.

      My head rolled back, my legs writhing, my pelvis tilting. That tongue.

      “Don’t stop. God, yeah, that’s it.”

      If I hadn’t been so lost in the moment, I’d have laughed. I sounded like a porn star. Any second I’d be shouting “Yeah, baby, give it to me hard. Just like that big boy. Ohhhhh yeahhhhh.”

      He brushed his hands up my sides, over my ribcage. He cupped my breasts then pinched both my nipples, hard, rough.

      I came. Loudly. My legs twitched as if I’d shoved my toe into the electric socket as wave after wave of pleasure coiled and twisted and spiraled within me, culminating in a climax worthy of having love songs written about it, such was the wondrous feeling rioting throughout my entire body.

      Jesus, Riles, you’ve gone from porn star to poet in five seconds flat.

      “Reilley.”

      Devon’s voice broke through the fog of gratification. My eyelids flickered, and I smiled up at him. “You’re a dark horse, Devon Gray.”

      He chuckled, planted his hands either side of my head, and kissed me, his lips tasting sweet, tasting of me.

      I wanted my lips to taste of him.

      “I take it I can move my arms now,” I said with a teasing grin. I didn’t wait for his permission, wrapping them around the back of his neck, and playing with strands of damp hair resting against his nape.

      He curved an eyebrow. “Who’d have thought you would be so good at taking orders?”

      Using a move I’d mastered in judo during middle school, I had him flipped and on his back in a second. I straddled him and grazed a fingernail along the edge of his boxers, tonguing my teeth.

      “Your turn.”

      “You should warn people about that,” Devon said, wearing a bogus offended expression.

      “You won’t be complaining in a minute.”

      I tugged down his underwear. His cock sprang free, thick, hard, the tip red, the slit weeping. I dampened my lips.

      “How do you like it, Devon?”

      I wasn’t in the habit of asking men how they liked their cock sucked. In my experience, there wasn’t much they didn’t like, apart from teeth, and some even weren’t averse to the odd graze here and there. But somehow, Devon’s admission he hadn’t been with a woman for a while meant I wanted this to be the best experience ever. Like I wanted to blow his head off—literally.

      He threaded his fingers into my hair. “With you, Riles,” he rasped. “I like it with you.”

      Dear Lord, please save me. Devon Gray was an old romantic—and I was royally screwed. Those few words had awakened feelings inside me, dangerous feelings of hopes and dreams. But that was a treacherous road to travel. I’d promised him casual, yet one mind-bending orgasm later, and already I could feel my heart expanding.

      Stupid, Reilley. Real dumb.

      Hope was a bright star orbiting a black hole. Sometimes the pull of gravity was too much, and the star would be obliterated.

      I shook the fanciful thoughts from my mind. This was all about Devon, about giving him pleasure he’d, for some unfathomable reason, denied himself. I was both gentle and firm, paying great attention to the head, using my tongue and my lips to impart maximum enjoyment.

      As I’d suspected whenever I’d fantasized about sex with Devon Gray, he barely made a sound. The odd gasp, a sharp intake of breath, his fingers briefly tightening in my hair as his climax galloped toward him. I, on the other hand, made lots of noise. Appreciative groans and moans that imparted I was having just as good a time as he was. An ex-boyfriend of mine once told me there was no bigger turn off than a woman who looked as though she was writing a grocery list in her head while she had her man’s dick in her mouth.

      I kept my eyes on his face. I didn’t want to miss Devon’s expression when he came. I’d dreamed about seeing his sex face for months.

      His chin was tilted slightly upward, his lips parted, his eyes closed. His chest rose and fell rapidly, sweat beading his upper lip.

      “Shit,” was the only clue I got before he climaxed.

      The sheer ecstasy that blazed across his face as he emptied inside my mouth would be forever imprinted on my mind. And afterward, the grateful look he shot my way had me crawling up his body and kissing him until I ran out of air.

      Sweat clung to both of us, and it was only as I rolled to the side that I realized I still had my bra on, with my boobs bunched over the top of the cups.

      “Reilley?”

      I turned to face him, wondering how long he’d need to recover before he was hard enough to screw me.

      “Yeah?”

      “I don’t have any condoms.”

      Grinning, I got out of bed and strolled across the room, removing my bra as I went. I’d dropped my purse by the door. I bent down, retrieved it, and reached inside. I opened the box of condoms—a girl never went anywhere unprepared—removed one, and brandished it in the air.

      “Ta-da.”
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      Moonlight peeked through the gap in the drapes casting light across half of Reilley’s face. Her caramel-streaked hair fanned over the pillow, and I picked up a strand, letting it slip between my fingers.

      What have I done?

      I climbed out of bed, pulled on my boxers and pants, and wandered out onto the balcony. Night had barely chased away the heat of the day. There wasn’t even a breeze in the air to cool the temperatures. Beneath me, the twinkling lights of Monaco glowed against the blackness of the sky, and from here, I could just about make out La Rascasse corner, a tight one hundred and thirty-five degree right-hander and beyond that, Virage, another right-hander that led the cars into the start-finish straight.

      Monaco was a terrific motor race but also one of the most stressful. These days, if it weren’t already on the Formula One calendar, it would never be approved. The additional risks with racing at high speeds around such a narrow circuit wouldn’t meet today’s rigorous safety standards, but it was so synonymous with Grand Prix racing that it would take a brave man or woman to insist it be removed.

      I glanced over my shoulder at a sleeping Reilley, hopelessly trying to sort through my feelings. Tonight had taken such an unexpected turn, and I wasn’t sure what to think, to feel. To do.

      The sex had been phenomenal. If it had been mediocre, my decision would be so much easier. But Reilley had drawn emotions from me I hadn’t believed myself still capable of. When I’d come inside her the first time, the rush of sheer joy I’d felt hit me like a thunderbolt, and not because I was orgasming inside a woman for the first time in over four years. No, it was because Reilley was that woman. Jesus, I’d even felt a prickling sensation behind my eyes when I’d looked down at her, her hair a wild tumble, eyes sparkling, and a deliciously satisfied smile on her lips.

      So if tonight had been so amazing, why was I standing outside wondering how to extricate myself from a situation of my own making without crushing a girl who didn’t deserve it?

      Guilt.

      I’d slept with Reilley because she’d promised no strings, that she was fine with casual. What I hadn’t banked on was I wasn’t fine with casual. I wanted more yet was entitled to nothing.

      Charlotte…

      An image of her before the accident floated in front of my eyes, the apparition timely yet crushingly devastating. If I’d been in love with her, then maybe I wouldn’t resent the invisible chains holding me against my will. If we’d been engaged, or married.

      Maybe.

      Yet I had zero entitlement to resentment. The second Charlotte’s pin had broken free, the instant I’d realized she wasn’t properly anchored to the cliff face, the moment I’d watched her body fall, stripped away my rights to feel anything for myself. From that day to this, the only person entitled to feel indignation or bitterness was Charlotte.

      I drew a hand over my face, a trio of exhaustion swamping me: a crazy but thankfully successful weekend, an unexpectedly wonderful night in the arms of a beautiful woman, and crushing remorse because, for a few precious hours, I hadn’t thought about Charlotte.

      I padded back inside to fetch my phone. I still hadn’t texted Caroline back over her latest demand for money. Apparently, since we’d moved Charlotte to the home in Switzerland, Caroline wanted to visit on a regular basis and expected me to foot the bill for her flights and accommodation.

      I returned to the balcony, reread her message, then typed a response.

      I don’t shit dollar bills, Caroline. We agreed I’d pay for three visits a year, evenly spread. You’ve already had two.

      I didn’t expect her to reply immediately. With Caroline, though, I should have learned she loved to throw me off kilter because five seconds later, her response landed.

      Charlotte needs me. She’s miles from home. I’m all she has. This is all your fault.

      Despite the rhetoric being old, the stab of pain felt as new and raw as ever. I pressed a fist into my sternum, holding my breath until the pain eased.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      I spun around. Reilley had her shoulder propped up against the doorjamb, her arms crossed over a chest she’d encased in my shirt. She’d left the top few buttons unfastened, the swell of her breasts visible.

      A dart of pleasure replaced the pain Caroline’s untimely reminder had caused, and my cock jerked in appreciation. Seemed like the feast after the famine had only increased my appetite.

      Oh God, this is all wrong yet so damned right.

      She strolled over, hips swinging. My gaze dropped to her shapely legs, the tails of my shirt reaching mid-thigh.

      She pointed her chin at my phone, still clutched in my fist. “Ringing the secret missus again, Devon?”

      My cheeks heated. Charlotte was far from a secret wife, but she was a bloody big secret, one I needed to ensure stayed that way if I had a chance of keeping my sanity. I shoved the phone into my pants pocket and covered up the blush with a coy grin.

      “Busted.”

      Her hand curled around my forearm. “Come back to bed. It’s late.”

      I resisted her urging. No idea why.

      She inclined her head. “What’s wrong, Devon?”

      Nothing.

      Everything.

      When I didn’t reply, she stepped up close to my body, her arms wrapping tightly around my waist. “You can tell me anything.”

      I can’t tell you this.

      I bent my head and captured her lips, partly because, damn, I wanted to kiss her, and partly to distract her from this particular line of questioning. Reilley had a nose for a story that a bloodhound would be proud of. We might have grown closer these past few months, and even more so after tonight, but that didn’t mean I trusted her. First and foremost, Reilley was a storyteller, and finding out I was responsible for destroying Charlotte’s life was one hell of a story.

      Our connection was so strong that we went from a standing start to hurtling toward the finishing line in five seconds flat. I tore my shirt from Reilley’s shoulders, flinging it to one side. My pants and boxers followed, and I eased her back inside, both of us falling onto the bed in a tangle of arms and legs, and desperate need.

      For a few blissful minutes, being with Reilley chased away my troubles. If I never felt peace like this again, I’d still be eternally grateful.
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      “Devon, I have to go.”

      I forced my heavy lids open and blinked up at Reilley standing over me, fully dressed, her suitcase propped up beside her. I swept a hand over my face.

      “What time is it?”

      “Six. My flight leaves at eight-thirty.”

      I struggled to focus, my brain groggy through lack of sleep. “What flight?”

      Reilley perched on the end of the bed and tenderly grazed my stubble with the back of her hand. “I’m due back in the States. I have some commitments I can’t get out of.”

      I pushed upright and surprisingly found myself saying, “Don’t go. Get a later flight.”

      Her answering smile kicked my heartbeat up several notches.

      Dangerous, Gray. Step away from the precipice.

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      I tossed the covers to one side, revealing how hard I was for her, despite only awakening thirty seconds earlier. “He wants you to stay.”

      She giggled, then bent her head and kissed the tip. My cock twitched in appreciation.

      “See, look, he’s talking to you.”

      This time, she kissed my lips, too briefly for my liking.

      “I adore this side of you, Devon. I knew you had a humorous edge buried somewhere very deep. More please.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Who said I’m joking?”

      “You don’t fool me,” she said, giving my erection a quick stroke. We groaned in unison. “Dammit, Devon, I really do need to go. I’ll call you.”

      She stood, gave me a last lingering eye-sweep, and then she left.

      I stared at the closed door for a good five minutes. My head was all over the place. One minute I couldn’t bear to think of ending what had only just begun. The next, fear of Reilley discovering the man I truly was, compelled me to break it off before either of us fell too deep.

      I rubbed my stomach in an attempt to ease the clenching muscles, anxiety undulating within me. Rolling over in bed, I pulled the sheets up to my chin and tried to sleep.

      I failed.

      Ten minutes later, I shoved off the covers and padded into the bathroom. I showered, shaved, and dressed. Unlike Reilley, my flight wasn’t leaving for another few hours. Normally, I’d sleep in late, barely make it to the airport, fly to London, crash for twenty-four hours, then head to the factory to meet with my team.

      Not today.

      I rode the elevator down to the hotel restaurant for breakfast. They’d only just opened, and as I smelled freshly cooked bacon, eggs, pastries, and toast, my stomach rumbled. I picked up a newspaper, slipped into a booth, and ordered breakfast and a pot of coffee.

      The server had just set down my breakfast when Jared plunked into the seat opposite. “Couldn’t sleep either, huh?” he asked, then without waiting for an answer, hit the server with a panty-busting grin and said, “Coffee, darling, please. Strong and black. Eggs, bacon, and a side of fruit.”

      The server blushed beet-red, tucked her hair behind her ears, fluttered her eyelashes, then scuttled off.

      I shook my head. Jared knew the effect he had on women, yet since he and Paisley had become an item, he hadn’t once shown any interest in the opposite sex. His behavior toward the server just then was simply Jared being Jared. Always insanely polite, it wasn’t his fault he had Hollywood-style good looks and a smile to go with it.

      “Please tell me you got laid last night and Reilley managed to extract that pole from your ass while riding your dick.”

      I breathed out heavily. “Fuck you.”

      Jared threw back his head and laughed. “You did. You sly old dog.”

      During the last two years that Jared and I had worked together, we’d become close friends. On more than one occasion, I’d almost told him my secret, usually after a particularly stressful incident with Caroline or Charlotte, when I’d been desperate to offload. But at the last moment, I’d lose my nerve. Jared looked up to me, relied on me, and liked me. Selfishly, I didn’t want that to change.

      “I never admitted to anything.”

      “You didn’t need to, buddy. It’s written all over your face.”

      Jared leaned in, conspiratorially, although given the volume of his earlier accusation, his discretion was a bit like bolting the stable door when the horse was already in the next country.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m real happy for you. Clearly you have good taste, given you’ve never been short of offers. Reilley’s a top girl. You could do a lot worse.”

      Back up from the cliff edge, dickhead.

      “You make it sound like I’m ready to put a ring on it,” I scoffed. “It was a casual fuck between two adults, not love’s young dream.”

      He opened his mouth to reply, paused to let the server set down his breakfast, then bored his gaze through mine once she retreated.

      “I call bullshit on your ass, Gray,” Jared said. “I know a player, because I was one, for years, before I met Paisley. And you, my lying-through-his-goddamn-teeth friend, are about as far removed from a player as I’ve ever seen.” He stroked his designer stubble. “In fact, come to think of it, I’ve never seen you with a woman in the two and a half years since I first met you. Never. So don’t try to tell me that fucking Reilley was nothing more than a warm body to snuggle up to.”

      I stared at my forkful of scrambled eggs, my appetite suddenly deserting me. Dropping the fork, I pushed my plate to one side.

      “It’s co—”

      Jared’s hand shot in the air. “Please don’t say complicated again. You said that last night. Don’t be a clichéd asshole. All men who are scared of commitment pull that card.” He sipped his coffee, hard eyes trained on me while he drank. “Buddy, I have no fucking clue what’s going on with you. You’ve always been a tight-lipped bastard, but please, for the love of all that is holy, don’t let a woman like Reilley slip through your fingers, because I guarantee you will regret it. Whatever is going on with you, sort your shit out. There isn’t a problem in the world that’s insurmountable.”

      If only that was true.

      “If you want my advice, or even if you don’t, finish your breakfast, go back upstairs, screw the hell out of that girl, and tell her you’re willing to give it a shot.”

      “She left for the airport over an hour ago.”

      “To go where?”

      “Back to the States apparently. Something about a meeting.”

      Jared clouted my upper arm. “Then go after her.”

      I shook my head. “You and I both know I can’t do that. I’m due at the factory on Tuesday. We need to run the design changes through the computer and get the parts made before Canada.”

      Jared scrubbed his face. “Right.” He blew out a breath that puffed up his cheeks. “This job really is shit for relationships, isn’t it?”

      “Yep.”

      He finished his breakfast and stood. “At least give it a chance. Call her. Stay connected.” Downing the last of his coffee, he hit me with one of his trademark grins. “See you Tuesday. Unlike you, I managed to keep my hot girl in bed, waiting.”

      I flipped him the bird as he walked away, laughing.

      Bastard.
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      “Thank you so much, Diane. I really appreciate you speaking with me.”

      “No problem,” Devon’s sister replied. “Although if Devon hadn’t given his approval, you wouldn’t have got a single word out of me.”

      I chuckled. “Why do you think I wanted him on board for this project?”

      Diane’s light, tinkly laugh came down the phone line. “If you think of anything else, let me know. And when you speak to that brother of mine, can you ask him to call home a little more often.”

      Grinning, I said, “I can try, although I doubt I’ll have much sway with him.”

      “True. Stubborn as an old mule, that’s Devon. Right, must dash. Got to get the kids ready for school.”

      I said goodbye to Diane and saved the file where I’d taken notes of our conversation. Devon’s sister couldn’t be more different from her brother. Where Devon was taciturn, Diane was outgoing and chatty, offering information freely. I hoped I’d get to meet her one day.

      She’d given me a great idea, though. Now I just needed Devon to play along. I checked the time in Europe. Just after ten in the evening. Acceptable, I thought. I dialed his number.

      “What are you wearing?” I asked when he answered.

      Devon chuckled. “Isn’t that supposed to be the guy’s line?”

      “Equality, baby. Equality.”

      His chuckle morphed into a true belly laugh.

      “Well, if you won’t tell me what you’re wearing, then tell me what you’re doing.”

      “Going over the telemetry output from Monaco and comparing it to some new data.”

      “Sexy,” I said, my tone teasing and light. Ever since Devon and I had slept together last weekend, I kept reminding myself to stay playful, easygoing, nothing heavy. Call it women’s intuition, or some shit, but I knew that if I didn’t, Devon would end whatever this was between us as quickly as changing four tires during a pit stop.

      That’s two seconds in case you’re interested.

      “I wanted to talk to you about the race in Canada.”

      “You’re still coming over, aren’t you?”

      I tuned in. Was that alarm in his voice?

      “Yeah, but I probably won’t make it until race day. I’ve got a scheduling clash, and Simon is being an awkward little shit.”

      “Oh.”

      Now I sensed disappointment. Hope surged within me. I detected a definite shift in our relationship.

      Play it cool, Riles.

      “Yeah, so I wondered what you thought about flying back to Europe a couple days after the race. Say the Tuesday or even the Wednesday.”

      I waited, anticipating rejection, crossing my fingers he’d agree. Normally, the day after the race, Devon would head straight back to the factory in the UK to implement any changes to the car before the next race.

      “Wednesday is a no, but I guess I could fly home on the Tuesday instead of the Monday. I’d have to talk to Jack.”

      “That’d be great.”

      “What did you have planned?”

      “Uh-uh. My lips are sealed.”

      He groaned. “Not more interviews.”

      “Not this time, no. I thought we’d do something fun, yet what I have planned still fits in with the book. Kind of. I can’t say too much without giving it away.”

      “Now I’m intrigued.”

      “I just got off the phone with Diane, by the way. Thanks for telling her she could talk to me.”

      A hitch of breath came over the phone line, and then he tentatively asked, “Everything okay?”

      Odd question. Then again, this was Devon. He often surprised me.

      “Yeah, good. She’s lovely. Braces as a kid, huh? Can’t picture you with a mouthful of metal.”

      His low, rumbling chuckle went straight to my core. I clenched, the tightening muscles offering modest relief.

      “If my sister promised photographic evidence, tell her she’s dead to me.”

      I laughed. “You’ll find out—when the book is released.”

      “You agreed to editing privileges, remember?”

      I made a sound of protest. “Damn. Knew I should have negotiated harder on that point.”

      “Nah. That was a deal breaker, and you know it.”

      I smiled to myself. What a difference a few months had made. Before Australia, Devon had run in the opposite direction every time he saw me. Now, almost four months later, we were… well, I wasn’t exactly sure how to describe it. We certainly weren’t enemies.

      “She told me to tell you to call home more often.”

      He exhaled in exasperation. “Jesus. She’s got you nagging me now.”

      “That’s not nagging. That’s a polite request.” My phone buzzed to tell me I had a call waiting. “Sorry, Devon, I’ve got to go. Someone’s on the other line. I’ll text you when I land in Montreal.”

      “Okay.”

      I went to hang up when Devon said, “Oh, and Reilley?”

      I pressed the handset to my ear again. “What?”

      “I’m not wearing anything.”

      He ended the call.

      I growled in frustration.

      Glancing at the caller ID of the fucker who’d interrupted my “Devon Delight” didn’t make me feel any better. If Simon wanted to have another dig at me, he’d picked the wrong day.

      “What can I do for you, boss?” I asked in a sugary-sweet tone.

      “Quit freaking me out with that nice crap for a start,” he replied.

      Despite being annoyed he’d muscled in on my fun with Devon, I laughed. “Fine. What did you want because I’m busy?”

      “That’s more like it. I called to tell you I read the first three chapters.”

      I held my breath. “And?” I eventually asked when Simon didn’t continue.

      “Some of your best work.”

      My shoulders sagged, and a smile inched across my face. “Really?”

      “You know me, Riles. I don’t blow smoke up yours or anyone else’s ass. I admit, I had my doubts with how you wanted to kick off the story, but by opening with the death of Antonio Santos and the impact it had on Devon, you’ve hooked the reader. Hell, motor racing bores the shit out of me, and I couldn’t flick the pages fast enough.”

      Swamped with emotion, I blinked to clear my vision. I had more invested in this book than any other one I’d written, and for Simon, the harshest critic I knew, to find himself sucked into the story, it lifted an enormous weight off my shoulders.

      “Thank you,” I said, my voice thick, my throat sore.

      “Now you really are freaking me out,” Simon said. “I do have a couple of suggestions to tighten here and there, but you should be very proud, kid. Right, I gotta go. Talk soon.”

      After Simon hung up, I stared at the phone for at least a minute. He liked it. He actually liked it. I tossed my phone on the coffee table and, without a care in the world, I leaped around my living room like a crazy woman, whooping and hollering.

      God, the relief. What a high.

      I’d fought so hard to get Simon to agree to this book. He’d tried on several occasions to push me down the driver route, but that had been done to death. Choosing a behind-the-scenes subject had been a risk, but I had good instincts. I’d known, deep in my soul, that telling Devon’s story would be a winner.

      Being proved right was the best feeling in the world.

      Of course, the readers would have the ultimate say, and I wouldn’t know their reaction for a year, but if this book didn’t sell at least five million copies in the first year, I’d give up writing. I was that certain I had a hit on my hands.

      Still high, I snatched up my phone and, pacing, I texted Devon.

      If I’d known you were naked, we could have had a very different kind of conversation.

      He replied with a laughing and winking emoticon.

      I sent him back a one-fingered salute.

      He replied with a red heart.

      A red fucking heart.

      I pulled up short and stared at that tiny little emoji. I had to reply, but with what? Something not too deep, not too dismissive.

      God, relationships were difficult. Even more so when you’d promised the guy a casual hookup. But if he was sending red hearts, didn’t that mean the rules had changed?

      Argh! I was running out of time. I plumped for a pair of red lips followed by This will have to do until I can give you a proper kiss.

      He replied Can’t wait.

      Yeah… the rules had definitely changed.
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      My leg wouldn’t stop bouncing as I sat on the pit wall, watching the clock count down. Three laps to go, and Alexander Coutinho was right on Jared’s tail. One mistake, and Coutinho would sneak past into first place, giving Jared an impossible task to regain the lead before the checkered flag came down.

      I couldn’t remember such a tight championship after seven races. Only fifteen points separated Jared in first place, Tate in second, and Alexander in third. That might sound like a lot, but when the winner received twenty-five points with eighteen for second and fifteen for third, all it would take was a tire blowout, a mistake by the mechanical team during a pit stop, or an accident, and the top of the leaderboard could change in an instant. It wouldn’t be the end of the world if Jared didn’t cross the finish line in first place today—we were only a third of the way through the season—but winning often became a habit.

      Jared and I were the perfect team because we were equally competitive. Driving had never interested me, but winning did. Whether it was a game of Scrabble, my favorite football team, or a Formula One world championship, I had to win.

      “Relax,” Jack said. “I’ve never seen you so tense. Don’t tell me Reilley is thawing the ice man?”

      I gave him the side eye. Jack had been needling me about Reilley ever since I’d asked him if it was okay for me to head back to Europe a day later than the rest of the team.

      Jack laughed at my closed expression, then turned his attention back to the track. The last couple of laps only took two minutes and twenty-one seconds to complete, but it felt more like two hours. Jared swooped his car toward us as he took the checkered flag with Coutinho eight-tenths of a second behind. I leaned over the pit wall and punched my fist.

      “Well done, mate. Terrific drive,” I said into my microphone.

      “Fantastic!” Jared shouted. “Thank you, team. You’re amazing. Let’s keep pushing. France next.”

      See what I mean about competitive. He’d barely celebrated this win and already he was thinking ahead to the French Grand Prix in two weeks’ time.

      After the celebrations were over, and the requisite press interviews had been completed, the team gathered for our post-race debrief. I had to force myself to stay focused, because every time I allowed my mind to wander, it only headed in one direction: Reilley.

      She’d texted me before the start of the race to say her flight was delayed and that she’d struggle to make the race. I told her to head straight to the hotel. A quick glance at my phone had told me she’d arrived there an hour ago. Excitement zinged through my veins, the desire to get the hell out of here and go see her all-consuming.

      Fuck. This is getting serious.

      I couldn’t allow that to happen. I couldn’t afford to let a woman get too close.

      But the heart wants what it wants.

      Wait… what?

      I shook my head like I had an earful of water. What bullshit. I couldn’t stand the woman four months ago. I’d only agreed to this book because I desperately needed the money, and we’d only slept together one night. I couldn’t be falling for her.

      I wouldn’t fall for her.

      “Okay, that’s it, guys.” Jack’s wrapping up jerked me back to the present. “Well done for another fantastic weekend. European season ahead. Let’s keep focused.”

      Chairs scraped back, and high fives were shared. I gathered my things together but as I went to leave, Jack stopped me. He waited until everyone had left, then indicated I should retake my seat.

      “What’s up?” I asked, frowning, hoping he hadn’t changed his mind about giving me the extra day off. I wasn’t sure I could take the disappointment.

      “How’s Charlotte doing?”

      I scratched my cheek, confused. “She’s settled in well, thanks for asking.”

      “Good, good.” Jack swept a hand down the back of his head.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Have you told Reilley about her?”

      Self-condemnation surged within me. Discussing Charlotte and Reilley in the same conversation felt highly uncomfortable. My throat dried up, and I coughed, then swallowed.

      “No.”

      Jack’s forehead creased. “Don’t you think you should?”

      “Why would I?”

      “Erm, because you’re seeing Reilley, and she deserves to know.” He spoke in a tone that said “Duh, you fucking idiot.”

      “Reilley and I aren’t serious. In a few months, she’ll have finished the book and we’ll go our separate ways.”

      Jack pinched his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “You honestly believe that?”

      “Yes.”

      No.

      Jack made a frustrated noise. “How long have we known each other?”

      I thought back, trying to remember. “Ten, eleven years.”

      “And how long have you worked for me?”

      I squinted at him. “What is this? Twenty fucking questions?”

      “Just answer the damned question, Devon.”

      “Seven. We’ve worked together for seven years.”

      “Exactly. Seven very long, very stressful years during which I’ve seen more of you than I have my own wife.”

      “What the hell are you going on about, Jack?” I said, trying not to look at my watch and wonder how long this was going to take. Every minute spent playing quizzes with Jack was a minute I didn’t get to spend with Reilley.

      Jack let out a long, tired sigh. “In eleven years, I’ve known you date three women. Janita, Charlotte, and Reilley.”

      My frown deepened. Janita was a girl I’d known from high school. We’d bumped into each other years later, dated for five or six months, then split. Amicably.

      “Your point?”

      “Jesus, I really am going to have to spell it out, aren’t I? You were not so enamored with either Janita or Charlotte as you are with Reilley. That girl is under your skin and in your heart.”

      “Bullshit,” I scoffed.

      “Deny it all you want, but you’re buzzing, Devon. You have been ever since you landed in Bahrain. When she’s around, there’s a glow about you, a happiness I haven’t seen in years—and not at all since Charlotte’s accident. When she’s not here, it’s like someone switched the light off. Don’t think I haven’t noticed you checking your phone every goddamn spare minute this weekend.” He rose from his chair and rested a hand on my shoulder. “Take it from someone older and wiser. Women don’t like being lied to, and they can smell a secret from a mile away. If Reilley means as much to you as I think she does, tell her about Charlotte before she finds out through some other means.”

      “There are no other means, because the only people who know are the same people I trust implicitly to keep their mouths shut.” I pushed back my chair and stood. “Reilley and I are not serious. Nor can I ever allow whatever is going on between us to become serious. Charlotte is my priority. She always will be.”

      Jack gave a sad shake of his head. “You hardly knew the girl before her accident. You spread yourself wafer-thin taking care of her medical needs. You’ve agreed to Reilley’s book simply to pay for some experimental treatment that might or might not work. You’ve paid your dues, and you continue to pay them. Don’t be a martyr. For God’s sake, man, you’re entitled to a life. You’re allowed to be happy.”

      I gave him a thin smile. “Thanks for the extra day off, Jack. I appreciate it. If we’re done here, I’ll see you on Wednesday at the factory.”

      I tucked my iPad under my arm and left.

      Jack’s words rattled around my head during the entire journey to the hotel, but as soon as I found myself outside Reilley’s room, I pushed them to the back of my mind. They’d have to be examined another day. Until I got on the plane on Tuesday afternoon, Reilley had my full attention. Not Charlotte, not Caroline, not my family.

      Jack said I was entitled to a life. Well, for the next forty hours, I intended to live it.
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      A knock at the door diverted my attention away from where I’d been bashing at my keyboard, trying to get as much work done as possible before Devon arrived. I tossed my laptop to one side and scampered off the bed.

      I peered through the peephole. My stomach flipped, exhilaration about the next couple of days rushing through me. I threw back the door and launched into Devon’s waiting arms.

      “At last,” I said, kissing him.

      He walked inside with me still clamped around his waist. Kicking the door closed with his foot, he grinned.

      “That’s a welcome and a half.”

      I gently rubbed my nose down his. “I’ve missed you.”

      His expression grew serious. “Phone calls and texts just don’t cut it, huh?”

      I grazed the backs of my fingers over his stubble. “No, they don’t. I’m so sorry I couldn’t get to the race today. I caught the highlights, though. The team must be thrilled.”

      “We are. Well, on Jared’s side of the garage anyway.”

      I slid down his body, planting my feet on the floor. “Yeah, Tate must be pissed that Jared has stretched his lead.”

      “No comment.” Devon flashed a panty-busting grin in my direction. He wandered over to the mini bar and removed a bottle of water. Twisting the cap off, he took a long drink.

      “What do you want to do tonight?” he asked.

      “Screw you.”

      He laughed. “All night?”

      I nodded, weaving my way over. When I reached him, I slipped my arms around his waist. “I’m a demanding woman with needs that must be met.”

      Devon cupped the back of my neck, his thumb gently brushing along my hairline. “Well, I wouldn’t want to disappoint you.”

      He captured my mouth in a searing kiss that I swore left burn marks on my lips. Two weeks was a long time to stoke the fires of desire, and in the intervening period between Monaco and today, mine had morphed into a towering inferno. He lifted me, so effortlessly, and hooked my legs around his hips as he walked backward in the direction of the bed.

      Good. He wasn’t wasting any time.

      He fell onto the bed, taking me with him, our childish giggles filling the hotel room. God, the difference in Devon from the sullen man I’d chased, professionally speaking, for almost a year, to this carefree, fun-loving apparition stole my breath. I liked to think I had a little something to do with his transformation, and maybe, just maybe, this wasn’t a casual thing.

      Don’t go there, Riles.

      That path was a direct route to hurt and misery. Better to stay in the moment, enjoy it while it lasted, then move on. Keep your heart in a cage, under lock and key, but allow your body to enjoy every touch, every taste, every sensation Devon created.

      Devon’s husky voice murmured, “Stay with me, Reilley.”

      I snapped open my eyes to find him gazing at me, his expression serious, intense.

      “I’m right here.”

      He nuzzled my neck, kissing his way across my jaw, my cheek, my lips. “Now you are. Don’t think, just feel.”

      And so I did. I felt every touch of his lips, graze of his tongue, caress of his rough, callused hands as he stroked my breasts, my stomach, inching lower, parting my thighs and…

      “God, Devon. I’ve missed this.”

      I felt his smile against my most private place. A long, drawn-out sigh escaped me, the sound filled with satisfaction and happiness. We barely knew each other sexually, yet already Devon could read the signs that dictated when to speed up or slow down, when to apply pressure and when a featherlike touch would drive me crazy, begging for more.

      Pleasuring another human being often took time to learn, and usually involved experimentation, communication, and even then, it sometimes failed spectacularly. Not with Devon. Was this what total compatibility felt like? Was his experience the same as mine, of pure ecstatic joy?

      A rush of heat came from nowhere, my body climbing, peaking, and crashing in a matter of a few seconds. I groaned, arched my back, my legs quivering, calves spasming as my body climaxed.

      My eyelids fluttered, then opened to find Devon looking down at me wearing an odd expression.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, worry giving my voice a hard rasp.

      “Thank you.”

      I narrowed my eyes, confused. “For what?”

      “For reminding me what happiness is.”

      I struggled to sit up. Lost for words, I touched his face, his stubble rough beneath the pads of my fingers. A sixth sense told me that whatever I said next mustn’t scare him off. I felt as though we were on the cusp of change, a serious shift, and if I fucked this up, I’d spend a hell of a long time regretting my ill-thought-out comments.

      “I don’t know what’s going on between us, Devon, but I do know that when we’re together, I’m at peace with the world, but more importantly, at peace with myself. And when we’re apart, I feel an ache only you can soothe.”

      I paused, waiting to see whether or not I’d made a mistake by sharing the almost-truth of my feelings. When he broke out into another one of those gorgeous smiles that lit up his face, relief swelled within me.

      “I miss you, too.”

      “Then let’s make the most of these next couple of days before our lives gatecrash the party. You can start by reaching into the nightstand drawer, grabbing a condom, and screwing me. Please and thank you.”

      I’d never been fucked where both parties laughed during the entire act.

      Guess there was a first time for everything.
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      I wasn’t a big fan of shower sex. I found it to be one of those fantasies that were always a lot more awkward than you hoped. Too slippery, not enough room, difficult to find a position where the guy’s cock didn’t keep popping out. And we all knew how damned frustrating that could be.

      Turned out there was nothing wrong with shower sex. Nothing at all. I’d been doing it with the wrong guys, that was all.

      All that soap, hot water, and steam made for very fast orgasms, and lots of them. At least that was my experience on this fine and sunny Monday morning in the beautiful city of Montreal.

      We finally switched off the spray and, gingerly, I stepped onto the wet bathroom floor while Devon firmly held my hand. He grabbed a towel off the heated rail and swathed me in it, quickly tied another around his waist, then dried me off. I’d never felt so cosseted in my entire life.

      “I’m starved,” I said, quickly rubbing my dripping hair with a towel. “Can you order room service while I blow-dry my hair? We need to leave in an hour.”

      “Where is it we’re going again?” Devon asked.

      “Nice try, mate,” I said, mimicking his barely there Aussie accent.

      He laughed. “Don’t give up your day job. Impressions aren’t your thing.”

      I took a swipe at him, but he dodged out of my way.

      “Jackass,” I called after him as he snuck through the bathroom door.

      “Hot ass,” he teased.

      I grinned. Couldn’t stay mad at a guy who thought I had a hot ass.

      We ate breakfast and, after Devon quizzed me about what to wear in case it gave him a clue as to our destination—“Jeans are fine, now quit interrogating me”—we headed out. Nerves nibbled on my insides. I hoped Devon liked what I had planned. His sister, Diane, had given me the idea. When I’d asked if he had any hobbies outside racing, she told me he loved rock climbing, and by all accounts, he was extremely good at it. I’d dabbled a little in my teens but wasn’t an expert by any means.

      Research had thrown up a place not too far away from where we were staying of a company who catered to climbers of all levels. I only hoped Devon wouldn’t get too bored with the beginner’s route. I’d love to try something more advanced, but I didn’t have the skills. Maybe if we became a ‘thing’, I’d take some lessons. He might even agree to become my instructor.

      I drove us out of the city on Autoroute 40 toward Ottawa. Devon gave me the occasional sly glance, but when I remained unusually tight-lipped, he spent the time looking out of the window at the passing scenery and making a comment here and there about how beautiful it was.

      After forty minutes of driving, I turned off the main road and onto a narrow street with a four-foot hedgerow on either side. As we neared our destination, the road grew narrower until it was only marginally more than a car width.

      I spotted a few people hanging around chatting as I pulled into the parking lot. Driving into a space, I cut the engine and hit Devon with a broad grin.

      “We’re here.”

      Devon didn’t return my smile. “What’s going on, Reilley?”

      I frowned, wondering what the hell was wrong with his face. “I’ve arranged for us to go rock climbing. Now, I know you’re far more experienced than me, so I hope you don’t get bored because we’ll have to do the rock climbing equivalent of a nursery ski slope, but when Diane told me this was your passion, outside racing, that is, well, it seemed like such a fun thing for us to do together.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, his face blotching with patches of red. “I’m not going climbing with you.”

      “Don’t be silly,” I said, playfully punching his arm.

      I climbed out of the car, the warmth from the sun beating down on my head. The leaves rustled from the gentle breeze, and birds tweeted and sang out of sheer joy. I took a deep breath of mountain air, the smell so clean and pure. God, the peace. Rarely did I get to enjoy nature.

      I linked my fingers and raised my arms overhead, stretching out my back muscles. Only then did I notice Devon still sitting in the car, staring straight ahead. I poked my head back inside.

      “Come on. It’s a gorgeous day. Let’s not waste it.”

      “We’re not going climbing, Reilley,” Devon said, his jaw clenched tight, a nerve beating in his cheek.

      And he still wouldn’t look at me.

      Irritated now, I huffed. “Fine. Sit here and sulk for whatever goddamn reason you have and yet don’t want to share with me. I’m going climbing.” I swirled the car keys around my finger. “And I’m taking these with me, so you’ll have to amuse yourself for a few hours.”

      I slammed the car door. Asshole. What was his fucking problem?

      I set off for the spot where a crowd had gathered around who I assumed to be our guide, judging from the amount of equipment at his feet. I hadn’t gotten far when Devon’s large hand grabbed my wrist, hauling me back.

      “Get in the damned car, Reilley,” he snapped. “Do it now.”

      I shook him off and planted my hands on my hips. “I don’t take orders, from you or anyone. Now get your hand off me before you lose it.”

      “You’re making a scene,” he growled, his voice dangerously low. “Now get in the fucking car.”

      I poked him in the chest. “You’re the one making a scene,” I hissed. “Screw you, Devon. Screw. You.”

      I stomped off, tears pricking my eyes. Devon had ruined my surprise and hurt me in the process. He could damn well walk back to Montreal for all I cared.

      Devon darted in front of me, his face twisted in agony. “Please, Reilley. If you feel anything for me at all, don’t do this. I’m begging you.”

      I pulled up short and narrowed my eyes, my female intuition firing like crazy. “Devon, what’s wrong?”

      His lips thinned, his gaze tortured as he stared off into the distance. He’d disappeared into his head, where he didn’t have room for me.

      I placed my palm over his chest. “Talk to me, please.”

      He refused to meet my gaze, his head softly shaking from side to side. He stepped back, out of my reach. “If you do this, we can’t be together.”
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      Words. I needed to find the right ones, except none came to mind. I couldn’t breathe properly, the nightmare of my past colliding with the present. The moment I’d realized what she had planned, paralyzing fear invaded every limb, every nerve, rendering me unable to move—until she’d set off toward the group of climbers gathered around the guide.

      Then I’d moved all right. At lightning speed. I could not let her do this. Not for me. Not to please me.

      Anger rushed through my body. Anger at me, at Charlotte, at the failed pin that had changed my life forever. All that rage erupted, and I gave Reilley an order. Ha! Only an idiot ordered a woman like Reilley around. Meek, mild, and submissive she was not. By laying down the law, all I’d done was intrigue her. Actually, that wasn’t true. I’d pissed her off at first. Now, though, with my last comment, her brow furrowed in worry, her moves tentative, halting.

