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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.
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      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.
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      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 as 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.
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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Paisley

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      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 for preorder. Get your fix here.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        Download Winning Ace, or binge-read the entire Boxset now.

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

      
        As with all my books, if you’re a kindle unlimited subscriber, you can read for FREE.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FROM ME TO YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you so much for reading Friction. Whenever a reader picks up one of my books, I’m eternally grateful. Reading a book is an investment of time, a commodity many of us are short of in our busy lives, so for you to devote some of yours to my characters and my stories means so very much.

      

        

      
        Putting out the first book in a brand new series is always a nervous time, but I can honestly say that I love this world. It’s glamorous, dangerous, and very sexy! The perfect backdrop for a series of steamy romance novels.

      

        

      
        I often get asked who my favorite character is—a very tough question—but from a female character perspective, Paisley is up there. I adored being inside her head. There were so many occasions where I found myself laughing out loud at some of her antics. I love how unapologetically free she is. I kind of envy her. Paisley and Jared will definitely be making future appearances.

      

      

      
        
        Like an author - leave a review.

      

      

      
        
        Reviews really help readers discover new books, as well as putting a great big smile on my face!

      

        

      
        You can share your thoughts on Amazon, Goodreads, or on Bookbub, or feel free to contact me directly.

      

        

      
        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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        GRIDLOCK - BLURB

      

      

      
        
        Tate Flynn…

        World Champion.

        The poster boy of young drivers.

      

        

      
        And the man to blame for the death of my brother.

      

        

      
        He glamorizes risk and danger,

        while I’m left to pick up the pieces.

        I’m determined to expose the true colors of the sport he adores.

        Sure, I have a fight on my hands, but I’ve got the teeth for it.

      

        

      
        Bad luck, Tate. I’m coming for you.

      

      

      

      
        
        Madison Brady…

        A woman with many faces.

        Doctor, protestor, adversary.

      

        

      
        She’s laid a family tragedy firmly at my door, except my conscience is clear.

      

        

      
        She professes to despise me, but I’m not convinced.

        They say there’s a thin line between hate and love.

        And I have an urge to test that theory on my nemesis.

      

        

      
        Heads up, Madison. I’m coming for you.

      

      

      
        
        Gridlock is the second book in the Full Velocity Series. Each novel can be read as a standalone.
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            Tracie Delaney Newsletter Sign Up

          

        

      

    

    
      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 short story entitled Cash, which is a prequel to my extremely popular Winning Ace series. This short story can also be purchased on Amazon

      

        

      
        Tracie’s Racy Aces

        For those who find email doesn’t work quite so well for them, why not join my Facebook group where I regularly chat to fans 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 team. Simply click on this link and come join us crazies. Or if the link doesn’t work, search Tracie’s Racy Aces s in Facebook and you’ll find us right there!
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        Sometimes when I’m writing my thanks to my amazing team, it feels a little bit like a broken record. But really, they’re so amazing that all I can do is wax lyrical about how lucky I am to have these terrific people as part of my team.

      

        

      
        To hubs… thank you for putting up with me each and every day. For your patience when I go into myself because I’m talking to my characters instead of you! I couldn’t do this without your unwavering support. You’re my world.

      

        

      
        To my critique partner, Incy. Your belief in me, and in this series, means the absolute world. I adore your forthright manner, knowing that every word is given with love and encouragement.

      

        

      
        To Louise. Mon Capitan. I love and appreciate you so very much. Thank you for everything you do.

      

        

      
        To Del - Foxy. Once again, your work on this book was outstanding. Those little comments that send my thought process in a different direction are invaluable. I hope we work together on many more projects in the future.

      

        

      
        To my alpha reader, Allison. I’m still celebrating that I shocked you! Thank you for making me take a second look at the order of a couple of scenes. I love how Friction turned out. Paisley rocks!

      

        

      
        To Lexi. What can I say other than thank you. I’m so glad we met (thank you Louise!), and that I can count you as one of my very dear friends. Paisley said she’d love to be your bestie. Jared said back off, she doesn’t have time!

      

        

      
        To my ARC readers. You guys are amazing! You’re my final eyes and ears before my baby is released into the world and I appreciate each and every one of you for giving up your time to read—and point out the odd errors that slip through the net!

      

        

      
        And last but most certainly not least, to you, the readers. Thank you for being on this journey with me. It still humbles me to think that my words are being read all over the world.

      

        

      
        If you have any time to spare, I’d be ever so grateful if you’d leave a short review on Amazon or Goodreads. Reviews not only help readers discover new books, but they also help authors reach new readers. You’d be doing a massive favor for this wonderful bookish community we’re all a part of.
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        Tracie Delaney realized she was destined to write when, at aged five, she crafted little notes to her parents, each one finished with "The End."

      

        

      
        Tracie loves to write steamy contemporary romance books that center around hot men, strong women, and then watch with glee as they battle through real life problems. Of course, there's always a perfect Happy Ever After ending (eventually).

      

        

      
        When she isn’t writing or sitting around with her head stuck in a book, she can often be found watching The Walking Dead, Game of Thrones or any tennis match involving Roger Federer. Coffee is a regular savior.

      

        

      
        You can find Tracie on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, or, for the latest news, exclusive excerpts and competitions, why not join her reader group.

      

        

      
        Tracie currently resides in the North West of England with her amazingly supportive husband and her two crazy Westie puppies, Cooper and Murphy.

      

        

      
        Tracie loves to hear from readers. She can be contacted through the following platforms

      

      

      
        
        www.traciedelaneyauthor.com

        traciedelaneyauthor@gmail.com

      

      

      https://www.bookbub.com/authors/tracie-delaney
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