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Dear Reader,

 

Welcome to the Driven World!

 

I’m so excited you’ve picked up this book! Revolution is a book based on the world I created in my New York Times bestselling Driven Series. While I may be finished writing this series (for now), various authors have signed on to keep them going. They will be bringing you all-new stories in the world you know while allowing you to revisit the characters you love.

 

This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I allowed them to use the world I created and may have assisted in some of the plotting, I took no part in the writing or editing of the story. All praise can be directed their way.

 

I truly hope you enjoy Revolution. If you’re interested in finding more authors who have written in the KB Worlds, you can visit www.kbworlds.com.

 

Thank you for supporting the writers in this project and me.

 

Happy Reading,

K. Bromberg


[image: ]

“Even if I am a girl, even if people think I can’t do it, I should not lose hope.”

—Malala Yousafzai

 

This one is for the girls.






 

 

 

 

Inspired by true events
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Kacey

 

IT WAS A TRUTH UNIVERSALLY acknowledged that racing was a man’s world.

And to be a woman in that world required some balls.

“Joey!” I shouted, spotting the asshole in the black race suit who was responsible for my crash.

Burning rubber, pungent gasoline, and adrenaline inflated my lungs with each breath. The exclusive aroma of NASCAR—and I couldn’t get enough of it.

I scanned the tents along pit road. Expensive cars funded by big names sat like a life-size toy collection along the empty track now that the Daytona 500 had just finished.

I brushed back strands of copper-red that clung to the sweat on my face, swallowing down the acrid taste of failure in favor of bewilderment and anger. My bright green fire suit shuffled as I picked up my pace to catch up to the other driver.

I hadn’t changed. I’d hardly pulled my helmet off before abandoning the Hoyt Motors racing crew and our tent the moment the final flag waved.

They’d pulled me and my car off the speedway just a few minutes ago, the crash into the wall had ended any chance I had for making a statement at the famous track.

It was my first time racing in Daytona.

And I was the only female on the track. Again.

I couldn’t even focus on the car or the crash as I slid out through the window. I didn’t hear what the damage was or how well I’d been driving. I couldn’t focus on anything except finding Joey Puglisi, NASCAR’s favorite playboy who drove for Scott Racing, and the man responsible for forcing my car into the goddamn wall.

He looked over his shoulder and shot me a smirk as he kept moving.

Cursing under my breath, I picked up my pace, unzipping the top of my suit as heat and frustration built up to sweltering levels inside.

I had every right to be mad.

He’d done this on purpose.

“Hey!” I grabbed his arm and pulled, forcing him to acknowledge me. “What the hell was that?”

His eyes glittered with amusement as he looked from his six-foot-sexist frame down to my five-foot-fierce one, taking his time to leer over me. Every time I was around him, Joey made a point to stare at me like I was just another piece of ass.

Like that would put me in my place which, to him, was anywhere off the track.

“What are you talking about?” He tugged off his driving gloves, nonchalantly.

I seethed. “You know what.”

We’d been in the last twenty laps of the race. So. Fucking. Close. When I caught white in the corner of my eye—at the corner of my car.

I’d been keeping to the outside, slowly inching my way forward through the crowd, through the prior crashes, through slow cars not moving out of my way.

Patiently.

Expertly.

Precisely.

But then he preyed closer. Too close. Until there was only space for one thing—to hit him or the wall.

“You got too close to the wall,” he taunted me with a small laugh. “Your mistake, Kacey, or should I call you ‘Ace?’”

Kacey Snyder was the mechanical engineer from a small town in Pennsylvania who started racing cars as a hobby. Ace was the racer she’d transformed into over the last three years. A hard shell for a hard world where merit caved to misogyny.

“That’s bullshit and you know it. You edged me out,” I accused through tight teeth. “What is your problem with me, Puglisi?”

I knew his problem with me, but for once, I wanted to hear him say it. I wanted to hear him say he had a problem with a woman competing in the sport.

I was tired of hearing his superficial concerns that NASCAR was too dangerous for a woman. I was tired of hearing his complaints that it wasn’t fair for me to race because I weighed at least a solid fifty pounds less than most of the other drivers.

An unfair advantage for the woman he didn’t think had the skill to qualify and compete in the first place.

The hypocrisy of this world was more flammable than race gas. And I wanted nothing more than to set it ablaze.

But instead of proving them wrong. Legitimately. I hadn’t even finished the race.

He laughed again, rubbing another piece of my hard work raw.

“What are you gonna do, Ace?” he mocked me. “Cry to your momma how you can’t keep up with the big boys?” He stepped into my space, but I refused to back away.

He smelled of sweat and musty misogynism, and it screwed with my need for restraint.

Don’t react, Kacey.

Don’t kick him in the balls.

“Screw you, Puglisi,” I spat. “I want you to tell me why you did it.”

Because he didn’t need to. He’d still finished the race in third. Hell, he still would’ve beaten me. But instead of letting our driving skills speak for themselves, he’d forced me into a crash I hadn’t been able to come away from.

“I didn’t do anything. You’re just being emotional.” He looked around. “And now, you’re going to create a scene if you’re not careful.”

I tensed, seeing several people watching our disagreement, pulling their phones and cameras out. Great.

This definitely wasn’t what I’d come for.

Honestly, I didn’t know what I’d hoped to accomplish by approaching him. Getting him to admit he had it out for me because I was a woman? Wrangling an apology from his arrogant ass? Neither of those goals were realistic.

So, I hit him with the truth.

“You thought I might beat you, didn’t you?” I planted my hands on my waist, cocking my head to one side.

He thought I was fragile, but in this world. I’d learned there was nothing as fragile as a man’s ego.

“Cute.” He smirked, but I caught the flicker of fear in his eyes. “Maybe if you drove like a man, you wouldn’t have had a problem, sweetheart,” he taunted, dropping his face close to mine.

Swallowing the bile in my mouth and the uninhibited desire to throat-punch him, I returned, “Maybe if you stopped acting like a dick, it wouldn’t be so obvious that you don’t have one.”

I turned away from him and a conversation that was going nowhere.

It was a good move to walk away. But the smartest move would’ve been to never confront him at all.

“Maybe if you stopped fightin’ so hard for a spot you aren’t qualified to have,” he jeered after me. “It wouldn’t be so obvious.”

I shuddered, looking back to him just as one hand came to rest on my shoulder.

No one captured it when he leaned in and whispered in my ear.

No one heard what he said.

No one saw what he did.

The only thing the cameras saw was me, spinning on my heel, my arm swinging wide as I turned and threw all my weight into a single punch to Joey Puglisi’s chauvinist chin before launching myself at him, taking him down to the pavement for a few more swings before the NASCAR officials pulled me off him.

And the only thing I saw was red.
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“Kacey, you can come in.”

I pulled my head up from where it had been resting in my hands, the weight of my actions—and the consequences they would bring—a chain around my neck for the last two days.

Rumors swirled as the media went wild.

Only female at Daytona takes a swing at NASCAR veteran.

Emotional outburst from the woman who crashed in final laps of Daytona.

The articles went on and on—all with a coordinated effort to reference my sex in each and every headline.

Pulling my fingers through my long, red waves, I spilled them over my shoulder like the impossible, irrational, and partially unbelievable situation I found myself in.

All these years.

All this hard work.

I stood, rubbing my damp palms on my jeans before folding my arms and heading into Victor Hoyt’s office.

A NASCAR legend himself, I remembered the moment when he’d called my house, wanting me to race for his team.

I’d sunk to the floor in disbelief.

Me.

Kacey Snyder.

Top of her class at Lafayette College with a degree in engineering, who’d worked for a global manufacturer of pipe fittings, and who spent her weekends—and all her money—racing cars at Pocono, Watkins Glen, and any other track I could get to that would let me on it.

And Victor Hoyt, the owner of V. F. Hoyt Motors, called me to drive for his team.

And now he was calling me into his office for an entirely different reason.

“Hello.” I pressed my palm on the inside of the door, hesitating at the threshold, as though knowing the outcome of this meeting before it happened.

“Please.” The older man’s round frame was matched with a grandfatherly round face, topped with sparse white hair. His skin mottled with the red and wrinkles of his seventy-two years of age, and the pained expression of having to be the bearer of bad news.

He motioned me inside to take a seat.

Mahogany furniture tufted with evergreen leather was staged around a pristine office, a history of the last thirty years of NASCAR racing wallpapering the walls, and a faint hint of cigar smoke framing the air like draperies.

It felt like a museum, a living history that I was a part of. If only for part of a season.

I held my head tall, my spine straight with perseverance, as I approached his desk. A few papers, a Hoyt Racing pen, and thin, wired glasses sat folded on top.

I’d come this far. No matter what happened, racing was in my blood.

Nothing would change that. Nothing would stop me.

I took a seat in one of the two matching chairs, holding Victor’s troubled gaze as I did.

“Victor,” I murmured with a reverential nod, my chin hanging low for an extra beat.

I felt his heavy sigh more than I heard it.

“Kacey.” His rasped tone belied a winning legacy celebrated for too many years with too many cigars and too much alcohol. He dragged his gaze from mine out the back window of his Floridian mansion to the expanse of beach sitting behind it.

“I’m sorry,” I apologized with a low voice though the words were superfluous; they’d been the first thing I’d called him with after the fight.

“I know.” He shook his head. “I know. You shouldn’t have to be, and that’s what gets me.”

The lump in my throat grew. I couldn’t disagree.

He knew the truth. He knew why I’d punched Joey Puglisi, and why the asshole had deserved it.

But he was the only one.

“What did they decide?” I asked, my heart racing in my chest.

I just needed to know what my punishment was.

After the track officials had pulled us apart and Joey was taken to the medic and then to the hospital with a broken nose, the video went viral. And that was when I knew my consequences would have real repercussions. Even though his wouldn’t.

Sharp, haze-gray eyes snapped to mine. “Suspension.”

I nodded. I expected that.

“For the remainder of the NASCAR Cup Series races this year.”

The chair screeched as I stood. “What?”

That was… the whole season.

The color drained from my cheeks.

He sighed. “Kacey, you punched another driver—attacked him, really.” He spoke with his hands and up until now, I’d found it endearing. “Jesus, you’re lucky he’s not pressing charges.”

I snorted. “He’s lucky I’m not pressing charges.”

“You could,” he countered.

“But I won’t.”

His eyebrows rose, lifting the hoods off his eyes completely. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

Anger rocked against the cage of my body. My fingers dug into my hip as I looked up to the paneled ceiling of the room for a moment, sorting through the chaos in my mind.

A sigh swung from my chest like a gavel. “Yes.”

I didn’t want to press charges.

I didn’t want to tell the media about the part of the story they missed.

I didn’t want this to be what I was known for.

Bending forward, I gripped the edge of his desk, shaking my head in disgust.

“It could change things—change the ruling.”

I whipped my eyes to his, the fire of determination a thousand times hotter than rage. “It would change my history, and I won’t let that happen—” I broke off with a huff.

Kacey Snyder, the first woman driver to…

Kacey Snyder, the only woman driver to…

Kacey Snyder, the only female racer to…

Wrong.

All their narratives were wrong.

For years, I’d fought to remove gender from the discussion of my performance. Of my driving. Of my talent.

I didn’t want to be the best female racer. I wanted to be the best goddamn racer.

“I want to be known for my driving, not because of this. Not because my beef with some sexist pig,” I told him, rising back to stand straight. “This is my story. I will control how it’s written.”

His thick fingers tapped on his desk with a defeated thump.

“It’s not just the suspension from the races, Kacey.”

My eyes flicked wide. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve been on the team for less than a year. Your contract says for a suspension or other major violation like this, I’ve got to let you go.”

“So… I’m not allowed to race… and I’m no longer on the team?” I breathed the question out like it was my last breath.

“I don’t want to do this, Kacey. Dammit, you know I don’t. I think you’ve got exceptional talent, but that doesn’t mean I can make exceptions.” He folded his arms across his exceptionally large stomach. “This team is too big… This business—”

“I understand,” I told him thickly, fighting against the pain blooming in my chest.

“Kacey—”

“No, Victor. Please,” I insisted, my feet shuffling wider to help distribute the weight of my pain. “I want to be exceptional, not the exception. I understand. This is my choice.”

And ultimately, it was. I could change the narrative if I wanted, but I didn’t… I couldn’t.

I didn’t want special treatment.

“We can re-evaluate at the beginning of next year. Maybe get you back on as a developmental driver at the very least.”

I nodded, flashing a brave smile and keeping my head high as though the waters weren’t rising.

“Thank you for telling me,” I replied, knowing he didn’t have to do this himself.

“You’re a damn fine racer, Kacey Snyder. One of the best I’ve seen.” He pointed at me. “This isn’t the end of your story.”

“I know.” Even though it felt like my dreams were slipping through my fingers. I wouldn’t break down now.

“We’ll be in touch.”

I nodded. He was trying to be kind, to soften the blow by making a promise that might not be kept. I understood. I did.

He reached out and I shook his hand, and as I walked from the room, I clung to the knowledge that one of the greatest NASCAR racers of all time knew I was one of the best drivers out there.

I knew I was, too.

I was just going to have to find another way to prove it.

 

 

One Week Later

 

Spring was supposed to symbolize new beginnings.

Instead, I was back in Pennsylvania. Back in my small apartment, I wouldn’t even be able to afford it a few months without another job. And back to searching for someone… anyone… to sponsor me.

There’s always another lap, Speedy.

My dad had pulled me into his arms the day I came home and whispered that in my ear. Mike Snyder was a mechanic, and the reason I grew up loving NASCAR. And anytime I failed at something, he’d tell me to pick myself back up, dust myself off, and keep moving. Because there was always another lap.

There was always another chance to regain what you lost.

But, for the first time, I was struggling to believe it.

Unlocking my apartment door, I barely cracked it open before I was met with the white and gray snout of my parents’ husky.

“C’mon Togo. Let me in,” I chided with a small chuckle, using my grocery bag to move the eager pup away from the door.

My parents were on their yearly winter cruise this week, so I told them I’d watch their dog. At least one thing worked out from me being home.

Dumping my keys and my grocery bag on the counter, I sagged back against the fridge, ruffling Togo’s fur as he pranced around my feet. By now, the news had mostly blown over of my suspension and subsequent drop from the Hoyt team. But I was still living with… dealing with… the aftermath the nuclear bomb had left on my racing career.

If I could even call it that anymore.

My parents had offered for me to move back home, save some money, while I figured out what I was going to do. But I couldn’t. Not yet. To me, that was the proverbial nail in the coffin. I loved my parents. But moving back in with them felt worse than failure; it felt like acceptance.

Acceptance that this was it.

Acceptance that my shot at becoming a professional race car driver was done.

Acceptance that my dear mother had been right when she told me I didn’t belong on the track.

“I know, boy. I know. You want to go for a walk,” I sighed. “Let’s go.”

Clipping on his leash, we were back out in the cold air. Spring was here, but Pennsylvania hadn’t gotten the memo. It was still parka weather and there was a thin coat of snow that appeared overnight.

“Always so happy,” I muttered as Togo pranced next to me, his eyes snapping over the tall, historic buildings that lined the sidewalk of downtown Bethlehem—a different setting than his normal walk around my parents’ cul-de-sac.

Every window of every house, high rise, and store lit with single candles. The colonial façades and wrought-iron street lamps heralded a different time.

“Don’t even think about it,” I warned as he tugged on the leash toward a squirrel that sprinted up a tree.

We rounded the corner by the white and welcoming Moravian church, an imposing structure that cut an unforgettable profile into the horizon when my pocket began to buzz.

I grunted.

My parents were making port today, so I was expecting their call.

They’d claim it was to check on Togo. And I’m sure it was. But it was also to check on me.

My steps slowed, much to Togo’s dismay, when a number I didn’t recognize appeared on the screen.

South Carolina.

Normally, I didn’t answer unknown callers. But this time…

“Hello?”

“Hello,” a gruff voice with a Midwest accent rasped. “This Kacey Snyder?”

I stopped walking, Togo moving around my feet.

Instantly, I was on the defensive. Last week, I’d been flooded with emails, calls, and even appearances from reporters wanting to get my side of the story.

No.

What they wanted was to see me break down. Because that was what they expected from the little girl playing race car driver.

But I’d never let them see me break.

“Yes. May I ask who’s calling?” I demanded with steely curtness, tempted to just hang up. I didn’t have time to provide fodder for their drama.

“Renner Voigt.”

The name seemed familiar, like a dream I couldn’t quite remember. Someone from the racing world who I couldn’t quite place, but I wasn’t going to admit that. Not right now.

“How may I help you?”

“I want you to race one of my cars.” It didn’t even sound like I had another choice. “For my team.”

And then I laughed. Without hesitation.

“Is this a joke?” Because it had to be.

There was a pregnant pause and that was the first indication it wasn’t.

“I don’t… joke, Miss Snyder.” The way he said it sounded like he meant he didn’t joke at all. Period.

“Oh.” My head tipped to the side, looking around for other signs of life to make sure I wasn’t dreaming because this was the strangest and most untimely offer I’d ever received.

“I want you to race for me.”

“Race… one of your cars?” I squeaked and then shook my head, the reality of my suspension hitting me full-force. “I’m sorry, but I can’t, Mr. Voigt. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I’m suspended from the big races for the rest of the year,” I replied calmly, finding my bearings much easier since my situation was cut and dry.

“I’m not calling you to race NASCAR. I know what happened. I’ve seen the news,” he replied as though it were obvious as a blinker signal which way this conversation was turning. “I want you to race a car for me at Indy.”

My jaw dropped. I didn’t feel the cold. I didn’t feel Togo wrapping his leash around my legs, eager to keep our walk moving. I didn’t feel anything except the pilot light that burned in the pit of my stomach.

A tiny flame of hope.

I jumped just as the bells of the large church began to toll. The gongs rolled around in my head and I wondered if I’d even heard him correctly.

“At Indianapolis.” I swayed back against the stone retaining wall that ran along the upward incline of the sidewalk, my legs an untrustworthy support in the face of his proposition.

Indianapolis. The Indianapolis 500. The Super Bowl of racing.

“That’s what I said.”

I hardly heard his monotone retort.

Of course, Indy had been a goal. A future goal. One of those ‘reach-for-the-moon’ type goals after I’d already cemented a place among the stars of NASCAR.

But he wanted me to race it now.

“Hello?”

“Yes. I’m here. Sorry,” I stammered, one gloved hand tugging at my ponytail. “Indy. You want me to drive Indy.”

“Yes.”

Damn, the man had few words.

“Well? You interested or not?”

I should’ve thought about it. Indy was a different world. And a different car. I should’ve been more cautious knowing that racing IndyCar after a NASCAR suspension was risky for my career; any kind of major loss would all but tank my chances of returning to NASCAR next year.

But I couldn’t stop myself.

I couldn’t stop the spinning in my stomach, the energy winding up and revving for a place to go. My blood pumped in my ears, louder than the roar of an engine. Racing was in my blood.

And this was my next lap.

“Yes. I’ll do it.” I smiled, the adrenaline and anticipation mixed with a shot of fear was inebriating.

“Good,” he replied, though his tone hardly indicated either pleasure or displeasure. “I’ve rented out Charlotte for a private test session next week. I want to see you drive. Be there on Tuesday at nine.”

“Okay—” Click.

I pulled the phone from my face and stared.

Renner Voigt had just offered me a driving position. And then he’d hung up on me.

I tipped my head back, staring up at the tip of the steeple as I began to laugh.

“You heard that, right, Togo?” I asked the only soul around. “He wants me to drive for him. At Indy.”

The single most important race in the industry.

Tongue dangling from his mouth, Togo just tipped his snout, not caring a wink about how my life had pulled a left turn—no, a U-turn—and sent me headed back out onto the track.

Life—bright and vibrant and fierce—roared through my veins as the widest smile broke over my face.

Now, I just had to figure out who exactly Renner Voigt was.

“Alright, boy, let’s finish your walk.” Togo clearly didn’t care about my shock or surprise. Only squirrels interested him.

Lost in a tornado of anticipation, I didn’t notice the woven strip of fabric around my foot until it was too late.

I went to step forward and tripped, and then slipped on the snow-slick sidewalk, crashing to the ground with a squeal of surprise and a sharp burn of pain through my right ankle.

Shit.
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Kacey

Five days later…

 

“YEAH, DAD, I’M FINE.” I propped my phone against my shoulder, pulling up my pant leg to check on the red, angry skin peeking out from the bandage around my ankle as my Uber driver turned into the Charlotte International Speedway.

“Can’t believe your racing for Voigt.” My dad chuckled on the other end of the line.

He’d been the first person I’d called after the conversation that changed the course of… well… everything. Well, the first person I’d called after hobbling home and having a neighbor take me to urgent care for my ankle.

My dad knew the industry. He knew the sport. And he knew all the names that I didn’t—including one Renner Voigt.

Renner Voigt was the race car designer and owner of one of the longest-lasting but low-budget teams. He wasn’t rich, but his lack of gross funding was made up by his immense passion for the sport which kept him coming back season after season without fail.

With my dad’s insight and Google’s detective skills, I formed an image of Voigt as a prickly pioneer. Obsessed over racing and methodical almost to the point of madness.

He lived in the shadows of its spotlights like a specter of the sport. Designing cars. Engines. Modifying. Tinkering.

The wizard behind the screen.

And now, the wizard wanted me.

“I gotta go. We just pulled through the tunnel.” The momentary darkness as we passed underneath the race track was obliterated by the bright light of the southern sun dousing the center of the ring.

“Love you, Speedy.”

“Love you. Tell Mom, too.” Ending the call, I tossed my cell into my large tote bag and opened the door.

Sliding along the seat, I shoved my small rolling suitcase out of the door first, the weight clanking on the pavement.

“You sure you don’t want any help?” the young driver asked with concern.

“I’m good,” I huffed, stepping with my left ankle first to take all the weight. “Thank you.”

I could’ve fit my driving suit in a duffel bag, but then I wouldn’t have been able to use the suitcase as a crutch. And I needed a crutch.

My ankle was broken.

Urgent care had confirmed the break from my fall and put me in a cast. Unfortunately, a cast wasn’t going to work out for me. Not today. I needed a foot, not a lumbering leg of plaster.

And I wasn’t going to give up my only shot at racing this season because my right ankle was injured.

It was only a minor break, but even with the cast, the doctor told me to take it easy.

I hadn’t told him I needed to take it racing.

So, I wore it right up until I arrived at my rental this afternoon. Luckily for me, the rooms I’d rented from Wendy, a nice elderly woman, in her large colonial-style house, came with a massive soaking tub. Filling the tub with hot water, it took me about an hour to soak the plaster right off.

To be fair, I wasn’t completely careless with my ankle; I’d wrapped it with an elastic ACE bandage for some support—enough to get me through the next few hours.

I hadn’t told my dad I would be driving today either—only that Renner wanted to meet me in person and show me the car.

And I definitely hadn’t reached out to Renner to let him know about the injury.

This was my only shot at racing this season. I could suck it up for a few laps around the track.

In retrospect, I hadn’t told a lot of people a lot of things, but I was here now and that was all that mattered.

The suitcase grumbled unevenly as I rolled it along the pavement, hobbling as best I could to avoid everything but minimal contact on my fractured ankle.

It was strange to think that some days, this place was filled with thousands upon thousands of people when right now, it felt like a ghost town. The stands stood like a winter forest, empty and echoing as the wind blew through them. The only noise was the sound of the wheels on my suitcase and my off-kilter breaths.

I’d never been to Charlotte, though the speedway looked similar enough to most other racetracks. Still, there was a different kind of expectation in the air today that made it stand out. I wondered if Indy would feel the same.

I’d been to Indy one time as a kid—one time over a decade ago when Danica Patrick had taken seventh. Since then, no female had placed in the top ten. No female had even come close. I shivered the thought off my back.

Now wasn’t the time to worry about that. The only thing I had to worry about today was driving well enough to impress Renner Voigt—and well enough to hide my injured ankle.

Even if I couldn’t hide it—even if I had to tell my prospective boss about my injury—I would be healed come May, and definitely by Memorial Day which was almost a full three months away.

The faintest movement caught my eye and my head turned left, focusing on the track.

And then on him.

A man standing at the fence imprisoning the track. His arms outstretched from his broad back, gripping the thin steel so tight I could see his arms bulging against his long sleeve-tee, the mountainous muscular terrain leading down to the white-capped peaks of his knuckles.

My head tipped and my lips parted.

His head fell between his shoulders and he held the fence with a powerful paralysis—teetering on the brink between pushing it away or pulling it closer. A modern-day Atlas holding the world in his grasp. He wanted to let it go—to be free of the weight and responsibility—but he couldn’t.

Though the way his head hung hardly visible made it seem like the real strain was internal.

He looked like a famous statue from antiquity. A perfectly proportioned body layered with divinely stacked muscles and missing a head.

A mythical man of muscle and mystery.

My lips quirked in a smile, and as though the gesture was a bullet to his back, the statue’s head snapped up, cracking the stone of his spine, to glare over his shoulder.

A grim blue gaze peered at me over unruly auburn waves, their length shoved back from his face but curling at his shoulders. The narrowed slits of his eyes were underscored by prominent cheekbones and jaw cut as sharp as an ax, dusted with the unshaven ashes of a few days’ old scruff.

He was beautiful. But a harsh beauty. An angry god.

I imagined beauty and rage had warred and, crafted from the clash of their weapons, this man had been viciously carved from the sharpest edges of their swords. And now, the rest of us had to suffer the violent contrast between anger and appreciation.

Forgetting my ankle, I took a step closer to him and flinched at the sudden, sharp sting.

“Excuse me.” I flashed a smile and licked over my lips, trying to quell the heavy thump in my chest. “Do you know where I can find Renner Voigt?”

The fence rippled in shock as he shoved away from it, crossing his arms over a chest that looked even broader than his back. He stepped slowly toward me, those grim eyes reaping over me, taking me in. Taking my soul.

I straightened when he locked on my broken ankle and, biting back the discomfort, I pressed it flat to the ground, hoping it looked normal. Hoping I didn’t look weak.

I didn’t know who he was. And he didn’t need to know I was injured.

His gaze snapped back to mine, brimming with turmoil. Goosebumps scaled my spine like unwelcome visitors up my walls, and my heart thudded as they invaded my body with warmth.

“Ye don’t belong here,” he declared with a deadly-low, Irish-accented voice.

It was pure poison. A lilt I’d previously always found to be warm and welcoming as it seeped into your bones—but not today.

Today, it was menacing. Today, it was a threat.

“You don’t know me.” My chin tipped up—forced up—by the obstacles stacked in front of me. But I refused to let them block my vision. I refused to let them stop my dream.

He turned and stalked off, and a chill swept over me. Even if it was poison, his attention had kept me warm—had made me burn.

With indignation, I swore.

“Thanks for your help,” I shouted after him, extending an arm and a single, raised finger to his retreating back before it disappeared behind a building. “Jerk.”

And I refused to waste any thought on one more large, obnoxious male who didn’t think I belonged behind the wheel on the track… because racing was a man’s sport.

With a huff, I continued in my original direction, searching for Renner and hoping I’d never see that angry Atlas again.
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“You alright, girl?”

I turned and blinked at the older, wiry man peering at me through tiny glasses that turned darker in the sun. Renner Voigt’s scratchy voice like the coarsest sandpaper, preventing the answer from being anything but the raw truth.

And meeting him was about as uneventful as our first phone call. He didn’t ask questions. Not about me. Not about my driving. And not about what happened at Daytona. And he only ever called me ‘girl’… though it never sounded like an insult.

When I found him checking over the green and white car, he’d barely spared a handshake let alone pleasantries before jumping into the details of the race car’s build. Though all IndyCars were made to spec, whatever areas could be changed, whatever parts could be altered, he’d run down the entire list for me.

Renner Voigt was an interesting man. And it was no wonder, for all his great ideas, he operated backstage in the racing industry. Just like the Wizard of Oz—a man with no special powers, except being able to convince an entire world that he had them.

Genius always tended to come with a side of insanity. And I was still trying to determine just how large of a side came with Renner.

“Fine,” I replied, staring at the low-bodied car in front of me.

The tiny chassis guarded by four large tires, the precious engine tucked behind the driver’s seat.

Behind my seat.

I was nervous about a lot of things, but driving… racing… never that.

I’d never driven an open-wheel car before, but I knew they were a whole different world. With a host of different dangers.

There was no top. No roll cage. Nothing to shield the open cockpit during a collision or flip. Nothing but a helmet to protect my head from any blunt force trauma.

And with less body—less protection—the cars also weighed much less…about half of what my NASCAR counterpart would’ve measured in at. And it made the cars faster—topping out at just under two-hundred-fifty miles per hour.

Even at one of the fastest NASCAR tracks, cars only reached an average of one-hundred-fifty-six.

So, to summarize, Indy cars had less protection, went faster, were more aerodynamic, and had less weight to absorb the impact of any crash. And I was about to drive one for the first time. With a broken ankle.

“Good.” He nodded, still looking over the car as though he could see through each metal plate to the vasculature of tubes and wiring inside. “We made some slight changes to the engine. Curious to see how it does before he really gets in there and starts making adjustments.”

Great.

“We? He?” I took another quick step forward as Renner walked to the back of the car, setting my wince free.

After finding Renner on my own, I did my best to only move when he wasn’t looking directly at me—which, thankfully, wasn’t that often. His gaze rarely made contact with mine, but when it did, it felt like staring down the barrel of a gun.

“My chief mechanic,” he grumbled, his head jerking side to side. “Not sure where he wandered off to, but you’ll meet—” He broke off and started. “G.”

G? As in the letter?

I followed the arrow of his attention to the man who appeared several paces behind me, holding a dirty towel and welding rod in his hands.

The angry Atlas.

“G, this is Kacey. Our driver.” Yup. It was the letter.

Who had a name that was a single letter? Or a nickname?

I gaped, but Renner’s focus was back on the car, leaving me and the steely displeasure dirtying the gorgeous features of the other man.

“G… like the letter? By itself? Or G-E-E?” My head cocked to the side, unable to stop the blunt questions from tumbling out.

He glared at me. “Just the letter.”

“Does it stand for something? Or am I just supposed to call you a letter?” I probed. This wasn’t Hollywood. Racing didn’t have one-name wonders like Prince or Madonna or Lorde.

He stood in stony silence for an immovable second. “Yes.”

My eyes narrowed. Yes to what? Both questions? “What does it stand for? I don’t think I can just call you by a letter, you’re too—” I pinched my tongue between my teeth.

Too what?

Too imposing. Too unnerving. Too good-looking.

I grunted. Too much.

He was too much to be reduced to a single solitary letter. Too much man. Too much restrained emotion. Too much heat carving through his veins.

Having to call him G was like trying to fit twenty pounds of shit in a two-pound bag.

The tic in his jaw was as steady and precise as the timing belt in an engine. “Then don’t call me anythin’.” He side-stepped me with a shake of his head.

“Just as much of a pleasure to meet you for the second time,” I grumbled under my breath; his nostrils flaring was the only indication that he’d heard.

“Don’t mind him, girl,” Renner diffused, shooting an annoyed stare at his mechanic. “He does better with cars.”

“Why?” I hummed, my mouth teasing the shore of a smile. “Because they’re named with single letters, too?”

Burning blue brimstone locked on me. Hot. Deadly.

Most imagined brimstone as red-flamed, hell-wrought wrath. But brimstone wasn’t coal-like and didn’t burn red. Brimstone was sulfur. And solid sulfur, when burned, burned with the color of his eyes—with the brightest blue flame.

“Because they dinna talk back,” the surly mechanic gritted out, barely acknowledging either of us before walking off.

Renner began to mumble to himself—a common occurrence during the hour I’d known him—but I couldn’t focus on what he said. I couldn’t even tear my eyes away from the mountain of a man, harsh and alive, the natural warmth of his accent making it easy to drift too close only to end up scorched by the words he spoke.

“Alright. Time to get in, girl,” Renner declared. “Let’s see what you can do.” He pinned me with one of those intense stares and I nodded, tugging my helmet on.

As he crouched near the back tire, I made my move to climb into the cockpit.

Planting my left hand on the edge of the door, I flinched when my right hand connected not with the back of the seat—its intended destination—but with hot stone.

Even through the thick fabric of my racing gloves, warmth zipped all along my arm and down my spine.

G’s harsh gaze glared back at me as he lifted my hand until I had no choice but to use him for support and climb into the driver’s seat.

It didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Obviously, the man wasn’t shy about his dislike for me and yet, he’d reached out to help me.

He has a letter for a name, Kacey. Why would you expect him to make a lot of sense?

And my ankle was hardly jostled by the process—a process that would’ve hurt a helluva lot more if he hadn’t held me.

His hold didn’t linger as I settled into the cockpit.

Maybe it was just the adrenaline that had my nerves racing. Maybe it had nothing to do with him.

Pulling my visor down, I glanced up at his expressionless face that somehow carried so much emotion. He clearly wasn’t affected by the touch, I thought as he turned away and murmured something to Renner.

Shifting in my seat, I buckled in and tested the feel of flexing my ankle as though I were stepping on the gas. I winced. Not too bad. Thankfully, it only took a slight motion to send the car on its way toward two-hundred miles per hour.

“No need to go crazy, girl,” Renner instructed, bending down on my left side. “Just a few laps to see what you’ve got. See if you can get enough speed out of her to qualify.”

“Got it.” I nodded, and then the engine roared to life.
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Four laps in and I knew it was a bad idea.

It wasn’t even my ankle.

It was the car.

The difference in the build. The difference in where I sat and the perspective I had.

I couldn’t build up speed because I couldn’t be sure how close I was to the wall. And without much protection between me and that wall, I wasn’t going to risk it.

Letting off the gas, I pulled back into the pit, wishing I’d find only Renner waiting there for me.

Wish not granted.

Renner met the back of the car to cut the engine. Meanwhile, I was met by the man with a letter for his name, his arms folded and his scowl worn like armor as he bent next to me.

“Is it yer ankle?” he demanded, his accent even rougher over the valley and hill of the question.

He knew.

He’d known this whole time.

Thank god my helmet was on and he couldn’t catch the way I balked at the blunt question.

“Something wrong with the car, girl, or are you nervous?” Renner provided a blessed distraction from G’s intense gaze and unnerving perception. He butted in front of the mechanic and gripped the side of the car, reminding me of a mother bear prowling next to her cub who’d wandered off.

“Car’s fine,” I admitted, keeping my voice steady and my focus on anything except the man in the background watching me like a hawk.

I cleared my throat and pushed myself up from the seat until my butt rested on the headrest. “Not used to the open wheels.” I scanned the side of the car. “Not used to how close I can get to the wall.”

“Alright, well take a few more laps, then.” He patted a hand on the edge of the cockpit. “You barely topped one-seventy. You’re going to need better than that if you want to qualify for me.”

My throat constricted as I swallowed, anxiety building air castles in my lungs. Tall and formidable.

“Yeah. I can do it.”

I exhaled slowly and took another glance at the thick rubber jutting out from the side of the car like giant black boxing gloves itching to get into a fight with the padded cage that confined the arena.

Think, Kace. Think.

I just needed something… something to give me an idea of distance…

“Good. Start her back up, G.” Renner walked away, waving the mechanic over as he went.

Crap.

G’s arms dropped, and I could see in his eyes that he was going to get answers from me first. But as I watched him come closer, I caught sight of the welding stick and an idea sparked.

“I need that.” My grunt echoed inside my helmet as I hoisted myself over the side of the car, taking his welding stick as I went and ignoring the shark spike of pain from my ankle up my leg when I landed on solid ground.

Shock was the only reason I was able to take it from him so easily and make it around the far side of the car before he followed.

“What the hell are ye doin’?” he groused. When I caught him off-guard was when the accent came out thicker; like squeezing a bottle, when I put too much pressure on him, it forced out more things that should’ve stayed stuck inside.

It didn’t matter.

I didn’t care what he thought of me.

“I need…” I trailed off, scanning the body of the front wing and tires of the car. Squinting, I searched for the spot I needed. “Aha!” Taking the welding stick, I wedged it in the seam along the side of the wing, locking it into place so it stuck out from the side of the car.

“What the—”

“I need to know how close I am.” I rose and spun, sucking in a breath when I realized how close he stood. One deep breath could make us touch.

One deep breath could set the world on fire.

“This will tell me I’m close enough,” I finally finished.

But from where I stood, my internal gauge screamed that I was far too close… far too close to him. Confirmed by the hammering of my heart and the fear of crashing into hard, solid male… a dangerous crash indeed.

I needed to get away from him. I needed to do what I came here to do. Backing toward the cockpit, I groped for the edge of the car, clasping firmly and climbing back into my seat, my ankle protesting bitterly the entire time.

I was going to pay for this later… later when I’d be snacking on ibuprofen like it was M&Ms.

But pain was hard to focus on when his proximity frayed all my senses.

G glared at me for a long second before stalking to the back of the car and crank-starting the engine.

This time, I let my ankle drift downward and the car suctioned to the ground as I picked up speed. My hands moved in a Simon-Says sync with the dash on the steering wheel, shifting when the shift lights indicated, watching as the numbers climbed, and slowly but surely inching toward the wall.

Maybe G stood for Gorgeous.

Pursing my lips, I shifted again, climbing to one-eighty as I tried to rein in my thoughts.

Or maybe it stood for Groucho. I smirked. That one made more sense.

With a soft chuckle, I slid closer to the wall, seeing the first set of sparks as the welding stick scratched along the barrier.

There it was.

For two more laps, I pulled away and then dipped closer until the stick hit and sparked. Each time provided me with a better spatial sense of where the car was and just how close I could go.

Two laps was all it took.

Two laps before I crossed two-hundred-and-fifteen miles per hour.

Two laps before I knew I could qualify.

My smile split across my cheeks like a lightning bolt of pure determination and my heart raced like thunder in my chest to keep up.

I could do this. I was going to race in the Indy 500.

And it would be because I belonged there.

As I pulled back into pit lane, I brushed off the flutter in my stomach from knowing I’d just proven myself.

It definitely wasn’t because I was proving to be attracted to the grouchy and irritating Irishman.
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Garret

 

I WIPED THE TOWEL OVER my hands again even though it wouldn’t help. They were perpetually dirty from a lifetime of being a mechanic.

But it wasn’t the dirt I was after—it was any lingering trace of her.

“What do you think?” Voigt appeared behind me. His small glasses completely shaded, shielding his gaze from mine.

The buzz of her whipping around the track was a familiar strain on my brain. Swirls of sound over and over and over again, the tornadoed thunder of the engine echoing powerfully.

I knew without checking she was well-over the speed she needed to qualify. I knew without looking that Voigt was impressed with how she was driving. I’d heard enough times that she was what he needed—that Kacey Snyder was the missing piece to cementing his name in the annals of the history of motorsports before he finally took his leave.

My mouth thinned into a tight line. “We still need ta get the screen installed on the front. See how it affects the weight and drag. Second gear is too short, and right now, the engine sounds like it wants ta go faster but even if she pushed it, I dinna think it could.” I huffed. “I think there are a million things I need to change before this car goes out on the track in Indy.”

That wasn’t what he was asking.

He wanted to know about her. Kacey.

Too bad I was only here for the car.

Plus, my thoughts on her weren’t the kind of thing to be shared—they weren’t the kind of thing that could be easily wiped clean.

“Not what I meant, G.” The older man planted his hands on his hips, his eyes still following the green car whipping around the pavement. “What do you think of the girl?”

I thought she had a name, but Voigt was never fond of those.

I thought she was a damned fool for being out there when she was injured—and clearly trying to hide it.

And I thought that her eyes were far too deep for someone so young, her hand much too delicate and dainty, the way it fit into mine, for it to drive so well, and her body… I grunted, shifting my weight to adjust certain parts of my body that had their own opinions.

Her body belonged in that fire suit. Not to protect her, but to protect me from the thoughts of strawberry hair spread over pale skin—thoughts that threatened to send my blood into flames.

“I only know cars. Engines,” I told him. “That’s why ye came to me. That’s what ye hired me for.”

Kacey was like a spy—effusing this innocent and outspoken charm yet fully capable—and admirably skilled—at handling something so difficult and dangerous.

My jaw tensed, reminding me that I didn’t want to be here. Reminding me that I had to be here. For Claire’s sake.

“You’ve been doing this a long time, my friend. I know better than to believe you when you say that.”

I didn’t look at him, watching as the green insect-looking collection of precisely moving parts pulled into pit lane.

I’d been working on cars for as long as I could remember. My parents were poor Irish folk and repairing our car was a necessity that saved us time and money during the harshest years.

I didn’t know how the trickle of events happened. But at one point, my brother asked me to help him fix up a junker to race in our town. I did, and we lost. But I learned and we tried again. And again. Eventually that junker was winning every race we could get it to, and, at one of those races, the right people noticed.

From Ireland to Britain, we’d worked on race cars, plucked off one rung of the ladder and dropped onto the next. Climbing.

Higher and higher.

Next thing I knew, my brother and I left for the States and began a decade-long career in American motorsports.

A decade that died seven years ago.

And should’ve stayed dead.

Until Renner Voigt called me. Said he needed me. Promised me the largest chunk of the largest Indy purse the sport had ever seen.

And I needed the money.

Medical care wasn’t free here, but it was the best. And Claire needed the best.

With a heavy sigh and shake of his head, Renner walked by me, heading for the approaching car while I remained stock-still.

I hated being back on the track. It was a reminder—a paved graveyard of my failures. But the irony was that if I wasn’t here, I’d be responsible for one more death.

Tightening my fist until the fabric was straining around it, I followed Voigt around the back of the car and cut the engine.

When I looked up, her perfect ass that I’d had the unfortunate opportunity to notice several times now, sat perched against the back edge of her seat, propping her up and probably relieving whatever strain was on her ankle.

“Not bad. Not bad at all,” the older man said with a smile and a shake of his head that betrayed just how composed he’d tried to sound.

I stayed behind the car, fiddling with the engine because it was safer back here. Back here was where I belonged.

“I think that should be good enough to qualify,” she asserted confidently, pulling her helmet off and letting a long stream of red-gold fire burn down her back.

“More than enough,” he returned. “But I think G can make it go faster, can’t you?”

Grunting, I stood reluctantly, keeping my eyes on my hands where they trailed along the edge of the car.

“I have a few suggestions,” Kacey said, arching an eyebrow at me.

She was pleased with herself—and she had every right to be—but this was just a sport to her. All the fun and games about racing ended years ago for me.

“Second is too short. Third compensates by draggin’, and at the top o’ what she’s got it still feels like there’s more power left in her,” I said through tight teeth, watching her eyes widen as I ticked off all the things she felt while driving. “But all that needs ta be corrected after we install the new front screen.”

“Never mind then…”

“I know my way around a race car.” The urge to defend myself was overwhelming.

“Yes.” She sighed whimsically.

“What?” I was going to regret asking.

“Like you said, the cars don’t talk back.”

“And…”

“And so it makes sense why polite conversation would be rocket science for you.”

“Alright, girl,” Voigt jumped in, throwing up a human shield before we disintegrated into all-out war. “I’m thoroughly impressed, though I knew I would be. I’d like to meet with you tomorrow at the garage. We have some things to discuss.”

Pulling back, he shifted awkwardly, as though this was enough contact and conversation for one day.

“G.” He nodded to me, knowing I’d get the car back into the trailer and handle everything else here.

My gaze was only on Kacey as Voigt walked away. The pop in her eyes, the part of her lips. She wanted to ask a million questions but held them all back, too afraid to look this gift horse in the mouth.

Shaking my head, I turned and moved to the back of the car once more.

“Can you steer over to the trailer?” I asked roughly. It was just easier to do with two people.

She didn’t look at me as she nodded.

Grunting, I pushed the car from behind and we maneuvered it to the trailer attached to Voigt’s F150.

The car slowed to a stop and, before I could think about helping her again, Kacey hopped over the side, but this time, her ankle gave way. Her strangled cry made my body jolt forward, instinct demanding I help her—that I protect her.

I lunged, thinking she was going to fall, but instead she doubled over and hobbled away from the car, breathing deeply as she regained her balance and the pain subsided.

Strength concealed beneath a feisty spirit.

Folding my arms, I approached and demanded, “What’s wrong with yer ankle?”

Bright green eyes as vibrant as the green starting flag leveled me.

“What’s your real name?” she countered.

I grunted. Strong and stubborn.

My name wasn’t a secret, though from her it felt like it should be. This woman who made a habit of breaking down barriers, and I wasn’t willing to risk the ones around my heart. Not even for a name.

“Does it matter?”

“Only if you want me to call you something other than ‘Groucho.’ Or maybe ‘Jerk.’”

I let out a long sigh, bending down and heaving the race car up the ramps into the trailer, letting the question linger like fuel in the air. Pungent. Toxic. Needing to be addressed.

When I turned back, she had one hand resting on the edge of the trailer. Her navy fire suit was unzipped down the center, revealing just enough skin and the shadows of cleavage to make my body spark to life.

Also dangerous.

Sparks and fuel never mixed well.

“Ye shouldn’t have driven if it’s sprained that bad,” I pressed, locking my attention on the way she kept all her weight off of it.

She dragged the pink tip of her tongue over her lower lip. Fuck. I felt the swipe like it was right along my cock.

“It’s broken.”

What?

I balked. “Are ye feckin’ kiddin’?”

She’d just driven an open-wheel car for the first time with a broken ankle.

“It was only my gas foot. It’s not like there was a clutch or anything.” She shrugged. “And it wasn’t a major break, according to the doctor.”

“So, you’ve seen a doctor?” I stalked to the edge of the trailer and stepped down, leaving us eye-level. “Where’s yer cast?”

Again, another bump of her shoulders, as though she let concern for herself roll right off of her.

“I soaked it off in the tub at my rental before I came here.”

“Jesus—” I wiped a hand over my mouth. “Are ye daft?”

She jerked back, eyes narrowing angrily. “No.” I could see the insistent tap of her pulse against the soft white skin of her neck. “Daft would be trying to drive with the cast, Groucho.”

My jaw ticked.

“Ye shouldna have come here.”

“So you’ve said.”

Shaking my head, I grabbed the car towel from my shoulder and tossed it into the trailer, going about the task of closing everything up so I could get back to the garage—back to the car. Back to my job.

Back to the company of metal and gears… the kinds of things that didn’t have questions or retorts. Or a mouth that looked too goddamned enticing as it equally aggravated and aroused me with every damned syllable.

“Ye should get it looked at,” I ground out, tearing my gaze away from hers.

Her eyes danced as though my frustration was amusing.

“You seem to care an awful lot about someone who you claim shouldn’t even be here.” Her head tipped back, daring me to contradict her.

Daring me to not sink my teeth into the thrum of her pulse and drink some of the life right out of her.

I spun on her, feeling her sharp inhale as it sucked the oxygen from the air between us, pulling me ever so slightly closer in the process.

“I care about my job and this car and making sure it wins this damn race,” I ground out, foolishly stepping closer and letting myself tower over her small stature. “This might all be a game to ye, but this is everything to me.” Her lips firmed. I’d made her angry. Good. “And I’m not going to let some girl risk it all because she’s too foolish to take care of herself properly.”

Images from the news flashed in my mind of what happened at Daytona. The fight she’d picked with Puglisi. What she’d risked. What she’d lost.

She was reckless.

Beautiful. Determined. Strong.

But too damned reckless.

A combination that didn’t bode well in a sport where your life was on the line—a sport where her every move, for better or worse, was scrutinized.

“You don’t think this means something to me?” she scoffed, not backing down like I should’ve known she wouldn’t. “I’m the one who soaked my damn cast off to make sure I didn’t jeopardize my one shot to drive this car in this race. To win this race.”

My eyes dropped as I felt the firm press of her gloved finger into my chest. Even though her checkered racing gloves blunted the tip and masked the heat of her hand, it felt as though that one touch poked a hole in my defenses I’d worked for years to build.

Easily. Without even trying.

As though they were nothing but a balloon.

“So don’t stand here with your high and mighty mechanic attitude, Groucho, and call me daft when I’m going to be the one responsible for winning this,” she charged. “You take care of the car. I’ll take care of myself.”

My nostrils flared. “Fine.”

Perfect.

“Good.” And with that, she spun and hobbled back toward her things.

“Dammit.” I huffed when she was far enough away not to hear. Each step she took on her injured foot made me wince with the need to help her. But she wouldn’t take my help now.

With a long exhale, I locked up the back of the trailer, glancing one last time in her direction. She stood, stripping out of her fire suit into a skin-tight tank and black pants underneath, with her cell phone pinned between her ear and shoulder.

Her thin clothing did nothing to hide every curve and turn of her body as she wiggled out of the rest of her race gear, and my body wanted things it hadn’t for a long time.

Desire seared through my veins like race gas—a precise fuel that could withstand greater forces just as equally as it could burn hotter and faster if ignited—and my cock turned to lead in my pants.

Fucking hell.

She turned and caught my gaze.

We were like two sticks of dynamite—attraction and aggravation attached to the same lead. And when we were close…when we conversed… that lead was lit directly in the center, racing to detonate us both.

I needed to keep my distance. Explosions—no matter how enticing—never ended well.

I spun back to the truck. Grabbing the last of my things, I climbed into the driver’s seat and adjusted my painful arousal.

It was better if she hated me. Distance and disdain would stop this desire in its tracks.
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Kacey

 

I KNOCKED ON THE DOOR to the garage, checking the address Renner had given me again. Definitely the right place. It was about ten minutes outside of downtown Charlotte and halfway between the city center and the speedway—a quiet spot in a perfect location.

Taking a step back when no one answered, I scanned the outside of the inconspicuous two-bay, two-story brick building for any signs of life.

The building a gray-washed rather than red brick with no name on the outside to designate what it was, who it belonged to, or the kind of mechanical genius contained within the walls. What did stand out though was the upstairs; garages rarely had second levels in the first place, but this one… the front was lined with large windows. In comparison, the main level had only the two, worn-gray garage doors and a matching man door, but nothing to let you see inside.