      She reached out, jerkily, her hand gently wrapping around my wrist. With care, she unfurled my fingers where they’d formed a tight fist, then held my hand, her skin so soft against my roughness.

      “Devon, what are you talking about? What’s happened? Please, tell me what’s going on.”

      I snatched my hand from hers and spun around, seeking to regain control of my feelings, my body, my mind. I needed my wits about me before I answered Reilley. She’d see through an outright lie in a second, but I couldn’t tell her the truth.

      Keeping my back to her, I said, “I almost fell once. A few years ago. I lost my nerve. I told myself then that I’d never climb again, and I don’t plan to change my mind.”

      Even to my ears, the lie sounded weak. True climbers would never be put off by a simple mishap. Hell, over the years, I’d had plenty of near misses, but my belief in my own ability always won out over any groundless worry about an imminent demise.

      Until Charlotte.

      I turned around slowly, searching her face for clues as to whether my story had convinced her. “I’m sorry I ruined your surprise, and I’m even sorrier I shouted at you.” I gave her a thin smile. “We could go hiking, if you want. I’m sure the climbing guide could direct us to some nice, gentle routes.”

      Her eyes flickered between mine, switching from left to right, then back again. Staring, searching, seeing far too much.

      “That must have been really scary,” she said, either choosing to believe my lie or deciding to shelve the discussion for now. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have suggested it, except Diane told me you loved climbing, and I wanted to make you happy, for us to have some fun. She didn’t mention you no longer climbed.”

      Relief that she’d chosen to drop the subject was tempered by my utter fury at my sister. I am going to fucking kill Diane.

      I held out my arms, pushing away the shame that reared up at my subterfuge. Reilley folded herself inside them, squeezing my waist, her lips at my neck.

      “A hike sounds good. And maybe a pub lunch afterward.”

      I stroked her hair, then kissed the top of her head. “Sold.”

      We spoke to the guide and said we’d changed our mind. He cheerfully offered us a couple of leaflets detailing some decent routes that we could hike right from the car park, one of which had a nice pub three quarters of the way around. By the time we reached it, both of us were bitterly regretting the wrong footwear, although my shoes were slightly more appropriate.

      Reilley flopped onto a wooden seat in the outside garden that overlooked the valley below. She unfastened her laces, kicked off her boots, and groaned as she rubbed the underside of her foot.

      “Damn, my poor feet are killing me.”

      “I’m not surprised. Your boots were built for fashion rather than hiking.”

      She grinned, then planted her foot in my lap and wiggled her toes. “If you like me, you’ll give me a foot massage.”

      I shoved her leg down and gave an exaggerated shrug. “Meh.”

      Her outraged expression pulled a bark of laughter from me. She pouted, her eyes narrowed, probably thinking up some form of retribution. She had extra time, because the server brought over our food and left another jug of water with sliced lemons floating on top.

      I picked up my burger and took a large bite. “Tastes almost as good as you,” I said.

      The corner of her mouth twitched. Reilley never could stay mad at anything for long. She sliced off the corner of her tuna steak and slipped it into her mouth, making a sound of appreciation low in her throat.

      “This is magnificent.” She swallowed. “Tastes better than you.”

      I smiled broadly. “Not what you said this morning.”

      “You hadn’t refused to massage my sore feet this morning.”

      I snatched up her foot before she could blink, planting it right in my groin. I shifted my chair so any interested patrons wouldn’t be able to see what we were up to.

      “Ever tried picking up a roll of coins with your toes?” I asked, waggling my eyebrows.

      She ran the tip of her tongue over the edge of her top teeth. My erection thickened further. Her toes curled, and she moved her foot up and down. I bit down on a groan.

      “You have,” I murmured.

      “Actually, I haven’t,” she said.

      She squeezed harder. I briefly closed my eyes, sucking in a deep breath through my nose. “You’re good.”

      “I know,” she said softly. Abruptly stopping, she planted her heel on my thigh, warm laughter in her eyes. “Now rub.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I dug my thumbs into the arch of her foot. She moaned loudly, drawing several interested looks from nearby diners. I flashed them an apologetic look. “Keep it down, woman. We’ll get thrown out at this rate.”

      Reilley glanced around, spotted we’d garnered attention, then said in a loud voice, “Keep going, baby. Yeah, just like that.”

      I couldn’t help laughing. Reilley didn’t care what people thought of her or who she offended. She was a free spirit, an indomitable life force.

      The woman I was falling for.
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      I popped my head around the bathroom door to find Reilley up to her chin in bubbles, a folded towel behind her head, and a glass of wine resting on the rim of the bath.

      I bent over to peck her lips. “Need anything?”

      She smiled up at me drowsily. “To stay here for a month.”

      I chuckled. “How about an hour?”

      She tsked. “I supposed that’ll have to do.”

      As I went to move away, she captured my wrist. “I can make room if you want to get in here with me?”

      I’d spent all day holding back my simmering temper, but the time had come to have it out with Diane. “Got a few calls to make. You relax. Anywhere particular you fancy for dinner?”

      “Surprise me,” she said huskily.

      My cock twitched. “Are we still talking about dinner?”

      She gave a teasing laugh. “I’ll leave you to figure that out, lover boy.”

      I gave her another kiss, then left her to it, but the second I closed the bathroom door behind me, the smile I’d worked hard to keep in place all day fell.

      I grabbed my phone and slipped out onto the balcony. After a quick check of my watch, I calculated the time difference between here and Melbourne. By my reckoning, Diane would be getting home right about now after dropping the kids off at school.

      I called up her contact details and dialed, pacing the tight space while I waited for her to answer. I couldn’t believe she’d been so stupid. Why? Why had she mentioned my love of climbing to Reilley? I’d purposely omitted telling her that during any of our interviews because all it did was open up the possibility of her finding out about Charlotte. And now, I’d had to tell her an outright lie, something I didn’t feel good about. Even if she had accepted my thin explanation, she might want to include a section in the book on climbing now, which had the potential to open a door that wouldn’t easily close.

      Fucking hell!

      “Well, well. Has this call come out of the blue, or has Reilley given you a nudge?”

      “Why the fuck did you tell Reilley I liked to climb? For God’s sake, Diane, of all the stupid, idiotic things. At least you didn’t go the whole hog and tell her about Charlotte,” I blasted on a half whisper, not wanting Reilley to overhear. “I guess I should be glad for small mercies.”

      “Hang on,” she said, indignant. “You said I could talk to her about anything but Charlotte. And that’s what I did.”

      “About anything connected to Charlotte,” I stated. “Connected, Diane. Like, oh, I don’t know, climbing.”

      “Jesus, Devon. She asked if you had any hobbies, anything outside the racing world. Until Charlotte had her accident, you’d been climbing since you were a teenager. I didn’t see the harm in telling her.”

      I ground my teeth, curling my free hand into a fist. “Want to know what we did today, Di? Reilley decided to organize a little surprise. She arranged for us to go climbing in the mountains outside Montreal. And just so you know, she’s a complete novice. Exactly like Charlotte.”

      “Oh, hell.”

      “Precisely,” I gritted out.

      “What did you do?” Diane asked, her voice much more contrite now that she understood.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and released air slowly from my lungs, slowing my heartrate as my earlier panic made a comeback. “I completely lost it, Di. I freaked out. Naturally, Reilley wanted to know why.”

      “Did you tell her?” she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Of course I didn’t tell her,” I scoffed. “I made up a lie, told her I’d been the one to almost fall, and so I didn’t climb anymore.”

      “She believed you?”

      I swept a hand down the back of my head, rubbing the tight muscles in my neck. “It seemed to pacify her. For now.” I laughed bitterly. “But lying to her didn’t feel good, Diane. Not good at all.”

      “God, Devon, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think…” A pause. “You like her, don’t you? I mean, really like her.” When I said nothing, Diane continued. “Devon, you need to tell her the truth. If she thinks anything of you at all, then she’ll understand. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Yes, it was,” I insisted. “It was my responsibility to ensure Charlotte’s safety, and I failed.”

      Diane’s tired sigh echoed down the phone line, tightening my throat. My mistake that day had affected my entire family in so many awful ways, adding yet more guilt to an already overflowing cup.

      “You did everything you could, Devon.”

      No, I didn’t. I should have checked, rechecked, and checked again.

      Climbed down to see for myself.

      Never taken her up the damn rock face in the first place.

      “Tell her, please. It’s time, Devon. Tell Reilley about Charlotte.”

      “No,” I replied doggedly.

      “Argh. Like most men, you are a bloody-minded fool, brother. Mark my words, secrets have a habit of worming their way free. Better to take control and be honest with her than have her find out some other way.”

      Not happening.

      Time to end this. “Tell Mum and Dad I’ll call soon, and give the kids a kiss from me.” I hung up, before she could rail on me some more.

      “Who’s that?”

      I spun around, my face flooding with color. Please don’t let her have overheard. “Diane.”

      She broke into a smile. “Wow, you actually listened to me and called her.”

      I virtually sagged with relief. She must have only heard the very end of the call. “Don’t worry, I won’t make a habit of it.”

      Her lips twitched. “Wouldn’t expect anything different.” She moved in for a cuddle, her hair still damp from the bath. “Give me fifteen minutes, and then we can go to dinner.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Fifteen?”

      She grinned. “Okay, you got me. Forty-five.”

      I watched as she turned away. She theatrically dropped the towel and coyly glanced over her shoulder.

      “Better make that an hour,” I said, sweeping her into my arms, her peals of laughter chasing away the awful guilt.

      For now.
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      I strolled inside my air-conditioned office building with a spring in my step. Two reasons: one, it was great to be back in Chicago, sleeping in my own bed after spending most of the summer traveling around Europe with Devon and the Nash Racing team, and two, Devon was arriving in less than forty-eight hours to spend the next few days with me after traveling back to Australia to see his family. Every August, Formula One took a three-week break, and I couldn’t keep the grin off my face that Devon had chosen to spend some of his valuable free time with me.

      I mean, that said a lot, right?

      Oh, there was a third reason. Tucked away in my bag was a printed copy of a very rough first draft of my biography on Devon, The Piranha Club. I loved that Devon had given me the title, and bearing in mind the things I’d witnessed over the last six months working on the inside, it was an accurate description. Formula One masqueraded itself as a sport, but that was a front for the public. In reality, it was like any other large organization: cutthroat.

      I’d sent an electronic copy to Simon yesterday afternoon, months ahead of my original deadline, and we were meeting this morning to talk through it. I liked to make notes on the actual copy, hence my aching shoulder from carrying around five hundred and fifty pages of bound manuscript. I’d half expected Simon to ping me several times last night with comments, but he’d been eerily silent. I hoped that was a good sign, and he’d been so engrossed in the story I’d crafted, that he hadn’t wanted to put it down and send a text.

      I rode the elevator up to the seventeenth floor, where our offices were located, and flashed my security badge at the smoked-glass door. Pushing it open, I beamed at everyone, stopping to share a word or two with a few of our copy editors and proofreaders. My role required me to be on the road so much that it wasn’t often I managed to speak to the staff behind the scenes who turned my ramblings into a book worthy of publication.

      I rapped once on Simon’s door and waited. When his barked “Come in” reached me through the thick wood, I pressed down on the handle and walked inside.

      “Morning,” I said brightly.

      He pointed to the chair opposite his desk without looking up from his computer, a deep frown scoring his forehead. I sat, put my bag on the floor, removed the manuscript, and rested it on my knee, waiting.

      “Tell me something, Riles. Why are people such fuckers?”

      I laughed. “That’s a very broad statement, Simon. Not everyone is a fucker. Some are, granted, but not all.”

      He glanced up then, peering at me over his half-moon glasses. “Urgh. I hate it when you stroll in here all reasonable and happy.”

      I laughed again. “What’s the matter?”

      “Some dick wants to sue us for defamation, except we have him on record sharing the very details he’s now claiming are false.”

      I shook my head. “Fucker.”

      My throwaway comment brought a glimmer of a smile to Simon’s lips. He slammed the lid closed on his laptop and leaned back, resting both hands in his lap.

      “So this book of yours.”

      “Ours,” I corrected.

      “It’s yours until it’s ready for publication. Then it’s mine.”

      I raised my eyes to the ceiling. “Whatever. Are you going to keep me in suspense for much longer? I’m dying over here.”

      He tapped two fingers against his lips, his eyes narrowed. I held my breath.

      “When this hits the shelves, Reilley Bennett, we’re going to make a fortune.”

      Breath shot from my lungs so fast, a few papers close to me rustled and shifted. “You liked it?”

      He shifted forward and leaned his forearms on the desk. His eyes locked on mine. “No. I fucking loved it.”

      My shoulders sagged in relief. “Oh, thank God.”

      “Seriously, girl. Even though I’d seen parts, reading the whole thing from start to finish absorbed me so much, I didn’t even eat dinner last night.” He pointed to his face. “And these bags under my eyes? All your fault, because I read through the night.”

      My hands came to my face, covering my nose and mouth, muffling my words. “I’m so happy.”

      “Don’t go getting all cocky just yet. There’s a ton of work to do to polish and refine, and there are one or two chapters I want to discuss in detail, placement more than any major changes to content. But for a first draft, girl, you got me. I have no idea how you got it done so fast.”

      I smiled. “Honestly, Simon, it wrote itself. Some days, I’d crank out ten thousand words. It just flowed.”

      He stroked his chin. “I need to take a look at the schedule. I might want to bring the publication date forward.”

      “Really? To when?”

      “Not sure yet. Maybe spring.”

      Three months earlier than planned.

      “Well, if you’re serious about that, I need to get Devon to read it.”

      He shrugged. “Fine with me. Tell him although he may have editing rights, if he wants to change the thrust of the story, he’s going to need to do a hell of a job to convince me.”

      “I will.”

      Simon jutted his chin at the manuscript deposited on my thighs, then opened his laptop. “Ready?”

      I sat up straight, pen poised. “As I’ll ever be.”
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      A buzzing on my wrist woke me. I squinted at my watch, managed to peek through bleary eyes to turn off the alarm, and rolled over, groaning.

      Thud.

      I peered over the side of the bed at the manuscript, covered in red ink from where I’d stayed up half the night making the corrections. I wanted to get this over to Babs, my PA, this morning, so she could make the changes to the electronic copy, then send over to Simon, and get another copy back to me that I could share with Devon when he arrived tomorrow. From two o’clock tomorrow afternoon I was officially on vacation for the following five days, and I didn’t want my mini-break to derail moving my book along the production line.

      Leaning down, I retrieved it, plumped my pillows, and thumbed to the point where I’d fallen asleep last night. With thirty pages still to go, I wouldn’t allow myself the luxury of coffee and food until I’d earned them. I needed to finish this initial edit, have Babs come over and collect the manuscript, and then I could stuff my face and caffeinate myself to my heart’s content.

      Two hours later, I snapped the pages closed and expelled a satisfied sigh. Tossing the covers to one side, I stuck the manuscript under my arm and padded across my bedroom. I’d left my cell phone charging on my dresser overnight and, picking it up, I texted Babs informing her the MS was ready. She replied immediately, confirming she’d be with me in fifteen minutes.

      Yawning, I flicked on the coffee pot, and, moments later, the rich aroma of Colombia’s finest reached me. Without waiting for the coffee to finish brewing, I poured a cup, added cream, and took a sip. Oh yeah. Needed that.

      I finished the first cup, poured a second, and was halfway through when the expected knock came at my door. I quickly checked through the peephole—a girl couldn’t be too careful these days—and let Babs in.

      “Coffee?” I asked her, gesturing with my half-full cup.

      “Definitely,” she said.

      “Manuscript is there.” I pointed my chin at the kitchen table.

      Babs wandered over, flicked through a few of the pages, then slotted it into her bag. “I’ll have this done today and send a copy to both you and Simon.”

      “Can you get a printed copy to me in the morning with the corrections all worked through?”

      “Consider it done.”

      “What would I do without you?” I asked with a smile, even as a bite of tension clawed at my gut. Ever since I’d agreed with Simon that Devon could look at the draft manuscript, questions had raged through my mind. What if he hated it? What if he didn’t? Where did it leave our relationship? Did we even have a relationship now that the very reason for us to be together didn’t exist any longer?

      “What time is Devon arriving tomorrow?”

      Babs’ query jerked me back to the present, a soft smile touching my lips. “His plane lands at two-fifteen.”

      A broad grin inched across Babs’ face. “Jeez, girlfriend. I knew you were smitten, but you should have seen your face just then when I mentioned His Australian Hotness. Sheesh. You’re positively glowing.” She fanned herself. “Is it warm in here?”

      I picked up a stray paperclip and threw it at her. She easily dodged it.

      “Stop teasing me,” I groused.

      “Where’s the fun in that? You’re so fucked, Riles. Like you’re into this guy way more than you’re willing to admit.”

      “I could fire you, you know.” I never would, of course. Babs wasn’t just my PA. She was one of my closest friends.

      She cricked her neck. “Talk about whiplash. Five seconds ago you couldn’t function without me.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “I could learn to live with it.”

      She dismissively sliced her hand through the air. “Not a chance. Anyway, enough talking about things that are never going to happen. What have you got planned for your time off? Apart from spending it in bed with the delectable Mr. Gray, that is.”

      “Get your mind out of the gutter,” I said, laughing.

      “Honey, it’s happy there. Why upset it?”

      I laughed harder. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Aw, girl, I’m always here. Of course, now you’ve got a cock to play with, I understand I’ll be relegated into second place.”

      “Never. Sisters before misters, and you know it. In fact…” I tapped on my phone and opened the calendar. “Let’s arrange a night out. How about next Friday? I’ll get us VIP tickets to Antonio’s.”

      Antonio’s was an exclusive nightclub that I knew Babs adored, not least because of the fact the servers were all male, and all shirtless. Well, apart from a bow tie around their necks, but that didn’t count.

      She held out her fist for me to bump. “Deal.”
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      My flight landed an hour late due to air traffic control issues over France. I’d flown into Heathrow on the first flight available from Geneva airport to pick up my connection to O’Hare in Chicago. Reilley thought I’d flown in from Melbourne via London after I’d told her I was visiting family. In reality, I’d spent the last week with Charlotte, three days of which Caroline had chewed my ear off demanding more and more, even though I had little left to give, either financially or emotionally.

      During the entire trip, contrition had warred with resentment. The pull of Reilley, of my desire to be with her instead of spending part of my rare time off sitting beside a hospital bed caused a great big hole to bore deep within my stomach.

      I had to find a way to square the circle. To keep my commitment to Charlotte while allowing my blossoming relationship with Reilley to prosper.

      For the life of me, I couldn’t see how.

      But now wasn’t the time for recriminations and self-flagellation. For the next five days, I was going to push my troubles aside and simply enjoy being me, being with Reilley, and forgetting the heavy weight of my responsibilities. Not for me, but for her. If I was here, then I owed it to Reilley to be fully present, not for half my attention to be thousands of miles away.

      I slung my backpack over my shoulder and walked down the gangway, my legs and back stiff after a nine-hour flight. The line for immigration snaked for hundreds of yards. Sighing, I joined the back of the line, shuffling forward every few feet. After estimating I’d be here for at least ninety minutes, I texted Reilley to let her know. She replied with a rolling eyes emoji and a ‘Welcome to the USA’ GIF.

      By the time I picked up my luggage from the carousel and made it through customs, two hours had elapsed between the plane arriving at its gate and getting landside. But the woozy head and aching limbs disappeared the second my gaze fell on Reilley, waving her arms about as she spotted me, a broad smile lighting up her beautiful face.

      I was falling, hard, unable to stop the train careering toward me, headlamps blinding, and smashing through the carefully constructed walls I’d spent almost five years building.

      “Finally,” she yelled, throwing herself into my arms. “God, immigration in this country is a joke.”

      I captured her face and kissed her. “It doesn’t matter. I’m here now.”

      “Car’s in the lot across the street.” She slipped her hand in mine. “You must be exhausted.”

      “I’m used to jet lag,” I said. “Besides, I slept on the plane.”

      She peeked up at me, tonguing her teeth. “It’s good you’re rested because I have plans. Naughty plans.”

      I chuckled as we poured out of the terminal building into the blinding sunshine. The intense heat instantly broke me out in a sweat as my body adjusted to the change in temperature. I dropped my sunglasses into place and followed Reilley into the parking lot. I lifted my suitcase into the trunk, then slid into the passenger seat of her car, grateful when she started the engine and the air-conditioner blasted cold air at my face.

      “The heat has been ridiculous. Normally we start to see a slight cooling off this time of year, but the temperatures just keep on rising.”

      “Melbourne’s the same. Summer reaches well over a hundred degrees most days.”

      She gave me a sly glance from the corner of her eye. “Yeah, I certainly found it hot this year.”

      I threw back my head and laughed. “Can you turn anything into an innuendo?”

      She grinned and winked. “Pretty much.” Shifting the stick into reverse, she glanced over her shoulder, checked behind her, then backed out of the space. “I have a little surprise for you at my apartment.”

      “What is it?” I asked, studying her face for clues.

      “Are we there yet?” she asked sarcastically. “Did we beam straight to my place?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Drive, woman.”

      We left the busy airport behind and filtered onto the equally busy freeway, heading south.

      “How’s your family? I bet they loved seeing you. You must miss them terribly.”

      I avoided answering directly because I’d only spoken to them on the phone, so I went with, “Everyone’s good, thanks,” which wasn’t a lie, although Mum didn’t hide her disappointment that, for the first time ever, I hadn’t spent my summer break with them. I felt split in two, no, make that three, ways: Charlotte, my family, and Reilley. The numbers just didn’t add up to visit all three, so I’d picked two.

      I hated having to choose.

      I hated having to lie.

      I hated my life some days.

      But as I glanced sideways at Reilley, my black mood lifted. Nothing would spoil these few precious days with her. I wouldn’t allow it.

      An hour after leaving the airport, she turned right into an underground garage. “Home sweet home,” she said, driving forward into a space with a chrome plaque that read Penthouse.

      I twisted my head and looked at her. “You live in the penthouse?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve done all right for myself over the years, and this building has a nice view of the city. It’s on the top floor. That’s why it’s called the penthouse. It’s not enormous or anything.”

      She ducked her head as though her wealth embarrassed her and pressed down on the door latch. She climbed out of the car, the trunk already open.

      I scooched out after her. Shrugging into my backpack, I lifted my suitcase out and set it on the floor, extending the handle. With my free hand, I reached for hers.

      “I didn’t mean to make you feel awkward.”

      She gestured dismissively. “You didn’t. It’s just me being silly. Come on, I’ve got the spare bedroom made up for you.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Spare bedroom?”

      She gave me a playful dig in the side. “Ha! Gotcha.”

      I caught her around the waist and drew her to me. “What would you have done if I’d called your bluff?”

      She curled her lips in a wry grin. “Nothing.”

      “Bullshit,” I said, laughing. “You’d have snuck in during the night and taken advantage of me.”

      “In your dreams,” she scoffed.

      “Baby, you already showed your hand earlier by telling me you had naughty things planned. Difficult to be naughty with a solid wall between us.”

      I hid my shock at the unexpected endearment by capturing her lips in a deep kiss. Baby? I’d never called a woman ‘baby’ in my entire life. I was a rough, gruff Aussie—albeit most of the rough edges had been smoothed out by the company I kept and the global experience brought about by my job. These days I was more of a mishmash of different cultures.

      But still, baby?

      I drew back, waiting for Reilley to mention it, to question the use of a term that indicated our relationship meant more than either of us had come close to discussing.

      Instead, she swiped theatrically at her forehead and said, “Phew. Is it hot in here?”

      Relieved my slip of the tongue had escaped close scrutiny, I grinned. “By the time I’ve finished with you, a sauna will seem cool by comparison.”

      She gave my erection a brief stroke through my jeans. “Promises promises.”

      “Indeed,” I said. “And I never break my promises.”

      I estimated that the ride up to her apartment took no more than twenty seconds, although I couldn’t be sure because we kissed the entire way. When she opened the door, and I found myself greeted by a wall of windows overlooking Lake Michigan, I knew she’d undersold it earlier.

      “Wow.” My bag slipped off my shoulders, thudding to the floor. I crossed over the cherry wood flooring to get a closer look. The afternoon sun glinted off the still, blue expanse of water, and to my left and right, high-rise buildings crowded the shoreline. “That’s some view.”

      “It certainly is,” she said.

      I glanced over my shoulder to find Reilley’s gaze firmly on my backside rather than the view. I laughed, cocking my chin for her to join me. She did, sliding her hand in the back pocket of my jeans. “Are you hungry?”

      I shifted my feet and, flicking her hair over her shoulder to expose the smooth skin of her neck, I bent my head and kissed her. “Starved.”
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        * * *

      

      Reilley set down a tray filled with cheese, crackers, a bowl of fruit, and a bottle of white wine in a silver bucket on top of the bed. “I thought we could have snacks now, then dinner later. I’ve booked us in at a nice place not too far from here that does better steaks than Australia.”

      “Impossible.” I removed a grape from the vine and pressed it to her lips. “Open.”

      “Yum. Juicy,” she said, chewing.

      I loaded a cracker with cheese and bit into it while Reilley poured us both a glass of chilled wine. “Okay, I can’t wait any longer. What’s my surprise?”

      “Oh yes!” She jumped off the bed. “Wait there.”

      She disappeared into the living room, returning with a thick wad of spiralbound papers. She dropped it on the bed next to me. I glanced down.
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      I widened my eyes. “You’ve finished it? Already?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say finished. It’s a first draft, but Simon’s read it, and he’s pleased. He’s even looking at bringing the publication date forward, hence he agreed I could share it with you. I need you to read it as soon as possible, but whatever you do, don’t let this baby out of your sight.”

      I flicked through the pages, astounded by the sheer number. It was one thing to know and agree to a book being written about you, but quite another to see and hold the manuscript.

      “I hope you think I’ve done your stories justice.”

      I glanced up to find Reilley nibbling her bottom lip.

      “You’re nervous?” I asked, surprised.

      “No, not nervous. Shit-scared.”

      I squinted and moved closer. “Who is this imposter? I thought I was lying in bed with Reilley ‘I’m fucking amazing’ Bennett.”

      She laughed and playfully punched my upper arm. “Devon! Don’t be mean. I’m genuinely worried you won’t like it.”

      I opened it at the first page and scanned down, then turned to the second and the third. My eyes met hers. “I love where you’ve started it, and I have no doubt I’ll adore the rest.”

      She gave me a sad smile. “I’d never heard of Antonio Santos before you told me that tragic story, but it felt like the right place to begin.”

      I set the manuscript to one side. “If I start now, I won’t stop. But I promise you that before I return to Europe, I’ll have read it cover to cover and shared my thoughts.”

      She popped a grape into her mouth. “Let’s hope we’re still speaking afterward.”

      Her apprehensiveness, even if it was topped off with a slight grin, set off my own inner concerns. What if she’d found out about Charlotte and included a chapter that laid bare the worst day of my life? No, surely not. If she’d found out about Charlotte, I was damn sure she’d have mentioned it.

      Wouldn’t she?
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      The sun dipped between the buildings, casting shadows on the sidewalks as we strolled to the restaurant later that evening. I tugged my cashmere wrap closer around my shoulders and leaned into Devon.

      “Chilly?”

      “A little. It’s not far now, though.”

      He snuggled me into his side, his thumb rhythmically brushing over my hip. Contentment washed over me. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so centered, so at peace. The man next to me played a large part in that.

      “Here we are,” I said, walking up the stairs to Geordie’s, one of the best steakhouses in Chicago, in my opinion. “The owner is from Newcastle in northern England, hence the name.” Even though Devon wasn’t English, I knew he’d get it without question. Living in London, he’d know that people from Newcastle were called Geordies.

      Devon looked up at the sign. “Do you know why people from Newcastle-upon-Tyne are called Geordies?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      “The actual reason has never been agreed on, but some people theorize it was because the citizens of Newcastle-upon-Tyne supported King George the first and King George the second during the Jacobite uprising in the eighteenth century, and the name was meant to distinguish them from those who supported the Stuarts.”

      I widened my eyes. “Devon Gray. You’re full of surprises.”

      He winked. “Not really. One of our mechanics is from Newcastle. He told me that over a beer one night. Big history buff, apparently.”

      “I love that story,” I said. “I wonder if Paul, the owner, knows that piece of trivia? He’s never mentioned it in all the years I’ve been coming here.”

      “It’s not exactly the kind of thing that comes up in everyday conversation.”

      “True.”

      I placed my arm through his and walked inside, giving my name to the greeter. We were seated immediately at a table for two right by the window. Paul spotted me from behind the bar—his favorite place to be—and waved, hitting me with a big smile. I waved back.

      “That’s Paul,” I said by way of explanation to Devon who glanced over his shoulder. “I’m sure he’ll pop over and say hello if he gets the time.”

      I gestured over the server and ordered a glass of wine and a jug of iced water. Devon chose a bottle of beer. We quickly scanned the menu, both picking the filet steak with a side order of shrimp.

      “You just wait,” I said after we’d been left alone with our drinks. “This steak is melt-in-your-mouth fabulous. Best you’ll ever eat.”

      He leaned back, theatrically cracking his knuckles. “I’ve eaten some amazing steaks over the years.”

      “Not like this one.”

      By the time we’d finished our food, I’d gotten Devon to admit that a steak from Geordie’s was definitely up there with the best in the world. Before we left, I managed to catch Paul and introduce him to Devon. Paul, like a lot of guys from England, was a huge Formula One fan. The two of them spent the next ten minutes talking animatedly about aerodynamics, lateral g-forces, and the upcoming changes to the rules of qualifying.

      We left Geordie’s with Devon promising we’d definitely return before he flew back to Europe, and wandered down to the lakefront to one of my favorite bars Eric, my ex, had introduced me to. I’d avoided it for a while during the whole stalking episode, but after the police had frightened him off, I’d returned. I didn’t see why I should let that bastard stop me from going somewhere I really enjoyed. They made the most delicious summer fruit cocktails here, light and refreshing, and the view was beautiful. Plus, it had a young, hip vibe, and occasionally, they had live music playing.

      Like tonight, I realized as we approached the entrance. People had spilled out onto the streets, boogying along to the easily audible music outside the bar. We crammed inside, elbowing our way through the crowds. After fifteen minutes of frantically waving at the bartenders, we attracted their attention and ordered drinks.

      The noise from the band and the cheering crowds made it impossible to have a conversation, so we found a spot against the wall where we had a partial view of the singer and the guitarist. It didn’t matter we couldn’t see them fully. We could definitely hear them.

      Devon slipped one arm around my waist, his palm flat to my abdomen, his lips in my hair. I leaned my head against his broad chest. A sigh I couldn’t hear, only feel, drew up from my toes.

      “I think I’m falling in love with you,” I said aloud, because it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t be able to hear a thing and, somehow, by saying the actual words, it helped me to realize it was true. Standing here in this deafening bar packed with hot, sweaty bodies, and Devon’s six feet of solid muscle at my back, his warm breath tickling my neck, I felt complete. My soul sang with joy. Corny, but true.

      It seemed so odd how a few short months ago, Devon had been little more than a stranger. Yet now, I couldn’t figure out how I’d lived without him, because I sure as hell couldn’t live without him any longer. The thing I had to somehow figure out was whether Devon’s feelings remotely matched mine. He must know we’d moved on from the casual, desperate coming together in Monaco to this warm, comforting closeness we now shared.

      Not to mention the explosively satisfying sex, my body accepting him as though he was the only key to fit my lock.

      The band finished with a flourish and a bellowed, “Goodnight!”. But when the crowd began stamping their feet and clapping their hands over their heads, the lead singer capitulated and sang an encore.

      Satisfied, the crowd started to dissipate.

      I twisted in Devon’s arms. “You good?”

      He bent to kiss me. “No, with you, I’m great.”

      I traced his bottom lip with the tip of my finger. Maybe I should repeat my earlier declaration knowing this time, he’d hear it. He might not say it back, and that’d hurt, but it wouldn’t change my feelings for him. He deserved to know.

      “Devon, I—”

      “Well, well, if it isn’t Reilley Queen Fucking Bee Bennett, gracing us minions with her royal presence.”

      My blood ran cold. I’d know that voice anywhere. I turned slowly, my gaze falling on Eric. The ex that… Just. Wouldn’t. Die. Not literally die, obviously.

      Maybe literally.

      “Eric,” I said, feeling Devon stiffen behind me. Ah, so he remembered our conversation in Monaco. “What a shitty surprise. Why don’t you crawl back under your rock and leave me the hell alone.”

      He barked a laugh, the sound grating on me. “When’s your next book coming out, Riles?”

      “Why?” I asked. “So you can one-star it?” I looked him over derisively. “You’re such a pathetic loser, Eric.”

      Devon moved to the side, his arm protectively around my shoulder. “Let’s go, Reilley.” He shot a cold gaze at Eric.

      “You’d better watch yourself, buddy,” Eric said. “No idea what she’s using you for, but when she’s done, you’ll be tossed aside like trash.”

      Devon straightened, his spine erect, giving him an inch or two over Eric. “Move.”

      One word said with such power and authority, it wiped Eric’s smug grin off his bastard face. Devon’s arm dropped from my shoulder to capture my hand. He glared at Eric who actually shifted out of the way. As we passed him, I flashed a triumphant smile.

      “Bitch,” he muttered, too low for Devon to hear.

      I stopped, my hand slipping from Devon’s. “I don’t know what I ever saw in you,” I said, my tone glacial. “You’re dull, useless in bed, your dick is tiny, and you haven’t got a clue where a clit is located.”

      “Maybe not,” Eric replied, “but I know a cunt when I see one.”

      Devon’s fist smashed into Eric’s face. His nose exploded, blood splattering the wall and the floor. Eric stumbled then fell into a nearby table. The wood splintered, the loud crack drawing the attention of a few lingering customers and the bar staff. Devon hauled Eric to his feet and sent another heavy blow to his stomach. Eric’s breath left him in a whoosh, and he doubled over, clutching his middle and coughing violently.

      I stood by and watched. If Eric thought I’d step in to save him, he had another think coming.

      “That’s enough, bud.” One of the security team members took hold of Devon, wrenching his arms behind his back to stop him from hitting Eric for a third time. Devon didn’t struggle, but he did flash a concerned look my way, checking for my reaction.

      When he found me smiling, he did, too.

      I walked up to Eric. His nose was clearly broken, and he was struggling to stand upright from the blow to his abdomen.

      “That was for calling me a cunt,” I said, jerking my head toward Devon. “And this is for calling me a bitch.” I curled my fingers, making a fist, and punched him square on the chin. Fuck, it hurt, but it satisfied the hell out of me.

      Another member of security stood between us while Eric spat obscenities, most of which I couldn’t make out because he was too busy trying to hold his nose in place.

      I held my sore, bruised hand close to my body and grinned over at Devon. “Well, if you’re spending a night in jail, I want to be in the cell next door.”
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      After the fight in the bar with Reilley’s ex, the manager called the police. As luck would have it, one of them recognized Reilley and, after cautioning us both, they let us go. By the time we stumbled into the apartment and cleaned up our bruised knuckles, it had turned three in the morning. Reilley fell asleep the second she crawled into bed, and despite it having already turned ten the next morning, she still hadn’t stirred.

      Unlike Reilley, I’d lain awake all night, unable to drop off. After an hour of tossing and turning, I’d picked up Reilley’s manuscript and spent the next six hours reading. She was good. Better than good. A genius with words. Despite Reilley’s reassurances that mine was a book people would love, my greatest fear for this biography had been my lack of celebrity status. While some engineers were almost as famous as the drivers they took care of, I’d always shunned the spotlight, partly because of my introspective personality, but also owing to the secret I was desperate to keep hidden.

      But Reilley had taken my tales of winning and losing, of fighting and backstabbing, of triumphs and tribulations, and turned them into an absolute page-turner. At times, I’d become so engrossed, I’d forgotten the book was about me.

      I desperately needed this book to sell. Charlotte’s treatment was progressing well, and while I couldn’t give her back the use of her limbs—no matter how much I prayed—if the money I’d paid for the Switzerland facility resulted in the removal of her ventilator, maybe my self-condemnation would begin to recede.

      As I flipped the final page, Reilley murmured beside me. Her eyelids flickered, then she yawned, stretched, and eventually opened her eyes.

      “What time is it?” she croaked, clearing her throat.

      “Half past ten.”

      “Oh, that’s not bad. I thought it might be later.” Her hooded gaze fell on the manuscript in my lap. She sat up straight. “You read it?”

      I nodded. “Stayed up all night.”

      “And?”

      She rubbed her knuckles over her sternum, her expression filled with trepidation.

      “I loved it, Reilley. Seriously, it’s fucking brilliant.”

      Her shoulders sagged with relief, and her face lit up, her smile slow to build but strong enough to last the rest of the day. “Oh God, Devon.” She flung her arms around me, dotting kisses over my face, my neck, my chest. “Really? You’re not just saying that? You really liked it? You don’t want to make hundreds of changes?”

      “I don’t want to make any changes. I loved it.” I caressed her cheek with the back of my hand. “You are so talented.”

      “Ah, you’ve made my day, and it’s only just begun.”

      Snuggling beneath the covers once more, she tucked herself into my side. Her fingertips danced over my chest, inching lower. She traced my abs with her nail, lightly scraping the skin. My stomach muscles clenched, and my cock thickened, ready for action as it always seemed to be around Reilley. I might have been celibate for over four years, but I’d made up for it in the three months since I’d given in to my feelings for this gorgeous girl blinking up at me.

      Hot on the heels of that pleasant thought came a much less pleasant one. If Reilley and I had any hope of building a future, then I had to be honest about my past, which meant telling her about Charlotte. Relationships built on lies tended to crumble at the first sign of trouble.

      Reilley stole my attention from those dark thoughts when her hand moved lower. She briefly stroked my dick, then cupped my balls, and all thoughts of telling her about Charlotte were eliminated. For now, at least.

      I took a deep, satisfying breath in, letting it out slowly. Reilley moved the covers to one side, exposing the lower half of my body. My dick stretched upward toward my belly button, the tip already weeping, anticipating the bliss to come.

      Reilley swept her tongue over her bottom lip. “Shame to waste all that wood.”
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      I dabbed Reilley’s grazed knuckles with an alcohol swab, wincing when she hissed through her teeth. “Sorry, but this is the penalty for going around hitting people.”

      She grinned. “You can talk. Anyway, it was totally worth it. And Eric is not ‘people’. He’s a bastard.”

      “True. I think the last time I was in a fight was back in high school.”

      “Look what me and my mad ex have driven you to,” she said. “Do me a favor. If you have a mad ex somewhere in the closet, prewarn me so I can make sure I’m carrying a pair of boxing gloves before I think about hitting them to protect your honor.”

      I froze, the alcohol swab hanging in midair, ice racing through my veins. My mouth went dry, and I swallowed past a thickened throat.

      “Devon? You okay? What did I say?” She theatrically clapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh no. Don’t tell me. You do have a mad ex.” She laughed. “I’ll go by the sports store today. Hmm, should I get them in red, or blue, or maybe mint green?”

      I forced my face into a smile, wrestling with my inner emotions. Get a grip, and fast. I wanted to tell Reilley about Charlotte in my own time, not have it foisted upon me by a stray comment that set off her investigative radar.

      “Definitely mint green,” I managed to say.

      “I think you’re right,” she said, whipping the swab from my hand and dabbing at her own knuckles. She slid off the stool and dropped the swab in the bin. “I know you didn’t get any sleep last night, but how tired are you?”

      Relieved she’d switched subjects, I grinned. “More sex? Already? God, woman, you’re insatiable.”

      She planted her hands on her hips and shot me a half-irritated, half-teasing look. “You are such an ass at times.”

      “You love my assishness.”

      Her lopsided smile sent a burst of warmth through my chest. “I think you just invented a new word. That is definitely going into the second draft.”