Probably a good thing since it housed around a million dollars’ worth of car and parts.

Instead of knocking again, I went straight for the brass handle. Finding the door unlocked, I let myself inside.

My ankle protested each step I took, but the pain was muted by the new cast caked around my foot.

Aside from increased inflammation, the doctor I’d gone to see yesterday after leaving the track said I hadn’t done any more damage to the break, but that I really needed to take it easy now. Seeing my agitation, he’d compromised on the hard cast for one more week before I could settle with a stiff wrap and an air cast for the following three.

I refused to use the crutches though. I refused to look weaker than I was.

Especially knowing I was going to have to face Groucho again.

My hair spilled over my shoulders, long and loose to make up for being tied down and crammed in a helmet yesterday. I shivered at the distinct decrease in temperature inside the building. With a pale blue tank and loose white linen pants that fit easily over the width of my cast, I was dressed for a warm Southern break from the cold winter in the Northeast.

And I would make the most of it for the next two days before heading home and biding my time until Renner summoned me for practice or for qualifying. That was how racing season worked. Like driving through town, there were times when all the lights were green and it was go, go, go, and then you’d hit a red light. One after the next. And there would be a lull in progress.

“Hello?” I called into the space, hearing the clank of metal a second later.

Directly in front of me but all the way at the back of the shop, G appeared through an open doorway to what looked like the engine building room with all the ventilation and piping going in and out of the space.

He paused in the doorframe, filling almost every corner of the void in the wall.

The angry Atlas, welding the world to his will with nothing but the fiery pain burning behind his eyes.

And familiar heat pooled in my chest before dripping low and steady through my stomach and down between my legs.

The man had secrets. Let’s face it, we all did. But his…his started with just his name, and without knowing that, I doubted I’d learn much else about the man responsible for building the car.

I didn’t know anything about him, but I knew I didn’t like him.

I didn’t like how he thought this was all for fun for me. I didn’t like how he clearly thought I was just some emotional girl not thinking before she acted.

And I didn’t like how I’d thought for a second he actually cared about my ankle, the way he helped me into the car and the bright flash of sincere worry before he crushed that bubble with harsh critique and a cold claim to only care about winning.

Yet, my body reacted to him like he was its throttle—giving my pulse its speed and the coils of need low in my stomach their power.

In comparison to the mechanic, the garage was almost spotless.

I walked toward him and his jaw tightened, grabbing a towel from the workbench outside the door to wipe his hands. It had to be a tic. I knew from being around cars long enough that a mechanic’s hands couldn’t be completely cleaned. And I wondered if it was a reminder of whatever haunted him, that no matter what he did to atone for it, it would never be enough. It would never remove the stain.

“He’s in his office,” he grunted, pointing to the small room built into the corner to my right.

His gaze snapped to my ankle, the cast visible enough if one was looking. I caught just the faintest hint of relief lighten the load on his shoulders and the steely weight in his eyes before he turned and disappeared again into the back room.

A chill swept over me with his molten gaze gone.

Ignoring the instinct to follow him—to see what he was working on—I headed for the office and the real reason I was there.

“Renner?” I called, raising my hand to knock.

The door opened instantly, framed eyes hardly meeting mine before he motioned me inside with one hand, the other holding a phone to his ear as he listened and nodded to whoever was on the other end of the line.

“Yes. Of course.” He nodded again, pleased. “Next week will be great. I want to get this going as soon as possible.”

Clasping my hands in front of me, I took in the mess that concealed an office. It quickly became clear that the garage bays and shop were spotless because of Groucho not because of Renner.

Renner had a mess to accompany his madness.

Papers littered his desk. Coffee mugs sitting on top of stacks, leaving brown-stained rims underneath them. The walls were covered with photographs framed or pinned up of cars and racers from the past. He’d been in the business for decades and I marveled at some of the older photos containing younger versions of famous familiar faces.

There was a museum of racing inside this tiny office, too much of a mess to be able to truly appreciate it all, but the volume of memorabilia too overwhelming to be ignored.

“Sorry about that.”

My attention shifted back to Renner, realizing he was now talking to me.

“Come. Sit. Please.” Without looking, he motioned to a chair that had a stack of papers on it.

Biting back a smile, I replied, “I’m okay. Thanks.”

“Suit yourself.” He adjusted his glasses. “So, I’ve got the contract here…” He trailed off, eyes scanning across his desk, realizing he couldn’t see what he was looking for. “Oh, there.” He pointed to the chair again. “It’s right there for you to sign. Everything is standard as far as driver compensation goes. No surprises.”

I picked up the document, skimming over the lines reminiscent of things I’d seen before. He didn’t say a word or try to rush me as I read through everything. In fact, I almost wondered if he forgot I was in the room as he settled behind his desk, sorting through papers and restacking them as though he knew exactly where everything was and where it belonged.

“It looks good.”

Small eyes—made smaller by his lenses—sprung to me. “Good,” he clipped, strumming his fingers. “Now, for the publicity.”

“Publicity?” My head cocked.

Of course, there were always some advertisements, some stories printed, some speculation made. But never more than that.

“We need publicity.” His nose crinkled. “We need to get your name—my name—out there. We need something more. Something different.”

I gaped. “W-What?”

For the first time during this whole interaction, his gaze met mine, so sharp I thought I might have to sit the way it cut right through me.

“I’m not a big team, Miss Snyder.” I knew this was serious because he’d only ever called me ‘girl’ in person before. “I don’t have a big operation or the big funds that go with it. I’ve got enough, and I’ve got my wits. But for this… for this we can do more.”

“What exactly do you mean by more?” I pulled the contract to my chest, folding my arms over it as though trying to protect it from his next idea. “And please, just call me Kacey.”

His head tipped, considering my request. Then he stood suddenly and with hardly a flick of his wrist motioned for me to follow him into the shop. At least he was moving too fast to catch each wince as I hobbled quickly to keep up.

“There’s an opportunity here, girl.” I guessed it was either Miss Snyder or girl. “An opportunity for more sponsors. An opportunity for a story to give us more attention and a bigger piece of the pie—for you, too.”

“What story?” I called, sighing with relief as he slowed nearing the car.

“You. Racing Indy.” He pointed to the chassis. “After what happened in Daytona, people will eat that up.”

I bristled. “That’s not why I’m here. I’m here to race, not defend myself against people—”

“Horseshit.”

I jerked back.

“You’re here to show the world what you can do. And part of that means taking every opportunity to tell your own story otherwise, trust me, they will tell it for you—they will make it up for you.”

I shivered, unable to argue. I’d avoided the press since the incident, yet they’d had no trouble coming up with quite a few engaging articles about what happened between me and Puglisi.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked, deciding it was better to get the details before I shot myself in the foot by protesting.

“Nothing crazy. A few photo shoots with the car. An interview or two.” He shrugged. “You’re going to be the only female driving at Indy this year whether you like it or not.”

Frustration flared in my blood. There it was again. Special fascination because I was a woman rather than a driver.

“And I’m trying to not have that be the sole focus—” I broke off as G stepped into the room, our conversation floating through the open doorway and drawing his attention.

“Look, girl, they’re going to talk about it whether you want them to or not. You know you’re a damn good driver. I know you’re a damn good driver. That’s why I’m offering the spot to you. But you’re also a woman and there isn’t a force on God’s green earth that can change that.” He huffed, the exertion of speaking so much taking its toll. “You either take steps forward in your truth or you trip and stumble, avoiding the opinions of others.”

I shuddered, not expecting the resounding veracity of his words to affect me so swiftly and so surely.

He was right.

Just because it shouldn’t matter, didn’t mean it wasn’t the truth.

But more than that, I didn’t have space to argue. Not if I wanted to drive his car.

“Okay,” I said after a few seconds. “I’ll do it.”

“Do what?” Groucho interjected from the background, his eyes darting between Renner and me.

Renner’s head ducked for a second, as though preparing for another battle he wasn’t expecting to have to fight at the moment.

“PR. I want them to know we’re coming. I want everyone to know our team. Sponsors. Spectators. We aren’t like the big guys who have the money to get attention. But now, I think we have a team and a story that can draw in major support,” he replied over his shoulder to the younger man firmly. “And I want you involved, too, G.”

The muscled mechanic winced as though struck. “What are ye talking about?”

“I’m saying that Racer Magazine is sending a photographer next week to grab photos of her and the car and you. They’re going to send someone else out after that to interview you both.”

“No,” G snapped. “Yer the owner. She’s the driver. Ye can be interviewed. I’m not talking to them. The car will speak for itself.”

My mouth opened but nothing came out, my mind too fascinated by his staunch disagreement. This man just wanted to work on the car and go home. He wasn’t interested in the fame. He wasn’t interested in the attention. But he was interested in winning, though he didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who cared a whole heck of a lot about money…

G was a puzzle—a pile of parts that belonged to a single engine… if I could just figure out how they fit together.

“G—”

“No, Voigt, this wasn’t part of the deal.” He extended a hand and pointed a finger, tension cracking across his face like hot water poured on ice. “I’m no’ getting involved. Not again. Not now.”

His dissent struck me. The man who brushed me off wasn’t just keeping himself at arm’s length from me. He was keeping himself at a distance from the world.

The realization immediately tumbled into the thought that I was no one special.

And that which should’ve been comforting, instead stung more than I wanted to admit.

“Dammit, Garret!” The older man raised his voice, appearing almost as shocked by his own outburst as I was.

Which was nowhere near as shocked as I was to hear his name.

Garret. The angry Atlas.

I bit my lip, looking at him in a new light. Garret. It fit him.

A name that made me think of old, strong gears, pushing tirelessly forward, all the while begging the question ‘what was he working toward?’

Garret’s nostrils flared.

“It wasn’t a question. Not for you,” Renner continued in a more subdued tone. “You need this more than I do.”

Something unspoken passed between them, but I knew enough of these two men to not waste my time asking what it was; they’d never tell me.

Shifting my weight off my bad ankle, I watched the invisible power struggle rise and then fall as Garret swore under his breath and dragged a grease-ridden hand through his hair, thick locks loosening from where they were held back, dropping like fallen soldiers around the harsh planes of his face.

“Dammit.”

With a low growl, his anger like a belt about to snap, Garret stalked back into the back room, the loud clack and clank of metal dissuading either of us from following him.

“I apologize for him.” Renner cleared his throat. “He can be abrasive.”

I coughed out the urge to laugh, but couldn’t stop from replying, “Yeah, like a bed of broken glass.”

Renner just looked at me strangely for a moment, his head tipped, his eyes perceptive underneath his glasses before a small smile appeared like a blink before it was gone. “He doesn’t like the media, but he’ll come around.”

About as quickly as one was able to pull water from a stone… but I managed to keep that thought to myself.

“I came here to race, Mr. Voigt, not become a publicity stunt—a gimmick.” Even though I’d do what he asked, I needed him to know because that’s what women were reduced to in this world.

Gimmicks.

Another G-word that haunted me.

His head dropped, his feet shuffling on the concrete.

“You know what makes a race car run, Miss Snyder?” he asked with a steady tone.

My brow furrowed, confused at the change in subject. “The engine?” I offered the most obvious answer.

The subtle shake of his shoulders, I would bet, was as close as Renner Voigt ever came to laughter. Always too serious—too focused to understand the importance of humorous relief.

“Sponsors.” One word. A million implications. “Without sponsors, there is no race car. There is no racing.”

Point taken.

And I wasn’t in any position to argue. I didn’t have another choice. If I wanted to race, this was it—my only shot.

And I didn’t want to race. I needed to.

“I understand,” I told him with a subservient nod. “But I won’t answer any questions about what happened at Daytona.”

I was willing to compromise. If it meant being able to race, if it meant crafting my own name, I was willing to compromise and embrace a little more of what made me stand out rather than the skill I’d tried to rely on to blend in.

But there were certain things I wouldn’t share. Certain things I refused to be known for. And I could stomach being accused of not being a good driver. I could stomach people thinking I didn’t belong because I was a woman.

But I wouldn’t stomach being accused of using sexual assault in order to advance my career, and I knew, in this industry—the last bastion of male-dominated sports—it would be the first thing to fly from ignorant mouths.

“We have a unique opportunity here,” he repeated gruffly. “The girl no one thinks should race in the car no one thinks will win.”

My chin dipped. I couldn’t deny the allure of the situation.

“They never thought I belonged,” I told him calmly. “That’s why I’m as good as I am. I’m meant to be on that track… behind that wheel… and I’ll do whatever it takes to prove them wrong.”

There it was again, his piercing stare for just a second before it snapped away like he’d touched a hot stove, pulling off his glasses to wipe them on his shirt.

“There are certain things you can’t change about history, girl. Just like you can’t get on that track and try to make a right turn in a race that runs in lefts.” He settled the frames back on his face.

My arms tightened, the contract crunching against my chest. Renner wasn’t wrong.

Maybe I couldn’t control this sport like I thought I could, but I could control my role in it.

“So, I guess that means I’m going to have to stick around town then?”

His chin dipped. “For a few weeks. Then we’ll meet up again in Indianapolis.”

“Okay.” I swallowed, mentally noting to call my parents and have them keep an eye on my apartment for the foreseeable future.

“So, what do you think, girl? You ready for this?” Eyes that always fought to be shielded or elsewhere dug into mine.

I should’ve thought about it.

I should’ve taken the contract and looked it over again.

But none of it mattered. Not the money. Not the details. Nothing mattered except it was my ticket to the track—my ticket to freedom.

I lifted my chin up a notch, searching for any emotion contained in the steely gray glint of his gaze and coming up empty.

“Do you have a pen?” I needed to do this.

“Of course.” He flinched at a loud clank coming from the engine room, Garret still working off his frustration on the metal. “This way.” He motioned me back toward his office. “I’ll go over a few of my ideas with you, there are a few sponsors I have my eyes on.”

I glanced one last time at the back room, seeing no trace of the stony, seething mechanic inside.

“Is he going to be okay with it?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking. “He seems pretty stubborn.”

It was the same urge I felt inside the car—the need for speed. The need to push the limit. And with Garret, it was the need to know more.

I didn’t look at Renner, afraid my expression would reveal just how badly I wanted to know.

My breath released in a steady stream when he replied, “He’ll be fine. What I have in mind will be centered on the future, not on the past.”

I hummed, chewing on my lip to hold back a question about his past.

“Plus, his contract doesn’t give him much leeway when it comes to going against what I want. And unfortunately for him, he can’t fight two battles at once, and the one he’s currently fighting means he can’t engage in one with me.”

So focused on what he was saying—on what battles the surly mechanic was hiding underneath the smudged dirt and abrasive attitude—I forgot about my ankle and put too much weight on it for a second which sent me stumbling forward with a small cry.

Renner’s hand gripped my arm, steadying me. “What happened to your ankle?”

My face flushed and as my eyes lifted to him, I saw Garret standing in the doorway once again, drawn out by my slight cry.

“Sorry, I’m fine,” I said quickly. “I just twisted it. This will be off next week.”

Releasing me, Renner nodded and continued walking, easily accepting my answer in an effort to avoid any unnecessary conversation. With each averted gaze and every to-the-point conversation, I realized that the older gentleman sat somewhere on the autistic spectrum—somewhere between his solitary nature and genius intelligence.

And I wondered if the advice he gave on taking control of my story before someone took it for me was more personal experience than theoretical advice.

“Thank you,” I murmured.

He moved around me, listing off the things he wanted accomplished, but I stayed rooted in place, the steel of my spine welding to the spot under the heat of Garret’s stare.

This wasn’t just going to be a few track days and a race spent in his company. It was now weeks.

Weeks with his brooding. Weeks with his secrets.

And weeks with a fire burning low in my stomach that had no hope of being quenched.
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Garret

 

THE SHOP HAD TURNED INTO a forest.

Light stands grew out of the floor like trees, sprouting branches of bright light out into the gray-epoxied space, extension cords slithered like vines, crisscrossing the floor and endangering anyone who sought to traverse through the magical media wonderland.

Cameras clicked and ticked, shutters flapping open and closed like small birds of prey, capturing their shots and devouring them through the lens.

I remained where I stood in the shadows, with my shoulder propped against the doorframe to the clean room, ready to disappear in an instant.

If that were possible.

Racer Magazine’s media crew came like an infestation, drawn in by the tempting sweetness of the woman driver kicked out of NASCAR and the mechanic missing from the industry for almost a decade.

So many secrets. So little time.

Too bad for them neither of us were willing to talk about what they wanted most. It might be the only thing the damned enticing driver and I could agree on.

“Garret.”

My glare shifted to the man responsible for this—the one I trusted to avoid the public eye as much as possible who’d turned around and invited this mess into my space.

Technically, it wasn’t my space. It was Renner’s.

But the garage was all I had. Technically homeless—dozing off between here, my truck, and Janet’s couch.

I didn’t need more. I didn’t deserve more.

I went where the jobs took me.

I went where the money was.

And I came back to Claire when I was done.

“You think you should help?” He motioned to the floor where the photographers scurried about like rats building their nest of noteworthy shots.

“No.” I had no plans to do anything until it was absolutely necessary.

Truthfully, I was hoping once they had what they needed of the car and Kacey, they would forget about me and leave.

“Look, G, I know you aren’t keen on this, but just think of what it can do for us—for the car.” He paused. “For winning.”

My eyes slid over to the shorter man as he rubbed a hand over the flat of his head sparsely covered with grays.

He wasn’t looking at me. He never looked at anyone if he could avoid it. He wasn’t even looking at the tall, blonde photographer as she directed her two young male assistants around the room. He was looking at the car, and that was how I knew there was no chance of dissuading him.

Renner was a genius—but a genius with a singular obsession: his race car. Not necessarily to win, though of course that goal was always drifting not far behind, but to create something that withstood time. Something that left an imprint on the sport beyond a single trophy for a single year.

Like John DeLorean. A man whose innovative car company went bankrupt. Who was arrested and jailed by the FBI for cocaine trafficking.

Facts that faded against the obstructive accomplishment of creating a vehicle that held its own place in history. Something innovative. Futuristic. Something that almost existed outside of time and the way it faded the memory of most things.

That was what Renner was after.

That was what he hired me to build.

That was why he hired her to drive.

“Mr. Voigt.” I blinked and saw the photographer had joined our small conversation. Dressed in all black, her blonde hair loose over her shoulders with her red lips jarring a smile that looked like it would glow in the dark.

“I have just a few more photos of the car I’d like, and then I was wondering…” She trailed off as her gaze slid to me. Like burning rubber, the sight and smell of lust that radiated off of her was both unmistakable and nauseating. “I was wondering if you might be able to give me a tour of the shop.” Her smile widened. “In case there are any other shots I’d like to take.”

She looked at me like the only shot she wanted to take was at my dick.

Grunting, I shifted back.

I didn’t want anything to do with this woman.

My attention jolted to the door to the garage as it opened, revealing the missing piece in this problematic puzzle. My gaze locked on her like a gear engaging in the transmission, yanking me forward with renewed power and speed.

Temptation topped with a fiery red warning sign.

I couldn’t want anything to do with any woman.

Especially that one—that driver.

Especially Kacey.

Today, she wore skin-tight black yoga pants and a pale-yellow tank that drifted low on her tits, the swells pushing against the boundary of the fabric with subtle determination.

Her familiar, fierce eyes widened and her lips parted as she measured the mess that transformed the garage which was clean and bare last week. Adjusting her duffel bag on her shoulder, she smiled and nodded in greeting to one of the photographer’s assistants who gave her a slow once-over.

Fucker. My hand tightened, grateful it wasn’t holding a wrench that might’ve unintentionally slipped from my grasp in the direction of his head.

Focus, G.

Kacey Snyder wasn’t my responsibility.

She was just the driver. One more part to the car needed to make it go faster.

That was it.

And then her eyes found us… found mine… and the way her sharp inhale made her chest cinch sent a bolt of lust straight down to my cock—a part of me I thought I’d managed to disconnect years ago.

“Kacey.” Renner was the first to greet her.

“Good morning.” She nodded to the group, her attention lingering on me.

“Miss Snyder,” the photographer broke in. She looked like she didn’t want anyone else eyeing me as though she’d already staked her claim. “I’m Ms. James, the photographer for Racer Magazine. It’s a… pleasure… to meet you.”

Pink rose in Kacey’s cheeks, but she didn’t flinch.

There was a reputation around her now—a great driver but unpredictable. And a mystery. More to what the news had reported about the fight she’d gotten into with Puglisi. More that she wasn’t willing to disclose.

And therefore, she became a secret they wanted to crack.

I knew from experience they’d fuckin’ break you if that was what it took to get inside your head.

“Ye want that tour?” I grunted at the far-too-eager photographer who was now the lesser of two evils; it was only a matter of time before one camera or another caught the way Kacey held my cock’s full attention.

I didn’t stick around for her response, spinning back into the engine room without even waiting for the photographer to follow me.

The echoes of her rushed instructions to Kacey on what to put on and to sit with Jean, for a little hair and makeup trailed after me, followed then by the quick click of her heels to catch up.

“Sorry about that,” she murmured in apology just before I felt her hand on the back of my arm and fought not to flinch it away.

Extending my stride, I moved around the engine block I was working on, putting the hunk of metal between us.

“Why all the pipes?” Her eyes met mine as she placed her hand on the engine block, running her fingers over the ridges as though I was supposed to imagine she was stroking my cock.

Instead, I wondered if Kacey was changing right now, and the knowledge made me cringe.

Since when was I so feckin’ weak?

I folded my arms, stubbornly fighting her even in my thoughts, and looked up to the maze of pipes around the room. “This is the clean room. Constant temperature, humidity, and the pipes are fer the air filtration system, so when I go ta work on the engine, there’s little ta no chance that anything will affect the precision of how the parts are put together.”

“Seems like overkill, but then again, I’ve heard you’re one of the best,” she mused, her eyes dragging down me like dirty oil.

Sometimes, being recognized as the best only comes after the world sees how far you fall.

“Rumor has it you even turned down an offer from Colton Donavan at one point.”

I tensed, forced to recall one more unfortunate event of that fateful year. “I wouldn’t believe everything ye hear.”

Better to let her think it was all false—even the minimal good parts—than to hint there might be any truth.

“I don’t. That’s why I’m here to talk to you,” she replied, coyly, though it sounded like she didn’t really have an opinion about anything aside from that of wanting my clothes off to get the bare truth.

Grunting, I began pointing out the different parts of the race car’s engine, as well as where it bolted to the gearbox in the back and the driver compartment to the front. I glazed over pieces and parts, some that really had no importance to the car but it was all I could do to keep her attention off of me.

And I failed miserably.

As we approached the doorway, I turned and the overeager photographer slid right up and pressed herself flush against me, her palms flattening against my chest.

“Oh, sorry,” she murmured, sultrily. “I didn’t realize you were stopping.”

I wanted to roll my eyes. Hell, I almost did.

Screw this. We didn’t need all this media garbage to win. I didn’t give a shit what Renner thought. I wasn’t going to put up with this for weeks on end just because—

“Oomph!”

Our head snapped to the doorway as Kacey stumbled through.

My angry breath fizzled in my lungs, sparking and popping with renewed desire that had absolutely nothing to do with the woman still pressed against me and everything to do with the redhead clutching the doorframe so she didn’t fall, her long hair falling in loose curls, her fire suit unzipped in the front to just tease at the swells of her tits, and those green eyes highlighted by the subtle layer of makeup haloed around them.

Desire and anger ripped like a double-edged sword through me.

Anger that they dolled her up when she’d have none of this on come race day.

And anger that I craved her. Shockingly. Savagely.

“Ye always this clumsy?” I snapped, releasing some of that frustration.

Her eyes narrowed on me, her trace broken. “You always this rude, G?” she shot back, hanging on the singular letter to make a point—she wasn’t interested in anything more.

Extricating myself from the creature clinging to my chest, I strode past them both, pausing just long enough by Kacey to reply, “Guess it’s a good thing yer job is ta make the car go fast because yer coordination isn’t going to win ye any medals.”

I caught her harsh inhale.

Good, I reminded myself. It was better this way.

“Guess it’s a good thing your job is to take care of inanimate objects,” she quipped without missing a beat. “Because your personality certainly isn’t winning you any friends.”

I smirked. “I don’t care about friends.”

Her chin notched up. “I don’t care about medals.”

And then I felt the soft swish of her hair against my chest as she spun—on her good heel—and stalked toward the car and the bright lights.

Perfect. Be mad. Hate me.

I didn’t give a shit.

I didn’t care about anyone or anything in this world except for the speed—how fast it could get me what I needed from this world and how fast I could get out of it.
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Each time the camera clicked felt like a shot to my chest, but instead of creating one more hole to let out the build-up of pressure in my lungs, it only increased the strain.

I didn’t think about whether or not I wanted to watch as they paraded Kacey around the shop, snapping photos of her in various poses around the car.

I didn’t want to see how they’d somehow layered on a fierce femininity over her relentless racer persona.

I didn’t want to see how a fucking fire suit of all things could pull and cling to curves that should be shielded inside the vehicle. Protected from the world.

Protected from me.

“What about both of them?” Renner broke in.

My spine snapped straight, though he didn’t catch my glare.

The photographer’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Of course.”

She motioned me into the frame, using the opportunity to let her camera drop to her side and reach for me.

I caught Kacey’s eye roll as friendly hands roamed my body, pushing and angling me in the right direction. With a coy smile and a small pat on my chest, Ms. James murmured, “Perfect.”

Her innuendo was as obvious as a misfire.

Kacey snorted, quickly covering her reaction with a cough as she looked away—a cough that was quickly stifled when, without the photographer’s presence, she realized how close we stood.

“Okay, Ms. Snyder,” the woman’s voice instructed. “If you could put one hand on your hip like we did before and we’ll get you your helmet to prop underneath it, and then rest your other hand on G’s shoulder.”

Kacey’s shudder sent a shockwave through my body. Cause and effect.

As though we both know what her touching me might do—send that spark farther down the line that only led to an explosion.

Gingerly, Kacey did as instructed. Once again, her checkered racing gloves the only saving grace that stopped her skin from being only a t-shirt’s distance from mine.

There was utter silence in the shop save for the click of the camera. Shot after shot. Second after second.

Meanwhile, what I felt was akin to the strain of an engine being out of gear, revving into the red but not moving an inch.

The build-up of power. The tension and eagerness to launch into what was made to happen. And the promise of release.

And she felt it, too.

“Good.”

Like the drop of the flag, Kacey yanked her hand away as soon as the photographer gave her clearance.

“Now, both of you half turn toward the car and we’ll do a series of three. First, looking at the car. Then, looking at each other. Last, looking at me.”

Christ, was this for a magazine or an engagement?

My mouth firmed with annoyance and pent-up lust for the woman entirely within my grasp and completely out of reach.

“Don’t trip,” I growled as she moved.

“A difficult task when your attitude is always in my way.”

My nostrils flared, and I gritted my teeth so I wouldn’t respond.

Or maybe so I wouldn’t threaten that my tongue was about to be in the way of her speech in a second if she wasn’t careful.

Positioned with the nose of the car pointing between us, the first few photos flew by and then we were glaring at each other. A competition to see who could burn through the other first with the fiery dislike aggravated by unwanted attraction that brewed between us.

Though we weren’t touching, the next few minutes passed with the fragility of a bomb. Silent. Solid. And ready to detonate.

“Thank you, Mr. Gallagher.”

It was my turn to flinch. “G. Please.”

Ms. James looked pleased, my demand interpreted as something far different than my intention.

I wasn’t Garret Gallagher anymore.

I wasn’t the master mechanic making his way up the rungs of the racing industry alongside my brother. The man who had enough clout to respectfully decline a position with Colton Donavan’s team out of loyalty to the man we’d been working for. The man who’d betrayed us.

I was just a man with one mission. One purpose. And one letter for a name I’d rather forget.

I snapped a nod and stepped out of the frame, but before I could get any farther from this farce, Voigt pulled me aside with questions I’d rather not answer reflecting in his glasses.

“What do you think?”

I grunted. For a man who had social anxiety, he certainly like to ask a lot of questions at the most inopportune times.

“I think she’s what you’re looking for.”

“And what’s that?” he asked with a mild curiosity, watching as the photographer continued to have Kacey pose in and around the car.

“I think she’ll get you the attention you want. She certainly enjoys it,” I growled.

It was why she’d fought with Puglisi.

I didn’t keep up with NASCAR, except for the little facts that Claire picked up on TV. Too much of a bitter taste left in my mouth even after all these years. But when Renner contacted me with a proposition involving a driver Claire mentioned a few times, I couldn’t help but wonder about the girl and why he’d picked her.

I knew why Claire liked her; she was the only girl on the track. For her sake, I wanted to like her. But when I finally took a minute to look up the woman I’d be working with, the video footage of her attacking Puglisi was the first thing that came up.

And without knowing her, I felt the rushing rage of disappointment. I knew it was because Claire admired her—because the one good thing that would come from returning to this world was that I could tell her it was to work with her favorite racer.

But Kacey had ruined it. She’d ruined whatever admiration I could have by fighting with a man simply because he was a dick and edged her car into the wall.

My fist tightened.

Of course, Puglisi deserved it, but that wasn’t the fucking point.

The point was that I expected better of her. I’d hoped for better from her.

And she’d crushed it with one angry, attention-grabbing swing.

And in that moment, I’d made up my mind; I wasn’t a fan of Kacey Snyder. She was just one more spoiled attention-seeking driver. And I’d dealt with enough of those to know the cost they carried—a price I’d already paid.

Maybe that was what was so frustrating now. Because after meeting her, spoiled and attention-seeking were the very last impressions I got.

Christ, the damn woman had shown up with a broken ankle to the track without a word of explanation or complaint.

I shook my head.

It didn’t matter. This sport was fickle. It turned friends into foes. It rewarded loyalty with loss. And I wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.

I was going to focus on the car—my job. I wasn’t here to rectify my opinions about the redheaded driver. They wouldn’t matter in a couple of months anyway. I’d have the money I needed—the funds Claire needed—and I could go back to being a small-town mechanic who had no interest in left turns and checkered flags.

“Why don’t you like her?” I felt his eyes flick to me for a second before looking away. “I think she’s a nice girl. More importantly a damn good driver, but still a nice girl.”

My jaw tensed. “I don’t like anyone,” I clipped. “Especially people in this sport. Especially people here fer attention.”

He hummed. “I don’t think that’s why she’s here.”

“And that’s why you hired her, not me.” Renner was either a genius or a damned fool—and the line between the two was pretty damn thin and covered with murky water at the moment.

“How’s Claire?” The abrupt change in conversation rattled me. Renner had no sense of social context. He asked what he wanted to know when he wanted to know it. There was no propriety. There were no boundaries.

And now, his focus was on Claire—a subject I could handle better than the race car driver in front of me who was a mystery I shouldn’t—couldn’t want to solve. I shifted my weight as my eye lingered over Kacey again, wondering how she could look so fucking sexy in an outfit that was solely crafted for protection.

“Her spirits are good.” My stomach tightened, knowing that was about the only good thing I could say.

Claire was ever the optimist—a task that was much easier at seven years old—but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Truthfully, I didn’t know if I could handle this if she wasn’t the bright sparkle of morning sunshine every time I saw her.

“But I don’t think I’m going to be able to leave here until it’s time for Indy,” I said through tight lips. I was going to confirm with her doctor tonight, but when I last spoke to him, it had been clear enough that her condition warranted constant supervision in the hospital.

“I see,” he replied and I could see his mind processing the new fact.

It didn’t really matter. One circle of pavement was just as good as the next, and Charlotte’s raceway was one of the best in the country. Still, I knew he’d only rented this space for the last month for me to get the car ready for Kacey to test out, and his preference was to move our operation up to Indianapolis as soon as possible.

“This was my condition,” I said with a low voice.

I’d agreed to everything in his damn contract—including this media fiasco—under the singular condition that everything up until race day would take place wherever Claire needed to be.

“And I’m not arguing it,” he chided, and I swallowed my reply. His eyebrows rose, struck with a thought. “Maybe she’d want to meet Kacey.”

I tensed, knowing that she would. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?” He waved in Kacey’s direction drawing her attention, making it more than obvious we were talking about her. “Might do her good to meet someone fighting against the odds like she is.”

I scoffed. “The only thing Kacey is fighting against are the people who don’t baby her.”

“For someone who fabricates powerful things for a living, you’re a pretty weak liar, G.”

The heavy punishment of my pulse agreed, still I insisted, “You’ve seen the video.”

“And I think there was more to that fight than what happened on the track.”

I grunted, unwilling to agree. And unable to disagree.

“Doesn’t matter. I’m only here for what happens on Indy’s track and then I’m done.”

Renner nodded, knowing all along my motive for being here and my intentions to leave. “A shame since you’re the best.”

“Was,” I corrected.

He shrugged. “Guess we’ll find out.”

“Am I done here?” I glanced over at the clock on the wall. “I’ll come back later to finish up.”

It was a little early yet, but I needed to beat the afternoon traffic back into Charlotte if I was going to see Claire tonight. Usually I went first thing in the morning, since that was when she was feeling best, but because of this damned propaganda event, I’d had to be here early.

“Tell Claire I said hello.”
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Kacey

 

GROWING UP, I’D NEVER REALLY had a dislike for anyone.

Even when I started racing in college, I never had a problem with anyone, and I’d never encountered anyone who had a problem with me.

Until I was asked to drive for Hoyt.

Then, I experienced firsthand what it was like to be hated for no reason. To be mocked and ridiculed. To be asked demeaning questions that, if I were a man, would never have been considered.

And like the experience of being rained on underneath a sunny sky, the negativity without reason… without cause… made no sense to me.

I just wanted to race cars.

Cars that didn’t care about the gender of the person piloting them, only how fast you could make them go, how well you kept them away from the wall, and how close you brought them to the top of the podium.

But the rash encounters with G followed by his stony silence over the last two days as I came and went from the shop, working with Renner on everything from logistics to marketing, left me no choice but to believe the surly mechanic had taken exception to working with a female driver.

It was the only explanation.

Because seeing him pressed up against that photographer made it clear he didn’t take exception to women in general.

No, the only person who took exception to that situation was me…with an unfortunate burst of jealousy. Apparently, the desires to both curse and kiss the irritating Irishman weren’t mutually exclusive.

“You’re doing real good, girl,” Renner rasped, his eyes buzzing over paper after paper as he laid them into piles I had yet to figure out the classification for. “Take a look at these and pick which one you want me to use.”

“Thanks.” A hint of a smile crossed my face as I took the series of photos from him, all from the shoot the other day.

It hadn’t been as bad as I was expecting—except for the part where I’d had to deal with G and his aggravating attitude. And the part where he’d stood too close for me to feel anything except the need to be closer.

I didn’t really have a preference. In my opinion, none of them looked like race car driver, Kacey Snyder, on race day mostly because I wouldn’t be caught wearing makeup that I’d just as soon sweat off under my helmet.

“I guess any of these three are fine.” I put my preference on top. “For the website?”

He nodded. “And a few other internal things.”

“Is that it for today?” I checked my watch. “And did you hear back from Racer about the interview? Just trying to see when I can book a new flight home.”

He froze.

“You know we’ve got to install the new safety screen on the car?”

I hesitated. “Yeah…” After a series of deadly crashes, IndyCar had implemented a new safety feature to be installed on all cars this season.

He wiped a hand over his mouth before adjusting his glasses—the tic I’d learned meant he was about to ask something more from me… something he knew might be met with resistance.

“That’s coming in a week or so, last I checked. As soon as G gets it on the car, I know he’ll want you to test it on the track. Wants to see for himself about drag and such. And I’m still lining a few things up as far as interviews and whatnot.” He cleared his throat before dropping the bomb. “So, I’d like you to stay in the area until we head up to Indianapolis at the beginning of May.”

My breath caught.

Staying.

Here.

I blinked a few times, processing what that meant. Last week, he’d mentioned weeks. A few weeks of PR to hold everyone over until the race. Today—now—those weeks turned into months.

And I wasn’t prepared to stay here for two more months.

I didn’t bring clothes. I didn’t bring anything.

But most concerning was that my rental was supposed to be up today. My host kindly offered to let me stay and pay nightly after the first time my trip was extended, but she had another renter arriving next week.

“That going to be a problem?”

My eyes snapped up from where they’d fallen to the floor under the weight of so many unknowns.

“No.” I shook my head. I needed this. I needed to race. “I just have to figure out housing. The place I rented was only short term because I didn’t realize I’d be here that long—”

“You can stay upstairs,” he interrupted and waved off the concern.

“What?” My eyes popped wide. “Upstairs?”

He rose and walked to the far corner of the shop, expecting me to follow. Veering around two shelving units that held various parts, wires, boxes, and bottles, all meticulously organized in a way that would only make sense to the person who organized them, he stopped in front of a door I hadn’t noticed before.

My head tipped up. So that was how you got upstairs.

Renner fumbled for keys in his pocket, unlocking the door to reveal a stairwell up to the second floor above the garage.

“It’s not much,” he said, gesturing with his hand in a manner to indicate I shouldn’t get my hopes up. “Didn’t think I’d need this part of the space when I rented it. Thought G might need—” He broke off with a swift cough. “There’s a small apartment up here,” he finished as we reached the top of the landing. “No one else is going to be using it, so if you need a place, you’re welcome to stay here.”

I paused at the top of the stairs, taking in the large studio space with kitchenette, sparsely but cleanly decorated.

The bed on the far wall was shielded from the rest of the apartment by a make-shift curtained partition. Hanging from what looked like engine clamps welded to the exposed metal beams of the ceiling hung thick tines of rope attached to the wide grommets of white curtains. Made of a heavier fabric, they mostly shielded the bed from view, though its shape was illuminated as the afternoon light shone ardently through the windows.

In front of the bed, closer to where we stood, was the small living space. A navy velvet couch sat perched between two deep red tufted chairs, a paint-splattered wood coffee table tying the furniture together in the center.

“What is this place?” I asked, not expecting an answer.

“The folks I rented it from are traveling artists or some such thing.” He folded his arms. “Think they were using the garage for a studio until they got a bigger place in the city.”

I hummed, the seemingly inexplicable decor now making some sense.

“So, bed, living area, kitchen.” He motioned as he spoke, making the tour about as grand as his personality would allow. “And then here’s the bathroom.”

He turned and my gaze followed him to the door I’d missed when we’d come up.

My brow crinkled in confusion.

Along this part of the back wall was all floor to ceiling frosted glass, and when he opened the door, I saw why.

The entire bathroom was tiled and the shower was completely open.

As he walked in, I could see his shadow highlighted against the glass, turning him into a moving—living art installation on the wall.

I couldn’t decide if I thought it was a cool idea or a creepy one, realizing that anyone in the apartment could watch you shower even if only in a vague but artistically intimate kind of way.

I peeked inside the bathroom, noting the toilet and sink on the far wall.

Backing out with a nod, I wrapped my arms across my chest and pulled the corner of my lip into my mouth.

It was a place to stay.

For free.

“If you’re sure it’s okay.” I couldn’t pass up free.

I’d quit my engineering job when Hoyt hired me to race for his team. With the number of NASCAR races during the season, I would’ve been taking off from work more than I would’ve been working. So, rather than waiting for my inevitable firing, I resigned. With my contract, I’d still be in a position to live comfortably in my current apartment with my current expenses. But without that contract, everything was a little strained.

“I don’t know about okay,” he said, taking my comment literally. “But it’s available and unoccupied, so it’s yours if you want.”

My nod of confirmation was slow but unwavering.

I didn’t have many other good choices. Not on such short notice.

“Why are we staying here?” The question slipped out before I realized the answer didn’t really matter.

But it was curious how Renner’s face grew shadowed, an expression of (something) crossing a face that rarely showed any emotion.

“Told you. Have to get the screen installed and tested. Engine tweaks. Interviews.” My eyes narrowed at reasons that didn’t really feel like reasons. “It’ll be easier to get everything ready before heading up there. Indy is a mess this time of year.” He looked around nervously before turning to the stairwell and unclipping the key to the apartment from his keyring, setting it on the flat post of the banister.

“Only thing is, there is no outside entrance,” he cautioned. “So you’ve got to come in through the shop.”

My head tipped, curious as to why that would be a problem if I was the only one staying here. Then again, there were certain things Renner made a priority that most wouldn’t even pause at, so I just acknowledged him and bid him goodnight.

When the door clicked below, I pulled out my cell phone from my back pocket and dialed my dad.

“Hey there, Speedy.” His warm voice greeted me after two rings.

“Hey, Dad.” I sighed, some of the tension built up over the day—over the minutes spent in that man’s presence dissipating when faced with my father’s comforting tone.

“What’s up? Everything okay? You sound tired,” he observed. “Another photo shoot today?”

“No. Thankfully.”

“I bet they’ll put you on the front of Racer Magazine. If they want any photos from when you were younger, be sure to send them my way.” He chuckled.

I laughed. “Yeah, I think I’ll pass on that.”

“You sure? I think your mom still has photos of your first-place ribbon at the science fair.”

Groaning, I rolled my eyes, wandering over to the windows facing out the front of the building.

I’d taken first place in my school’s science fair in middle school with my erupting volcano. Truthfully, I think they only gave me the prize because my volcano erupted a little too exuberantly and sent orange goo all over me.

“Thanks, but still no.”

I wrinkled my nose, the scent of fresh laundry coming from somewhere nearby. Turning my head, I confirmed there was no laundry room up in the apartment, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a washer and dryer somewhere downstairs off the garage.

“You’re going to do great, Kace.”

I smiled a little. My dad could always turn some of my nervousness into excitement.

“How’s mom?”

“She’s good.” There was no elaboration, so I read between the lines.

“She’s upset I’m racing Indy, isn’t she?”

Another pause of confirmation.

Amy Snyder wasn’t a fan of racing—and she definitely wasn’t a fan of her daughter being a driver.

It had nothing to do with the male-dominated sport. It wasn’t that I was a girl, it was that I was her baby girl. And I was actively and eagerly engaged in pursuing a career that could potentially have life-threatening consequences.

“You know your mom, Kace.” He sighed, and so did I. “Nothing to do with upset, just worried.”

My mother worried about a lot of things—too many things. And while her concerns had a base in reality, they were built up with irrationalities. It didn’t matter what safety features existed nor how protected I was, all she focused on was that crashes invariably happened and sometimes drivers didn’t walk away from them.

After what happened in Daytona and my subsequent firing, the happy relief that undermined her expression of sympathy stung. Even though it hurt me to lose everything I’d worked for—everything I’d spent each extra penny of my own money to pursue—all she could see was that I was out of harm’s way.

“Don’t you worry about your mom,” he went on. “You’re going to race at Indianapolis, and you’re going to show those boys what you can do. You’re right where you belong.”

Was I? I winced.

You shouldn’t be here.

G’s first words to me rolled over me like a freight train. Words that were echoed in almost every action and subsequent conversation with him.

My mouth firmed.

I was going to show him this was where I was meant to be.

I was going to show them all.

“So, have you met the team?” he asked.

I shook my head even though no one could see me. “No. And I have a feeling I won’t until we get to Indianapolis… which is actually why I’m calling.” I hugged my free arm over my stomach as I turned back to face my new apartment. “I was wondering if you could keep an eye on my place for the next couple of weeks. I guess Renner wants us… me… to stay in Charlotte until qualifying.”

“Of course, Speedy. No problem.” He paused. “Are you okay with that? Where are you going to stay?”

I opened my mouth to answer when I heard my mom in the background, asking my dad what was going on and what we were talking about. I waited a minute while he begged her to let him get all the information.

“There’s an apartment above the garage that he’s going to let me stay in,” I finally replied. “It’s pretty nice, and it’s free which is never a bad thing.”

“By yourself?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine, Dad,” I reassured him though he was already relaying the information to my mom.

“Kacey.”

“Hi, Mom.” My face scrunched as my name wavered over the worried vibrations of her voice.

“You’re staying down there? Why?” she demanded with a huff.

“It’s just for a few weeks for some PR stuff. It’s never too late to try and pick up some sponsors…” Or build the hype over the only woman who’d be racing at Indy.

“Why aren’t you staying at your rental? Or at a hotel? Or how about with your friend from college?”

With a sigh, I pushed away from the windowsill and made for the couch, dropping onto the plush cushions that seemed to swallow me right into them.

“Because the rental is unavailable for the length of time I would need it and a hotel is expensive.” Of course, there were a million other options—options I might still look into—but I needed something for the immediate future, and this was my best bet. “And I haven’t even seen Gwen yet, she’s been working overtime at the hospital. I don’t even know if she’d have room for me to stay with her.”

The first time Renner told me we’d be in Charlotte for a little longer, I reached out to an old friend from college, Gwen Reynolds. She’d been my closest friend then, but after graduation, with my racing and her decision to pursue nursing, life had just taken us in different directions. But since fate put me in her vicinity, I figured it would be a good opportunity to catch up—and a good use of my time and thoughts rather than letting them continue to linger on the gorgeous grouch working on my race car.

“But what about—”

“I’m going to be fine, Mom,” I broke in and told her what she really needed to hear, stopping her protest in her tracks. “This apartment is really nice. It’s close to the racetrack and not right downtown. And there’s a half-million dollar race car downstairs in the garage so there’s plenty of security around the building.”

It wasn’t a lie. There were locks on the doors, though it certainly wasn’t Fort Knox. And I saw video cameras on the corners of the building, but I wasn’t sure they were connected to anything.

Still, it would reassure her which was what I needed.

There was an extended silence before the truth came out.

“Kacey, you’re racing an open-wheel car. NASCAR was one thing. At least you had a roll cage. But Indy…”

Even though at times it frustrated me to no end to have to deal with her worries railroading my dream, it was also these moments when I felt lucky to have a mother who cared like she did.

“I’m going to be fine, Mom,” I promised her. “I love you.”

I heard in her deep breaths the desire to pushback out of fear, but inevitably, she sighed and replied, “I love you too, Kacey. Here’s your father again.”

“Sorry about that, Speedy.”

I knew my dad worried, too. It was impossible not to. But the people in this sport learned not to think about those kinds of things—the really bad things that could happen. Because the day you did was the day your career ended.

“It’s okay.”

“So, what else? Tell me about the photo shoot.”

“Not much to tell.” I sank deeper into the cushions, wondering how hard it was going to be to get out of them. “They did my hair and makeup. Made me look like a girl. You know…”

“Well, you are a girl.”

“Right, but I bet Ryan Newman doesn’t get his hair and makeup done before photos,” I retorted.

“You’d be surprised,” my dad returned, and we both chuckled.

“I’m sure I would. Then again, out of the three people photographed, I was the only one done up.”

“Well, you’re the driver. It’s like being the quarterback or the singer in a band. Inevitably, you end up representing the team and being the most recognized,” he continued to rationalize, taking my unease at having special treatment because I was a woman with him. “Who else did they photograph? Voigt, I’m assuming.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “And the chief mechanic.”

“You didn’t mention you met the mechanic,” he accused lightly.

I didn’t mention it because I knew he’d want to talk about it. Being in the shop… working on those cars… those were the kind of details my father relished as an engineer.

And the thing was, I didn’t want to talk about the mechanic.

I didn’t want to talk about G.

Garret.

“Yeah, the chief mechanic is here,” I replied, my body instinctively reacting with that electrified tension that always seemed to be present at the mention of him even if he physically wasn’t.

“Who is it? Anyone I know?”

“I don’t think so,” I replied and then paused, steeling myself because I knew I wasn’t going to get out of this conversation. “His name is Garret Gallagher.”

I held my breath, waiting for the verdict of recognition.

My father hummed, and my exhale released in a burst. “It doesn’t ring a bell.”

The relief I expected to feel—hoped to feel—was completely absent.

With annoying clarity, I realized parts of me wanted to know more about the enigma that was Garret Gallagher, and those parts were stronger than the stubbornness that insisted I ignore him.

“He goes by ‘G,’” I blurted, as though it might jog something in his memory.

“Like the letter?”

So much for that. “Yeah.”

“Odd.” My father cleared his throat. “You know, the name Gallagher is familiar, but not Garret. I want to say Dave or Dan…” He trailed off and I could practically see him shaking his head. “It was just after I retired though, so going back a few years.”

“I can look it up.” I winced, not sure why I even offered.

I shouldn’t want to know more about the supremely rude and frustrating man who was responsible for both my speed and safety on the track.

“It might come to me if you give—” He broke off and yelled to my mom that he’d be right there. “Sorry, we’re headed to dinner with the Jansens and your mom’s insisting I change.”

I didn’t even reply, my heart hammering against the front of my chest. I wanted to know what he remembered. I needed to know.

“Can’t recall if it was Dave or Dan, but it was definitely a Gallagher. That was definitely the name of the young guy who committed suicide.”

My pulse tripped, though it told me nothing about Garret.

“So, obviously not your mechanic.”

“Obviously,” I murmured, my shoulders drooping a little.

“Well, Voigt has a smaller team. I’m sure the bigger houses snagged any names I would recognize.”

“Yeah, good point.” I wasn’t sure why I was hoping that if my dad had heard of Voigt, he’d heard of G.

“Alright, Speedy. I have to run before your mom has my head.” I heard her yelling in the background again.

I smiled and shook my head. “Okay, thanks, Dad. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Speedy.”
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Kacey

 

THE KEY CLANKED ONTO THE kitchen counter as I set my bag on the floor and propped my unused crutch against the small island, hanging my jacket over it.

The urgent care doctor who’d been kind enough to consent to my use of an air cast would be disappointed to know I hadn’t exactly followed his instructions. I kept the cast on as directed, but there was something about the crutch, and I couldn’t bring myself to use it. Probably because my ankle didn’t hurt too bad as long as I didn’t put my full weight on it.

Probably because I didn’t want to draw attention to myself in that way—to my weakness.

After my appointment, I’d set up a coffee date with Gwen only to get a last-minute message that she was called into work for an additional shift.

 

The glamorous nurse life, she wrote.

 

I wasn’t upset. I knew what it was like to drop everything for the dream you loved. Plus, she worked with kids at Hembry Children’s Hospital, and I was happy with second place in those priorities.