      I chuckled and got to my feet, capturing her around the waist. “You’re welcome. And in answer to your original question, I’m used to no sleep. What did you have in mind?”

      “A Chicago must-do.”

      Refusing to say another word, she grabbed her purse, and we headed down to the garage below her building. Less than eight minutes later, I spotted a sign for Navy Pier. I’d read about this place in the tourist magazine on the plane under ‘Things to see and do in Chicago’.

      “We’re going to a fairground?”

      “We’re going to the fairground. You can’t come to Chicago and not visit Navy Pier.” She briefly glanced at me, then turned into the car park. “Get ready to have the time of your life. Ferris wheel, the swing ride, bumper cars, hot dogs. It’s going to be amazing.”

      I laughed at her childish enthusiasm. “It’s been a while since I’ve been on any rides. Not sure I’ll fit inside the bumper cars these days.”

      “Sure you will,” she said, pulling forward into a parking bay. “Come on, let’s go.”

      Reilley’s exuberant delight as we headed onto the pier drew my own inner child to the forefront. The idea of forgetting everything, of acting silly, of regressing back to a time when problems and responsibilities didn’t register. I expected her to head straight for one of the rides. Instead, she towed me to the food court.

      “Can’t come to Chicago and not eat a dog. A hot dog, I mean, not a real dog.” She giggled. “With the works. Mustard, relish, onions, ketchup.”

      Reilley ordered us both a giant hot dog, handed mine over, then took a huge bite out of her own. Mustard and ketchup oozed from the end, dripping down her chin. She grinned, wiping it with a screwed-up napkin. “Sexy, huh?”

      I swiped my thumb at the corner of her mouth. “You missed a bit.”

      “And you used your thumb instead of your tongue?” She tsked. “Disappointing.”

      Nearby, a mother lining up with her two kids for their own Chicago dog shot us a disgusted glare. I gripped Reilley’s elbow.

      “Let’s go before we get lynched by the stroller brigade.”

      She caught the woman’s angry stare, pressed her fingers to her lips, and said, “Oops,” sounding far from apologetic.

      We wandered Navy Pier eating our dogs, Reilley excitedly chattering, more buzzed than usual. I assumed her high spirits were down to my approval of the book. She’d mentioned on more than one occasion how much it meant to her that I liked what she’d written.

      We were standing in line for the Ferris wheel when my phone vibrated. I slipped it from my back pocket and glanced at the screen. Fuck. Caroline. My skin broke out in goose bumps, my nerve endings tingling. What if something was wrong with Charlotte?

      “Caroline, huh,” Reilley teased, playfully shoulder-bumping me. “I knew you had a secret wife tucked away.”

      Think fast.

      “She’s one of my engineers back at the factory. I need to take this. Keep my place.”

      Ducking out of the line, I walked far enough away to prevent Reilley overhearing. “What’s the matter? Is it Charlotte?”

      “What? No. Charlotte’s fine. At least she was last time I spoke to the hospital.”

      Air left my lungs in a whoosh, relief sweeping through me. “Then what do you want?” I snapped, pissed that she’d called. Wasn’t I allowed to forget for a few goddamn days?

      “So there I was, scrolling through the gossip magazines online, and I spotted a very interesting article. Yep, very interesting indeed.”

      “And?” I bit out, irritation flushing through me.

      “Let me make one thing clear, Devon. Your first and last priority is my sister. It will always be my sister, for as long as she lives. You put her in that chair, you ruined her life and, in turn, you ruined mine. Have you any idea how agonizing it is to see my twin in constant pain while you swan off around the world with your new fancy piece?”

      I swept a hand over my face, the reason for her call becoming clear. She wanted to pass the pain of her hurt on to someone else. Me.

      “I’ve spent the last four and a half years making Charlotte my priority, but I am entitled to a life, Caroline.”

      “No, you’re not!” she yelled, forcing me to move the handset away from my ear. “You lost your right to a life when you almost killed my sister.”

      Guilt returned with a roar, pressing down on my chest, setting fire to my guts. I gulped shallow breaths, glancing over my shoulder. My gaze fell on Reilley, head bent as she tapped on her phone, one hip kicked out to the side, her soft caramel hair draped over her face. A tidal wave of feelings hit me all at once.

      I would not give her up.

      I couldn’t.

      I loved her.

      At thirty-four, I’d finally fallen in love with a beautiful, funny, talented woman. My opposite. Extrovert to my introvert. Fiery to my calm.

      “It’s taken me years to realize it, but I am entitled to a life. Charlotte is a kind, loving, giving woman who wouldn’t want or expect me to give up my entire life for her. I will always be there if she needs me, and I will provide for her as long as I am able, but to give up my chance of finding love, of having a family of my own? No, Caroline. I won’t do that. Don’t ring me again unless Charlotte needs me.”

      I ended the call. The enormous tension and heavy remorse that had ridden me for years—poisoning my insides, preventing my lungs from expanding to full capacity—ebbed away, taken by the warm breeze and my love for a woman I didn’t deserve, but I’d steal anyway.

      Reilley still had her head buried in her phone, allowing me to sneak up on her. I slipped both arms around her waist and nestled my chin into her shoulder. She twisted around for a kiss.

      “Everything okay at work?”

      I nodded. “It is now. A problem had been bubbling around for a while, that I’d let get out of hand. I’ve just fixed it.”

      The ride attendant gestured us forward, and we settled into the carriage.

      “Shame I won’t get to see the view from the top,” I said.

      Reilley shot me a confused look. “Why wouldn’t you?”

      I nuzzled her ear with my nose. “Because I’ll be too busy kissing you.”
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      Devon tugged on his tie, skewing it to the side. I rolled my eyes and rose from my chair, readjusting it for him.

      “Stop fiddling with it.”

      “I hate ties,” he grumbled. “They’re nooses in disguise.”

      I fixed him with a firm stare. “A bit of an exaggeration, don’t you think?”

      He narrowed his eyes, peering down at me. “No tie, no opinion.”

      I snickered. “As soon as the press conference is over, so is the suit-wearing. Until then, if I see your fingers going anywhere near that tie, I’ll break them.”

      Devon captured my waist, tugging me close to his body. “You wouldn’t do that. You like what they do to you too much.”

      I pursed my lips, pretending to consider his words. “Hmm, true. In that case, I’ll have to think up some other suitable punishment.”

      His hands feathered up my sides. Pinpricks of delight skipped up my spine, my body now so attuned to Devon, a featherlike touch would garner a physical response. Or maybe the amount of time we spent apart heightened our need. We hadn’t seen each other since he’d left Chicago three weeks earlier to get ready for the Belgian Grand Prix, and now, less than seven days later, he had another race to prepare for, this time, Italy.

      And as an added pressure, Simon had decided he wanted to kick off the publicity for The Piranha Club at the racetrack this weekend, hence I’d muscled Devon into a suit and tie—and he hadn’t stopped bitching since.

      The design artist had finished the cover, which had a seriously hot close-up of Devon with his eyes cast downward, an expression of intense concentration on his face. I had fought hard—and won—for a natural-looking cover photograph, and considering how fantastic the end product had turned out, I must admit to feeling rather smug. Especially when Simon had accompanied the email he’d attached it to with a “Fine, you were right” comment.

      I smoothed a hand over Devon’s newly shaved face, rising on tiptoes to kiss him. “You do know that, for a woman, a guy in a suit has the same effect as barely there lingerie does for a man?”

      Devon curved one eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      I traced a fingertip down his shirt, over his pecs, his abdomen, hooking it into the waistband of his pants. “Mm-hmm.”

      He groaned. “We could always sack off the press conference and go to bed instead.”

      “Or.” I ran the tip of my tongue along the underside of my top teeth. “We could relish the delayed gratification, allow it to smolder all day, then stay up all night putting out the fire.”

      “Jesus, woman, you have a way with words.”

      I chuckled, stepping out of his embrace. “Come on. Let’s get it over with, then the fun can begin.”

      Devon had made no secret of his displeasure regarding the level of publicity Simon expected of him, but he’d capitulated knowing the importance of his involvement in the entire process. His silence filled the cab ride to the Monza racetrack, where the press would already be gathered, waiting for the formal cover reveal and confirmation of the publication date.

      Simon had juggled the schedule and, after talking to Jack, we’d settled on February twelfth next year. Winter testing would be almost complete by then, giving us a small window of opportunity before the season began in earnest.

      Spotting Simon waiting outside the tent where we’d arranged for the press conference to take place, I gave Devon a quick squeeze. “It’ll soon be over.”

      “Not soon enough,” he muttered.

      I chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry. Simon relishes these events. He’ll do most of the talking.”

      “All set?” Simon asked, shaking Devon’s hand and hugging me.

      “Absolutely,” I said brightly, while Devon looked as though being strangled by his own tie would be a much more preferable outcome. “Exciting times.”

      “Right, let’s go.”

      Simon cut a commanding figure striding through the tent with Devon and me following on behind.

      “What the fuck is that?” Devon hissed in my ear as his gaze fell on an enormous picture of his face staring out at the entire crowd of press gathered for the official announcement.

      “It’s the cover. I showed you last week.”

      “You didn’t tell me it’d be blown up so large that astronauts could see it from outer bloody space.”

      “You’re gorgeous,” I whispered as we settled into our seats. The buzz around us turned into a faint hum. “I’m going to ask if I can take it home and mount it on my bedroom wall.”

      Simon tapping the microphone prevented Devon from replying. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming.”

      I rested a hand on Devon’s knee beneath the table as Simon launched into his prepared speech. The press conference lasted no more than fifteen minutes with Simon fielding most of the questions, although Devon did answer one or two of them with aplomb.

      “Thank God that’s over,” he said once we escaped.

      “You’re expected to talk to the press all the time,” I said. “How was that any different, really?”

      “I’m happy to talk to the press about the performance of a car, or tire strategy, or how we can do better in the next race, but talking about me?” He made a face. “No thanks. I’ve always been happier in the background.”

      Simon clapped him on the back. “You did well. It’ll get easier over the next few months.”

      “Doubt that,” Devon groused. “If you’re done with me, I need to go and do some real work.”

      I laughed, shoving him playfully in the back. “Go fiddle with… whatever it is you fiddle with. I’ll see you back at the hotel later.”

      I watched his retreating back until he disappeared from view.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy, Riles,” Simon said. “I’m happy for you. Especially after that terrible business with Eric.”

      I grinned, slipping my arm through his. “I doubt I’ll hear from him again after what happened a few weeks ago.” I’d already told Simon about the altercation we’d had with Eric in the bar back in Chicago.

      “Yeah, probably nursing his damaged ego.”

      “And his broken nose.”

      Simon laughed. “Come on. I’ll give you a ride back to the hotel. You’ve got work to do.”

      “Slave driver.”

      Simon dropped me at the hotel, then headed off to the airport. I walked up the stairs into the hotel when a female voice with an Australian accent called my name.

      “Miss Bennett? Miss Reilley Bennett?”

      I glanced over my shoulder, frowning. “Who wants to know?”

      “I wonder if you have a few minutes. It’s about the book you’ve written on Devon Gray.”

      I fully turned around, facing her. “All the information I can share was in the press pack handed out at the conference this morning.”

      “Oh, I’m not from the press.” She joined me on the steps and held out her hand. “My name is Caroline Simpson, and you’re going to want to hear what I have to say.”

      I stared at Caroline’s outstretched hand until politeness won over, and I shook it. “What can I do for you?”

      “Would you mind if we went inside? I don’t really want to have this conversation in front of the hotel.”

      I checked my watch. I had so much work to do. Now that we’d formally announced the publication date, we were locked in, committed. My editor had returned the latest version of the manuscript last night with a sea of red ink for me to wade through.

      I opened my mouth to say, no, sorry, I couldn’t spare the time, but something about the beseeching expression on Caroline’s face, along with a twinge of intrigue had me saying, “I can only spare ten minutes.”

      We sat in the bar and ordered coffee. While waiting for it to arrive, I gestured to Caroline. “Floor’s yours.”

      She crossed her legs and rested her hands in her lap. “This book about Devon. Tell me, is Charlotte mentioned in it?”

      I frowned, my skin tingling. I rubbed the nape of my neck. “Who’s Charlotte?”

      She let out a derisive snort. “I thought not.”

      “Sorry, you’ve lost me. Do you know Devon?”

      “Oh yes,” Caroline said, laughing bitterly. “I know him all right.”

      This woman is seriously grating on my nerves. “Look, I don’t have time for twenty questions. Either get to the point, or I’m leaving.”

      Caroline unfolded her legs, then recrossed them. “You deserve to know the truth and, as Devon clearly hasn’t told you, I guess it’s up to me.” She expelled a soft, resigned sigh. “Charlotte is my sister, my twin sister. A wonderful, kind, funny, intelligent woman who used to light up the lives of those she came into contact with. Everyone loved Charlotte. Devon will always put her first. Ahead of you, of his mother, his sister. His niece. Charlotte will always be his number one priority.”

      What?

      A prickle of unease started in my calves, inching higher until my whole body quivered with tension. I had a sinking feeling I wasn’t going to like the answer to my next question.

      “And why is that?” I asked with a tight smile to hide the trepidation surging within me.

      Instead of answering, Caroline reached into her purse and removed her phone. She tapped on it a few times then handed it to me. “This is Charlotte.”

      I stared down at the screen, my lips parting. Oh my God. A woman the spitting image of Caroline stared back at me. Blonde hair, blue eyes, pretty face. Except the one in the picture was sitting in a wheelchair, a strap around her chest, a headrest supporting her head and neck. The kind of chair that a quadriplegic needed to keep them stable.

      My eyes lifted to Caroline’s. I pressed a hand to my stomach, a cold chill forcing a shiver. “I-I don’t understand. What has this got to do with Devon? Why will he put her first?”

      Caroline’s sad smile had a hint of fake around the edges.

      “Because he did that to her.”
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      My hands wouldn’t stop trembling during the cab ride back to the Monza circuit, even when I stuffed them beneath my thighs. I sat in shock, my usually sharp brain scrambling to make sense of it all, while Caroline told me all about her sister and Devon, and a burgeoning relationship that had turned into a horror story in a split second.

      Now, I needed to hear it from Devon.

      There was something gleeful about the way Caroline had made this disclosure—an underlying vindictiveness that had my instincts firing a warning shot. Maybe she did love her sister but, equally, her hatred for Devon had shone through. The journalist in me demanded to listen to both sides, to get a balanced view, and then make a decision.

      A decision that could steal the best thing that had ever happened to me.

      How could he have kept something so important, so momentous from me? This wasn’t about the book. He’d been clear from the start that vast swathes of his private life were off-limits, but he could have told me.

      Yet he hadn’t. He’d chosen to keep Charlotte a secret, a dirty little secret, tucked away at a rehabilitation facility in Switzerland. The other woman the likes of whom I couldn’t ever hope to compete with. The funny, smart, kind, loving woman who brought sunshine into the lives of everyone she met—according to Caroline.

      “Here is fine,” I said to the cab driver a mile from the entrance to the track. I needed the walk to help clear my head and work out what to say before I confronted Devon, the pain of his betrayal, his lies, so raw and unfettered. I didn’t want to come across as a screaming she-bitch, rather as a reasonable, considered woman who wanted to hear both sides of the story.

      I handed over the fare, popped the door latch, and spilled onto the sidewalk. The Italian sun beat down on the back of my neck. Finding an old tissue in my jeans pocket, I dabbed the nape.

      Caroline’s devastating reveal had pulled a very steady rug from beneath my feet, the path ahead of me no longer sure. After the race this weekend, I had intended to tell Devon I’d fallen in love with him. Instead, this could be the end of us, of the future I’d dared to dream of.

      A knot tightened the muscles in my lower abdomen, my insides churning with every step I took. Ahead, the entrance to the track came into view like an inevitable storm pelting toward me. There was nowhere to run, no place to hide. No chance to avoid the oncoming devastation.

      Fumbling for my press badge, I flashed the plastic rectangular card at the security guard who admitted me with a wave and a bright smile, a gesture I found myself unable to return. On heavy legs, I trudged the half mile to the pit lane, my eyes facing forward, neither looking left nor right. The odd person called out a greeting which I returned with a wan smile.

      At the entrance to Nash Racing’s garage, I paused to catch my breath. My shoulders hunched no matter how hard I tried to loosen them, and my stomach roiled, the sensation uncomfortable and alien. A flicker of anger ignited embers I’d tried hard to quell. Still without a clue how to even begin the upcoming conversation, I walked inside. My throat tightened painfully, my lungs flattening, forcing me to take shallow breaths. Devon had his back to me, sitting at the counter at the rear of the garage, his spine curved, eyes locked on the rows and rows of data streaming across the computer screen. Jack sat beside him, their heads almost touching, both men deep in concentration.

      Jared appeared behind me, his arm curved around Paisley’s waist. “Hey, Reilley. Can’t get enough, huh?”

      Devon spun his chair around, a frown of concentration turning into a smile as he faced me. “I didn’t expect to see you until later. Everything okay?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about Charlotte?”

      Okay, hadn’t expected it to come out as directly as that, but at least no one could accuse me of not getting straight to the point.

      Jared gruffed out a laugh. “Jeez, Gray. You been playing away from home?”

      “Shut the fuck up, Jared.” This from Jack.

      Ah, so Jack knows.

      Lovely.

      Tells me everything I need to know.

      He could tell his fucking boss, but not his girlfriend. At least I knew where I came in the pecking order.

      “Well?” I snapped, a burst of anger rising within me, spilling over. “Are you even going to try to explain?”

      Electricity crackled through the air, tension bouncing off the walls, and still Devon remained silent.

      “You know what?” I said, slicing my hand through the air. “Forget it. Caroline already told me everything I need to know.”

      I spun around, tears of rage spilling down my cheeks. A strong hand clasped my upper arm.

      “Wait. Reilley, please wait. Let me explain.”

      Fear oozed from every pore in Devon’s body, his face contorted in pain.

      Pain for hurting me? Or because I’d found out about Charlotte?

      “Don’t go. Not like this. Not until we’ve talked.”

      My shoulders drooped, the brief spark that allowed me to fight depleting. “I can’t believe you kept something so important a secret. Do I mean so little to you?”

      Devon’s lips parted, horror evident in his expression. “You mean everything to me.”

      “But not enough to tell me about Charlotte.” I hardly recognized my own voice. Usually strong and forthright, it came out small and insignificant. Defeated.

      Jack appeared to the side, placing a hand on Devon’s shoulder. “Guys, I hate to interrupt, but can I suggest you discuss this in the motorhome? I’ll make sure you’re not disturbed.”

      “Good idea.” Devon captured my hand.

      I, childishly, yanked it away.

      Yeah, hurt’ll do that to a person.

      We walked to the motorhome in silence, Devon slightly ahead, his spine curved, chin tucked into his chest. He opened the door, gesturing for me to go in first. The door closed behind us with a quiet click.

      “Would you like something to drink?” Devon asked politely, almost as though we were strangers.

      “No. What I’d like is for you to talk.”

      Devon slumped in a nearby chair and dropped his head, raking his hands through his inky locks. I’d done exactly that only this morning while he’d gently pushed himself inside me, our bodies locked together in the most intimate of ways.

      Yet now, any interested onlookers would assume we barely knew each other.

      “Won’t you sit?” he asked.

      “I prefer to stand.”

      He closed his eyes, his finger and thumb pinching the bridge of his nose. His leg jiggled, and his breathing came out ragged.

      “What did Caroline say?”

      I crossed my arms. “I’m not here to talk about what Caroline said. I want to hear from you, Devon.”

      His chin came up, and his eyes met mine, agony mingled with penitence simmering beneath the surface. I’d always loved Devon’s eyes, so intensely dark and decadent. They were striking, the likes of which could lock me in place with a single look.

      Just like now.

      Despite the fucked-up situation we found ourselves in, a flood of sensations filled my abdomen. I could rail on Devon as much as I liked. He could hurt me over and over again. I’d still love him.

      But could I still be with him, given he’d lied about something so important.

      “Please sit down, Reilley. It’s a long story, and not a very nice one. I don’t know what Caroline has told you, but by the time I’ve finished, I expect you’ll walk out of that door and never return. So, please, I’m asking you to do this one last thing for me.”

      I reluctantly took a seat opposite, laying my hands in my lap, my relaxed outer shell belying the turmoil on the inside.

      “Where do you want me to start?”

      “I want to know everything.”

      Devon swooped a hand down the back of his head, then leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees. “I met Charlotte five years ago on a trip back home for the summer break. My job made it difficult to have a normal relationship. There aren’t many women who will tolerate a few snatched days here and there, interspersed with months of absence. But when Charlotte and I got to talking, and I told her what I did for a living, she told me she wasn’t looking for anything serious.

      “We spent most of that summer break together, then I returned to the racing circuit. We spoke on the phone, video called, that kind of thing. I next saw her in late September. She surprised me by flying over for the Singapore Grand Prix. After the race, we spent a couple of days enjoying the sights before she headed back to Melbourne, and I flew on to Japan.”

      He massaged his temples as though to assuage an oncoming headache, then returned to his previous position.

      “The next time I saw her was when I flew back home at the beginning of December. I remember feeling really excited. I had the entire month off and, for the first time, someone other than my family to spend it with.” His eyes bored into mine. “I’m not exactly a player. I don’t have reams of girls checkering my past.”

      I’d suspected as much. From what little I’d gleaned of Devon when originally researching him, there were no kiss-and-tell stories, no disgruntled women, no string of one-night stands eager and willing to sell their story for a hundred bucks and a fancy dinner.

      “I know.”

      He offered up a glimmer of a smile. “Of course you do.”

      Pain ricocheted through my chest. I wasn’t ready for in-jokes, for those little nuggets of information couples in love shared. I launched to my feet. “I think I will have that drink.”

      Grabbing a bottle of wine from the fridge, I poured a large glass. I automatically twisted the cap off a bottle of beer for Devon. He could either drink it, or not.

      He smiled gratefully, taking a sip. “Probably shouldn’t, given I’m working, but what the hell.”

      “Cheers,” I said, far from cheerily. The wine cooled the fire in my stomach and eased the agony crushing my heart.

      He swung the bottle by the neck in my direction, acknowledging my salutation.

      “We went everywhere that December, even flying over to Sydney for a couple of nights. Charlotte had never been. I remember how excited she was the first time she saw the Opera House. Charlotte was like me, quiet, thoughtful, introverted. I liked her. She was a nice girl to be around.”

      He rubbed his middle finger over his bottom lip, pausing for thought. His gaze dropped away, his mind recalling fond memories.

      I tried not to feel jealous.

      The red-hot poker searing my insides said I’d failed.

      Charlotte was like me he’d said.

      But not like me. Devon and I were complete opposites, and until then, I’d thought that was a good thing. Now, seeing his eyes glaze over as he spoke about someone clearly very important to him, I wasn’t so sure. If Charlotte hadn’t ended up in a wheelchair, would Devon and I be together?

      Highly unlikely.

      Fate—such a fickle master.

      And yet Charlotte was still the one driving a sledgehammer through the middle of my life.

      “One weekend right before Christmas that year, Charlotte told me she’d been taking climbing lessons. I’d shared with her my love of climbing when she’d visited me in Singapore. I remember feeling dumbfounded that she’d even remembered, let alone made the effort to try it for herself. I mean, it wasn’t like we’d been going out that long. In reality, we’d probably spent about six weeks in each other’s company, given the weeks and months apart. But at the same time, I was chuffed she liked me enough to bother.

      “It was my suggestion to go climbing. She was nervous because all her experience to date involved climbing on an indoor wall at the local gym. I told her that she’d be safe with me, that we’d go real slow and easy. I made her take me to the center she’d been using so I could assess her ability. For someone fairly inexperienced, she climbed confidently. I had no doubt she’d be fine.”

      He covered his face with his hands, hiding his expression from me. Sipping my wine, I left him to gather himself. I already knew the ending. Caroline had described in great detail how Charlotte had fallen and broken her neck, rendering her arms and legs paralyzed. But Caroline hadn’t been there. Devon had. I wanted an eye-witness retelling, not Caroline’s version, tainted as it was with bitterness and grief.

      “We completed two climbs that day, Charlotte’s self-assuredness growing with every passing hour. I coached her through every step, making sure she’d roped herself in properly, that the pins were tight, that she’d fastened her carabiners correctly. By the time we decided to cram in another climb, she’d started to get irritated with me checking every single detail. That didn’t stop me, though. I was an experienced climber who’d been doing this since I was twelve. Charlotte had only just begun. She was my responsibility, and I wouldn’t take that lightly.

      “On the last climb, about halfway up, we had to negotiate a potentially tricky overhang. I talked her through the entire thing. She handled it like a pro. I can still remember her beaming smile, her pride in herself shining brightly. We carried on up the rock face, me still asking her if she’d done this or that correctly.

      “Charlotte was about twenty feet above the overhang, with me another fifteen or so feet higher. I called back to ask her to check the pin she was roping through. It had been fine when I’d used it, but I still asked her to check. She replied she’d given it a good wiggle and it was solid.”

      He lowered his gaze, staring at his hands. Seconds scraped by until a full minute had passed. Still, Devon remained silent, head bowed, shoulders curved with the weight of racking guilt. How had I never noticed he carried such a terrible burden? My mind turned to Canada, how he’d freaked out at the climb I’d organized.

      It all made sense now.

      I rose from my seat and crossed over to him, perching on the arm of his chair. He’d neglected to tell me about Charlotte, his omission hurtful, but it paled in comparison with the agony eating him up inside. I threaded my hands through his soft, silky strands. He inclined his head toward me, a tortured groan rumbling in his chest.

      “I can’t tell you what happened next because I honestly don’t remember. All I recall was hearing Charlotte scream, and when I looked down, she was lying on the overhang.”

      He squeezed his eyes closed, his head shaking from side to side. “It took ages for help to arrive. They airlifted her to the hospital. The doctors said she was lucky to be alive.” He snorted. “How is it lucky for one of your vertebrae to crush your spinal cord, rendering you paralyzed from the neck down for the rest of your life?” He faced me then, his eyes glossy with suppressed tears. “Tell me, Reilley. How is any of this lucky for Charlotte?”

      The desolation in his eyes tore through me, stealing my breath. I knelt on the floor, between Devon’s legs, and wrapped my arms around his waist, squeezing hard. I wanted to comfort him, but the words wouldn’t come. Oh, the irony.

      Call yourself a writer?

      Given the kind of man Devon was—caring, responsible, meticulous—his shame made perfect sense. I’d feel exactly the same in his situation. Where we clearly differed was in laying blame.

      Caroline blamed Devon.

      Devon blamed himself.

      I blamed the cruel twist of fate that caused such a terrible accident to occur. Tragic as it was, we all took risks, every day of our lives. Hell, Devon worked in one of the most dangerous sports in the world.

      I rocked back on my heels, catching Devon’s attention. “Caroline said Charlotte is at a rehabilitation center in Switzerland.”

      He nodded. “We moved her there in March this year. She needs a ventilator to breathe. Caroline found out about some experimental treatment that might mean the doctors can remove it. It’d mean so much to Charlotte. She hates the ventilator.”

      “That’s why you agreed to the book,” I stated bluntly. “You needed the money, for Charlotte.”

      “Yes.”

      “God, Devon.”

      His shoulders curved inward, his spine hunched. “I should have told you. I wanted to, so many times, but I didn’t want you to know what a monster I am.”

      “Monster? What the hell are you talking about?”

      His eyes flickered toward mine, then sliced away. “I should never have agreed to go climbing with her. I told her she was safe with me. She wasn’t.”

      “Devon, you’re not a monster. Dear God, how can you think that? You’ve taken care of Charlotte for five years, ensuring she received the best medical care money could buy. Hell, you even agreed to a book that you really didn’t want to do to further improve her life. You barely knew each other. You could have cut and run. Lots of guys would have. Yet you stuck around, and five years later, you’re still there for her.” A question rose to the surface, one I didn’t want to ask but knew I had to. “Are you in love with her?”

      His head snapped up. “No. God no.” He cupped my cheeks, his thumb tracing my bottom lip. “I love you, Reilley. Fuck, I can’t believe this is how I’m finally telling you. I wanted to tell you weeks ago, but I lost my nerve in case you didn’t feel the same way.”

      So many mixed emotions rushed through me.

      Relief that he didn’t love Charlotte.

      Joy that he did love me.

      Sorrow because I didn’t know whether it was enough for me to be able to forgive him for not trusting me with something so monumental. To know I’d given him the perfect opening in Montreal and he hadn’t taken it.

      “I do feel the same way. I realized I was falling for you in Chicago.” My lips curved into a flicker of a smile. “I even told you.”

      His brow furrowed in confusion. “You did? When?”

      “While the band played in the bar. Before the fight with Eric.”

      He arched a brow. “You told me knowing I wouldn’t have a chance of hearing a word.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Busted.”

      He laughed, the sound all too brief. Tentative fingers reached for me, wrapping around a tendril of hair. “Can you forgive me?”

      Could I? Was it that easy to simply forget he’d omitted a crucially important part of his life, one he felt comfortable telling his boss, but not the girl he’d been dating for the last six months? We might have started out as casual, but now, we were a far cry from that.

      “I need time, Devon. You had a chance to tell me in Montreal, but instead, you chose to lie about your stubborn refusal to go climbing. If there was ever a time to reveal the truth, that was it. But you didn’t. And yet Jack knows.”

      He winced. “I hated lying to you, but I panicked. All of a sudden, my past collided with my present in the most horrific way. I didn’t have the words to explain. And Jack only knows because at the time it happened, I fell apart. I had no choice but to tell him.”

      “Even so, you say you love me, yet not enough to trust me with something that will be a fundamental part of your life. Forever, Devon. Not a fleeting problem that will disappear. Charlotte is going to need help and support for the rest of her life.” I blew out a despairing sigh. “Were you ever going to tell me?”

      “Yes,” he insisted.

      “When?”

      His hand came over his face. “I don’t know,” he admitted.

      I got to my feet, my future filled with questions I needed to find the answers to before I could commit to a course I could live with. “Give me some space to think this through. I’ll be in touch.”

      He shot out of his chair, his expression panicked. “You’re leaving?”

      I nodded. “I’m going to go back to the States for a while. I need time alone. Away from you.” And to talk to Babs. If anyone can make sense of this, it’s her. “If I stay here, my love for you will simply muddy the waters. I don’t know if I can get past the fact you didn’t trust me. And without trust, there is no relationship, no future. No hope.”

      He clutched my arms, his touch so warm, so familiar. “Please don’t go. We can work through this.”

      “I can’t.”

      I shrugged him off and walked away from the man I loved and who loved me, each step like a dagger through my heart.
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      “Well, that’s a story and a half,” Babs said as she moved to top off my wine.

      I placed my hand over the glass to stop her, my brain already fuzzy from too much alcohol. “Understatement of the century.”

      “I mean, what a guy. Seriously. Total keeper.”

      I shot her a ‘what the fuck?’ glare. “He lied to me, Babs. There were so many times over the last few months he could have told me, yet he didn’t. I can’t simply sweep that under the carpet, forget it happened.”

      Tears of frustration pricked behind my eyes. I missed Devon, so much. Since leaving him in Monza, these past two weeks had crawled by, but I couldn’t find a solution which would allow us to move forward. The answer simply wouldn’t come to me.

      I turned my attention to the blue waters of Lake Michigan beyond the wall of windows, the late summer sun creating a red-yellow glow across the sky as it vanished beyond the horizon. The couch beside me dipped, and Babs sat in the spare seat to my right. She surprised me by staying quiet, her soft breathing the only sound.

      Clever bitch.

      She knew me far too well.

      “Why did you say that?”

      “Say what, sweetie?” she replied innocently, despite knowing precisely what I meant.

      “That he’s a keeper.”

      Babs swirled her wine glass by the stem, the liquid sloshing up the sides. She didn’t spill a drop.

      “How many men do you know who would pour so much financial support into a woman they barely knew, even if they did blame themselves for her predicament? I’ll tell you the answer. None. Correction. One. Devon ‘I’m a saint’ Gray. I mean, jeez, most guys might have stuck around for a month, maybe two. But five years? Fuck, Riles, that’s unbelievable. That’s character, right there. That’s a man you should drag down the aisle without hesitation, the kind who’ll stick with you through thick and thin.”

      A little voice at the back of my mind, one that had been growing louder, wouldn’t be silenced any longer. “And that’s the problem isn’t it? I’ll always come second. As long as she’s alive, she’ll be his priority. Her sister said as much.”

      Yeah, it made me a total asswipe for saying it out loud, and Babs was the only one I’d ever share that shit with, but now it was out there, I felt a lot better. Cleansed. Time to lock that thought away and never speak of it again. I didn’t wish any ill-will against Charlotte. I was glad she had Devon to take care of her. That ‘what about me?’ bullshit could fuck the hell off. I wasn’t that girl.

      Babs squinted at me. “Tell me something. You’ve been dating Devon for what, six months?”

      “Correct.”

      “And during that time, you didn’t have an inkling about Charlotte?”

      I huffed. We’d been over this. “No. Like I said. Not a clue.”

      Babs pinched her lips to the side. “So do share, Riles, exactly when did you feel like he was putting you second?”

      Clever bitch… again.

      “Never,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “Well, there you go then,” Babs said, dusting off her palms.

      “That still doesn’t alter the facts, Babs.”

      “Okay, tough love time, sweetie. Ready?” She didn’t wait for me to agree. “You’re behaving like a child, Reilley.”

      “Now, hang on—”

      “Shush. I’m talking. You’re listening. Can you even begin to imagine the guilt of feeling responsible for someone ending up in a wheelchair, their entire future devastated in the blink of an eye? Of wondering how others would view you if they knew? Think about it, Reilley. You’re a writer, penning the guy’s life story, and what an emotionally explosive chapter this would make. Hell, I’d have kept my mouth shut if I thought that might happen.”

      “I would never put what happened to Charlotte in a book. Not without Devon’s express approval.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. I know that, because I’ve known you for years, but Devon hasn’t. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not diminishing your feelings here. You have a right to feel hurt. The guy you’re in love with kept a huge secret, and he didn’t trust you enough to share. Trust is the very last thing that comes in a relationship, after lust, after friendship, after love. And yet it’s the most fragile, too. So yeah, let it sting, but don’t wallow in it. Allow yourself to feel the pain, but don’t let it ruin a good thing.”

      I felt like a naughty child being told off by the school principal, but her words made a lot of sense.

      “You know who you should be mad at?”

      I met her gaze. “Who?”

      “Fucking Caroline. Little bitch. She told you for one reason only. To cause problems between you and Devon. I mean, think about it. For five years, she’s been able to rely on him bankrolling her sister’s care, probably using him as an emotional crutch, or punch bag depending on her mood. Then along you come, stealing him away. She panics, thinking that she might have to actually take some fucking responsibility. So what does she do? Blabs about something Devon feels a deep sense of culpability about before he’s ready to tell you himself. And there’s only one reason for her loose lips.”

      “To break us up?” I murmured.

      “Precisely.”

      “She loves her sister, though. I mean, I didn’t get the sense she was faking her pain when we talked.”

      “I don’t doubt it. And how wonderful for her to have a guy who’d been dating her sister for the sum total of fuck all months to take care of everything, so she doesn’t have to worry.”

      Digging my fingertips into my temple, I sighed. “I don’t know what to do, Babs.”

      “Do you love him?”

      “You know I do.”

      She hitched a shoulder. “Then everything else is just white noise. Work through it. Talk to him. Find a way through, cuz let me tell you, sweetie, finding ‘the one’ is hard enough without tossing him aside over an easily fixable issue.”

      I snorted. “Easily fixable? I don’t think lying is a solid foundation to any relationship.”

      Babs let out an exasperated sigh, her patience with me clearly running close to empty. “The question you need to answer is would you be happier with him,including all his baggage, or without him?”

      My cheeks puffed up as I expelled a breath, and I stared at my hands. “I don’t know.”

      Babs gave me a sympathetic head tilt, combined with a squeeze of my arm. “Don’t cut off your nose to spite your face, Riles. You’re neither a vindictive person, nor a jealous one. I don’t mean to repeat myself, but really, I think Devon is pretty fantastic for sticking by her like that.”

      She finished her drink, set it down on the side table to her right, and stood. “Right, time to go home to my useless ass of a husband. I bet he hasn’t even loaded the dishwasher.”

      I laughed. “Richard is terrific, and you know it.”

      Her lips curved into a secret smile. “He has his uses.”

      Despite her earlier edict regarding my lack of jealousy, a twinge of envy nipped at my gut. Babs and Richard had a great marriage. Not perfect, but one built out of mutual respect. I wanted the same. I deserved the same.

      I rose from the couch to see her out. We hugged in the doorway, and then I found myself alone with nothing but my thoughts.

      And I still had no idea what to do.
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      The following morning, my watch buzzed at six a.m. Groaning, I rolled over. With all the traveling I’d been doing of late, I’d horribly neglected exercise. Last night while I’d lain awake trying to find an answer to the worst conundrum of my life, I’d set my alarm to go for a run. I often went for a run whenever I struggled with a piece of writing, and as I jogged along the edge of Lake Michigan, the solution would frequently present itself.

      I needed that kind of illumination today.

      Fifteen minutes later, I exited my building. The sun hadn’t quite peeked over the horizon yet, although the sky showed promise of the approaching light. I set off at a fast pace, my ponytail bouncing, the breeze buffeting my bare arms and face. I ran flat-out for ten minutes, then slowed my pace. I hadn’t planned a route, although as Navy Pier came into view, I couldn’t say I was surprised. This place held nothing but happy memories, not least because I’d been here with Devon less than two months ago. I slowed to a walk and strolled past the closed stalls, pausing halfway down the pier. Resting my elbows on the railing, I stared out at the lake, the waters dark and eerie, searching for answers that wouldn’t be forthcoming from a body of water. No, those answers needed to come from within me.

      On a whim, I removed my phone from where I’d tucked it into the pocket of my athletic gear. I stared at the string of text messages Devon and I had shared, going all the way back to Melbourne in March this year. I scrolled through, carefully reading each one, noticing how they’d changed from stiff and businesslike, to a hint of friendship, then mutual respect, and finally, love.

      Devon had sent me several texts after I’d left Monza two weeks ago, but when each one had gone unanswered, he’d stopped.

      My fingers hovered over the keys, urging me to reach out. To touch base. To at least let him know I hadn’t given up on him. On us.

      Oh, to hell with it.

      I checked my watch, running the time difference math in my mind. Thirteen hours. That would make it fifteen before eight in the evening. He could still be at the track, depending on how the day’s meetings had gone ahead of the practice sessions tomorrow.

      Only one way to find out.

      Hi.

      Nothing else, just a simple greeting that left it completely up to him whether or not he responded. I stared at the phone, willing those dots to appear to indicate a response was on its way.

      My pulse jolted as I got my wish.

      Hi.

      He’d left the door open, but I had to be the one to walk through. He’d done his groveling, and I’d ignored his valiant efforts. My turn had come.

      I miss you.

      I counted a good long minute before his reply came through.

      Come to Singapore. We can’t solve anything with nine thousand miles between us.

      Was it really that easy? Jump on a plane and back into Devon’s arms? Forgive and forget, and move on with our lives?

      He was right about one thing, though: we wouldn’t solve anything unless we talked. Properly. I booked a plane ticket before I lost my nerve, winced at the cost of the last-minute fare, then texted him back.

      Ticket booked. Be there in time for the race.
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      My mind jerked around as I went through the motions of the pre-race checks on Sunday morning. Conscious of Reilley’s imminent arrival, I fluctuated between utter joy she’d agreed to come and impending doom that this might be the last time I ever saw her. If she couldn’t forgive me for keeping Charlotte’s existence a secret, she’d walk. I knew it. I knew Reilley. She wasn’t a woman who compromised on her integrity. Not for me. Not for anyone.

      We had to find a way through this impasse. Yes, I’d lied to her, but God, I lived in hope she’d find it in her heart to make allowances for my utter failings to trust her. If I’d known we were going to fall in love, I would have done things differently. I did trust her, dammit. I’d simply discovered that truth far too late.