 

Don’t worry about it. Looks like I’m going to be in town for a few weeks now anyway, I texted back.

 

Great! Let’s shoot for next Wednesday.

 

Sounds good, I replied, grabbing a coffee and sandwich to go and making a mental note to ask Renner to borrow his truck tomorrow to make a run to the grocery store to stock the fridge. Even with saving money on a place, I wasn’t going to survive on eating out for the next several weeks.

With my free time, I racked up my taxi expense for the day with a few more stops—picking up the rest of my things from my rental and a stop at the drug store for some shower products—before heading back to the garage.

Resting my hip against the counter, and all the weight on my good ankle, I pulled off my Phillies hat and ran my fingers through my hair. I wasn’t taking any chances of being recognized in downtown Charlotte—the southern fried, patriarchal capital of NASCAR.

Draining the last of my coffee, I scanned my new place again.

Strange how the time of day could completely change a place.

This morning, sunlight streamed in exuberantly from the wide windows, flooding the studio with light, making it bright and open and airy.

But now, with the sun having set and the moon and stars out in full regalia, the space was littered with seductive shadows.

In comparison to the bright, fluorescent lights of the shop below, the apartment had very few light fixtures to illuminate it. A single pendant light hung over the stove in the kitchen, and it was the only light turned on by the switch in the stairwell. Unfortunately, almost as soon as I turned it on, I realized it needed to be turned back off; the frost glass covering over the bulb obscured the light into a strange haze that was very painful; not to mention it made a very unpromising buzzing sound.

So, I opted for the standing lamp next to the couch. It was an artsy, branch-like structure with arms extending out like twigs that contained tiny little lights all along the way. It wasn’t very bright, creating light and shadow that was artistic rather than effective. And turning on the second matching lamp next to the bed wasn’t much help.

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” I reminded myself as I walked into the bathroom, looking forward to a hot shower after a long day.

I winced as I flicked on the light.

Of course, the bathroom had bulbs that might as well have been illuminated by the sun.

Letting my eyes adjust, I got the shower running, unloading all my toiletries while the water began to warm.

For almost twenty-four hours, the necessity of my move prevented me from looking into Garret or any other Gallagher. But the distraction of desperation now quickly faded, and my mind found its way to the infuriating man like a car around the track, eventually—inevitably—always veering back to the left.

Back to him.

Dragging in a deep, steamy breath, I yanked off my t-shirt and leggings, scolding my mind for being curious about a man I had no reason to want to know more about.

He was just the mechanic. And a jerk. And I couldn’t stand him.

Which was all the more infuriating when parts of me seemed to fall all over themselves under his burning gaze and rich brogue.

After talking to my dad, my seeds of curiosity grew into leeches, slowly tugging on my rationality… sucking my sanity from my veins even as I stepped into the hot, soothing stream.

The way he bolted after the photo shoot… the way he kept himself in that room, especially when I was in the building…

I huffed and began to wash.

Was it really that offensive to him to be working with a female driver?

Anger spun through my veins.

Anger at him, of course. For his attitude and insults, though I assured myself that I gave as good as I got.

But also anger at myself because I was positive that as soon as Groucho stepped from the building, he hadn’t given me a single thought. Meanwhile, I’d been hanging on my dad’s every word, hoping for some tidbit of information to better understand the confounding man.

To better understand why my body felt like it came alive when he was near.

I shut the water off abruptly, reveling in the immediate cold shock. Punishment for the way my skin began to tingle at the memory.

“Who is Garret Gallagher?” I grumbled to myself, deciding I was going to look him up—to prove he was a jerk and there was no reason I should be thinking about him.

Drying quickly, I pulled on navy boy shorts and a long, loose white tee that draped down to just above my knees.

Turning the potent lights of the bathroom off, I hobbled over to the couch and sank back into the cushions. Toweling dry the ends of my hair, I velcroed my air cast back around my ankle before opening my phone to search his name when a loud clank caught my attention.

Freezing, my eyes whipped around the room. Though poorly lit, the open space made it easy to confirm I was alone. But just as I’d convinced myself the noise came from outside, the clank happened again. Someone was downstairs.

In the shop.

At nine-thirty at night.

My pulse jumped to full-throttle as I stood with a wince, putting too much weight on my ankle at first, and cautiously approached the stairwell.

I’d locked the door when I came back; I knew that for certain.

Maybe Renner forgot something.

Or maybe someone had broken in while I was in the shower.

I listened for another minute. Though I was no expert on breaking in nor stealing, whoever was down there certainly wasn’t making noise like they were taking things.

But I wasn’t going to risk it.

This was my only shot to race this season—my first shot at Indy. I wasn’t going to risk something happening to the car.

Firming my lips in a determined line, I limped quickly to the kitchen and, moving my jacket to the counter, grabbed my crutch, once again using it for something other than its intended purpose.

Turning off the lamp so no light followed me, I carefully moved to the steps, wielding the crutch like a handicapped hammer, ready to swing and strike if necessary.

The doorknob was older and, regardless of how careful I was, rattled slightly as I opened it.

Crap. I bit my lip and prayed the intruder was too busy making his own noises to notice mine.

Using the crutch to push the door open ahead of me, I quietly limped into the shop, a faint light streaming from the clean room.

The door to the engine room was sealed—like it had been for most of the week while G worked in solitude. The light inside condensed and sprung through the small square window in the door, providing only a spotlight on the side of the car and leaving the rest of the main room in darkness.

Inching along behind the shelving units that sat just outside the stairwell, I squinted through the various parts and boxes on the shelves to try and see who was here.

Nothing.

No movement. No person.

But definitely a light that hadn’t been on earlier.

I bit my lip.

I should call Renner. Or the police.

But maybe if I could just get a little closer… if I could see inside that room.

And in the narrowed focus of my goal, combined with the handicap of shadows, I missed the box sticking out on the bottom of the last shelf. It whacked straight into my injured ankle and sent a piercing pain spiraling up my leg and spilling a cry from my lips.

Biting my lip, I squeezed my eyes shut, dragging in deep breaths to force the pain away and praying I wasn’t heard.

The door flew open and took every other thought from my mind. Light burst through the darkness like an open flame, revealing a singular figure who invaded my space.

And it was no surprise because he’d been invading my thoughts all afternoon.

Black pants and a black shirt clung to him like sticky shadows, the fading light catching on every curve and plane of his tautly flexed muscles almost completely swallowed by the darkness. His hair swirled in waves that revolted against any kind of order. Light catching the strands and setting the auburn on fire—the only outlet of the torrent of emotion crashing inside that perfectly prejudiced head of his.

But the shadows couldn’t keep my focus when the piercing brimstone gaze locked on me and narrowed with a violent spark.

I was obscured by the shelf and its contents, but that didn’t matter. Not to this man.

The one who saw right through the helmet and fire suit, right down to my broken bones and battered dreams.

“Kacey?” The low growl that chased my name from G’s lips was far more frightening than any intruder or thief could’ve been.

Swirls of red-hot need, bleeding with adrenaline and recognition infused my cells with a new kind of high.

He was the worst kind of imposing.

Insufferable. Intolerant. Inescapable.

My lips parted, removing all barriers for the lodged breath in my lungs to escape, but to no avail. It hid deep in my chest, seeking shelter from the intensity of his gaze.

My pulse hammered, as though it could outrun his attention. But my body, it stood frozen, like prey knowing it has been caught in the sight of its predator.

“What the hell—” He broke off with a muffled curse, dragging a hand through his hair, stroking the blazing strands. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Shocked back to reality by the familiar, infuriating words, my spine jolted straight.

“Me?” I snapped. “You shouldn’t—”

I cried out, forgetting all about the box I’d already hit once as I tried to walk through it, sending me tipping and spiraling—and heading directly for the floor. The crutch crashed to the ground and my hands reached out, grasping for anything to try and stop my fall, but only managed to send bottles and small boxes spilling down around me first, coating the ground with metallic confetti.

Like a crash on the track, as soon as my body prepared for impact in one direction, it was whipped in another—in the opposite—hoisted up and spun until my back slammed against the hard support of the shelf. And, this time, instead of the roll bars caging me in, protecting me, it was the skin-coated steel of G’s muscled arms.

My eyes flew wide and I gasped. But there was no air. There was only him.

His hands held my arms, large hot supports that gripped with unwilling necessity, like muscles working through the exhaustion in the last quarter mile of a marathon. Numb. Lacking in strength. In ability. In everything except pure mental determination to make it. That was how Garret held me, as though he needed to but couldn’t bear to.

Dragging in deep gulps of the limited oxygen between us, my lungs filled with the scent of him.

Of race car.

Of grease and metal.

Of speed coated with masculine spice.

Of raw, unfiltered power, brimming at the edges, ready to explode at the slightest provocation.

“Christ, how have ye survived this long?” he bit out, his eyes searching my face before dipping lower.

I tensed, hoping it masked the shudder that stretched through my body. His gaze fell to where my nipples poked against the white fabric of my shirt, the poor lighting giving it an unintended sheer quality.

“Without you,” I assured him, my voice husky and thick.

Anger split like a bolt of lightning across his face.

“What are ye doin’ here?” he demanded. “And why the hell aren’t ye wearin’ any feckin’ clothes?”

Whether he knew it or not, his brogue was brandished like a weapon—cutting through my prickly defenses like a hot knife through butter. But the heat from his hands… that was achingly unbearable. Searing through the thin fabric of my shirt, it burned through the skin of my upper arms and buried low in my stomach, dripping a steady stream of desire between my legs.

“I could ask you the same thing,” I charged, and then winced, clarifying, “I mean, about being here. It’s late.”

“Why are ye here, Kacey?” he growled again.

Notching my chin up, I told him, “I’m staying here. In the apartment upstairs. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“It damn well is my business when I’m tryin’ ta work and yer sneakin’ about in nothin’ but a damned shirt, makin’ me think I’m goin’ ta hafta fight some bloody ass—” He broke off, seeing the surprised look on my face from his unexpected outburst.

Clearing his throat, he continued with tighter control, “Does Renner know about this?”

“Who do you think gave me a key?” I scoffed and demanded again, “Why are you here? You left pretty early today, I thought you were done with the garage for the day.”

He bent closer to me, desire brimming like a rough current underneath the frozen surface of a river we were dangerously trying to cross. “Maybe I was just done with the people in it,” he growled back, and the irony that my flinch brought me even closer to the lips which had just insulted me wasn’t lost on my desire-fogged mind.

His Irish accent grew muted behind his stone facade, just like the rest of his emotions, all bottled up to fuel a precise and powerful engine, built for a singular purpose, running with a singular drive—an internal drive that I was desperate to know more about.

Until I stumbled in and threw a wrench in his well-oiled machine.

My breaths began to misfire. Choppy bursts that hardly satisfied my body’s most basic need for survival in favor of something that felt far more life-threatening.

G’s gaze captured mine, his dark irises stuck in turmoil like an engine revving but unable to shift—something powerful was rising, something he wanted to escape but couldn’t.

Maybe that’s why I couldn’t help but be fascinated by him.

Because being around him felt like those moments when I was in the driver’s seat of that car, my body moving faster than it seemed possible, my mind racing for more, and my heart clamoring for the next pass—the next turn—the next something to take me farther.

And G, he was just as dangerous, just as unpredictable as those famous laps. He tempted me with his untapped emotions, making my body itch to see them at their full potential, rather than stifled into anger and frustration.

For so long I’d told myself I didn’t care what anyone thought—what anyone said. Being stereotyped was something I’d learned to live with. But him… the man I couldn’t stop thinking about… as ridiculous as it sounded, I wanted to change his opinion of me. Whatever it was…however he’d happened on it… I needed to change it.

I needed his record of me to be right.

“Why don’t you like me?” I asked with an unsteady voice, my limbs liquifying the longer I stood so close to him—so close to the fire that would burn me.

“Ye shouldn’t be here.” His voice was ragged. A thrill shot up my spine to know he was affected like I was. Angry, but affected nonetheless.

I tipped my head forward, off the backing of the shelves, putting the tip of my nose just inches from his. Instead of sending him retreating, my advance prompted his. Our faces locked in such closeness that one would be hard-pressed to find the insides of an engine with tighter clearance between all its moving parts than we had right now.

His breaths were my own. The heat from his skin intermingled with mine.

My eyes fluttered shut for what felt inevitable with every millisecond that ticked by.

The heat. The need.

This kiss.

“Then why are you still holding me?” I murmured, unable to stop from taunting him into admitting what we were both still doing here, regardless of how much we disliked each other.

For the faintest second, I felt a brush against my lips—so soft it could’ve been a by-product of my heated imagination. And then it—he was gone.

My eyes popped wide, finding him standing in front of me as still and as unaffected as a statue. As though he hadn’t just almost possibly kissed me. My hands found the nearest edge of a shelf to hold onto as G’s support completely vanished.

I gulped in air, intoxicating desire that had built up and pressurized between us overflowed like a clogged sink into the dark space.

“What the hell is this?” He reached down and picked up my fallen crutch.

Pursing my lips, I took it from him and held the wooden support alongside me. “A crutch, obviously.”

His eyes drew into thin slits. “Were you going to hit me with that?”

Even if the shadows couldn’t hide my breasts, hopefully, they hid my blush.

“Maybe.”

His quick, harsh laugh surprised me. The faintest flash of a smile on his face seeming as unlikely a sight as the aurora borealis before it was gone.

“I have work to do,” he declared, his eyes drifting over me again with a mind of their own.

With a low grunt, he turned and walked away.

“G,” I called after him, but he didn’t respond. Hell, he didn’t even pause. “Garret.”

That time, he froze and a shiver scaled my spine. He didn’t want to be called that, and I didn’t know what punishment would come from using his name, but I needed his attention.

I needed to know.

“What is your problem with me?” I demanded again.

I shouldn’t care.

I didn’t want to care.

My whole body vibrated with how angry he made me—so angry I was ready to grab his shirt and shake him. To shake the stony scorn from his face and disrupt the disapproval that dripped from his lips. To scream that I belonged here, behind the wheel, just as much as anyone.

Garret Gallagher made me angry, but the thought that I still wanted his good opinion was the most infuriating part of it all.

“There are few people I like in this world, Miss Snyder. None of them will ever come from this sport, and none of them will ever be pretentious, emotional little girls who throw a fit when something doesn’t go their way,” he replied without even having the decency to look over his shoulder before he disappeared into the back room, shutting the door decisively behind him.

I stood for a moment before picking my jaw up from where it had toppled to the ground, knocked out of place by his harsh insult.

Pretentious.

Emotional.

Rage doused the lust in my veins as I spun and stalked back upstairs, closing the door rather than slamming it like I had the urge to because it would only prove him right.
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“HOW IS SHE?”

Janet, Claire’s mother, turned as I approached. Her face was the same ashen white to match her white-washed blonde hair. She was a specter in this place—a specter in life ever since my brother died, haunted by ghosts and invisible diseases alike.

Even though Hembry Children’s Hospital popped with splashes of color and cartoons in the rooms and along the halls, to the adult eye, the decorations were nothing more than Band-Aids over the gaping bullet hole that we dealt with walking through its doors: cancer.

“Okay,” she replied and returned her gaze to the window into Claire’s room. Janet’s answer never varied to the question and yet, it still felt like an obligation to ask.

It was early. Or maybe late.

The difference was indeterminable to someone who’d been up all night trying to piece together a damn engine and not thinking about the infuriating partially-clothed woman who’d interrupted me.

I was going to have a word with Renner.

Kacey Snyder couldn’t stay above the garage. Not when I was coming and going at all hours to get my work done around the time spent at the hospital. Not when another late-night run-in would be the death of me.

Even now, the desire she’d ignited still burned hot in my veins like a self-generating fuel, driving my need for her dangerously close to the edge of my control.

Using the pump on the wall, I sprayed some hand sanitizer into my hands.

I’d already stopped at the bathroom at the end of the hall to wash them, but they never felt clean enough. A mechanic’s hands. Always dirty.

Except the stains on mine were tattooed into the lines on my palms—the lines that lore believed told past and future—as a reminder of all the ways I’d failed. And all the ways my punishment would never be enough.

“Where is she?” I asked, seeing the bed was empty.

“They took her for some bloodwork. She should be back any minute,” she replied wearily. “Since you’re here, I’m just going to go grab a coffee. I’ll be right back.” She winced.

“Ye alright?” I gave her a once-over, my jaw tightening. “Why don’t ye grab some breakfast, too?”

Anyone could see how a belt was the only thing holding her jeans up, and the long sleeve shirt she wore draped like she’d purchased it two sizes too big. But even mentioning how little she was eating wasn’t enough to bring any color to her cheeks.

“I’ll see what they have.” Her voice was about as hollow as the weak promise.

“Claire’s already fightin’ for herself, Janet. Don’t make her have ta fight fer ye, too.”

She folded her arms across her chest, glancing to the empty room once more.

“It’s not a good day,” she murmured, and the pain she strained to hold back became more evident.

Two months before getting Claire’s diagnosis of Acute Lymphocytic Leukemia, Janet had been diagnosed with fibromyalgia—a diagnosis by elimination. Like many things in life, there were good days and bad days for the pain that put her body through the wringer.

Unfortunately, it became immeasurably harder to have bad days when your daughter was fighting off cancer.

“And I just can’t lose someone else.” Her voice was hardly intelligible, the emotional trials she faced wore her down to where her own disease had no trouble taking advantage.

“She’s goin’ ta be okay. She’s a fighter,” I said gruffly, focusing on the facts—that ninety-percent of kids diagnosed with ALL would be cured.

Janet didn’t respond, her hollowed gaze creating a vacuum as she turned and walked away, and I knew she’d only return with her coffee.

“Uncle G!” The excited squeal drew my attention, and I turned to see Claire being rolled in my direction by her nurse.

Just like the bright pops of color didn’t fit with the hospital, neither did the seven-year-old’s sunny disposition.

She was all smiles and warmth and light, even though her body fought off something dark and deadly. It didn’t fit to see a child who should be outside running around confined to a wheelchair. It didn’t fit to see a child in a hospital gown, her head wrapped up because the drugs caused her to lose her strawberry-blonde curls, her wrists decorated with intake bands and tags rather than regular bracelets, and her arms littered with the remains of needle sticks rather than the flakes of those temporary tattoos she used to love.

Claire Gallagher was a rebel—a fighter.

She’d always been that way, and some days, I swore she was the only one of us strong enough to handle her diagnosis with the resolve she did for only being seven.

“Hey there, Bear,” I greeted her, bending down to press a kiss to her forehead and sucking in a deep breath. “Where’ve ye been? I thought maybe ye’d tried to escape,” I teased.

She giggled, and I took her chair from her nurse Gwen, whose personality was a perfect match to Claire’s, and pushed my niece into her room. “I didn’t escape! I had to give blood, and look!” She extended her arm where there was a fresh Band-Aid attached at her elbow. “Gwen got me checkered Band-Aids! Just like the racing flag!”

My stomach tightened at her giant toothy grin, her smile a mix of different shapes and sizes now that she’d started to lose some baby teeth.

Claire loved racing. She loved it from the moment she learned her dad had worked on race cars.

Danny had died before she was born. He’d died before Janet knew she was pregnant. Some days, I wondered if that would’ve made a difference in his decision to take his own life.

Then again, maybe it was better not knowing because I worried I wouldn’t like the answer.

Claire loved racing because it was the only way she knew how to love her dad now that he was gone.

“Very cool.” I examined her prize. “No wonder yer all smiles today.”

“I’m always all smiles,” she replied. “It’s better to be all smiles than all frowns like you and Mommy.”

I winced; insults from a seven-year-old stung—especially when they were pretty-well true. “I’m not all frowns,” I insisted as I lifted her into her bed.

She huffed and rolled her eyes. “You are.” She stared at me. “And you’re not even the one stuck in a bed with no hair.”

“Yer right, Bear,” I conceded. “I’ll have to work on my smiles. I think I’m out of practice.”

“Well, I can help you if you want.” She offered with unabashed honesty as she reached for her teddy bear. “Did you finish your car?”

“Not even close.” I sighed with a small smile. “But I’ve got some time.”

“You know the race is in May, Uncle G. There’s not that much time.”

“Thanks for the reminder, Bear.”

She sent me a wide toothy grin. “Do you think I’ll be able to go?”

Here was where it was hard to smile. It was hard to know what was going to happen and where she would be and how she would be feeling.

“Well, I need ta finish the car first,” I told her. “Ye don’t want to go if my car isn’t going to be there, do ye?”

“Yes!” she squealed. “I definitely do.”

“But I thought ye wanted to see my car?” I probed, taking a seat on the edge of her bed.

“I want to see Kacey Snyder!” She bounced with excitement.

I froze. My eyes snapped from where I’d been adjusting the blanket on her bed up to the bright brown eyes looking expectantly at me.

“How do ye know she’s going ta be there?”

“It was on the news this morning.” She dramatically but gently smacked her palm against her forehead. “How did you not know, Uncle G? They had her picture next to the car and everything!”

My jaw tensed.

Looked like those photos had made it into circulation. Renner wasn’t wasting any time.

“Are they letting ye watch the news again?” I demanded with a low voice. Even the local news wasn’t something I wanted Claire watching.

“Gwen left the button on the table.” She gave me a wide smile. “So, I changed it when she went to get me breakfast.”

“What am I goin’ ta do with you?” I sighed and shook my head. “Can’t ye just watch cartoons like the other kids?”

“No.” She crossed her arms with an adorable scowl. “I’m not like other kids, and I won’t pretend to be.”

I reached out and squeezed her leg. There was no arguing that. “I don’t want ye ta pretend ta be anythin’, Bear,” I rasped. “I just don’t want ye watchin’ the news all the time. It’s not pleasant.”

I told her the truth because, even at eight, her situation had matured her in many of the hardest ways.

“It was just the racing channel.” She reached forward and patted my hand as though to reassure me. “How did you not see it?”

I grunted. “Well, I didn’t have time to watch anythin’ this morning before comin’ here. And if I did, then ye wouldn’t be able to give me all the updates.” That seemed to satisfy her tiny fraught form.

“Do you think I can meet her?”

I cleared my throat.

Aside from the fact that I wasn’t sure whether or not Kacey would be a good influence on my niece, having her meet Claire would involve spending even more time with the headstrong, desirable woman. And I was already having enough trouble escaping the thought of her as it was.

The firm warmth of her arms underneath mine.

Kacey looked soft, but to touch her was anything but. She was all muscle. Firm and strong and capable of handling a car going over two-hundred miles per hour. To know the physical shape one had to be in to drive a race car was one thing, but to hold her, to feel her body just inches from mine, the perfect combination of fierce and feminine was intoxicating.

She’d awoken something in me.

Lit a match in the massive pitch-black pit of the person I was. The tiniest flame illuminating so much I’d tried to hide—so much I tried to hide from. And now so much that I couldn’t ignore.

“Uncle G?”

I blinked and my attention returned to Claire’s waiting gaze. “Yeah, Bear?”

I swallowed over the lump in my throat, hoping she wouldn’t ask again; I didn’t know that I’d be able to turn her down.

“Do you think I can be a race car driver?”

I groaned. Invariably she asked this question every time the topic of racing came up—which was frequently. “Do ye want to give yer mom and me a heart attack?”

“No!” She snickered. “I just want to race.”

“Racing is dangerous, Bear.” I didn’t want to tell her no, but there were so many complications for her even before she would step into a car.

“More dangerous than cancer?” she asked with a complete innocence that broke me.

I wished, more than anything, I could be as strong as she was. And it frustrated me that I wasn’t. Claire treated her illness like it was just another growing pain. Like something she had to push through rather than something she might not survive. Maybe it was just naivety. Maybe it was lack of comprehension because of her age.

Or maybe it was because she was so damn sure there was something she needed to do that nothing—not even Acute Lymphocytic Lymphoma—could stop her.

I shifted in my seat. I knew another woman like that—one I was trying very hard to keep my distance of dislike from.

I ducked my head before turning my gaze to the windows in her room. “A different kind of dangerous.”

“Oh.” She reached for her teddy bear that sat on her bedside table. The brown animal decked out in race gear. “Well, I’ll be careful. And you can build me a car, so it will be safe.”

I chuckled. “Let’s stick to one dangerous thing at a time, how about that?”

She sighed and sagged against the headboard. I could see her energy beginning to fade. They’d decided to up the dosage of her chemotherapy drugs this week, hoping to get a better response. She was a little older than a majority of children who ended up with this kind of cancer, so they’d warned us from the start that her battle might be a little harder…a little longer… a little more unpredictable.

Whatever it took, we’d told them. Hembry was an affiliate of St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital, so I knew she was getting the best care. I knew because I was paying for it.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, too perceptive and too inquisitive for any of my emotions to skate by, no matter how I tried to mask them.

I gave her a reassuring smile—the best that I could. “Just thinkin’ about work is all, Bear.”

“I would be excited to work on a race car every day,” she declared.

“I know you would.”

“Why aren’t you?”

I shrugged. I didn’t know how to explain to an almost-eight-year-old that the sport had almost cost me everything, and there was nothing that could drag me back into that world—nothing except for her.

“If you don’t like it, you should quit.”

I laughed. “It’s not the car.”

“Then what’s wrong?” She yawned, and I knew I should let her rest; Janet would be back any minute anyway, and she refused to talk about racing with Claire.

I grunted. “I don’t get along too well with some of the people I work with.”

“Maybe if you smiled more, they would like you,” she replied with the blunt, inoffensive honesty only a child could have.

My mouth thinned. “I don’t know about that.”

At this point, if I smiled at Kacey, I was pretty sure she’d assume it was some sort of underhanded insult. And it was better that way.

“I think you’re nice, Uncle G,” she went on, cinching her teddy tighter against her. “You just need to smile more. Also, if you say nice things to people, that will make them like you.”

Your personality isn’t winning you any friends.

I bit back a groan, recalling Kacey’s words.

Calling her pretentious and emotional was about as far from nice as I could get. And that was why I said it, because she needed to stay as far away from me as she could.

But Claire didn’t need to know that. She didn’t need to know why I pushed people away. She didn’t need to know why I’d sworn to never work in the racing industry again. And she definitely didn’t need to know that the only reason I’d broken that promise was because I needed the kind of money only racing and Renner could provide in order to pay for her treatment.

“I’ll have to try that,” I replied with a low voice. “But for right now, you should rest, and I should get back to work.”

She sighed, her eyelids growing heavy. That was the part she hated most about all of this—the loss of energy. Still, her smile never faded.

“Just practice your smile, Uncle G,” she murmured drowsily, not even hearing the click of the door to her room opening and closing as Janet came in with only a travel cup of coffee in hand.

I stood and leaned over her. “I’ll try, Bear,” I rasped and pressed my lips to the fabric covering her head.

“It’s a nice one.” She sighed. “You should share it with someone.”

I paused, glancing down at the little girl I’d do anything to heal, and my throat tightened at her words.

Somehow, sharing a smile felt too intimate when I hadn’t shared anything with anyone for so long.

And somehow, when I thought of sharing a smile with someone, the only person who came to mind was her.

Red hair. Emerald eyes. And a personality that was as fierce as a fire and just as stubbornly unable to be dampened.

Clearing my throat, I rose and moved away from the bed.

“This round is really taking a toll,” Janet said quietly, rubbing the outsides of her arms.

“Better that it takes a toll rather than cancer taking her life,” I reminded her.

She nodded hollowly, her eyes locked on her daughter whose face held shadows of a smile even in sleep. “How much more is it?” she turned and asked.

My jaw tightened. “Don’t worry about that, Janet.”

“Garret, I can’t just let you pay—”

“Dammit, Janet, you can and you will,” I told her roughly. “Danny was my brother. She’s all I got left of him, and I’ll be damned if I don’t do everythin’ I can ta help.”

“I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

“You will never need to. After what happened, this is—”

“Garret, please,” she broke in, pleading. “You know it wasn’t your fault.”

I pulled a hand through my hair, half expecting the strands to tumble out with the weight of guilt I carried with me.

“I’ll do whatever is necessary ta take care of her,” I swore with a low voice, retreating from any mention of the past. “Ta take care of ye both. For him.” I let out a strained exhale. “Plus, let’s just wait and see what the insurance does. It may not be anythin’ more for all I know.”

Her throat bobbed as she nodded, though we both knew that dealing with insurance wasn’t a game either of us had time to play.

“Just let me know.”

I wouldn’t, and she knew that. Us Gallaghers were stubborn and proud men—especially when it came to things like family and loyalty. It was a conversation we’d had so many times before and yet, still repeated.

I let out a ragged exhale and told her, “I hafta get ta the garage. I’ll see ye tomorrow.”

She nodded again, whatever spirit which had prompted her to speak gone once more.

My gaze slid to Claire once more as I left her room.

Maybe I should apologize to Kacey. Maybe I should beg forgiveness and ask her to come meet my niece.

But it was her reckless resolution that frightened me.

Claire couldn’t afford to be reckless. She couldn’t afford to admire people who responded irrationally. And I didn’t want her to form attachments to people who she might lose; I didn’t want anyone or anything to ruin her love of racing. It was the only thing she had left of her father.

“Oh, Danny.” I glanced up at the sky when I made it to the hospital parking lot as though he could hear me. “If ye only knew what ye were leavin’ behind.”

A daughter who was as vibrant as he was.

A little girl who felt so much and loved so hard, I was afraid to let her close to anyone who could hurt her.

Because it was the loss of racing— the thing he loved—that ripped his faith from what I thought was an unwavering grasp.

It was the loss of his dream that prompted him to take his own life.

And it was my fault he lost his dream.

It was my fault he killed himself.
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Kacey

 

Kacey Snyder found a shortcut back onto the track!

 

Is Indy prepared for its only female racer?

 

Will Snyder and Puglisi meet on the track again, and will they come to blows?

 

I clicked off my phone and shoved it into my pocket, resting my back against the closed garage door. Taking deep breaths, I tried to calm my racing pulse. With my ankle wrapped but healing nicely—in my expert opinion, I’d altered my morning workout routine from my usual run to a mile-and-a-half walk to the nearest strip mall where the local gym was and then another mile-and-a-half walk back to clear my head.

But my attempted workout floundered at the headlines dotting the stacks of newspapers and magazines around the small array of shops. And then when it blared on the news on every TV screen in the room, I could only work out so much frustration before I had to get out of there.

Of course, there were headlines. I knew there would be headlines.

I’d made a name for myself in Daytona—and not in a good way.

Now that the word was out that I’d be back on the track in Indianapolis, the few weeks of paparazzi peace had come to an end.

Some news outlets had the photos of me the day after the photo shoot, and the rest before the end of last week. It was what Renner wanted, and it was certainly getting him—us—the attention of some bigger sponsors.

I’d already been on calls with a few auto-parts companies in the last five days since the official announcement went out, and Renner, for being a quiet, reclusive man in general, was on the phone in his office more and more over the last few days.

With my name making its rounds again, I avoided downtown Charlotte—the home of NASCAR—as much as possible. Along with social media. And my unsociable mechanic.

I settled into the apartment, ignoring all sounds that came from the workspace below, and pretended like I didn’t imagine what would happen if I confronted G again.

Pretended like I didn’t dream of what his touch would be like on my body

But it was hard to steer clear of his intense and domineering gaze, especially when it stuck to me like tires cling to the track after a burnout, the friction and heat making it hard to pull myself away.

But I did. I had to.

Because he didn’t like me, and I didn’t want to like him.

I’d managed to miss him this morning, but I wasn’t going to be so lucky now.

Garret’s truck was parked outside, but no sign of Renner’s. Though my boss’ presence was spotty, Garret was here every day, though he came in later in the morning and left well into the evening—well into the time when I was already dreaming about him.

I tried to plan my day so I could leave before he arrived in the morning, and then sneak back in while he was in one of his back rooms. I tried to avoid him.

Somehow, it was easier said than done.

“Dammit! What the hell do you mean they aren’t going to pay for it?”

I jumped as Garret burst outside, the door missing me by barely an inch before slamming into the metal next to me.

Flattening myself against the door, I held my breath. He didn’t realize I was standing here.

“I don’t understand,” he spat, and I could practically see the fumes of anger rippling off his muscles. One arm reached up to pull at his hair, the locks curling around his fingers as though trying to comfort him—to stop him from tugging on them.

This was the most emotion I’d ever seen from him. It was like opening the furnace rather than simply watching the flames from behind the closed door. Pure heat. Pure fire. Raw emotion.

I should’ve coughed. Or moved.

I should’ve tried to slip inside before he saw me. Obviously this was a deeply personal and upsetting conversation.

But I couldn’t.

His intense virility drew me in and dragged me under—and I didn’t even want to try to tread to the surface.

“How can they say it’s not med—” He broke off and whatever had let me escape detection was gone. His head half-cocked to the side, noticing me leaning against the garage bay door, silent and steady as though I were spying on him.

His nostrils flared. His body taut and fuming as he turned to face me. But it was his eyes, glowering over dark and worn coals of desperation that stayed me.

Angry and hurting.

“I’m going ta call ye back, and we’re goin’ ta figure this out.” He hung up, letting his hand holding his cell fall to his side. And the invisible barrier separating us disappeared.

“Is everything okay?” I gulped. Obviously, everything wasn’t okay, and obviously, it was none of my business. But to see his face… to hear his voice… I was never good at staying away from places I didn’t belong.

The stony planes of his face shadowed in spite of the southern sun.

“I know we didn’t get off on the best foot,” I pressed on, trying to dampen his displeasure. “But we’re both on this team, and if something—”

“Do ye always listen in on personal conversations, Miss Snyder?” he clipped, cutting me off before my attempt at a peace offering could even take hold.

“I was here first.” I folded my arms defensively, refusing to let his bluster shake me. “You were the one who barreled out here on your phone. It’s not my fault you didn’t notice me.”

It only took two steps for him to close the space between us.

Too hot.

Too hard.

Too close.

His eyes scanned over my face, as though it had the answers to problems I didn’t even know he was facing.

“Clumsy and wrong,” he rasped, his lips hardly moving as he spoke. “It’s impossible not ta notice ye, Kacey. Unfortunately impossible. And, believe me, I’ve tried.”

My breath tripped and tumbled into my lungs. A small breath that snowballed into something giant and aching and desperate as it settled deep inside me.

“Because I’m clumsy and emotional?” I prompted breathlessly, desperate to turn his words into an insult so the fire toiling low in my stomach would settle.

His jaw ticked. Sparks flickered in the coal-blacks of his eyes, and the breeze that freed one of his wayward curls to drop onto his forehead also sent strands of my own hair streaming across my face.

My lips parted on a sharp inhale, my eyelids fluttering as the coarse warm pads of his fingers brushed the loose locks back over my cheek and hooked them behind my ear.

So much power. So much control.

Minutes ago, he’d been yelling into his phone with a force I’d never seen and approached me with a vehemence I wasn’t sure I’d escape. And now, he touched me with the gentle protectiveness of one who was trying to keep a candle lit against the breeze.

Only he was the breeze. And this close, he was trying to protect me from himself.

“Because yer savagely captivatin’, lass,” he rasped, the thick tumble of his accent roughening my skin.

My breath, along with my dislike, exhaled in an orderly funeral procession, marking the death of my restraint—the death of my dislike.

Savagely captivating.

It was harsh and beautiful and somehow, the most honest compliment I’d ever received.

His thumb brushed along my cheek, slow and soft, as though it tried to act under the radar of his rationality, slipping out from under his guard to touch me the way he wanted before his harsh treatment of me returned.

My lips parted, my head subtly tilting upward and tipping toward him.

In spite of how he pushed me away at every turn, I wanted nothing more in that moment than to kiss him and drink away whatever pain—whatever frustration had brought him out here. It tore through his features like cracks through stone of the man who appeared immovable.

My hand rose, gingerly resting on the flat of his chest, reveling in the heat and rapid heartbeat underneath my fingers.

His head drifted closer to mine, each portion of an inch a battle fought and won.

“Garret…” I breathed out his name—it was the only thing my body knew how to do: to take in oxygen, to take in everything essential and convert it into him.

But I should’ve known his name from my lips—any kind of plea on my behalf would bring back the harsh, handsome man who’d do anything to keep me at arm’s length.

My hand fell to my side as he stepped back, taking with him the air lodged in my lungs.

“Ye shouldn’t be here.”

I sucked in a breath, those words quickly becoming a trigger that set my blood on fire. Taking a long look at him, I began to wonder what he meant by here. From the tormented expression on his face, I wondered if here had nothing to do with outside where his phone call was taking place and instead, everything to do with the residence I’d taken up in his thoughts and mind—a place no one else was allowed.

“Miss Snyder!”

I jumped, and even Garret couldn’t stop his flinch at the foreign voice of the intruder.

We both turned to see the young man close the door on his Prius, his gaze flitting between the two of us.

I drew a deep breath, demanding my pulse to return to normal even though the only thing I wanted to know was who this guy was and how much he’d seen.

A second later, I decided I didn’t need an introduction as he rounded his car, a camera with a long black lens like the scope of a rifle dangling from his hand.

He was hunting for a story and I was his next target.

“I thought that was you walking along the road,” he said with a small laugh, as though it justified him following me here.

“Ye were walking on the main road?” Garret growled at me.

I refused to meet his eyes. “Can I help you?” I asked, keeping my attention on the approaching photographer.

“Christ.” G’s low string of curses was just loud enough for me to hear as he pulled up his buzzing phone.

I shuddered, expecting his retreat. There was no reason for him to stay—not after what just happened. And I braced myself for the reality that I’d have to face this reporter alone.

My heart thudded low and strong as Garret stared at his phone for a long second before ending the call and returning his attention to me. Shivers exploded like tiny, bright fireworks along my spine.

As though he’d sensed my discomfort, he’d ignored what I was sure was an important call to stay by my side.

In spite of his dislike for me.

In spite of his insults.

In spite of the desire sparking in his gaze that threatened to internally combust.

In spite of it all, he stayed to make sure I was okay.

“I saw the stories in the paper today, and when I caught you on the road, I thought I might be able to ask you a few questions.” There wasn’t even a question, just the assumption that because he’d found me, he had a right to intrude. “We didn’t think we’d see you again for the rest of the year after what happened in Daytona.”

Red fog spilled into the corners of my vision.

“That was a pretty vicious punch you nailed Joey Puglisi with after the race,” he went on blithely, unaware that the memories were enough to drag me under.

The anger. The indignation. The humiliation.

Sights and sounds crashed around me, my dreams shattered by the reality of just how far some would go to edge me out of the race—and out of the sport.

I folded my arms over my chest, my skin burning like it had that day from the degrading and unwelcome touch.

“I’m sorry, but this is completely inappropriate. I’m not answering any questions,” I told him, my voice catching on the firmness of my statement.

I felt Garret’s eyes on me, penetrating through the walls I’d haphazardly strung up in defense.

“C’mon, Kacey. Or do you prefer Ace?” he jeered, losing his genial smile when he realized he wasn’t welcome.

“It doesn’t matter because we’re done here,” I said. I turned away, hoping neither of them saw the tremble of my shoulders.

“Seriously?” He laughed, as though he really thought I didn’t have a say in the matter and Garret tensed beside me.

Stepping partially between the two men, I stood firm and hoped to diffuse the quickly rising tension. “Yes. Seriously. I have nothing to say.”

“C’mon, Ace,” he continued to jeer, taking my step forward as some sort of invitation as he extended his free hand and wrapped it over my shoulder like he had control over me. “I just want to know what was going through your mind, you know, if it was like that time of the month or something.” He laughed again and the sound choked me. “C’mon, don’t be a little bitch about it—”

His grip was gone with a girlish squeal as Garret lunged around me, locking a hand on the other man’s wrist and spinning him face-first into the garage door, his expensive camera clanking painfully on the metal. I clapped a hand over my mouth to stifle my cry as Garret pinned the other man’s arm against his back at an angle that was dangerously close to the degree of breaking.

“What the—” the reporter sputtered, wincing as his face was wedged against the unforgiving metal door.

“If I ever see ye on this property again, I’ll have ye arrested,” Garret bit out, his jaw ticking like a gun being loaded.

“G…” I murmured, reaching a hand out as the other man’s face contorted in pain, but Garret was in a determined daze—an enraged fog.

He leaned in closer to the reporter’s ear and rasped, “If I see anythin’ unfavorable written about Miss Snyder, I’ll break yer feckin’ arm.”

He yanked on the imprisoned arm harder to drive home his point.

“Garret,” I pleaded softly. This was enough. His point was made.

“And if ye ever approach Miss Snyder again, I’ll break yer fuckin’ neck.”

My eyes bulged. The last he said so softly, it was carried by nothing more than his accent thickened with the threat.

Blinking out of my daze, I grabbed his shoulder. “Garret,” I hissed.

He jerked against my hand and whatever trance that came over him disintegrated and he immediately dropped the other man’s arm and stepped away from us both.

The reporter recoiled, holding his arm and glaring at the both of us.

“You’re insane,” he spat, his eyes narrowing on my unexpected protector. “You’re…” His head tipped, unbalanced by the tug of recognition. “Garret… as in Garret Gallagher?” The disdain on his face grew venomous. “Well that explains a whole fucking lot,” he sneered and turned to me. “Hope you have someone checking over your car, Ace. This one has a habit of sabotaging them,” he sneered at me as though somehow we were friends and he was doing me a favor by informing me.

He knew better than to stick around after that parting shot, turning and practically running back to his ridiculous little car, the tires kicking up gravel as he floored it down the road.

Even after he disappeared, neither of us moved for several drawn-out minutes.

I dragged my tongue over my lips, pleading with them to not blurt out the questions I desperately wanted answers to.

Garret whipped around and narrowed his eyes on me. “Clumsy and foolish,” he exhaled. “Don’t walk alone on the main road.”

He walked around me and inside the building before I could process what happened.

Shocked and gaping, I followed him inside, letting the door slam shut behind me, and jogged to catch up to him, ignoring the protest in my ankle as my hand shot out before I could stop it, grabbing his arm and stopping him.

“What was he talking about, Garret?” I demanded

He spun to face me, bitter black anger leeching through his expression. Plucking my hand from his arm like it was nothing more than a piece of dust on his shirt, he drew it up above my head, almost painfully so, and forced me to step closer to him.

“Why are ye always somewhere ye don’t belong?” he snarled, using my arm and the width of his chest to turn me, my feet stepping back in retreat but to no avail as they backed right into one of the metal support beams.

“I’m right where I belong,” I shot back, notching my chin up. I was. I swore I was.

The way my heart pounded told me I was exactly where I needed to be.

“Is that so?” he prompted, wedging himself closer to me until there was no space left. “Because where ye are is in my garage. In my car. In my damned business.”

I tried to swallow over the tightening in my throat, but it was impossible. He was too close now, pressed against my front. Every sensation I’d felt minutes before when we were alone outside was magnified a thousandfold.

I was unable to breathe against the hot steel of his chest.

I was unable to see anything except the lust raging in his eyes.

And I was unable to feel anything except how badly I wanted him.

“Garret...” It was a whimper. A plea. A coaxing.

Just let me in and this will all be okay.

“Where ye are, lass”—he bent forward, putting his head alongside mine, his lips right against the shell of my ear—“is right where I want ye.” He pressed ever so gently against me, the thick rod of his erection lodging against my stomach. “And now, I’m goin’ ta teach ye a lesson.”

I shivered, unable to stop myself from arching against him. “About what?”

“Restraint,” he replied as his mouth traveled along the length of my jaw, branding me with his touch.

“I know what restraint is.” There was a strength in my words that it didn’t feel like I possessed.

“No,” he growled, the word hovering in the sliver of space between his lips and mine.

My body vibrated with need—the same need I felt at the start of a race: the need to accelerate. The need to take off. But instead of a car, my body was the one needing release, the one handcuffed by his punishingly slow pace.

I sucked in a breath as his lips pressed to mine.

Desire detonated through my body. Sparks of fire seared through my veins at the first, firm contact. And only then did I realize this wasn’t a kiss.

It was my lesson.

“Restraint, lass,” he spoke, his lips rubbing over and across mine with every word, speaking them directly to my lips and into my mouth. “Restraint is havin’ what ye want right in front of ye.” Each word was a brand on my sensitive flesh—flesh that wanted his lips on mine, but not like this. “Right against ye.”

This was the cruelest torture—his lips sliding and pressing against mine in motions an observer might see as a kiss. But they would be mistaken. Like being in the cockpit of a race car and being forced to drive twenty miles-per-hour, his mouth on mine was torture rather than temptation; it was having what you wanted in the most literal, yet unintended sense, yet not having what you really wanted at all.

He growled and I felt the vibration against my chest—against my lips—more than I heard the sound. “Right under ye. And no’ takin’ it.”

And then he was gone. His lips. His hold. His body. His harshness.

I sagged against the support beam, my chest heaving as though I’d run a marathon as parts and tools clanged and crashed as Garret shoved them out of his way to disappear into the bowels of the garage where he knew I wouldn’t follow.
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Kacey

 

RESTRAINT.

The word spun into a curse. A chant. A double-edged sword of both strength and failure.

I lacked restraint where most possessed it in even moderate amounts, and I wasn’t sure if it was even possible to change now. Even if I could, I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

Restraint would’ve held me back from pursuing such a dangerous dream.

Restraint would’ve held me back when I was behind the wheel from pursuing my spot in the race so aggressively.

Restraint would’ve handcuffed my hands rather than letting fists fly at the man who thought he could touch me—degrade me—as though it was his right. A little bit of restraint at Daytona would’ve changed everything about my current situation.

But wasn’t that what sexual harassment relied on?

The promise of being spared infamy at the cost of one’s integrity.

Instead, I’d clung to integrity and punched the bastard.

And I’d cling to my integrity now, no matter how I teetered between wanting to kiss Garret and wanting to punch him for not kissing me.

He’d acutely obliterated my senses, and I’d tossed and turned with unfulfilled dreams all night.

And it was only this morning, with the seeds of rationality beginning to sprout after the unexpected deluge of desire, that I pulled out my computer and finally googled the man who hid behind a letter.

And who prided himself on his restraint—restraint he had tuned and tested down to the centimeter. Restraint he had oiled and synced down to a split-second. Restraint that allowed him to, in the most basic definition, kiss a woman he desired without actually kissing her.

But I knew better.

His restraint wasn’t perfected; it was perilous.

My head snapped to the stairwell, hearing the door to the garage open and, at this hour of the morning, knowing it was Renner arriving, not G.

Turning my attention back to the screen, my hand twitched—a tiny gavel falling to signal my defeat as I hit the enter button and let the internet do what it did best.

And that was when my heart mis-shifted, skipping beats—skipping sanity—as I scanned down the results.

 

Nine years ago. Garret and Daniel Gallagher: Irish Gods Amongst American Mechanics.

 

My eyes snaked down the article, picking up bits and pieces of G’s history, immigrating first from Ireland to England with his parents and younger brother, Daniel, where his father worked as a mechanic, and finally to New York when Garret was ten.

Daniel.

That was the name my dad remembered.

My eyes pressed on, reading how both boys grew up helping their dad repair cars on both continents. How they salvaged junkers, rebuilding engines and reshaping destroyed bodies into cars they raced. And how, eventually, one of those cars caught the right person’s eye and rocketed them into the racing scene.

 

Nine years ago. Gallagher Brothers the Dream Team for Dyson Motorsports.

 

I read before the name recognition hit me. I read how Garret, dubbed the Engine God, and his brother, the Magician, took the racing world by storm with their engine building and mechanic skills almost a decade ago—in the years when I’d been buried in books in college, convinced that was where life was taking me. Years right after my dad retired, placing these infamous Irish brothers right in the blind spot of what I knew of racing history.

 

Eight years ago. Dyson blames Gallagher for Talladega Crash.

 

My heart went haywire. Beat. Beat.

Brake.

 

It took only a second to realize it was Garret’s brother, Daniel, who the driver blamed for his crash.

 

Beat. Beat.

Eight years ago. Daniel Gallagher Found Dead in Garage, Suicide.

Brake.

The article was short. Not enough details. Not enough facts. And it was wrong to crave such personal information—to want to violate something so private.

But the urge was instinctual just as much as it was cruel.

The need to know more about the mysterious mechanic whose anger and melancholy shielded him like layers of a tree—thick barbaric bark that didn’t peel, but broke savagely as it shed, leaving sharp shards to ward off anyone who came close.

And for those who came too close—like me—leaving septic splinters in my skin… in my soul… of a need only he could eradicate.

 

Beat. Beat.

Seven years ago. Shane Dyson was killed during the tenth lap of the NASCAR race in Las Vegas.

Beat. Beat.

I knew I recognized the name though my singular-focused search for an altogether different man blurred the recollection into something distant and fuzzy and unimportant. But now that it was right in front of me, I remembered.

The names of young NASCAR drivers who perished while racing were hard to forget.

His brother’s suicide. Their team’s driver’s subsequent death.

But as much tragedy as Garret’s past contained, it was the article at the very bottom of the page that strangled my senses. My sanity. My very pulse.

Beat.

Beat.

 

Dyson family hints a Gallagher was responsible for this crash, too.

 

Brake.
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“Mr. Voigt!” I exclaimed, breathless from my careful yet hurried trek downstairs and through the garage, afraid to look for the man who troubled my thoughts while in search of the man responsible for putting me in his path.

“I was wondering if you’d be coming down here,” Renner returned with an air of distraction as he organized the papers on his desk into neatly disordered piles. “With the response to the announcement, I’ve pushed the interview back to let things calm down a bit. I’ve another place I want you to go—”

“Wait,” I blurted out, planting my hands on his desk, a shiver running up my spine. I had jean shorts on and a tee which was comfortable in the upstairs apartment that trapped heat and had the sun blazing in through the windows all day, but down here, in the garage, it was several degrees colder. Especially when Garret wasn’t around.

Dragging in a breath, the older man’s beady eyes finally lifted to me, thoroughly confused as to why I’d interrupted him and derailed his train of thought.

“We need to talk,” I told him, and just as quickly his eyes dropped, unable to stand the contact any longer.

“Unless it’s a problem with the car, I don’t have time—”

“It’s a problem with the mechanic,” I broke in.

He waved a hand and pffted at me. “I told you, girl, don’t mind G. He’s a surly piece of work but harmless, and most importantly to me, a damn good—”

“Killer?”

Renner’s head snapped up so fast I was surprised his glasses didn’t fly from his face.

“What are you talkin’ about, girl?” he asked with a low stringent voice.

Firming my lips, I held my ground. “He sabotaged Shane Dyson’s car before Vegas and that was the reason for the crash.”

The accusation tumbled from my mouth like oratory oranges spilling from a tipped basket. No catching them. No stopping them.

I shifted my feet as the silence dragged on, uncomfortable and overwhelming.

But I refused to drop my gaze or apologize.

I had every right to know if the mechanic building my car was responsible for the death of another driver. Intentionally.

“And where’d you hear that?” His expression hardly altered to ask.

“I read some articles.”

“That was a long time ago, girl.”

“The internet doesn’t forget,” I countered, rising up and folding my arms.

Ever so slowly, his fingers slid away from the papers they’d been corralling to rest limply at his sides.

“But its memory is about as good as a well-worn sieve,” he mumbled, adding with a louder tone. “I wouldn’t believe everything you read.”

I sucked in a breath, my heart fluttering with unease. Hardly a response. “And what should I believe?” I demanded. “Because that man has a problem with me, and from what I can tell, the last driver he had a problem with ended up dead in lap ten. So, you can tell me he’s grumpy all you want, but I have a right to know if he’s a kill—”

“Watch yourself, girl,” Renner broke in, his voice firm but not threatening. “You read one thing and come down here, spoutin’ decade-old rumors—”

“Is that what they are?” I arched an eyebrow.

“Well, if he’d killed someone, Miss Snyder, the only metal he’d have his hands on would be the bars of a jail cell, wouldn’t you think?”

I shifted my weight, acknowledging that maybe, in my shock, I’d jumped a little too far in my conclusions.

Obviously, he wasn’t in jail which meant, at the very least, he wasn’t convicted. But, now that I thought about it, I hadn’t read any information where he’d even been arrested for the crime. And on top of all that, never in my years around and in this sport had I heard rumors that Dyson’s death was anything more than an unfortunate accident.

“I know his brother died. I know they both worked for Dyson,” I went on, though with hesitation this time. “The article mentioned something about revenge. Revenge for what? Daniel Gallagher killed himself.”

Each piece of information was like one more turn on the track leading me farther and farther into the race of rumors and I just needed to get to the finish line.

I needed to know what fueled a man as callous and lonesome as Garret Gallagher.

“The past is the past, Miss Snyder. Even if I knew what happened, there’s no point in dredging up that boy’s story.”

I exhaled slowly. “So then why are there rumors about G?” I pleaded. “Why would someone suggest such a thing?”

Renner’s face shadowed and his attention returned to his papers, and I knew even before he spoke I wasn’t going to get the answers I was looking for.

“There are always rumors surrounding things that happen on the track, girl. Rumors make for good headlines,” he said with careful calmness. “I’d think you of all people would know that.”

I winced, heat bursting in my cheeks.

Of course, I knew. It was the whole reason I was here. Rumors about why I’d seemingly out of nowhere attacked Puglisi after the race. Rumors that had no basis in any reality except the one where drama and speculation sold stories.

“This may very well be my last year on the track, involved at this level, Miss Snyder,” he went on with a weary voice. “I made sure to pick people for this team who gave my car the best shot at winning. And I can tell you right now, one of them isn’t a killer, and the other isn’t a spoiled brat.”

I swallowed over the tightness in my throat as he drove his point home.

“You’re right.” I nodded. “I’m sorry. I just saw it, and I wasn’t thinking.”

Once again lacking restraint.

My head snapped to the side as the door to the garage opened and shut, announcing the arrival of the very man we were talking about.

Heavy footsteps grew louder and before he reached the doorway to Renner’s office, G began, “Voigt, I know we’ve got the Aeroscreen being delivered tomorrow, but I’m going to need the day. I need to be at the—” His sentence plummeted into silence when he saw me standing there.

Deep blue eyes narrowed, the sculpted muscle of his jaw ticked ominously.

“Miss Snyder.”

I gulped. The cold, curt greeting a far cry from the hot and heavy lass he’d murmured against my lips.

His eyes slid over me, down my white tee, making my breasts tingle and my nipples harden and ache against my bra, down my short jean shorts, warmth following the path of his gaze and pooling in my underwear, and skimming over the lengths of my pale exposed legs.

I shuddered. My skin heated as though each cell possessed its own internal memory of how it felt to be pressed against him. Against the hardness of his body. Against the force of his desire. Against the fortitude of his restraint.

I shivered. “G.”

Just a letter. Not even a name. Nothing that could make me want more.

Except the only thing I wanted was more.

More of his touch. More from his kiss. And to know more about his past that seemed even more infamous than mine.

The single syllable was a subtle shot to his chest, the wound only visible in the painful flash in his eyes. In that moment, something bloomed deep in my stomach, a whisper of want murmuring into my blood that Garret wasn’t unaffected—wasn’t as restrained as his cold words and harsh actions led me to believe.

His gaze left me as though I was something he had no use of and turned to Renner who, for being socially unobservant a majority of the time, seem peculiarly aware of whatever was happening between Garret and me.

“Voigt.” The muscled mechanic’s hands tightened on the doorframe and gave the older man the briefest nod of greeting.

He was a killer alright.

Garret Gallagher swiftly stole the life from my lungs and barricaded the beats trying to escape from my heart. He eliminated every part of me that didn’t find him essential.

“What can I do for you, G?” Renner prompted.

Garret’s hard gaze shifted between me and the other man before speaking again.

“Never mind. We’ll talk later,” he declared with no uncertain implication that it was my presence that prevented the conversation from happening. Spinning on his heel, his hand stoked the flames of his hair as he walked away and I could almost see the trail of frustrated fumes left in his wake.

“Surly,” Renner repeated once G closed himself in the engine room. “But it’s only skin deep.”

I covered up my harsh laugh with a cough.

Too bad that surly skin was as impenetrable as Kevlar to kindness.

“So, you won’t tell me then?” I asked once more in the off chance that such a direct question would change his mind.

“If I asked you to tell me about Daytona, would you?”

Touché. My chin dipped. “Got it.”

The rustle of papers indicated this discussion was over and it was back to business as usual.

“Now then, I was saying…” He reached up and rubbed his hand over his mouth, his eyes flicking to the open door, almost as though he wanted to be certain Garret didn’t hear him.

“Something about somewhere you want me to go.” I rubbed my arms, the goosebumps left on them by the surly mechanic lingering like a tough stain on my skin.

“Yes. Hembry Children’s Hospital.”

My eyebrows popped up. Well, that wasn’t what I’d expected.

“A hospital?” My head tipped. “Is someone sick?”

“Lots of people,” he quipped and I flushed. “And in this case, lots of children.”

“Right.” My lips pursed. “Anyone in particular?”

He shook his head slowly before answering, “Nope. But I have a doctor friend who mentioned several of the kids wanted to meet a race car driver as part of the Make-A-Wish Foundation.”

“Oh, of course. I’d love that.” I smiled, my spirits lifting. “Actually, I have an old friend who works as a nurse there. I can reach out to her.”

Instantly, my mood brightened—not at the thought of sick children, but to do something more worthwhile than primping myself for media outlets who were just looking for the next bit of dirt. And, I would get to see Gwen in the process.

“Good.” He gave me a quick glance and a flash of a smile. “I thought it might be something more to your taste. And it will hopefully attract us some good attention while you’re at it.”

I hummed, and there was the real reason. But, I couldn’t blame Renner for pursuing something that was a benefit both to ill children and to his team.

“That would be great,” I agreed. “Maybe then we could forego that interview altogether—”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Miss Snyder,” he warned lightly as he took a seat. “The track might be flat, but getting there with a decent shot at winning is an expensive, uphill trek.”

I knew what street racing my own car had cost me before I’d been signed by Hoyt, and it was enough to drain every spare cent I had.

I didn’t want to know what the engine in that back room was costing Renner.

But it was the cost of my continued proximity to the man building it that really had me concerned. Costs that were intangible. Inescapable. Indomitable.

“Of course.”

“I’ll get back in touch and arrange a time.” He cleared his throat. “In the meantime, the interview is still on.”

“Wonderful,” I murmured wryly, grateful that his abhorrence of eye contact made him miss the eye roll that trailed after the comment.

I didn’t mind being kept in Charlotte, especially for something like that. It was better than the blistery end of winter in Pennsylvania and it was distance from people who’d be more interested in my past than the prospects of my future.

“Is there anything else?” I paused at the door.

“Not at the moment.” My back was turned when I heard a distinct tap on paper just as Renner added, “Actually, Miss Snyder…” He trailed off, waiting until I faced him to continue. “Life is like racing, there are sacrifices one has to make no matter which path is chosen. To sacrifice fuel for speed. Or sacrifice speed to preserve fuel. I’d think carefully about what you want to know… and what you’re willing to sacrifice to know it.”

My cheeks burned.

There was no knowing Garret’s past without sacrificing something of my own—something of myself. And just like in the race, once something was sacrificed, there was no guarantee it would be worth it—or that I’d be able to get it back.

Want. Desire. Was I willing to sacrifice those? Maybe. My heart thumped. Definitely more than maybe.

But there was an ache that went far deeper—an ache to know the man who was carved from stone—the man who’d threatened bodily harm to a stranger on my behalf one moment, only to turn around and embarrassingly shut me down the next.

It was an ache to be the place where he could soften.

And I was afraid to think what I was willing to sacrifice to be that. To know him. To have him.

I coughed slightly, jarring my heart back to a steadier beat, and nodded silently before leaving Renner’s office.

I stopped just over the threshold, looking into the garage, and was faced with a stare of blue fire.

I froze, my eyes locked in the dueling daze with his.

What was he hiding?

What happened to his brother?

What happened with Dyson?

Even though the questions were unspoken, Garret’s gaze narrowed as though he was tuned into my thoughts—as though I knew he’d been called a killer.

Dragging my tongue over my lips, I lifted my chin up. I had every right to look into him—into his past; he was creating a machine that could kill me with the slightest alteration.

The air thickened and sparked. Him, daring me to confront him. Me, taunting him to tell me the truth.

His lip curled and, just when I thought he might approach me, I ripped my eyes away and bolted into the apartment.

I wasn’t ready to face his secrets. If what I read wasn’t the truth, then I’d accept it for no other reason than I had to, because if I didn’t, it would lead me right back down the path that led to disappointment.

And a lesson in restraint.

A lesson in all the things I would never have.
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AVOIDANCE BECAME AS ESSENTIAL AS oxygen.

I avoided G like race cars avoid right turns—moving in the complete opposite direction whenever he was near. I wished I could say it was hard—being that we were confined to the same building for a good portion of the day—but it was surprisingly easy since he stayed secluded in his back room, toiling over his precious engine.

The only difficult thing was avoiding everything else about him.

Especially his secrets.

And if I was being honest, avoidance was essential because even in isolation the desire to know what happened with his brother…with Dyson…gnawed at the inside of me—chewing open holes where it was too easy for my own past to escape.

My phone buzzed on the kitchen counter.

“Hello?”

“Kacey!” Even after all these years, Gwen’s warm and joyful voice was immediately familiar. She’d always been the brightest one in the room. With smarts, yes, but mostly because of her effusively kind and generous personality.

There was no person she couldn’t bring to a smile.

Except maybe Garret; I’d bet he’d give her smile-superpower a run for its money.

Even just the thought of him brought the faintest hint of his spiced scent that effused through to the tips of my nostrils like the stickiest oil.

“Hey, Gwen! How are you? Are we still on for Friday?”

“Yes. Well. As of right now.” She sighed.

I chuckled. “Still don’t know how to say no?” Gwen was notorious in college for not being able to turn down anyone who asked for help. No matter how much she had to do. No matter what was asked.

“For all the schooling I’ve gone through, I still haven’t learned that one,” she returned wryly. “I missed your call earlier…”

“Well, I was actually calling because I have a plan B for us catching up.” I’d left her a voicemail yesterday after Renner got back to me and let me know they wanted me at the hospital on Wednesday—tomorrow. “My boss asked me if I could go over to Hembry tomorrow to meet and hang out with some of the kids. I don’t know where exactly you work but—”

“What! That will be awesome! I just heard this morning that we might have someone coming to visit the floor but they didn’t give us any details yet.” Her enthusiasm was infectious. “They will be so excited to meet you, Kace, you have no idea. Especially this one little girl—I swear, it doesn’t matter where I put the remote, the channel always makes its way back to sports and racing. She’s such a huge fan of yours.”

My chest swelled.

Even though my career felt like I was pushing a hundred-pound boulder up a hill, it was these small flashes of bright, warm light at the top that kept me going.

“I’m really excited,” I confessed. “But that was what I was calling about—to let you know.”

“This is so great, Kace! I can’t wait to see you. So tomorrow morning then? If you want to come at seven-thirty, we can grab some coffee first.”

“Perfect.” My smile faltered with a knock on the door. “Looks like it’s my turn for work to interrupt. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Her cheery goodbye was lost against Renner’s call.

“Miss Snyder!” A sharp rap on the door to the apartment yanked me back to reality and only a faint recognition of the woman staring back at me in the mirror.

“Be right down!” I hollered back, smoothing my hair over my shoulder once more.

It had been three days. Three days since that night. Three days avoiding anything other than sharp stares and curt greetings only when essential. But today, Racer magazine sent a journalist to interview me. And Renner. And Garret.

And that meant necessary close proximity with the infuriating and secretive mechanic.

“Coming!”

I spread some Chapstick over my lips. There was no hair and makeup today, but that didn’t stop me from pulling myself a little bit more together. Even though I wasn’t too keen on this whole PR business, after some time to think it over, I had to admit he had a point—and a good plan.

The only way to secure sponsors was to put myself out there, to market myself with who I was.

And who I was, was a woman racing in a man’s world.

Taking a deep breath, I carefully descended the stairs and was greeted by Renner on the other side.

“‘Bout damn time, girl. Didn’t take you for the primping kind,” he grumbled.

I’d curled my hair into neat waves that spiraled down my back and put on a dark pair of jeans along with a teal, scoop-neck blouse. I chose the outfit because it made me look professional, not because the jeans clung to my curves like the car clung to the track, and the top put the chest I tried to downplay out on the speedway on modest display… not because I wanted a certain mechanic’s eyes to be on me—to want me.

I groaned.

The man had practically seen me in my underwear the other night and walked away without batting a lash. He’d dragged his lips across mine in the most blatant bastardization of a kiss and then brushed me off. Who was I kidding?

Garret Gallagher was a dangerous consequence in an already unsafe sport.

“Just want to make the best impression I can for this,” I told him with a half-smile. “I know sponsorships might depend on it.”

That ended his grumblings.

“Now, look.” He slowed and half-faced me. “I told them Daytona was off limits, but I can’t guarantee they’ll listen.”

My spine straightened. “Okay.” I looked over to where three men were congregated around the car, all dressed in suits as they pointed and talked among themselves. My eyes slid from them to scan the rest of the shop, coming up short from the subject I was hoping to find.

“Where’s G?” I blurted, winning me a sharp, narrow stare from Renner above his low-resting glasses.

“Late.”

“Why?” If Renner was knocking on my door to make sure I was down here on time, I wanted to know why Garret got away with being late.

Maybe because he wasn’t the driver.Maybe because Garret Gallagher made his own rules.

“You’re nosy, girl,” he replied, shaking his head.

“And you don’t seem concerned,” I returned, trying to keep my tone light. “What if he was out drinking and shows up hungover?”

Renner laughed, a quick awkward noise that didn’t seem right coming from a man who was comfortable in his awkward seriousness.

“I’m not concerned because I know the truth, girl.”

“And what’s that?” Just as I asked, the door to the garage opened and G strode inside, the wind sweeping in behind him, blowing loose locks of hair forward, the soft curls hitting the steep planes of his cheeks and falling to the side as he scoured the room.

He wasn’t drunk, that was for sure.

He had on dark jeans today and a white tee—a dangerous outfit choice to be wearing in the garage. But one that molded to him no less distractingly

“Well,” I said with a slight squeak in my voice. “Looks like we can get started.”

Leaving Renner to catch up to my stride, I braced myself for the scrutiny I was about to subject myself to and made my way over to the group of journalists waiting to talk to me.

“Here she is!” The one in the middle exclaimed, his eyes turning into indistinguishable slits as he smiled. “Miss Snyder, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Jack Baldwin, and these are my associates, Nate and Trevor.” He nodded to the two men who’d accompanied him.

“Nice to meet you.” I extended a hand and shook theirs firmly.

“We won’t take up too much of your time today, ma’am.” He motioned to the chairs behind them. “But we just have a few questions for you. I’m sure you’re just as excited about racing Indy as we were hearing about it.”

I had a feeling I was a little more excited than that, but I kept that to myself.

“I’m very excited. Very honored Mr. Voigt asked me to be a part of his team.” I nodded over to the older man who hardly acknowledged my compliment, lost in conversation with G. My eyes stuck on them for a moment, noticing G’s drawn expression and vacant eyes. Even Renner, in an uncharacteristic move, reached out and gave his shoulder a quick pat.

“So, this is your first time racing at the Indianapolis 500?” Jack asked and my attention hesitantly returned to the three journalists.

I nodded. “Yes.”

“And how does it feel to know you’ll be the only woman on the track?”

Air dumped into my lungs.

I shifted in my seat, fighting back all the biting retorts I wanted to let loose and instead, replying, “Probably about the same as if I wasn’t.”

Drivers. We were all drivers. That was what I wanted to say.

Jack’s eyebrows rose and he just gave me one of those placating nods and the two other, younger men shared a look between them.

“Did you always want to be a race car driver? It doesn’t look like you’ve gone through the normal track, pardon my pun, to get yourself in the driver’s seat.”

I eased a little at the familiar question.

“No.” I half-smiled. “Even though my dad was a mechanic for Haus Racing before he retired, I went to school for engineering. I never really thought about racing cars myself until I started dating a guy in college who loved cars. We went to this amateur street racing event several years ago and after he raced, he handed me the keys and told me to try.”

“Sounds like a keeper.” Jack chuckled.

“Well, the car definitely was,” I returned with a grin. “That relationship didn’t work out, but it was too late; I’d already been bit by the racing bug.”

“And the rest is history.”

I nodded. “More races. Getting my competition license. And then just driving any car they’d let me in until I was picked up by Hoyt.”

He jotted down a few things and flipped to the next page in his notebook, scanning for his next query.

“When you were with Hoyt’s team, did you find you had to keep in better shape than the other drivers?” He glanced up before adding, “Strength obviously plays a role in the sport, so I’d imagine, being as petite as you are, that you have to work a little harder for it?”

Goosebumps rose hesitantly down the length of my spine as the conversation waded into unfamiliar territory that appeared safe only on the surface. “I don’t know that I have to work harder for it; we all have to keep in shape.”

“But you don’t ever feel like you’re not strong enough to handle the car?” Trevor jumped in.

My eyes snapped to him and my head slowly tipped to the side with the lopsided quality of his double-standard.

“Last I checked, I was only required to drive the car, not carry it,” I quipped.

Trevor’s eyes bulged our from his narrow face and he quickly sat back in his seat, effectively excusing himself from the conversation.

“So, how do you feel about the recent call for a change in the weight guidelines?” Jack continued with a quasi-apologetic smile.

My brow furrowed. They’d changed the weight rules for NASCAR a few years ago, forcing cars to add weight to them if the car and driver didn’t reach a certain weight level; I didn’t understand why he was asking about it now.

“You mean the penalty for lower weight drivers?”

He nodded.

I faltered for a second, somewhat blindsided by the question. “Well, it is what it is, but I think it’s a little ridiculous, if you want the truth.”

I winced. I was asking for trouble, but I couldn’t stop myself.

“How’s that?”

“Well, first, the argument is that a lower weight allows the car to perform better, however, the flip-side to the argument could be made that a heavier driver gives the car more traction, allowing better performance,” I began, crossing my legs as that familiar fire of indignancy rose inside me. “But more importantly, I don’t see penalties in other sports for athletes with an advantage. I mean, did the NBA institute a height restriction with the argument that men like Shaq or LeBron James or Kobe Bryant had an unfair natural advantage over other players? No.”

All three sets of eyes widened and stared, but it was the singular set that locked on me from a distance whose heat I felt boring right through my clothes and into my skin.

You don’t belong here

Inhaling deeply, I continued, “The only reason that weight restriction was put in place was because there were women drivers in the race.”

“Is that so, Miss Snyder?” The geniality of Jack’s expression dimming with each word I spoke.

“Racing is one of the few sports, Mr. Baldwin, where men and women compete on the same field,” I told him. “Basketball. Soccer. Track. Skiing. Swimming. Most every other sport you can think of, men and women compete separately. But not here. Not on the pavement. On the pavement, we’re all just drivers. And the thought that a woman driver could beat a man… I think that bothers a lot of people in this sport, and so rules to promote fairness—the likes of which have never been implemented in any other professional sport—were put in place.”

“I see.” He nodded slowly, the butt of his pen tapping on the paper. “It seems that you haven’t heard then.”

“Heard what?” My head tipped, my heart hanging on its last beat.

“Well, it looks like some folks at Scott Racing are calling for stricter weight rules for the Indy cars. Rumor has it, one of their drivers is threatening to not race at Indianapolis if they aren’t implemented.”

Silence detonated in my ears, followed by a hollow ringing and painful reminder that even here—for this one race—I wasn’t going to escape my past.

One of their drivers.

We all knew who he was referring to.

“I see.” I tried to breathe through my anger. Don’t make a scene, Kacey. Don’t let them get to you.

“The rules for Indy cars haven’t been updated in some time, Miss Snyder. There’s no harm in having them re-evaluated, but I wanted to get your opinion on the matter.” He cleared his throat, full-well knowing the fire he’d set and patiently waiting to watch how it would burn.

I swallowed down the bitterness in my throat. “Of course, there’s no harm. Everyone is entitled to their own opinion.” Even if it was misogynistically mistaken.

“Quite, though you have a very… interesting… way of showing your own, especially about Puglisi,” he egged me on.

I took a deep breath, my eyes narrowing on the line he treaded very carefully. “An interesting assumption about the man who’s trying to have the rules of the sport changed because he wants it to be harder for me.”

“Racing is a hard sport, Miss Snyder. I’d argue that’s why not very many women do it,” he placated.

“Racing has always been a man’s sport, Mr. Baldwin. I’d argue that’s why these rules get made.” I folded my hands in my lap. “But whether they change or not, I will still be at that race; I will still be driving. That won’t change.” I smiled. “Do you have any other questions for me about the race, or is that it?”

Jack frowned and cleared his throat, disappointed that I’d dropped his bait. “So, since you haven’t driven open-wheel before, do you think you’ll have any pre-race rituals to help gear you up and keep your mind focused?”

I uncrossed and then crossed my legs again, the heat in my blood simmering with the new onslaught of questions.

“Well, I think being in an open cockpit going about two-hundred miles-per-hour is enough to keep me focused, don’t you?”

They chuckled. “I guess that’s true,” Jack replied.

“Miss Snyder,” one of the other journalists, Nate, broke in eagerly. “My, uhh, wife was wondering what you’ll do if the race falls during…” He trailed off and cleared his throat, his face turning beet red. “Well, you know, during that time… if you’ll still race…”

I stared at him. Blankly. Stupidly. Horrified.

My face twisted, quickly noticing a lack of wedding ring on his left hand and the distinct suspicion that it was none other than these morons who wanted to know if my period was going to affect my driving.

“I’m sorry.” I shook my head. “Are you really suggesting that I might not race if I have my period?”

The three of them sputtered. “Well, you know, heat strain is a big deal during a race, and they say when a woman is—”

“No. You know what they say, Mr. Baldwin? The University of Michigan did a study on female drivers driving during their period”—I emphasized the word they struggled to say—“measuring every body parameter from heart rate to body temperature to stress and exhaustion, and do you know what they said?” My eyebrows rose, but I didn’t give them the courtesy of floundering at an answer. “They said there was no difference between their measurements and those of the men in the study.”

“Oh. Well.” Jack cleared his throat. “We were unaware of that—”

“Yes, I can see that you were ignorant.” The double-entendre was poorly concealed. “I have a question though.” I shook my head with a harsh laugh, unable to stop myself. “Do you ask the other male drivers if they will still race if they have a headache or a stomach ache or a cold?”

They looked between each other, the answer obviously no.

“I didn’t think so,” I told them as I rose. “And I think we’re—”

“Pardon the interruption,” G broke in, my body coiling tightly at his arrival. I looked up at the man who’d arrived the moment I was about to make a very rude exit, taking the discourteous gesture and bearing it himself. “But I’ve got work to do, and it’s goin’ ta get loud in here. So, I think that’ll have to be all fer today.” A merciless expression slashed across his face.

“Garret—” Renner tried to break in, but without much hope of changing the outcome.

Jack glanced up at the intruder and was about to look away when he did a double-take, clearly recognizing G.

“Wait a second.” He pointed a finger. “You’re Gallagher, aren’t you? Garret Gallagher.”

The mechanic’s tension sent a shock wave through the room.

“Well, I’ll be damned.” Jack rose and shook his head. “It’s been a long time since one of your engines has been on the track. How long has it been? It was what, seven—eight years since your brother—”

“Eight,” G cut him off. “And I’m just here for this race. Assumin’ you let me get back ta my job.”

The reporter rose, his hands sinking into his meaty hips. “I heard you left the industry when the… dust… settled.”

The other reporter chimed in, “I heard you took up with your brother’s—”

“Yer in my house gentlemen, and ye’ve worn out yer welcome,” he warned with a voice that sent a cold chill down my spine.

The two men looked to one another, taking the hint… and everything else he could fabricate from the curt words. Their satisfied smirks made my stomach turn, the wheels in their heads twisting and turning everything from the two of us to make a sensational story.

“Curious to see how your car will finish, Mr. Gallagher,” he said as he stood. “Assuming it finishes.”

I tensed at the insult, realizing a second later that I wasn’t sure the barb had been aimed at me.

“Good day, gentlemen,” I said tightly, clinging to the emergency escape that Garret’s intrusion had provided.

“A pleasure, Miss Snyder.” Jack’s voice taunted me as I turned away, coating my spine with a layer of disgust. “Mr. Voigt.” He turned to Renner. I wondered if he expected the older man to allow them to stay.

“I’ll show you out.”

I shuddered with relief, though I knew Renner couldn’t be happy. This wasn’t quite the kind of publicity he was looking for. But what was I supposed to do? How much was I supposed to sit pretty and smile for? I couldn’t.

I wouldn’t.

And Garret… I ignored the heat of his gaze as it followed me as I pushed into the back clean room and shut the door behind me, dragging in long gulps of air as though I hadn’t had any for the last thirty minutes.

I just needed a moment before I faced them both—even if that moment was in enemy territory.
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I COULD ONLY IMAGINE ALL the things I’d proved Garret right about in these last few minutes. Emotional. Clumsy.

I’d tripped and fallen right into their trap.

This was why I stayed away from the media.

I tried focusing on deep breaths and not the fading sounds of muffled conversation on the other side of the door.

They’d come bearing smiles and a warm welcome. They’d led into the conversation as though they respected me as a driver. And then they’d thrown the first punch.

It wasn’t bad enough what Puglisi had done on the track—ruining my car and my shot at placing at Daytona. It wasn’t enough what he’d said to me. It wasn’t even enough what happened after those fateful words, nor when my response booted me from that world.

Nothing was enough to make up for the way I’d leveled him flat on the ground like I wasn’t just scraping five-feet tall and he wasn’t almost double my weight. It wasn’t enough for the way it was caught on video and went viral.

My fall from grace wouldn’t make up for the bruise to his pride.

And that was why it was Puglisi’s mission to make my path in this sport hell. At every turn, even when he was hundreds of miles away, he was determined to drag my name through every gutter, and to put up every obstacle in my way—a foundation of an unfair advantage to outweigh my legitimate skills.

I jolted as the old metal handle to the door clicked and opened.

I didn’t need to look to know who’d come into the room. I felt the intensity of his focus every moment it was on me—like a light switch only he could flip.

But right now, there was no meter. No protection from the surge of anger that spun through me.

“I don’t want to hear it right now,” I told him tightly. Later, he could scold me. Later, he could tell me I was too flippant and easily provoked.

“Hear what?” The gruff question echoed off the white walls.

This room fit him. Cold. Sterile. Filled with all sorts of things to fulfill a purpose but not live a life.

I spun to face him, indignation still burning hotly in my blood. “That I’m too emotional. That I have no control. That I can’t—”

The door shut and cut off my words, and I blinked at how embarrassingly close to crying I was.

“Christ,” he swore and dragged a hand through his hair. “That’s not…” His exhale was a statement itself.

“Not what? Not what you meant when you said those exact words?” I charged, yanking my wrist from his grasp.

His jaw ticked with the urge to contradict me—one I wished he’d indulge so I could expend some of the bitterness boiling in my blood, though hardly any of it was because of him.

Garret let out a long sigh, abruptly changing his tactic. “Y’alright, lass?” The question was soft and soothing over his brogue—for the first time it was gentle with me.

And ‘lass’…

Well, that word slid right into the place where all the other four-letter l-words congregated and made itself at home.

“Why’d you do that?” I demanded, my bottled-up frustration continuing to find an outlet in the man who seemed willing to take it. “I didn’t need your help. I can handle myself.”

And more than capable of provoking it.

“It didna look like ye were handlin’ yerself.” His growl sent a warm shiver down my spine. His eyes shadowed. “And I needed ta get ta work, and those men are feckin’ assholes.”

“Well, then, I’m surprised I wasn’t more prepared to handle them since I keep having to deal with you,” I told him, notching my chin up and reveling in the bright flash in his eyes. I could fight back. And I would. Even if I was fighting the wrong person at the moment.

“I dinna have all day ta sit around and listen to ye talk about yerself.” His words were rough but lacked all bite.

With a gruff exhale, he moved around me, plucking different tools from the rack on the wall and focusing his attention on the engine block, apparently expecting me to leave.

“Me?” I queried. There was too much energy in my blood for me to walk away—especially when a past I had no business asking about was dangled in front of my face. “It seemed like they were more interested in you at the end there than they were me.”

I needed to know. Whatever the truth was, it had shaped the strong, solitary man in front of me. Self-sacrificing to the point of servitude. And callous enough to keep everyone away.

Because if no one liked you enough to get close, you never had to wonder what you were missing.

“I’m just the mechanic.” He began to crank away on the engine, measuring and adjusting parts according to the blueprint in his mind.

“With an interesting past from what I’ve seen.” His eyes snapped up, and I realized too late my slip. Admitting to looking him up.

“And what have ye seen, Miss Snyder?” he demanded with an arresting low tone.

There was no going back now. No running away.

Not if I wanted the answers I tried to convince myself I didn’t need.

“That you and your brother, Daniel—”

“Danny,” he corrected.

I folded my arms. “You and Danny were the dream team of the racing world.”

“What else?”

I sucked in a breath. “That he killed himself.”

Hurt rippled over his face like a raw, open wound that had never healed.

And I prepared myself for the worst—for the consequences of my asking. Every muscle tensed. Air piled up in my lungs, ready to release in a fight-or-flight response.

What I didn’t prepare for was the way his head dropped to the side, his hands gripping on the engine block like it were a life raft.

“Danny and me… we were a team,” he said slowly. “From before we even came here, we were a team. And when we stopped workin’ for our da and started in this business, we became the best.”

My tongue moistened my lips.

“And it was all Danny—Danny the Dreamer. That’s what we always called him.” A pained smile creased his face. “I was practical, but he always had his head in the clouds. He was always comin’ up with these crazy ways ta make things better—faster. He was the real genius.”

I cleared my throat softly. “That’s not quite what I read… at least as far as engines go.”

He glared at me, obviously not wanting to accept any compliments even if they were the truth.

“Ye ever notice, lass, that the things that fly the highest are usually the things most fragile?” he rasped. “Like a kite. Or a balloon.” His attention dropped back to his fist, like he could will it to punch himself. “Danny was so bright. He flew so high. But it doesn’t take much—a few words that jeopardized the dream he followed, ta prick his sanity.”

“What happened?”

Sometime while he was speaking, I realized I’d moved closer to him. Drawn in by his story. Drawn in by his past. Drawn in by an ache to ease his hurt.

He let out a bitter laugh and shook his head, as though the truth was a pointless endeavor now.

“Ye really want to know?” he asked with a low voice.

It froze the moment—the one where he’d, once again, flipped what I was feeling on its head.

Those men were forgotten. The interview was forgotten. Puglisi was forgotten.

All because the man who’d fought tooth and nail to keep every piece of himself from me now opened up to me in order to ease my anger. My pain.

“Only if you want to tell me,” I murmured. Only if he wanted to let me into his business.

“We were offered a new job with Colton Donavan’s team.” My eyes widened. Donavan was legendary in the racing world. Even now—even though he wasn’t racing anymore—his team led the industry. But back then… when he was racing… an offer to work with him cemented the articles’ assertions that Garret and his brother were the real thing and best the industry had to offer.

“And that was a bad thing?” I prompted, trying to understand how something that would’ve skyrocketed their career ended up jeopardizing it.

“It was when Dyson heard I’d met with Donavan about it,” he said tightly. “I mean, it’s Colton-fuckin-Donavan, ye meet with the man even if it is just ta tell him no, politely and respectfully ta his face.”

“You were going to turn him down?” I gasped.

He nodded slowly. “It woulda meant breakin’ our contract with Dyson Motorsports early.”

“And cost you a lot,” I interjected.

“No, lass.” He stared at the far left cylinder, his hand wiping it down with firm, methodical twists. “It was no’ about the money.” That intense focus snapped to me, ripping my exhale from my lungs. “It was about the commitment. We’d signed on ta do a job. We’d made a promise. And neither of us would break that, no matter the money.”

“Oh.”

The scale in my chest that judged the man in front of me, the one he tried to burden with the weight of his abrasiveness and over-compensated insults, tipped so far in the opposite direction it snapped.

“But Dyson got wind of the meeting, and that’s when I realized there’s a reason most of the people in this industry live in a cage behind a helmet—because it’s easier to hide that way. Easier to hide their selfishness. Their petty drive for money and fame.” The words spat from his mouth like the harshest of curses.

“I don’t understand.”

“No, ye don’t, lass,” he lamented roughly and went back to work.

“I want to understand, Garret. I want to know the truth.”

“And ye don’t think what ye read is the truth?” he charged. “Tell me. Tell me what ye think ye know.”

Swallowing hard, I answered, “That Danny killed himself.” I paused. “And then it said you sabotaged Dyson’s car and caused him to crash in revenge.”

Metal clanked onto the workbench but I couldn’t look to see what he’d dropped, not when he came to stand in front of me.

“And is that what ye think?” he growled, his face hardly an inch from mine. “That I killed a man by messin’ with his car? That’s what it looks like, doesn’t it? Maybe ye should just believe the simple explanation.”

My lips pursed, anger pulsing hotly against them for a moment before I snapped.

“And what about what you think?” I charged, sending his eyes wide with surprise at my outburst. “That I punched a man because he edged me out on the track?” I didn’t know what it was about this conversation—this man—that made me open up about the one thing I swore I wouldn’t talk about. “Because that’s what it looks like.” I turned away and swiped the traitorous tears from my eyes. “But then again, I already know you believe the simple explanation.”

Meeting his tumultuous gaze for a half-second, I turned to leave the room—to leave us on even ground of being defined by a past that was nothing more than a lie.

“Dyson heard about my meeting.” I froze, my back still to him as I held my breath, waiting for more. “And because he was a jealous, insecure prick, instead of just askin’ us about it, he decided to make it so that workin’ fer him was our only option.”

I turned slowly, my heart thudding in my chest, like a defendant waiting for his verdict.

“He qualified fer Vegas on the first run, but insisted the car could go faster—said it felt like third gear wasn’t long enough.” Garret shook his head in disgust. “I argued with him, said he pushed the car hard to qualify with the time he did and that he shouldn’t risk any damage.” He speared his hand through his hair, the red waves falling like waves of fire across his forehead. “I shoulda known, the way he looked at me—the daft insistence that we tweak third and let him back out there.”

His lip twitched, and I had to cross my arms in order to hold myself back from going to him.

“I wouldna do it, but Danny didn’t want to argue. He never wanted to fight… always wanted to please.” The air grew heavy with dread—knowing and not knowing at the same time what was going to happen. “So, Danny adjusted it like he wanted. And then Dyson went out there and blew the damn thing. Hours of time. Millions of dollars. ‘Course he had the money but still. Blew it ta prove a point—ta make his claim.” He went on, the words coming faster now, probably because they’d rarely been spoken. Instead, they’d bottled up and pressurized inside his thick chest just waiting to be released.

“Then he went and told everyone it was all Danny’s doin’. His choice. His miscalculation. He made a scene to anyone who would listen that he knew Danny was tryin’ to get out of our contract, but instead of just tellin’ him, Danny decided to sabotage his car and ruin his chances.”

I’d raced at all kinds of dangerous speeds. I’d avoided crashes by a hair and split seconds. But none of it—none of those experiences made my pulse careen so rapidly and so unsteadily as his story did now.

“And that was the prick, lass,” he finished roughly. “The one that caused the world begin ta tilt underneath my brother, and his dreams begin ta leak from him. And he couldna take the hate.”

“I’m so sorry.” The words didn’t even sound like they came from me. But they did. They came from the part of me I’d kept silent about Daytona—the part of me that, like Danny, had snapped at the hate.

“Two days. Two days of media frenzy was all it took for my brother to believe his dreams were gone. Two days of his protests ignored. Two days of watchin’ the truth stifled. And then he was gone.” Everything about him was hollow now. His voice. His eyes. His heart. “He’d always been the moodier of us. Able ta be happier. Also able ta be sadder. Never thought too much of it before. But nothin’ had ever come against us—him like this before.”

“Garret…”

His body jolted and his eyes snapped to mine, recognizing he was straying too far from facts into feelings. “‘Course I sent a letter to Dyson, sayin’ what didn’t need to be said—that I was done with him. With this sport. With the whole damn thing.”

“But Vegas…”

His lip curled. “The daft cocksucker had some of his shop hands put the spare engine in the car without checkin’ everythin’ over, assumin’ it was all ready to go—assumin’ it was only the engine he’d damaged in qualifying.” He grunted. “But it wasn’t, and when he gunned it for top speed in those first few laps, it blew and threw him off. Lifted the front end—lifted him… and caused the crash.”

It was a mind-numbing tale—the kind of unbelievable that could only be true.

“And they blamed you?”

He sighed. “They tried. His family didn’t know I quit. They didna even know Danny died,” he explained. “When I told them… when I showed them my resignation and told them the truth about what happened, they changed their mind real quick about pressin’ charges.”

“But the media…” I trailed off. Even though he’d never been charged or arrested, it hadn’t stopped the news from spreading the tale.

“I dinna care what they thought.”

I stared at him, the blunt words hanging tangibly in the air. And as I watched the strain on his face, the demons toiling in the depths of his eyes, something inside me shifted.

The scale that had been broken was now obliterated.

There never was a scale.

There was only ever a broken man whose painful past drove him to push people away—especially when it came to me. And me, a woman whose natural instinct was to prove myself no matter the cost. Who would risk anything—even more so if it was dangerous—to prove I was good enough—especially when it came to him.

I gulped. And something like this… something that my heart wanted to pursue… was the most dangerous challenge of them all.

“But one word from the family could’ve changed everything about what they wrote,” I protested.

I wondered if I’d ever met a person who cared so little about defending his good character in the face of a world trying to drag it through the mud.

“Two men were dead, lass. My brother… the man I’d grown up and shared my whole life with… was dead,” he charged. “I wanted to leave that world. I needed ta leave that world.” He paused here like he’d just managed to catch himself from revealing more and my heart lurched at the thought there was more to this heartbreaking tale. “One word woulda changed a story I dinna want changed.”

My protests died like a match dropped in the ocean. The fire to fight extinguished under the waves of reality—one that crashed eerily close to the shores of my own secrets.

“I understand,” I murmured, my sudden subdued tone drawing his curiosity.

But before I could turn away, his rasp held me prisoner. “And what about ye, lass? If I’m no’ supposed to believe what I read, then tell me the truth about Daytona.”

I shuddered, and replied, feeling like his confession was a truth serum to extract my own. “I punched him because he provoked me—because he deserved it.”

“Then why dinna ye say that? Why don’t ye?” The way his gaze roamed over me set my body on fire, feeling like he could see through every well-build defense I had. “They all know Puglisi is a feckin’ arse. They’d believe ye.”

I let out a wavering exhale. This conversation—this confession—crossed boundaries. Boundaries similar to the ones his lips taunted when they dragged across mine the other day in the shop.

Boundaries I hadn’t realized we’d even been close to.

But some lines were still respected. So, I ended my story with equal measure as he did his.

“Because maybe believing me would change a story I don’t want changed either,” I told him, watching his eyes flash as I repeated his own answer.

I drew a deep breath, letting those words hang suspended.

A taut truth. A taut truce.

One that stood as the last barrier to a path neither of us were able to take.

“Miss Snyder.” For the second time, Renner’s voice was an unwelcome interruption.

My chin ducked. I mumbled some semblance of apology and goodbye, and this time, Garret didn’t say anything to stop me when I turned and left.

It didn’t matter if I wanted him like he wanted me. Sometimes, wanting something wasn’t enough.

Because he was the mechanic and I was the driver. He needed to get out of this world and I needed to get to the top of it. And that was a story neither of us were willing to change.

The warm ache in my stomach warned that desire didn’t care about our stories nor our secrets; desire would set it all ablaze and write its own tale if we weren’t careful.
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SO MUCH FOR SMILING MORE.

For making friends.

A low rumble escaped with my long exhale as I pulled my face up from where it had been buried in my hands.

From the moment I accepted Voigt’s proposition, it was as though I’d flung myself into a tailspin, whipping around and crashing into everything in sight.

Claire’s treatment not working. Crash.

The insurance denying the claim. Crash.

Having to implement new regulations on a race car I hadn’t worked on in almost a decade. Crash.

And dealing with the stubborn and far too sexy driver who kept ending up where she shouldn’t belong—anywhere close to me.

Crash.

The Aeroscreen was supposed to be delivered today—a new safety feature to be installed around the driver’s cockpit.

Thankfully, Renner agreed to wait at the garage for it, knowing I had to be at the hospital all day today with Claire for her next round of chemotherapy; Janet wasn’t having a good day.

When she’d called yesterday, I knew it was a bad flare-up—her disease triggered by the stress of dealing with the insurance for Claire’s treatment. The strain in her voice was palpable from the pain—pain which she refused to take medication for in front of Claire, preferring to suffer rather than be with her daughter in a drug-induced stupor. She thought it was too risky; I wouldn’t argue.

But if yesterday was a bad day, today was worse. And she knew it was coming when she asked if I could be at the hospital with Claire. The last thing she wanted was Claire to see her suffering—to need her strength when she had none to give.

So, I came.

I always would.

And currently, I was waiting in the hospital cafeteria for a specific mix of treats for my sleeping niece for when she woke up. The day after her chemo treatments were always the worst, the nausea hardly abating for even the most desired food. So, I ventured down here for the appetizing combination of tomato soup, chocolate chip cookies, and apple juice.

And because, as much as it pained me to admit it, I was having a hard time facing my inquisitive niece.

A hard time finding an answer to how ‘smiling more’ helped with my co-worker.

With a low groan, I sank back in the chair, my eyes floating up to the white tiled ceiling.

Kacey Snyder was a problem. An inextinguishable fire in my blood.

I was good at pushing people away—good at letting only the most abrasive emotions out.

So good, in fact, in my effort to push Kacey away, I’d pushed myself right off a cliff. A cliff of control I couldn’t come back from. And cruelty.

When that piece of shit reporter followed her and bombarded her with questions, my frustration over Claire’s insurance, my frustration over almost revealing the parts of my life I’d sacrificed everything to keep private… it all evaporated like alcohol in the face of oxygen. Suddenly and without a trace.

In that moment, there was only the need to protect her. To defend her. To defend what was mine.

And that single thought infuriated me.

She wasn’t mine.

She was the driver.

She was part of the team.

She was a temporary fixture in a life I refused to be a part of any longer than necessary.

And yet, I wanted her like I’d wanted nothing before.

“G!” My name being called for my order pulled me from my thoughts. At least today I’d have a break from the strawberry-haired stubborn dreamer.

Grabbing Claire’s food, I made my way back up to her room, half-expecting her to still be napping which would give me some more time to try and explain why I hadn’t been nice to Kacey.

No, I’d been worse than not nice.

I’d taken the desire she felt for me—the same pulsing, voracious monster that lived inside me—and rubbed it in her face with only my years of restraint being able to barely rein it in.

Taking a deep inhale and preparing for the interrogation to continue, I approached Claire’s room, my steps slowing as a conversation carried into the relatively quiet hallway.

“I can’t believe you’re here!” Definitely Claire’s voice.

My brow scrunched as I picked up my pace. Was Janet here? Was she feeling better?

“It’s like a dream—oh, no. Is it a dream? Is it the drugs? Am I dreaming you?” Claire babbled nervously as I rounded through the doorway and stopped on a dime, surprised my shoes didn’t leave rubber skid marks with the sudden stop.

Rich red hair. Bright, sunny-day blue eyes. And the fearless, unrestrained smile that made me angry because it made me weak all faced me from her seat on the edge of Claire’s bed.

“Miss Snyder,” I growled, my fist tightening on the apple juice almost to the point of popping the lid off.
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The look of shock on Kacey’s face was nothing short of what slamming on the brakes when going two-hundred miles-per-hour would feel like. Eyes wide. Perfect pink lips parted in a way that made my tongue want to escape the cell of my mouth. And fresh color spreading to her cheeks, warming her pale skin, and making my cock thicken with the need to spread that color to other parts of her fierce small form.

“G?” It wouldn’t have been loud enough to hear except that the room had grown instantly and ominously silent for a split second.

She was the last person I expected to see.

I was the last person she wanted to see.

But now she was here, in the space I’d tried to keep safe and untainted—where I tried to keep Claire’s infatuation with the racing world behind rose-colored glasses. The whole racing scene was as hard and as fast and as deadly as the cars; my niece didn’t need anything else deadly in her life.

Our silence would’ve been deafening if not for that sprightly eight year old who was in delirious shock that her idol was standing not even five feet in front of her. And if there was one thing that could dull the toll cancer and its treatment took on a child, it was the almost-magical granting of her greatest wish.

“Oh my gosh,” Claire squealed, looking between Kacey and me. “Can you believe it? Can you believe she’s here?”

My jaw tightened and I forced a small smile. “No, I definitely can’t.”

I approached the bed slowly, my eyes never leaving Kacey’s as I did until Claire let out a loud gasp and clapped a hand over her mouth.

“Did you do this, Uncle G? Did you bring her here to surprise me? Was it your idea?” She fired off the questions in quick succession, hugging her NASCAR teddy bear tighter as she heaved a giant breath. Her unencumbered elation was a punch to my gut.

In that moment, I wished I had.

I wished I’d been the one to bring her this joy—this absence from pain, and from her unfairly cruel reality. But I hadn’t because I was afraid. And because Kacey Snyder had less than no reason to do any favor I asked of her.

Setting her food down on the small bedside table, I folded my arms, my head dipping slightly in shame as I went to admit the truth.

“It was.” My eyes snapped to Kacey’s reassuring smile as she confirmed my niece’s hopes—and lied to her. “A little birdie told me there were some brave kids here who wanted to meet a certain race car driver, so of course, I couldn’t say no.”

Claire’s mismatched, toothy grin grew. “Did he smile when he asked?”

My long groan was audible. “Claire…”

“See, Uncle G, I told you if you smiled at people, they would be nicer to you,” she went on, blithely unaware of just how far under the bus she was throwing me.

I hazarded a quick glance at Kacey, her eyebrows peaked with interest and a small smile toying with her lips.

“You know, Miss Claire, I don’t recall him smiling when he asked.” She turned to further face me, her eyes devious and dancing.

Claire groaned, her head falling back into her pillow in exasperation. “Uncle G. You build race cars. Smiling can’t be that hard.”

Kacey quickly covered her mouth but it did nothing to hide the way her slim shoulders bounced with laughter at my niece’s scolding.

“Maybe I don’t have the right parts,” I grunted.

“A smile. Teeth. And a heart.” She counted each of the three with a raised finger.

“A heart?” I arched an eyebrow. Smiles were one thing. A heart was a whole different story.

“Of course,” she exclaimed, her hand falling to the bed. “You need a heart to be able to smile, right, Kacey?”

My body tensed as she brought the only other woman who affected the damn thing in my chest into the conversation.

Kacey’s tongue swept over her lower lip, leaving it glossy with temptation as she looked to me. She was too close. I could see the rapid flutter of her pulse against the soft skin of her neck and the eager rise and fall of her chest against her NASCAR t-shirt. Everything about her was some personification of temptation.

Her gaze sparked as it met mine. “Like a race car needs an engine—only if you want the smile to accomplish anything.”

I clenched my teeth, glaring at her.

“Can I speak with ye fer a minute, Miss Snyder?”

“Uncle G.” Claire rolled her eyes. “Her name is Kacey. You shouldn’t talk to her like she’s a teacher.”

I cleared the frustration from my throat, my lips firming into a tight line. “Can I speak with ye outside fer a minute, Kacey?”

She nodded and stood, but not before I caught the shiver that raced up her body.

Claire reached for her apple juice, her astute gaze following Kacey as she walked in front of me to exit the room—another mistake as my eyes immediately drifted to the way her jeans molded over the curve of her ass.

Lust weighted my steps and desire fogged over all the things I should say, leaving only the things I shouldn’t.
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“WHAT ARE YE DOING HERE?” I rounded on her, losing all sense.