      Fucking Caroline.

      I curled my hands into fists. I hadn’t made any contact with her since she’d told Reilley about Charlotte. If I spoke to her now, I’d blast her so hard, my anger would peel the skin from her face. She’d had no right, no fucking right whatsoever, to tell Reilley. I knew she hated me, she’d made it obvious often enough, but this time, she’d gone too far.

      Luckily for her, we didn’t have another race in Europe, so I wouldn’t have chance to go to see Charlotte until the season ended, and therefore we could stay out of each other’s way.

      By then I might have calmed down.

      Maybe.

      “Relax,” Jack murmured, sliding onto the seat beside mine at the back of the garage. “You will work this out. Reilley’s a good girl. She’s smarting, that’s all. She feels excluded because I knew and she didn’t.”

      I didn’t respond, nor did I avert my gaze from the reams of information streaming across the screen. I had a job to do. Once that was over, I could give Reilley my full attention. Well, for a couple of days anyway. By Tuesday afternoon, I’d be on a plane to Sochi in Russia. The next race was fast approaching, and normally, I’d fly as soon as we finished here, but Jack had helpfully agreed I could follow on in a few days.

      His support humbled me.

      A buzzing in the pocket of my race suit had me reaching for my phone.

      Flight diverted. Sick passenger. Won’t make the race. Call me when you’re at the hotel.

      Bitter disappointment swept through me. I’d hoped she’d make it, but in hindsight, it was probably better for me if she didn’t. I wouldn’t be able to give her my full focus until after the race anyway.

      Will do. Text me when you land.

      I didn’t wait for her answer. Switching my phone to silent, I slipped it in my pocket. Time to go to work.

      The race went off without a hitch, apart from the small matter of Jared coming in second to Tate, cutting his lead at the top of the leaderboard. After Tate’s horrific accident last year, Jack had been worried he wouldn’t regain his edge. Yeah, I’d thought it funny, too. This was Tate Flynn. He only had edges.

      I checked my phone on the way to the post-race team briefing. Reilley had texted me an hour ago to say she’d landed. She should be at the hotel by now. The news sent my mind careering away from the race. With considerable effort, I forced my brain to engage in the conversation swirling around me.

      Jared and Tate bantering, each one trying to best the other.

      Jack banging the table, attempting to bring everyone to order.

      Rob, Tate’s engineer, smirking at something on his phone.

      “Devon, why don’t you start.”

      Yes, this was what I needed. Structure.

      Routine.

      Normality.

      I cleared my throat and began.

      Two hours later, I was sitting in the back of a cab on the way to the hotel. Jack and the rest of the team had gone out to dinner to celebrate, but I had only one thing on my mind: Reilley.

      The cab stopped outside the hotel, and I walked into the lobby, my palms clammy and heart beating an irregular rhythm. I strode toward the bank of lifts when a movement to my left caught my eye. Reilley stood in the entranceway to the bar, looking more uncertain than I’d ever seen her. Reilley oozed self-assurance at every juncture, yet standing there, biting the inside of her cheek and wringing her hands, she exuded doubt.

      My steps were tentative, as were hers. We met halfway.

      I gave her a wry smile. “You must be exhausted.”

      She flung her arms around my neck, taking me by surprise. “I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice muffled, her lips touching my neck as she spoke, sending ripples of pleasure through my body.

      I eased her back, cupping her nape with one hand. “Sorry for what, darl?”

      A faint smile lifted her lips at my Aussie endearment. “For running.”

      I caressed my knuckles over her cheek, relishing the feel of her soft skin. “You didn’t run. You took some time for yourself, time you’re entitled to. I get it, Riles. Believe me, I understand how let down you must feel, how betrayed. How angry and hurt. But you have to believe me. I would have told you, eventually.”

      Her gaze locked on mine, her attention unwavering. “Would you?”

      “Yes,” I adamantly stated. “I can’t tell you when, but I would have.”

      She nodded, which I took as a positive sign she believed me. “Can we go somewhere more private?”

      I threaded our fingers together. “Follow me.”

      The elevator doors opened on the seventh floor. I led her down the hallway to my room. Opening the door, I ushered her in ahead of me.

      “Are you hungry?”

      She pivoted slowly, gazing up at me through her long, natural lashes, her eyes the striking blue of the deepest oceans. “I ate on the plane,” she said, her voice a hoarse, croaking rasp that went straight to my dick.

      A dart of pink tongue dampened her bottom lip.

      I fell on her like a starving man at a buffet. My mouth crashed against hers, our tongues entwining. I thrust my hands into her hair, angling her head, plundering, taking, drowning in her. Deft fingers unbuckled my belt. She tore open my button fly, her hand delving inside. A throaty growl escaped from my chest, hers a soft, contented sigh.

      “God, I’ve missed you. I need you inside me. I’m empty without you.”

      Well, fuck. I gripped her wrist, halting what would probably have been the fastest orgasm in history. “Riles, we need to talk.”

      “And we will.” She bit my lower lip hard enough to draw blood. “Fuck now, talk later. I need this, Devon.”

      She yanked down my jeans and boxer briefs in one fluid movement, gripped the hem of my T-shirt, pulling it over my head. Her clothes swiftly followed until she was naked before me. Beautiful, glorious, stunning.

      Mine.

      She sank to her knees and put her mouth on me.

      Done. For.

      Bracing my back against the doorway, I closed my eyes, sinking into the pull-suck-tongue motion that Reilley mastered better than any woman I’d ever slept with. An embarrassing thirty seconds later, my balls tightened.

      “Stop.” I tugged on her hair, forcing her to release me. I picked her up, carrying her over to the bed. “I want to be inside you when I come.”

      She parted her knees, allowing me to slip a finger inside her. I covered her thighs with soft kisses, then moved to her abdomen, her breasts. She thrust her hips upward, the movement sharp, greedy, demanding. I added a second, her lingering groan a positive sign to continue, to give her more. I settled between her legs and lazily circled her clit with the tip of my tongue. She bucked, her pelvis thrusting upward. I moved my forearm across her stomach, pressing her spine into the mattress.

      My strokes were slow, laser targeted, my fingers curling, grazing the front wall of her vagina.

      “Ah, dammit,” she expelled, then came, her muscles pulsing, clutching and releasing my fingers in a rapid, furious beat.

      I covered her mouth with mine, buried my hands in her hair. Positioning myself, I pushed forward, once, sliding into her warmth.

      I buried my face in her neck, my lips touching her soft, damp skin, moving my hips slowly at first, then more rapidly as my own orgasm hurtled toward the finish line at blistering pace. My balls drew up, and I climaxed, the strength of it momentarily stealing my breath. I groaned, softly, then louder when Reilley scored her nails down my back.

      Conscious of my weight on top of her, I rolled to the side, still panting, my hand automatically reaching for hers, needing to maintain the close contact, worried that now the physical desire had been temporarily assuaged, she’d retreat from me again—as she had a fortnight ago.

      Like two magnets unable to resist the pull of physics, we turned over, our faces mere inches apart. Reilley tucked her hands beneath her head, blinking slowly.

      I explored her face with my fingertips. She covered my hand with her own, holding my palm to her cheek.

      “Tell me what to do, Riles,” I whispered. “Tell me how I can fix this.”

      She blinked, her expression darkening. “I want to understand why, Devon. Why, when you profess to love me, you didn’t tell me. Why I had to hear it from a complete stranger who, let me tell you, took glee from my ignorance.”

      “I do love you.”

      A glimmer of a smile touched her lips, plump from kissing. I wanted to kiss her again.

      “I know. Help me figure this out. Talk to me.”

      I took a deep breath, held it in my lungs for a few seconds, waiting for the oxygen to calm the anxiety deep in my stomach.

      “After I got over the initial shock of Charlotte’s accident—and we made it through the first terrifying months when she suffered so many setbacks, her doctors constantly warning me she wouldn’t make it—the realization of what I’d done hit home. It hit me very hard. The crippling guilt, the night sweats, the insomnia where my mind would turn over and over, desperate for an alternative outcome, praying morning would bring me peace. It didn’t.

      “And then, mingled within the iniquity came the fear. Fear of people finding out what had happened, what I’d done, and blaming me for it. Hating me for it. Apart from my family, and Caroline, of course, Jack is the only one who knows.” I cupped her cheek, her face still flushed from the aftermath of sex. “I had no choice but to tell Jack. I needed a lot of time off, as I’m sure you can imagine. Jack’s support both then and now humbled me. He could have, and probably should have, replaced me on the team, but he didn’t. When I couldn’t make the races, he’d bring in backup. If the press asked about my whereabouts, which they did, often, he’d refuse to expand other than to say I was taking some time out.”

      “Ah,” she said. “That squares a circle. The rumors were you’d suffered burnout.”

      “I know,” I said. “Jack and I agreed we’d happily allow those rumors to spread. It suited my agenda, although it made Jack appear a bit of a taskmaster.” I laughed. “And he is, too.”

      “He’s a good boss to have.”

      I nodded. “The best. That’s why he’ll always have my loyalty and heartfelt gratitude.” I paused for a second, organizing my thoughts, grappling with how to explain my reasoning for not telling Reilley.

      “After Charlotte, I didn’t touch another woman until you. I couldn’t afford to get close to anyone, in case the whole sorry mess spilled onto the bloodied pavement. So I avoided relationships. Then you propositioned me, your assurances of casual, of two people having a little fun so tempting to a man starved of a woman’s company, I relented.

      “I didn’t expect it to turn into this, to fall in love and have you return my feelings. I wanted to tell you, really I did, but the fear I mentioned, of people hating me? I couldn’t risk that with you. If I lost you, I-I don’t know what I’d do. And then Caroline,” I virtually spat her name, “couldn’t bloody resist.”

      Reilley leaned forward and kissed me, briefly, but the gesture sent my heart racing.

      “I don’t hate you, Devon. I never could. And neither could anyone else, apart from maybe Caroline.” She grinned. “Now she hates you.”

      I chuckled, the brief, lighthearted moment bringing much needed solace.

      “What happened to Charlotte was an accident. A horrifying, terrible accident with consequences no one deserves. But you have to quit punishing yourself. God, Devon, the support you’ve given her, and continue to give, is amazing. I wish you’d told me, but I understand why you didn’t.”

      Hope sparked within me. “You do?”

      She kissed me again, squeezed my hand. “I did a lot of thinking these past two weeks, and I spoke to a trusted friend who gave it to me straight. The thing is, Devon, being without you is so much worse than coming to terms with the fact you kept Charlotte from me. Who knows, in your shoes I might have behaved in exactly the same way. I won’t allow this to come between us. What we have is too special, too rare. Finding love is hard. Finding ‘the one’ is tantamount to discovering a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.”

      My throat tightened, and I swallowed, relief mingled with happiness causing a swell of emotion within me.

      “Then we’re good? Solid?”

      A teasing smile curved her lips, and she slipped her hand beneath the covers and touched me. “Well, not yet, but give it a minute.”

      I laughed, rolling on top of her. “A minute? Try five seconds.”
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      Sunlight streamed through the blinds, warming my face, bringing me softly into consciousness. I opened my eyes, squinting as the bright light hit my retinas.

      I stretched then slowly rolled over. Devon lay beside me, still asleep, an ebony shadow gracing his strong, firm jaw, his dark lashes resting on his cheeks, his hair ruffled.

      I watched him, his expression restful, tired, no doubt, from the busy weekend, our heavy talk, and the marathon sex session that had gone on long into the night.

      We’d worked through all our frustrations, sexual and otherwise. I realized I’d forgiven him before I’d even landed in Singapore, but after our talk I understood him better. His sense of responsibility for Charlotte, ingrained in his very core, his determination to shoulder the blame, all these things culminating in being his greatest strength and his greatest weakness.

      I loved him, regardless of all the baggage. I mean, who didn’t have baggage? He’d met mine. Every time I thought about Eric’s bloodied nose, I smiled. Hopefully, that’d be the last I’d ever hear from the sniveling little shit, although I’d only know for sure once The Piranha Club released. Babs would be keeping her eye out for the obligatory one-star review from my biggest fan.

      Asshole.

      But Devon’s lingering guilt did worry me. He’d done so much for Charlotte, yet remorse still ate away at him. I’d been racking my brain trying to come up with a solution to bring him the peace he so richly deserved. Normally, I’d say give it time, but it had been five years since Charlotte’s accident. Time wouldn’t cut it.

      Caroline’s constant needling wasn’t helping the situation either. We’d be having words if our paths ever crossed again. Her reasoning for informing me about Charlotte hadn’t been magnanimous. She’d had revenge on her mind, and she’d almost succeeded in her aim. Thank God for Babs’ straight talking and me finally coming to my senses.

      And then the answer came to me. I needed to go and see Charlotte. To talk to her, find out her side of the story. To listen to her thoughts about Devon, and that fateful day that changed the direction of both of their lives forever.

      “Morning, beautiful.”

      I turned my attention to Devon. I’d been so lost in my thoughts I hadn’t noticed he’d awoken. I touched my lips to his. “You look gorgeous when you’re asleep.”

      He arched a brow, a teasing smile creeping over his lips. “Only when I’m asleep?”

      I pretended to consider. “Yeah. Awake you’re just plain ugly.”

      I found myself beneath him, his morning erection nudging at my entrance.

      “Cheeky wench,” he murmured, bending to kiss me. “Would you think of me as terrible if I fucked you without any foreplay?”

      I grinned. “Yes, truly awful.” I lifted my hips to welcome him into my body.

      He didn’t fuck me, though. He made love to me, slowly, tenderly, giving me everything he had and more. I held him close, his breath warm against my neck, our bodies and our souls connecting, fusing together. His hands skirted the sides of my waist, down to my thighs, back up, ending buried in my hair. I arched, reaching, seeking more contact, more friction, more Devon.

      Peaking, I groaned, my legs twitching, spasming. I spiralled into the abyss where pleasure lived. Devon followed me, finding his own release.

      He briefly rested his body on mine, but all too soon, he rolled to the side. He propped an arm behind his head, his eyes on the ceiling as he waited for his breathing to slow.

      “I want to meet Charlotte.”

      Devon’s head snapped around. “What? Why?”

      I placed my hand on top of his. “Because she’s a part of your life, and therefore, she’s a part of mine.”

      His eyes widened. “Christ, I don’t know. I mean, apart from her doctors and carers, the only people she’s been in contact with since the accident is me and Caroline. I don’t know how she’ll cope.”

      “Doesn’t she have parents?”

      Devon shook his head. “Their parents died when Charlotte and Caroline were in their early twenties.”

      “Oh.” God, the poor woman really had been put through the shittiest of times. “Can’t you ask her whether she minds?”

      His face creased in thought. “Let me think about the best way to approach her. I’m not sure when I’ll get to see her next, given none of the upcoming races are in Europe. I’ll prep the ground, but it might have to be after the season ends.”

      Three months. I could live with that.

      “Good with me.” I grinned. “I do have a book on a certain hottie to finish the edits on in the meantime.”
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      I peered out of the car window at the snow-capped mountains of Switzerland as Devon expertly negotiated the narrow roads. I’d never visited Switzerland before, this part of the world hadn’t interested me. Seeing it now, that decision made no sense. Switzerland literally took my breath away with its imposing landscape, crystal-clear lakes, crisp air, and talk about clean. You could literally eat your dinner off the sidewalks. I hadn’t seen a speck of trash since we’d left Geneva, heading for Lausanne, about an hour away, where Charlotte’s rehabilitation facility was located.

      Devon had booked us into the Mövenpick Hotel, right on the banks of Lake Geneva. Across the road a cute little marina housed more fishing boats than fifty million dollar yachts, but I thought it was real charming.

      We checked in, unpacked, and freshened up after flying for what felt like hours.

      “Do you want to get something to eat or go straight there?” Devon asked, referring to Charlotte’s… home, I guess.

      “I’m not that hungry. Let’s go and see Charlotte, and then we can eat on the way back, maybe.”

      According to Devon, Charlotte’s place was about twenty minutes outside Lausanne, up in the mountains. I hoped to find a cute little mountainside restaurant, somewhere we could talk afterward. Something told me we’d be needing that conversation.

      Both of us were quiet on the drive. Devon still had his reservations, and we’d agreed that if Charlotte became in any way distressed, then we’d call the whole thing off. I had my reasons for wanting to speak with her, which I hadn’t shared with Devon. My main reason?

      I’d heard about the accident from Devon.

      I’d heard about the accident from Caroline.

      Now I wanted to hear Charlotte’s side of the story. Her accident had left her with horrific physical injuries, but at least advances in medicine had brought her here, with a chance, albeit a small one, of improving her quality of life.

      A gravel driveway led us to a set of controlled gates. Devon gave our names to the security guard and, after he’d checked a list, the gates opened, and we drove through. Devon pulled into a space with a sign that read ‘Visitors.’ Three other languages were engraved on the plaque, presumably with the same word. To our right sat a large, imposing building with huge pillars either side of a set of stone steps leading up to a set of double doors painted in a deep red.

      “Do you mind staying in the car while I go inside?” Devon asked. “I want to check with her doctors first that they’re okay with this, and then talk to Charlotte herself.”

      I squeezed his hand. “Of course not. It will be fine, you know.”

      He nodded, but I could see the skepticism in his pinched features and drawn brows. He got out of the car and trudged over the snow, his boots leaving deep impressions in the pristine whiteness. He disappeared inside, leaving me alone.

      I switched on the radio and, after a little fiddling, found a station playing pop songs in English. I closed my eyes, pulling my coat closer around me. Devon had turned off the engine, and the car quickly chilled. He wouldn’t be long, though.

      Sure enough, five minutes later, he appeared, his expression smoother than when he’d entered. He opened the driver’s door and poked his head inside.

      “All good.”

      I exited the car, and together we went inside. The interior of the building belied the austere outer shell. They’d already decorated it for Christmas with an imposing tree, in what I presumed was the reception area, chock full of ornaments and tinsel, and colorful lights.

      Devon took my hand and walked down a wide, bright hallway. At the end, we went to the left then climbed up  a flight of stairs, took a right, then drew to a halt outside a thick, oak door.

      After a deep breath, he opened it, going in first. I followed.

      Charlotte sat by the window in a powered wheelchair with a headrest. I caught sight of a blonde head before the chair spun around to face us. I hadn’t expected that, but then I noticed something that looked remarkably like a straw in Charlotte’s mouth, and I figured that was the way she controlled her wheelchair.

      “Charlotte, this is Reilley,” Devon said, padding across the room. “She really wanted to meet you today.”

      My heart clenched at the awfulness of her situation, but then I steeled my spine. If I were in Charlotte’s position, I’d hate people feeling sorry for me. I’d lay bets she felt the same.

      I smiled brightly and joined Devon. “Hi. It’s lovely to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Charlotte smiled, paused, then said, “Thank you. Sit. Won’t you.”

      She punctuated each word with a pause that I quickly assessed was down to the respirator attached to the back of her chair.

      God, how has she survived such an ordeal? I didn’t know her, and yet she humbled me. I considered myself a strong woman, but I didn’t think I’d have the strength to cope with the hand she’d been dealt, with as much calmness and dignity.

      Devon fetched a spare chair and indicated for me to sit. He hovered behind me.

      Charlotte’s eyes moved to his. “We’re good.”

      I realized she’d just dismissed him, and a nervous giggle erupted from within me. I didn’t know the reason for my edginess. I wasn’t usually the type to get stressed, but the man I loved had a history with the woman sitting before me—albeit brief and with disastrous consequences—and I couldn’t help the bite of anxiety swirling inside my gut.

      “She told you,” I said. “Off you go.”

      I shared a conspiratorial wink with Charlotte, whose smile grew.

      I liked her immensely.

      “Okay, I’ll be right outside if either of you need anything.”

      I waited for him to close the door behind him, then gave Charlotte my full attention. “Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

      She nodded, waited for the respirator to pump air into her lungs, and said, “I’m glad you’re here.”

      I offered up a wry grin. “I feel kinda awkward.”

      Charlotte shook her head, the movement barely perceptible. The whoosh of the respirator sounded before she said, “No need.”

      I decided to be completely up front and bullish about the reason for my visit. It was the only way to get to the truth, namely, whether or not Charlotte still had feelings for Devon, and what memories she could recall from that fateful day that might help Devon put his demons to bed once and for all.

      “Let me be completely honest with why I’m here, Charlotte. When I found out about you, I admit I was shocked. Devon hadn’t mentioned you at all, despite the fact we’ve been dating for months. I also admit, I felt betrayed, hurt. But once I agreed to sit down and talk to him, I realized he wasn’t keeping you secret because he was ashamed of you, but because he was ashamed of himself. He completely blames himself for what happened to you. He carries so much guilt inside that it’s killing him, Charlotte. I love Devon with all my heart, and all I want is for him to be happy. I don’t know how to help him. That’s why I’m here. I’m hoping you do. I came here today with two goals in mind. One, to find out whether you’re in love with Devon, and two, for you to tell me in your own words what happened that day.”

      Charlotte bit the inside of her cheek, a pinch of uncertainty drawing her brows low. I held my breath, fearing what might come next.

      “I love Devon, but not like that. He’s done so much for me. I don’t know where I’d be if it weren’t for him. But in love? No. When I had my accident, we barely knew each other. Not really. I wasn’t in love with him then, and I’m not in love with him now. Over the years, he’s grown into more of a brother to me.”

      I almost slumped in my chair. God, the relief… I had absolutely no issue with Devon supporting Charlotte and her being an important part of his life. In fact, it made me proud that he’d refused to cut her loose, despite the guilt tethering him to this place, and to her. It still said huge amounts about his character. But if Charlotte had been in love with him, if she harbored any hope of them becoming a couple, that I’d have struggled to deal with.

      I squeezed Charlotte’s hand. “Thank you. I really appreciate your honesty.”

      “He loves you,” she said.

      My lips curved upward into a secretive smile, my mind drifting into the world only he and I inhabited. The weeks stretching ahead where we’d have time to just be. To explore and discover each other, to form a deep, lasting bond. I’d submitted the final draft of the book and left it in the capable hands of the proofreaders, and the racing season had ended, so now it was our time to concentrate on each other.

      “The accident,” Charlotte said, jerking me from my reverie. “It wasn’t Devon’s fault.”

      “I know that,” I said. “I’ve told him a hundred times, but he won’t listen.”

      “No, I don’t mean that. Listen to what I’m saying. Devon was in no way to blame for what happened.”

      A tear spilled from the corner of Charlotte’s eye, trailing down her cheek.

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      “I’m so sorry,” Charlotte said. “I’m such a horrible person. I should have told Devon the truth years ago.”

      I narrowed my eyes, a prickle of unease trickling down my spine. “What do you mean, exactly?”

      I listened attentively while Charlotte shared what happened that tragic afternoon. She’d started the day feeling nervous, but as time went on, her confidence grew, and she started to take more risks. She shared how Devon had begun to annoy her, asking her to check things over and over again, his dogged compulsion with safety irritating to her. Confidence tipped into arrogance, and when he’d demanded she check the pin, she told him she had. Except she hadn’t. Every other check she’d made had been fine, and she assumed this one would be, too.

      Sadly for Charlotte, and for Devon as it turned out, that one mistake cost her dearly. She recalled the pin working loose, falling, hitting the ground. The next memory she had was waking up in hospital, paralyzed.

      “So you see,” she said, “the only person to blame for the situation I find myself in is me.”

      I covered my nose and mouth with my hands and closed my eyes. A shot of anger entered my bloodstream, rumbling through my entire body, settling on my chest, a heavy weight, crushing my heart, my lungs. How could she have left a man in purgatory all these years when she could have put him out of his misery so easily?

      “I know what you must be thinking.”

      I clenched my jaw, grinding my teeth together. “You don’t know shit, sweetheart.”

      More tears fell. She hiccupped a sob. “After the accident, I went through so many destructive emotions. I wanted to die, and I wanted everyone around me to suffer. To go from being young, fit, healthy, and active to lying in a hospital bed, unable to move, it does terrible things to a person, Reilley, which you can’t possibly understand unless it’s happened to you. It took me years, years to even begin to come to terms with it. And if you asked me now, five years later, have I? No, I fucking haven’t. I hate being in this thing. I despise how reliant I am on everyone around me. I can’t even dry my own tears, or scratch my head when it’s itchy, or go to the bathroom by myself. So please, before you judge me, consider for one second how you’d feel if you were in this prison. Devon has been my rock, and it scared the shit out of me that if I told him the truth, he wouldn’t feel the same responsibility for me, and he’d stop visiting.”

      I swiped a hand over my face, taking a moment to consider her words, to try in some small way to put myself in her shoes, to ponder what I’d have done in the same set of circumstances.

      How many times had we all wished we could turn back the clock and make a different decision?

      If only we’d taken more care chopping the vegetables, the knife wouldn’t have sliced through our finger.

      If only we’d turned right instead of left, we wouldn’t have been caught up in a car wreck on the freeway and spent the next hour sitting in traffic, waiting for the emergency crews to clear the traffic lanes.

      If only we’d taken our time putting the groceries away, we wouldn’t have dropped the gallon carton of milk and spilled it all over the floor.

      But Charlotte’s if only was the stuff of nightmares.

      “Devon needs to hear this, Charlotte. He deserves to know.” Confirmation from Charlotte that Devon wasn’t at fault, that he’d done everything he could to keep her safe would help him enormously, help to lift the misplaced burden he’d carried around for so many years.

      “He does,” she agreed.

      I rose from my chair. “I’ll go get him. Leave you guys to talk.”

      “Reilley?”

      I paused. “Yes?”

      “How did you find out about me? You never said.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Your sister.”

      As I spoke of the devil, the door burst open, and Caroline stomped inside with Devon right behind her.

      “What’s going on?” she demanded, glaring at me. “Who said you could visit my sister?”

      “I did,” Devon said.

      Caroline spun around, her shoulders braced for battle. “I might have known,” she snarled. “Next time, you ask me. I’m in charge of Charlotte’s care.”

      I caught the exasperated look on Charlotte’s face, immediately understanding the dynamic between the twins.

      Caroline was the drama queen sister, always creating a scene, causing turmoil and commotion wherever she went, compared with Charlotte, who epitomized quiet and calm. Perhaps because of her situation, but I guessed she’d been the same before her accident. Someone with Caroline’s personality type would have sent Devon running a mile.

      Charlotte and I shared a look, her brief nod affirming her decision.

      I gripped Caroline firmly by the elbow. “Devon and Charlotte need to talk. Let’s leave them to it, shall we?”

      Caroline wrenched her shoulder upward, but I had too good a grip. Refusing to acknowledge her vocal protests, I propelled her to the door, ignoring Devon’s questioning glance as we passed. Providing Charlotte didn’t lose her nerve, he’d find out soon enough, and I hoped when he did, it would enable him to finally move on.

      I pulled the door closed and shot Caroline a death stare. “You and me, lady, are going to have a talk.”

      “Get off me,” she snapped, successfully wrenching free on her second attempt. “What do you think you’re playing at? Why were you talking to my sister?”

      “That’s private,” I said. “I’m much more interested in your reasoning for telling me about her in the first place.”

      Caroline gave me a blank stare. “You deserved to know the truth about him.”

      “Bullshit,” I spat. “You don’t even know me. Why don’t you try a little honesty and admit that when you found out Devon and I were in a serious, committed relationship, you were worried the Bank of Devon Gray might suddenly dry up, and the onus would fall on you to take care of your sister, both financially and emotionally. So, you decided to try and ruin our relationship by sharing something that wasn’t yours to share.”

      She shook her head violently. “No. You’ve got it all wrong.” And then her lips pinched to the side. “Is that why you’re here? To tell Charlotte her needs won’t be taken care of any longer? Because if that’s your plan, I’m going to tell the whole world what he did to my sister.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Gotcha,” I said. “You know, Caroline, when people show you who they really are, you should pay attention. You showed me who you were when you told me about Charlotte. You weren’t aware whether I knew or not, but you took a gamble, and it paid off. Devon has shown you who he is for years, yet you choose to ignore what’s right in front of your face and think the worst. That’s your prerogative. It says far more about you than it does about him.”

      “You don’t know anything about me. Anything at all.”

      I stepped closer, using my three-inch height advantage to intimidate her. Caroline stepped back. I suppressed a triumphant grin.

      “You think?” I murmured. “Let me make something crystal clear, Caroline. The funfair ride is over. You want to come see your sister in the future? Pay for it yourself, sweetheart. Devon has absolutely no responsibility to provide for you.” Or, as it turns out, for Charlotte. Somehow, though, I guessed Devon wouldn’t pull the plug on funding Charlotte’s care. He didn’t have it in him to behave so heartlessly. But Caroline? She could fuck right off. I’d make damned sure of it.

      Her face reddened, but she clearly didn’t have the skills to take me on in a verbal sparring match.

      “I’m going to go and see my sister now, if you don’t mind.”

      I barred her way. “Actually, I do mind. When Devon comes out, then you can go in.”

      “You can’t stop me from seeing my sister.”

      “Delaying, not stopping. It’s important to get our facts straight, don’t you think?”

      We fell into silence, apart from the odd irritated huff from Caroline which only brought a smile to my lips. From my limited perspective, Devon had gone way too easy on Caroline, and she’d taken full advantage of his tolerant nature and the deep sense of remorse he felt for something, as it turned out, hadn’t been his fault at all. I wondered if Charlotte would tell Caroline, too? And what Caroline would do with the information once she knew.

      She owed Devon a fucking huge apology. I doubted it would be forthcoming.

      The door behind me opened, and Devon came out, his face pale beneath his tan. He closed it behind him, briefly glanced at Caroline, then moved his gaze to mine.

      “Fuck, Reilley.”

      I stepped up to him. Resting my hands on his hips, I stood on tiptoes and kissed him. “I know. It’s a lot to take in.”

      “What’s a lot to take in?” Caroline’s sharp tone grated.

      I slipped my arm around Devon’s waist and urged him forward. “None of your business,” I said. Unlike her, I wouldn’t break Charlotte’s confidence. If Charlotte chose to share her deceit with Caroline, that was her decision to make.

      We left through the same door we’d entered two hours earlier, except now, things were very different. I’d come here wanting to discover the truth, but even in my wildest imaginations, I hadn’t anticipated this outcome.

      Devon started the engine and drove away, his jaw tight, an outward sign of internal strain. I left him to his thoughts, instinctively understanding his need for silence to work through the bombshell Charlotte had dropped.

      I expected him to drive back to the hotel, but instead, we passed right by, heading farther inland, away from the lake shore. The streets became narrow and steep, and several times, we had to pull close to the side of the road to allow another car to pass.

      He coasted to a stop on a road lined with boutique one-of-a-kind shops and cozy cafés, although given the time of year, and the snow and ice on the sidewalks, no one braved the cold to sit at one of the iron bistro tables.

      Cutting the engine, he twisted in his seat to face me, his lips pulled tight, a dull sheen to his eyes.

      “My brain’s scrambled, Reilley.”

      I caressed his cheek, five o’clock shadow grazing my palm. “Give it time. It’s a lot to process. Don’t be surprised if you’re suddenly hit by all kinds of emotions, and when you are, don’t fight them.”

      He drew in a deep breath through his nose, blowing it out slowly. “Let’s get some food.”

      We strolled along the cramped sidewalk, several times having to move to single file to allow another pedestrian through. After five minutes, he pushed open a door, its dark-blue paint peeling in several places. Inside, I counted seven mismatched tables each seating four, and a log burner in the corner pumping out heat that gave a welcomed relief from the freezing temperatures. Pictures of the Alps adorned the walls, some snow-capped, others bathed in golden sunlight, and a bookcase overflowing with paperbacks was tucked into a little nook. I warmed to the mood of the place instantly.

      Devon pulled out a chair at the table closest to the fire. I followed suit, sitting adjacent to him. Four of the other seven tables were occupied. My mouth watered when the smell from their food wafted over.

      “Have you been here before?” I asked.

      He nodded. “When I first started coming to Switzerland after we moved Charlotte, the hotel recommended it as a bit of a hidden gem, off the beaten tourist track, where the locals hang out. I like the ambiance. It helps me think.”

      “I can understand why.”

      The menus were already on the table, but as I picked one up, Devon plucked it from my fingers, replacing it in the plastic stand.

      “You have to have the fondue. You can’t come to Switzerland and not try it, especially here.”

      I held my palms out to the sides. “You’re the boss.”

      His pupils dilated, his eyes darkening. He leaned in, close to my ear. “Say that when we get back to the hotel, and you’re liable to get laid. Hard, fast, and thoroughly.”

      A teasing smile crept over my lips. “I’ll make a note.”

      “You do that,” Devon said, gesturing to the server. He ordered our food and a bottle of mineral water.

      Once she’d retreated, I grew serious. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      He rubbed his fingers over his mouth, contemplating. “Honestly? I’m not sure yet. I’m shocked, obviously, but more than that, I feel numb.”

      “Aren’t you angry?”

      “No,” he said. “Maybe once I’ve slept on it, I’ll feel differently.”

      “You astound me,” I said. “If I were in your shoes, I’d be furious. I was furious when Charlotte told me.”

      He gave me a wry smile. “Yeah, she said you weren’t best pleased.”

      “One way to put it,” I grumbled. “But at least now you know you did everything you could that day to keep her safe. Her own ego caused the accident in the end.”

      He drew in a ragged, shuddering breath. “Yeah. I’ve been thinking about that, and you’re right. Other than climbing down to test the pin for myself, I couldn’t have done any more.” He shook his head sadly, his shoulders slumped. “She should have checked it.”

      I clutched his hand, squeezing tightly, my caress sending a message of support. “She knows.”

      “What a fucking mess.”

      “Will she tell Caroline?”

      “She said she would.”

      “Good,” I bit out. “That woman owes you a gigantic apology.”

      He chuckled. “Might be waiting a while. I don’t think those words are in her vocabulary.”

      “What will you do now? Will you still support Charlotte, still visit?”

      I held my breath, anticipating his response. I felt torn between desperately wanting to keep him all to myself and realizing Devon’s moral code differed from a lot of other people’s. I couldn’t see him cutting her off without a second thought.

      The rough pad of his thumb caressed the back of my hand, his gaze tracking the movement. “As long as I’m able to support her financially, then I will. I can’t not, Reilley. I’m not that guy. Her fees are paid up for another four months, and by then, I’m hopeful her respirator will be a thing of the past. She’s due to have the operation soon to remove it. Once she’s stable, and completed her physical therapy, I imagine she’ll be moved back to Australia where the government will help financially, too.”

      “And what about visiting her?” I gently reminded him when he hadn’t answered the second part of my question.

      His eyes lifted to mine. “You’re my priority. Us. Our future. That’s what matters to me now. After she’s moved back to Australia, if we happen to be there, and you’re fully supportive, then I’ll visit her. But we’ll make that decision together when the time comes.”

      My heart soared that he’d put me first, put the control of such a key decision in my hands. I loved him even more for it, but I already knew the answer.

      “I want you to still visit her, Devon. And I want to come, too. She’s kept the truth from you all these years, not because she’s a bad person, but because she’s vulnerable and scared. I don’t expect you to cut her off, financially or emotionally. You’re her friend, and she loves you.” I grazed my teeth over my bottom lip. “There is something I want you to do, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Refuse to give Caroline another red cent. She’s taken advantage of your penitence long enough.”

      He grinned. “Tough call, but I’ll manage.”

      I leaned back as our fondue arrived, the strong smell of Swiss cheese causing a rumble in my stomach.

      “So, what now?” I asked.

      Devon pointed his chin at the food. “First we eat. Then, we’re taking a vacation. Just you and me, and no distractions.”

      “Ah, sounds like heaven.”
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      Two days later, we sat at Geneva airport, waiting for our flight to Heathrow, from where we’d catch a connecting flight to Barbados. Then, the day before Christmas Eve, we were going to New York, one of Reilley’s favorite haunts, especially during wintertime. After that, we were making the trip over to Melbourne so I could introduce the woman I loved to my family.

      For the first time in years, the strain I’d lived with for so long had lifted, and stretching ahead were long lazy days and nights spent in Reilley’s arms.

      I smiled as Reilley came toward me holding two steaming coffees.

      “Flight still on time?” I asked, taking one of the paper cups from her.

      “Yep. No delays, yet.”

      I removed the plastic lid and blew across the top, taking a sip. My phone vibrated. I set the coffee on the floor and removed it from my pocket.

      “Gray,” I said, answering without checking the caller ID.

      “Devon.” Caroline’s choked voice sent a prickle of unease ricocheting down my spine. “It’s Charlotte. She’s in intensive care. Please come.”

      “What? How? What’s happened?

      Reilley’s attention turned to me as she caught the panic in my voice.

      “They removed her ventilator as planned, but she had a heart attack while under the anesthetic.”

      I launched to my feet, flinging my carry-on over my shoulder. “She wasn’t supposed to be having the surgery yet. What the fuck changed, Caroline?”

      Reilley stood, too, her hand lightly touching my upper arm.

      “After you visited, she told the doctors she felt ready. She’d been putting it off for a little while, even though they told her she was as prepared physically as she’d ever be. Her sudden change of heart surprised us all.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell me?” I bit out, an edge to my tone.

      “Charlotte told me the truth about what happened, Devon,” Caroline said, her voice thick, raw, full of emotion. “I didn’t think you’d want to know anymore.”

      “Jesus, Caroline.” I raked a hand through my hair. “You don’t know me at all, do you? Even after all these years, all you’ve ever seen when you look at me is your own bigotry played right back at you.”

      She drew in a ragged breath, ending on a sob. “I’m sorry. Please come, Devon. They don’t think she’s going to last the night. I know you’re angry, but please think of Charlotte. She needs you.”

      I refrained from hitting back that thinking about Charlotte was all I’d done for the past five years. I could take out my anger on Caroline, but it wouldn’t change a damn thing. “We’re on our way.”

      “Charlotte?” Reilley questioned as I hung up.

      “Yeah. She’s in intensive care. The doctors don’t think she’s going to make it.”

      She clasped a hand to her throat. “Oh no. Oh God, Devon.” And then she went right into practical mode. “Okay, you go rent a car. I’ll speak to the airline and get our luggage back.”

      I swiped a hand over my face. “God, Reilley, I’m so sorry. I know how much you needed this vacation.”

      She shook her head. “There will be other vacations. Now go.”

      I nodded, virtually sprinting to the nearest car rental place. It took ten minutes to fill in the paperwork, and a further twenty for Reilley to successfully retrieve our luggage.

      We left Geneva airport behind and joined the highway. I squeezed the accelerator, driving faster than the speed limit allowed. Any blues who tried to stop me could go fuck themselves.

      I glanced sideways at Reilley, her expression stoic. She caught me looking and squeezed my knee, the silent gesture of support exactly what I needed.

      “Get us there in one piece, yeah?”

      I instantly lifted my foot off the gas pedal, slowing to a more sedate, and definitely more legal speed.

      “What if she can’t hang on until we get there?” I asked, concern and worry prevalent in the shaky tone to my voice.

      “She will,” Reilley stated firmly, although neither of us could make such certain promises.

      Heavy traffic meant it took us an hour to reach the hospital. I haphazardly parked the car, and we dashed inside. We spoke to three separate receptionists before finally being directed to the right department. I strode down the corridor clutching Reilley’s hand inside mine, her quiet serenity calming my racing heart.

      I’d never fallen in love with Charlotte. We simply hadn’t known each other long enough, but I did love her, a familial kind of love. I didn’t want her to die. Dammit, she couldn’t die. Not after everything she’d been through.

      I swallowed past an aching throat as we arrived outside the ICU. Yet another receptionist directed us to Charlotte’s private room.

      “You’re shaking,” Reilley murmured, and I was, the tremble that had begun in my fingers spreading through my entire body.

      Her arms came around my neck, holding tight, offering me a share of her immense strength. I took it and demanded more, Reilley’s solid presence the only certainty I had to lean on. Once I entered Charlotte’s room, I’d be on shaky ground.