I was supposed to be safe from this want here. Safe knowing my voracious need for her had no place to go if she wasn’t in the same building as me. Safe without constantly imagining her padding across the apartment above the garage in nothing but that sheer tee and her underwear.

“Me?” She gasped and her eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?” she demanded, adding with a hiss. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

Our eyes clashed. I did owe her a thank you.

“I think it’s pretty obvious why I’m here,” I growled softly. I was the one with a sick child.

Her head tipped back toward Claire’s room, and she sighed. “Renner told me to come.”

“He told you about Claire?” I demanded harshly.

“No!” My anger dulled. “He said there were kids here who would love to meet a race car driver,” she explained. “He wanted me to come and spend the day with them… and try to encourage more sponsorships.”

“Dammit.” I exhaled, my nostrils flaring. “Of course, he did.”

And as much as I knew Voigt could have a singular focus when it came to racing, there were times—times like this—when I had an unsettlin’ suspicion that there was more than one motive drivin’ his actions.

“My friend from college, Gwen, is a nurse here. We met for coffee this morning, and she’s been taking me around to the different floors and introducing me to the kids. She just brought me to Claire’s room—said she’d saved the best for last.” Kacey’s small smile of agreement was a punch right to my gut—right to where I shouldn’t feel. “I won’t stay long but if you want me to go—”

“No.” It was all I could manage. Stark truth with no explanation. My hands dug into my hips, burrowing my fingers against the bone so they didn’t reach for her softness—her warmth.

I swallowed a groan. God, she was so damn exquisite like this, up close. And I’d been a damned fool for tellin’ that to her.

Resisting her was even harder when she knew I was fighting it.

“I didn’t know you had a niece,” she continued softly.

“My brother’s daughter.” My lips firmed and then, for no fathomable reason, I added, “He never met her. Didn’t know she existed when he…” Another exhale pulled from my chest, her presence a vacuum for the tension I held inside me.

“What about her mother?”

My throat tightened. “Janet wasn’t feeling well today. Told her I’d come.” Grunting, I changed course. “Why’d ye do that? Why’d ye lie?”

The ‘for me’ went unsaid but not unfelt in the heavy friction of our gaze.

“Why wouldn’t I let her believe you were the one to ask?” She folded her arms, her breasts swelling against her shirt, and I bit my cheek to barricade my groan.

I inched closer to her. “Because it’s not the truth.”

“Are you sure you want me to stay?”

My tongue slammed against the cage of my mouth, against the bars of barbarity that should insist I didn’t. But I couldn’t… because that was the real lie.

“Yes, I’m sure,” I rasped with a low, defeated voice. I wanted her here for more than that reason though.

“Then there’s no reason to let her think otherwise, is there?” Her inquiring eyebrow rose.

My chin dipped. I’d accused her of lacking restraint and here she stood, the opportunity to dim my image in front of the person I cared most about, and she hadn’t. Instead, she’d made me out to be a hero.

“Consider it my ‘thank you’ for handling that reporter the other day,” she offered with a slight quiver to her voice and reached out to clasp my arm comfortingly, though the touch did anything but calm me.

Heat licked through my skin like an angry fire and she quickly pulled back, both of us feeling the burn. No matter where the conversation went, her touch had turned our bodies down a different path.

With a low growl, I stepped closer to her, desire spreading like an infectious, untreatable disease.

“Right, but ye dinna hafta do this, lass,” I rasped, letting both my lilt and lust infuse my words without inhibition. “No’ after I—”

“Garret…” She breathed my name, and I knew I was about to make a fool out of myself again by breaking the restraint I’d flaunted in her face.

“Uncle G!” Claire yelled—a bright burst of divine intervention.

I pulled back instantly, recollecting where we were and who was just inside the room.

“Yeah, Bear?” I called back, hoarsely.

“Where’s Kacey?” the little voice yelled.

My gaze locked with Kacey’s, both of us still breathing heavy—still breathing fumes.

Before I did something even stupider than lusting after the woman driving my race car, I stepped back and ducked my head.

“She’s comin’,” I replied, nodding and motioning for Kacey to return to my niece. As she stepped by me, I reached out and clasped her wrist, holding her back—keeping her for myself for one more selfish second. “When yer done, I’ll take ye back to the garage.”

Her eyes widened and for a second I thought she would refuse, but then her swift nod came before she returned to my niece’s bedside.

I should’ve left. I should’ve gone to the common room and sat and waited, giving Claire some time to ask Kacey what I was sure was an encyclopedia of questions. But I wanted to know. I wanted to hear what Kacey had to say to questions I had no right to ask. I needed to know more about the woman who captivated me.

But when Claire’s first question dealt with me, my feet grew roots that tangled in the tile floor, anchoring me to my post.

“Did he yell at you?” her worried voice questioned.

Kacey laughed, and I could see her shake her head as she answered, “Oh, no.”

There was always some movement that accompanied her replies—as though, even for something as simple as a question, her whole body responded. Without restraint.

For an intense, uninhibited second, the kind of need I’d buried for so long roared to life and imagined the kind of response to pleasure her body would give. My blood turned to fire and my cock into solid stone. My teeth drew blood from my tongue where they sank into the trapped flesh, giving in to my fantasies for one moment before I forced them away.

Claire was my priority.

Claire and Janet.

For Danny.

I had no room—nothing left to give to anyone else. And nothing left I was willing to lose.

“Good. I’ve never heard him yell, but I know sometimes people do when they get mad,” Claire continued, pulling me from my thoughts. “And I know Uncle G doesn’t like to smile, but it’s not your fault,” Claire said as I lingered just outside her door, hidden against the frame. “It’s mine.”

My heart stopped and split.

What?

“I don’t believe that,” Kacey replied.

Swallowing over the bitter lump in my throat, I turned and peered through the window, watching Kacey sit and pull one slender leg up on the bed next to Claire.

Claire’s head hung. “It’s because I’m sick and not getting better.”

Christ. My hand tightened on the metal doorframe, willing my bones to break for the pain I’d caused.

I didn’t smile because it should be me in there. Suffering.

I didn’t smile because it should be him—Danny out here.

If one of us had to go, it should’ve been me.

“I know that’s not the case.”

The tiny head popped back up. “You do? How?”

Kacey smiled and, for a split second, glanced right at me through the shaded window before replying, “Did you watch the Daytona 500?”

My heart thumped loudly in my ears, almost drowning out the sounds of their voices as they carried. Daytona. The race—the day Kacey refused to talk to anyone about, she was now bringing up to Claire—because of me.

“Yeah. I watch all your races!” Claire nodded. “I wanted you to win!”

Kacey winced even as she laughed and held a brave smile. “I did, too. Trust me. Did you smile when the race was over?”

My niece shook her head vigorously as her little face screwed in horror. “No. I was so mad when you crashed.”

“But were you mad at me?”

“No!” The word even more emphatic this time as she grabbed Kacey’s hand, squeezing it to convince her of her sincerity. “It wasn’t your fault, Kacey!”

I held my breath, letting the beats of my heart drag out in low, captivated beats, hanging onto each second of their conversation as though they were my last.

“Well, that’s how your uncle feels. Of course, he’s not mad at you for being sick. But it’s hard to smile when what you’re hoping for doesn’t happen… and what does happen is something unexpected and scary.”

I blinked rapidly, feeling a burn against my eyelids listening to the woman I’d accused of being shallow and uncontrolled ease the burdens I’d unknowingly placed on the most important person in my life.

“You think he’s scared?” Claire’s eyes turned round. “I don’t think my Uncle G is afraid of anything. I wish I could be brave like him. Or like you,” she declared. “I want to be a race car driver, but I don’t think I’m brave enough.”

Kacey hummed. “Being brave doesn’t mean you aren’t scared.”

“It doesn’t?” Claire’s astonished whisper carried out into the hall.

“I’m scared each time I get ready to race,” Kacey confided.

“You are?” Claire gasped. “Of crashing?”

Kacey chuckled and nodded. “That. And a lot of other things.”

“Like what?”

I bit back a groan, flattening my back against the doorframe, thoroughly hostage to their conversation.

“Making any mistakes. Not doing well—or well enough for my team. Disappointing them. Disappointing myself. Disappointing you.”

Claire shook her head, grasping at her little bonnet to keep it steady on her bald head.

“It’s okay to feel scared. That’s how you know you’re being brave—because you’re still doing it; you’re still fighting for what you want,” Kacey assured her. “And that’s how I know you’re the bravest of us all.”

Claire shook her head and clutched her stuffed animal. “No.”

Kacey reached out and took both of Claire’s arms and flipped them over, revealing all the dots and bruises and scars from all the pricks and procedures she’d been through.

“I don’t think I’d be as brave as you are having to go through all of this to get better,” Kacey insisted fervently. “So, if you’re brave enough to smile through all that, you’re definitely brave enough to be a race car driver.”

A low groan rumbled from my chest.

I didn’t want Claire to survive one deadly danger only to choose to put herself in the grasp of another, but my feet refused to move me into the room and my mouth refused to protest.

“Really?”

“Absolutely,” Kacey confirmed, and I’d never seen Claire’s little face look so hopeful.

As much as my niece loved me, I could never give her the kind of assurance—the kind of hope that Kacey had just done.

“But for right now, this is the race you need to focus on winning, and you can’t race if you haven’t eaten.” Kacey reached over and slid the leveraged table over the bed and in front of Claire. “So, you should get started on that soup before it gets cold.”

Smiling, Claire grabbed her spoon as Kacey stood up.

“You’ll come back again, right?” Claire demanded, her expression infused with worry.

“Absolutely.” Kacey beamed. “I’m going to need some pointers before we go to Indianapolis.” She bent closer and whispered, “I’m a little afraid because I’ve never driven there before.”

Claire’s mouth formed a small ‘o’.

“Maybe my Uncle G can go with you,” she blurted with a huge smile. “He doesn’t have to stay with me. I’ll be okay. He can remind you to be brave. Plus, you’re the only girl. Everyone’ll be nice to you.”

I bumped my head against the doorframe, my niece’s innocent and unknowing words making me feel even more like the feckin’ arse I was.

“Are you okay, Mr. Gallagher?”

I blinked open to see one of Claire’s nurses—Kacey’s friend—Gwen approach. One could tell just by looking at her that she was a woman who put her whole heart into this job. Caring for her patients and their families. Had to make you wonder if she had anything left at the end of the day for herself or anyone else.

I nodded. “Yeah.”

She smiled—the kind that kind of exploded all over her face. “I knew Claire was going to be so excited. I almost couldn’t keep it a secret when Kacey called and told me she was coming.” She paused. “I did tell Janet. I didn’t have your number. She said it was—”

“It’s fine,” I assured her. The only person I was upset with right now was myself.

“Have you met Kacey? I can introduce you—”

“I work with Miss Snyder.”

Her eyes popped wide. “Oh. Wonderful.” Gwen jumped when her pager buzzed. “I’ve actually got to run. If you get a chance, could you let Kacey know I’ll call her later?”

I nodded, and Gwen disappeared down the hall.

Filling my lungs, I didn’t realize my eyes drifted shut until I felt a small breeze as someone moved by me.

“Kacey,” I growled low and pushed off the wall, following the woman who’d walked out of the room without stopping to talk to me.

She spun to face me, her face a mix of emotions. “What did I do wrong now, G?” The question was wavering on the edge of defeat.

I winced. Of course, that was what she’d come to expect from me. But the hurt I saw bleached into the bright color of her eyes wasn’t what I’d come to expect from her.

“That’s no what I was goin’ ta say,” I drawled.

“Uncle G?” Claire’s small voice calling for me put the brakes on our conversation.

“It doesn’t matter.” Kacey sighed, half-turning down the hall toward the exit.

“I’m givin’ ye a ride back,” I said with a low, warning voice. I wasn’t compromising on this. Not after someone had followed her the other day. And not when I needed to talk to her.

To explain.

To apologize.

And to find a new reason—a better reason—not to kiss her.

“One sec, Bear,” I hollered to my niece, though my focus never left Kacey. “I’ll toss ye in the back of the truck if I hafta.” There was no question in my voice. No inch for disagreement.

“Fine, but I think I need a drink.” She sighed, resting her hands on her hips.

“Then I’ll take ye for one, lass. Just gimme a minute.”

Whatever she needed. Wherever she needed to go. It was happening with me.

Her shoulders sagged, green eyes glassy as they met mine. “I’ll wait outside.”
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HE HAD A NIECE.

A very smart niece who was my fan.

And a very sick niece.

“Two Jamesons, Charlie. Neat,” Garret ordered as we approached the bar. The unquestioning nod of familiarity from the bartender indicated the mechanic wasn’t new to Molly’s Bar, a ramshackle building just down the road from the garage.

The drive passed too quickly, sitting in silence with the brooding, beautiful mechanic, as my thoughts lapped around themselves.

Meeting Claire had revealed about as many answers about G as it had prompted more questions. Even recalling the moment he’d walked through the door to Claire’s room sent a white ball of shock dropping into my stomach and exploding into pain. It didn’t matter what he’d said to me—how he’d made me feel—Garret was facing something that no one should have to. Somethings.

The suicide of his brother.

The infamous end to his career.

And now, the illness of the only family he had left.

Bear.

To say it was endearing to hear the way his accent rolled over the pet name, to see the way his eyes simmered protectively yet his stony façade turned to mush when she spoke to him—teased him—was a lie.

It was the puzzle piece that connected so many of his actions—showing up late to work and then working late into the night, why G lived in Charlotte, possibly even why Renner decided to build the car here, why G agreed to the media spots even though he was vocally against them.

But it didn’t explain why he disliked me—especially when Claire was my biggest fan.

And maybe my only fan after Daytona.

I shuddered, Claire’s small voice telling me that I was brave—and she, the cancer patient, wasn’t brave enough, twisted the knot of shame in my stomach so tightly it was a good thing we’d pulled into the parking lot because I felt like I wanted to puke.

Pulling my hair over my shoulder, I busied myself for a moment wiping the sprinkling of raindrops caught amid the mass. It was my own fault—speaking to her honestly about the past twisted my insides in a way that was harder to uncoil than I’d hoped.

“No Guinness today, eh?” Charlie drawled, setting the two glasses down with a smile of mismatched teeth and eyes as warm as the whiskey. “Claire havin’ a rough day?”

I winced. Even the bartender knew more about Garret than I did.

And for some insane reason, it didn’t dull the way I wanted to kiss him.

Maybe because kissing him felt like the only way to get to know him. My only recourse.

“Somethin’ like that,” Garret replied. The bartender glanced in my direction, taking the hint, before nodding and going to serve two men who sat a few seats down from us.

My eyes traveled around the room—anything to take them on a detour away from Garret. Today, his dark jeans were still worn and his deep gray t-shirt wrapped over his broad chest like a familiar friend.

The small place didn’t look like much on the outside, and it barely fit the rich stained-wood bar on the inside, but the dim lighting, pungent aroma of beer and hospitality, complete with a bartender who knew your name, made me think of Europe—of a quintessential Irish pub. Only I’d never been to Ireland, so the association was only to my imagination.

Or maybe it was to the Irishman sitting next to me—the lilt of his voice, the fiery waves of his hair, and the rugged brawn that clung to him like green on a shamrock. In the garage or out of it, there was nothing that changed about this man. Even if he could be just as callous and cold as he could make me burn under the flames of his desire, there was a raw honesty in every inch of him that I could count on—even if it hurt me.

“Kacey—” I knew that look. It was the same one from the clean room the other day when he’d asked about Daytona.

“That was what the phone call was about, wasn’t it?” I broke in. I didn’t want to talk about me. I didn’t want to talk about how fear rattled like marbles dropped in my bones. “It was about Claire.”

His jaw tensed as he took a sip of the amber liquid, letting it lull and soak into his mouth before swallowing. Following his lead, I did the same.

I wasn’t much of a drinker—especially straight alcohol like this. But strangely, the rich burn of the Irish whiskey felt cleansing rather than caustic.

“Had ta switch her meds,” he rasped, swirling his glass. My gaze lingered on his fingers. He must’ve washed his hands at least a dozen times at the hospital today, but there were still dark streaks and shadows lining his fingernails that would never come off.

“They think because she’s a little bit older or maybe because we didn’t catch it soon enough.” He cleared his throat. “Point is, she needs different, stronger chemo, and the insurance is fightin’ us on it. Not medically necessary.”

My glass clanked on the wooden bar. “What?” I gaped. “How is that even possible?”

He shook his head ruefully. “Don’t get me goin’ on the kind o’horrors dealin’ with insurance inflicts,” he replied, taking another sip to wash away the sting of the reality.

My heart thudded. “What does she have?”

Of course, it was a safe assumption Claire had some form of cancer—most of the adolescent patients at Hembry Children’s Hospital did; it was their specialty. But Gwen couldn’t reveal the specifics of her diagnosis, and Claire was only willing to admit that she was sick and not getting better.

“Acute lymphocytic leukemia.” The disease sounded even more foreign and dangerous with his brogue.

I held my breath. “And the prognosis?”

His jaw ticked. “Generally pretty good, but she’s hit a few bumps in the road.” He sighed. “But even knowin’ fer sure she’ll be okay, doesn’t change the goin’ through it. Doesn’t change what she has ta endure… what I canno’ spare her from.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not yer fault, lass.” His gaze slid to mine and a rush of heat pooled between my thighs.

When he called me lass, so desperate and warm, it made me forget every cold thing he’d ever said to me.

“She’s incredible,” I murmured with a small smile, needing to cling to something happier.

I caught a flash of pure white for a split second, and I knew Claire was right, Garret’s smile would be utterly devastating if inflicted on the world more often.

“She is… just like her da’.” He nodded, his eyes staring at the wood of the bar but his thoughts a million miles away.

“Danny.” The name escaped before I could stop it. Swallowing over the lump in my throat, I added, “You all have the same eyes.”

His gaze splintered and found mine, but he wasn’t angry. “But hers are hopeful like his. Like an everlastin’ flame. No matter what happened, my brother was always lookin’ for the good, tryin’ ta make everyone else happy…”

I chewed on my lower lip, pain gnawing through me. “He sounds like a good man.”

“He woulda been a good father,” G rasped and shook his head. “Instead, poor wee Bear is stuck with me.”

“You’re not that bad,” I assured him with a small grin, the words only hitting me after I’d already said them. Heat crept into my cheeks.

No restraint.

He spun to face me, his knees brushing against mine before our legs became entangled, locking me in his gaze.

“No?” His expression was splintered with surprise and frustration. “Because I haven’t been all too kind to ye, lass, for ye ta say somethin’ like that.”

“For her, you’re not that bad,” I clarified weakly, trying to swallow through the pressure in my throat. “For me, it’s a different story.” My voice was raspier, sexier than I knew possible. It was bilingual, speaking obvious truths and hidden desires in the same breath.

I turned my head away, drinking down the last of the whisky he’d ordered me and hoped he’d do what he always did—distance himself from me in a way too painful for me to want to follow.

“I’d do anythin’ for her,” he murmured. “I’ve done everythin’ for her.”

“I would’ve come if you asked, you know,” I told him, drinking down the last of the warm whiskey he’d ordered me. “To see Claire.”

He swallowed hard but didn’t respond.

“Why didn’t you ask?” I pressed.

Another pause, as he inched closer, his gaze ravaging over my face, his own in turmoil over what to say, but finally, his mouth cut an answer. “Because I dinna want ye there.”

Pain ripped through my chest as swiftly as nausea rolled through my stomach.

He thought so little of me he couldn’t even ask me to come see his niece who knew who I was—who was so happy and excited and eager to meet me. That was how little he thought of me.

“I see.” I shoved myself to my feet, stumbling through our mess of legs until my unsteady feet found a semblance of footing and bolted for the door. And if I could drive a race car with a broken ankle, I could survive the quarter-mile walk up the road to the garage with a healing one.

“Kacey!”

The harsh slam of the door cut off my name behind me.

The warm rain outside pelted me as the sun peeked out from behind the clouds, the weather just as confounding as the insufferable Irishman I’d left at the bar.

“Hey!” My eyes bolted open, my attention drawn to the unexpected call from the large Hemi that had pulled into the lot when I came out of the bar. Three burly men climbed down from the cabin. “Is that…” The bald one in the center looked to his buddies before his cold, silver gaze returned to me. “Are you Kacey Snyder?”

All of them wore jeans and shirts that had different variations of the American flag on them, topped with black leather vests covered in patches; I had a feeling they’d be on motorcycles if it weren’t for the weather.

Bracing myself, I replied calmly but coolly, “Yes. Can I help you?”

“Yeah, you can take a hint and get your pussy wagon off the fuckin’ track,” the bald one shot at me so viciously the threat didn’t even register for a beat until I heard the door to the bar close behind me.

An expectant tingle skated up my spine and I knew Garret had come outside even before I saw the slight shift in the men’s gazes.

No.

My chest tightened.

I didn’t want to deal with these men—and I didn’t want to deal with them in front of Garret. Not after what just happened.

“Yeah, no tits in the pits!” the shortest, roundest one chimed in with a sneer, shaking his meaty fist at me as though it were a battle cry. “Isn’t that right, boys?”

The bald one laughed and they all joined in a little chant, “No tits in the pits! No tits in the pits!” before staggering as he clapped his belligerent buddy on the back.

Fear and disgust spun like a growing tornado inside me. They were disgusting. They were wrong.

But I was only human, and I couldn’t stop the way their words affected me—words that weren’t unfamiliar.

No tits in the pits.

There were some who chanted. Some who made signs.

One man tried to spit on me at my first race, back when I never even thought of myself as a woman on the track. I was just a racer—a driver with a dream. Smiling. Waving.

I still remembered the bald man with some tuning shop baseball cap. The animosity in his eyes was what stopped my steps along the fence between the track and the bleachers. I looked behind me—naively thinking it wasn’t—couldn’t be me he was looking at; I’d never seen him before.

But it was.

Every ounce of hatred was for me. Because I was a woman driving a race car.

He told me racing was a man’s sport and I was a stupid bitch for trying to ruin it. And then he tried to spit on me.

In that moment, as my dad pulled me away, I realized many of the obstacles I would face on this track would have nothing to do with my skill or my driving or my car.

They would have to do with my gender—the one thing that made absolutely zero difference.

“Nobody fuckin’ wants you there, you little bitch. Racing is a man’s sport. One of the few left. You don’t belong there.”

The gravel crunched under Garret’s feet as though his steps were splitting the very world underneath him. He walked in front of me, making himself a wall between me and the three other men.

“And you don’t belong here,” Garret said with a deadly low voice.

The same words I’d heard him say to me many times, but this time was like none of those. This time, the man who spoke them lacked any semblance of control and effused every kind of justifiable hatred.

“And who the hell are you?” The ring leader scoffed as though dealing with G was no problem. He shuffled forward, making it clear they’d already had some drinks before driving to this tiny bar, his friends following behind him. “And if you think you can just fuck your way onto different teams, you’ve got another thing coming.”

“No tits in the pits, Ace,” the other one snarled just as the shock of Garret’s body going completely rigid set on me. “And no cunts—”

I clapped a hand over my mouth, holding my cry against my face as Garret lunged forward. The sickening crack told me Garret had knocked the man out cold even before he fell like a sexist sack of shit to the ground.

“Hey!” the other asshole shouted and lunged toward Garret. “What the hell—” He broke off as G grabbed him by the throat, squeezing until his eyes looked like they were going to pop from his head.

“Garret!” I gasped, but it was too late. The third man with beady eyes and a small mouth, his features almost lost in the fat of his face, grabbed the back of Garret’s shirt, pulling him back and off his friend.

My eyes whipped around, looking for something to help him, but there was nothing.

And I needed nothing because he didn’t need help.

Like a caged, feral animal set free, he spun and swung at the man who’d grabbed him. He was swift and strong and precise with his strikes. Like the timing of an engine, the coordination of his movements was both mechanical and musical to watch.

The sound of flesh hitting flesh was overcome with the heavy hammer of my heart with each strike.

Garret’s opponent wasn’t as easily subdued as his friend.

He swung back, fists connecting with muscle that sounded as though it were made of steel. And Garret didn’t flinch, the strikes affecting him about as much as the raindrops falling on his shoulders.

“How nice you’ve got a friend.”

My head whipped to the side just in time to see the third man in the group, his throat bruising already from where Garret held him, as he stepped in front of me, caging me back against Garret’s truck with his tobacco-reeking body.

“Too bad he’s busy at the moment.” His lip curled. “I guess you’ll have to entertain me.”

“Get. Away. From. Me,” I bit out, planting my hands on his vest and shoving with all my strength.

He chuckled, barely swaying from the attempt.

He was too close for me to have enough leverage—enough force to keep him away.

And then meaty fingers closed over my wrists, yanking my hands above my head and locking my wrists back against the side of the truck, the slight bow of the door forcing my body to press against his.

“Now, that’s more like it, Ace.” I choked as he bent forward, shoving his face in my neck and taking a long breath. “This is where you belong.”

“Garret!” I cried out, feeling the slick oily drag of the man’s tongue up my neck.

I couldn’t breathe. My chest couldn’t move and even if it could, it didn’t want to. It didn’t want to let any part of this man near me or inside my lungs.

“He’s busy, Ace,” he slurred, locking both my wrists in one hand, the other beginning to drag down my arm to where my body was pinned against the overweight brick of his. “You don’t belong with this pretty little ass in a race car.” My stomach sucked in with savage shock as his hand closed over my breast, squeezing harshly. “But with your nice little cunt wrapped around my—”

I collapsed forward as the man was ripped off me, catching the fury in Garret’s gaze.

Choking in air, my situation fled from my mind as Garret spun the man into the side of the building and began punching him, in the stomach, and then across the face. Again and again.

It didn’t take long to realize he wasn’t hitting him to knock him out; he was hitting him to make him suffer—to make him pay. And possibly with his life.

Punch after punch. Solid strike after solid strike.

And if hits were measured in distance, this defense would be named the Garret 500 because it didn’t look like he was stopping anytime soon.

“Garret,” I finally pleaded, stepping hesitantly toward the fight, knowing I needed to put a stop to it before death did. “Please.”

The disgusting asshole began to bruise and bleed before my eyes, and it was hard to tell if the blood on G’s hands was his or the other man’s as it mixed with rain and sweat, turning his fists the metallic red of an angry god.

“Hey!” The door to the building opened and the bar owner stepped outside, shotgun in hand. “What the hell is going on out here?”

Garret didn’t acknowledge him, he just kept punching. And that was when the bartender, friend or not, raised the weapon and told Garret to get back.

My heart lurching against the front of my chest shoved me forward and, without a second thought, I put myself between Garret and the barrel. Ignoring the weapon, I spun and reached for his arm, catching it as he pulled back for another blow.

My touch stalled him just as quickly and effectively as a caution flag waved in the race.

His anger slowed, his attention returned to the front of his relentless rage.

“Kacey, lass,” he rasped, taking in each piece of the scene with every blink.

The man sputtering blood, half-conscious where he was held against the wall. The bartender behind me glared in frustration and warning.

And then there was me. Breathless and pleading, standing between him and the barrel of a shotgun.

Garret’s hold on the man released, and he collapsed to the ground, prompting a low curse from the bartender as he lowered his weapon and moved to aid the man.

“Jesus, Gallagher. What’d he do?” he rasped with a shake of his head, his disappointment unable to cloud his knowing that the beaten man had deserved at least some of what G had done.

“He touched her,” he replied, almost in a trance, before his gaze locked with mine. “He touched you.”

“I’m fine,” I assured him, folding my arms because my insides weren’t quite okay. My insides were in turmoil.

Kind and then harsh and then my savior.

Someone’s hero one moment and then an intruder—an imposter—a villain the next. Just like me.

I began to back away. From the scene. From him. From everything.

His eyes followed me, leashed to my pain until the bartender grabbed his shoulder and demanded his assistance.

The rugged Irish god with his bloodied hands and glittering eyes glared at me with all his might, commanding me to stay.

But I was disobedient by nature, and desperate to stop this moment out of necessity.

Each step I took toward the garage was quickened painfully by the need to escape him. The angry Atlas who, instead of the world, held lust and loathing balanced on his shoulders.

The abrasive god who was just as quick to insult me as he was to defend me.

But something changed in his eyes—something after seeing that man touch me. I shuddered and wrapped my arms over my front, my clothes now clinging to my skin with the temporary glistening glue the rain provided.

My hair plastered to my face, and if there were tears, which the tightness in my chest suggested, they were lost in the crowd of warm raindrops.

He was abrasive but necessary.

Like peroxide in a wound. Painful. Unwanted. Essential.

He was confounding.

Like rain from a sunny sky.

And he was following me.

“Kacey!” My name boomed like thunder from a storm housed inside a man.

I ignored the hurt as I ran across the pavement in front of the garage, my hands trembling as I shoved the key into the door to unlock it.

The sad part was, I wasn’t running from Garret.

I was running from the way I felt about him—the way I wanted him. And the way it hurt.

I stumbled through the door, water dripping onto the concrete as my sneakers squeaked in my haste.

I wasn’t here for this. I was here because I wanted to drive. Nothing else was important. Nothing else was supposed to matter.

Especially not the madman attached to the molten metal grip around my arm.
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“LET ME GO!” I DEMANDED, yanking my arm from his grasp, my chest heaving with every breath that only wanted to draw him closer.

His anger.

His raw possessiveness.

And his abrasive desire.

I knew what it meant to move closer—to press closer to Garret Gallagher. It meant pain. It meant being hurt before I was pushed away.

But for a split second, it also meant a feeling of incredible warmth—like there was a special fire inside me only he knew how to light. And I’d risk any hurt to feel that heat before being thrown back out into the cold.

“Dammit, Kacey,” he growled, snaking dark, stained fingers through his hair before turning and slamming his already-bloodied fist into one of the steel support beams in the middle of the shop floor. “I told ye to stay put.” He pointed at me.

I advanced on him, anger eliminating the limp from my gait. “How dare you,” I seethed.

My accusation surprised him. His nostrils flared, anger balled up and knotted in each muscle, adrenaline from his fighting off three men still pumping viciously through his veins.

“How dare I what? Save ye from those men?” Even his drawl sounded ripped up and bloodied. He looked around, his hands locking onto his hips. “Are ye jokin’?” he sputtered, letting his arms rise and fall in confusion. “They deserved far more than that far as I’m concerned.”

“Did they?” I demanded, wiping the obnoxious tears from my cheeks. I should’ve turned away, but like a moth to a flame, I stepped closer to the fierce fire.

Fear evaporated into anger. Anger at what those men had said and done, anger that they weren’t the only ones. Anger that my skill was irrelevant when compared to my sex.

And angry that the man who’d come to my defense had said something similar only moments before.

“They think I don’t belong on the track, G.” Who knew a single letter, like a gesture, could transmit such an insult. “They think I don’t belong here.” My chest heaved. Vicious words lapping around my brain. “Does that sound familiar to you?”

I cocked my head and glared at him.

I was focused. Eerily focused. It was the only way I caught the subtle widening of his eyes, like the wind rustling the leaves.

“Kacey…” he warned with a low voice.

“From the moment I met you, all you’ve said was that I didn’t belong,” I spat, not caring how the inches disappeared between us. “From the second you saw me, a woman driver, going to drive a famous Gallagher creation. You don’t think I can do it, you’ve made that clear. You don’t think I’m good enough. That I don’t belong here. That I shouldn’t be here. You didn’t want me here.”

Anger made me not care that I should be thanking him. Anger made me want to shove away everyone who thought Kacey Snyder was out of place. Especially the ones who had the nerve to tempt me before telling me to my face.

“Dammit, lass, that’s no’ what I—”

“That’s what you said,” I yelled, putting myself directly within burning distance from his gorgeous face. “From the moment I met you, you insufferable, insulting Irishman, you told me—”

“Because you had a damned injured ankle!” he roared, silencing me. “No one belongs on the track like that. It’s fuckin’ dangerous as it is without bein’ handicapped.”

I shook my head with a pitiful laugh. “And after that? You didn’t even want to ask me to visit Claire, that’s how much you hate me.”

“I don’t hate ye,” he growled, his lip curling into a snarl. “I just—”

“Wait, let me guess… you just don’t want me here,” I scoffed, my smile painfully splitting my lips.

I needed to get away from him—away from the pull that tied me closer to the man who would leave me hanging.

His face turned to stone, fire bursting in his eyes and, even if no one else could see it, lust-laden smoke filling the slim space between our faces.

“You can say it,” I said more quietly. “Just say it, Garret.” This time it was more like a plea. “Tell me I don’t belong here again… just like they did—”

I cried out, my weight spinning on my uninjured leg until I was pressed against the back of the garage door, the metal clanking like a battle cry.

He didn’t hold me. Not like before. And not like those men.

His hands planted on either side of my face, imprisoning me as his face dipped closer, breathing fury, fire, and something far more dangerous.

Need.

My lips parted, but the breath lodged in my lungs wouldn’t release.

“I’m no’ like them, lass.”

“No,” I admitted tremulously. “You like to let me in—let me close to your warmth—before you burn me.”

His restraint tipped and wavered like it sat on stilts.

“Just say it, Garret,” I pleaded with a broken whisper. “This is that moment. The moment I’ve let down my guard because you fought off three men to protect me. The moment I’ve tried to escape because all I want is to know more of you—to give in to whatever this need is that races through my veins. The moment where there is nothing else I want…nothing but you.”

My eyes burned with frustrated tears. My cheeks burned with embarrassed heat. And my body burned with a need I knew wouldn’t be fulfilled.

“Tell me I don’t belong again.” I shivered. “Tell me you didn’t ask me to meet her because I’m a pretentious and emotional little girl.”

But instead of the familiar abrasiveness he usually applied to my raw and reckless heart, his head dipped in defeat and he stepped in closer, our bodies just barely touching.

“I didn’t ask ye to come because I knew I’d been cruel ta keep ye away. I didn’t deserve ta ask ye fer this. And even if I did… it woulda meant havin’ ta admit I didn’t know what ta do with ye, lass,” he rasped savagely, his breath waging war against my senses as it heated my skin. “Is that what ye wanted ta hear?”

My body downshifted, everything slowing even as my desire burned hotter.

My tongue tried to wet my lips but it was useless, my mouth was dry—shocked dry by his words.

“I didn’t ask ye ta come because I want ye with a power I canna justify, lass. It snuck up on me. It laid traps I never saw comin’ and took down my best defenses in a blink. It started a damned war inside me, Kacey, and I’m so fuckin’ tired o’ fightin’ it.”

Oh, God.

My pulsed hammered, my heart revving into the red with each ragged confession.

“You don’t have to fight me,” I whispered, hesitantly lifting my palms to the heat of his chest and letting my fingers curl into the fabric.

Because I was tired of trying to fight him—to fight off how I wanted him.

I just wanted the freedom to want him.

To crave him.

To have him.

The low rumble of his chest brushed against the tips of my breasts, making them swell and ache painfully with the need to be touched.

I didn’t know the last time I’d felt like this—the last time I needed anything more desperately than to be behind the wheel and out on the track.

“I do,” he replied even as his lips drifted to mine. “Because if I don’t, there’ll be nothin’ left of me… nothin’ but savage, incineratin’ lust.”

“Garret…” My eyes slid closed, his name an apology from my lips as I pressed them against his.

I understood what he meant. But I’d rather be burned up by whatever this was than burned out by the effort to stop it.

I’d rather be consumed.

His lips were hot and firm, dry wood waiting for the spark to set their kindling alight.

I was the spark.

Garret groaned, the sound was what I imagined the slow-motion breaking of stone to be—the strain of one of the hardest substances beginning to fracture under a force that couldn’t be stopped.

And then he finally split.

His lips parted and his tongue speared into my mouth like the hottest poker, stoking the beginnings of the fire into a full-fledged conflagration.

I whimpered as his mouth tore into mine. This was nothing like the taunt of restraint he’d left on my lips. If anything, this kiss sought to obliterate any trace of those words from my flesh.

Restraint was a lie.

There was only this—raw, ravaging revolution.

The door vibrated against my back as he flattened me against it, his body hot and flush along mine.

My mouth was branded over and over again. Each lick… each swipe… made new marks of rough need against my flesh. He tasted of whiskey and luck, burning my tongue with the knowledge that I’d never find this again—like the end of a rainbow, beautiful, magical, and ready to disappear.

So, I clung to him, twisting the damp fabric of his tee into my fists, I pulled the muscled wall of his chest flush against me. But it didn’t ease any ache. And I needed more.

Dragging in air, his scent infused my lungs—wild and fresh like the wilderness, intricate with both earth and spice. It drugged me with an icy-hot need that burned straight down to my core, heat drenching between my thighs.

My head pressed against the unyielding metal of the door as I rolled my hips against him, the rod of his erection pinned between us, burning a trough in my stomach.

With a deep growl, his hands left their posts on either side of my face, imprisonment no longer needed for the woman who was a willing prisoner. The determined grip of his fingers landed in the flesh of my ass and, in the next instant, my weight was lifted off the ground and distributed between the cold metal and molten man.

Instinctively, my legs wrapped around his narrow waist, spurring a gasp from my lips when it nestled the hard length of his cock against my core.

Wanting him… easing that want… it was nothing compared to this.

Thin layers of fabric that separated us.

It was like being on the track. A few feet of metal, a few inches of padding, and a fine layer of plastic… flimsy amounts of protection against immeasurable danger.

His teeth found my lower lip, biting and sucking on the flesh as I began to grind myself against him. Hard and uncoordinated. He was so hot. So close. Finally. And I couldn’t function.

He pushed against me, my mouth forced wider since my head had nowhere to go, and his addictive assault went deeper. The way his tongue stroked harshly along mine left his mark in every corner of my mouth. I moaned loudly as the rough drag of the weapon that spurned me so coldly now ravaged me with velvet-coated fire.

I sacrificed air to keep my lips pinned to his. I sacrificed sanity to cling to these precious seconds behind his walls.

There was an instantaneous and explosive danger that came with being this close to Garret Gallagher—with leaving my body so vulnerable to something that could destroy it.

But I couldn’t stop myself. There was an obsession built into my DNA, desperate for the high—desperate for him—that I’d take any risk.

I bucked against him. He could be rough, but so could I.

“Yer playin’ with fire, lass,” he warned with a low, threadbare voice, rocking his hips slowly into me, taunting me. Taunting us both. The thought of this happening with flesh on flesh—flesh in flesh—releasing a strangled cry from my lips.

“I’ve never claimed ta be a civilized man.” His mouth scraped against my jawline, biting his words into my flesh. “I work on machines. Metal and dirt and grease. It’s on my skin. In my blood. I dinna do fancy fucks. I fuck like I speak. Infrequently and punishingly.”

I shuddered at the vulgar slip of his tongue against my ear. One more rough warning as he ground his cock against me hard to make his point, pleasure and pain spiraling through my clit and exploding like a firework.

My mouth opened wider, the thick length so close to where I needed him, and black spots flickered in my vision. “I’ve never done fancy, Garret,” I murmured, sliding my fingers up the back of his neck and into his hair, pulling his head back so my desire-hazed gaze could find his. “I’ve always preferred fire.”

“Ye sure about that? I beat three men ta the ground withou’ battin’ an eye,” he reminded me roughly, sealing his mouth over mine in a punishing kiss before adding with a low, deep brogue, “And I willna think twice about fuckin’ ye against this garage door. No’ with how I feel. No matter the blood and dirt on my hands. No matter what noise ye make. And no matter who hears ye scream, lass.”

My core clenched violently, releasing a new rush of heat between my thighs, soaking through my underwear and jeans. I arched against him, desperate for more. Desperate for the friction to ease the ache he created.

“Garret.” He might have words, but I didn’t. Not anymore. Between unsteady heartbeats and heavy breaths, I only knew his name and nothing else.

Then again, his name from my lips had always meant more than most things.

With one hand firmly under me, his other hand began to slide up my side, and I couldn’t stop my breath from faltering or my skin from erupting into a sea of goosebumps as his fingers climbed over the aching swell of my breast.

His lips ate away the small moans that bubbled up from my chest as his hand closed over my breast. His grip was firm and demanding—deliriously demanding.

I wriggled against him, needing more of everything as he began to knead my flesh in his palm.

“I knew ye’d feel this way, lass. All soft and lush,” he rasped with a broken ache. “Fuck, I bet yer skin is pure white silk—silk I want ta mark, silk I want ta bite and taste.”

“Garret,” I gasped his name as he found my nipple through the fabric and tugged, rocketing me toward an orgasm that was almost within reach.

“This is why ye dinna belong here,” he growled, his hand working over my breast as though it was a gift from the gods and the last thing he’d ever touch. “Because all I can think about when I see ye, lass, is that I want ta dirty yer perfect body and make ye mine.”

His feral groan rumbled low, emotion echoing in the emotionless space around us. It shook and rumbled through my body, practically making my senses give way to the orgasm hardly held at bay.

But then Garret froze—every part of him unmoving except for his thumb that seemed unable to stop its tempoed swipe over my hard nipple.

And then I heard it too—the noise and the rumble that lingered after his groan had ceased.

Gravel crunched under truck tires outside.

“Voigt is here,” he rasped, able to see through the small windows at the top of the garage door.

Panting, neither of us moved, drowning in unquenched lust.

I lingered in his gaze, the one brimming with the dark, angry promise he’d been about to fulfill.

The engine shut off outside and broke the moment between us.

Quickly unwrapping my legs from around him, Garret set me down and made sure I was steady on my feet—a proven struggle for me—before turning away. I folded my arms over my chest, watching the muscles on his back move as he adjusted his erection in his pants just as the door to the garage was thrown open.

“What the hell, Garret.” Renner cursed, his face red and flustered as he approached us. “Jack just called me, said you assaulted three of his patrons in his parking lot!”

When Garret came after me, the bartender must have called Renner to let him know about his mechanic’s anger management issues.

As though belatedly realizing my presence, the older man shook his head and let out a long, weary sigh.

“Can you give us a minute, girl?”

I looked to Garret, desire still sparking like a live-wire between us. But there was no promise that this would be finished—and all that need balled in my stomach and dropped like a stone.

He hadn’t ended it this time, but it had been ended.

And that was enough.

Clearing some of the thickness from my throat, I knew I should walk away and not get involved. But I had no restraint—not when I was about to be the reason Garret was in trouble.

Approaching my frazzled, red-faced boss, I ducked my head and murmured, “It was because of me.” I made sure to find his gaze before continuing, “They attacked me first.”

My chin ducked, a feeling of weakness rushing through me like a chill. I didn’t want to talk about what was said or done—it didn’t matter. Renner now knew everything he needed to.

I couldn’t look at Garret again as I beelined for the apartment, each step whispering that this was for the best.

That I’d been about to screw my mechanic against the garage door, rain-soaked, and his hands covered in the blood of men he’d beaten to the point of alarm for harassing me.

It was for the best.

It was wrong to continue this—to continue to want him.

But I’d never been good at staying away from what people said was wrong for me.

Restraint wasn’t part of my personality when it came to something I needed.

And Garret?

The need I felt for him was rooted deeper than the marrow of my bones.
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Garret

 

I SHOULD’VE LEFT WHEN VOIGT was done reaming me a new asshole.

I stared down at my cracked knuckles, the blood dried in the crevasses creating shadowed scars barely visible in the dim light that filtered in from the windows of the shop.

I should’ve left because I wasn’t gettin’ any work done now.

The Aeroscreen had been delivered earlier. It sat waiting in a box in the middle of the shop floor—my project to tackle tomorrow. But right now, I couldn’t think about anythin’ except her.

“What the hell were you thinking, Garret!”

It hadn’t even been a question. Voigt’s assumption was that I hadn’t been thinking—that I still wasn’t thinking.

Granted, the direction of his anger was markedly different after Kacey mentioned why I exploded on those men.

He was still angry after that. And I was still cursed at. But, in his mind, my fault was going too far with my punishment.

And my maintained belief was that I hadn’t gone far enough.

It was that protective rage which came over me that I was still trying to douse from my blood.

I fisted my hand again, breathing through the tight soreness that came with the motion.

Seeing Kacey at the hospital—seeing her with Claire—and seeing Claire’s excitement changed something inside me, something I’d been able to deny and justify up until that moment.

No matter what she did, what she said, I clung to my belief about Kacey Snyder based on the limited knowledge I had because I wanted to hate everything about this sport, the people in it, and everything they took from me.

But at every turn, she challenged me. She forced me to rethink the picture I’d painted of her.

And I didn’t want to rethink. I didn’t want to feel. I wanted to stay just as cold and harsh and predictable as the metal machinery I worked on. And just as lonely.

She stumbled into my well-oiled plan with a broken ankle, hair just as fiery as her personality, and a smile that sapped the strength from my anger, as she incited every part of me to revolt.

The parts that missed cars and racing.

The parts that told me whatever life I had left was only to make sure my niece was okay.

And the parts that wanted her somethin’ fierce—that craved her like an engine needs fuel or a body needs blood.

Forget the racing world, Kacey Snyder was craftin’ a goddamn revolution inside my body.

My body broke from its restraint. My desire broke from my reason. And something else… something else crashed against the confines I’d created for my life… something that whispered damned enticingly that I deserved more.

My head lifted from where I let it drop as the shower upstairs turned off. I’d been waiting for her to be done—waiting because I needed to finish what was started earlier.

Grunting, I shifted in my seat, my cock still semi-hard against my jeans. Damned traitor.

That wasn’t what needed to be finished.

My insufferable ass needed to apologize because I was wrong about her, and I’d been too stubborn to admit it.

Pulling my hands through my hair, I rose from the box I’d been resting on and walked over to the apartment door, knocking softly.

The shuffling above me stopped. Waiting. Questioning.

Air spilled into my lungs—into all the places in my chest I’d closed off for almost a decade, slowly but surely bringing them back to life.

I knocked louder.

A few seconds and distinctly weighted steps later, the door inched open. Bright green eyes surprised to see me.

“Garret?” she asked, cracking the door more to reveal her bare legs and the same long white tee she’d worn the other night. “What are you still doing here?” Her nose scrunched adorably at the question. “I thought you left.”

My eyes dragged over her. “Did ye?” I grumbled. “So then you always answer yer door fer strangers wearin’ nothing but a shirt?”

Her cheeks pinkened, making my dick throb even harder. Fire flashed in her gaze as she responded, “I said I thought you left. I never said I didn’t know who was knocking at my door.” She folded her arms under her breasts, pushing them up and on display, her nipples poking through the fabric of her shirt. “Renner’s truck wasn’t outside and if someone was breaking in, I don’t think they’d stop to knock on my door.” She paused and the color in her cheeks deepened as she added huskily, “And there’s only one other person with a key.”

“So, it’s just fer me then that you answer like this?” My voice was hoarse with desire.

She shifted her weight, the edge of her shirt riding high on her right thigh.

“Why are you here, Garret?”

I cleared my throat, my cock solid as a rock and wedged demandingly against the front of my jeans. “We should talk, lass.”

She regarded me for a second before nodding and stepping back from the door so I could follow her upstairs.

“How angry was Renner?” she asked over her shoulder.

Not as angry as my cock.

Her damp hair clung in thick ropes down her back, drawing my eye to the swell of her ass—and how, if I let her take just one more step ahead of me, I might get a glimpse of the temptingly soft flesh I’d felt earlier.

I grunted in response, forcing my eyes to my feet for a second.

“I’m making some grilled cheese. Do you want some?”

I looked up just in time to catch a glimpse of the bare curve of her ass. My fist reached out and gripped the railing, clinging to anything so I didn’t reach for her.

Her lips parted as she sucked in a breath, seeing how she’d tormented me.

“No. I’m fine,” I said through tight teeth and thankfully, she took determined steps into the kitchen, putting some space between the two of us.

I took a quick look around the apartment. Everything was open. No walls. All windows. No privacy.

No seclusion.

Good thing I hadn’t taken Voigt up on his offer.

Renner had mentioned it was available if I needed but between workin’ here and bein’ at the hospital, I was either sleepin’ in my truck or takin’ up the couch in Janet’s house.

I wandered over to the kitchen, making sure to hold my ground on the other side of the small island as Kacey pulled her dinner out of the toaster and set it on a paper towel.

Once again, I’d pegged her wrong.

Content with grilled cheese on a napkin.

For some reason, knowin’ she went to some fancy college and then decided to race made me view her as spoiled. A little rich girl who was playing dangerous games. But that was obviously my own prejudice against this sport and everyone in it.

“What is it?” she asked, noticing the way I looked at her.

I reached out and gripped the edge of the counter. “What happened, lass?”

Her eyes fell. “What do you mean?” she murmured before taking a bite of her food.

“What did Claire say that made you run, Kacey? That made you demand a drink?” he growled, inching closer. “I’m sorry for whatever it was. She might no’ get out much, but she’s damned fearless with that mouth of hers.”

I watched the unsteady flutter of her pulse against the slope of her neck. The way she subtly pushed the paper towel away as though she could push the question along with it.

“Nothing,” she said as she swallowed. “It’s fine.” The color in her cheeks deepened and spread—and I followed everywhere it touched.

“It’s no’ fine, lass.”

She chewed through a few more bites while I waited in silence. I didn’t know what to say, but I’d wait forever for her to feel comfortable enough to finally speak.

“Tell me.”

Balling up the napkin, she shook her head forcefully and turned away.

Before I could stop myself, I rounded the island. She wasn’t going to run from me. Not now.

“Dammit, Kacey.” I reached for her, hauling her to face me, her stricken eyes burrowing in my chest like a dull knife. “What did she do? It’s obviously no’ right what she—”

“No!” she cried out, surprising me. “No, it wasn’t her fault.”

Even with the dim lighting, the tears in the corners of her eyes flickered like twinkle lights, catching my attention—and wrenching on my heart.

“Kacey, lass, you have to tell me,” I rasped, my chest not having felt this raw since the day we told Claire she had cancer and would have to be staying in the hospital for a while.

And they shared the same expression—a fragile courage laced with unwavering determination.