      “Do you want me to come in with you?”

      “God, would you?”

      “Of course. You’re not alone, Devon. I’m here. Whatever you need.”

      I buried my face in her neck, breathing in the smell of her bodywash, a faint tinge of perfume, and beneath it all, Reilley.

      “I love you,” I murmured.

      She stood on tiptoes, touched her lips to mine. “Love you right back.”

      I laced my fingers through hers. Breathing deeply, I pushed open the door.

      Caroline glanced over her shoulder, a brief flash of relief belying her usual snarky, hateful expression. She gestured to me, then placed her finger over her lips.

      “She’s sleeping,” she whispered, indicating a couple of chairs on the opposite side of the bed.

      I sat before my legs gave way. They’d hooked Charlotte up to a separate ventilator, different from the one she usually had, but at least they hadn’t needed to intubate her. The rhythmic, familiar whoosh inflating and deflating her lungs gave false hope that she’d recover from her latest setback.

      Reilley held my hand, and I held Charlotte’s. We sat in silence, the quiet interrupted only by the machines keeping her alive. For how long, no one knew, not even the medical staff.

      Hours passed, and the light outside faded. I stood to stretch out my back when Charlotte’s eyelids flickered, then opened. A dart of hope shot into my bloodstream. The doctors could have called it wrong. Charlotte had a strong, fierce spirit. It had got her this far. She’d defied the odds of survival all those years ago. Maybe she would this time, too.

      “Hey, you,” I said.

      She blinked, her stare vacant, blinked again, then focused properly. “Devon?” she asked, her voice tinged with uncertainty, maybe even disbelief.

      “Yep. Keep turning up like a bad penny.” I grinned. “Reilley’s here, too.”

      Reilley moved into view. “Hi, Charlotte.”

      Her eyes closed, as though keeping them open was a step too far. Heavy lidded, they opened a crack.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      I clutched her hand, squeezing, even though she wouldn’t feel it. “Where else would we be, huh?”

      “I want to talk to you,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Alone.”

      I cut my gaze to Caroline, anticipating an argument I didn’t have the energy for. Instead, she surprised me by standing, and even shooting a half smile in my direction. “No problem.”

      Reilley touched my shoulder. “We’ll be right outside if either of you need anything.”

      The door clicked shut, leaving us alone, save for the ICU nurse who quietly sat in the corner making notes on a chart.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, cursing my inability to come up with a better platitude.

      “I’m dying, Devon. And you know what? I’m glad. I’m tired of living like this.”

      My insides twisted at the simplistic way she accepted her fate. “Don’t say that. You’re a fighter, Charlotte. You always have been. Look at what you’ve survived so far. You can’t give up now.”

      She shook her head. “That’s just it. I don’t want to fight anymore. I want to go, to be with my parents, to be free of the confines of my own body. I should have died five years ago on that rock face. It’s my time.”

      My vision blurred, the cruelty of fate stealing Charlotte’s life long before her time crushing my chest.

      “Devon?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t hate me.”

      My chest ached. Struggling to hold it together, I lifted her hand and pressed it to my cheek. “I could never hate you, Charlotte. You’re part of my family.”

      A tear slipped from the corner of her eye. On autopilot, I brushed it away.

      “Will you think about me sometimes?”

      I swallowed past a lump in my throat, my own tears on the brink of falling. “You’ll never be far from my thoughts,” I rasped.

      She nodded. “Thank you. It’s more than I deserve, but at least I can die in peace.” Her eyes closed. “You can let them back in now.”

      I gently lowered her hand to the bed, my eyes stinging, my heart heavy. Opening the door, I gestured to Caroline and Reilley. Caroline gave me a questioning stare, her curiosity at our private conversation evident. I wouldn’t be enlightening her.

      While Charlotte peacefully slept, Reilley took it upon herself to ensure we were fed and watered, but other than her comings and goings, and the bleep of the machines, silence filled the room. My eyelids grew heavy, tiredness catching up with me.

      “Devon.”

      Charlotte’s whisper jerked me back to the present. I rose from my chair, leaning over her.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m going now.”

      Caroline shot me a panicked look, then clutched Charlotte’s hand. “No! Don’t go. Please, Charlotte.”

      “So tired,” Charlotte said.

      “Don’t you dare leave me,” Caroline said, her tears in freefall. “Devon, tell her.”

      “Devon?”

      I could barely hear her now. I edged closer. “Yeah?”

      “Thank you. For everything.”

      Caroline’s gulping sobs were drowned out by beeping machines and a flurry of activity. All pointless as it turned out, because Charlotte had gone, her last words showing her gratitude and freeing me from something that had started out as a burden but ended with a blessing.
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        Six months later

        Reilley

      

      

      

      I stared out at the sea of faces, the one I searched for noticeably absent. Slipping my phone from my purse, I typed out a quick text.

      No sex for a month if you’ve bailed, Gray.

      Three dots appeared, followed by two messages in quick succession.

      Five minutes.

      A month? You can’t even manage a day.

      I chuckled.

      “Ready, Miss Bennett?”

      Won’t be Miss Bennett for much longer.

      I stared down at the ruby-and-diamond engagement ring, its weight unfamiliar. I’d only been wearing it for a week. Devon’s proposal had come completely out of the blue. He’d surprised me after the Monaco Grand Prix last weekend by getting down on bended knee in front of the entire Nash Racing team and declaring he stupidly wanted to be tied to me for the rest of his life.

      Silly man.

      No escape now.

      I rolled back my shoulders and sat up straight. “Yes, I’m ready.”

      He nodded, then tapped the microphone, the noise receding to a slight hum.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming here this evening. I’d like to introduce Reilley Bennett, New York Times, USA Today, and Washington Post bestselling author of some of the most enlightening, absorbing, and exciting biographies of modern times. Her latest wild ride, The Piranha Club is a no-holds-barred, behind-the-scenes unmasking of a sport watched by tens of millions of avid fans around the world, and she’s here tonight to do a special reading.” He smiled and gave me a fatherly pat on the shoulder. “Reilley, over to you.”

      “Thank you, Bill.” I cleared my throat, glancing down at the sheets of paper in front of me, then up into the keen faces of the audience. A movement at the back of the room caught my eye, and I smiled.

      There’s my man.

      I took a sip of water. “Before I begin the reading, I’d like to tell you a little about why I chose this particular project. There are an enormous number of books on the market set in this world, but the vast majority of those focus on the racing drivers. I wanted to do something different, show the fans another angle. A glimpse into the world of Formula One that only the privileged few witness. And in choosing my subject, there was only one man who interested me. One who resisted me at every turn, who lived his life privately and wanted to keep it that way. A man whose walls I dismantled piece by piece because I knew, I just knew he was ‘the one’, both professionally and personally.”

      My eyes latched on to Devon’s. His burning hot gaze and scorching good looks sent a shiver of delight through my body.

      I rose from the chair and pointed to the back of the room. Several audience members twisted in their seats.

      “Ladies and gentleman, I give you the enigma, Devon Gray.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re lucky I didn’t put you over my knee and spank you for that stunt earlier tonight.”

      I shifted onto my side, playfully biting his shoulder. “Promise promises. Besides, if I’d told you my plans, you’d have refused to come. I make no apologies for manipulating you. The fans loved getting our autographs, and Bill told me afterward that they’d sold their entire stock of copies and already have a huge waiting list for more. End justifies the means, baby.”

      “Is that so?”

      He flipped me over, pushing my legs apart, settling between them, his erection half-mast but definitely on the rise. I tilted my hips, rubbing against him.

      “You told me you needed ten minutes to recover.” I narrowed my eyes. “You been holding out on me, Gray?”

      His gaze dripped sex—hot, sweaty, dirty sex, and I loved it.

      He pushed inside me, agonizingly slow, eliciting a groan of pleasure, stroking the deep ache that was only ever tempered, never assuaged. Would I ever grow tired of fucking Devon? I doubted it.

      Neither of us lasted long, our mutual desire culminating in a simultaneous orgasm that sent shudders racking through my body, my loud cries of pleasure in direct contrast to Devon’s quiet climax.

      He rolled off me, his chest heaving, his breath coming in gasps, eventually slowing to a more moderate pace. “Jesus, fuck. Sorry, shit performance. I blame your magical pussy.”

      I laughed, rising on my elbow to look at him. “No complaints here, from either my magical pussy or from me.”

      He turned onto his side, bringing us nose to nose. He threaded my hair through his fingers, a regular habit and one I adored.

      “I love you, Reilley. You’ve changed my life, and I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”

      I went to speak, but Devon silenced me.

      “After what happened to Charlotte, I cut myself off from everything, burying myself in work, barely functioning outside that safe world. I never thought I’d find happiness again, and nor did I think I deserved it. Then you came along, undaunted by my vehement refusals to have anything to do with you or your work, determined I’d bend to your will. You tore down every brick in the wall I’d built, forced me to face, and then slay, my demons.

      “When you found out about Charlotte in the way you did, most women wouldn’t have wanted anything to do with me. Yet you, wonderful, amazing you, offered even more. And, self-centered arsehole that I am, I took it without apology.”

      He leaned in and kissed me.

      “Oh, and when the royalties start coming in, remind me to write you a check for three hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

      I blinked slowly, denial dying on my lips. “How long have you known?”

      “Since the very beginning.”

      I frowned. “How did you find out?”

      “Simon.”

      I growled. “Big-mouthed asshole.”

      Devon laughed. “He didn’t really have a choice but to tell me. After we signed the contract, I sent him an email, thanking him for his generosity. He could have lied, I suppose, but he’s far too honest for that. So, he fessed up.”

      “I’d have done anything to get you to agree to this project. I wanted you, both in my book and in my bed. I think on some level I knew, even back then, that we could have something special.”

      “I fought my feelings for a long time. I tried to convince myself that what we had was nothing more than great sex, my fear of exposing Charlotte keeping me from letting anyone in. But when you set your mind on something, there’s no stopping you.”

      I flashed him a teasing grin. “And that, my wonderful fiancé, is the key to a happy marriage.”

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      Not read the first book in the Full Velocity series yet? Friction is the one that started it all. Meet Jared Kane and Paisley Nash. Be warned, that girl has SASS!

      

      If you’ve devoured the series to date, and sports romance is your jam, have you discovered the Winning Ace series? Take one hot, rich, tennis ace, add a journalist ready for her big break, throw in a gigantic secret and kaboom! You have a series that’ll keep you up long past bedtime.

      
        
        Download Winning Ace, book 1 in the series, or binge-read the entire Boxset now.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bonus Material

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For this boxset, I wanted to do something extra special, for you, the readers. A way of saying thank you for buying all these stories together in this special collection edition.

      

        

      
        And so, After The Checkered Flag was born.

      

        

      
        Three novellas… exclusively available only in this boxset.

      

      

      

      
        
        Paisley & Jared

        Madison & Tate

        Reilley & Devon

      

      

      

      I do hope you enjoy these additional novellas. I know I had enormous fun writing them.
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      No. No, no, no.

      You have got to be shitting me!

      I stared at the white plastic stick with those two blue lines mocking me as if to say “Ha! And you thought you’d been so careful.”

      And we had. We had. I took the pill religiously. Every morning with my first cup of coffee. I never missed.

      Except… oh god.

      My mouth dried up and my legs wobbled. I sank into a nearby chair and grasped the edge of the table to steady me.

      A few weeks ago, I’d had that stomach bug. I hadn’t even been able to keep water down for two days. Afterward, Jared and I didn’t use any additional protection.

      For fuck’s sake, Paisley. The goddamn leaflet inside the contraceptive packet made it abundantly clear that if you missed one of those little suckers, or were ill, additional precautions to avoid unwanted pregnancy were a must. Yet it hadn’t even occurred to me, or to Jared. Not that I expected it to cross the mind of a man. But me… the woman… the one who’d have to carry the damn baby. It should have bloody well been at the forefront of my mind.

      Instead, the only thing that I’d wanted to do was fuck Jared after a few days starved of my daily fix, without realizing the consequences of getting my pleasure on would last for the rest of my life.

      I wasn’t averse to having kids. Far from it. But Jared and I had only been together three years, and I’d just passed my twenty-fifth birthday. Kids were way into the future, after Jared retired from racing, after I’d fulfilled my desire to be the best mechanic in Formula One. After we’d had more time together. Alone.

      Yet now, I had this to deal with. And I didn’t know what to do.

      My only saving grace? I’d taken the test alone. Jared had gone away for the weekend with his best friend, Noah, who was visiting from America. Noah had gone through a rough few years recovering from a terrible drug addiction, but he seemed to have come out the other side of it. They’d flown to southern Spain for a few rounds of winter golf. That meant I had until tomorrow evening to come to terms with this and find the right words to explain to Jared that he was going to be a father before we’d even discussed the idea of children.

      What if he freaked out and broke things off? Lots of men lost their shit at the thought of screaming babies, shitty nappies, and projectile vomit.

      No. This was Jared. He loved me. He wouldn’t abandon me over one little slip-up.

      I laughed bitterly. Yeah, even I couldn’t sell this as a simple mistake. A mistake was putting sugar in your coffee when you’d given up for lent or adding too many chilis to the stir-fry and having to call the fire brigade to put out the fire in your mouth. I could hardly put falling pregnant in the “minor error” basket.

      Mom. Yes! She’d have all the right answers.

      I’d get dressed and head straight over to my parent’s place. At a time like this, a girl needed her mother.

      I made toast and spread it liberally with my favorite strawberry jam, but when the time came to eat it, I couldn’t force it down. My throat was dry and scratchy, and my stomach churned, although I didn’t think that could count as morning sickness.

      Could it?

      Fuck, see, I knew nothing about pregnancy, or kids, or any of that shit. I liked getting my hands dirty by messing around with engines and grease, oil and brake fluid. Rebuilding cars after the drivers had crashed them into a wall. That was my bag, my dream, my desire.

      And now, everything I’d worked so hard for could disappear in a nanosecond.

      Because of this… this… thing.

      Okay, that made me sound like a cold-hearted bitch. I was carrying Jared’s baby. Jared’s baby. And as soon as I’d gotten over the shock and come to terms with the fact this was happening, I’d be thrilled.

      Or at least pleased.

      Mildly pleased.

      But right this second with panic roaring through my bloodstream, the selfish me pushed their way to the front of the line. I wasn’t ready for motherhood. Hell, I could barely take care of myself.

      I still laughed when Jared helicoptered his dick to cheer me up after a particularly bad day.

      Rather than rushing to help, I chuckled when people fell over in the street.

      I purposely bagged my groceries slowly when the prat behind me at the checkout huffed because he thought I was taking too long.

      See, childish. And I liked that ‘who gives a shit’ part of me. I wasn’t ready to give her up yet. There was plenty of time to grow up.

      Except now, there wasn’t.

      A quick check out the window had me reaching for a warm coat, a scarf, and thick, insulated gloves. A few flakes of snow fluttered in the air, but it wouldn’t settle. The ground was far too wet after a week of constant rain.

      Bundled up, I jogged down the stairs… while I still could. In a few months I’d be waddling around like Donald bloody Duck. The howling wind bit at any exposed skin it discovered. I shoved my gloved hands deep into my pockets and bowed my head, then sprinted for the car, cursing the timing of maintenance in our underground parking lot. Our building management company had negotiated spaces for the residents across the street. What possessed them to decide to resurface during the winter months was beyond me.

      As I drew near, the car automatically unlocked. I loved new technology. As long as the keys were somewhere in my possession, there was no need to go rummaging through my purse trying to find the damn things. I dived into the car and slammed the door, closing myself off from the elements. Pressing the start button, I checked all around, then reversed.

      Now I had something to do, an activity to take my mind off the unexpected—and unwelcome—news, I’d calmed down somewhat. Everything would be fine. I wasn’t the first woman to get knocked up accidentally, and I wouldn’t be the last.

      It just made me look like a total fool, that was all. I mean, I wasn’t a teenager. I knew better, yet I’d still allowed my out-of-control libido to crowd out a dose of common sense. I blamed Jared. The damned man was too fucking hot for his own good. I couldn’t get enough.

      I laughed bitterly. A baby would put paid to those shenanigans.

      And what if he went off me when I got fat and ended up with bloated ankles and incontinence?

      Oh God. I feel sick.

      An hour after leaving London, I turned into my parents’ driveway. Parking behind Dad’s Range Rover, I cut the engine and climbed out. Gravel crunched beneath my feet, bringing a grin to my face, the first one since I’d peed on that stupid stick this morning. The gravel had been Mum’s idea. Dad had returned home at the end of the season to find his smooth, tarmac replaced by stone chips that damaged the paintwork on his beloved SUV. Mum had been unrepentant. Dad? Apoplectic.

      But in the end, he’d forgiven her, because he’d forgive her anything. He loved her that much.

      Just like Jared loved me.

      I could only hope he felt the same way when I broke the news.

      “Paisley, darling.”

      Mum came out to greet me. She must have seen me pull up from the family living room at the front of the house.

      “You didn’t say you were coming.” She wrapped her arms around me. “Come inside, quickly. It’s freezing out here.”

      “I’m not surprised you’re cold,” I said, taking in her thin sweater and jeans ensemble, not to mention the slippers on her feet. Typical Mum. I linked my arm through hers and we wandered inside.

      “Dad about?” I asked, glancing through to his ground floor study.

      “He’s upstairs unpacking.”

      I rolled my eyes. The season finished two weeks ago, and Dad hadn’t unpacked yet. “How many hours of nagging did that take?”

      “None,” Mum replied with a mischievous glint in her eye. “I told him if he didn’t do it by the end of the day, I was giving the whole lot away to charity.” She winked. “I haven’t seen him move that fast in years.”

      I laughed. “Poor Dad.”

      Mum snorted. “There’s nothing poor about your father. He lives a charmed life.” She pottered over to the bottom of the stairs and shouted, “Jack! Paisley’s here”, then returned to the kitchen and flicked the kettle on. “Cup of coffee, love? And then you can tell me what’s wrong.”

      “What makes you think anything is wrong?”

      She narrowed her eyes and gave me one of her special “Pur-lease” stares.

      “Darling, really? You can’t hide anything from me.”

      I plunked my butt on a stool at the breakfast bar and leaned on my elbows, my hands resting beneath my chin as Mum busied about pouring hot water onto instant coffee granules. She joined me holding two steaming mugs in one hand and a plate of chocolate biscuits in the other. She set them down on the counter and took a seat beside me.

      And said nothing.

      I sipped my coffee and nibbled on a biscuit. “I’m pregnant.”

      Mum’s eyes widened, and then her whole face lit up, as if I’d given her the best news possible. “Oh, Paisley. That’s marvelous. Just wonderful. You’ll make a brilliant mother.”

      I snorted. “Mum, I can barely put shoes on the right feet, let alone take care of another human being. Just ask Jared.”

      Mum arched an eyebrow, her surprise at my attitude evident. She must have expected me to be all glowing and shit.

      “What does Jared think?”

      “He doesn’t know. I only took the test this morning.”

      Mum reached out a hand and squeezed my wrist. “Unplanned then?”

      “Yep.” My eyes filled with tears, and I blinked rapidly. “Oh, Mum. What have I done?”

      “Hey, Princess,” Dad said, blundering blind into an unknown situation. He frowned when he noticed my glistening eyes. “What’s with the tears? Has Jared upset you? Because if he has, he’ll have me to deal with.”

      Mum shot Dad an irritated glare. “Stand down, Jack.” She turned her gaze to me, her eyebrow arched. I nodded.

      “Paisley has some rather unexpected news. She and Jared are expecting a baby.”

      I’d imagine every father winced when they heard the news their daughter was pregnant because it shone a light on the fact their precious offspring was having sex. Dad, to his credit, grinned broadly.

      “So, I’m going to be a gramps? Fantastic.”

      He earned a second annoyed look from Mum. “Can’t you see Paisley is upset?”

      I found myself enveloped in my mother’s warm embrace while Dad patted my shoulder. Words weren’t necessary for me to feel their support, their love.

      After a minute or so, Mum released me and fondly stroked my hair. “I get it, darling. It’s scary. Every woman feels like that at first. It’s a big thing. Remember what I was like, Jack?”

      “Do I ever,” Dad said, reaching for a chocolate biscuit and biting off half in one go. “We both panicked like crazy, but then we realized how enriched our lives would be. And they have been, Princess. We wouldn’t change a thing.”

      Mum nodded in agreement. “I won’t lie, darling. Everything is about to alter, significantly.”

      “Mum,” I exclaimed. “You’re supposed to be helping.”

      “If you let me finish, I will help.”

      She reached out a palm and placed it over my flat abdomen.

      Not fucking flat for long

      “Your life is about to be filled with more happiness than I can expect you to understand right now. But trust me, once you hold your baby in your arms, all the fear will disappear, and your heart will expand so wide, you’ll think it’s going to burst.”

      “But how will I work? I can’t exactly rebuild a car with a baby strapped to my back.” I glanced at Dad as if I expected him to have all the answers. “You know how much I love my job, Dad. I’ve worked damned hard to be taken seriously and then bam! The little woman has to give it all up to take care of the kid.”

      Mum chuckled. “Oh, Paisley, you’ve always loved a bit of over-exaggeration. Lots of mother’s work. You’ll figure it out. Hire a nanny. It’s not like you don’t have the money—and for that you should be grateful. Plenty of other women have it much tougher.”

      “I agree with your mum,” Dad said. “We’ll work it out. I’ve heard your boss is pretty flexible.” He waggled his eyebrows, bringing a watery smile to my face. I had to admit, Mum a point. A very valid one. But as I chewed on her wise words, the real reason for my over-the-top-reaction to my pregnancy bubbled to the surface.

      “What if Jared leaves me?”

      Dad snorted. “He better hadn’t if he wants to live.”

      Mum’s response was much more measured. She inclined her head, then reached out and tenderly cupped my cheek. “My darling girl, that will never happen. He adores you.”

      “Yeah, me. Adores me. Not me plus one.” I pushed my bangs out of my eyes. “We haven’t even discussed having kids. What if he’s furious that I wasn’t more careful?”

      Mum arched a brow. “Because birth control is the woman’s job, yes?”

      I blew out a breath. “I didn’t say that.”

      “Good, because I brought you up better than that. You and Jared are solid. Talk to him. He’ll understand. I bet he won’t be able to contain his excitement.”

      “Of course he’ll understand,” Dad said with an edge to his tone that made it clear Jared could lose a very important part of his anatomy if his reaction was anything other than delighted.

      I hoped they were right.
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      “I swear your swing is getting worse, not better.”

      Noah showed me the finger, then lined up his six-iron ready to take his shot. He misfired, sending the golf ball sailing into the nearby lake.

      “I fucking hate this game,” he said, slamming the golf club into his bag while I struggled to suppress my laughter at his apoplexy.

      “No, you don’t. You love it. You’re the reason we’re here. I’d have been perfectly happy to go lie on a beach in Marbella and drink beer.”

      “And eye up the ladies,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.

      I shook my head. “Not for me. I already live with the most beautiful woman in the world.”

      Noah made a pretense of shoving his fingers down his throat, but I knew he was faking it. He adored Paisley, and she fiercely loved and protected him like the brother she never had.

      I threw my arm around his shoulder. “How about we go get a drink?”

      Noah grinned. “First sensible thing you’ve said all weekend.”

      We packed up our clubs and jumped in the buggy. Ten minutes later we arrived at the clubhouse. I bought a round of drinks and left Noah checking his phone to slip off and call Paisley. I’d enjoyed this weekend, and I loved spending time with my best friend, especially as I didn’t see a lot of him, but I missed my girl. Our professional lives were so entwined that we rarely spent time apart, and I was feeling the pull. I couldn’t wait to fly home in the morning.

      I found a quiet part of the lounge and put in the call.

      “Hey, Pixie Ley,” I said when she answered, brightening the second I heard her voice. “Christ, I’ve missed you. Everything okay?”

      “Yes.” Her breath hitched and I could have sworn a sob escaped from her throat. “No. Can you please come home?”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, my skin prickling, and a sense of doom spread through my chest and abdomen.

      “Baby, what’s the matter?”

      “I can’t tell you over the phone. Not like this. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say anything until I saw you. Please tell Noah I’m sorry for dragging you back early.”

      “Paise, are you sick?”

      A pause, one that caused a great hole to bore through my stomach. She’d been perfectly fine when I left on Friday—forty-eight hours ago. What could have gone wrong so quickly?

      She drew in a ragged breath. “No, I’m not sick.”

      The line fell silent. All I could hear was her steady breathing. “Talk to me, baby, please,” I said softly. “You’re scaring the shit out of me.”

      “Just come home,” she said, her voice barely audible.

      “Okay. Hang tight. I’m on my way. I love you.”

      She didn’t say it back, just whispered, “Bye”, and cut the call.

      Fuck. I had a real bad feeling about this. Paisley was a force of nature. Nothing got her down. I’d sensed a note of despair in her tone, and that worried me more than I wanted to admit.

      It was going to be a long flight home.

      “Noah,” I barked, cocking my head. “We’ve gotta go.”

      I spun on my heel and strode into the parking lot. By the time Noah had caught up, I’d already got the engine on our rental car started.

      “What the fuck’s the matter?”

      I reversed out of the space and floored the gas, the back end of the car fishtailing as I joined the roadway.

      “Jesus, Jared,” Noah said, gripping the door handle. “Slow down.”

      “There’s something wrong with Paisley. We need to get to the hotel, pack our stuff, and try to get an early flight back to London.”

      Noah’s face creased in worry. “What do you mean there’s something wrong?”

      I shook my head. “That’s the limit of my knowledge. She asked me to come home early. Said she didn’t want to tell me over the phone.” I shot him a sideways glance. “I’m shitting myself. What if something’s very wrong?”

      Noah looked as concerned as me. “Let’s not panic yet. This is Paisley we’re talking about. She has a tendency to lean toward drama.”

      I almost punched him. I would have if what he said wasn’t accurate. But something about this particular situation was different. Normally, I’d put it down to a regular Paisley flip-out over something as simple as the fact she burned the pancakes. Not this time. I knew my girl, and there’d been an undertone in her voice. Whatever she had to tell me had her seriously concerned.

      “And get us there in one piece, yeah?” Noah said as I took a turn on the fast side. “You’re not on the track now.”

      I ignored him, my mind racing, running scenarios of what might have caused Paisley to call me home.

      The second I pulled into a parking space in front of the hotel, I dashed inside and ran up the stairs. I haphazardly threw my clothes into a suitcase, fastened it, and hauled it outside. Banging on Noah’s door, I shouted, “Hurry up. I’ll go down to the lobby and check us out.”

      I didn’t wait for his reply.

      As I waited for the receptionist to finalize my folio, I rang the airline. They didn’t have any seats available, but they did manage to book us on a flight with another airline leaving in two hours. That would get me home at seven this evening, five and a half hours from now. Not ideal, but I couldn’t exactly teleport.

      I glowered at Noah when he finally showed his face. “About time,” I groused. “I got us new flights.”

      “Then we’d better get a shift on,” Noah said, cutting in front of me and striding outside.

      “Jackass,” I muttered, following.

      The next few hours were among the worst of my life. Time dragged, each second a dagger to my chest. As soon as we disembarked, I ran, dodging through the crowds, my cap pulled low over my eyes in case any journalists spotted me. If they tried to snap a photo, or ask me a question today, I was likely to throw a punch, and Paisley did not need me ass in jail. She needed my ass at home.

      We got lucky with the traffic, and forty-five minutes after leaving Heathrow, the taxi pulled up outside my apartment block. I shot Noah an apologetic look.

      “Bud, sorry to do this to you, but can you check into a hotel tonight?”

      He grinned. “Already booked my room. The penthouse suite at the Ritz. I told them to charge you.”

      I laughed, despite the anxiety slicking my palms with sweat. “I owe you at least that for fucking you around.”

      “Nah, it’s all good, bro.” He gave me a shove. “Go see Paise. Give her my love. And call me when you can.”

      The elevator ride up to our floor took an interminable amount of time, although in reality, it traveled at the same speed as always. Only my anxious state made it appear slower.

      I pressed my thumbprint against the pad beside the door, and the locks popped open. Pushing open the door, I strode inside. “Paisley?”

      She appeared from where she’d been lying down on the couch, and the second she saw me, her face crumpled. She launched across the room and threw herself into my arms.

      “Hey now,” I soothed, stroking circles on her back. “Talk to me, Pixie Ley.”

      She hugged me tighter, her face burrowed into my neck. She trembled in my arms, her reaction sending my unease stratospheric. I let her have her moment, then gripped her wrists and removed them from around my neck. I held them at her sides and took a step back.

      “I need you to tell me what’s going on, Paise. I’m fucking freaking out over here.”

      She bit her lip, her gaze troubled.

      “I’m so sorry, Jared. I’m pregnant.”
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      I barely took a breath as I waited for disappointment, disbelief, and maybe even anger to cross Jared’s face. Bombshell dropped. Now I waited to see whether I should run for cover.

      He cupped my face, his thumbs brushing my cheeks. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Positive.”

      He whooped and swung me into his arms, whirling me around the room. “You, my little Pixie, are fucking wonderful.” He set me on the floor, then pulled me to him, his mouth covering mine in a kiss full of reverence and adoration.

      All my fears scattered on the winter’s breeze, Jared’s enthusiastic response dispelling every ounce of fear that had dogged me since I found out first thing this morning. I wrapped my arms around his neck and sank into the familiarity of his lips roving over mine. Three years on and while the intense burn of our passion in the early days had cooled, I still wanted him desperately. Hence my initial panic that a baby would destroy us. Clearly, Jared disagreed.

      “How?” he asked when he’d finished thoroughly kissing me.

      Never one to pass up an opportunity to focus on the lighter side of life, I arched a brow. “If you don’t know, then I can’t help you.”

      He gave me one of those adorable looks where his lips pinched to the side, and his eyes told a tale only I could decipher.

      “A comment like that will earn you a place over my knee, Pixie Ley. Pregnant or not.”

      I allowed a shiver to run through my body. “Promise promises.”

      He moved fast, faster than I could run. He caught me around the waist, then tossed me over his shoulder and marched over to the couch. I giggled uncontrollably as Jared plunked himself down, flipped me over, yanked up my dress, pulled down my underwear, and playfully smacked my rear end. Once. Twice. A third time. I laughed so hard I got the hiccups.

      He righted me, lifting me astride his lap. His hands slid up my thighs, his thumbs rubbing in circles, his hot gaze locked on mine, all signs of mirth gone.

      “For three years, you’ve brought so much happiness to my life, and now you give me this gift. I’m speechless, Paise. How many weeks along are you?”

      “Six, I think. I’ll need to go to the doctor to get a proper test done.”

      He nodded. “We’ll call tomorrow and get the first available appointment.”

      I swallowed, a multitude of emotions rushing through me. Chuffed at Jared’s impassioned reaction to my news, yet panic-stricken at the number of obstacles ahead of us. “I’m scared,” I whispered.

      He slipped one hand around the back of my neck and pulled me in for a brief kiss. “Me too, Ley. But we’ll figure it out, together.”

      His ecstatic response had given me pause to whether I should voice my fears relating to my beloved work. But Jared and I didn’t have secrets. That was our superpower.

      “What about my career, though?” I asked, hating the selfish light asking that question put me under. “I’ve worked so hard, Jared. The thought of giving it all up…” My voice trailed off, and my eyes slid away from his. I didn’t want to witness his pity.

      “Ley?”

      I kept my gaze on the floor. “Yeah?”

      “Look at me.”

      I slowly raised my head. Instead of pity, I saw concern.

      “You can have it all, Ley. I’ll make sure of it.”

      I sighed. “No one gets to have it all.”

      He leaned in, brushing his lips over mine. “You will be the exception.” He stood with my legs still hooked over his hips. Damn, the man had strong thighs. All those lunges, and squats, and wall sits sure paid off.

      He started walking.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To bed. It’s been a long two nights without you beside me.”

      Using his elbow to open the door, he toed it open, kicking it closed behind him. He knew I liked the door closed. Weird, considering we were alone, but it felt more intimate that way. Laying me down on the bed, he dug his phone out of his pocket, tapped the screen, and soft music filled the silence.

      He crawled onto the bed and lay on his side, tracing a fingertip down the front of my dress.

      “I like these buttons.” He fixed his gaze on my chest. Using his thumb and forefinger, he slowly unfastened each one. The material parted. He slipped a finger inside the lace cup of my bra and brushed my nipple. “I wonder if your tits will get bigger,” he mused.

      I rolled my eyes. “Men. One track mind.”

      He grinned unashamedly. “I like tits. All men like tits. If I was a woman for a day, I wouldn’t get anything done. I’d just play with them for hours.”

      I laughed. “You play with mine for hours.”

      “This is true.”

      He flipped out my boobs and bent his head, sucking one of my nipples into his mouth, his large rough hand kneading the other. I groaned at the familiar connection between my upper and lower body. My inner muscles clenched, and a fluttering sensation filled my belly. I arched my back and Jared took the opportunity to flick open my bra clasp. I shifted to allow him to remove my dress and slip the bra straps down my arms.

      Straddling me, he eased down my panties. And then he just sat there, legs astride mine, his burning gaze tracking over every inch of me. Goose bumps skittered down my arms at his ardent appraisal.

      “You still take my breath away, Ley. I could fuck you for hours.”

      “Better get your fill now, hotshot. Soon I’ll be fat and ugly, and you’ll spend all your time down the pub.”

      I’d meant it to come out with in a teasing tone. Instead, my words were underlined in bitterness.

      Jared eyes flared, a hint of anger burgeoning in his irises. “I don’t ever want to hear you talk about yourself in that way again. I love you, Ley. You. Not how you look, or the way you dress, or how flat, or otherwise, your stomach is. Do you hear me?”

      I sucked my bottom lip into my mouth and nodded. “Yes.” It sounded like “No”.

      He canted his head. “Fine. I’ll spend the next seven and a half months showing you.”

      Undressing quickly, he settled between my thighs. He curved his hands around my face and kissed me, slowly at first, his soft lips exploring, tasting, savoring. Then his passion exploded into a blistering furnace. My toes curled as he ravaged my mouth, demanding I return his intense fervor.

      He left my lips on a groan and moved down my body, his lips touching, tasting, exploring. Lingering over my midriff, he gazed at my abdomen with a sense of wonder.

      “You’re going to be a terrific mom,” he murmured, his voice so full of reverence tears pricked my eyes.

      Blinking furiously, for the first time I allowed my imagination to roam. I pictured Jared holding our child, watching as he comforted them when they cried, listening to their laughter when he blew raspberries on their rounded bellies. The way their eyes would light up the second he walked into the room—as mine did.

      Jared’s tongue circling my clit brought me back to the present with a euphoric jerk. I moaned, my hips bowing off the bed. He slipped his hands beneath me and clutched my arse, tilting me further, allowing him greater access.

      I gasped as he pushed his tongue inside. Heat. So much heat. My hands burrowed into his hair, and I fisted the soft strands.

      A swell grew inside me. Not yet. I forced myself to relax. If I clenched now, I’d come.

      It made no difference. All the angst of the past twelve hours culminated in a physical release, an upsurge that spiraled outward and sent a warmth to the tips of my fingers and the ends of my toes.

      “Oh god,” I moaned. “Jesus, fuck.”

      I felt Jared smile, his lips still connected to my most private part. He crawled up my body and kissed me, allowed me to taste myself.

      I wrapped my legs around his back, tilting my pelvis against his cock. I rocked back and forth, rubbing my slick folds against him, coating him in my desire.

      “Christ,” he muttered, feathering kisses over my face, my neck.

      I drew a ragged, juddering breath into compressed lungs, recovering from the intensity of my orgasm. Jared always took me from naught to sixty in three seconds flat. Gripping his butt, I urged him on. We could take our time later. He said he’d show me how much he loved me. I needed him keep doing that.

      He caught my urgency and pushed inside. My body welcomed him, widening to the familiar feeling of his cock inside me.

      Laying his arms either side of my head, his intense gaze never averted from mine as his erection slid in and out. “I love you. You, Ley,” he repeated.

      I traced my hands down his sides. “I know.”

      “Do you, though?” he asked, keeping his pace steady, even as we conversed.

      My throat tightened at the doubt in his voice. Doubt I’d put there. I lifted my head and kissed him. “I do.”

      Relief swam in his eyes, and he thrusts faster, shifting his pelvis to brush against my clit on every push forward.

      “Christ, you’re good at this,” I groaned as another enormous wave began deep in my abdomen, growing in magnitude at an exponential rate. I wriggled my hips, searching for more friction, impatience to get to the finish line driving me on.

      He smiled. “You’ve always been great for my ego.”

      Reaching between our bodies, he pressed his thumb hard on my clit. He knew what I needed, and he gave it to me. My body detonated, and a shudder swept through me. A tingling sensation spread through my legs along with a lightness that made me feel like I was floating above my body.

      Jared plunged into me several times more, then found his own release. He buried his face in my neck, muttering in my ear how much he adored me, how he always would.

      I couldn’t believe I’d ever doubted him.
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      I nestled my hands beneath my head and watched as Paisley slept, her chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm, her breathing soft and even.

      My girl thought she’d have to give up everything she’d worked so damned hard for. And I’d promised her that wouldn’t happen. All I now needed was a solution that I didn’t have—yet.

      Throwing back the covers, I picked up my phone off the nightstand and padded out of the room, quietly closing the door behind me to make sure I didn’t wake her. I needed time alone to work through the possibilities. There had to be a way she could have her cake and eat it.

      I made a coffee and mooched over to the window, looking out at the bright London lights, the city I’d made my home since leaving IndyCar racing in America and joining the European-based world of Formula One racing. I’d conquered IndyCar, winning every title possible, and Formula One had given me a new challenge, one I’d coveted. And I’d succeeded here, too, with two World Championships under my belt in the last three years.

      As a boy, I’d dreamed of escaping the abject poverty I’d grown up in, but even in my wildest dreams as that young man who’d cleaned car windshields at the stoplight, and fetched groceries for elderly neighbors to earn a buck, did I ever imagine this would become my life.

      When was enough, well, enough?

      My phone dinged with a text. I glanced at the screen. Noah.

      Everything ok? Txt me.

      I wasn’t ready to share the news yet. For one, I hadn’t discussed that important decision with Paisley, and secondly, my parents should be the first to know. I wondered if Paisley had told Jack and her mom. She hadn’t mentioned it, but I’d be surprised if she hadn’t, especially as I’d been away when she’d taken the test. She was so close to her parents I’d expect her to reach out to them for support.

      I cursed the timing of my trip with Noah. I wouldn’t have gone if I’d had any idea what Paisley was going through, alone.

      I texted Noah, reassuring him all was fine and that I’d see him tomorrow. He was flying back to America on Tuesday, which meant I’d either need to call my parents—who were in California—tomorrow afternoon and then tell Noah, or drop in the news on the drive to the airport. Just imagining his face brought a smile to my lips. Before I met Paisley, I guess you could call me a player. I certainly hadn’t been short of female company. And now, three years later, I was in a happy, committed relationship and had a baby on the way.

      Everyone grows up eventually.

      The answer to Paisley’s conundrum hit me in a rush of elation. I had grown up, and that meant compromise, sacrifice, putting the woman I loved before myself.

      Confident I’d carved out a solution, albeit one I’d have to talk to Jack about, I vowed to go see him first thing tomorrow. I finished my coffee and returned to bed. Paisley had rolled over, her back to me. I snuggled under the covers and wrapped my arm around her, settling my palm on her stomach. She made a keening noise, then sighed contentedly in her sleep.

      I closed my eyes and drifted off with my girl safely in my arms.

      The next morning, I woke alone. Paisley’s side of the bed was still warm, meaning she couldn’t have been up long. I pulled on a pair of sweatpants and sauntered into the living room. Paisley was sitting at the dining table nursing a cup of coffee and reading the morning paper. She greeted me with a smile that did funny things to my insides. I crossed over to her and kissed the top of her head.