The twinkle lights in her eyes dripped a few streams down her tinted cheeks. Her raw beauty, even when pained, was the most devastatin’ thing I’d ever beheld.

Seconds or maybe minutes ticked by, the only sound echoing the vast empty space was the callous skin of my fingers as they slid up the outsides of her arms, along the curve of her neck, landing gently on the sides of her face.

I knew her skin was made of silk because the roughness of my fingers always caught on it, like Velcro against silk, it latched onto all the soft cells and held on for dear life.

“Whatever it is, lass, ye can tell me,” I begged hoarsely, turning her face up to mine.

Another wave of twinkling tears slid underneath my fingertips as she sucked in a ragged breath, her shoulders slumping from the invisible weight they’d been carrying.

“She said I was brave, Garret,” Kacey confessed with a rush and bitter laugh.

I fought to keep my expression stable. I would’ve sworn brave was a compliment, but the look on her face said it was anything but.

“And yer not?” I clarified.

Her head shook forcefully.

“I don’t believe that,” I rasped, my thumbs working full-time to clear tears from her cheeks. “She thinks yer brave fer racing cars, lass. And ye are.”

“No!” She stepped back and shoved me away, her eyes filled with frenzied fire. “I’m not brave, Garret. I’m not brave because I’ve stayed silent.”

“What?” I gaped. “What are ye talkin’ about, Kacey?”

She stepped back as I stepped toward her, and the slight motion twisted the knife already wedged between my ribs. I just wanted to hold her, afraid she’d twist her beautiful face clear off her neck the way her head wouldn’t stop shaking.

“Tell me, lass. I’m beggin’ ye,” I drawled, my words pungently pleading.

Her shoulders shook with silent sobs as she spoke so softly I almost didn’t hear her. “He touched me.” She shuddered. “He touched me.”

My fist tightened. “I know he did. I saw him. That’s why I beat him, lass, because he was feckin’ scum fer—”

“No,” she broke in. “Not him, Garret.” Devastated eyes met mine. “Joey Puglisi…” My heart stopped. “He touched me at Daytona.”

Rage spread like a virus through my veins, infecting… mutating… making me sick with the violent urge for vengeance.

“What?”

She covered her mouth and continued to let her head drift from side to side, like a car trying to avoid dangerous debris.

Kacey was lost. Drowning in a truth I needed to know.

She winced when I cupped her cheeks, her head stopping partially turned into my left palm.

“Tell me what happened, lass,” I half-begged, half-demanded, closing the space between us. There was only so much tenderness I could show with the amount of anger coursing through my blood. I needed the truth. And I needed it now.

“I was going to walk away,” she began brokenly. “It was stupid—foolish for me to approach him. I knew he didn’t like me, but I-I couldn’t get over how he edged me out on purpose.”

Her eyes moved back and forth, reliving the memory as she spoke.

“He told me that was how the sport worked. He told me if I drove like a man I wouldn’t have had any problems. He told me I was being emotional.”

I gritted my teeth, hearing how my own words echoed those of that piece of shit.

Joey Puglisi was exactly the kind of self-righteous, self-centered cocksucker that drove me from this world.

“I went to walk away and he reached for me—for my shoulder. I thought I could handle whatever else he was going to say, I really did,” she went on hollowly. “But then he was close to me, whispering in my ear.” She shuddered. “He told me he knew why I was really there, and that if I wanted to take his dick for a drive, all I had to do was say the word.”

My jaw clenched so hard I thought it might crack.

“While he said that, he reached down in the small space between us where no one could see and grabbed my ass. And then, as he slid his fingers forward between my legs, toward my—he told me that a pretty girl like me belonged on his cock and not in the cockpit,” she spat the last out as though the words were poison, her breaths heaving now that the truth was out even in this small measure. “I saw red. I’ve never seen red before. And I panicked. I’ve never panicked before.” She sucked in a deep breath. “I drive cars at over two-hundred miles per hour, and I’ve never panicked, Garret. And I just turned and swung—I don’t even think I knew what I was doing as I was doing it. I just swung.”

Tears were streaming down her face now. Uninhibited. Unrestrained.

And though I hated that fucker with every vibrating inch of my being, I hated myself more.

I hated myself for my selfish cruelty.

“Christ, lass—”

“No,” she broke in. “You were right. I was emotional. I wasn’t thinking. There were better ways—”

“Goddammit, Kacey,” I swore. “I just beat the life out of three men because they insulted you—touched you. If ye think, knowin’ all this, that I still think ye were rash to take a swing at Puglisi, yer wrong, lass.”

I tipped her chin up in a motion that was rougher than it should’ve been. But that was who I was. Too rough. Too coarse. Too brash for something as fine as her.

Too infuriated to be gentle with anything.

Hardened from bein’ alone fer too long to know how to be soft.

“I wasna right, lass. I was angry,” I confessed harshly. “I was angry ‘bout bein’ back in this world. I saw the news and I judged ye—I judged ye through the lenses I left this world with, and it wasna right. It wasna fair. But most important, it wasna the truth.”

And what I said wasn’t enough.

Tears continued to spill down her face, dammed up inside her for so long, I had to wonder how many people knew the truth. I had to wonder why she’d chosen to bear this alone.

“I’m not brave, G. She said I was brave, and I’m not. I made a choice, and I chose to keep my mouth shut.”

My jaw tightened. She’d obviously already worked this all out in her head and I was just playing catch-up.

“It’s no’ brave that ye fought back? That ye leveled him good fer tryin’ ta touch ye?” I rasped, leading her with my words—giving her the stepping stones to speak whatever felt as though it were too insurmountable to say.

She tried to shake her head in my hands, but I refused to let it budge.

Kacey sucked in a long breath—the kind one takes after being underwater for too long. Or the kind one takes when you know you’re about to be submerged again.

“I…I don’t know.” Her voice grew unsteady. “After what happened on the track… after punching him… I could’ve told them what happened. It probably would’ve altered my suspension.” Her lip trembled. “But it would’ve changed everything.”

My lips drew together tightly. “I don’t understand.”

“Because you’re a man,” she replied softly… sadly. “In this world, I’m an outsider. I’m unwelcome. Unwanted. I’m already judged as being lesser—of less talent, of less skill. A novelty that’s not taken seriously. And this… to press charges… do I have to tell you the story that would’ve been written?”

“Kacey—”

She reached up and balled her fists into my shirt, twisting the fabric as though it could unfurl the knots inside her.

“They’ll say this is what I needed to do to get ahead. ‘When in doubt, just accuse your competitors of sexual assault to gain an advantage,’” she mocked bitterly. “They’ll say I was the one to use the gender card—the victim card.”

The wrench in my throat grew because I couldn’t argue with her. I saw the media react to her punching Puglisi—I’d believed it.

“But that’s not even the worst of it, G,” she went on. “If I spoke up, the narrative of my career would be carved in stone as the woman who accused the driver who caused her to crash with assault.” Sharp eyes sliced to mine. “It doesn’t matter that it’s the truth—it wouldn’t matter if it was proven. My career—my dream would’ve been forever marked as NASCAR’s woman driver who was assaulted. No matter how good I am. No matter what I do—what wins I have. Nothing will ever overshadow it.”

I wiped her tears away, afraid to take a breath if it might stop her confession—and keep this all bottled up inside.

“I thought about it. I thought about giving my side of the story especially when things got bad. But then, I had nightmares, Garret. Of the end of my career… ten—fifteen years down the line. I’d finish with a win. Complete satisfaction coursing through me. I’d take the trophy, turn to the press, and the first question I’d get was if my assault changed my career? If it contributed to my success?”

I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t fuckin’ imagine.

Actually, no. That was a lie. I could imagine because I’d seen somethin’ similar happen once before.

I’d seen a man’s reputation defined by a single accusation—and I’d watched it destroy him.

“It would define me—” She broke off with a small sob. “In the sickest twist of fate, it would define my career. I would become that girl. And worst of all, that disgusting pervert would define my dream without my consent.” She pressed closer, trying to escape herself. “And that, to me, would be the greatest assault of all.”

“Kacey—”

“I won’t, Garret. I won’t let him be the shadow forever clouding my dream,” she swore violently, and it was a gauntlet thrown, a flag dropped. A dare to defy her.

Silence beat almost as heavy as heartbeats in the moments that followed. Heavy with the truth. Heavy with desire.

She was warm and soft, brimming with an energy that looked to me to diffuse it.

“Then don’t, lass,” I growled, unwilling to let her think I disapproved of her choice—her impossible choice.

She trembled.

“At some point, they’ll forget about how I punched him,” she murmured. “They’ll never forget if I accuse him of groping me—they’ll never let me forget.”

My tongue lay like a mallet in my mouth, once a weapon now rested with dead weight, unable to find the words to comfort the woman who faced an impossible choice in an intolerant world.

“I know, Kacey,” I repeated. “I’m no tellin’ ya that yer wrong. These are no’ easy decisions.”

After what happened to my brother, I’d walked away from the job I loved—the world I loved—because I couldn’t escape what happened.

“How do I look Claire in the eyes and let her think I’m brave when I’ve chosen to stay silent? Am I selfish?” Her voice grew thready and weak. “Is it selfish to not want this—him to scar my future?”

“The most important thing is not lettin’ someone else have power over ye. And maybe fer most, stayin’ silent is givin’ a man that power—lettin’ em hold that weight over the future. But maybe fer you, speakin’ up gives him power—gives him a role in yer dream that he doesna deserve.” I let out a long sigh. “I heard ye tell Claire that courage isn’t the absence of fear… Maybe that’s how ye know yer being brave now.”

“Garret—” she began to protest.

“The only question ye need ta answer fer yerself is which choice gives ye the power over the situation? And if that’s speakin’ it, then we’ll call the news tomorrow. But if it’s not… if it’s leavin’ his name out of yer dream and out of yer legacy… if it’s drivin’ that damn car as fast as you fuckin’ can and bestin’ his pathetic arse out on that track and lettin’ that speak—scream—yer retribution, then that is how ye revolt lass.”

“You think I’m right?”

I grunted. The only way she could’ve been more right would’ve been to run that motherfucker over with her car. “Well, not fer nothin’, lass, but punchin’ that feckin’ asshole in his face isn’t quite what I would call ‘stayin’ silent’. Ye could’ve held back—let him touch what he wanted and walk away without a scene. Worse—ye could’ve listened to him and quit racin’ right then and there. But ye didn’t.”

Her breath caught as my words latched onto the fear inside her that she wasn’t enough and ate away at it. But it was her gaze as it skated over my features that arrested me—as though I was the first person to tell her she was still brave for the choice she’d made—to silence him on the track rather than in a courtroom.

“Sure, ye may have walked away with a punishment that coulda changed if ye came forward, but I canna argue with ye, Kacey. I canna argue that comin’ forward might’ve been winnin’ the battle but sacrificin’ the war.”

There were truths in this world that existed regardless of whether I wanted them to or not. One of those was that sexism was laced into the fabric of this industry. And whether it was blatant assault or subtle microaggressions, it was there and pathetically present.

“I canna tell ye whether what ye did was right or wrong, lass, but can tell ye that yer one of the bravest women I know.” I rubbed her tears away. “And I can tell ye that ye may not have spoken in the technical sense, but ye sure as hell haven’t stayed silent.”

I watched her process my words. Each furrow of her brow. Each flash of light in her eyes. Kacey Snyder had this admirable but tunnel-like determination. Somehow, she could do the right thing, but when she looked back at the situation, all she saw were all the ways it wasn’t enough—she wasn’t enough.

“I didn’t want you to think less of me,” she confessed softly with flushed cheeks and her plump lips parted, reddened from crying and our earlier kiss.

“I was wrong, lass,” I went on hoarsely. “I was wrong ta call ye emotional. I was wrong with how I wanted ta think about ye. But ye were so brazen and unexpected. Broke right through my guard before I even knew it happened and the only defense I had left was ta be cruel.” I grunted, my chest tightening. “I was wrong, Kacey, but fer nothin’ more so than fer wantin’ ye the way I do.”

Her eyes slid up to mine, but it wasn’t acceptance or relief I saw in those deep blue seas. It was desire.

“You’re not wrong about that,” she murmured, need darkening her eyes as she used her grip on my shirt to pull her face up to mine.

I grunted, my cock—my body—painfully hard and desperately aching for her. Every single inch of me throbbed, like an engine spiraling higher toward its breaking point just waiting for the second the car was thrown into gear to shoot forward.

Even as I fought it, my head drifted down to hers like a machine only made to do one thing.

Taste her. Touch her. Have her.

I shouldn’t.

I had no room in my life for wants—only for those who needed me.

I shouldn’t be allowed any wants… not when he was gone.

But with each breath I took, her fresh citrus-honey scent drugged my cells with need. Her body pressed to mine was like fuel dumping onto an uncontrolled fire. But it was her plea that broke me—that made me want everything I couldn’t have which was the only thing I wanted—her.

“Ye dinna know what yer askin’ fer, lass,” I growled, even as my mouth came within an inch of hers.

“Or maybe I’m not the only one who is afraid, Garret,” she countered softly, her lips tracing the words onto mine, taunting me with their tender truths. “Maybe you’re afraid, too, and it’s time for us both to be brave.”

My growl carved my rough response into the softness of her mouth as my lips crashed onto hers.

I couldn’t deny her.

I couldn’t deny what she incited in me.

Rich awe.

Raging desire.

Raw need for something more.

A complete revolution.
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Kacey

 

I DIDN’T NEED TO HEAR him say I’d made the right choice—though hearing it certainly settled something turbulent inside me.

I didn’t need to hear him apologize for how he’d treated me. I knew by now that Garret Gallagher was built of layers—of so many moving parts—that seeing his frustration burn out in my direction like molten rubber on the track was only a side effect of the power locked up inside him.

But what I did need was this—was his kiss.

I needed it like oxygen.

I needed it like speed.

Even though it didn’t fit into my dream, into my plan. In fact, it fought against every part of my life I thought I had figured out.

For years, all I could see was the track. All my heart wanted was to be behind the wheel.

But now, the only thing my heart craved was to be in his arms.

And the second his mouth reclaimed mine, my body surged to life.

Curling against him, my lip opened to let his tongue delve inside, spearing with mine. Each selfishly seeking to devour the other.

His hands cupped my face, angling it for better access to my mouth, and I felt his fingers slide from the tears that hadn’t even had a chance to dry on my cheeks. But that was how he and I worked. We were poured from the same mold. Fused in the same fires. We sought out speed and seven-thousand RPMs like it was life.

And this was no different.

“Do ye know what yer askin’ for, lass?” he growled again, a whispered warning into my mouth that neither of us could heed.

I sank my teeth into his lower lip and sucked hard, reveling in the way his lower body jerked against me, shoving the hard ridge of his cock into my stomach.

“You.” I peeled my stiff fingers from the fabric of his shirt, sliding them up around his shoulders to spear through his thick hair, curling the silk strands in my grip and tugging his mouth back to mine.

He was intoxicating like an acquired taste.

Like the finest scotch that many would cringe and push away, there was a rich bite to him. An aged taste that was harsh a first. Raw on my taste buds. Raw on my body. But as he lingered, he infused every cell before washing down smooth right into the deepest parts of me.

And I couldn’t stop grasping for more.

His hands, forced from my face as I pressed closer to him, skated down my sides, leaving tracks of goosebumps in their wake, until they settled on my ass.

A small moan slipped from my mouth to his at the feel of the tips of his fingers on the bare skin of my ass just below the edge of my shirt. With a low grunt, he brushed the barrier out of his way, sinking his grasp fully into the muscled swells of my ass.

“As ye wish,” he growled just before I found myself hiked up against him, his length wedged between my thighs.

Whimpering, I tried to rub against him—to get closer to the fire that would soothe my ache—as moisture soaked through my underwear, making them slide easily against the rough fabric of his pants.

Garret hissed, the pressure on his cock pleasurable to the point of pain, before he redoubled his attention on my mouth in a punishing kiss.

Next I knew, the warm grip on my ass was gone, replaced by the cool countertop of the kitchen island.

His mouth slid from mine, biting a path along my jaw and down my neck. Demanding fingers pulled my shirt up over my head, leaving me naked except for my underwear as I sat on the counter in front of him.

On display.

“Jesus Christ…” The words came out in a pained whoosh as his gaze dropped to my breasts, swollen and pink-tipped as they rose and fell with my unsteady breaths.

“Garret,” I pleaded when he continued to stare as though they were something remarkable. “They’re just breasts. I need you—”

I gasped as one hand snaked around my back and wound in my hair, tugging my head backward roughly to expose my neck and arch my chest toward him.

“When a man wants ta admire the most perfect tits he’s ever seen, ye don’t rush him, lass,” he said roughly into the corner of my neck, the heat of his breath, and the fire in his words, sending another drenching rush of desire between my legs.

I gulped—or tried to.

My nipples ached for his attention, so hard and gleaming red I was afraid the slightest touch would make my body disintegrate.

Air inched into my lungs, preparing for the onslaught of sensations I knew was coming. And when I felt the large warmth of his palm cup under my breast, the oxygen in my lungs evacuated and my eyes sprung wide open.

“This what ye want, lass?” he demanded roughly.

I wanted to nod but I couldn’t, my head still imprisoned by his grip on my hair.

“No,” I managed to moan, arching farther into his hold because it pushed my breast more firmly into his fingers. “More.”

His only response was a feral grunt before my back was bowed harder—to the point of pain. But the pain was eviscerated as he began to knead my swollen flesh. His grip was unyielding, my breast fitting completely in his grasp as he rubbed and plumped the tender flesh.

Meanwhile, his mouth licked and sucked with bruising force down the side of my neck, heading for my other breast.

The ache between my legs grew, but with him wedged between my thighs, I couldn’t rub them together nor rub myself against him to ease it.

The build-up was excruciating—like revving an engine closer and closer to the red.

I cried out as the roughened pads of his fingers skated to my nipple. Coarse skin against soft. Raw against tender. The sensations drove me wild and I tried to tip and tilt—anything to get closer. Anything to have more.

And when he began to tug and roll the taut peak, sparks flew in my vision, exploding like little bursts of fuel igniting.

His touch was rough and demanding—it was pleasure at two-hundred miles per hour. I couldn’t even cope with that sensation before I felt the wet velvet of his tongue marking the swell of my other breast.

“Garret, please,” I whimpered, unsure what I was begging for. I wanted more, but more was going to send me over the edge very quickly.

And I wanted him. I wanted the thickness I’d been pressed against to be inside me—needed it.

“Shh, lass,” he rumbled quietly against my skin, the softness of his voice belying the tension rippling through his body, like a spring about to pop.

Fierce lips closed over my nipple and sucked hard and my body lost it.

My hips flew off the counter and jammed into his erection, both of us crying out with pleasure.

“Christ.” His teeth bite into my nipple, punishing me even as he sought to reward me.

His hand released my hair to slide down between us. My mouth fell open in anticipation as I watched him work to free himself from his pants.

“Was hopin’ I might be able to get ye to the bed,” he grunted and winced as he pulled the long rod of his cock free. “But fuck, I need ta be inside ye.”

Oh, God.

The turgid length jutted out from a nest of hair that was just a shade deeper than that on his head. My mouth went dry, drinking in the sight of his thick cock, red and wrapped with veins all the way up to the blunt tip that beaded moisture. I wanted to touch him—grip him like he had me. I wanted to make him lose control.

I squeaked as both hands grabbed my hips and yanked me to the edge of the counter, a second later ripping my underwear to get them out of the way.

My breath stuck in my throat as he stared at my bare pussy.

“Fuck, Kacey,” he groaned, reaching down and wrapping a hand around his erection as his head tipped back, strain rippling through every muscle on his body. And then his gaze locked on mine. “I don’t do this… I don’t… fuck. I don’t have a condom.”

My chest caved, blurting out with almost embarrassed eagerness, “I’m on the pill, Garret.”

Brimstone flared in his eyes as he released himself, his cock bobbing and growing impossibly thicker.

Splaying a hand on my stomach possessively, he slid it down to the apex of my thighs. Taking his thumb and forefinger, he spread my slit wide and I balked, shuddering as the cool air rushed over my swollen clit.

“Then tell me, lass,” he said with a low, gravelly voice. “How am I supposed to fit my cock inside this tiny cunt?”

I whimpered, need rubbing each and every one of my cells raw.

I could hardly feel my tongue—I could hardly feel anything except where he touched me—yet I heard myself challenge, “You’re the mechanic, G.” My voice was laden with desire. “You tell me.”

His lip curled with a vicious growl before I was yanked to the edge of the counter, my mind barely having a second to register the sensation of the head of his cock burrowing into my slit before he was inside me.

Painfully.

Pleasurably.

Completely.

And it was everything my body needed.

“Fuck…” With a long groan, he tipped over me, harsh breaths ravaging waves of heat against my skin. One hand gripped my chin, forcing my head to the side as he pressed his lips close to my ear. “Ye don’t call me that when I’m about ta be inside ye, understood?” I shuddered at the command. “Ye call me Garret when I’m buried deep in yer sweet cunt.”

“Got it,” I murmured with a wiggle of my hips, desire revving at the limit in my body and I needed him to take me higher.

He hissed and lifted himself to capture my gaze. “I want to be gentle with ye, lass, but ye won’t let me.”

I dragged my tongue over my lips, feeling him swell larger inside me, pressing my sensitive walls even wider as my body soaked him with my desire.

“You don’t want to be gentle with me,” I countered with trembling words. “You’re just frustrated because I don’t want you to be gentle with me either.” Biting my lip, I flexed my inner muscles around his cock causing him to jerk involuntarily against me. “Please, Garret.”

His name had always been something between us. An intimacy he hadn’t wanted to share at the start and was now a commandment as he ravished my body.

His restraint was abandoned with a violent curse.

With one hand anchoring my waist and the other imprisoning my breast, he began to thrust into me with abandon.

The strokes were long because he was long. And they were rough because we needed them to be.

My nails scraped against the counter, wishing I had something to grab onto as he shoved into me over and over again. Each thrust sliding in easier and faster than the last as my body gushed around him.

I’d never had sex like this.

I’d gone on the pill to help keep things under control with racing. Before that, I’d never had unprotected sex.

But this… the feel of raw slick sliding against my clenching muscles, the press of the smooth tip against my womb with each thrust… my body trembled as it pushed me to my limit.

I wanted to come but I wanted to watch him more.

The cords of his neck tightening, the sheen of sweat on his chest, the flex of his abs with each rough movement… it was beauty and power all wrapped into one man, and the sight spiraled me higher.

“Garret,” I whimpered, gasping for air as I felt my orgasm rushing toward me.

“Oh, yer gonna be louder than that, Kacey,” he growled with a low lilt on my name. “Ye feel my fingers, all rough on yer perfect skin?” I shivered, feeling his coarse touch everywhere even though I knew it wasn’t physically possible. “Ye feel my cock buried deep inside ye?” His hips slapped into mine, the sound a dominating crack of desire echoing through my bones as he sunk deep once more. “I know ye do. Christ, I feel yer tight little pussy squeezin’ me so fuckin’ fierce, lass. Like she canna decide whether she wants ta choke the life from me or coax my cock inta lettin’ her come.”

I gasped, pleasure coursing hotly through my veins, his words magnifying each drive of his cock and exploding with a burst of pleasure each time he angled so deep and hit the elusive, exquisite spot inside me.

“Oh, God,” I cried out, his thick head pushing on my G—fuck. “Garret!”

It was his. It was his spot. His toy. His button to push.

And each time it caused my sex to gush and suction around him, begging wordlessly for more.

His machined grunts were low and steady, timed perfectly with each ragged thrust. “I’m goin’ ta make ye scream, lass,” he swore roughly. “Louder than the engines I build.”

His words were dirty. Dirty like his job. Dirty like his clothes. Dirty like his hands. Dirty like I wanted. But dirty was just a disguise. It was a qualifier before the real race. It gave me a taste of what was going to come.

What I really needed—what I didn’t need to beg for—was the way his hand moved from my hip, letting mine lift and grind freely into each spear of his cock. What I really needed was the way he pinched my nipple at the same time as his fingers found the swollen, burning bud of my clit and demanded my orgasm from it. Not coaxed. Not teased. Drove.

“Yer goin’ ta come fer me like a good lass,” he demanded roughly and squeezed.

No hesitation.

No mercy.

He drove my orgasm from my body with a jolt of pure pleasure.

My body spun out of control as I screamed. My heart rocketed well-beyond seven-thousand rpms as my vision went black.

Pleasure exploded in each one of my cells, like a million miniature lightning bolts all striking my skin at the same time, heat and electricity radiated through me as my pussy spasmed violently with release.

Just like everything else about him, the orgasm he wrought was painfully raw. It dragged me beyond my limit with the unyielding pull of an engine. Forward. Faster. Harder.

In the midst of it all—my body fragmenting into a thousand perfect pieces—I watched him.

I watched him slam into me with nothing holding him back. I forgot about breathing as I watched his muscles begin to seize with the start of his release. And, as my sex cinched with hard, unpracticed pulses, the hot length of him split me even wider and pushed even deeper.

His gaze snapped to mine for a single, soul-shattering second. A second that said this was nothing he’d planned on but everything he’d kill to keep.

A second that made my heart misfire with the wave of emotion it caused.

And then his eyes squeezed shut, his head dropping back as he lodged completely inside me and his orgasm ripped from him. Like a wild animal, a roar exploded from his lips as the heavy pulse of his cock flooded my sex with hot cum.

Minutes passed where the only movement was his body emptying into mine. Where the only sound was the tumbled breaths that tipped from our lips, our bodies desperately trying to find their way back down to a steady idle.

It was the twitch of his fingers I felt first. The subtle hold on my breast tightened both instinctively and possessively and a shiver washed over me.

“Garret,” I murmured his name, peeling my eyes open slowly to see him staring down at me once more.

Intensely.

Reverently.

Still filled with longing.

His thumb brushed gently over my nipple. “No’ tonight, lass.” He tenderly squeezed my breast once more, as though he needed something to hold onto, before his hands slid to my hips and he stepped back.

I sucked in a small breath as he slid out of me, reaching behind him for a paper towel. I pushed myself up, watching as he wiped himself and then the small pool of cum on the kitchen floor.

Soaking another piece with warm water, he turned to clean me and I bit my lower lip to stop a small moan from escaping.

Swallowing over the lump in my throat, I couldn’t stop myself from trying again. “I didn’t mean for this—”

He rose up and cupped a hand behind my neck, cutting me off with the seal of his mouth over mine.

“No’ tonight, Kacey.”

I searched his eyes, wishing I knew what demons he was wrestling with.

Aside from the ones that whispered sleeping with his driver wasn’t a good idea.

“Okay,” I acquiesced with a small nod, my tongue darting out to lick along the tight line of his lips, determined to lick them loose.

“Yer goin’ ta be the death of me,” he rasped low, a grunt closing off the assertion as he tore his mouth away from mine and lifted me into his arms, carrying me over to the bed. “A fine thanks to a man who was willin’ an’ on the way ta killin’ a man earlier fer ye.”

A small smile toyed on my lips as I curled against his chest, my eyes drifting closer to shut. I tried to keep them open, but the wave of exhaustion cresting impossibly high with everything that had happened over the last few hours was starting to crash relentlessly against me.

I blinked and caught the blue sparks of his eyes. The red in his hair.

I took a long, settling breath and inhaled the earthy musk of his skin—man and lust bonding into something that stuck in my nostrils and buried in my brain.

For a brief flash of a moment as darkness wrapped around me, I felt the inkling that whatever this was between us was more than any race. More than Daytona. More than Indy. It was my future, but not in any way that I’d ever imagined it.

Garret slid us under the covers, keeping me tight to his chest. Whatever he worried about wasn’t enough to keep him from staying. And that relief let sleep overcome me with a single lingering thought following me into my dreams.

Tonight was a night I’d never forget.
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Garret

 

I JOLTED AWAKE WITH A wince, like coming up for air after being underwater too long.

The soft, warm weight curled against me shifted slightly. A sea of red covered my chest, a small, strong hand resting on top of it. My eyes locked on her face—peaceful and pristine resting on my chest—and I couldn’t look away.

Am I a coward for not speaking up?

My gut clenched, her heartbroken confession from last night overwhelming me just as much as the feel of her body so close to mine.

It was a testament to the judgment of the world—and to its prejudice—that a woman who’d physically retaliated against her assaulter would question whether she was still the victim.

And for the first time, I saw the Kacey Snyder no one else saw.

I saw the Kacey Snyder who was as equally afraid she didn’t belong as she was determined to prove that she did.

In spite of my harshness. My callousness. My attempts to push her away. She opened up to me. She gave me pieces of herself I didn’t deserve, and she gave me a night that changed everything for me.

She was the air.

She was the breath I’d come up for after trying to drown myself in my past for years.

And that oxygen brought back to life parts of me that hadn’t beat for a long time—parts I swore died right along with my brother.

A soft mewl escaped as she arched against me. I could feel the hard tips of her tits against my side, the heat of her pussy along my leg, and I wanted her again with a force that couldn’t be satisfied. Not after one night.

Not after one month.

Not after one lifetime.

Swallowing my groan, I looked around for a clock, needing to know what kind of time I had to fuck her before I had to be at the hospital. I was usually there by eight since Claire was an early riser.

I pushed up on my elbows, carefully sliding Kacey’s warm weight onto her pillow. The light coming through the inescapable windows was a harsh hint that it wasn’t as early as I hoped, and I didn’t have as much time as my ravenous desire wanted.

I never slept late.

I hardly ever slept.

And that’s when I heard it—the soft but insistent buzzing in my jeans.

Shit.

Taking care not to wake her, I stood, struggling to stop my eyes from sliding back to the way her naked form curled closer to where I’d been, still searching for me in her sleep.

Reaching down, I fisted my solid cock. My rough exhale flared my nostrils, need rocketing through my body once again.

God.

She shifted again, the sheet dipping below one pert pink nipple, and my balls seized.

“Fuck,” I swore, trying—and failing—to recall the last time I’d fucked anything, including my hand.

A dangerously long time ago.

Dangerous because I felt like an addict after one hit—one night with her. Dangerous because I wanted to forget everything else just to see how long she’d let me keep her in the bed with my cock buried in her tight cunt.

The buzzing began a second time.

“Christ.” Letting go of my dick, I stalked over to where my jeans lay on the floor, digging roughly through the pockets for the damned device.

It wasn’t the second call.

I recoiled in shock for a moment. Twelve missed calls from Janet. Twelve. And three voicemails. And it was almost nine-fuckin’-thirty.

Fuck.

Cursing myself with every foul name I could think of, I yanked on my clothes, desperate to get to the hospital. If something happened to Claire… if something was wrong.

Whatever hint of life one night with Kacey had forced into my lungs evacuated through the gaping hole in my chest that fear and failure had blown open.

My body shook as I grabbed my things and bolted downstairs, telling myself the drowsy, hurt voice calling my name was only a figment of my imagination.
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“Garret! Where have you been?” Janet hissed, wincing and frantic as she approached.

“Shit. I know. I know.” I drove a hand through my hair. “What’s wrong? Is she okay?”

My almost sister-in-law pressed a hand to her forehead before wiping a tear from her eye, leading the way over to Claire’s room.

“It was bad this morning, G,” she went on tremulously. “After her treatment, she couldn’t keep anything down. It knocked the life right out of her, and the worst part about it was she knew it. She knew it and she couldn’t stop crying.”

Her frail shoulder shook with sobs she tried to hold onto.

“Christ.”

What have I done?

One thing. Claire was my one thing—the one thing left of my brother, and the one thing that gave my life purpose.

If I could beat the shit out of myself like I had those men I would have.

“She kept asking for you because you weren’t here. It was the first time you haven’t been here when she thought you were going to be, G.” Her words were pained. She wasn’t reprimanding me, but neither was she holding back the truth. “She thought it was her fault, Garret. She thought you gave up on her.”

A truth that took the wind right out of me.

I’d failed Claire. I hadn’t been there when she needed me. And in doing so, I’d failed Danny. My brother who deserved to live—who deserved this life and to see his daughter.

And I’d been too goddamn distracted getting my cock wet to focus on the most—the only important thing.

“Fuck.” My fingers yanked on my hair, wishing I could pull all thoughts—all memory of Kacey from my mind.

Last night was a mistake. Unconscionable. Unforgivable. Unrepeatable.

Kacey made me want things I shouldn’t and made me forget things I couldn’t.

I hadn’t forgotten Claire, I’d just slept for the first time in months.

I shoved the useless thought away. It didn’t matter. Claire was my top priority—my only priority. And if I wasn’t working to pay for the treatment she needed, to provide for the life she deserved to live, then I needed to be here with her for moments exactly like the one I’d missed this morning—ones when she needed me.

“I’m so feckin’ sorry, Janet. Christ. I’m such an idiot,” I bit out, my body vibrating with tension.

It didn’t matter how I felt about Kacey, nor how I wanted her.

This little girl came first. Always.

And listening to my cock, and a million other body parts that beat only when Kacey was around, wasn’t fair to Claire and it wasn’t fair to Kacey. One of them had my all—needed my all—and the other deserved more than my nothing.

“Is she alright?”

“She’s sleeping,” Janet told me, resting her hand on my arm to stop me from entering the room. “They gave her just a little something to help with the pain and, after how upset she was, she went right to sleep.”

Fuck.

“Are they sure she’s okay? She’s been on the new drugs—the stronger mix for a few days now. How could it…”

“The doctors think that it took her body a few days to react to the new levels. Either that or something else threw off her system.” She folded her arms, rubbing the sides unconsciously.

“What is it?” My eyes narrowed.

“I think she wasn’t feeling well for the first time, and it scared her.” She met my eyes. “And when you weren’t here, she worked herself up and that is what really made it worse.”

Nothing about what she said or how she said it was harsh. It wasn’t critical or judgmental. It was just the truth. And it was so crystal-cut, it severed right through the last beats of my heart that begged to let it live a little for Kacey. For myself.

“What did she say? What did ye tell her?” I asked through clenched teeth.

“I didn’t know what to say, G. I didn’t know where you were,” she stammered. “Of course, I told her you probably got so busy working on the race car, but you know how she is. ‘But he’s never done that before.’” Janet mimicked Claire’s small voice.

My head fell, wondering if the weight on my shoulders had ever been this heavy. “Christ.”

There was a beat of silence. “Where were you?”

Shame washed down my back, ice-cold and penetrating. “I fell asleep at the shop. Haven’t been getting much of it, and it just caught up with me.”

It wasn’t a lie, but I definitely couldn’t tell her the reason I slept was because I’d fucked Kacey—and fucked myself right into a coma.

She’d calmed the beast inside me. The one who hated the world for the unfairness it brought on my brother and my niece. The one who hated himself for being the one who survived it all.

I fucked her and I felt at peace, and so I slept. And when I woke overnight, she was still there. She hadn’t left me. And so, half-asleep, I fucked her again. And again.

Grunting, I shifted my weight, adjusting the uncomfortable tightness of my jeans over my cock.

And I was still fuckin’ ravenous for her.

“I’m sorry,” I rasped, planting my hands on either side of the doorframe and staring into Claire’s room, watching her tired little body sleep with perfect stillness.

“It’s okay, G.” She gently patted me on the back to reassure me. “Claire will be fine. I just… I was just worried when you weren’t here and didn’t answer. It’s not like you.”

I knew that. It wasn’t like me to think of anything except my niece. To do anything except things for her.

It wasn’t like me to think of myself—to want something for myself.

And Kacey Snyder? I swallowed a groan.

I wanted her touch. Her kiss. Her body.

I wanted each breath that sank into her lungs and each word that left her lips.

I wanted the strength in her soul, and the selfless subservience of desire.

I didn’t just want her for myself.

I wanted to consume her, and to let her consume me.

I wanted her.

And that was exactly why last night could never happen again.

“I’ll stay until she wakes up,” I replied tightly.

Janet’s gaze narrowed on me. “What about work and the car?”

“Nothing else matters,” I swore. “I’ll deal with them tonight. I shouldn’t need sleep for a few days now anyway.”

Crossing her arms, she took a seat on the chair just outside the door; it was obvious she was still recovering from her fibromyalgia attack yesterday, but I’d never seen her stay away from the hospital for more than one day when the pain was the worst.

“Don’t overdo it, G,” she pleaded.

“I’ll be fine,” I told her. “I need to be here when she wakes up.”

Her small sigh was eaten up by two nurses in low conversation with one another as they rolled a cart full of machinery by us and into the room next to Claire’s.

“She told me that you brought her favorite race car driver to meet her yesterday.” I heard the smile in her voice.

“Miss Snyder did come to see her.” But I wasn’t the one who brought her. “She had a good time.”

Janet regarded me curiously. “I called her last night right before bed, and I don’t know that I’ve ever heard her so happy—so hopeful.”

I cleared my throat. If only Claire’s body was as prone to health as her soul was prone to hope.

“Will she come back?”

I flinched. “I’m not sure.” Especially right now.

“Well, I know she’d love to see her again. If it’s possible.”

My angry breath fogged a small patch of the window. I couldn’t look at Janet. Only Claire, laying there, sleeping.

I wondered if she was dreaming about where I was. If she was worried.

“I don’t know if it is,” I grunted.

“Really?” Glancing over, I caught the arch in her eyebrow. “I’m not like Claire, G. I do get outside these white walls every so often, and I’ve seen the papers.” She paused, eyeing me as though waiting for me to admit to it before finally giving up and continuing, “I know she’s the driver. I know she’s driving your car.”

I pushed away from the window of the door and folded my arms, hesitant to continue this conversation but with nowhere else to go.

“And?” I returned. “Doesn’t mean she’s my employee. Doesn’t mean I can just direct her here. We both work for Voigt.”

“Right, but you work with her. Surely, you can ask.” Her brow furrowed.

I grunted in response.

“G?” She regarded me with curiosity. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” I snapped too harshly, biting my tongue and dropping my gaze in regret. “Nothing,” I repeated more calmly, adding, “I should go call Voigt. He’s goin’ ta wonder what happened ta me.”

As I walked by, she reached for my arm, slowing my steps.

“It’s okay to have a little bit of a life, Garret,” she said softly. “He would want—”

“No,” I bit out, my teeth locked together. “No, it’s not okay, Janet. It’s not fuckin’ okay, and this”—I pointed to the floor at my feet—“this right here is the reason.” I wiped a hand over my mouth. “I dinna deserve it. She deserves everything I’ve got—every piece o’ me.”

“And would she want to know what you’ve sacrificed—what you’re willing to sacrifice to give her that?” There was a force to her voice I hadn’t heard.

Pulling my arm away with a low growl, I stalked down the hall toward the stairwell to the cafeteria to call Voigt and grab a few cookies—anything to help make up for my absence this morning.

Even though I was focused on two tasks for two separate people, my mind continued to drift back to the soft curves and warm smile of the woman I’d left this morning.

The woman who wouldn’t get an explanation for my absence.

The woman who deserved far more than the little I had to give.

And it would be easier to make her hate me again than to let her cling to one night with the hopes it might become more.
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“Uncle G.”

It took everything in me not to double over at the weak voice who called my name. Groggily, Claire focused on me with her best attempt at a tired smile as I followed her mother into the room.

I’d never heard her sound so weak. So wounded.

“Hey, Bear,” I rasped, immediately presenting my peace offering and my excuse. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here this morning. I was sleepin’ like a log.”

Her tiny eyebrows crinkled. “A log?”

“It’s a sayin’,” I tried to explain. “It just means I fell asleep real deep and didn’t wake up when I should’ve.”

“Oh,” she murmured.

Pain seared through my chest. “But I’m here now, and you’re awake.”

“Was I sleeping long?” Her eyes peering behind me to the wall.

“A few hours,” I replied, though she’d napped well into the afternoon.

“Oh no!” She gripped her teddy bear tighter to her. “I slept like a log, too!”

I chuckled with a shake of my head. “That’s alright. You needed it.”

Her lip trembled. “Uncle G.” Big fat tears welled in her eyes and my heart broke.

“Hey.” I sat on the bed and reached for her hand, carefully wrapping it in mine. “It’s alright, Little Bear. Ye just needed some extra sleep is all.”

“No.” This time her head found the strength to shake. “Did I… did I miss her?”

My head tipped to the side. “Miss who?” I looked to Janet, who shrugged.

“Did I miss Kacey?” she blurted out, reaching up a hand that was covered with tags and tubes to adjust her cap that had dislodged from her movements. “Did she come back while I was sleeping? S-she said she would. I-I asked her t-to-o. A-and-d n-now I-I w-w-was—” Her lip quivered so badly she couldn’t even finish.

“No, Bear,” I quickly assured her. “Ye didn’t miss her, I promise. She didna come today.”

And just as quickly as my answer eased her panic, did worry crease her expression. “She didn’t?” Her lips turned down. “Is she not coming back? She said she would…”

“Then I’m sure she will, Bear,” I assured her, hoping Kacey wouldn’t punish my niece for what happened between us. No, I knew she wouldn’t. I knew she’d keep her word to Claire, and that made what I had to do even worse.

But in the long run it would be for the best.

Like the drugs that ripped the life from the little girl sitting in front of me with wide, hopeful eyes. They hurt her and tore her apart, but in the end, they would, hopefully, spare her from something that could completely destroy her.

And if I continued to follow how I felt about Kacey, it would destroy her, too.

“Will you ask her when she’s coming back?” Claire yawned. “I don’t want to miss her.”

My eyes widened before sending Janet a glance.

“Mom looked her up. She said she’s driving your car, Uncle G.” From the look on her face, I knew what question was coming next before her tiny voice asked, “Why didn’t you tell me you were building her car?”

I let out a long exhale, wondering how to explain to a seven-year-old a painful amount of desire which necessitated separation.

“I wasna very nice to her when we met. I didna want ta get yer hopes up.”

“Oh.” Her eyes dropped to her bear, rearranging his arms. “Did you apologize?”

I cleared my throat. “Sort of.”

“So, you’re friends now?” she demanded, with childlike expectation.

“Sort of,” I repeated gruffly.

“You can’t sort of be friends, Uncle G,” she scolded me. “Does she like you?”

Images unsuitable for my current situation flashed through my mind. “Yes.”

“And you like her?”

I cleared my throat and shifted my seat on the edge of her bed. “Yes.”

Like didn’t even begin to cover it.

“Then you’re friends,” she proclaimed with the biggest smile I’d seen yet this afternoon, so I didn’t contradict her. Not when the simplicity of her deduction made her happy. “Then you can ask her for me.”

I sighed and nodded. “I can ask fer ye,” I told her. “But now that yer done bein’ a little log, how about a cookie? Or am I ta eat these all myself?”

Her head wobbled, and she reached out for the treats in my hand.

Claire was my priority; I’d have to worry about Kacey later.

But even though my decision was made, even though my reasoning clear-cut, it didn’t stop my mind from drifting back to the gorgeous redhead and every ounce of hope pooled in her eyes.

Hope for a life I couldn’t have.
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Kacey

 

THE WAY I LUNGED OVER the counter to reach my phone when it buzzed was embarrassing.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Kace, what’s up?” Gwen’s voice answered cheerily. “Are we still on for lunch?”

This morning had been a series of unfortunate events.

The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes this morning was Garret bolting down the apartment stairs as though his life depended on it.

No word.

No explanation.

Nothing except a string of curses that overtook his footsteps as he fled the apartment—ran from me.

I knew I wasn’t all peaches and sunshine last night, but hell…. And the sex… even now, I flushed.

I’d already checked several times this morning to make sure all my limbs were back in their proper places. They were. Though I was glad I didn’t have to climb into a car today because I was sore in places definitely required for sitting.

Rationally, I knew whatever it was, didn’t have to do with me. If it did, Garret Gallagher would’ve said it to my face. Or at the very least, grunted it. Still, I worried that somehow the consequences would be mine to bear.

And that was when it hit me that something might’ve happened to Claire, and I panicked.

First, I called Gwen, but, like usual, it went straight to voicemail. Only after I hung up did I remember that it was Friday—and we were meeting for coffee and brunch right after her shift.

I tried to stay calm. I showered. I got dressed. I made some instant oatmeal. I did not run to the window when I heard a truck pull up only to realize it was Renner.

And that when my phone rang—prompting my NFL-worthy leap across the coffee table to grab my phone.

“Yeah! Sorry,” I mumbled, pressing my hand to my forehead and feeling awkward for what I was about to ask. “I wasn’t thinking when I called earlier that I could just ask when I see you, but did you see Claire this morning?”

“It’s okay. Yeah, she’s always on my morning rounds.”

“Was Garret—Mr. Gallagher there by any chance?” I bit my lip.

“Oh.” She paused and my heart stuttered. “Sorry, I just had to think for a minute because now that you mention it, he wasn’t, and he usually is.”

“I see.”

“I was there pretty early, so I’m not sure if he came after I left which was around eight-thirty. But it’s strange you bring it up because Mr. Gallagher is always there first thing in the morning for her.”

Always. Except today. Because of me.

“Okay.” So much for that lead—Gwen had left before Garret and I had even woken up.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. Just work stuff.” I squeaked. “He’s the mechanic for my team. I just wanted to talk to him… about the car. But he’s not here. And then I was worried about Claire. And—”

Shut up, Kacey.

“Oh, gotcha. He mentioned you worked together the other day,” Gwen replied slowly. “I wish I could help more, but I didn’t see him this morning.”

“It’s fine!” And now, I sounded way too enthusiastic. Great. “Sorry, I just thought I’d check, but you know what? My boss just got here, so I’ll ask him, and then I’ll see you downtown within the hour?”

“Perfect! I reserved us a table at the Wise Bean.” I could hear her smile again. “See you soon!”

It only took me a few minutes after hanging up to toss on a dark pair of jeans and a loose white top that I’d found buried among the clothes I asked my dad to send—obviously my mother’s doing. It had spaghetti straps and an embroidered summer design with small clusters of colorful flowers sewn all over it. It was cute—no question. It was also something she would get for me because I wouldn’t even stop to look twice at it.

“Renner?” I called as I approached his office door, catching the familiar ruffle of papers at my approach.

“What do you need, girl?” He didn’t even look up, though the adjustment of his glasses on his face was the kind of welcome I was used to now after several weeks.

“Have you heard from Garret?” It was worth a shot.

His gaze flashed to me for a split-second. “No.” His attention and his pen returned to his notes before pausing again. “But he’s never here this early.”

This time, his eyes lingered with speculation, and I felt my cheeks flushing.

“Right.” My chin jerked in a nod. “Of course. I forgot.”

I spun toward the door.

“Miss Snyder?”

“Yeah?” I half-turned when he didn’t reply right away.

“I have three phone interviews set up for you next week. One with Women’s Health.”

“Sounds great! I’ve got a meeting now, but I’ll be back in a little!” I told him and bolted. If nothing else, the fact I told him that more interviews sounded great was the most glaring indicator that something was off.

Thankfully, unless it affected the car or the race, Renner wasn’t the type to ask.

Unfortunately, as I slid into the back of the cab I’d called, I was afraid what Garret and I had—what we’d done—affected everything.
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It might be hard to wrangle Gwen into brunch and coffee with her work schedule—and workaholic personality—but when she did have time, she was early and ready and waiting by the time I walked through the front door of the Wise Bean.

“I’m so happy we are doing this!” The tall brunette stood and wrapped me in a warm hug like she had the morning we met for coffee at the hospital before she’d taken me around the floors.

Today though, the only thing similar between nurse-Gwen and friend-Gwen was her brilliant smile—the one that earned her the celebrity doppelgänger of Julia Roberts while we were in college.

Her long mahogany hair hung in thick waves over her back and shoulders instead of being pulled and bunned up on the top of her head and out of her way. She had on white jeans and an off-the-shoulder baby blue top paired with a wide embroidered brown belt. The ensemble transformed her from the hospital-standard, formless navy scrubs.

“You look great,” I told her as we sat down at the small round table near the center of the bustling coffee bar and café.

“So, do you, Kace—and don’t let it fool you,” she said wryly as we took a seat. “This is the only outfit I own outside of scrubs, and it was on a mannikin in the window at the mall, so that’s the only reason I know it’s stylish.”

“I don’t believe that.” I laughed and took a look at the menu. “You were always the most stylish one in school.”

“That was a long time ago.” Her head shook, and she tucked a strand of hair back behind her ear to keep it at bay. “So, everything is amazing here, but I always go for the avocado toast. It has cherry tomatoes and pickled red onions on top and—” She broke off with a hungry groan. “It’s amazing.”

“Perfect. I’m sold.” Closing the menu, I struggled to focus on, I set it to the side.

The waitress stopped by to take our orders and clear the menus from the table, and I took a moment to admire the exposed red-brick walls inside the building. Bright white molding, lights, and trim gave the coffee shop a fresh and sophisticated atmosphere, but the filled seats and steady flow of patrons in and out through the door indicated they didn’t take themselves too seriously for it—still providing delicious food and coffee to keep people coming back.

“Did you find him?”

I flinched, my attention snapping back to my friend. “Find who?”

“Mr. Gallagher.”

I quickly shook my head. “No. But it’s okay. I’ll just talk to him later.” After I figured out how to stop thinking about him

We were interrupted as the waitress brought over our iced lattes.

Warm brown eyes settled on me over the edge of her cup in a look I hadn’t seen since senior year.

“You work together?” Her head tilted to the side with curiosity.

I nodded, trying to swallow over the lump in my throat. “Yeah. Mechanic. Driver. On the same team. Co-workers.” I shrugged and tried to play it off as I let the first taste of coffee linger on my tongue.

“You know what your face reminds me of?”

“Do I want to know?”

“Senior year biochemistry. Mr. Bernard called you out for being late to our midterm.”

I blanched, recalling the almost-disastrous moment; Mr. Bernard absolutely hated tardiness. “Oh God. He was such a stickler. But as soon as I told him—”

“You had car trouble,” she finished for me. “That you were in an accident.”

“Yeah.”

Her eyes narrowed. “But you left out that your car trouble that led to your accident was all during a race!”

I bit my lip and chuckled, nodding guiltily. I’d been set to run a local race—one of the biggest in the area—but it rained the Sunday it was supposed to happen, so they pushed the race to the following Friday morning.

“Well, biochemistry was in the afternoon. I didn’t think I would have a problem.” Until there was a small crash, and I ended up a half-an-hour late to a midterm that was one-half of my grade for the course.

“Yes, well, your face right now—when you just told me that you work with Mr. Gallagher—is the same one you had when you told him about your ‘car trouble,’” she drawled and instantly I saw how I’d walked right into this trap. “So, even though I know it’s the truth… I know it’s not the whole truth.” She grinned. “So, spill.”

I flushed, taking a slow sip of my coffee as I processed what to tell her—and I was going to tell her.

There are some friends that, no matter the time or distance spent apart, it only takes seconds to return to the easy and open familiarity that existed before the separation.

Gwen was one of those friends.

Gwen was one of those people.

And it was why she was a damn good nurse. She made it safe and easy to confide in her—to admit to being vulnerable.

“I don’t even know what the truth is,” I blurted out with a groan.

The waitress returned then with our avocado toast, and Gwen waited patiently—silently—until I was ready to continue.

“There’s a thing. We have a thing,” I mumbled. “Or I thought we did.”

She gasped and smiled. “Oo! This is so exciting.” I rolled my eyes at her. “I’m sorry. But I basically don’t have a life outside of my job, so please let me enjoy living vicariously through you for just a few minutes.”

“I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” I warned. “I wasn’t supposed to have a life outside the driver’s seat, so unless you want to vicariously experience this train wreck, I’d proceed with caution.”

“Well, not that I make a habit of checking out the family of my patients, but Mr. Gallagher is certainly a tall drink of water.” She wagged her eyebrows.

“More like a tall drink of whiskey. Strong. Acerbic. Bitter—” I winced when I caught her eyes widen along with her grin.

“Sounds like someone’s already drunk on him.” She played along.

I shot her a glare before burying my head in my hands. “I don’t know what happened. One minute, we definitely hate each other. The next, he’s defending me—fighting for me—literally—and the next, I’m blurting out about what happened at Daytona and then we’re kissing.”

Her cup clattered into its saucer and I jerked back to the moment and the avalanche of facts I’d just sent spilling down on her without warning.

“Okay, I know I live under a rock at the hospital and all, but what happened at Daytona? And what do you mean fighting for you?”

I blamed Garret for this. I blamed the man for crashing through the walls I’d built and leaving a gaping hole for anyone else to follow him. At least Gwen wore her heart on her sleeve…and with that look in her eyes, she wasn’t going to let me leave before I let her shoulder the burden of my struggles, too.

“I punched another driver because he groped me, and that’s why they booted me from the season.” I thought it would be another shock to my system to say the words again. Another shock of weakness, admitting that something like that had happened to me.

But the only shock I felt was at how easily the whole story spilled out of me over the next few minutes. I tried not to believe it was because of Garret, too—because of what he’d said… because of what he’d told me.

But that was a lie.

He hadn’t changed the way I thought about myself. He hadn’t changed the decisions I made or whether I’d make the same ones again. But he had stoked a fire that easily flickered in the winds of doubt. He’d made my belief and comfort in myself stronger—more secure. And it was something I hadn’t realized I was missing—or that I needed.

And now, I was afraid it was gone.

When I finished, Gwen glanced down at her empty coffee cup. “Wow, Kace.” She nodded slowly. “I have to say, I feel like this coffee should’ve had some Bailey’s or some whiskey in it or something before your story started.”

I half-laughed, half-groaned. “You asked—demanded to hear it.”

“I’d ask about this morning, but I think I’m pretty on point to assume that if you called me earlier looking for him, that it was because he was gone when he should’ve still been there?”

I blushed and nodded. “I wondered… hoped… worried… I don’t even know what I felt, but I thought maybe he’d gone to the hospital to see Claire.”

“I mean, it’s still possible. My shift ended pretty early,” she told me. “And if he was with you…it’s understandable he was running late.”

My head tipped back with a groan at her devious grin.

“I’m sure there’s an explanation.”

I took another sip of my latte, much of it still remaining in my mug since I’d been doing all the talking.

“What’s wrong?” she prompted. “You think after all of that he’s just going to disappear on you?”

I didn’t know what to think. Garret Gallagher was an enigma with a chivalrous heart but very cold armor.

“I don’t know, Gwen. I haven’t been in a relationship since college. I haven’t done this”—I motioned with my hand because I didn’t even know what this was besides a night of mind-blowing sex—“in a long time.”

She hummed and nodded at me like she’d just figured something out.

“What?”

“You think he’s the broody Irishman, too broken by life and his niece’s cancer to want anything more from you?”

“God.” I groaned. “I literally avoid car crashes for a living and somehow, I drove straight into this one.”

Gwen snorted. “I think for someone so determined to get what she wants, you’re getting way ahead of yourself.”

“I think I also get paid to get ahead of myself,” I retorted wryly.

“And I think it’s okay to want things outside of your dream job, Kace.” She leveled me with a hard stare.

“Says the woman who works a million hours of overtime for anyone who asks,” I pushed right back.

”Touché.” She held up her hands. “It’s the truth. And I’m working through it with a psychologist friend of mine.”

“Really?” I sat forward, her confession unexpected. “I’m sorry. I was only—”

“Don’t be sorry.” Her smile blossomed. “I’m an admitted workaholic, but acceptance is the first step to recovery.”

We both chuckled.

“We’re similar though when it comes to things like this,” my friend confessed, giving me a grin. “We just kind of go and go because we have something to prove, and we forget that we are enough.”

My brow scrunched. I knew what I had to prove. I had to prove I was good enough for this sport. Good enough to deserve a spot on the track. Good enough to deserve him.

But the question was, what did she? “What do you have to prove?”

“Now that”—she pointed a finger at me—“I would definitely need some whiskey in this cup to talk about.”

I glanced at the clock, realizing we’d been sitting there for almost two hours. “Then it looks like we’ll have to do dinner and drinks next,” I told her blithely. “So, barring any compulsive overtime, when are you off next week?”

She laughed. “Fine. But I’m expecting some juicy details with those drinks, too.”

“Juicy or gory—at this point, I think any interaction between Garret and me could go either way,” I warned as we stood from the table.

“I don’t believe that,” Gwen told me warmly. “You’re Kacey Snyder, and I can see how you want him—it’s the same kind of want that jeopardizes a biochem midterm and possibly graduating on time. And you don’t give up on that kind of want.”

My smile held its own as we said our goodbyes, Gwen promising to check her schedule and get back to me about dinner. But as soon as she left, her ability to stave off my worries went with her.

The thing was, I might not give up on what I wanted, but when what I wanted was another living, breathing—brooding—thing, what I did wasn’t the only thing that mattered.

And even if I didn’t give up, it couldn’t stop him from walking away.
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Kacey

 

AFTER BRUNCH, I STAYED DOWNTOWN for a little longer, getting some shopping in before wandering around historic Charlotte and thankfully, managed to keep a low profile. But even though I kept myself busy before heading back to the garage, my mind was waiting for an explanation.

Partially from him. Partially from myself.

An explanation for why I’d revealed so much. Gave so much. And wanted so much more.

‘And you don’t give up on that kind of want.’

Gwen’s parting words followed me like a shadow, subtle but present, because she wasn’t wrong. Wanting him was risky. Dangerous. And certainly not a safe bet.

But I’d had a taste.

And, like racing, one taste was all I needed to know I needed him.

He’d created something in my body… in my heart… I hadn’t felt before and was afraid I’d never feel again.

And now, after devouring a few slices of pizza, I was sitting downstairs in the garage, the plastic folding chair creating a permanent indentation in my ass for how long I’d been waiting, when I heard a truck pull up.

“Garret?” I called, wincing as I pulled myself off the plastic chair I’d curled into.

I took one hesitant step forward before tousled red waves and ravaged eyes blew through the door and into the sunset-shadowed shop like a hurting hurricane. He halted when he saw me, pain swirling over his features.

“What happened?” I blurted, approaching him. It was almost impossible to swallow over the lump in my throat. “Where’d you go?”

Deep down, I knew the answer. But I needed a safe way to start this conversation.

“Hospital,” he said, his voice low and hoarse with exhaustion. “It was a bad morning.”

Oh, Claire. “Is she…”

“Still smilin’.” I breathed a sigh of relief though his expression lacked any semblance of hope.

“Good.” I folded my arms, instinctively knowing my moment in the composed eye of the storm had passed.

“Kacey,” he groaned my name. “Last night was a mistake.”

I jerked as if he’d struck me. Even though the pit of my stomach feared those words were coming, I wrote it off as irrational—as impossible. As impossible as the idea of me being a woman meant I didn’t deserve a place on the track.

“I canna do this,” he went on.

“Can’t or won’t?” I prodded sharply, wounded by the sudden loss of something I’d just realized how desperately I needed.

“Does it matter?” he growled, taking a step toward me. “It was a mistake and one I canna repeat.”

“Which part, Garret? The part where you reassured me I was worth something or the part where you fucked me like I was worth everything?” Bitterness burned from the back of my throat up to my eyes.

“Dammit, lass—”

“Don’t call me that!” I hated how the word evoked a reaction in my body that would be left unfulfilled.

“I meant what I said.” He glared at me. “Just like I mean now that it’s not goin’ ta happen again, and that’s the end of it.”

He stalked angrily by me into the back room, jamming on the light switch.

“No, that’s not the end of it.” I followed him stubbornly. I had a right to know why. “Why was it a mistake? What happened?”

I didn’t give up on what I wanted.

His knuckles whitened where they held onto the countertop, dark eyes flickering angrily at me. But his restraint would always be admirable compared to mine, and his silence won out over my pain.

“Or am I the mistake?” That one would hurt. Him and myself. Good. Hurting seemed the only way we reached each other, and when we did, those moments felt like healing before they were ripped away.

“Christ, Kacey—”

“Because you can say it if I am,” I cut him off. “I’m used to being the mistake. The outlier. The thing no one saw coming and no one knows how to deal with—the thing no one wants to deal with. The thing that doesn’t belong—”

“Goddammit!” he roared and rounded on me, backing me into the wall of the room.

His fist pounded into the concrete just a few inches from my head, but instead of flinching, my eyes narrowed on his.

I wasn’t afraid of him.

I could never be afraid of the man who’d taken on three larger, drunk assholes to defend me.

And I couldn’t stop my body from responding with a rush of desire at the familiar savage lust which tormented his gaze.

“Ye want to know what happened?” he growled, his face inches from mine. “I wasna there this mornin’. I wasna there for Claire when she needed me. And I wasna there because I was too busy wantin’ ta bury my cock back inside ye and never leave. Because I was too selfish-like, wantin’ to fuck ye until I forgot about everythin’ except the feel of ye wrapped around me… under me…. Too selfish fer wanting somethin’ all fer myself.”

Heat flooded my cheeks, the sequence of events suddenly linked together with painful rationality.

“I-I’m sorry, Garret,” I replied, tipping my chin up to better search his eyes as his body moved flush against mine. Fire against fire. Abrasive against stubborn. “But it was just a small mistake… to oversleep.”

My heart thudded frantically in my chest like prey trying to escape its hunter. Too bad it was locked in a constricting cage that I carried and openly offered to him knowing the dangers—knowing I was risking everything.

“It doesna matter how big or small the mistake is. I canna risk it. I canna risk even small things. She’s the only thing that matters, and a small mistake could mean important minutes—seconds. Moments that I need ta be there fer her in case somethin’ happens. I owe her everythin’.”

His harsh breaths invaded the space while air stalled painfully in my chest.

The love he had for Claire was palpable. It was in every molecule. In every choice. Even from only this moment, I knew it invaded every last inch, every darkened corner of his life… of his soul…. And I couldn’t fault him.

I’d only met her, chatted with her for a single morning, and that alone was enough to make me want to do anything to help her; I couldn’t imagine what he went through as her uncle—as the closest person to her father, a father she would never know.

My throat tightened. “And what about you?” I whispered, my nipples tightening even harder with each breath that dragged them across his chest. “What do you owe yourself? What do you want?”

Pain slashed violently across his features. “Nothing,” he snapped, as though it were obvious.

My hands, pinned at my sides, slid up to his chest, absorbing the hiss that dripped from his mouth before I pressed, “Not even me?”

It wasn’t pathetic. It was honest.

“‘Course I want ye, lass. Christ, ye feel this?” He ground his hips into me, the wall against my back less hard and less painful as the stone-like ridge of his cock. “I think my body’d trade the air in my lungs for a single moment in your sweet cunt. But wantin’ ye has nothing to do with havin’ ye. Just like wantin’ to be seen as a driver doesna change the fact yer a woman.”

He wasn’t gentle when he ripped the Band-Aid off, fresh air burning into the wound of my professional predicament that now mirrored the travesty in my heart.

His forehead dropped to mine, knowing he needed to stay away but too weary to do so.

My body was hot and desperate. I felt it shifting into a singular focus, like when I was on the track. Nothing else mattered. Not the other people. Not the other drivers. Not the weather conditions. Only going faster.

And now, only having him.

Tipping my face forward, my nose brushed against his, his low groan soaking into the small space between us as I gently pressed my lips to his.

“Tell me why,” I demanded, dragging my lips over his with each word like he had done to me.

“Because I’m everythin’ ye want from this world and everythin’ ye hate about it. Ye want it all from me, my touch, my cock, my future—all things I should be able to give ye… all things ye deserve—but the world doesna work that way. I canna give ‘em to you any more than racin’ can treat ya like any other driver. There’s somethin’ different about ye, Kacey. Somethin’ fierce that requires more than either of us have to give.”

I shuddered, pulling myself tighter to him, our breaths crashing into one.

“And if I don’t want more?” I swallowed over the lump in my throat, sliding my hands up to bury into the thick curls at the base of his scalp. “If I just want you?”

I shuddered, my hips rolling involuntarily against his, rubbing myself along his length to ease the ache in my clit.

The cords in his neck rippled with tension, his jaw flexing with matched timing.

“Ye don’t, lass,” he warned. “And even if ye do, it won’t be fer long. You’ll want more, Kacey—you’ll need more. More than I can give. And ye deserve it. Christ, ye deserve to have it… it just canna be with me.”

Air suctioned down deep in my lungs as he stepped back, all the heat rushing from my skin to make room for the impossible ache he’d left behind.

“I see.”

It was a lie.

I didn’t see.

The only thing I saw was a man I wanted... a man who wanted me—painfully so, judging by the bulge in the front of his pants... and who was walking away. Walking over to the engine stand about to get back to work—like it wasn’t killing him to do so.

“I’m sorry, Kacey,” he rasped with a low voice, and the sincerity in it hurt. More than hurt. Killed.

It was one thing for him to be cruel to push me away. But this… when he looked as though he was pushing a piece of himself away to do so… it created a tornado of turmoil in my stomach I didn’t know how to quell.

I stood silent—patient—as he reached for the wrench on the table and began to take the block apart.

And then I felt it—the reckless, revolutionary part inside me that couldn’t stop pushing forward, that wouldn’t stop fighting for what I wanted. And that wouldn’t stop until he saw he was wrong to shut me out.

I didn’t lack restraint, I thought as my hand drifted toward my waist. I wasn’t impulsive.

It was all about perspective.

For me, at two-hundred miles per hour, the world slowed down. In that cockpit, I was in a trance where everything I did… every decision I made… was distinct. Unhurried. Methodic.

Four hours. Two hundred laps. Five hundred miles. Racing was a long game that moved at lightning speed.

And this—whatever it was that churned powerfully between us—was no different.

A long game. One that throttled forward with jarring, explosive moments.

Garret’s gaze sharpened, watching my fingers delve under the waist of my sweats. Heat suffused through my skin, knowing what my body craved. Knowing it was going to find release. Knowing he would be watching.

“What are ye doin’?” he rasped harshly.

My hand paused, halfway buried in my sweatpants.

Like a bull, his nostrils flared, his eyes glaring daggers at me. But I didn’t back down. I knew what I was doing—what I needed. And I knew that it would be like waving a red flag in front of his face. But I didn’t care.

He could leave the room if he wanted.

My hand slid lower, delving beyond the seam of my underwear.

He didn’t have to watch.

“You said I deserved to have what I want.” I shuddered, my fingers reaching the top of my slit, already feeling the heat seeping from my body because of him. “And if I can’t be with you, then this is what I need.”

“Bloody Christ, ye canna—”

My lips parted with an aching moan as my fingers swirled the bud of my clit—a moan that cut off his curse and halted his actions as he stared at me. Absorbed. Entranced.

“Kacey…”

Now, he was the one begging me.
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The question of whether he was going to walk out—to leave me alone in the engine room while I pleasured myself—was forgotten as he stood with his mouth agape.

The room felt like it held a furnace for how quickly my body began to heat. Air thickened and stuck to the insides of my lungs with pleasure-coated weight.

I’d never done something like this—something this exhibitionist before.

But a stupor of sexual tension, dripping with anger and the need for release, lured me forward down a one-way path.

My fingers rubbed over my clit, demanding release from the pressure built up inside me. Demanding the one who caused it be a tortured bystander.

Biting my lip, I looked to Garret, anger driving him to attempt to continue working on the engine, lust making his moments disjointed and unfocused.

“I willna touch ye,” he growled like that would make me stop and leave.

Sparks of pleasure washed over me, hearing in his voice just how much he wanted to.

My only response was a moan, desperate and needy from my lips.

Soon, my eyes drifted shut, imagining it was his fingers rubbing over me, sliding through the wet desire that soaked my sex. Imagining that there was nothing keeping us apart.

“I willna.” He grunted. “Touch ye.”

The words became a chant, though I wasn’t sure if the purpose was to continually remind me or to forcibly stay himself.

Either way, it drove my pleasure higher. Vivid memories of last night. Of his hands and mouth on my body. Of his cock buried inside me.

I dipped a finger inside my pussy, feeling the muscles vibrate as my orgasm approached.

Garret’s ragged exhales soon turned into melodic groans. He might not be touching me, but those groans were. Their intensity. Their vibration. Their depth.

He fucked me with those groans. And the way they grew hungrier and more ragged told me he knew it, too.

“Garret.” I unsteadily inhaled his name, my eyes springing open as the coil of pleasure inside me tightened inescapably.

But it was his last groan—the last groan I heard—that sounded awfully like “Come” that sent me over the edge with a cry.

The wrench in his hand fell to the floor, a loud clang that affected neither of us as I shuddered against the wall and he panted, holding the engine block to stop himself from charging me.

A shudder conquered the length of my body, parting my lips, air pressing in and out in a quick, unsteady rhythm.

It wasn’t the same.

It wasn’t even close to last night.

Like driving a regular car compared to a race car, the orgasm washing through my cells wasn’t even in the same realm as the ones I’d felt with him.

But it would have to be enough.

I gasped at the solid shackle that clamped around my wrist, yanking it away from my sex and sending the elastic waist of my pants snapping gently against my quivering stomach.

“Ye shouldna tempt an Irishman like that, lass,” he warned with a low drawl.

“Tempt you with what?” I breathed, catching the way the light flickered off the glistening tips of my fingers. “You said you didn’t want me.”

His growl echoed like an engine revving in the small space.

“Ye make me lose my mind, lass,” he rasped. “I canna stop from wantin’ ye, but I hafta—and ye hafta let me.” He pulled my hand toward his face—toward his mouth; his gaze drilled desire into mine. But it was desire that would be left knotted. “So, I’m goin’ ta take what ye made for me, and then yer goin’ to walk out of here and no’ tempt me like that again.”

I gasped as his lips closed over my fingers, sucking the slick desire from them like the sweetest lollipop. The slow drag of his tongue sent a rush of heat down to my pussy, and like the flip of a switch, the torture tables had turned.

“And if I don’t?”

He looked at me from underneath hooded lids, his teeth sinking into the base of my two fingers to the point that bordered on no longer being gentle. Goosebumps raced along my spine as he dragged his bite up my fingers, scraping his punishment into my skin.

“If ye don’t, then Voigt can find someone else to build his car.”

It felt like all the air vacated the room at his threat.

I wanted to challenge him. My chest expanded with the words to do so. But the stone-cold pain flagrant in his eyes stopped me.

He would do it.

Regardless of the contract—regardless of the consequences.

He’d find some other way to pay for Claire’s treatment rather than risk my being a distraction.

“I understand,” I murmured, pulling my hand from his hold. “And I understand how important Claire is. I know that what she’s going through is uncertain and can change in a split-second. But you owe her everything?”

His glare burned like a poker on my skin before he turned and walked away from the conversation, yanking the wrench from where he’d dropped it on the floor and returning to his work.

“You owe her your entire life, Garret?” I pressed.

“Because it’s my fault her father’s is gone,” he roared on the tail-end of my question.

The color drained from my face.

Stories. Facts. Suppositions. Lies.

Suddenly, what I knew of Garret’s past was nothing more than a skeleton, and now I could see what he’d left off—the pounds of flesh he’d sacrificed for her and to punish himself.

“Owing her my life is the least I can do.”

“And do you think she would want that?” I charged him. “If she knew, do you think she’d be happy with all the things you’ve sacrificed—all the things you’ve told her are worth fighting for?”

“Get out.”

Instead I strode over to him, standing on the other side of the engine stand, the metal block like a moat between.

Tension crackled. Anger sparked.

If there was any trace of fuel left in the cylinders, it would’ve ignited.

I wanted to reach for him. I wanted to reach into the dark cell of his past he’d retreated into—his own personal prison—and comfort him. But I knew he wouldn’t accept it. I knew I was walking on fractured ice—one wrong step would have me tumbling into the cold depths of his harshness, wondering if his disdain would freeze me first or if the volume of his despair hiding there would succeed in drowning me.

Instead, I spoke with a voice that trembled with the truth—because sometimes the truth is too earth-shaking to sound anything but unsteady.

“I know how much you like cold, hard truths, G, so here’s another you can torture yourself with. Alone.” I baited him and, for all his restraint, he couldn’t look away from me. “Just because you regret something, doesn’t mean you caused it.”

With that parting shot, I spun and left the room, not bothering to close the door behind me.

For all his brilliance, for all his attention to detail when it came to the engine and everything else about that car, and for all his heart-aching commitment to the sick little girl who’d stolen my heart… this was the one distinction he couldn’t see.

He could regret what happened to his brother, he could regret what was happening to Claire, but that didn’t mean he’d been the one to cause it.

He hadn’t killed Danny.

He hadn’t made Claire sick.

And I hoped he’d stop punishing himself as though he had… before he smothered out all chance of happiness.

My strength flagged as soon as I was back upstairs, my chest caving in the moment the door locked behind me.

The loud clank of metal clashing against a ragged, real roar below made my breath catch.

After a few beats of deafening silence, I heard it—the low, strained grunts of a man giving in to his desire. Maybe I imagined the sounds of his fist jerking along the length of his cock, but I didn’t imagine the rough groans and feral breaths.

He’d tried to fight it and he couldn’t. Neither could I.

I wanted him with a force that was mechanical—unable to be altered by fate or feelings. Like a machine, all the parts had been put into place and its only option was to run.

It didn’t think. It didn’t have a choice. It just ran. Circle after circle.

Revolution after revolution.

And it drove me toward a hope that something would change.

But Garret had taken us out of gear. All we were was a foot-on-the-gas, revving-toward-the-red engine running in place.

And I was afraid this raging machine would burn through my heart as fuel before we ever figured out how to move forward.
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Garret

 

“WHAT DO YOU THINK?”

My spine snapped straight, and I turned to the side, realizing my focus had followed Kacey as she disappeared into the trailer to put on her fire suit.

I’d given up on trying to keep my gaze away—keeping my hands off her was hard enough this last week.

She had the strength and grace of a damned saint. Meanwhile, I was the kind of asshole who was warmly welcome in hell.

But I didn’t see any other way. No matter how much I wanted her. No matter how many times I wondered if I was making the right choice or if I’d overreacted, ultimately, I walked away because the risk was too great.

So, days passed with a kind of alcohol-based professionalism—necessary to get through this but still burned going down.

Turning to Voigt, I saw his gaze follow the same path as mine with curiosity.

This time, though, I knew he wasn’t talking about the girl; he was talking about the car.

“I guess we’ll see when she gets out there,” I replied gruffly, crouching down to take one more look at the new windshield-like attachment I’d spent the week installing. The sleek, halo-like structure resembled the shield on a Formula One car but with a few variations.

“Seems like it’ll be clear,” he surmised, reaching out and running his hand along the top rim of the Aeroscreen. “Wasn’t sure what to expect when they told me about it, but it doesn’t look too fancy.”

This was the first year this kind of screen was being implemented. Next year, the cars would come with the screen already fabricated onto the body. But for this season, each team was responsible for fitting their car with the new safety measure.

When Voigt hired me, he’d brought me up to speed on the safety changes that had happened in the half-decade since I’d been out of the sport—though I’d caught wind of some type of prototype screen protector from Claire when she babbled about what she’d seen on the news.

Tested at Indianapolis last year, the Aeroscreen was approved and then mandated for implementation this season to help protect drivers. The open cockpit design resulted in far too many deaths for far too long.

“Hard to install?”

“Not too bad,” I clipped. It was a bitch. But it didn’t help that I was triple-checking everything because my damned mind liked to wander to the only component of the car I wasn’t in control of—the driver.

And it was damned hard to ignore the way she always seemed to be there. Always curious and wanting to help. Ignoring the way she smiled at me as though I hadn’t ripped her heart out that night and crushed it right in front of her face.

And if I thought the way her little display twisted my balls into twin engines of unfulfilled need was punishment, it was nothing compared to this—compared to her kindness.

A ragged groan bubbled from my lips. Maybe that was the point. Hating me would’ve been easier for me to handle. If she wanted me to hurt like I’d hurt her, this was the way.

Maybe if I’d done a better job at makin’ her hate me that night—if I’d done a better job at not wantin’ her so damn bad…

That night was like a ghost inside my soul. Always there, but unable to be caught. Unable to be put to rest. And I didn’t know what haunted me more. The memory of her—her taste, her touch, her body so willing to give it all to me.

Or her parting words.

Just because you regret something doesn’t mean you caused it.

“Took you all week.”

I grunted. “It’s a wee bit more than jus’ boltin’ the damn thing to the car,” I replied, cantankerously, though I knew Voigt wasn’t completely serious.

“The frame can withstand thirty-four-thousand pounds—so, about six of our trucks piled on it. And the screen is a canopy-like aerospace material. Ballistics tested.” I told him, rattling off a bunch of the specs rather than dwelling on the distractions that plagued me.

“I know there’s hubbub about her being a woman and all, but I don’t think they’re going to be shooting at her.” He looked at me with complete seriousness and oblivious to the joke he’d made. Lucky for him, I wasn’t in any kind of mood to laugh.

“Doubt anyone would be that good of a shot.”

Voigt bent down and examined the expensive safety addition as I continued, “Tear-offs are attached at the seams.” I pointed to the black corner junctions of the glass. “It added a shit ton of weight right in the center. I tried ta account fer additional drag and downforce, but I won’t really know until—”

“We give it a try?”

My head snapped to the side, Kacey standing at the front of the car, her helmet tucked underneath her arm, her other hand planted on her hip.

I cleared my throat, searching her eyes for the double-meaning her voice implied before answering with a clipped nod and dragging my gaze down from hers.

A mistake. Her fire suit was partially unzipped at the top, the rest of the semi-padded material hugging her petite curves.

Ye shouldna be losin’ yer mind over this, I chided myself as a new stream of desire coursed through my blood.

This was the problem. I thought one night with her—no matter what that night meant—would be easy to put behind me. It was only one. Single. Night.

But it was like a seed. I thought I’d taken the tiny spark of promise—the glimmer of feelin’ that made my heart feel like nothin’ before—and buried it deep. Covered it up to stifle it out.

Turned out, buryin’ it deep meant I was planting it so far inside me, that when it started to grow, I couldna stop it no easier than I could find it again ta dig it out.

“Well, get in, girl,” Voigt huffed. “I got calls to make. Meetings to attend. Three weeks. We’ve only got three weeks.”

I bit into my cheek as I stood, my cock pressed urgently against my pants. Damn thing suffered from short-term memory loss. It remembered with vivid precision the feel of bein’ buried inside her tight cunt, but it lost all recollection of the sobering decision I’d made that it would never happen again, nor all the pain it suffered at bein’ left unfulfilled these last days.

After that night, I kept my hands off myself.

Of course, you did, Garret. You’re quite adept at punishing yourself.

My fist tightened, frustrated that I was starting to imagine her replies to the thoughts in my head.

“Hold on.” I put out a staying hand, leaving them to talk as I jogged back to the truck and grabbed an old ball of wool, electrical tape, and scissors out of my bag.

Voigt’s conversation with Kacey halted when I returned, his expression confused.

“What are you doing, G?” Kacey asked.

“I need to confirm this damn thing isn’t goin’ ta hoard air and drag.”

“You know I spent good money on computers and sensors and things to check for drag,” Voigt broke in with a tone of displeasure, his brow crinkled above the think rims of his glasses.

“Well, ye can return ‘em because they’re shit.” I pulled my scissors from my back pocket. “Now, let’s figure out if she’s hoardin’ air.”

Voigt huffed, setting the instruments to the side and grabbing the wool from me.

“It’ll go faster,” he charged, and, with a grunt, I handed him the scissors and accepted his help.

I caught Kacey’s gaze as she watched us tape the three-inch cuts of wool in equal increments on the car.

“Let me help,” she demanded, extending her hands for some of the tape and wool.

I grunted as my hands brushed hers. “The wool will blow back straight where air flows free. If it drags, it’ll flail about.” I mimicked with my hand.

This way I’d be able to see—this way I’d be able to diagnose where the attached airflow—the kind that followed along the body of the car—and where the separated airflow—the kind that was pulling and dragging against the car and causing problems—were.

Wind tunnel testing was prohibited on the cars. But this… tuft testing… was as good as I was going to get.

One misplaced stream of air… one unbalanced gust… at these speeds, that was all it took to spell disaster. I didn’t care how much they’d tested the damn thing—I hadn’t tested it.

It wasn’t proven for me.

Within a few minutes, we had the car covered with the wool tufts and ready to get out on the track.

“Alright, let’s see how we do.”

Kacey secured her helmet and began to climb into the cockpit that was now narrowed to a chute-like entrance with the addition of the wraparound Aeroscreen.

With a muffled curse and an urge I couldn’t halt, I reached out as she lifted herself up and over the barrier, holding onto her arm—and taking some of her weight so she didn’t re-injure her cast-free ankle trying to navigate the new, constricted setup.

As soon as she was seated, I drew back, but it didn’t stop the heat of her gaze from finding me from underneath her helmet.

“So, I have one camera here”—I rested one hand on the top of the windshield and pointed with the other over her left shoulder—“in addition to the one on yer helmet.” I told myself she didn’t shudder when I got close to her.

“Got it,” she confirmed with a nod, looking out of the new shield. “So far, my field of view seems pretty good.”

I tensed slightly. I’d been more curious than concerned when I first heard about the change in regulations and the work I’d have to do to the car for it, but now, knowing it was going to keep her safer out on that track, necessity replaced curiosity.

I couldn’t risk losing her.

Lifting my hand out from next to her leg, I rested it behind her, finding her gaze behind the tinted plastic. “Be careful.”

I rose and walked behind the car before I could leave anything else too promising on the line—before I began to fool myself into thinkin’ I could have somethin’ I couldn’t.

Reaching for the engine, I cranked the beast to life, fear surgin’ just as powerfully through my body.

I’d modified the engine—tweaked it after her test runs—to make it faster. And now, I was sending her on the track with a faster engine and a new component that, if not adjusted properly, could be more dangerous than not havin’ the shield at all.

My heart lurched as she pulled away from the pit lane, accelerating steadily onto the track.

Voigt and I stood like statues of silence, watching the car gain speed as it circled the track and watching the little trails of wool suck back to the car with the force of the wind.

Sure enough, after the first lap, I could tell the airflow over the car was as it should be. I checked the readouts from her steering wheel and watched her on the camera. She wasn’t struggling to keep the car in line and, when she passed, all the tuft pressed back in a straight line.

With everything checking out on that end, I needed her to push the engine.

“Everythin’ feel good?” I bit back a groan at my thoughtless choice of words that I’d asked through her helmet radio.

“Yeah.”

“Alright, Kacey.” I cleared my throat. “I just want you to feel out the engine fer me. So, ye can take it to the limit.”

I jolted as I held back the ‘lass’ that almost slipped out on the end.

“No problem,” she returned, and then the car picked up speed as she came out of the corner.

“She’s good, isn’t she?” Voigt mused next to me, shoving his hands into his pockets, staring at the track like it was his favorite vacation scene.

And it probably was.

A sea of applause and a black asphalt beach.

“Yeah,” I agreed gruffly. No point in denying it.

When it came to driving, she was fearless but not reckless. Patient but assertive. Fast but not foolish.

The thing was, it took some observation to see it. At first glance, it was easy to mistake her true character with quick assumptions. So easy, I’d done it. But it was that second look she caused, the one that came after the thought, ‘wait, did I just see…’ which made it clear that first assumptions were deceiving.

Even though it felt like she was everywhere this last week, my body ached like she was nowhere close. And in the moments when her presence wasn’t tempting me, I found myself digging out my phone to watch videos of her racing. It was a rabbit hole that started with Daytona.

I must’ve watched every news outlet’s coverage of that fight—every feckin’ one—searching for the truth.

Of course, I believed her.

The look in her eyes. The way she spoke. No one in their right mind wouldn’t believe her about what really happened after that race.

But I wanted to see it. I wanted to see that fucker touch her and then I wanted to make him admit to it before beatin’ the livin’ hell out of him.

I wasn’t a violent man. But when it came to Kacey Snyder, I was startin’ to realize the kind of man I was was the kind that’d do anythin’ to protect her.

Even if it meant pushin’ her away.

“You care about her.”

I quickly converted my choke into a cough and replied with a lying shake of my head. “I care about Claire, which means I care about winnin’. And that means I have some care about the person necessary to make that happen.”

“Bullshit.”

This time, I wasn’t caught off guard by his crass bluntness. But neither was I willing to admit to him what I wouldn’t even admit to myself.

It was easy to stay silent. My skill at pushing people away had been perfected long ago.

“Can you run an engine with oil?”

“Excuse me?” I balked, sure I hadn’t heard him ask such a ridiculous question.

“What about a timing belt?” he went on blithely. “Spark plugs?”

“What’s yer point, Voigt? ‘Course an engine can’t run without any of those things,” I growled.

“My point is that you seem to be trying to run your engine, G, on a single, solitary part,” he charged. “And of all people, I thought you’d know better.”

My jaw ticked, his claim dragging my focus from the track.

“Claire’s important, Garret. But so are other things.”

“Yeah? And what do ye know?” I accused the older man. “Ye only live fer one thing and that’s the race.”

Voigt wasn’t insulted. He was too rational to be insulted. Too literal.

And what I’d said was the truth.

He had no wife. No family. No hobbies. He had nothing except for the car and the race.

“I know, G, because I’m living it. I’m an engine built of a single part. And I’m old.” He pointed a finger at me. “Old enough—keen enough—to see I’ve been shaping and polishing this single part for my entire life and, looking back over my straight stretch of years, it hasn’t gotten me far.”

I huffed and shook my head.

“Sure, it made me a name. It made me some money. But it didn’t move my life forward,” he pressed on, taking no social cue that I didn’t want to continue this conversation. “When Danny died and Janet found out she was pregnant, you gutted your life. Completely. I know. I watched you do it.”

My stomach tightened as though he threw a punch with each of his words.

“And you’ve rebuilt it with a single part, G. An admirable, honorable single part,” he said gruffly. “But it’s still only one part.”

I spun on him, determined to make the end of this conversation very clear.

“Look ‘ere, Voigt. Ye don’t know shit about me nor my life. All ye know are skeletons. It’s my fault Danny’s gone. I owe him this. I owe him a life spent carin’ for his daughter because he can’t. And I owe her that, too.”

The words lacked the vigor with which I’d unleashed them on Kacey last week, an inkling spooling in my gut that her response, like another root of that damn seed, had begun to affect my own.

I spun on him and charged, “Let me remind ye of something, Voigt. Ye hired me because I’m the best goddamn engine builder in this world. So if anyone can build somethin’ worthwhile out of a single part, it’s goin’ ta be me.”

With a growl, I turned and walked angrily back toward the trailer, my footsteps cracking into the asphalt with each step.

I could build a life with a single focus—a single purpose.

But, as I threw open the door and came face-to-face with Kacey’s startled face, I realized the unavoidable truth.

Just because I could, didna mean I wanted to.
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“Garret?” My name exhaled from her lips in a worried rush.

I halted, my hands on the doorframe, the urge to reach for her overwhelming.

There was something insatiable about Kacey Snyder. Insatiable and inescapable.

Somethin’ I’d deny feelin’ with my very last breath even as it killed me.

Every moment in her presence was like tryin’ to pull a train off its tracks—impossible to stop myself from barrelin’ toward her, the hottest coals of lust drivin’ me forward. But it was the momentum of something deeper—a larger feelin’ much more powerful—that made stoppin’ impossible.

“Sorry.” I cleared my throat. “Didn’t know ye were in here.”

“Everything okay?” Her gaze narrowed. “Is Claire okay?”

She always asked about Claire. Even after I told her that Claire was the reason I couldna be with her, she still asked about my niece like she’d do anything to help her.

“It’s no’ been a good week,” I confessed raggedly, letting my weight sag a little against the frame of the door. “No, that’s no’ true. It’s been a good week. She’s still here. She still smiles.”

“But…” she prompted, knowing there was more—more that I shouldn’t be talking about. Not right now. Not to her.

But the ache in her eyes, wanting to bear some of this weight with me, was more than I could bear. And being apart from her, after sharing so much, was like tryin’ ta put water back through a dam that’d already flooded.

“It’s been good because the drugs are workin’—workin’ better than before,” I rasped, pinching the bridge of my nose. “But it’s been worse on her. Eatin’ away at her and her spirit.”

Claire’s tired eyes flashed in my mind. Her smile, never failing, the only muscle she had the strength to use.

My head ducked, lips tightening as I cleared my throat. “It’s the hardest thing to do… hardest thing to watch. To see it break her down to nothin’, with nothin’ more than a prayer it’ll build her up again.”

And then a pale white palm appeared and flattened over the heavy thump in my chest.

I snapped my gaze up, Kacey standing right in front of me, tears pooled in the corners of her eyes.

“Garret, usually the hardest thing and the right thing are the same,” she murmured, her fingers pressing warmly against me as I felt something swell inside my chest.

The worst part was that she didn’t say it with any other intention except to ease the sense of helplessness inside me, but when my eyes locked with hers, the only thought between us was that this—what we had—was the hardest thing.

To want someone whose hands were tied. Who didn’t have all of themselves to give.

It was easy to justify walking away from her.

Easy to say she deserved more.

Easy to say I had nothing to give.

It was hard to take the risk of staying.

Hard to confess that no one would ever regard her the way I did.

Hard to confess that I wanted to give her everything.

“Kacey, lass—”

“What can I do?” she broke in and murmured, a sharp bite of pain pinching my pulse. This was what I wanted. This was what I asked her for. “I know you don’t want me there—”

“What?” I broke in with a growl.

Her eyes widened. “After the other night, I assumed that was even more true.”

“Christ.” I squeezed my eyes shut, Claire’s voice bouncing around in my head, wondering when Kacey was coming back to see her, worried that she’d gotten too sick for her to be able to come.

Meanwhile, I’d tried to be everythin’ she needed—everything but brave. I’d been too cowardly, too guilty, to ask the woman for more when she’d given me everything and I’d turned her away.

“I’m sorry, lass,” I rasped, shaking my head. “That’s no’ how I meant it, and it’s no’ that I don’t want ye there now. I just… I couldna ask ye. It didna feel right.”

Her lips parted as a shudder worked its way through her. Without her fire suit on, I caught the way the hairs on her arm stood on end.

“She’d love to see ye, she would,” I went on firmly. “Ye give her this sense of hope—a sense of strength that she can do anythin’ because you’ve done it. Because ye are strong.”

A small laugh spilled from her. “I’m really not,” she insisted. “I’m just me—just stubborn.”

“Dinna come if ye can’t see yerself the way she does.” My hand snaked up around her wrist, pulling it off my chest and dropping my face close to hers, imprisoning her surprised stare with my determined one. “Ye are the second strongest woman I know, Kacey Snyder. And I know no one is strong all the time, but Claire needs ta see the woman who fights against the odds—the woman who shows up with a damned broken ankle to drive a race car because she needs ta beat the odds. That’s the woman Claire needs to see because that’s the kind o’ determination she needs right now.”

Only once the last word was free from my lips did I realized how close I was—how close we were. And desire cracked like heat lightning in the air.

Her eyes drifted down to my lips and I saw the ache in them that mirrored the well of it inside me. The pink tip of her tongue slid out and wet over her lips, an open invitation if I ever saw.

I didn’t even hear the low groan that rumbled from my chest, I only saw Kacey’s reaction when she heard it—and when she stepped away.

“Tomorrow then?” she asked, her expression a crystal-clear reminder that this was what I’d wanted.

“Are ye sure?” I rasped, searching her eyes for the hurt I knew she felt.

Her chin dipped and she turned to gather her bag, shoving her checkered driving gloves on top and zipping it closed.

I stepped back as she approached, offering her a hand as she stepped down from the trailer and into the sun.

Pulling her hair free from the braid it had been tangled in underneath her helmet, she finally looked up at me, her red locks searing the image of her face in my mind.

“Sometimes, the hardest thing and the right thing are the same,” she repeated.

I didna know what it was about this woman, insistin’ on doin’ the damned right then even when a part of her was broken.

She continued to stand tall when the world broke her reputation.

She came here to race even when her body was broken.

And she continued to give me her kindness—her compassion—even when I’d broken her heart.

My jaw clenched and I nodded. “I’ll pick ye up at eight.”

And as she walked away, I allowed myself to wander down the path of wondering… wondering if I’d done the wrong thing.
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Kacey

 

“YER SURE ABOUT THIS?” HE said roughly beside me.

We’d almost made it to the hospital with nothing except the car and the race being the focus of the conversation.

The only way to describe Garret and me after what happened was like we’d been driving pace laps around the track after our crash. Waiting for the mess to be cleared. Waiting for the go-ahead to return to full-throttle.

Garret thought he could keep at this pace forever. Measured. Restrained. Steady.

“Yes, I’m sure.”

And I tried to believe him. I tried to take that one night and tuck it away as a memory—as a moment that let me experience something I never had before.

Like the first time I hit two-hundred miles per hour—and the first time I crashed.

It was exhilarating almost as violently as it was scary. And when I got out of the car, my mom pulled me into her arms, bawling but convinced it was the end of my career. That the crash had shocked some reason back into my brain.

When she finally let go and it was my dad’s turn to hug me, he examined my face—the wide eyes and speechless lips I sported—and gave me that knowing half-smile.

“Don’t know how to tell her, do you, Speedy?” he asked.

“Tell her what?” I gulped.

“That you want to do it again. That you can’t give this up.”

I thought I’d feel shock at the statement. Instead, my shoulder sagged with relief because he knew. He knew that the hurt I felt, the fear I felt… none of it compared to the need I had to find that high again.

And it was that feeling I recognized again now—no matter the hurt, no matter his reasons, I needed Garret in a way I couldn’t describe as anything other than absolutely essential.

And after feeling that, this interim of half-measures couldn’t last.

You couldn’t pace for the entire race.

“She could be pretty tired,” he warned. “She has been for the most part this week, but she doesna like when ye mention it.”

“Hmm, a woman who doesn’t like when you mention she looks tired. Imagine that.” The wry joke slipped from my lips unencumbered. I hazarded a glance at him, surprise cracking the stone lines of his face just enough for a smile to break free—a smile that dominoed into one of my own.

And then we were both laughing. Easily. Freely.

In spite of the ‘look but don’t touch’ tension, the line we’d crossed and then steered clear from, I realized we couldn’t retreat from the intimacy we’d created by revealing the most broken parts of ourselves.

We’d glimpsed the very depths of each other souls in a harsh, ragged glance. But no matter how many times we swore we’d never look again, it couldn’t erase what was already seen.

I thought being friendly and maintaining this cordial composure, rather than avoiding him, proved we could both move on from that night without any lasting effect. But yesterday, being on the track distilled my focus.

Objects once set in motion will remain in motion.

And Garret and me, we’d been set in motion.

We could swerve. We could slow. We could continue to keep pace. But we couldn’t stop.

And soon, the caution flag that flew each time we were together was going to drop because it had no choice. Because you couldn’t pace your way through life.

And when it did, I would either crash heart-first into Garret Gallagher or break away and leave him behind.
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“What do you think?” Claire asked as I examined her latest drawing—a red race car sitting at the checkered finish line, a distinct number ‘one’ front and center on her helmet signifying it was me driving it.

She’d been sleeping when Garret and I arrived, so we shared burned cups of coffee in the cafeteria, neither of us minding the taste in favor of the energizing effect. He told me in more detail about the changes to her chemotherapy and what the last few days had really been like for her—a rollercoaster of exhaustion interspersed with varied mood-swings that left her defeated at the end of the day.

When we got back to her room—with a chocolate chip cookie in tow—Claire’s little face lit up when she saw me with her uncle, and proceeded to ramble something about log sleeping that first made me feel like I missed an inside joke, right before it made me miss him.

He thought the needs of his niece made him not enough for me. The reality was, seeing the rough and gruff Garret Gallagher melt at the hands of a seven-year-old, made him feel like everything I needed.

“I think that you have some real talent here, missy,” I murmured, tapping on the paper.

It was just the two of us in the room. Claire kicked Garret out almost immediately with instruction to go back to the shop and work for a few hours while us girls hung out.

“But I want to know why I’m the one driving the car in all these pictures?” I arched an eyebrow.

“Who else would be the driver?” she asked in the way that made you feel dumb but not insulted like only a child could.

“You,” I retorted, giving her an expectant eye and a soft poke to the shoulder. “You’re the one who wants to become a race car driver. You should be the one in these drawings.”

Her head fell, the thin paper-like cap dipping low on her forehead, but she made no move to fix it.

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not a driver.” She huffed, pushing the markers strewn across her lap away.

“Hey.” My heart contracted painfully, and I reached out for her hand. “What’s that all about?”

“I’m not a driver.” She wouldn’t meet my eyes nor take my hand, instead fussing with her teddy bear. “What does it feel like? To go that fast?”

My lips tightened, unsure if I should follow her lead into a change of topic or if I should push to figure out what was bothering her.

“I thought you wanted to be a driver.” I didn’t bend easily. “You should put yourself in the picture not me.”

“I can’t! I can’t be a driver!”

I balked at the sudden shift in her mood. Garret had warned me, but I hadn’t expected her to downshift into this angry despair so quickly—so angrily.

I took a deep breath and stared down at the crude drawing, knowing I never would’ve put myself in the driver’s seat either.

“They told me that, too,” I responded softly.

A few seconds later, I felt her inquisitive stare peek over her shoulder. “What do you mean?”

I waited before answering… waited until she began to inch back in my direction.

“They told me I couldn’t be a driver, too,” I repeated, adding wryly, “They still do.”

Her eyebrows squished together and, in another flash of frustration, she yanked her chemo cap off of her head and slammed it onto the bed in front of her. “Why? You’re not sick.” Her lip quivered.

The ball in my throat ballooned. “Because they don’t think girls should be drivers.”

Her blank stare was so comical I had to cough so I didn’t laugh.

I wished I could replay her face as some kind of video clip every time someone told me I didn’t belong, or every time someone asked me some dumb question—like if my period affected my driving.

“That’s stupid.”

“It is.” I nodded in agreement as my hand reached out for the hat that was made out of a thin fabric, rubbing it between my fingers.

“They can’t stop you, can they?” Fear washed over her face.

I gave her a reassuring smile. “Only if I let them.” She settled again with my answer. “And being sick doesn’t mean you can’t race.”

Claire’s eyes glazed over.

“I c-can’t even stay awake the whole day. My tummy hurts a lot of the time.” A tear dripped off her cheek. Then, looking side to side, she pushed herself just an inch closer to me and whispered, “I’m not just sick, Kacey… I have cancer.”

My throat tightened. She said it sincerely. Softly. Painfully. As though I didn’t already know.

“That still doesn’t mean you can’t be a driver,” I said thickly.

She wrinkled her nose. “Sometimes, it’s all I think about,” she confessed quietly. “All the things I can’t do.” Her nose sniffled. “How do you not think about them?”

How did I not let my doubts consume me?

I thought for a minute, wondering how it was always children who asked the simplest yet hardest questions.

“It’s not that I don’t think about them, but when you love something—like really love it,” I began, tapping on the paper to indicate we were talking about racing. “There’s a place where the rubber meets the road.”

Her brow scrunched, unfamiliar with the phrase. “You mean the tires?”

“Yeah, technically.” I smiled and nodded. “But you know how race tires are really big and smooth so they stick to the track and make it easier to go faster?” She nodded in confirmation. “Well, they stick so well because there’s no space left.” I pressed my palms flat together to illustrate. “So, where the rubber meets the road is the spot where what you want is put to the test. And for me, that spot is where there’s no room for doubt. Or fear. Or can’ts. Because there’s no space between that rubber and road.” I told her. “There’s just me and the thing I love, and I’m stuck so hard to it that nothing can stand in my way.”

I met her wide-eyed fascination, eating up each word like I was writing her a new bible.

I bit into the corner of my cheek, desperate for something—anything to say or do to change her mind. I looked down to the cap in my hands, my fingers toying absentmindedly with the fabric.

My eyes popped wide, an idea roaring into my mind.

I glanced around Claire’s room, seeing a few things of what we would need, but I needed to check with Gwen for the rest. And Garret. For permission.

“What’s your number?” I demanded firmly of the little girl.

“What number?”

“Your racing number. What is it?”