      “Have you seen this?” she said, indicating the newspaper.

      I arched a brow. “Unless I read it in my sleep, no.”

      She stuck out her tongue in response to my teasing. “Jordan racing have signed the first woman driver. Sofia Flores.” She fist-pumped the air. “About fucking time. Women rule.”

      I leaned over her shoulder to scan the article. Sofia Flores was the current Formula Three world champion, a feeder route into Formula One, the pinnacle of motor racing.  There had been rumors that a couple of the teams were looking at her for a seat next season, but nothing concrete—until now. But everyone had assumed one of the smaller teams would sign her. An Australian billionaire had recently taken over Jordan racing, and he’d sunk a ton of cash into hiring the best from the team principal right down to the most junior mechanic. Alexander Coutinho, their number one driver, was tipped to win the championship next season, although Jack wouldn’t give up his hard fought for number one spot that easily.

      Nor would me or Tate.

      “She’s a good racer,” I said, meandering into the kitchen to pour a cup of coffee. “She’s worked hard and deserves her spot.”

      “I agree. She’ll give you boys a run for your money.”

      I nodded. “I don’t doubt it for a second.”

      She folded the paper and pushed it across the table. “Jared, I need to tell you something.”

      I sat next to her, reaching for a coaster for my cup. “It’s twins,” I said, grinning.

      Her eyes widened. “Don’t even fucking joke, mister.”

      I laughed and held my hands in the air in mock surrender. “Hit me with it, then.”

      She nibbled her lip and picked at her thumbnail rather than look at me.

      “I’m sorry, but I kind of told my parents about the baby.” She lifted her eyes to mine. “I should have told you first, but I panicked. And then I started thinking all these crazy thoughts like you might leave me, or you wouldn’t want me anymore, or you’d accuse me of forgetting to take the pill or that I’d tricked you into being a father before we’d even discussed whether we wanted kids. And none of that is true. You know that, right? I would never do anything so awful.”

      I could have interrupted after her first sentence, but I let her get it all out.

      “Finished?”

      She blinked rapidly. “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      I rose from my chair and thoroughly kissed her. Show not tell. That had been my promise to her last night, and this was my way of keeping that promise.

      I straightened, then traced her cheek with my fingertips. “Better?”

      She heaved a deep sigh. “You’re not mad?”

      I retook my seat, a tinge of frustration in my expression. “Why the hell would I be mad? Of course you’d talk to your parents about something so momentous, Ley. I’d be more surprised if you hadn’t. You’re incredibly close to them, and I wasn’t here, and if you really were worrying as much as you say, then it’s perfectly normal to reach out to them for reassurance.” I inclined my head. “Are they pleased?”

      She nodded. “Absolutely thrilled. Dad might even give you a raise.”

      I laughed. “We should go and see them together. Or invite them over here for dinner one night this week.”

      “Good idea. I’ll call Mum later today. Maybe they could here on Wednesday after Noah’s flight leaves.” She clapped a hand to her mouth. “Oh god, Noah. I ruined his weekend, too. I’ll have to apologize. Where did he sleep? I feel awful. Tell him to come over for dinner tonight.”

      “Ley.” I clasped her wrist. “It’s all good. If pregnancy has ramped up your alert level to Defcon Ten, it’s going to be a fucking long few months.”

      She shot me an apologetic look. “Sorry.”

      “I’m banning that word. You have nothing to be sorry for. Where’s my feisty ‘I don’t give a shit’ girl disappeared to?”

      She offered up a soft smile. “She’s still here.”

      “Good.” I finished my coffee. “Noah is fine. He stayed in a hotel. I said I’d catch up with him today. And yes, when I see him, I’ll invite him over for dinner tonight. He might as well stay in the hotel, though, given he’s flying home tomorrow.”

      “Don’t tell him,” she said. “Let’s tell him together.”

      “Okay.” I moved behind her and massaged her neck. “I have a few errands to run this morning. Why don’t you take a long soak in the bath, relax, read a book, and I’ll be back in time to take you to lunch.”

      She groaned as I dug my thumbs into her tight muscles. “Sounds like heaven.”

      I hated lying to Ley, but I wanted to run my idea past Jack without getting her hopes up. He might not go for it, in which case, my plan would require a rethink. Knowing how much Jack adored his princess, though, I doubted he’d put any obstacles in my way.

      Drive time to Jack’s was surprisingly swift given the usual fender-to-fender line of traffic permanently clogging up London’s streets. A lot like Los Angeles, my hometown. Some days it could take an hour to travel a mile. Other days, a lightning fast five minutes. Today, I got lucky. Parking up, I crunched through the gravel and knocked on the door. Jack answered, his surprise evident in his furrowed brow and startled expression.

      “Jared. Is everything okay? Is Paisley alright?”

      “She’s fine, Jack. All good. Both her and the baby.” I wanted him to be aware she’d told me the news. “She doesn’t know I’m here. Could we have a quick chat?”

      Jack flashed me an odd look, then stood back and gestured for me to come inside. Bypassing the living room, he led me straight to his study. He indicated for me to take the chair opposite his desk, then he wandered around the other side and sat behind the large oak monstrosity, an antique, so Paisley told me, passed down from Jack’s great-grandfather.

      “Spill, Jared,” Jack said in his inimitable direct manner, one I’d become well accustomed to over the last three years of racing for his Formula One team. “But be warned. If you’re here to tell me you’re unhappy about the pregnancy, I’d advise a different course of action.”

      I laughed. “Fuck off, Jack. I’m thrilled. But Paisley being pregnant does present us with a problem. One I think I have a solution to, if you’ll hear me out.”

      He motioned to me. “Go ahead.”

      I briefed him on my plan. His expression morphed from disbelief to surprise to outright shock as I laid out the details in meticulous fashion.

      “Jesus, Jared, are you sure?” he asked when I’d finished briefing him.

      I nodded. “I’ve never been surer about anything in my life.”

      “Well, fuck if that doesn’t prove how much my daughter means to you.”

      “She means everything.”

      “I believe you.”

      I stood. “Will you come with me to tell her? I think it’s better if we break the news together.”

      Jack grinned. “Coward.”

      On the journey back to my apartment, we ironed out a few minor details to ensure we were on the same page. I couldn’t call Paisley’s reaction. As time passed, I thought a few regrets might start to creep in, but no, I stood firm in my decision. I’d never felt so certain about anything in my life.

      I opened the door to my apartment to find the living space empty. “Ley?” I called out.

      On reflection, I should have added that I had her dad in tow. I didn’t. Hence when Paisley shouted, “Get ready, hotshot”, and tottered out of our bedroom wearing a cherry-red teddy and four-inch heels we all gasped. Jack immediately spun around, muttering under his breath, probably along the lines of how he was going to have my balls chewed off by disease-ridden rats.

      “Oh crap,” I mumbled.

      “Fucking hell, Jared!” Paisley expelled, darting behind the door. She slammed it hard enough to crack the drywall and pop out a window or two.

      Silence filled the air, each passing second growing more painful than the last.

      “Drink, Jack?” Ignoring what just happened was probably for the best.

      “No,” Jack barked. “I’d like a box of fucking matches so I can set fire to my eyeballs.”

      “I’d better go see her,” I said, heat creeping up the back of my neck.

      Jack simply glared at me with utter disdain.

      This is going swimmingly.

      I slipped inside our bedroom to find Paisley pulling on a pair of jeans and a thick sweater.

      “You are fucking dead. Dead,” she railed. “I’ll never be able to look Dad in the face again.”

      I should have diffused the situation, shared calming platitudes heavily laced with apologies.

      Instead, I doubled over laughing.

      Incandescent, Paisley planted her hands on her hips. “Jared! It is not funny.”

      Trying to catch my breath between fits of laugher, I managed to croak, “It kind of is.”

      The more I laughed, the angrier she became. “No more sex for you, jackass,” she hissed.

      “We’ll see if you still feel like that when your dad and I have told you our plan for you to keep working when the baby comes.”

      Her anger dissipated in an instant, replaced with a hopefulness that tugged at my heartstrings. Ley’s career meant everything to her, and the fact I could give her this gift when her life had been unexpectedly turned upside down, meant the world to me.

      “What plan?”

      I held out my hand. “Let’s go see your dad.”

      She shook her head violently. “I can’t,” she wailed. “He virtually saw my tits thanks to you.”

      My lips twitched, resulting in a sharp poke in the chest.

      “If you laugh one more time, I swear, you will pay a heavy price, mister.”

      I bit back a chuckle. “It wasn’t that revealing.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are you actually fucking with me right now?”

      I leaned in. “Not fucking with you, but I’ll definitely fuck you once he’s gone. You know how turned on I get when you lose your shit. Just change back into that outfit first, and we’re golden.”

      A growl sounded from deep in her throat. “You are infuriating.”

      “But hot,” I said with an eyebrow waggle.

      “Ugh.”

      She shoved past me and strode outside with me on her heels.

      “Hi, Dad,” she said breezily, crossing the room to give him a hug.

      To his credit, Jack acted completely normally, wrapping her up in a warm embrace. “Hey, Princess.” He fired a glance my way. “You got off remarkably lightly, Jared. I expected you to stagger out with a knife between your shoulder blades.”

      I grinned. “She loves me.”

      Paisley snorted.

      I sauntered over and slipped my arm around her waist, testing the water. She leaned in, and I knew she’d forgiven me already.

      “What’s this master plan then?” she said, perching on the edge of a stool at the breakfast bar.

      I looked at Jack. He gestured for me to begin.

      “Okay, so work wise, as you get bigger, it’ll be difficult for you to carry on in your current role.”

      “Brilliant,” Paisley cut in. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      I rolled my eyes at her interjection. “If you shut up for five minutes, I just might.”

      Jack chuckled. “Brave. Or stupid.”

      Paisley folded her arms across her chest. “Go on then.”

      I pulled out a stool and sat next to her. “After you’ve had the baby, and you’ve completed the maternity leave that you’re entitled to which, I estimate, takes us through this season and to the beginning of next…” I took a deep breath. “You return to work and I take care of our baby.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “How will that work? I mean we can get a nanny for part of the day, but you and I both work insane hours, Jared, especially during race weekends. What nanny will agree to an eighteen-hour shift pattern? If it were that simple, I’d have come up with that solution myself.”

      I turned to Jack. “You raised a beautiful, intelligent, funny, but fucking annoying daughter, Jack.”

      “Hey,” Paisley said, butting my shoulder with her palm.

      “Let me put it another way,” I said. “After this season, I’m retiring from racing.”
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      I stared at Jared, open-mouthed, shot a glance at Dad, then returned my gaze to Jared. “You can’t be serious?”

      “Deadly serious,” Jared insisted. “I’ll be thirty-one next year which means I’ve been doing this for fifteen years. Time to look at other opportunities. I’ve already spoken to your dad, obviously, and he supports my decision. That doesn’t mean I’m taking my foot off the gas this year. There’s only one way to retire, and that’s as World fucking Champion.”

      “But… but… you love racing.”

      He hitched a shoulder. “I love you more.”

      My insides went to mush. “Dad?” I asked tentatively.

      “I’m with Jared, Princess. Don’t get me wrong, I’m very unhappy about losing a top driver, but delighted that I’ll still have one of my best mechanics on the team. Jared will be difficult to replace, though.” Dad fired a cheeky grin at him. “But not impossible.”

      “Thanks,” Jared muttered.

      For all their gruff, manly shit, Dad and Jared adored each other. They might have had a rocky beginning, but the ending was a solid bromance.

      “You’re welcome,” Dad said. “So, Princess, what are your thoughts?”

      I nibbled on my lip. “I think I’d like to talk to Jared alone if that’s alright with you.”

      “Sure, sure.” Dad hugged me tightly. “Call your mother tomorrow. She worries.”

      “I will.”

      I saw Dad out, then shut the door and sagged against it. “Why didn’t you talk to me about this before going to Dad?”

      “Because your father is my boss, Ley, and if I’m quitting, then he deserves to know.”

      “And I’m your girlfriend, your partner, the soon-to-be mother of your child. You should have talked it through with me.”

      He sighed deeply, his annoyance at the cold water I’d poured on his special surprise palpable. “I just want you to be happy, Ley, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen.”

      “Including giving up your own happiness?”

      He flattened his lips. “That’s not what I’m doing.”

      “Then answer me this. If I wasn’t pregnant, would you still be retiring next season?”

      Biting the inside of his cheek, his dark gaze settled on mine. “No.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “Then don’t do it!”

      He strode toward me and gripped my upper arms, giving me a shake. “For Christ’s sake, Ley. Stop being a fucking hero, or playing the martyr, or whatever the shit this is. You told me you wanted to keep your job after the baby comes. I’ve made that happen.” He let me go, raking a hand through his hair. “What the fuck do you want from me?”

      I burst into tears.

      Goddamn hormones.

      His face crumpled, and he threw his arms around me, holding my cheek against his chest, stroking my hair as he murmured sweet nothings in my ear.

      “I just want you to be happy, Ley. If you’re happy, I’m happy. It’s that simple for me. I’ve conquered the racing world. Won every accolade going. By continuing, all that happens is I add to my tally. There aren’t any mountains left to conquer.” He cupped my face and tilted back my head, giving me no choice other than to meet his eyes. “Let me do this for you. For me.” He placed a hand over my stomach. “For our baby.”

      I gulped in a lungful of air, my tears receding. The sacrifice he was willing to make on my behalf humbled me, stole my breath, sent tingles through my chest.

      “I’m the luckiest girl in the world.”

      He kissed my swollen, salty lips. “We’re the perfect match.”
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      The familiar smell of engine grease and oil filled my nostrils even from my vantage point at the back of the garage. I waved at Angus, my boss and head of our mechanical engineering team. He returned the gesture, far too busy to come and chat when we were this close to the start of the race.

      The crowds had gathered in their tens of thousands, a sea of blue-and-red Nash Racing flags mingled with the yellow-and-green of Jordan Racing. The last race of the season was always well attended, but this year even more so. Jared’s ardent fans had turned out in droves to bid goodbye to a driver they’d taken to their hearts when he arrived as a rookie from America over four years ago.

      And he’d go out as World Champion having taken the title at the Brazilian Grand Prix two weeks ago. Abu Dhabi was a chance to celebrate all he’d achieved and to look to the future as a family of three.

      It wouldn’t be easy juggling everything. I’d had a taste of it the last two races. Traveling with a seventeen-week-old baby required meticulous planning—and I was luckier than most. I had help. Tons of it. My racing family had rallied round to help the second I’d broken the news about the bundle of joy we were expecting. I’d worked right up to the beginning of my third trimester, going out on a high at the Barcelona Grand Prix when it was obvious Jared was well on his way to winning his third World Championship.

      I’d missed all this, though. Desperately. I couldn’t wait for the start of next season. To once again get stuck in to rebuilding a car after a smash, to feel the weight of a spanner in my hand, to have Angus point out I had a dirty great oil streak up my face—and then laugh as he broke the news it had been there for the last few hours.

      “Hey, Paise.”

      Madison Brady, Tate Flynn’s fiancé, sidled up alongside me. We hugged and kissed. Not air kisses, but proper “sister from another mister” kisses. I adored Madison. Over the last few years we’d grown extremely close. At least Tate was staying on racing for Dad, for a year or two at least, which meant I’d still see plenty of her.

      “Where’s my angel?” Madison asked.

      I laughed. “Penny is with him.” Penny was our nanny, and an absolute diamond. A real find who’d fitted into our family with ease. “And let me tell you, he wasn’t an angel at four a.m. this morning.”

      “Aww, but he’s so cute. I can’t wait to squeeze his chubby cheek and breathe in that gorgeous baby smell.”

      I nudged her arm. “Someone sounds broody.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Let me get the wedding out of the way first.”

      “How’s it coming along?”

      She expelled a deep sigh. “It was going swimmingly until yours truly decided benevolence should win out over animosity. And now I think I’ve made a huge mistake.”

      I wrinkled my nose, confused. “Why? What have you done?”

      “I invited Tate’s parents to the wedding. Y’know, in the spirit of forgiveness and all that. I didn’t expect them to accept.”

      “But they did?”

      She nodded. “And now they’ve asked us over to their mausoleum—sorry, I mean home—for dinner.”

      I chuckled. “Oh dear.” Tate didn’t see much of his parents. They weren’t nice people. “When’s that?”

      “Next weekend.” She groaned. “Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck,” I called after her as she wandered off to find Tate before he zoned out ready for the race.

      Slipping out the back, I wandered back to the motorhome. I’d love to watch the race from the garage, but I didn’t want Theo breathing in all those fumes, and despite having Penny on standby, I took my motherly duties seriously. She was there to assist, not to bring up my son on my behalf. Besides, I wanted Theo and me to watch his dad’s last race together. It would be a lovely anecdote to tell him when he was old enough to understand.

      I crept inside, hoping not to wake my sweet baby boy. He’d been fast asleep an hour ago, and given his lack of rest during the night, he needed to catch up.

      “How is he?” I whispered to Penny.

      “Lights out,” she grinned. “Not a peep.”

      I theatrically swiped at my brow. “Phew.” I leaned over his basinet and marveled at the gorgeous little human Jared and I had created. He reminded me so much of Jared. Every day he changed, bringing new wonder into our lives. Considering how freaked out I’d been at the beginning of my pregnancy, I couldn’t imagine my life without this adorable bundle who’d brought a richness to our lives neither of us could ever have imagined.

      “You can head off if you like,” I said to Penny with a knowing look. Penny had recently started up a relationship with one of the pit crew in Dad’s racing team. He was fairly new to us, but so far, he seemed like a stand-up guy.

      “Are you sure?” she asked, a gleam of hope lighting her eyes.

      “Positive. Although he’ll be too busy to talk to you,” I warned.

      “That’s okay,” she said, ducking her head to hide the tinge of pink coloring her cheeks. “I just like to watch him work.”

      I know the feeling.

      Sadness crept into my heart. This would be the last time I’d ever see Jared behind the wheel of a Formula One car. His talent took my breath away, and despite his assurances, he didn’t fool me. I knew he’d miss it. But I also knew he wouldn’t lie to me. If his decision to allow me to return to work and for him to take a backseat was making him unhappy, he’d talk to me about it. Whenever I brought it up, he would reiterate his firm commitment to the decision.

      I flicked on the TV, immediately muting it to avoid disturbing Theo. The cars were surrounded by mechanics, and press swarmed everywhere. And then they cleared out leaving twenty-two cars on the grid. My gaze immediately slid to Jared in pole position, Tate alongside him in second place. Tension flooded my chest. The start of the race was the most exciting, but also posed the greatest danger of accidents occurring.

      They set off on their parade lap, an organized warm-up where no overtaking or racing of any kind was allowed. Two minutes later, they filed up at the start. My pulse rocketed, my heart thumping against my ribcage.

      Five red lights appeared on the gantry. They’d count down from five to zero, and then the race would officially begin. The cars revved their engines, ready to drop the hammer, hit the gas, and hopefully get a jump start on your opponents.

      As the last light went out, Jared launched forward. I shuffled to the edge of the couch, nibbling on my fingernails and muttering under my breath. Come on. Come on.

      He made it safely into the first corner, and by the end of the lap, he already had a one-second lead over Tate.

      I relaxed. The worst was over.

      Less than one hour and forty minutes later, Jared crossed the finish line in first place. I stuffed my fist into my mouth in case I yelled and woke Theo. Pride swelled my chest as I watched Jared pump the air. Despite winning the World Championship last week, he’d wanted to go out on a high.

      After coasting the car into Parc Fermé, where all the cars were funneled after the race, Jared leaped out of the cockpit and threw himself at Devon, his race engineer. The rest of the team piled in, hugging and clapping him on the back.

      Tears pooled in my eyes, blurring my vision. I blinked to clear it. I didn’t want to miss a single moment.

      Theo stirred beside me, then whimpered. I picked him up and cradled him, pacing up and down as I watched Jared go through the formalities of the weigh in. His hair clung to his scalp, the effort of controlling a powerful beast for so long sapping every ounce of energy. Those who didn’t understand racing thought it was easy, but these guys were seriously fit. Jared worked out for hours in the gym every week.

      Not that I was complaining.

      He disappeared from view, but seconds later jogged out onto the podium and took his place on the top spot. The American national anthem rang out. Jared placed his hand over his heart, his lips moving as he sang along. His eyes shone with every emotion possible. God, I wanted to hold him, to kiss him, to tell him how much I loved him, but it would be a while before that happened. He had a gazillion press interviews to do, followed by a team debrief. It would be a few hours before he walked through that door and into my arms.

      Except suddenly there he was, standing in the doorway, exhausted yet exhilarated.

      My hand flew to my mouth, and tears streamed down my face.

      “You did it,” I croaked.

      In two strides, we were in his arms. Me and Theo. He wrapped us both in his embrace, and then his mouth covered mine in a searing kiss that, fortunately, Theo was far too young to understand.

      “I love you, Ley.” He kissed the top of Theo’s head tenderly. “I can’t wait to start our new lives. You, me, and our son.”

      I gazed up at him through my tears. “No regrets?”

      His lips touched mine once more. “Not a single one.”
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      Mum pressed a hand to her chest, tears I’d known would come already clinging to her bottom lashes. She blinked furiously, but then gave up trying to hold them back. Rivers poured down her cheeks, and her eyes softened.

      “Oh, Madison. You look so beautiful. Your dad won’t cope.”

      I grinned, twisting to the right as the seamstress made the last couple of adjustments to my wedding dress. In three weeks, Dad would walk me down the aisle to marry a man I’d spent two years of my life hating with a fiery passion that burned so deep, I thought I’d never escape from my hateful thoughts.

      Yet I had. Tate had won me over, his boyish charm and innate goodness rendering me powerless to resist. The fact he was damn easy on the eye and made me tingle all over every time he came within five feet of me didn’t hurt either.

      “You’ll have to pack extra tissues, Mum.”

      “And you’ll need to make sure he actually lets you go once his part is over. I wouldn’t put it past your dad to try to kidnap you.”

      I laughed. “I think Tate might give chase, and he’s faster than dad in a sprint, I’m sure.”

      “How is Tate coping with all this?” Mum asked. “Is he panicking yet?”

      I shook my head. “About the wedding, no. About the dinner we’re having with his parents this weekend… that’s a different story.”

      Tate’s parents were what I called “special”, a.k.a. two of the coldest, most ghastly people on the planet. Ever since Tate’s elder brother, Cameron, died of leukemia over fifteen years ago, they’d pushed and coerced Tate into a life he hadn’t wanted, albeit one he’d grown to love in time. Yet whatever brilliance he displayed on the track it was never enough. In their eyes, he’d always be the son who wasn’t Cameron.

      Since Tate and I had gotten together, he’d become estranged from his parents. I didn’t blame him for cutting them off, although I didn’t encourage him to continue his vendetta either. Whatever their faults, they were still his mother and father. Which was why I’d come up with the bright—or stupid—idea to invite them to the wedding as a kind of attempt at extending an olive branch, a way of building bridges through a happy event. I’d hate it if something happened to them before he’d even tried to make amends, stripping him of his chance to reconcile, or at least gain some closure for himself.

      When I’d broached the subject to Tate, he’d simply shrugged and said I could invite whoever I wanted, although he doubted they’d come. Imagine his surprise when, not only did they RSVP, but they also added a note asking us to dinner this weekend.

      Ever since that letter arrived, Tate had withdrawn into himself. I didn’t nag him or try to cajole him out of his funk. I just supported him, talking when he wanted to talk, and being quiet when he wanted to reflect. I couldn’t imagine the painful childhood and young adulthood they’d subjected him to, but I’d witnessed their callous parenting for myself the very first time Tate had taken me to meet them. It had ended with his mother slapping me across the face in front of a room full of guests, and Tate declaring he wanted nothing more to do with them.

      That was more than three years ago, and Tate had seen them once since then, when his mother caught pneumonia and spent a week in the hospital. This weekend would constitute the second occasion, and neither of us was looking forward to it. I wondered, though, whether their acceptance of the wedding invitation was the beginning of them realizing they might have lost one son, but they still had another, and a pretty amazing one at that.

      “You’re a good person, Madison,” Mum said, drawing me back to the present. “I, more than most, understand the pain of losing a child, but I will never understand the way that woman treated Tate.”

      “Me either,” I said, my mind wandering to my brother, Dean, who’d died in an illegal streetcar race when he was only nineteen. Yet, unlike Tate’s family, our loss had brought us closer together. “I wish Dean were here.”

      Mum smiled. “He is, love. He’ll watch every step you take up that aisle with love and pride. As will I.”

      I hugged her. “I couldn’t wish for a better mum.”

      “Or me a daughter.”

      After my wedding dress fitter had helped me out of my gown, promising to have the final alterations done for next week, I dressed and took mum to one of her favorite restaurants for lunch. After driving her back home, I called in to the florists to check everything was on track.

      Tate had tried to persuade me to hire a wedding planner, but I’d refused. Mum and I agreed we wanted to organize everything ourselves. Besides, we weren’t having an enormous fancy affair. Despite Tate’s fame through his job as a racing driver for the Nash Formula One team, we’d decided on an intimate wedding. Family, close friends, and Tate’s racing coworkers.

      As I walked back to my car, my phone rang. I fished about in my bag, grinning when I saw the caller. My best friend, and maid of honor, Kaz.

      “Babes, sorry I couldn’t come to your dress fitting today,” she said. “Bloody patients.”

      I laughed. “You don’t mean that. And it’s cool. Final fitting is next week, for both of us.”

      “The fact I’m wearing a dress is testament to how much I adore you,” Kaz said, ever the tomboy. Kaz lived in jeans, T-shirts and sweatpants. Or scrubs when on shift at the hospital. I’d plied her with alcohol before I broke the news that she’d have to wear a full-length coral dress with an off-the-shoulder design. After much grumbling, she’d agreed, and then booked in several sessions with a personal trainer to make sure she had the perfect shoulder line.

      I loved Kaz to bits.

      “And I’m very grateful,” I said, a hint of teasing in my voice.

      “Hmph,” she snorted. “Well, make sure Tate fetches along a few single hotties for me to play with, and I will forgive all.”

      “Message received and understood,” I said. “Poor buggers. I’ll have to warn them about the man-eater on the prowl.”

      “Cheeky cow,” Kaz said.

      “Did you ring only to apologize and then insult me, or was there another reason?”

      “I called to see if you were free for a drink this Saturday. I’m not rostered on this weekend, and I feel like letting my hair down.”

      “I can’t,” I said despondently. “Saturday is when we’re going over to Tate’s parents’ place.”

      “Ohhh yes. Your meeting with the beast from the east and the witch from the west.”

      I laughed again wishing, not for the first time, I could invite Kaz along. She’d give Tate’s mother a run for her money. Not that I was particularly shy in that regard, but considering the last time I saw the woman she belted me, I wasn’t exactly anticipating a warm welcome.

      “Why don’t you come over on Sunday. Then I can update you on what went down.”

      “Sounds good,” Kaz said. “I’ll bring a bottle.”

      I drove home and nosed the car into the underground car park beneath what had originally been Tate’s bachelor pad, but now was our home. He’d suggested we move, find somewhere together, but I loved this apartment on the top floor of one of the most exclusive buildings in Kensington. As I entered the private elevator and punched in the code, I chuckled to myself, recalling the first time I’d arrived unexpectedly at Tate’s place only to be told by the receptionist that I had to be on an approved list to access the elevator, how Tate had watched me on CCTV fizzing as I paced and called Kaz to give me the jerk’s phone number.

      What a difference a few years made.

      “Honey, I’m home,” I singsonged as I strolled into the large open-plan living space. Tate was lounging on the couch watching a rerun of the last race of the season, taking notes of where he might have been able to eke out a few more thousands of a second. He took his work extremely seriously, which was the reason he enjoyed so much success.

      He gestured for me to join him on the couch, then snuggled me into his side and kissed the top of my head. “How did the dress fitting go?”

      “Good. I took Mum for lunch afterward. She’s in her element. Final fitting next week, then we’re done.”

      His thumb brushed my hip, then he burrowed beneath my top, inching the tips of his fingers up my side. “I can’t wait to make you mine.”

      I chuckled. “I’m already yours.”

      “Yeah, I know, but I mean properly mine.”

      “I’m not a possession,” I said, teasing him. He knew I loved it when he showed his dominant, possessive side.

      “Yeah, you are.”

      He moved fast, and before I knew it, he had me beneath him. Caging me with his body, he began a journey that only had one ending. I threw my arms behind my head, gripped the arm of the couch, and hung on for the ride.
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      “Mads, where are my cufflinks. Y’know, the ones Jack gave me last Christmas.”

      Madison padded through from the living room, an eye roll in full swing. She made a beeline for the large dresser over by the window, opened the top drawer, and produced said cufflinks.

      “Men,” she said, passing them to me. “Sometimes you have to actually look.”

      “I did look,” I said in defense, even though I hadn’t. I knew she’d lay her hands on them in three seconds. What was the point in me half-destroying the bedroom in a pointless search?

      “Liar,” she said, slapping my backside as I walked away.

      I spun around, snagged her around the waist, and held her close to me. “Do that again and we’ll be late for dinner.”

      “You wish,” she said, her eyes tracking my face, trying to read my thoughts. She sighed deeply. “We can cancel, you know. They can’t force you to attend. If you truly don’t want to go, then I’ll call and tell them we can’t make it.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t do that. It’s one night. You reached out by sending them a wedding invitation. They reached out by responding and with tonight’s invitation. If we attend and it all goes down the shitter, as I anticipate it will, then no one can accuse us of not trying.”

      “They might have mellowed.”

      I snorted. “You don’t believe that any more than I do.”

      “Then maybe there’s a reason they’ve made this gesture.” She hitched a shoulder. “Only one way to find out.”

      “Yeah. By entering the bowls of hell.”

      She laughed, planting a kiss on my lips. “Hurry up. We’re going to be late.”

      I watched as she left the room, the cobalt-blue knee-length dress she’d chosen for tonight clinging to her like a second skin. I groaned, half in pleasure, half in regret at the lack of time.

      I attached the cufflinks, slipped on my jacket, and gave myself a final once-over, making a mental note of all the things my parents might choose to pick on tonight.

      Don’t you think your hair is a little long, Tate.

      Your father has a razor if you’d like to shave before dinner.

      So, I see that American beat you again this year. You must be relieved he’s retired, although your father and I always thought that the measure of a true champion is beating the best of the best.

      On and on it would go until I’d dig my fingernails into my palms so hard, I’d draw blood. Fuck, I wished Madison hadn’t invited them to our wedding. I’d only agreed she could send an invite because I was certain they wouldn’t want to come. No one had been more shocked than me when the RSVP had arrived.

      I’d made my mind up about one thing, though. If either one of them aimed a single nasty comment in Madison’s direction, that was it. We were out of there.

      “Tate,” Madison called out. “Stop stalling.”

      Madison’s generosity of spirit never failed to amaze me. She’d only met my parents on one occasion, not long after we’d begun dating, and my delightful mother had smacked her around the face hard enough to leave a four-finger imprint on her cheek. Yet although she teased me about my witch of a mother, and I knew her and Kaz, her best friend, had much worse names for her than that, she’d insisted on inviting them, on giving them one more chance at redemption.

      I feared it was much too late.

      I joined her in the living room where she was sitting on the couch fastening the ankle strap on her three-inch heels. When she stood, I allowed my gaze to travel slowly from her feet to her head. Thinking of what I’d do to her when we got home later tonight was the only thing that would help me endure the evening.

      “Stop looking at me like that.”

      I met her eyes, grinning. “Like what?”

      She walked toward me and straightened my collar. “You know what. It’s two hours. We can survive two hours.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” I muttered.

      She curved her hands around my face, her expression concerned. “Tate, I mean it. If you’re finding this so difficult, let’s cancel.”

      I shook my head and forced a smile. “No, you’re right. I need to do this, if only to prove myself right.”

      “They might surprise you.”

      I arched a brow. “You don’t believe that any more than I do.”

      “I don’t know what to believe,” she said. “I admit I’m curious about tonight.”

      “That makes one of us,” I grumbled.

      She gripped my upper arms and gently kissed me. “I’m right here.”

      My chest pulled tight. I’d gotten so damn lucky the day she walked into my life, and I dreaded to think where I’d be if she hadn’t.

      “I love you,” I said.

      “I know,” she replied gently. “Love you right back. Now, let’s go.”

      I chose the new two-seater BMW I’d imported from Germany, needing the challenge of handling a powerful car to detract me from the nightmare evening ahead. Madison kept up a stream of chatter, but even she grew quiet fifteen minutes out from my parents place. As I turned off the road and headed up the winding driveway, a gloom settled over both of us. I cut the engine and climbed out, capturing Madison’s hand as she exited on her side. When she flexed beneath my grip, I realized I was holding her too tightly. I relaxed my hand and shot her an apologetic glimmer of a smile.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered.

      I didn’t get a chance to respond. The large imposing door to my childhood home drew back and a maid I didn’t recognize gave a little bow. I rolled my eyes at the fact my parents were still keeping up with that pretentious crap. Anyone would think they were part of the British royal family.

      My mother certainly thought of herself as a fucking Queen.

      “Mr. Flynn, Ms. Brady, do come in.”

      She padded quietly across the vast hallway, but instead of leading us to the drawing room where my mother liked to entertain guests, she headed in the opposite direction, toward my parents’ private quarters. She stopped outside what used to be a formal living room, a cold, dark space that, as a child, I’d imagined housed monsters under the couch.

      Standing back, the maid gestured for us to enter.

      I took a deep breath, pushed open the door, and strode through. Surprise hit me in the chest. Instead of the oppressive mahogany paneling, Queen Anne sofas, and iron fireplace, inside was a light, bright, airy space. The awful fireplace had been replaced with a log burner, the uncomfortable furniture swapped for a large, plush, corner sofa in a warm beige, and the hardwood floors were covered over with a thick-pile carpet. Curtains in a soft cream hung at the windows, and the ceiling had been painted a bright white.

      That wasn’t the greatest shock, however. No, that came when my mother and father rose to greet us, both wearing the most genuine smiles I’d ever seen them attempt. Mother held out her arms and hugged me.

      Actually hugged me.

      I stood there, stiff and unwieldy, without a clue how to react. I couldn’t remember the last time my mother put her arms around me. It didn’t feel right. I’d grown up lacking in affection, and for her to start now was as weird as if she suddenly decided to tell a dirty joke.

      It was too late for that.

      Too late for us.

      “Thank you so much for coming, Tate,” she said, choosing to ignore that my arms had remained by my sides. “And Madison, how lovely to see you again.”

      “Son,” Father said, holding out his hand for me to shake. “You’re looking well.”

      Okay, who are these people, and where are my real parents?

      On automatic pilot, I shook his outstretched hand and sneaked a sideways glance at Madison. She hid it well, but even she’d been tipped off-kilter by the exuberant, unexpected, and wholly out of character welcome.

      “Thank you for having us, Mrs. Flynn,” Madison said finding her voice while mine refused to cooperate.

      “The pleasure is all ours,” Mother replied. “Come in, sit down. We can’t wait to hear all about the wedding arrangements.”

      Madison took a seat.

      I remained standing, stunned into a frozen state, and narrowed my eyes. My voice returned in a whoosh. “What’s going on?”

      “Son, why don’t you come and sit down. How about a glass of scotch? I’ve opened a rather nice malt that I’ve been saving for a special occasion.”

      “I’m driving,” I gritted out. That was twice he’d called me “son” now in less than sixty seconds. I couldn’t recall the last occasion he had. Maybe when Cam died, but it hadn’t been in that context, more in a “You’re the only son we have left now”, his tone loaded with disappointment.

      “Tate.”

      Madison’s firm but gentle voice broke through, and I managed to force my legs to work. I sat beside her, and she instantly placed her hand on my thigh and when I looked at her, she gave me one of her special smiles.

      “We’re looking forward to the wedding, also, Mrs. Flynn,” Madison said. “Very much. Aren’t we, Tate?”

      “Yeah,” I muttered.

      “It was so generous of you to invite us,” Mother said. “We were thrilled when we received the invitation in the mail, weren’t we, Eric?”

      Before my father could answer, I cut right across him.

      “Can we all stop pretending? It’s giving me a goddamn headache.”

      “Tate,” Madison said in warning, increasing the pressure on my leg.

      “Don’t ‘Tate’ me,” I snapped, taking my irritation out on the one person in this room who absolutely didn’t deserve it. “Let’s take a moment to remember the last time we were all in the same room as one another. You, Mother.” I jabbed a finger in her direction. “You hit Madison in front of a roomful of guests just because she and I didn’t fit in with your plans. And you.” This time the finger jab was aimed at Father. “As always you pandered to her and simply swept it all under the carpet. So can we all, please, just stop with the pretense. At least be honest.”

      My chest heaved by the time I’d finished my outburst, and I crossed my arms in anticipation of Mother doing one of her fainting acts in a bid to draw the attention away from what she’d see as “unbecoming behavior”.

      Instead, she said, “I’m so sorry. We failed you.”
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      I’d never believed silence had a sound, but after the bombshell—and that wasn’t exaggerating—Tate’s mother dropped, the air crackled even though not one of the four people in that room uttered a single word.

      Beside me, Tate fizzed, a ball of fury that could explode at any moment. I flitted my eyes in his direction and held my breath.

      “Sorry?” he ground out between clenched teeth. “Do tell, Mother, how you think you failed me.”

      Mrs. Flynn—I must ask Tate what her first name was at some point—bowed her head while Mr. Flynn—Eric—wrapped his fingers around his wife’s bony hand.

      “I think you know,” Mrs. Flynn whispered.

      Tate barked a laugh. “Yeah, I fucking know alright, but I want to hear you say it.”

      “Tate, please,” I said when his mother’s bottom lip trembled.

      “No, Madison,” he stated. “I’m owed this. For all those months and years they abandoned me, left me to my own devices to concentrate on Cam. And for after he died, when their antipathy toward me got worse, not better. The wrong son died, huh, Mother?”

      She shook her head violently. “No. No.”

      Tate got into his stride, decades of pain spewing out, pain he’d repressed, that he’d allowed to fester. The hand of friendship extended by his parents almost acted as a catalyst, an unblocking of the emotions he’d kept locked inside.

      “Do you have any idea what it was like for me, growing up?”

      When neither of his parents spoke, Tate roared, “Well, do you?”

      A single tear rolled down his mother’s weathered face, and only then did I notice how much she’d aged in the time since I’d last seen her. Her skin had a clammy pallor, artfully hidden beneath layers of carefully applied makeup.

      “No,” his father answered for her.

      “It was shit. The shittiest, loneliest, most miserable childhood you could imagine. I had everything money could buy, but the only thing I truly craved was the unconditional love of my parents. Tell me, what did I do wrong? Why did you hate me so much?”

      His voice cracked, and so did my heart.

      Openly crying now, his mother extended a hand. It hovered in thin air, and then fell back into her lap.

      “Tell me what to do, Tate? Tell me how we can make this right.”

      He snorted. “Make it right? Are you fucking kidding me right now? I’ll tell you how you can make it right. You can stop with the crocodile tears and the bullshit fake happiness and tell me what the fuck is going on.”

      “Your mother is dying,” Mr. Flynn cut in. “She has cancer. They’ve given her a few weeks to live.”

      I inhaled sharply. God, I’d thought she’d looked ill. As a doctor, it always amazed me how the idea of facing death forced us to examine how we’d lived.

      “I’m sorry,” Tate said. “But it doesn’t change how I feel.”

      “I don’t expect it to,” his mum replied. “But please, all I ask is that you give me the chance to sit in the church and watch you get married.”

      Tate threw his hands in the air. “You were invited. You could have simply turned up, watched, then fucked off. But no, there has to be a drama, a circus, a way to draw all the attention on to you.”

      “That’s enough, Tate,” I interjected. His mother looked on the edge of collapse, and while I understood his rage, I couldn’t allow it to go on. It was like kicking a defenseless puppy.

      His head snapped around, a sneer lifting one side of his mouth. “How right you are, Mads. It is enough.”

      He sprang to his feet and stormed out, slamming the door behind him.

      “It’s the shock,” I said, hurriedly trying to explain. “Let him calm down. I’ll talk to him.”

      “How is it that you’re so kind, Madison?” Mrs. Flynn asked. “Because I don’t deserve  such sympathy.”

      I drew my teeth over my bottom lip, trying to conjure up a response that didn’t sound like a platitude given just because she was dying. “Don’t misunderstand, Mrs. Flynn. I’m firmly on Tate’s side. The scars his childhood left him with, caused by both of you, run very deep. But I also understand loss. My brother died when he was nineteen, and I’ve never gotten over it. I’d give anything for one last conversation with him. I will talk to Tate and try to encourage him to speak with you, but only because I don’t want time to run out and he misses the opportunity to say the things he needs to get off his chest.”

      “You mean there’s more?” Mr. Flynn asked with a wry grin.

      I smiled and rose slowly from the chair. “I’ll be in touch.”

      I left the room. No sign of Tate. Sighing, I set off in the direction of the imposing entranceway. I found him outside, pacing, his fists clenched at his sides, his chin up high.

      “Hey,” I said, my tone calm, as if talking to an antsy thoroughbred who might kick out at any moment.

      A good analogy as it turned out.

      “They can fuck off with that ‘I’m dying’ bullshit,” he roared, increasing the pace with which he marched up and down, his feet crunching on the gravel. “Did they honestly expect me to fall into their arms and say all is forgiven? Did they?”

      “We don’t know what their intentions were,” I murmured. “You didn’t stick around long enough to find out.”

      His eyes widened, and he jabbed a finger in my face. “Don’t start with that bollocks, Madison. I shouldn’t have allowed you to send that invitation, and I shouldn’t have come here. Now it’s opened up a whole can of shit, and I can’t deal with it.” He fisted his hair. “I won’t.”

      To anyone looking in from the outside they’d frown and accuse him of overreacting, but I knew the truth. His tirade came from a deep-seated fear that his mother’s imminent death would force him to examine feelings he’d buried deep for years. Even the best therapist in the world would need a hundred sessions to mine, and then treat, the pain Tate carried inside caused by the lack of love he received as a child.

      I held out my hand. “Give me the keys.”

      He shook his head. “I’m perfectly capable of driving. I do it for a fucking living.”

      I hitched a shoulder and slipped into the passenger side. Tate didn’t join me until a full minute later. When he finally climbed in the drivers’ side, I’d say his rage had reduced from Defcon five down to Defcon four and three quarters.

      I sighed, readying myself for a long drive home.

      Tate fishtailed the car, spraying gravel in a high arc. I expected him to take out a window, but they survived intact. I tolerated his angry driving until he almost tapped another car when overtaking too close.

      “Slow down,” I snapped, gripping onto the sides of the seat. “You’re not in bloody Monaco now.”

      He shot me a furious glare then returned his attention to the road. A tinge of red crept over his stubbled jaw, but he did reduce his speed marginally. I stole the odd glance in the mirror attached to the passenger door, expecting to see blue flashing lights in the reflection, but Tate’s luck held out and we made it home without incident—and in record time.

      My legs shook as I climbed out, the kick of adrenaline brought on by the high-speed journey coursing through my veins. The safe return had an unexpected side effect, though. Blind rage. He’d put my goddamn life in danger with that reckless drive, and I wouldn’t have it.

      I stomped to the private elevator and stabbed in my personal code. I didn’t wait for Tate. He could fizz and rail all on his own.

      My stomach growled—we’d planned to have dinner after all yet hadn’t even gotten as far as the drinks—so I yanked open the fridge and grabbed the first thing I saw. Leftover pasta from last night. I lifted a fork from the cutlery drawer and sat at the dining table. Tate’s soft footsteps alerted me to his arrival. I kept my back to him. The chair beside me moved, and Tate plunked himself down.

      “Enough for two?” he asked.

      “Nope.”

      Stabbing the fork at the pasta, I fixed my gaze on a spot in the distance.

      “I’m sorry, Mads.”

      I kept my attention averted. If I looked at him, he’d set those big, soulful eyes on me, and my anger would wither and die.

      “For what?”

      He let out a resigned sigh, the kind that came from deep within, a sure sign of his diminishing rage and the return of rational thought.

      “I’m sorry I drove too fast. I didn’t mean to scare you. I wasn’t thinking.”

      I faced him then. “And your parents?”

      “My parents what?” he retorted childishly.

      I canted my head. “Tate.”

      He shook his head. “What do you want me to do, Madison?”

      “It’s not about what I want.”

      “Then what is it about?” he yelled.

      I took a deep breath and tried to stay calm. One of us had to. “Let me pose this question and then I’ll drop it, okay? Your mum looked awful tonight and, using my medical experience, albeit without examining her, I’d say you have a maximum of two months to make your peace. A maximum, Tate. She could die tomorrow, next week, next month. Figuring out when a body riddled with cancer might give up the ghost isn’t an exact science. My question is this; how would you feel if she died and you lost the opportunity to tell her, really tell her how bad it was for you growing up? Once you answer that question, then you’ll know the right course of action. For you. You’re my only concern in all of this. But regrets last a lifetime, Tate. Don’t let bitterness and anger steal your chance for closure.”

      The way his face softened told me I’d gotten through to him. He grazed his finger beneath my chin and tilted up my head, bending his own to kiss me.

      “Come to bed,” he murmured. “Then afterward, I’ll order a chinese and feed it to you, one grain of rice at a time.”

      “That could take a while,” I said, grinning and more than a little relieved our spat was over. I hated fighting with Tate.

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re worth the time.”
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      I slowly peeled Madison’s dress over her arms and let the material pool on the floor. She balanced on me, then stepped out of it. When I saw the lingerie she’d chosen, I smiled. She’d known how difficult tonight would be, although neither of us had anticipated the explosion of anger, its effects far reaching on everyone in that room, and she’d picked a set I bought for her a few weeks ago that she vowed to keep for a special occasion.

      I pushed the oncoming decision regarding my mother to one side. Right now, I wanted to forget everything except the feel of Madison’s smooth skin beneath my fingertips, the way her lips parted on a silent moan as I dropped to my knees to remove her underwear. The gasp she released when I lapped at her folds.

      Reveling in the taste of her, I used my mouth, my hands, and my tongue to bring her to orgasm. Her entire body shuddered, and she gripped my shoulders, her knees wavering under the force of her climax. I rose to my feet, my gaze roving over her face. I loved Madison’s expression right after she came. Pink cheeks, bright eyes, a slight sheen covering her skin.

      “It’s a good thing you’re not judging me on speed,” she said, grinning.

      “Nah,” I replied. “I’m more interested in endurance.”

      I swept her off her feet, and she squealed, her arms coming around my neck for balance. Tossing her on the bed, I undressed and crawled after her. I settled my hips between her parted legs and brushed a strand of hair off her face.

      “I’m so sorry, Mads. I can’t bear to think anything I do might scare you. You’re my whole world.”

      She wrapped her legs around my waist and reached between us. Her small hand wrapped around my dick, guiding me to her entrance. I groaned and pushed forward. Balls deep inside Mads was my safe place, my personal slice of heaven. There was nowhere else I’d rather be.

      “It’s okay, Tate,” she murmured, caressing my face. “It’s okay.”

      Burying my face in her neck, I breathed in the faint trace of perfume she’d dabbed behind both ears earlier this evening. With every thrust of my hips, the shitty evening diminished until the only thought in my mind was of Madison. How she felt beneath my hands, the soft little groans she made as I shifted my angle, the way her mouth parted and her eyes fell closed in bliss.

      “I love you,” I muttered in her ear. “So goddamn much.”

      Her lids fluttered and, as she locked her gaze on mine and clenched her core, murmuring, “I love you”, I came, hard, a rush of exhilaration exploding within me. Madison climaxed right along with me, the rhythmic vibration of her muscles drawing out my orgasm. I briefly rested my weight on her, holding her tightly, then rolled to the side.

      I searched out her hand in the darkness and threaded our fingers together.

      “I’ll do it,” I said. “I’ll go to see them.”

      The bed sheets rustled as Madison shifted her weight. She moved our joined hands to my chest and rested her head on my shoulder.

      “It’s the right decision.”

      I kissed the top of her head. “I want to go alone,” I said, hoping she wasn’t offended by my demand. If Madison accompanied me, it would heighten the emotion, and I feared a repeat performance of tonight. By visiting on my own, I could be detached, cool, and simply state my case. Tell them how their lack of parenting and affection both before and after Cam died formed deep scars that, even my mother’s imminent demise, couldn’t erase.

      “I’ll support whatever you decide,” Madison said. “Just don’t leave it too long.”

      I nodded in the darkness. “I’ll go tomorrow.”
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      After a fitful night’s sleep, I rose early, grabbed a T-shirt and jeans, and stole out of the bedroom. Using the bathroom down the hall to avoid disturbing Madison, I made a coffee and sat at the dining table to watch the sun rise over a bitterly cold and frosty London.

      In thirteen days, one week before Christmas, I’d marry the woman of my dreams. Every day between now and then should be spent feeling ecstatically happy with a focus on the future. Yet dread circled in my gut, stealing my joy. Despite agreeing with Madison that I owed it to myself to expel the poison inside—which I laid fully at the door of my parents—that didn’t mean I relished the opportunity. It was like resisting the need to swallow a foul, bitter tasting medicine despite knowing it would make you feel better.

      Deep in thought, I didn’t hear Madison arise, only aware she’d joined me when her arms slipped around my neck. She pressed her cheek to mine.

      “How long have you been awake?”

      “A while.” I closed my hand around hers and leaned into her embrace. “Coffee?”

      “You stay there. I’ll make it.”

      She picked up my half-finished—and now cold—coffee and ambled into the kitchen, yawning.

      “Tired?” I queried, grinning.

      She jabbed an accusatory finger in my direction. “I blame you.”

      I chuckled. “In my defense, I was almost asleep after the third time. You were the one who decided to put your mouth on my dick. I put it down to you pinching the last duck spring roll. Must’ve given you extra energy.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “Always have an answer for everything, don’t you, Flynn?”

      I stood and sauntered into the kitchen, capturing her around the waist as she reached up to grab two fresh cups.

      “Yep,” I said, nuzzling her neck.

      She twisted in my arms and pressed the flat of her hand against my chest. “What time are you heading on out?”

      She didn’t need to add “To see your parents”.

      I hitched a shoulder. “After breakfast.”

      “Will you call ahead?”

      “No.”

      She nodded in understanding. “Your mum looked too ill to venture too far anyway.”

      I waited for a flash of pain, anything that might give me an indication I gave a shit.

      Nothing. Nada. Zip.

      “Shall I cook?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

      “I’ll do it.” She pointed her chin at the chair I’d vacated. “Sit, and I’ll wait on you hand and foot.”

      Laughing, I said, “Too right you will, woman. Good practice for after I put a ring on it.”

      I skipped out of her way as she flicked a tea-towel at me.

      “You are a complete prat.”

      “I prefer loveable rogue.”

      She snorted. “I’ll stick with my moniker.”

      My mood lifted by playful banter with Mads, I wolfed down a full English, taking advantage of the off-season—although I’d pay for it in January—drank a liter of juice, and poured a fresh coffee into a to-go mug.

      I lingered, savoring several kisses Madison gave me before she virtually shoved me out the door with a clear instruction to call her as soon as I was on my way home.

      My happy mood withered the closer I drew to my parents’ place, and by the time I turned off the road and eased the car between the imposing gates, my frame of mind had darkened to resemble the blackest of nights.

      I climbed out of the car on unwilling legs, slammed the door, locked it, and slogged my way to the front door, expecting it to open and a reverent maid to virtually bow as if I was a member of the goddamn aristocracy.

      Instead, when the imposing door opened, I found my mother standing on the other side.

      Agape, I stared at her. Mother never opened the door. She said it was beneath her, and that was the reason she employed staff.

      “Tate,” she said, nipping at her lip and looking more unsure than I’d ever seen her. “I’m so glad you came back.”

      “You can thank Madison,” I snapped, striding past her and into the house.

      “I will,” she said, her tone softer than I thought her capable of.

      She led me to the same room as last night where Father greeted me with a tentative smile.

      “Come on in, son.”

      I grimaced, the fondness in his voice unfamiliar and unwelcome.

      “Can I get you something to drink?”

      I shook my head at him and sat down on a plush, comfortable chair next to the log-burning stove pumping out swathes of heat.

      “Is Madison unwell?” my mother enquired.

      “She’s fine. I told her to stay at home.”

      She nodded. “I see.”

      “Do you?”

      A faint smile touched her lips. “Not really.”

      “Then why say it?”

      She fiddled with a frilly white handkerchief, the corner stitched with her initials. “I’m nervous.” She laughed. “Nervous with my own son.”

      “That’s because I’m a stranger,” I bit out. Cruel, maybe, but if she thought that my return meant I’d go easy on her, I’d dispelled that myth in less than sixty seconds.

      “Yes, I suppose you are.”

      A few seconds scraped by, the silence deafening as I stared at the fire, and felt my parents stares on me. Father spoke first.

      “Madison was very clear on where she stood after you left last night, and she felt it important that we let you talk and we listen.” He gestured with an outstretched palm. “We’re here to listen.”

      With a platform to air my grievances presented before me, I suddenly found myself tongue-tied. My mouth dried, and I licked my lips then swallowed. No matter how ambivalent I was toward my parents, articulating hard truths wasn’t easy.

      I took a deep, calming breath and slowly, haltingly at first, I told them what it was like to be me. As a child, a teenager, a brother handling his grief alone while his parents refused to discuss the loss of Cam, instead transferring their aggressive demands to be the best racing car driver on to me without caring what my dreams were. Several times, my mother winced, and there were tears from both her and my father.

      I shed not a single one.

      When I finished, exhaustion swamped me, and I could have easily lay down on the sofa and slept.

      Father shook his head. “I know there’s nothing we can do to make up for the lost years, nor for how isolated your childhood was, or how little love we gave you, but I’m hoping you’ll at least allow us a chance to move forward as a family.”

      “No,” I said bluntly. “We can’t. Madison is my family. I’m not sure what you are.”

      Father’s resigned sigh echoed off the high ceiling, and he bowed his head. “We understand.”

      “What I can’t figure out is why. Why were you so cold toward me, so pushy in demanding I fill Cam’s shoes?”

      “I guess we didn’t know how to be any different,” Mother said. “We parented the way we’d been brought up. My parents thought that as long as I was fed, clothed, and had a roof over my head, I didn’t need anything else. I can’t remember my mother ever giving me a hug. Your father’s parents were very similar. We were clueless on how to show affection. But facing your own mortality has a way of opening avenues to thoughts and reactions that simply weren’t there before. I wish things could have been different.”

      She reached for my father’s hand. It was so strange to see that show of affection. Growing up, they’d been as sparing with warmth toward each other as they had to me and Cam. I remember thinking we must have been adopted because I couldn’t imagine my parents getting close enough to actually create a child, let alone two children.

      A twinge of sympathy tugged at my insides. I’d never love my parents the way a son should, but the least I could do was allow my mother to die in peace.

      “The invite to the wedding still stands, if you want to attend.”

      Mother’s face brightened. “We’d love to,” she exclaimed. “Oh, Tate, thank you.”

      I nodded, getting to my feet. I’d said my piece; no point lingering.

      “Right, well, we’ll see you there.”

      “You will,” Mother said. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      With an uncomfortable feeling tightening my chest, I made my way back to the front door, my parents hot on my heels. For one horrifying moment, I thought Mother was going to try to hug me again, like she did last night. Instead, she patted my arm, and Father shook my hand.

      As I drove away, I glanced into the rear-view mirror. My father stood with his arm around Mother’s shoulders, and she wore a look of pure contentment as she leaned into him.

      I smiled. Mads had been right to push me into coming. For the first time in my life, a weight lifted from my shoulders.

      Now, I had closure.
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      I stared into the mirror, hardly able to believe the reflected image was me. I looked like I’d been plucked straight out of a fairytale. Val, the hair and makeup artist Kaz had found, had worked wonders, and despite having several dress fittings, seeing the finished article actually brought a lump to my throat.

      Every woman should look her best on her wedding day, but even I hadn’t envisaged this. I’d never pull this off again, but for now, I was going to enjoy every moment.

      “Shall I get your dad, love?” Mum asked, her eyes glistening with tears.

      “In a minute,” I said, trying to gather myself before I allowed her to fetch Dad. He was an old softie, and if he cried, that would be it. Makeup ruined—and Val would kill me. “In fact, do you mind if I have a couple of minutes on my own?”

      Mum shook her head, then softly kissed my cheek. “Take all the time you need.”

      The door closed with a quiet snick. Alone for the first time since six a.m., I walked over to the window. Overnight, a light dusting of snow had swept through South East England and the pristine gardens of our wedding venue, filled with borders bursting with winter flowers, added a splash of color to the wintry scene.

      I twisted my engagement ring, smiling as I recalled the day Tate proposed. I hadn’t seen it coming. He’d whisked me away for the weekend to his place in Majorca and, during an evening stroll in the hillside behind the house with the sun setting over the Mediterranean, he’d dropped down on one knee and presented me with a twenty carat diamond engagement ring. I think I was speechless for at least thirty seconds. Poor Tate thought I was preparing to say no.

      My mind turned to his parents. They’d have arrived by now. It must be odd for them, surrounded by people who were close to me and Tate, yet were strangers to them, such was their distance from anything to do with their son’s life. I was glad he’d sort of made his peace with them. The last two weeks, I’d seen a change in him. He seemed calmer, more contented, maybe. I put it down to exorcizing the ghosts that had dogged his life for so many years.

      A light tap on my door pulled my attention away from the wintery scene and the thoughts running through my head. I glanced at my watch, then took a deep breath, knowing it was Dad on the other side.

      “Come in,” I called out.

      Dad peered around the door. Before he’d properly stepped inside, his hand came to his chest and tears formed in his eyes. “Oh, love,” he said. “You look absolutely beautiful. You’ve always been my princess, and today, everyone else will see it, too.”

      I blinked fast to stop my own tears from falling. “Guess it’s time to go, huh, Dad?”

      He nodded. “As long as you’re ready, love. This is your day.”

      “Have you seen Tate?”

      “I have.”

      “Is he doing okay?”

      “Cool as a cucumber,” Dad said, grinning. “Unsurprising considering what he does for a living. You know Tate. He’s not the panicking type.”

      Dad adored Tate, and not only because of Dad’s love of Formula One racing. Tate could have done anything for a living, and Dad would love him regardless.

      “What about his parents? Have they made it?”

      “They’re here,” he said. “Don’t worry, love. Everything is in hand. Your mum’s made them very welcome.” He pulled a face. “Bit stiff, aren’t they?”

      I laughed. “They’re certainly different to  you and Mum, that’s for sure.”

      “Something for me to work on. I’ll get a few whiskey’s down them later. That should make it easier to get them up on the dance floor.”

      I leaned in to hug him. “If anyone can, it’s you, Dad.”

      He cleared his throat. “Right then, girl. Let’s be off.”

      He stuck out his arm, and I slipped my hand inside. Lifting up my dress in case I snagged the hem in my heels, we left the room and made our way down the sweeping staircase to the conference room where our guests awaited. Neither Tate or I were remotely religious, hence we’d chosen a civil ceremony.

      Kaz was waiting for us at the bottom of the stairs. I took one look at her expression and pointed at her. “Don’t you dare, Ewing. If you shed a single tear I will kill you.”

      Her eyes glistened, but she held on to her emotions. “You scrub up well, Brady,” she said, air kissing me to avoid leaving a bright red lip print on my cheek.

      I smiled. “Ready?”

      She held her posy of roses and lilies close to her abdomen and nodded. “As I’ll ever be in this get up.”

      The doors opened, and the music began. Dad gave me a reassuring nod, squeezed my hand, then walked inside. My eyes met Tate’s standing at the front with Jared beside him, acting as best man, anchoring me in the moment. I caught sight of Tate’s parents sitting in the front row with Mum alongside them. I kept pace with Dad who had practiced this so many times using Mum as a prop, he had it off to a tea. I spotted Paisley sitting next to Devon and Reilley, and Rob, Tate’s racing engineer alongside Jack and his wife on the row behind, but everyone else’s face was a blur.

      I reached Tate, his eyes open and loving as he leaned close to my ear and whispered, “You look stunning,” while Jared let out a low whistle, then winked at me.

      Dad took a seat beside Mum, and the registrar began the ceremony. Tate reached for my hand, his warm fingers wrapping around mine. When the time came for our vows, we turned to face each other.

      Suddenly conscious of the audience watching me, my mind went blank. I’d practiced what I wanted to say over and over, yet now my moment had arrived, I couldn’t recall a single word.

      “It’s okay,” Tate murmured, so low no one else would have heard him. “Take your time, baby.”

      My heart bloomed with love, and the words I wanted to say to him came rushing back. I held both his hands in mine and smiled.

      “When I was a little girl, I dreamed of what my wedding day would be like. A pretty dress, flowers, the sun shining, my friends and family all around me, and cake. Lots and lots of cake.”

      A chuckle reverberated around the room. I glanced sideways, catching Mum’s eye, her face filled with joy. I returned my attention to Tate.

      “Yet never in those dreams did I imagine I’d fall in love with a man who started out as my enemy yet became my best friend.” I briefly looked upward. “I have my brother to thank for bringing you into my life, and while I wish with all my heart he was here with us, I know he’s up there, looking down and smugly nodding his head.” I grinned. “He loved being right.”

      Tate grazed my cheek with the back of his hand, the depth of his love for me written all over his face.

      “You’re my life, my heart, my reason for being. I couldn’t love you more, Tate Flynn, and I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make you happy.”

      I pressed my lips to his, going against the normal procedure. Not that I cared. Nor did Tate, especially when the peck I intended grew into something deeper. Only when Jared said, “Guys, get a room,” did we break apart to laughter all around us.

      Tate cupped my face, his thumbs tilting my head back and, unblinking, he locked his gaze on mine.

      “Not sure how I’ll follow that, but here goes. Firstly, you won’t need to try to make me happy, Mads. I’m automatically happy, because I have you. Sometimes I lie awake at night and wonder how I got so lucky. The universe brought us together, and from that moment on, subconsciously, I knew you were meant to be mine.

      “I love your laugh, your smile, how much you adore your family. You’re the strongest person I know with the biggest heart. You fill my life with more happiness than I ever thought possible. Because of you, and only you, I’ve managed to put the past behind me and look to the future with a renewed sense of hope. You showed me how to love, and what it felt like to be loved, and I’ll never forget that.”

      He stole a glance at his parents. I followed his gaze. His mother was dabbing a tissue to her eyes, while his dad wore a genuine smile. Surprising considering the direct dig he’d aimed in their direction.

      “You and me, we’re a team, and no one will ever come between us. I love you with everything I am and everything I have. My heart beats for you, and only you. I’m yours for as long as you’ll have me.”

      I couldn’t hold back. Tears poured down my face. Val would have to fix me up after the ceremony.

      Tate kissed me again, licking the salty tears off my lips.

      I knew I wouldn’t recall in any great detail what happened after that. We exchanged rings and the registrar said more words. I must have responded in the right way because the next thing I remember was Tate walking me back down the makeshift aisle to the applause of our guests.

      “Tate.”

      We drew to a halt outside the room and turned to find his Mum and Dad standing there wearing beaming smiles.

      “Oh, hi,” he said, his manner similar to that with which you’d greet an acquaintance. Cool, distant, polite.

      His mother stepped forward and grabbed both of our hands. Tate—thank God—didn’t snatch his away.

      “I wanted to tell you what a beautiful couple you make, and how proud we are of you both. Your father and I wish you years of happiness, don’t we, Eric?”

      “We do,” Eric said, stepping forward. “And we also wanted to thank you for letting us be a small part of your special day.”

      Tate remained mute until I gave him a sharp dig in the ribs.

      “Oh, yeah, you’re welcome,” he said. “You’re sticking around for the photographs and the dinner, yes?”

      His mother clasped a hand to her throat. “We’d love to. If you’re okay with it, that is.”

      For the first time, I saw the ice around Tate’s heart melt a touch. He patted his mother’s shoulder. “More than okay,” he said softly.
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      “Mads,” Tate whispered in my ear. “Let’s go.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Let me say bye to Mum and Dad first.”

      “No,” he said. “We’ve done our bit. If we start the rounds now, it’ll be another hour before we get out of here, and I have plans.”

      I slid my tongue underneath my top teeth and gave him the full-on eye sweep. “Oh, yeah. What plans?”

      “Move your peachy arse and you’ll find out. We have a plane to catch.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Majorca,” he said, his response bringing a smile to my face. Tate knew me so well. Other brides might have demanded a holiday in the sun, somewhere like Mauritius or the Seychelles, but I loved the little house built into the rockface overlooking the beautiful coastline of one of Spain’s gems. It’d be chilly there this time of year, but I’d happily keep warm by snuggling up to my new husband.

      “They’ll see us,” I said, glancing around at our guests, most of whom were strutting their stuff on the dancefloor.

      “Then run.” Tate clasped my hand and sprinted for the exit.

      I heard several voices call after us, but Tate had prepared for this eventuality. A limousine idled right outside the front entrance of the hotel, the rear door already open. He ushered me inside, followed quickly, and the car sped away. Both of us twisted to peer out the back windshield. I saw my dad wagging his finger and laughing, Mum beside him. Tate’s parents were there, too and right before they disappeared from view, I watched Dad slip his arm around Tate’s mum’s shoulders and lead her back inside the venue.

      “Mum’s gonna kill me,” I groaned.

      “She’ll get over it,” Tate said, ignoring all safety laws and tugging me across his lap. “How long did it take you to get into this dress?”

      “Not long,” I said. “Why?”

      “I’m wondering how long it’s going to take me to get you out of it.”

      As it turned out, not very long. The limo pulled up in front of Tate’s private jet and thirty seconds after the seatbelt signs were switched off, I found myself lying naked on the bed, Tate beside me.

      “Happy wedding day, Mrs. Flynn,” Tate said, kissing his way down my body.

      I sighed. “Happy wedding day, Mr. Flynn.”
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      The private elevator opened out onto the foyer of our penthouse apartment. Before she took a step, I swept Mads into my arms.

      “Tate!” she squealed. “What are you doing?”

      “Carrying my bride over the threshold,” I said, striding across the marble entranceway.

      “I’ve been living here for years. I don’t think it counts.”

      I gave her a mock-horror stare. “Woman, you wound me.”

      She giggled, a sound I’d never tire of. “Okay, Mr. Caveman. You’ve done your duty. Now put me down.”

      I set her on her feet then kissed her. “Welcome home, Mrs. Flynn.”

      She shook her head, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “That’s going to take some getting used to.”

      “Drink?” I asked, removing a bottle of champagne from the fridge. I’d put it in there before our wedding.

      “You spoil me,” she said, standing on tiptoes to lift two flutes from the glass cabinet.

      The bottle popped, the cork firing across the room. I poured two glasses. “To us,” I said, clinking mine against hers.

      She sighed contentedly. “I had a wonderful honeymoon. Thank you for choosing Majorca. I love your place there.”

      I planted a kiss on the end of her nose. “I know you,” I said. “And it’s our place now.”

      She twisted her lips to one side. “More stuff to get used to.”

      I snagged her around the waist, pulling her flush to my body. “Too late now, Mrs. Flynn. You’re mine forever.”

      She blinked up at me. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      I bent my head, capturing her mouth, but our moment of bliss was interrupted when her phone rang.

      “It’s Mum,” she said.

      I glanced around. “Has she had cameras installed while we’ve been away?”

      Madison chuckled and answered the call. “Mum, hi, we just got back.”

      I left her to talk to her mum and went to fetch our suitcases. I’d left them in the elevator. One of the benefits of having the penthouse. That elevator was for our use only.

      Pulling the cases behind me, I left them just inside our bedroom. There was plenty of time to unpack later. The only clothes I felt like removing were Madison’s.

      I glanced down at my wedding ring, twisting it, the feeling still unfamiliar. I guessed it would take a few weeks before it became normal and I stopped noticing it was there.

      “Mum’s asked us over for dinner tomorrow night,” Madison said, slipping her arms around my waist. “I said we’d go. We missed Christmas and New Year after all. We can give them their presents.”

      I twisted around. “Sounds great. They’re bound to want to hear all about the honeymoon, too.”

      Madison gave me one of her special looks. I called it the “let’s fuck” look.

      “Maybe not all the details,” she said.

      My dick hardened. Given the amount of sex we’d had over the last three weeks, I was surprised I could still get it up. Damn thing should be worn out by now. And as for Madison’s pussy…

      “Let’s go to bed,” I said, my voice raw and husky.

      “You took the words out of my mouth.”

      My hands cupped her face and I angled her exactly as I preferred. As our lips met, my  dick throbbed, and my heart exploded.

      And then the damn phone rang again. This time, it was mine.

      Cursing, I dug it from my pocket. A shudder ran through me as I caught sight of the screen. “It’s my father,” I said.

      I hadn’t heard from my parents since the wedding, and I hadn’t expected to. Despite the partial thawing of our relationship, we’d never have the kind of connection that Madison had with her mum and dad.

      “Answer it,” Madison urged.

      I pressed the green button. “Hello,” I said tentatively, almost as if I didn’t know who was on the other end.

      “Tate, it’s Dad,” he said, putting me immediately on edge. He never called himself Dad. Nor did I. It was always Father or, when I was younger, Sir.

      “We’re at the Royal. It’s your mother.” His breath hitched. “It’s time. Will you come?”

      I answered without hesitation. “We’re on our way.”

      Madison drove. Just as well. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. I couldn’t figure out the reason for my reaction. I’d spent my entire adult life despising my parents yet the thought of my mother dying…

      I took a deep breath through my nose and swallowed my emotions, staring out of the window at the passing trees and brushwood as Madison nosed the car down the country lanes north of London. I wanted to tell her to go faster, go slower, go anywhere else other than toward the hospital.

      It wasn’t the dying part per se. I’d been surrounded by death since my teenage years. The hospice and research facility I funded had brought me face to face with the only certainty in life more times than I cared to imagine. No, it was how I felt that was the most disconcerting. I’d expected the call. I knew my mother was dying. What I hadn’t expected was the hollow, sick feeling in my stomach, or the surge of grief filling my chest cavity.

      I hadn’t expected to care.

      Madison parked the car and, with her hand tucked inside mine, we walked inside. ICU was on the fourth floor. We found my father hunched over my mother’s sick bed holding her thin, pale hand. She was completely out of it. Whether that was the drugs dripping into her vein through an IV line, or the cancer sapping her energy, I didn’t know.

      When he saw me, his face crumpled.

      “Thank you for coming,” he said.

      I nodded, pulling up a chair for Madison. I set it next to my father and stood behind her, my hands resting on her shoulders. I could sense her silent support. She didn’t need to say anything, but when she closed her hand over my father’s, joining the three of them together, I almost lost it.

      “Does anyone want coffee?” I ground out, my voice sounding like it had been transmitted through a cheese grater.

      “No, thank you, son,” Father replied.

      “What have the doctor’s said?” I asked, needing facts to ground me.

      “They’re fairly certain it’s the end, but they don’t know exactly when it’ll come.”

      “Is she in pain?” I asked, my tongue thick as if it was too big for my mouth.

      “No. They’ve given her a lot of morphine. That’s why she’s asleep.”

      I tugged at the collar of my shirt. The air felt too oppressive, the room too claustrophobic. I couldn’t breathe properly.

      “Tate, why don’t you take this seat?”

      I blinked at Madison. “I’m okay.”

      “I know,” she said, even though she knew I wasn’t. She knew everything about me. I couldn’t hide a thing from Madison. “Do it for me.”

      She rose from the chair and urged me to sit next to my father. I couldn’t be sure how much time passed, but I did remember the moment my mother opened her eyes. I hadn’t expected lucidity, but as her tired gaze settled on me, there wasn’t a hint of confusion.

      “Tate. You’re here.”

      I could barely hear her, so I stood and moved closer. “I’m here. Father is here, too, and Madison.”

      “Did I ruin your honeymoon?”

      I shook my head. “We arrived back today.”

      “You made such a handsome groom,” she said, her eyes closing as though she didn’t have the strength to keep them open any longer. “You married well, Tate. Take care of Madison.”

      “I will,” I said, my voice gravely and unfamiliar.

      “And your father. Will you take care of him for me? He’s a good man, Tate.”

      Father made an odd sound, but I didn’t take my eyes off my mother in case she slipped away when I wasn’t looking. “Don’t worry. It’ll be okay, Mum.”

      It was the first time in my life I’d ever called her that. Growing up, she’d insisted on formality and, for me, Mum signaled a much closer bond than Mother.

      She let out a long sigh. “That’s all I want. I can go now.”

      And just like that, she passed away.
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      Dad laid on a hell of a wake for Mum, albeit the caterers and the house staff had done most of the heavy lifting. Still, he’d project managed he event to within an inch of his life, determined not a single thing would go wrong.

      Most of the local community had turned out to pay their respects. As I worked the room, talking to a few of them, I was surprised to learn how respected my mother had been. It appeared she had shown a very different side of herself to those outside the family unit. I can’t say I understood, but now wasn’t the time for recriminations.

      “She’s with Cameron now,” Dad said, sidling up beside me. Over the last couple of weeks since Mum passed, we’d hit the restart button on our relationship and as each day passed, we grew closer. It felt strange to have a father—a real father—in my thirties, but I wasn’t complaining.

      “Yeah,” I said, refusing to allow sadness to consume me. “They’re both free of pain now, Dad.”

      He smiled, taking years off him. “How right you are.” His eyes scanned the room, falling on Madison. “You found a diamond there, son.”

      “I know.”

      “I’d have loved a daughter.”

      “And now you have one.”

      His eyes filled with tears. “I’m humbled by your capacity for forgiveness.”

      I barked a laugh. “Now that’s something you definitely have to thank Madison for. Honestly, Dad, if it hadn’t been for her, I wouldn’t have given you or Mum the time of day. She showed me the way. It takes a lot of energy to hate, but very little to forgive.”

      We fell into silence as the forecast snow began to fall. Soon, the vast gardens outside my family home were covered in a blanket of white. I sensed Madison before I felt her hand at the small of my back.

      “What are you two reprobates cooking up?” she asked with a grin.

      “Great timing,” I said, kissing her temple. “I was about to ask Dad if he fancied a trip to the Australian Grand Prix in March.”

      Dad’s eyes widened. “Are you joking?”

      I slipped one arm around his shoulder and with the other, I pulled Madison close to me.

      “I never joke about racing.”
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      A ping above my head alerted me that the captain had switched off the fasten seat belts sign. I unclipped mine and snuggled closer to Devon.

      “It was a lovely ceremony,” I said, referring to Madison and Tate’s wedding.

      We’d stayed on in England especially so we could attend, and we were now on our way to Australia to spend Christmas and New Year with Devon’s family. After that, we were heading to New Zealand for a much-needed vacation, then flying back to England. Devon was expected back at work in mid-January to prepare for the Australian Grand Prix. It was a lot of back and forth, but we were used to spending enormous amounts of time on a plane.

      “Madison looked so beautiful.”

      “It was, and she did,” he said, resting his head against mine. “Not as beautiful as you did, though.”

      I grinned. “Two years married and you’re still giving me compliments. I must be doing something right.”

      Devon refrained from answering until the steward had set down our post takeoff drinks and moved on to the next passenger.

      “On our wedding day I promised I’d never stop telling you how amazing, funny, smart, beautiful, and kind you are. I plan to keep that promise.”

      “Aww, Gray.” My smile grew. “You sure know how to get into a girl’s panties.”

      He laughed. “By the time we arrive in Australia, the only thing you’ll be interested in getting into is bed. To sleep.”

      “I can’t deny it,” I grumbled. “I’m a lightweight. It’s the whole losing a day thing that I can’t cope with.”

      “Which is why I told Mum we’d acclimatize first, then head on over to their place. You know as well as I do that the second we arrive, neither of us will get any peace.”

      “I can’t wait to see everyone.”

      I adored Devon’s family. Their house was always full of warmth and laughter, and the sound of kids arguing over something and nothing. My childhood had been very different. Just Mom and me. I adored my mother, but the best word to describe her was “flaky”. Mom would say she was free spirited. She flitted in and out of our lives as it suited her. Right now, she was somewhere in Brazil, deep in the Amazon. She’d turn up when I least expected it, stay for a few days, before the itch in her feet would kick in and she’d disappear off again.

      My mother gave me my independent spirit.

      Devon gave me a family.

      I sipped my juice and rested my hand on my abdomen. “When should we tell them?”

      “I thought Christmas Day. Then we don’t need to buy them anything.”

      I gave him a dig in the ribs. “Devon! You tight ass.”

      He placed a warm hand over mine. “This is the best gift we could give them anyway. You know how much Mum adores Di’s kids. Get used to the sound of clacking knitting needles.”

      “Haven’t changed your mind then?”

      He arched a brow. “Ask me a real question and I’ll answer it.”

      “Just checking.”

      He gave me one of those intense looks as if he could see right into my soul.

      “Have you?”

      “No!” I exclaimed. “I feel weird, that’s all.”

      He inclined his head, concern tugging the corners of his mouth downward. “Why?”

      I hitched a shoulder and nibbled the inside of my cheek. “What if I end up like Mom? Flaky and unreliable. What if there’s something in the genes that after a Bennett gives birth, a switched is flicked and all of a sudden struggles around the world become infinitely more important than what your own kid might be going through?”

      Devon sighed. “Reilley. First, you’re no longer a Bennett. You’re a Gray, and our non-flakiness is legendary. Second, you are not your mother. If you were, this,” he swung his hand between us, “Wouldn’t be happening. I adore your mum but dear God, she’d test the patience of the bloody pope.”

      I nodded in complete agreement.

      “Besides,” he continued. “You honestly think I’d stand idly by and let you get away with that shit?”

      That got a laugh. “No. I don’t think you would.”

      “There you are then.” He bent his head low, his mouth close to my belly. “Sorry about your mum, kid. She’s an idiot at times.”

      I clipped him around the back of the head. “Brave, Mr. Gray. Very brave.”

      He chuckled. “Read your book. I’m going to get some sleep.”

      He reclined his seat back and in five minutes, he began snoring softly. Lucky bastard. I’d never managed to crack the whole sleeping on a plane thing. The engine noise, the recirculated air, the constant movement of passengers around the cabin all conspired to keep me wide awake. By the time we cleared immigration, I’d be dead on my feet. I couldn’t even enjoy a gin or two due to the extra passenger on board.

      I rummaged in my carry-on for my current read and settled down to a long flight.

      The plane landed thirty minutes ahead of schedule which, under normal circumstances, I’d celebrate. But when the captain told us they didn’t have a gate and we had to wait on the apron for busses to arrive, I felt like bursting into tears, which wasn’t like me. Putting it down to the amount of hormones crashing through my body, I gave myself a good talking to and swallowed the tears before they had time to fall.

      Devon insisted on carrying my bag as well as his own. Not that I planned on arguing. I could barely walk from exhaustion let alone dig my heels in over some stupid feminism shit.

      We cleared immigration with relative ease, but we also hit rush hour traffic which meant it took us an extra thirty minutes to get to the hotel. Thankfully our room was ready and waiting, and I managed to undress before collapsing onto the mattress.

      I didn’t remember anything else until Devon woke me some ten hours later to go to dinner. We ate in the hotel rather than head out into Melbourne and, still groggy with sleep, I returned to our room, showered, and went back to bed.

      When I finally awoke two and a half days after we’d left London, my head had cleared, the sun was shining, and my mood couldn’t have been happier. I heard Devon moving about in the bathroom. He tended to cope with the time difference and length of flight far better than I did.

      I threw back the covers and tumbled out of bed, then padded into the bathroom. I found him mid-shave, his face covered in shaving cream, a towel slung low around his waist, and his hair still damp from the shower.

      “Good morning,” I said, wrapping my arms around him and resting my chin on his warm, tanned back.

      “She lives,” he said, grinning.

      I released him and stuck out my tongue. “We all have our challenges, Gray. Besides, I’m sleeping for two.”

      His forehead wrinkled. “In that case, what’s your excuse for the last few years?”

      “I was preparing,” I said, reaching into the stall to flick on the shower.

      He laughed. “Always with the last word, Riles.”

      “You know it.”

      I slipped off my nightgown, letting it pool on the floor, and stepped into the shower. Bending my head, I let the hot spray fall down my back. The door opened, and Devon joined me. He put his arms around me and rested the flat of his palms on my abdomen.

      “You’ve already showered,” I said, leaning back against his shoulder.

      “Never could resist you,” he said, easing my head to one side to kiss my neck.

      “Can you feel a bump yet?”

      More kisses. “No.”

      “Will you still love me when I’m fat.”

      He sucked lightly on my skin. “No,” he said, his tone matter of fact.

      I turned in his arms. We’d played this game since I found out I was pregnant three weeks ago. “I knew it.”

      He cradled my chin then closed his mouth over mine. In seconds I was lost to the emotions he stimulated within me. His erection bumped against my belly, and I reached between us to grip him. I squeezed. He groaned, then lifted me, propped my back against the cool tile, hooked my legs over his hips, and slowly pushed inside.

      I clung to his shoulders for support as his cock slid in and out, his thrusts slow and controlled. My body opened up, welcoming him to our familiar dance as steam crept up the glass. He shifted his body slightly, and a burst of pleasure erupted within me. I cried out, clenching around him in a frenzy of tiny pulses. His forehead dropped to my shoulder, his groan swept away by the sound of running water. He stilled, then pulled out.

      “Now it’s a good morning,” he murmured, pecking my lips and letting me down slowly.

      He washed my hair and soaped my body, taking his sweet time between my legs, and then he dried every drop of moisture from my skin with a fluffy towel he’d warmed on the rail.

      “I feel treasured,” I said.

      He gazed down at me, his eyes tracking my face. “That’s because you are.”

      “Sweet talker.”

      He caught my hips, pulling me closer, and bent down to steal another kiss. “Always.”
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      “Deep breath,” I said as I parked the rental car next to Dad’s trusty old Toyota. “Five, four, three—”

      Mum barreled out of the house, her face beaming with happiness. “You’re here!”

      “Two, one,” Reilley said with a grin as she pressed down on the door handle and got out.

      In seconds I lost sight of her to my family’s enthusiastic welcome. The father-to-be and caring husband in me almost shouted “Careful”, then I remembered that a) we weren’t telling anyone yet and b) Reilley wasn’t fragile as she reminded me on several occasions in the days after we discovered she was pregnant.

      I joined them, surreptitiously wrestling her from their arms and folding her into mine. The expression on her face told me she’d figured why I’d done it, and she smiled.

      I picked up my nephew, now five-years-old, and settled him on my hip. “Blimey, Christopher, you’ve grown so much.”

      I hadn’t seen my family since August, almost five months ago. Kids Christopher’s age changed a lot in that time. I planted a kiss on top of my niece, Sara’s, head and got the first sign she was growing up when she didn’t linger or beg to be picked up, too. I still remembered the time when the pair of them would cling to my leg and I’d have to walk with a child attached to each thigh.

      He beamed and wrapped his skinny arms around my neck. “What did you bring me, Uncle Devon?”

      “Christopher Joseph Evans,” Diane exclaimed. “That is very bad manners. Apologize right this second.”

      He had the wherewithal to look contrite and mumble an apology under his breath until Diane’s attention diverted elsewhere and then his cheeky grin returned.

      “I might have a little something in my bag,” I said.

      “Yes!” He planted a sloppy kiss on my cheek. “I love you, Uncle Devon.”

      A sudden bout of melancholy swept through me. I wanted this kind of environment for my own child, but Reilley and I traveled so much, they wouldn’t get to know my family nearly as much as I desired.

      Not for the first time, I thought about jacking it all in, getting an engineering gig right here in Melbourne. I hadn’t spoken to Reilley about it yet, our impending parenthood too new to think about the practicalities, but sooner or later that conversation needed to be had. Sure, Jared and Paisley had worked it out, but they weren’t me and Reilley. They loved the jet set life. I missed home.

      As for Reilley… I honestly wasn’t sure what her reaction might be.

      We piled into the living room, everyone excitedly talking over one another. Christopher plastered himself to my side, but once I produced the gift I’d bought for him, he lost interest in me, ripped off the paper, grinned from ear-to-ear, and ran next door to show his best friend, Ben, his latest toy.

      I handed Sara her gift. She was much more gracious, and at least stuck around afterward. For five minutes. Then she, too, made her excuses and disappeared.

      “Do I smell?” I asked Diane, drawing a snigger from Reilley.

      Diane shook her head. “This is normal. Anything or anyone new is interesting for the shortest time, and then they’re off with their friends. As Sara told me the other night, ‘Adults are boring’.”

      “Well, now that the kids have buggered off, the boring adults can have some fun,” Dad said producing a bottle of champagne.

      I felt Reilley shift beside me.

      “It’s a bit early, Dad,” I said, thinking on my feet.

      “Poppycock,” he said. “Never too early to celebrate my son returning home to the mother ship. It’s a rare enough occurrence. You’ll have a drink, won’t you, Reilley? Show ‘em how it’s done.”

      “I’m driving,” I said, swinging to excuse number two and pulling his attention away from Reilley.

      “One won’t hurt,” he said. “By the time you head off, it’ll have worked its way out of your system.”

      I loved my dad but, hell, he was stubborn as an old mule. He also couldn’t pick up on a vibe if his life depended on it. Fortunately—or rather unfortunately given our decision to save the news for a few more days—Mum wasn’t nearly so obtuse.

      “Oh my God,” she expelled, clutching at her chest. “Oh, is it true?”

      Diane caught on, her face breaking into a beaming smile as her gaze switched between Reilley and me. Dad, still clueless and clinging to his bottle of champagne like he’d won first prize in a raffle, frowned.

      “Will someone please tell me what’s going on?”

      I twisted my head to look at Reilley. She nodded, and at least didn’t look unhappy about the unplanned turn of events.

      “Reilley and I are expecting a baby,” I said.

      Diane squealed then hugged Reilley. Mum burst into tears. Dad popped the cork on the champagne and whooped.

      “Now that’s cause for celebration.”

      I shot a desperate look at Joe, my brother-in-law, who grinned and leaned over to shake my hand. “Welcome to parenthood. It’s a helluva ride.”

      Mum insisted on making Reilley a mocktail which involved lots of fizzy water and lemon juice, and very little else, then proceeded to tell her what to expect, advice that was more than thirty-five years out of date. Reilley let her get it all out, nodding in the right places, and asking questions that made Mum feel a part of it all.

      I couldn’t love her more.

      “I guess we’ll have to buy them a gift now,” I murmured at a suitable break in the excitement.

      Reilley shook her head and rolled her eyes. “You’re awful.”

      I chuckled. “See if you still think that after I’ve made you come shopping with me. I need help choosing something suitable.”

      She arched a brow. “So, what’s new?”

      “Oh, look at you two lovebirds,” Mum said with her palm pressed over her heart.

      “Right, time to go,” I said, getting to my feet. I held out my hand for Reilley who, catching the direction of travel, didn’t hesitate.

      “Already?” Mum asked, crestfallen.

      “Mum, Reilley’s tired,” I said, shamefully using my wife’s pregnant state to suit my own agenda. “We’re here for ten days. You’ll get to see plenty of us.”

      “Fair enough,” she conceded. “Come around for dinner tonight.”

      I shook my head. “Tomorrow night. We’ve got plans for tonight.”

      Reilley shot me a look. We didn’t have any plans, but I needed the space. Three hours fawning was enough in any man’s book. I thought the world of my parents but had reached my limit for today.

      “Tomorrow then,” she said nestling in for a hug.

      “Definitely.”

      “I’ll make spaghetti Bolognese. Or shepherd’s pie. Or steaks. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll get your dad to grill some steaks on the barbie. And shrimp, too. Although no shrimp for you, Reilley. Come to think of it, we’ll skip the shrimp.”

      I grinned. “Calm down. You’re clucking like a mother hen.”

      She clapped her hands. “And I’ll pick up some wool in town. In white or yellow as you don’t know what you’re having yet.”

      I slid my gaze to Reilley who couldn’t stop her laughter from spilling over.

      “Yes, Mum,” I said, kissing her cheek. “Dad, maybe slip her a brandy tonight otherwise she’ll get no sleep.”

      Dad nodded sagely. “And maybe a sleeping tablet, too.”

      Mum flicked out at him with the back of her hand. “Cheeky.”

      I captured Reilley’s hand. “Let’s go before world war three breaks out.”

      The entire family crowded around the door to wave us off. As soon as they were out of sight, I blew out a long, slow breath.

      “Fuck me.”

      “I did,” Reilley said. “Hence the reason for your mom’s over-excitement.”

      I threw back my head and laughed. “Christ, I love you, Reilley Gray.”

      “Just as well,” she said, snaking her hand up my thigh. “I’d be a bitch of an ex.”
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      “Oh, look at these,” I exclaimed, picking up the cutest pair of chucks in a soft baby pink. “I love them.”

      “What if it’s a boy?” Devon asked.

      I grinned. “Pink works. As you’ll find out when you open one of your Christmas presents.”

      He laughed. “I can’t wait.”

      “I’m getting them,” I said, adding them to my overflowing basket of kiddie stuff which included a stuffed koala and an all-in-one outfit with “I’m so cute I must be Australian” emblazoned across the front, which Devon adored. I made a beeline for the checkout with my long-suffering husband trailing behind.

      We exited the store and, like a magpie drawn to a piece of silver paper blowing in the wind, I spotted a toy shop directly opposite. I turned to Devon with an impish grin.

      “One more.”

      “You said that two stores ago.”

      I linked my arm through his and gave him a beseeching look. “Please, baby.” I only ever called Devon “baby” when I wanted to tease him.

      “One more,” he said, holding up his forefinger to reiterate the point.

      “I promise,” I said. “We’ll take a quick look around, then go to lunch.” On cue, my stomach growled. “See, even my belly is on your side.”

      With considerable—and admirable—restraint, I only bought two things from the toy store, both of which were small enough to pack in my luggage. Laden with bags, we strolled through the mall, heading for the food court. Christmas songs blared over the sound system, and everywhere people seemed to be in a good mood.

      The smell of greasy burgers and deep-fried potatoes reached me as we rounded the last corner, causing my mouth to fill with saliva. I was constantly hungry these days, but also conscious of not falling into the “eating for two” myth. At thirty-one, I wasn’t ready to give up on a firm, tight body just yet.

      Devon found a spare table and left me with the bags while he went to fetch our lunch. I scanned around, people watching, when I spotted a familiar face in the crowd. An unwelcome familiar face, one I hadn’t seen in more than three years.

      Caroline.

      I shifted my body and ducked my head, but too late to avoid her. Her eyes widened, and then she half-waved and started to make her way over, sidling between the packed tables and Christmas shopping bag strewn all over the floor.

      “Reilley,” she said, hitting me with a smile that looked genuine, but you never could tell with Caroline. “How nice to see you.”

      Really? “Hi,” I said. “You look well, Caroline.”

      “Thanks.” She placed her tray of food on the table, pulled out a chair, and sat down, uninvited. I looked over to where Devon was lining up, his back to me, completely unaware of Caroline’s presence. “As do you.” She picked up her drink and sucked noisily through the straw. “Is Devon with you?”

      The word “no” simmered on the edge of my tongue, but in a few minutes, she’d know that was a lie.

      “Yes.” I jerked my chin toward the burger joint where Devon had finally reached the front of the line.

      Caroline followed my gaze then returned her attention to me. Her eyes fell to my left hand. “I saw in the paper that you guys had married,” she said. “I’m genuinely happy for you.”

      “Thanks,” I murmured, catching Devon on his way over with a tray brimful of food. He recognized Caroline sitting opposite me and his eyes narrowed.

      “Hello, Caroline,” he said, his tone laced with warning. “What can we do for you?”

      So formal, so cold, so unlike the man I knew. Then again, Caroline had made his life a misery for more than four years. He was well within his rights to be pissed at her, and to refuse to hide it.

      Caroline ducked her chin into her chest and nibbled on her bottom lip. “I guess I deserve the cold shoulder. I’m not here to cause trouble, Devon.”

      He sat beside me and glared at Caroline. “Then why are you here?”

      “It wasn’t planned,” she said. “I’m shopping for a few last bits for Christmas, just like you, and I spotted Reilley. I wanted to say hi, that’s all.”

      “And now you have,” Devon said, staring at her pointedly.

      Caroline flushed bright red. This wasn’t Devon’s usual style; he was the kindest man I knew. But Caroline had brought this on herself. So much rotten history had passed between the two of them, he was bound to feel sore about it.

      “I owe you an apology,” she said. “One I should have made the effort to extend a long time ago, but as each day passed, it got harder and harder.” She took a deep breath. “I blamed you for it all, yet none of it was your fault. An accident that you couldn’t have foreseen, or put in place measures to prevent. And after it happened, you did so much for Charlotte, far more than I did. You owed her nothing yet gave her everything. You took such good care of her, and I never once said thank you. All I did was demand more. You have every right to hate me.”

      I waited for Devon’s reaction, ready to follow his lead. This was his fight, his righteous indignation. If he walked out without responding, I’d be right on his heels.

      Before he spoke, however, she turned her head in my direction. “And as for the way you found out about Charlotte… I’m ashamed of myself. I never used to be so vindictive, yet I used my pain as a stick to beat others with. That wasn’t right. You could have made things difficult for my sister by yanking away the one person she needed more than anyone. More than me. Yet you didn’t. I appreciate that more than I’ll ever be able to express.”

      Caroline and I had had our run-ins, but whether it was all the hormones causing havoc in my body, or impending motherhood bringing out the softer side of me, I found myself reaching for her hand.

      “You lost your sister, a twin. That’s an awful thing to go through. Be kind to yourself, Caroline.”

      When Devon remained tight-lipped, I pressed my thigh against his in encouragement.

      “Thanks,” he said reluctantly. “I hope you find some peace.”

      She smiled brightly. “I’m happy, Devon. Contented. I went through a rough time after Charlotte died, but after I pulled my head out of my backside, I realized that by moping around, I was doing her a disservice. If she’d seen me then, at my worst, she’d have kicked my arse.”

      Devon laughed, and it sounded genuine. “You’re right. She would.”

      Caroline picked up her tray and stood. “I’ll leave you to it. Thanks for listening.”

      She wandered off and I lost sight of her in the pre-Christmas crowds.

      “That was unexpected,” I said, biting into my burger with gusto. I groaned. “God, that tastes amazing. A heart attack in a bun.”

      “I’m glad she’s feeling better, but I still don’t like her. I nearly lost my shit when I saw her sitting opposite you.”

      “Aww,” I said, nudging him with my elbow. “Was my white knight gonna swoop in and save me from the wicked witch?”

      He chuckled. “Knowing you, Riles, it’d be Caroline who’d need saving.”

      I made a “Yeah I’m awesome” face and nodded. “Truth.”

      We finished our lunch and, Devon acting as my personal pack horse once more, we headed back to the parking lot. With a full belly and a morning filled with shopping, tiredness overcame me, and I yawned.

      “Afternoon nap for you,” Devon said, somehow finding a free arm to wrap around my waist.

      “Only if you join me,” I said with a grin.

      “Won’t be doing much sleeping if I do.”

      “I’ll live with it.”

      He chuckled and, with happiness coursing through my veins, we exited the mall and broke out into the bright Australian sunshine. I fished my sunnies out of my purse and slipped them on, giving my eyes a break from the intense sun.

      “Want me to fetch the car and you stay here?” Devon asked as we passed a bench that he must have seen me looking at longingly.

      “You read my mind,” I said, plunking myself down.

      Devon placed the bags on the ground next to my feet and jogged across the street, disappearing between the lanes and lanes of cars. The mall was packed with shoppers desperately flapping about trying to pick up last-minute gifts even though they probably had stacks of presents already purchased. There was something about Christmas that made people panic, fearing they hadn’t quite done enough which resulted in them racking up huge credit card bills on piles of crap just so their family had enough to open on the Big Day.

      Gotta love capitalism.

      I reached down to rub my feet when I heard someone call my name. Straightening, I squinted into the distance, my gaze finding Caroline about a hundred yards away. She waved. I bit back a groan, hoping she didn’t swing by for another impromptu catchup, and waved back.

      I got my wish. Caroline stepped into the road that ran around the edge of the parking lot, proceeding to where I presumed she’d parked her car. I breathed a sigh of relief. Half-turning away, the sound of a car going far too fast brought my head back around. It must have been milliseconds yet seemed to happen in slow motion. Caroline dropped one of her shopping bags and bent down to retrieve it. Both she and the driver of the vehicle saw the danger too late. He slammed on the brakes. Caroline froze.

      And then I heard a thud.

      A shot of adrenaline had me leaping to my feet. I sprinted across the asphalt, saw the driver reverse, nose the car around Caroline’s prostrate form, and speed away.

      Memorizing the license plate, I reached Caroline and crouched, touching two fingers to her neck. Thank God. A pulse, and a strong one at that. I visibly checked her over. I couldn’t see any injuries, which worried me more than if she’d had a broken leg or a gash on her forehead.

      “What happened?”

      Devon appeared, his phone already to his ear dialing the emergency services.

      “A car hit her,” I said. “He drove away.” Disbelief swept through me. “He drove away, Devon.”

      “It’s okay,” he said, his voice soothing. “She’ll be alright. Yes, ambulance please. South side of Crown Street Mall. Someone’s been hit by a car.”

      A few other shoppers stopped to help, and someone produced a blanket that they draped over Caroline. Another propped up her head with a folded-up jacket. Sirens blared in the distance, growing ever closer.

      “Hurry, please hurry,” I murmured to no one in particular, while stroking Caroline’s hair. We weren’t friends, by any stretch of the imagination, but nor did I wish her any harm. “You’re going to be fine.”

      The emergency services arrived and, after they assessed her, the paramedics loaded Caroline into the ambulance.

      “I’ll go with her,” I said to Devon. “You follow on behind.”

      I held Caroline’s hand on the journey to the hospital and, with nothing in common, I talked to her about Charlotte. The paramedic constantly assessed her vital signs which, thankfully, were all positive, her blood pressure in the normal range. That gave me hope she’d be fine. I had no medical knowledge, but even I knew that internal bleeding would cause her blood pressure to plummet.

      As we arrived at the hospital, Caroline murmured, her eyes flickering. Relief swept through me, a tidal wave of emotion I didn’t understand.

      “Caroline?” I queried, squeezing her hand. “You’re going to be fine.”

      She didn’t answer me. The paramedics wheeled her into the hospital and straight through a set of swing doors. Devon arrived a couple of minutes later and I updated him as we made our way to the waiting area.

      “He drove away, Devon,” I said, referring to the hit-and-run driver. “He didn’t even stop to see if she was okay.” I shook my head. “What kind of person does that?”

      “I don’t know,” Devon replied. “No doubt the police will want to speak to you. I guess it happened so fast you didn’t see very much.”

      “I got the license plate,” I said, triumphant. “As soon as we find out how Caroline is, I’ll talk to the police. That man shouldn’t be allowed to simply ride around without a care in the world.”

      He pressed a kiss to my temple. “You’re awesome.”

      I smiled, despite the seriousness of the situation. “I bet the driver won’t think that when the police knock on his door.” A thought suddenly occurred to me. “Does Caroline have any family?”

      Devon shook his head. “No one close. She may have aunts, uncles, cousins, but I wouldn’t have any idea how to get in touch with any of them.”

      I reached for his hand. “Poor thing. My mom has her faults, but she’d come if I needed her. And I have you, your mom and dad, Di, Joe, the kids. More friends than I can count.” I touched my stomach, staring at a stain on the floor. “This little one soon. I feel incredibly lucky.”

      Devon’s fingers tightened around mine. I leaned into him and waited.
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      I hated hospitals.

      The smell of disinfectant, the sense of despair, the family members crying in hallways after receiving the worst news of their lives. The doctors and nurses dashing about trying to save lives that, in some cases, their valiant efforts would be unsuccessful.

      After Charlotte’s accident, I virtually lived in the damned things, and sitting here now, my feet were itching to run.

      Reilley yawned, then rested her head on my shoulder. I stroked her hair.

      “Why don’t you catch a cab back to the hotel. Get some rest,” I suggested.

      She righted herself, shaking her head. “I’m fine. I want to stay.”

      I understood where she was coming from. While there was no love lost between either of us and Caroline, I felt a sense of responsibility to stick around in case she needed anything.

      Sucker. That’s me.

      Still, I’d rather be thought of as a man who cared than a heartless bastard who left a woman alone after a horrific accident when she had no one else to look out for her.

      I nudged Reilley as a doctor exited the room where they’d taken Caroline and made a beeline for us. I tried to read his expression, but the man would make a terrific poker player.

      “Are you the people who came in with Caroline Fletcher?”

      “Yes,” I said, adding tentatively, “How is she?”

      He took a seat opposite and leaned forward, pressing the tips of his fingers together as they hung between his parted thighs. “She’s a very lucky woman,” was his opening gambit which caused a flush of relief. “She’s got a nasty concussion and will have a thumping headache for a few days, as well as a few bumps and bruises, but we’re satisfied there’s no lasting damage. We’re going to keep her in overnight, just for observation, but tomorrow, she can go home.”

      Reilley’s shoulders relaxed and she blew out a slow breath.

      “Can we see her?” she asked.

      “Of course. I’ll get someone to take you to her.”

      We had to wait another few minutes before a smiley nurse beckoned us to follow her to Caroline’s room. I gestured for Reilley to go in first. Caroline was sitting up in bed with barely a scratch on her. She beamed so widely at us, I felt a bit taken aback.

      Who is this woman? And what have you done with Caroline Fletcher?

      Her hand reached out to Reilley and she clasped her hand. “Oh, you guys. Thank you so much for sticking around.”

      “How are you feeling?” Reilley asked, perching on the end of Caroline’s bed.

      I stood back, unable to quite believe the incongruity of the moment. The woman who’d spent four years hating my guts, determined to make my life as difficult as possible now looked at me like I was a long-lost relative she’d spent years searching for.

      “A bit sore, and I’ve got a killer headache. I feel very lucky.”

      “You are lucky,” Reilley said. “That guy hit you pretty hard. It could have been much, much worse.”

      Caroline nodded sagely. “It happened so fast.”

      “Accidents usually do,” I cut in, shifting uncomfortably from foot-to-foot. “Is there anyone we can call?”

      “No, it’s fine. I texted my fiancé. He’s on his way.”

      My eyes widened, and surprise rolled down Reilley’s spine. “Fiancé?”

      “Yes. Mike. I met him a few months ago when I visited Charlotte’s grave. He was there visiting his mother.” She laughed. “What a story to tell the grandkids one day.”

      I cleared my throat, unsure of the right response. Reilley, as usual, came to my rescue.

      “That’s great, Caroline. We’re so pleased for you, aren’t we, Devon?”

      Her nudge brought a, “Yeah. Absolutely,” from me, although a dim corner of my mind hoped Mike knew what he was getting into. Caroline might be all sunshine and roses right now, but she had a dark side. I’d experienced it up close and personal. I wasn’t the kind of man who sought retribution, but the scars from dealing with Caroline’s frequent and bitter outbursts had left their mark.

      I clasped Reilley’s shoulder, my message clear. Can we go now?

      She got the silent memo, rising from the bed. “I’m glad you’re okay. We’ll leave you to it.”

      “Oh, no, don’t go yet. You have to meet Mike.”

      “Sorry, Caroline, but we’re already late for an appointment,” I lied. “Hope you recover soon.”

      Crestfallen, she nodded. “I am glad I saw you again and you graciously accepted my apology, even though I’m not sure I deserved it.”

      This was the part where one person usually felt impelled to reassure the other. I simply nodded. “Take care, Caroline.”

      I took Reilley’s hand and left the room, breathing a sigh of relief as soon as I was on the other side.

      “Can we talk to the police and then get out of here?”

      Reilley tipped back her head and looked up at me. “You got it.”

      After Reilley gave her statement to law enforcement officers, I drove us back to the hotel, pondering the last couple of hours. Every time I’d returned to Melbourne since Charlotte passed away it had crossed my mind that I could bump into Caroline. Weirdly, I hadn’t expected it to actually happen.

      The events of today had firmed up one thing, though; I needed to talk to Reilley about the future. Life was short and I didn’t want to spend months away from my family. Nor did I think it was a good life for a child to be hauled around the world, especially as they grew. Kids needed stability, and a mother and father who were present. Reilley could do her job from anywhere in the world. I needed a new challenge, one that would keep me close to home.

      As I mused the future over in my mind, I became even more set on giving up Formula One. I’d spent the last decade and a half traveling around the world in a high-pressure job that, although I loved, wasn’t right for my family.

      I slid my gaze sideways, wondering what Reilley’s reaction would be. I couldn’t call it.

      Tonight, I’d find out.
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      “Dessert?” Devon asked, perusing the menu after polishing off an enormous steak dinner. It pissed me off the way men could eat whatever the hell they liked and still stay in shape. A woman only had to look at a slice of cake to put on three pounds. That was how I knew whoever created human beings was definitely a man. A woman would have made sure that salad tasted like chocolate.

      I shook my head. “You have hollow legs.”

      He glanced up and grinned. “Is that jealousy I hear in your tone, Mrs. Gray?”

      “No,” I lied, drawing a huff of laughter from my soon-to-be-dead husband.

      His smile widened and he gestured to the server. “Two latte’s please,” he said, handing her both menus. After she retreated, he reached across the table and took one of my hands in both of his. “If you’re refraining from dessert, then so am I.”

      “You’re the best.”

      “I know,” he said.

      I balled up my napkin and threw it at him. He batted it aside and laughed.

      “I don’t understand why you’re so concerned anyway. For one thing, there’s barely a pick on you, and for another, I’m not sure restricting your calorie intake should be at the top of your agenda in your condition.”

      “Because, my dear husband, if I spend the next nine months eating whatever my heart desires, my ass will grow to the size of a small country.”

      He hitched one shoulder. “Fine by me.”

      “But not by me,” I replied doggedly.

      “Women,” he muttered. “Okay, enough fat arse banter. I need to talk to you about something else.”

      I detected a faint hint of nerves in his tone, and I straightened my spine. “Go on.”

      He paused, waiting for the server to set down our coffees. Once she’d gone, he steepled his fingers and leaned his hands on the table.

      “I’ve been thinking about after the baby comes, and all the time we spend traveling around the globe. I don’t think I want to do it anymore, Riles.”

      I automatically leaned in, surprise rolling through my body and causing my skin to blossom with goose bumps. “You’re thinking of quitting?”

      He nodded, somber. Devon took his job as Chief Engineer for Nash Racing team very seriously. It was his life.

      “Oh, Devon. Please don’t think you have to give up the career you love and that you’ve worked so hard for just because we’re having a baby. Look at Paisley and Jared. They cope just fine. Besides, I can work anywhere, and at any time. I’m not restricted by a timetable.”

      He brought my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles. “I love you so damn much, Riles. You’re my rock, my life raft, my everything. And I know you’d support me whatever I chose to do. But it’s not about that. I don’t want my kid dragged around the world, unable to set down roots, to make friends. I don’t want him or her to have a tutor. I want them to go to school like every other kid. To ride their bike in the street, to climb trees and fall over. To be with children their own age, not a bunch of over-enthusiastic petrol heads.”

      I inclined my head. “You’ve been thinking about this for a long time, haven’t you?”

      “Yep. For weeks. Ever since we found out we were expecting.”

      I gnawed my lip, considering his speech. Devon didn’t make long speeches. He chose his words carefully, and none were ever wasted. He never spoke for the sake of hearing his own voice, so for him to make such an impassioned outburst showed how deeply he’d thought about it, and how diverting him from his decision would be an exercise in futility.

      “Have you talked to Jack?”

      He shook his head. “I wanted to speak with you first. But I plan to. Soon.”

      “What will you do?” I asked, not concerned about money. I’d made enough off my backlist that neither of us needed to work again. But I was concerned about Devon. He was a proud man. Sitting around doing very little wasn’t his style. He’d go crazy in a matter of days, and while a baby would keep us both busy for a while, we’d settle into a routine before long and boredom would take root. We were the kinds of people who thrived on challenge, on working hard and achieving our goals.

      “I’m not sure yet. I do want to move back home, though.”

      I widened my eyes. “And leave London?”

      “Yes. We can keep an apartment as a bolt hole I guess, but I want our children to be brought up here, close to the beach where they can spend their time outdoors rather than cooped up playing video games. Besides, think of the on-tap babysitting with my parents not that far away.”

      “Hold on,” I said. “Rewind, mister. Children? Let’s see how we get on with this one before planning a soccer team.”

      Devon grinned, his relief palpable now he’d gotten it all off his chest and I hadn’t freaked out. I wasn’t wedded to London. I’d been brought up in Chicago after all, yet I barely visited there these days and can’t say I missed it all that much. For me, home was Devon, and wherever he laid his head, I’d follow.

      “You’ll think about it, though? No need to decide now.”

      “I don’t need to think about it. Wherever you are, that’s where I want to be.”

      Devon’s eyes, so open and full of love, softened. “I love you.”

      “Let’s see if you still think that after I’ve made you traipse around seventy-five houses and rejected them all.”
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      My poor husband fidgeted in his seat, his fingers drumming on the table as we waited for Jack to arrive at the restaurant where we’d arranged to meet him for lunch. Outside the rain battered against the large picture windows, bouncing off the sidewalk. Shoppers huddled into their coats and fought with umbrellas in the blustery wind. I wouldn’t miss the bitter English winters when we made the permanent move to Australia in a few months time.

      I gripped Devon’s hand, stopping his incessant tapping. “You’re driving me crazy,” I said, softening my words with a smile. I knew how nervous he was to have this discussion with Jack. He owed that man a lot, we both did. “He’ll understand.”

      “I don’t want him to be disappointed in me, that’s all.”

      I arched a brow. “He dares to mention the ‘D’ word and I’ll cut off his balls with this knife,” I said, brandishing my steak knife in the air.

      Devon laughed, his face relaxing, his shoulders briefly unhunching. “Thanks for coming. I might be a pussy for asking you, but I figure Jack’ll have to watch his P’s and Q’s if you’re here.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “This is Jack Nash we’re talking about, right? I doubt my presence is going to stop him dropping the F-bomb if he feels like it.”

      “Correct, darling.”

      I felt a kiss on top of my head, then Jack appeared in my line of sight. He shook hands with Devon and sat down. “You two look disgustingly well,” he said, shaking out his napkin and beckoning to the server. “Scotch, three pieces of ice, no water. So, what’s up? Why am I going to need to dust off my fucks?”

      I glanced at Devon who studiously kept his attention on Jack. “No reason. How’ve you been, Jack?”

      Jack furrowed his brow. “Spit it out, Devon. I’ve known you half your life and right now you look like you’re sitting on a porcupine. Whatever’s on your mind, just say it.”

      Jack’s forthright manner was one of the many things I loved about him. Paisley was definitely his daughter. She had the same blunt, lack of a filter approach.

      “I’m quitting Formula One,” Devon said, his voice calm despite the inner turmoil on the inside. “With the baby coming, I don’t want that kind of life anymore.”

      I could almost sense Devon holding his breath, waiting for Jack’s response. I placed my hand on his knee as a sign of solidarity.

      Jack swiped his scotch off the tray before the server had a chance to set it down. He swirled the liquid, examined the contents, then sipped. “I can’t say I’m surprised. I expected this to head my way sooner rather than later. I feared sooner and hoped for later. I am devastated to lose you, but I completely understand and respect your decision.”

      “You’re not pissed?” Devon asked.

      Jack chuckled. “Yes. Mightily fucking pissed. You have any idea how hard it’s going to be to replace you? Please tell me you’re not quitting with immediate effect?”

      Devon shook his head. “July. After Silverstone,” Devon said, referring to the British Grand Prix. It seemed a fitting end, not to mention geographically perfect. We could pack up all our stuff in London right after the race and head on over to Australia to start our new life.

      “Thank fuck for that.” Jack rubbed his chin. “What’s your thoughts on your replacement?”

      I only half listened as they began talking shop, my mind on the upcoming year of change. My husband giving up a career he’d worked hard at for half his life, a new baby on the way, a move to the other side of the world and all the stress that entailed. Yet excitement for the future unfurled in my belly, sending tingles down my arms and legs. My mother had instilled in me a sense of adventure and independence. I wasn’t one for keeping the status quo. Change was unavoidable so why not embrace it with gusto.

      “What will you do?” Jack asked, his question bringing my attention back to their conversation. “Have anything lined up yet?”

      “Not yet,” Devon said. “I want to stay working in the automotive industry in some capacity, but in a job that’s located within a one hour commute of Melbourne.”

      “Hmm.” Jack said, lifting his eyes up and to the right. “I might be able to help you out there.”

      “Yeah?” Devon sat up straight, his interest piqued.

      “Let me make some calls. They’d be damn lucky to have you, I know that.” He sat back as our food arrived. “Feels like the last fucking supper.” He waggled his eyebrows and nudged me in jest.

      I was really going to miss Jack.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I am as big as a whale,” I bemoaned, checking out my gigantic ass in the mirror. Despite my best efforts and watching every damned calorie I put in my mouth, I’d still gained more than thirty pounds. Even if the baby weighed eight when she came out, that was still twenty-two fucking pounds I’d have to try and shift. And I had three weeks left before my due date which, Paisley had cheerfully pointed out, meant I had more than enough time to gain even more weight.

      “You look gorgeous,” Devon said, sidling up behind me. His arms came around my waist—or rather where my waist used to be—and he rested his hands on my bump.

      “You don’t have to be nice to me,” I said. “I’ll still suck your cock later.” The last few months I’d gotten so horny it was beyond ridiculous. Devon hadn’t complained but even he must have rolled his eyes on occasion when I demanded sex morning, noon, and fucking night.

      He threw back his head and laughed. “Riles, you kill me. You really do.” He straightened his tie then pressed a warm kiss to my neck. “Almost ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be,” I said, pulling a face at myself before turning away in disgust. We were headed to Devon’s leaving party. Jack had insisted upon an appropriate send off for a man he considered a son—his words not ours.

      Poor Jack. First he lost Jared as a driver, and now Devon as his most experienced race engineer. Change was hard, if inevitable. Still, Devon’s replacement was hugely talented and would make a good fist of it, I reckoned. Jack had also come good on his promise to help Devon find an opportunity back home in Australia. In four weeks he started his new job as Chief Engineer for Morgan Automotive, a sports car manufacturer with a large factory in Melbourne.

      Jack had gone all out to give Devon an appropriate send off, hiring a Grade I listed mansion in the countryside surrounding Silverstone. Over two hundred people worked for Nash Racing and every single one had been invited, along with their partners or friends. We arrived at the entranceway and were greeted with pictures of Devon throughout the years pinned to the walls, and balloons and streamers hanging from the ceiling.

      “I’ll fucking kill him,” Devon muttered, blushing as he was faced with images of himself from every angle.

      “Let him be,” I berated. “It’s his way of saying thank you for everything you’ve done over the years, and for showing you how much he loves you and will miss you.”

      Devon grumbled and muttered something else I didn’t quite catch, but then a few of his team spotted him and the next thing I knew, they’d hoisted him aloft and were carrying him through the room.

      Paisley wandered over, looking all thin and gorgeous, and linked her arm through mine. “How about we get you a mocktail,” she said. “And a seat.”

      A wave of emotion hit me out of the blue, and I started to cry. “I’m going to miss you all so much.”

      Paisley chuckled and gave me a hug. “I remember the spontaneous crying throughout my pregnancy, too. It sucks monkey balls. Come on, let’s get you that drink.”

      The night sped by and there were several more occasions where I burst into tears at the drop of a hat, but as Devon and I climbed into the back of Jack’s limousine—which he’d insisted upon as a final parting gift—Devon drunk, me exhausted, both of us deliriously happy, I knew with absolute certainty everything was going to be alright. We might not see the Nash Racing team nearly as often, but they were, and always would be, family.

      “Tired?” Devon murmured, his lips in my hair.

      I pressed the button on the center console, activating the privacy screen. My hand went to his belt.

      “Not too tired to suck your cock.”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FROM ME TO YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you so much for reading. I hope you enjoyed delving into the Full Velocity world.

      

        

      
        I’m taking a short break from these boys for a little while to introduce a brand new series.

      

        

      
        ROGUES (Ryker, Oliver, Garen, Upton, Elliot, and Sebastian) follows the lives of six friends who hit the jackpot and find themselves rich beyond their wildest dreams.

      

        

      
        But don’t worry if you’re already missing the Full Velocity guys… The series will be back. Book 4, Crash, is currently scheduled for early 2021

      

        

      
        The first novel in the ROGUES series, Entranced, will release in April 2020 and is available for preorder here at the special pre-release price of just $2.99.

      

      

      
        
        Entranced Blurb

      

        

      
        Have you ever loved anyone so much that you’d give them up at the expense of your own happiness?

      

        

      
        No? Well, I did.

      

        

      
        Okay, that’s not the first lie I’ve ever told myself. I fought tooth and nail for the only man I’ll ever love, but in the end, I had to concede defeat.

      

        

      
        Even now, seven years later, the cruel words Ryker uttered the morning after he took my virginity still wield the power to shatter the remains of my heart.

      

        

      
        Yet fate has a way of shaping our lives.

        No matter how hard we fight for a different outcome.

      

        

      
        ***

      

        

      
        Have you ever feared losing someone so much you’d give up the only woman who made your heart race?

      

        

      
        No? Well, I have.

      

        

      
        She holds the power to bring my entire world crashing down, which is why I’ve spent the last seven years forgetting she exists.

      

        

      
        And until today, I’d succeeded.

      

        

      
        But time isn’t a healer, she’s a cruel mistress.

        One who won’t be ignored.

      

      

      
        
        Like an author - leave a review.

      

        

      
        Reviews really help readers discover new books, as well as putting a great big smile on my face!

      

        

      
        Why not follow me on Amazon to be alerted when I have a new release out. Alternatively, you can also follow me on Bookbub and those kind folks will also let you know there’s a new book for you to discover.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Tracie Delaney

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Winning Ace Series

        Ace - A Winning Ace Novella

        Winning Ace

        Losing Game

        Grand Slam

        Winning Ace Boxset

        Mismatch

        Break Point - A Winning Ace Novella

      

        

      
        Stand-alone

        My Gift To You

        Draven

      

        

      
        The Brook Brothers Series

        The Blame Game

        Against All Odds

        His To Protect

        Web of Lies

        The Brook Brothers Complete Boxset

      

        

      
        Irresistibly Mine Series

        Tempting Christa
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        Full Velocity Series

        Friction
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        ROGUES Series

        Entranced

        Enraptured

        Entrapped

        Enchanted

        Enthralled

        Enticed

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To be the first to hear about upcoming releases why not sign up to my newsletter

      

      

      
        
        Reader Group Sign Up

      

      

      
        
        And as a bonus, when you sign up, you will receive a FREE novella, Ace, which is a prequel to the bestselling Winning Ace series. This novella can also be purchased on Amazon

      

        

      
        Or if email isn’t your jam, come join the

        Racy Aces Facebook group

      

        

      
        I know email doesn’t work for everyone. That’s why I created the Racy Aces Facebook group where I regularly chat to readers and share snippets, excerpts, covers, and generally have lots of fun.

      

        

      
        I’d love to have you join me and the rest of the Racy Aces crazy gang. Simply click on this link and come join us.

      

        

      
        Or if the link doesn’t work, search Tracie’s Racy Aces in Facebook and you’ll find us right there!
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