Thankfully, she didn’t fight me. Instead, she thought for a second. “Eight!” she exclaimed before changing her mind. “No, seven!”

“Seven’s a lucky number,” I approved.

“It’s Uncle G’s number,” she told me. “Because all his names start with the letter g and that’s number seven in the alphabet.”

I paused as I reached for a marker. “You don’t want to pick your lucky number?” I confirmed.

She thought for a second. “No. I think my uncle G could use some luck,” she decided, my heart splitting just a little more down the seam. “Plus, he’s going to build my car. He should get to put his number on it.”

I nodded, grabbing the blue marker and uncapping it. “I agree.”

“Hey! What are you doing to my cap?” she cried out, bending forward onto her knees as I began to trace the number seven onto the fabric on both sides.

She didn’t ask again until I was finished shading in both sevens so they stood out against the white.

We both lifted our eyes at the same time, locking gazes as I replied, “This isn’t your cap, Miss Gallagher. It’s your helmet.”

Her eyes bulged as I handed her the drawn-on hat and pushed the rest of her markers into a pile at her knees.

“Now, you have to finish coloring it,” I told her as I rose.

She took it from my hand, excitement sparking in her expression. “Where are you going?”

“To find your uncle so he can build you a race car.” I grinned and practically ran from the room.

My mind sped so fast through everything I needed to make this happen—and the permission I needed to get—that not even my peripherals caught sight of the wide-chested Irishman before I was crashing into him.

And back into his arms.

“Kacey?” Garret rasped, regarding me with abject concern. “Is everythin’ alright? Is Claire—”

“She’s fine,” I assured him quickly, wondering but not complaining that he hadn’t let me go. “Actually, it’s a good thing you’re back. I need your help,” I blurted out.

“Doin’ what, lass? Not breakin’ another leg—”

“No.” I huffed and rolled my eyes. “I need your expertise.” His eyebrow arched in curiosity. “I need you to build me a race car.”

He gaped for a long second. “Pretty sure that’s what I’ve been doin’ this whole damn time—”

“No. Actually. I need you to build Claire a race car.”

Thinking he understood, his shoulders relaxed. “When she’s older, if she still wants ta race—”

“Nope. Not older. Today.” I stepped out of his befuddled arms. “We’re going to build her a car today, and then we’re going to have a race.”

I grinned at the echoes of ‘are ye daft?’ that followed me as I grabbed his hand and pulled his shocked, stumbling form into the room with me.

“Bear, what are ye doin’ to yer cap?” he demanded as we approached the bed.

The little girl’s eyes danced. “It’s not a cap! It’s my helmet!” She held up the hat to show off the blue number seven against the yellow and red stripes she’d begun to add. “Kacey says you’re going to build me a race car.”

“I hafta finish buildin’ Miss Snyder her race car first before I can—”

“Not exactly a race car,” I broke in with a smile, drawing both their attention. “We’re going to outfit your wheelchair to look like a race car.” My grin spread wide. “And then we’re going to host an official race around the floor.”

Claire’s eyes sprung so wide I was afraid her eyeballs might pop out.

“A race?” Garret held up his hands, the gesture emphasizing the apprehension in his tone. “Now, wait a minute, Kacey. Ye canna just—”

“Uncle G.” Her call silenced him, and her desperate hope crumbled his opposition. “Please,” she begged softly. “Please, can we race?”

I cleared my throat, grabbing Garret’s attention. “We have to check with the nurses and the doctors first, Claire. And, of course, see if there’s anyone else who wants to participate.”

“Oh, there is!” She clapped cheerfully. “The boy two rooms down—Harold—he loves racing. He loves Colton Donavan!”

I chuckled. Who didn’t?

Garret grunted.

Okay, except maybe Groucho.

“Look, Claire. I dinna want ye gettin’ yer hopes up. We have to check with them first. And I want ta talk with—”

“Please, Uncle G. Please!” she begged but couldn’t even manage a sad face because she was so excited. “I just want to race.” She gripped her half-colored cap to her chest so tight I thought she might bleed the marker right from the fabric. “All I want is to race.”

There was a long moment of silence, punctuated by Garret’s hands digging into the stone taper of his hips. I noted his resistance—the tight line of his lips and narrow blue slashes of his eyes, the hard line of his jaw propped up by the tense cords of his neck.

And then I watched it fade against his niece’s plea—against the blinding hope of her smile.

“Alright, Bear, but only if they say it’s alright and only if yer—”

Claire’s squeal and round of applause drowned out whatever else he was going to say to tamp down her expectations, and then next thing I knew, she was standing on her bed with her arms wrapped around my neck, giving me the tightest hug.

“Where’d ye get all this energy from? Did Kacey give ye more than one cookie?” Garret looked between the two of us like if I conspired about this racing business, I definitely conspired to give her more cookies than allowed.

“Absolutely not.” I stuck my hands up, laughing as Claire let me go and bounced over to her uncle, her skinny arms looking like twine wrapped around the breadth of his shoulders.

And then I heard her tell him softly—or maybe it was only soft because she wasn’t facing me, “It’s not energy, Uncle G,” she chided. “It’s hope.”

My lips parted, his gaze locking into mine like two gears coming together—a harsh perfect fit.

A new kind of need coursed through me. The kind that had been tested in fire. Purified from the thoughts that what we felt wasn’t special, that what we had could be ignored.

“Now, help me decorate my hat,” she demanded, grabbing his hand and then reaching for mine, pulling until the two of us were crowded against each other, around her, on the bed.

“I hope ye know what yer doin’, lass,” he charged with a low, hoarse voice, as Claire hummed and picked out the markers she wanted.

“Are you going to let me do this?” I murmured.

His head cocked, his expression blank before he smirked. “Has anyone ever been able ta stop ye from gettin’ what ye wanted?”

My heart slammed against the protective cage of my chest. Eager. Irrational.

Reckless.

“One person.” So quiet. So aching. I couldn’t stop the words if I tried nor the meaning they carried.

His features shadowed, the desire reflected in his eyes just as vibrant as the shade of his hair. My hair. Just as vibrant as the desire in my eyes.

But that was like the two of us.

Different. Distinct. But made of the same.

“I think he tried ta stop ye, lass,” he rasped, the roughness sending goosebumps swirling over my skin. My breath stuck to the cells in my lungs, neither absorbed nor set free. Simply waiting. Hoping.

“Tried?” The word was just a wisp of air.

I caught the flicker of desperate designation as it lit up the bright blue orbs holding my heart on a tightrope.

His head tipped toward mine. Claire was completely lost in her coloring, too absorbed in the idea of a race happening to spare us a glance.

Our breaths danced with warm desire, my pulse hammering an uncertain but strong beat in my ears. The room felt like it jumped twenty degrees, but it was a heat that came from inside.

The soft burr of his accent caressed my skin while his words sank down deep inside me.

“I dinna think he yet knows he failed.”
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Garret

 

I COULDN’T STOP LOOKIN’ AT her.

Maybe that was how I knew I was done for. How I knew this last week was a complete waste—a complete feckin’ lie.

The only thing that was true was the looks that we shared. The heat passed between us.

I should’ve quashed her idea—decorating wheelchairs up like race cars and pushing kids around the floor.

“He had that smile, Danny did,” I rasped as we neared the shop. After talking the idea over with Claire, we’d had to clear the chair race with the hospital staff—not hard to do when the hospital sat in NASCARs hometown. Not hard to do when kids were clamoring for something like this with a real race car driver participating. “The same one as Claire had today. The one that canna be dimmed.” His expression grew taut. “At least, it couldn’t fer a long time.”

My heart had this twisting sensation when I saw that smile, different from all the other ones I’d seen from her but familiar because it was her da’s. It was a painful twist. But it was also tight and strong. Like a screw attachin’ the broken pieces of my heart back together.

“I canna lose her,” I confessed raggedly, sliding my gaze to where she sat curled in the front seat, one leg resting under the other, her arm relaxed on the center console.

But I caught the small twitch of her fingers—the subtle but eager nervousness radiating from her.

I knew what I was sayin’—what I admitted to back at the hospital, tellin’ her I didn’t know I’d failed.

Havin’ her once was like lightin’ a fuse. I was a fool to think that just because the bomb hadn’t gone off yet didn’t mean it wasn’t inevitable.

And Kacey Snyder was nothing if not inevitable.

“You can’t lose yourself either,” she murmured.

“She’s just been the only thing I’ve thought about fer so long. I dinna think I had room fer anything else. How much I love her… what I’d do fer her…” I trailed off, wincing as I thought about my brother. “But losing him—losing Danny—it’s defined me, lass.”

She sat silent for a minute.

“Bad things happen, Garret. Things that will always affect us in one way or another,” she started slowly. “Like Claire having cancer… surviving it… will always be part of her. Just like losing Danny will always be a part of you.” She paused. “And just like what happened at Daytona will always be a part of me.”

I felt my teeth clench together, a familiar rage ignited by the thought.

“But just because they affect us and shape our choices—our future—doesn’t mean they get to define it,” she went on firmly as we turned onto the road where the garage sat. “If Claire let cancer define her, she’d give up on her dreams. If I let my assault and the criticism define me, I’d never race again. And you… if you let Danny’s death define you, well then it makes sense you not wanting a life of your own.” Her throat bobbed as she swallowed and slid her gaze to meet mine.

“I dinna want that for either of you.”

“Then you shouldn’t want it for yourself.”

I drew a harsh breath, feeling the air seep and slither into all the cracks in my chest that the weight on my shoulder had created.

“I dinna want it, Kacey.” I pulled the truck in front of the garage door next to Renner’s truck. “But I never had anythin’ else ta want.” I turned off the engine. “Thought maybe I dinna deserve anythin’ more.”

I turned, capturing her gaze with my own.

“But then I met you, lass.”

Her tongue slid over her lips, turning my cock to solid rock in my jeans. Every fiber of my being urged me to reach for her. Haul her across the console and onto my lap where I could show her just how much.

Just how much she reminded me I wanted more from this life.

The green of her eyes deepened into jade spheres that glistened with lust.

“Renner’s here,” she murmured, shifting in her seat.

A grunt slipped from the pit of need in my chest, knowing she was hot and slick and ready for me.

“Yeah,” I rasped, giving her a curt nod as the very man appeared from the entrance to the garage.

Kacey fumbled with the door as Renner gave us a blank stare—one that concealed just how perceptive he was.

“Where’ve you been all day, girl?” His voice carried over to me as I stepped down from the driver’s seat, using the shield of the vehicle to adjust my throbbing erection before shutting the door behind me.

“We’ve been at the hospital,” Kacey replied, unfazed by the staunch but harmless tone of his question.

“And how’s Claire?”

I met his narrow gaze. “Doin’ alright. Better when Kacey’s around.”

“I believe it.”

I gritted my teeth at his all-knowing reply.

“We’re hosting a small race at the end of the week for the whole floor,” Kacey told him.

“A race?” He pushed his glasses up on his nose.

“We’re going to outfit wheelchairs to look like race cars and let the kids decorate them,” she explained. “And then we’re going to race one loop around the floor.”

The closest thing I’d ever seen to a smile crossed Voigt’s face.

“You always see possibilities, Miss Snyder.” His eyes slid to me. “Even in some of the most hopeless scenarios.”

I glared at him.

“We should let some of the local news know,” he mused. “Let them take photos and such.”

“Renner—”

The purposeful old man cut her off. “We aren’t going to get McDonald’s, Miss Snyder. Too late for that.” He shook his head, his expectations tempering with each day that passed. “But it might get the hospital some good donations.”

At that, some tension relaxed from her spine.

Waving away that subject, he switched gears. “What I was looking to tell you, Miss Snyder, is that I got a call from Donavan’s team today.”

“Don—You mean Colton Donavan?” She gaped.

“He’s hosting a fundraiser for Corporate Cares the night before Indianapolis,” he went on, ignoring Kacey’s surprise. “Fancy gala and all that. Mentioned something about a dating auction.” Voigt cleared his throat. “He invited all the drivers, and I accepted for you.”

“Me?” She breathed. “A fundraiser? A dating auction?” She glanced at me. “I don’t know—”

“What trajectory you want to take in this world?” he broke in, his expression shuddering in confusion. “This is likely my last year on the track, Miss Snyder, but you—and you”—he nodded to me—“have too much time and skill for this to be the end. You need to take advantage of what connections you can.”

“Of course.” Kacey nodded. “I want to go. Of course. I just—I’m not good at dress-up, or playing nice with driver’s who have an issue with me.”

“They aren’t paying you to be nice, girl,” he scoffed. “You’re paying them—or I’m paying them—to get your face out there. And I don’t think Donavan has a problem with you.”

“I understand.”

“Good.” He turned for his truck. “I’m planning on heading to Indianapolis in the next day or two to get settled. I’ll let you both know when you’ll be needed for practice.” His gaze slid between us, meeting neither of our eyes. “I’m assuming you’ll want to coordinate.”

I didn’t need to look at Kacey to know her face was as red as her hair as Voigt nodded in goodbye and walked to his truck.

The gravel crunched as she spun to face me.

“Colton Donavan,” she repeated, eyes wide.

I grunted.

I had nothing against the guy. Smart. Talented. Made an empire for himself.

But the name still stung with the reminder of the meeting I took and the domino of events it caused.

None of it Donavan’s fault.

And, slowly, I’d learn none of it was mine either.

“He wants me to go to a fundraiser hosted by Colton Donavan,” she repeated with an excited awe as we walked into the garage like the kids at the hospital had when they met her.

There was one thing I didn’t like about his name though—and that was the fact it was comin’ from her lips.

Lips that were mine.

Lips that should only ever brandish my name.

I pulled the door shut behind me, sliding the bolt home. I stood for a moment, watching her wander into the space, still lost in her own thoughts.

I watched her realize I wasn’t behind her.

I watched her turn toward me, pink coloring her cheeks.

“Garret.”

A low groan rumbled in my chest before I pushed away from the door and stalked to her, closing the space like an animal claiming its prey.

Reaching up, I clasped her face, her chin wedged in the angle between my thumb and forefinger as I tipped her face to mine.

Not roughly. Possessively.

“My name.”

Her eyes flashed. “Garret.”

Lust bolted down to my groin and I dipped my head closer to her.

“Never say another man’s name when yer in my house, lass.” I growled. “In my territory.”

It was a warning, that was fer damn sure. But the soft mewl that slid seductively from those lips, reminded me clearly that it was a plea, too.

Her hands moved boldly to the edge of my shirt, Small, warm fingers sliding up the ridges of my stomach to my chest.

“Yer playin’ with fire, Kacey.”

“And where’s your territory?” she murmured, her eyes drowsy with lust.

I groaned as her grip curled into my chest, marking me as her own just as I planned to do to her.

“Wherever the hell ye are, lass,” I bite out before crushing her lips under mine.

I’d seen cars ripped off the pavement, torn to shreds by speed and impact.

But this kiss…

This kiss sent my body spinnin’ off its track and out of control—control I never had.

Not when it came to her.

My grip dug into her face, holding it as a willing hostage against mine as I devoured her mouth.

And like it was some damn race, her tongue fought to take the lead. It dueled with mine, delved into all the corners of my mouth that had tried to curse her—to convince her she wasn’t needed so that I didn’t need her.

And if there was any semblance of control, it was eviscerated in seconds.

“Yer mine, lass.” I bit into her lip. Her tongue. Any delicious part of her I could. “Ye may deserve better but yer mine.”

Releasing her face, I devoured her mouth, using her small gasps as fuel as I reached down and, moving her hands off my chest, I grabbed her ass and lifted her against me.

Linking her legs around my waist, she rolled her hips against me greedily. Black spots burst in my vision, feeling the heat of her cunt through her leggings along my cock.

I needed her.

Like a starving man, I needed her.

Like a starving man, I should’ve thought to go slow so I didn’t hurt myself feastin’ too fast. But I was a stupid, starvin’ man, and I’d do anythin’ to have her. Even if it killed me in the process.

Kacey slid her fingers through my hair, tugging roughly on the strands as she tipped my head back, forcing my lips to break from hers.

Panting, the air between us was infected with lust. The incurable kind.

“I’m not property,” she murmured roughly, ending on a moan.

My lip curled with a growl and I walked us into the back room.

Using one arm, I cleared the table with a single swipe, the clean tools piling up with clanking claps, a few spilling onto the floor with eager applause.

“No. Yer no’ property,” I told her with a low voice. “Yer too clumsy, too mouthy, and far too temptin’ ta be property.”

Her half-laugh, half-whimper at my tease made my balls tighten, painfully anxious to fill her with all the need buildin’ up inside me.

“We should go upstairs,” she said softly as I set her ass on the table, reaching for the hem of her shirt.

“Ye know how clean this room is, lass?” I demanded, tugging the fabric over her head, her hair spilling vibrantly over her shoulders.

She shivered. “Well, it’s a clean room.”

I smirked.

Engines were built in clean rooms. No dirt. No dust. Monitored temperature. Everything precisely controlled so there was no trace—no disturbance that would throw off the creation of the most important part of the car.

“Exactly.” I reached around her for the hook of her bra, freeing her tits from the fabric. Burying my hand in her hair, I twisted and used the leverage to tip her head back, my lips dragging along her chin. “And that’s why I’m goin’ ta dirty you in it, lass.”

The table groaned as she arched against me.

I pulled on her thick locks until her back was arched and she was forced to reach back and splay her hands on the table to support herself, her pert breasts tipped up

“Ye know what I do in here?” I trailed a finger down her neck lightly. Torturously.

“Build the engine.”

I nodded, biting and sucking on the skin of her collarbone.

“That’s what I’m goin’ ta do to ye, Kacey. Build up yer sweet body to the most powerful orgasm ye’ve ever felt. Build ye up until yer body straining in the red, pushin’ its limits, and ready to collapse.” I felt her moan right in the tip of my dick. “And then, I’m goin’ ta feed ye my cock and watch ye break.”

“Garret—” She broke off as my teeth clamped on her nipple and tugged, eliciting a long, low moan from her throat.

Fuck if I wasn’t already in the red, revving higher each time she responded eagerly to my rough and ragged desire.

Spearing my tongue against her tit, I let go of her flesh and covered her mouth with mine, devouring another taste of her intoxicating fire as I reached for my pile of tools.

“Yer mine,” I swore against her needy mouth.

When she gasped, I used my free hand to grasp and plump the swell of her breast, savoring the warm weight as it filled my palm, the hard tip catching along my fingers—a speed bump demanding attention.

Groaning, I pulled back and slid the metal wrench into my hand, watching her eyes widen as I pinned her nipple between the cold, metal walls and pressed down, popping the hot red flesh out against the harsh steel.

“God,” she whimpered, panting.

“Garret,” I growled back, dipping my head once more to flick my tongue over her protruding nipple.

“Garret!” She got it right that time with a cry, the heat of my mouth and the cold of the wrench immersing her with an icy-hot fire.

Smirking, I sealed my lips over her tit, pressing the tool harder into her flesh as I began to suck.

My mouth pulled as the wrench pressed. My tongue hot next to where the metal was cold. My lips soft

The contrasts drove her wild. I knew they would. And I sucked hard on her nipple to reward her. Long drags against the velvet tip while my other hand kneaded her other breast.

“That feels… so good,” she whimpered, less of a compliment and more of a fear—a fear echoed in her next words. “I can’t—” She panted, trying to arch against me, her cunt needing pressure to ease the ache of her ravenous orgasm. “I need you,” she exhaled.

How I wanted her was raw. It lacked all finesse and sweetness. I wasna concerned about pretty, I was concerned about pleasure—her pleasure. And she knew it. She didna want gentle caresses and sweet words.

She wanted my dirty hands on her pristine skin. She wanted my dirty words clinging to her body.

She wanted an uprising. A revolt of pleasure against what reality promised was possible.

She wanted somethin’ desperately passionate. Somethin’ against the rules. Somethin’ willin’ to risk it all.

A revolution.

“No’ yet, lass,” I growled.

She writhed and moaned, and it was a good thing she needed both hands to support her because if she’d been able to touch me, my tenuous hold on fragile restraint would’ve broken.

I didn’t know if I spent minutes or hours tuning her tits. Making them swollen and pink from my touch. But I was sure I sacrificed parts of my lungs and other non-essential parts of my body—no longer getting enough blood flow or oxygen—in order to worship them.

As I finally pulled away, my mouth felt like an open wound, harsh breaths bleeding from my lips as I struggled to survive.

The painful throb of my cock had become a constant, twisting knife low in my gut. Even now, seeing her head tipped back, flaming strands of hair dripping over her shoulders and onto her breasts shaded pink and red from my touch, I felt disconnected from its angry pulse—disconnected from the way drops of cum leaked from the tip and into my pants, threatening to let it all go if I didna bury myself inside her soon.

Grunting, I rose up, setting the wrench on the table as I reached for the waist of her pants, stripping her of them and her thong in one swift tug.

And the sight stripped me of my breath.

She rubbed her thighs together as I watched, as desperate for the friction as she was to taunt me.

“Ye tempted this Irishman once. Since then, I’ve tried whiskey, but nothin’ will get me drunk enough to satisfy my taste for ye,” I rasped, with a low, heady voice.

My eyes never left her face, though hers watched with frenzied anticipation as I reached next to me for my stool, the metal rungs of the legs clanging against the floor as I slid it in front of her.

I felt her gaze on me, curious and needy for what came next. Picking up two more clean tools from the pile, I walked around to the other side of the table to the small sink, her head having to tip and twist all the way back in order to see me while I washed them.

They were new. Untouched. Unused.

Still I cleaned them—and taunted her with the sight.

“Garret…” she said with a slow, hesitant voice. Questioning.

I turned, fisting my hand in her hair and tugging until her face was upturned to mine. Sinking my mouth on her, I drove my tongue inside her in an upside-down, silencing kiss. Allowing myself a minute to explore her mouth like this, I licked and stroked until her small moans felt like a new heartbeat.

Releasing her, I went to my work stool and took a seat, wincing as my heavy dick wedged against my pants.

My gaze was level with her hips and I watched her lust-drenched eyes watch as I drew my tongue over my lips in anticipation. When that wanton gaze slipped to mine, I grabbed her knees and spread her legs wide, the sweet musk of her desire engulfing me.

“Christ, lass,” I groaned, lust drowning me as I stared at her glistening pink cunt.

Under the harshly bright lights in the room which were necessary for me to do my job, I could see every quiver of her flesh, every drop as it leaked from her clenching slit.

“Lay back,” I commanded.

Her eyes flashed defiantly.

Taking my newly washed adjustable wrench, I took the flat head and tapped it against her clit in sinful punishment, enjoying the rocket of her hips off the table as she cried out.

“Lay back.” It was a warning this time—one to which she readily complied.

Resting the weighty metal tools on the flat of her stomach, my fingers caught her chill as they slid under her hips and fisted into the flesh of her ass.

My thumbs reached out and spread her pussy open for me. The growl escaping my chest lifting like smoke behind me as I covered her with my mouth.

It was hard to say what was sweeter—the taste of her perfect cunt or the way she cried my name as I devoured her.

Flattening my tongue over her, I let myself consume every taste of her desire, shuddering at the impossible lust it made me feel.

Drawing along her slit, I licked and swirled over every inch of her tender, tempting flesh.

She curled her fingers into my hair, but she couldn’t press me any closer. My lips were on her, my tongue sliding inside her, her taste in my throat, her scent in my lungs—I was survivin’ on her.

I needed to be inside her. There was no doubt about that. It burned like oil in my blood—disastrous and slow. Need eatin’ away at every piece of me with no mercy. No qualm. Nothing but the stickiest, dirtiest demand to take her. To fuck her.

To fuckin’ make her mine.

“Garret,” she begged, her body churning against me with violent need for release.

With a groan, I devoured every slickened inch of her, imbibin’ every drop of honey leaked from her sex and rewardin’ her clit with hard flicks of my tongue.

Reaching up, I closed my hand around the regular wrench, dragging the clean steel down her stomach toward her pussy.

She shuddered as the cool metal traced a path along the valley between her thigh and her sex. But when I slid my lips up, locking them around the sweet bud of her clit, and teased the tool against her entrance, her grip in my hair pulled me violently back.

“Garret.” She gasped, wide eyes staring at me, begging the question of my intent. “I can’t—you can’t—”

My lip curled with a small smirk against her greedy cunt.

“Never interrupt an Irishman when he’s drinkin’, lass,” I warned, locking my lips against her sweet flesh as I pushed the rounded end of the metal inside her.

Cold into hot. Steel into silk.

I grunted, hearing her gasp in shock and pleasure, her hands returning to their demanding stance against my scalp.

Giving her clit a small tug, I drew back, watching the metal slide in and out of her cunt, the smooth surface growing slick with her desire.

“That’s it, lass,” I growled, watching her thick desire drip down along the handle.

With a grunt, I bent forward and dragged my tongue along the length of the handle, unwilling to let any drop be claimed by anythin’ other than my tongue.

“So hot and sweet, Kacey,” I murmured. “They say an Irishman canna get drunk, but fuck lass, it dinna take but a taste of ye ta make me lose my mind.”

She shuddered, my mouth drinking up another rush of desire as her clenching sex pushed it from her body before latching back onto her clit with long sucks.

I needed to be inside her.

Needed it more than air.

Needed it more than life.

So I sucked on her, steady demanding pulls until she writhed and arched against me. Until her desire made the handle of the wrench slick in my hands as I continued to let her body pull it inside her.

“Please…” Her body tensed against me. Her clit swelled against my lips.

“That’s it, lass,” I grunted. “Yer goin’ ta come hard fer me if ye want my cock.”

Her back bowed and, with a strangled cry, her orgasm claimed her. Molten desire rushed against my hands as I pulled the wrench out of her and tossed it to the ground, leaving her body empty as it convulsed.

With a rough curse, I stood and undid my pants, able to take my first full breath once my thick and throbbing length broke free.

I needed her so fuckin’ bad, I wouldn’t survive not havin’ her. Couldn’t. I’d have to cut my cock off to survive it.

Her eyes flitted open with a whimper.

“I need you, Garret,” she murmured.

A groan emerged from the very pit of my stomach as I lined the swollen red tip of my cock up at her entrance, slipping just a little inside with hardly any pressure.

Gritting my teeth, I braced her hips with my hands and drove forward, spearing through her tightly contracting muscles with one forceful thrust.

Maybe I had died.

Maybe I’d waited too long—starved myself of her too much.

But then again, for somethin’ that felt this good, I’d have to be in heaven, and Lord knew I wasna good enough for that.

I wasna good enough for her.

But I could be.

Wedging myself in deep, my breath came out in a hiss of steam as her cunt wrapped around me like a hot glove, welcoming me with steady pulses.

She wriggled her hips and my eyes snapped to hers, meeting a gaze that demanded more. Faster. Now.

“I’ll give ye more,” I promised her. “But ye canna say ye didn’t ask fer it.”

Holding my cock steady, my body on the brink of erupting into her slick heaven, I reached for the adjustable wrench with a devious grin.

Kacey pulled her lower lip between her teeth as I slid the tool down where we were joined.

Lining up the adjustable end with her clit, I began to slowly twist the wrench closed tighter, turning it into a crude clamp.

There was no pressure at first, but I felt the first wave of pleasure shudder over her body as the metal squeezed her clit ever so gently.

Groaning, I slid out and thrust back in, her pussy seizing under the onslaught of two distinct kinds of pleasure.

I turned the dial again. Tighter. And speared my cock into her once more.

Her eyes flickered with disastrous resignation, realizing the sequence.

One twist to light up her clit.

One thrust to rub against her G-spot.

“Garret.” Her head thrashed against the table.

One twist.

One thrust.

“I need—” She broke off with a gasp, her fingers scoring against the tabletop, searching for something—anything to hold onto.

“More?” I growled, repeating my efforts as a sheen of sweat broke over my body. “I’ll give ye more.”

Again.

Her pulse jumped against the side of her neck. Her body was strung out taut, desperate to obey my commands.

“Yer goin’ ta scream my name,” I said raggedly, feeling my cock swell against her impossibly tight muscles.

My vision wavered and then split into two with the pleasure—and the pain of restraint.

“Scream it,” I breathed, staring rapt as I tightened the wrench one last time, the bud of her clit popping through the top like a perfect sacrifice to a ragged, undeserving god. “When I give ye everythin’.”

I swirled my thumb over her slick, protruded flesh, and she obeyed.

My name tore from her lips like it was cutting through metal. And when her body cinched around mine, all steady torture dissipated as I began to drive into her, relentlessly hitting that spot buried deep inside her—that spot that was mine, bearing my name and carved with my cock—again and again until a new orgasm swallowed the first.

The feel of her disintegrating around me was intense and pulled out a heart-stopping release.

With a feral shout, I pinned my cock deep inside her, butting up against her womb, and let my release rip from me in long, thick pumps.

With each heavy pulse, my cock jetted more cum inside her. A grunt escaped from my chest that felt like an attempt to restart my heart.

It felt like minutes before I took a breath, wanting nothin’ to fill my body except the feel of her.

Carefully, my fingers fumbled on the wrench, freeing the small bud of pulsing nerves as I bent over her to lift her up.

There was nothing but a conversation of sighs and a dialogue of weak, sated moans as I carried her upstairs into the apartment where we could clean off. Where we could calm down and relax.

And where I could have her again.

“Ye undo me, lass,” I murmured later as I slid into the bed next to her, pulling her firmly against my chest.

Peering up, she met my gaze, hers foggy but fierce.

“I know exactly what you mean.”
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“THIS IS A GREAT IDEA,” Gwen gushed as we walked into the cafeteria to grab a coffee while she was on break. “The kids are so excited.”

Garret was upstairs with Claire, going over her race car design before we were heading back to the shop with a wheelchair in tow for Garret to create a cardboard race body—four of them.

“I’m just glad we could do it.”

She glanced at me over her shoulder with a twinkle in her eyes. “It looks like you’re glad about a few other things, too.”

Aside from a few quick text conversations since our brunch, one where I’d updated her on Garret’s reason for disappearing, we hadn’t really had a chance to talk.

“From the smile glued to your face and the way Garret looks at you, especially when you aren’t looking, I take it the whole ‘just teammates’ plan was found to be faulty.”

My cheeks answered first with a bright red ‘yes’. “Very faulty.”

“Those are the juicy details I want to hear about on Saturday.” Our dinner and wine date had been scheduled for this weekend on her night off.

Chuckling, we walked up to the self-serve coffee station and she handed me a to-go cup with a wink.

“What I want to know is how I’m the only one with juicy details to share,” I teased, stepping to the side after my cup was filled so she could take my place.

“I’m married to my job.” She sighed.

“Seriously, there’s no hot doc around?” I teased as we exchanged sugar and creamer.

“I didn’t say that.” She shrugged. “I’m just not really looking for a relationship right now.”

“Because of work? Or because of our shared struggle with self-doubt?” For the first time, I caught the hint of a shadow on her face.

“Both,” she admitted as we found an empty table. “But mostly, I don’t think I’m going to be here much longer.”

“Really?” My eyes popped wide. “Where are you heading?”

Her shoulders bumped as she sipped her coffee. “I’m not quite sure yet. I’ve worked in the northeast, now the south. I’m thinking I might head out west. My psychologist and friend, Shelly, lives out there on the coast. The photos she sends me of the views there are gorgeous.”

“You’d still have to leave the hospital to see them, Gwen,” I reminded her gently.

“You’re not wrong.” Her wry answer came with a sad smile.

“You don’t like it here?” I couldn’t help but wonder since she seemed so good with the kids.

“Oh, I do. I love it.” Her smile indicated it was the truth. “I just… can’t seem to stay in one place for too long. You see too much and it builds…”

She didn’t have to say much more to make it clear. I couldn’t imagine the kinds of things that built up inside when dealing with childhood cancer.

“You deserve to have a life, too.”

“I deserve to help people. To care for them. To do my best to make sure they get well,” she paused, her brow crinkling. “I’m working on deserving the rest.”

My heart ached for my friend—a woman who shone so brightly, it was hard to see the dark spots marring her sunny surface.

“What about you?” she prompted, turning the conversation back to me with a lighter smile. “So, you’re here until the race in Indianapolis. Then what? Back to PA?”

My cup paused halfway to my mouth. I hadn’t even thought about that—where I was going next.

Where was Garret going?

“She won’t be here forever,” Gwen said as though reading my thoughts. “If this round does the trick, Claire will be nearing the end of her treatment.”

But would Garret still want to stay here?

The cup finished its journey to my lips and I took a slow sip. Would I want to stay here?

“Honestly, I don’t know. It might depend on who I’m racing for—or if I’m still racing.” I heard Renner the other night; I knew my contract was just for this race. It wasn’t just my reputation riding on Indianapolis after what happened in Daytona—it was possibly my entire career. Because when I crossed that finish line, I was a free agent again and at the mercy of a male-favored sport.

Gwen rested her elbows on the table. “And it might depend on him?”

“It might,” I confessed, pulling my lip between my teeth as a new wave of worries ebbed at the shores of my soul. “But I don’t want to move things too fast right now.”

“Says the woman who moves too fast for a living.”

I rolled my eyes and we both laughed.

“Well, fast or slow, it doesn’t look like you’re going to get too far from him,” Gwen went on and I followed her gaze over to the cafeteria entrance to find it filled with a Irishman who looked very hungry—which made sense, this was the cafeteria. Only he was looking at me.

“No, it doesn’t,” I murmured as a familiar heat pooled between my legs.

“I think that’s my cue.” Gwen rose as Garret approached us, his determined gaze locked on me. “But don’t ever doubt that look, Kace,” she offered when I stood and pulled her in for a hug.

“What look?”

She drew back. “The one that’s making me sweat.” I laughed, shaking my head as she added, “The one that says he’d do anything for you. You.” She poked my chest with a hard stare as Garret reached us.

“Gwen,” he greeted her and she returned it with a smile.

“I’ve got to get going. I’ll see both of you tomorrow for the race.” A second later she was scurrying back to her job even though her break was only halfway done.

Workaholic.

“We should head back to the shop, lass.” His finger trailed down the side of my arm, searching for my hand.

I nodded and grinned. “You have some magical race cars to make.”

“I have some other magical things ta do first,” he rasped with a low voice and tugged me against him.

My breath hitched in my chest as he kissed me hard and then led us to the exit.

Wherever I ended up after Indianapolis, I realized I’d already been hoping it would be somewhere by his side.
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“WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO do before Indy?” I murmured, holding the cardboard contraption steady as Garret secured it to Claire’s wheelchair.

One down, three to go.

With Garret’s help, and help from the wonderful nursing staff on the floor, we’d spent the morning turning the kids into drivers, chairs into cars, and the floor into a track—and we’d done a pretty damn good job, if I did say so myself.

With caps colored and numbered to look like helmets, Garret was able to use some large boxes the hospital had lying around to fashion the appearance of a car around the base of a wheelchair. He even managed to add on a cardboard frame for the Aeroscreen—the kids squealing to know they were some of the first to be racing IndyCar’s newest feature.

Last night, back at the garage, we’d assembled the boxes to look like cars when set over the chairs. After we’d done a few other things first. I flushed and glanced around, hoping no one could see how those thoughts made my body steam.

Now, the four kids helped each other color and decorate the cardboard while we attached the completed designs to the wheelchairs. Some of the nurses helped them and some began to tape off a track around the circular floor, inviting kids who didn’t want to participate to make signs and cheer from their rooms.

His hands paused, sliding me a quick glance. “I need ta stay here as long as I can,” he replied. “Voigt knows I need to. Fer Claire.”

We’d caught Renner on the way out this morning. He was leaving for Indianapolis to secure a place to stay, a garage, and the rest of the pit crew. The race was still two and a half weeks away, but I knew he’d be calling me up there soon. There were test days on the track. And then qualifying. Days when I would be needed, but Garret wouldn’t.

“Of course.” I swallowed and nodded, sending him a quick smile.

But it was bittersweet and ironic that the thought of leaving for Indianapolis—for the race of a lifetime and my dream—didn’t feel anything like I thought it would. Didn’t feel anything like it would have only a few weeks ago.

Now, it felt like I was trading one dream for another.

One impossible dream for another.

Maybe how we’d come together had been all wrong. Maybe we’d built this framework of mutual respect, stripped out of past secrets, and then replaced, piece by painstaking piece, with facts and feelings. And finally, a powerful desire that pushed us into uncharted territory.

Maybe the order or the placement of all our misshapen parts seemed faulty from the outside. But then, I was sure that’s what most thought about a car with the engine sitting behind the seat rather than under the front hood.

It wasn’t for everyone.

The speed. The power. The danger of strapping yourself to something like this.

But it was for me.

He was it for me.

After this week, that much was clear.

Hell, that was the only thing that was clear.

We’d tried hate.

We’d tried avoidance.

We’d tried a single fling.

We’d tried cordial kindness.

But there was only one option for us.

Like fuel and a spark inside an engine, the only possible outcome was combustion.

“I don’t want to leave,” I confessed quietly, keeping my eyes focused on my meticulous tape job until I felt the strong pull of his fingers under my chin.

Meeting his eyes, I could see he heard what I said. I don’t want to leave you—either of you.

I wanted my dream. But I also wanted him… in equal and incomprehensible measures.

“I want ye, lass,” he rasped low, sending a spool of heat down low in my stomach. “And I’m no’ lettin’ ye go.” He sighed. “I’ll be there fer the race.”

I sighed at the rough press of his mouth to mine, hidden by our crouched and close-quartered positions.

Or so I thought.

“Uncle G?”

Garret pulled away, clearing his throat and turning to Claire. “Yeah, Bear?”

Her narrowed gaze looked between the two of us before a huge smile cracked over her face. “Never mind.” She beamed. “Take your time.” And with that instruction, sauntered off to where they were decorating the windows of some of the rooms.

I laughed as Garret groaned.

“Ye know that’s no’ the end of it,” he grumbled, and I laughed even harder. “After this race, we’re goin’ ta have some explainin’ to do.”

My grin began to widen before it halted in its tracks, a sudden thought crashing into me.

“And what about our race?”

My conversation with Gwen came back and bubbled out of me.

“What do ye mean?” He went back to work.

“After Indy, Garret. After you’re done with Voigt’s car,” I pressed, swallowing over the lump in my throat that was a ball of memories, recalling how he couldn’t stand this sport or most of the people in it. How he was only doing this to pay for Claire’s treatment.

How living my dream was the equivalent of his nightmare.

He paused, his chin dipping for a moment. “I don’t know. Haven’t thought about it,” he replied. “Just tryin’ ta focus on one thing at a time.”

One thing at a time.

I nodded. I could do that.

Except that I wasn’t sure that I could.

I knew the moment I wanted to race. The seven-thousand RPM feeling that settled in my blood. Only after did all the questions descend—How did I build a car? How did I pay for it? What licenses did I need? How did I practice? How did I get teams to notice me?

I stood and moved to the next wheelchair, hoisting the red and blue Captain America cardboard car over it while Garret set to work taping it together.

Where did we go from here?

Where Claire was?

What about racing? Was this the last time we’d both work on a track together?

Would he still want me if I refused to give up racing?

Would he be able to live on the outskirts of a world that had taken so much from him?
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“Alright, Claire, are you ready?” I crouched down, murmuring in her ear as we waited on the starting line, the three other wheelchairs lined up and manned by boys who wanted to join in my makeshift event.

“Ye sure you don’t want me pushin’ ye, Bear?” Garret asked, standing behind Harold’s chair directly next to us.

“Yes, Uncle G!” she insisted, beaming. “You just build the cars. Kacey is the best driver, that’s why we’re going to win!”

“Ye wound me, Bear,” Garret feigned his hurt and offense.

“It’s just the truth, Uncle G.” She shrugged, mercilessly.

I bit my lip but it didn’t stop the snicker that escaped and then turned into full-blown laughter.

“I don’t know,” he grunted, his eyes twinkling at me, happiness lighting up this man’s face like the most beautiful constellation of stars. “She’s pretty clumsy if you ask me.”

“Hey!” I exclaimed and playfully swatted him, a thrill of heat—of something more pooling low in my stomach. Quickly tearing my gaze back to my driver, I asked, “Ready?”

“Yes!” she squealed.

“Alright.” I looked down the line of chairs, the far two children being pushed by their fathers. “Gentlemen… and lady”—my cheeks flushed, catching Garret’s warm gaze—“start your engines!”

The kids, along with the audience lining the hallway track, began to make engine noises like Garret had taught them. Growls and rumbles interspersed with hints of laughter echoes around the fifth floor of the children’s hospital, cameras flashing and bystanders clapping.

Gwen raised the green ‘flag’—a piece of paper colored by some of the other kids—ready to start the race, beaming brightly at me. In her other hand was a similar checkered version for the finish after the large lap.

My fists tightened on the handles of the chair, feeling them start to sweat. I glanced down, noticing how Claire’s grip responded similarly on the grips of her fake steering wheel.

As the sound began to fade, Gwen gave a nod to me and the rest of the pushers before she brought the paper down with an erratic flutter and yelled, “Go!”

Not quite like the real thing, but compromises needed to be made.

The balls of my feet pushed off the tile and shot Claire and me forward down the long length of the hall. Laughter and cheers set the clatter of the rolling chairs to music as we began to race around the floor.

“To the left!” I yelled to Claire as we came to the first corner, reminding her to lean as we turned.

I’d taken a few minutes to explain to all of them the kinds of g-forces a driver experienced going around the track. Here, without the various belts, buckles, and racing seat to keep them steady, I told them they would have a tougher time around this track and instructed them to lean into the corners.

And Claire followed my directions to a T.

“Go, Kacey, go!” she squealed as we came through the corner in the lead and took off down the straight.

After the first corner, the other two boys fell back. They were a little younger than Claire and Harold. I figured their fathers wouldn’t push them quite as fast.

Meanwhile, I felt Garret on my heels, Harold yelling, ‘Faster’, right behind me.

“Lean!” I reminded as I pulled back on the handles of the chair, slowing it to round the second corner.

Kids, families, and nurses all stood along the wall, clapping and cheering as we flew by. But I noticed Claire wasn’t focused on them—it hardly looked like she even noticed them.

Her hands were gripped on the front of the box, her body bent forward, and her gaze focused on the track ahead.

She was in the zone.

I knew that zone.

The one where the world disappeared. Faded into the asphalt. Worries, opinions, fears, they were too slow to keep up with you here.

I didn’t have to remind her this time, she tipped to the left as we approached the third turn, my arms beginning to burn along with my newly-healed ankle.

Who knew pushing a seven-year-old in a wheelchair worked different muscles than keeping a thousand-pound race car under control?

Garret had slowed, Harold wanting to high-five his friends on the sidelines of the last straight.

“Faster, Kacey!” My demanding driver yelled.

I laughed and then dragged in a deep breath to fuel my pumping heart. Crouching closer to the handles, I pushed my legs even harder.

“Faster, faster!”

I bit my cheek. I couldn’t go much faster, especially not with the last turn coming up.

“Kacey!” I heard Garret’s warning yell somewhere behind me.

Still, I gave her one last push forward, knowing I had enough time to slow us down again.

We shot forward and I heard her excited cry, a smile spreading over my face. My brake zone began at the edge of the nurses’ desk that wrapped around the final corner. I braced to slow us down, but just as Claire began her lean into the corner, the left wheels caught an uneven bump in the tile. Even with Claire’s weight straining toward the left, it caused the chair to careen onto the two right wheels as we went into the turn.

My heart shot up into my throat, beating loudly in my ears as panic raced through me. My arms screamed as I tried to temper the careening weight of the chair, but it wasn’t enough. We had too much momentum and, with the weight being thrown off, I wasn’t able to slow us in time.

“Left, Claire!” I cried out, my ankle burning angrily as I pushed all my weight to try to bring the chair back down even as I forced us forward. We needed to keep this pace even if that meant finishing the corner with only half the chair on the ground. Faster or slower risked breaking the steady path the wheels took.

And I could only pray we didn’t crash.

And I’d never been more afraid of crashing than at that moment.

More afraid that the activity I’d come up with to cheer Claire up could end up harming her.

More afraid that Garret was right, I didn’t belong here. With her. With him.

But most afraid that I’d risked my heart with no protection and no warning.

My lungs exhausted every last ounce of air from them as the corner ended, the two wheels that had been airborne crashed back to the ground, the chair bouncing as it regained equilibrium just as we passed Gwen and the checkered paper she waved over her head.

Claire’s scream pierced right through my chest and I used every last ounce of strength to pull the wheelchair to a wobbly halt, my sneakers squeaking on the tile with the effort.

I rounded to the front of her, frantic.

“Claire, are you—” I broke off. The question was pointless. The answer written in bright eyes and a face-splitting smile across her face.

“We did it!” she exclaimed, obviously either unknowing or unfazed by how close we’d come to crashing.

My breath rushed out and my head hung for a quick second. “You did it,” I told her.

“I did it,” she repeated in awe, and every fear was worth that moment.

Not the moment she realized she won, the moment Claire realized she could.

Her head spun around, Garret and Harold finally catching up to us as the onlookers clapped for the rest of the participants.

“And I won!” She grinned. “Wait until I tell—”

“Claire!” Garret barreled in front of the chair, and I stepped back to let him crouch ahead of me. “Are ye—”

“I did it, Uncle G! I raced, and I won!” His worry wasn’t cut off as effectively as mine by her exuberance.

“You did,” he replied, gruffly, giving her a smile that wanted to soften every line on his face, seeing her so happy, but was constricted by the danger I’d put her in.

“Kacey. Can I talk to ye for a minute?” he asked, but it wasn’t a question.

“Help me out first!” Claire begged, eager to see her friends.

If she was asking me, Garret gave me no space to respond, reaching in and lifting her out of the boxed-in contraption.

I turned away from them and took a few steps farther down the hall away from the collecting crowd.

“Kacey.” I turned to my name—and to his wrath. “What the hell were ye thinkin’?”

“Garret, I—”

“It was just a damn game,” he cut me off loudly, drawing a few unsteady eyes before he continued in a quieter, yet somehow much more frightening tone. “It was just fer fun, but ye couldn’t leave it at that, could ye?”

My heart misfired in my chest. “No, Garret, it was—”

“Ye just wanted ta win. Had ta win. Had to risk harmin’ a girl who’s already been harmed enough.”

Anger of my own surged. I sure as hell felt bad for what almost happened. But it didn’t. Claire was okay. And I hadn’t done it on purpose.

“I’m sorry, Garret,” I charged in, determined to speak. “I obviously didn’t mean for that to happen. I didn’t see—”

“I know ye did. Ye always think ye can. And ye’ve never been wrong before. Ye can drive. Ye can race. No matter what they say, no matter what I thought I believed, lass, one minute in yer presence proved me wrong.”

I tried to swallow but my tongue felt thick and sticky, like hot rubber on dry asphalt, against the roof of my.

Compliments cloaked in anger. Deceptive pleasure that would be turned to pain.

My brain revolted, demanding I walk away. Demanding not to be cut down once more.

But I stayed.

I stayed for the same reason I drove. For the same reason I punched another driver. For the same reason I put myself back in Garret Gallagher’s path again and again and again.

Because I was incapable of walking away from where my heart needed to be.

On the track. In the right. In his arms.

“But sometimes ye can’t,” he hissed, the heat from the accusation hotter than the stares that were coming full force in our direction. “Sometimes, ye just can’t. And this is my fault. I shoulda stopped this from the start. I shoulda said no.” He huffed and tugged his hand through his hair, leaving it in disheveled flames.

“I shoulda known ye couldn’t be careful like that—”

“I was being careful! I wasn’t going too fast—”

“Enough!” he yelled, and this time, I knew Claire was in earshot. “Ye aren’t even careful with yerself, Kacey! Not with yer dreams, not with yer reputation, and not with yer person. I shouldna expected ye ta be careful with her when there’s only one thing on yer mind.”

The last was accompanied by a low growl as though he chased the words out of his mouth. His chest rose and fell like a moving mountain in front of me. Layers and layers of rock and stone, built up over years, hardened by storms, and buried under guilt erupted to life—and came for me.

“She coulda been hurt. And no’ the kind of hurt that just sometimes requires a cast. She coulda been—” He broke off, unable to finish, but not needing to.

She wouldn’t have died. Not from a tipped over wheelchair. But her injuries. A hit to her head. I wasn’t a doctor but cancer was a big enough threat to make me aware that recovering from any kind of normal injury wasn’t easy and could be life-threatening.

My hands dug into my hips, refusing to let them cross over my chest and protect my heart from where it was bleeding out.

“Christ,” he swore under his breath, looking to the ground and shaking his head, the peak of his anger abating.

“You’re right,” I replied with a hollow bitterness, my eyes burning with the effort to not cry as they met his once more. “I’m not careful with those things. I’m not careful with my dreams because they deserve to go as far as they can reach. I’m not careful with my reputation when it comes at the expense of my integrity.”

My gaze narrowed, the air sparking with anger and truth, fueled by the distance we’d tried to keep.

“I might not look careful with my body but it’s because I know what it can handle. When I’m not in that car, I’m thinking about being in that car. I know every muscle involved in driving it. I know every motion required. And I know my relative safety on a track when I’m the only other one on it.”

I dragged in a deep breath, oxygen popping like firecrackers in my lungs, burning each word I spoke.

“And I’m careful with Claire. Careful with her hopes, but even more careful with her fears because those are what will eat away at her long after the cancer is gone,” I warned strongly as I got in his face, hurt spewing out angrily from the emotional onslaught of the last two minutes. “And I was careful with her today.” My lip quivered with the intensity of my assertions. “Though you’ve always been quick to believe any and all first accounts of my mistakes.”

His jaw clenched, rippling the muscles in his face with frustration and a rightful shadow of second-guessing himself.

“But what I’m not careful with, Garret—G,” I corrected, reveling in the wince across his face. Lowering my voice, I tipped my head up and stood so close to him that one wrong breath would have us touch. “What I’m not careful with apparently, is my heart. Everything else, I’ve had control over. Every other part of my story, I can write. But this part… this part I keep handing to you, and you keep crossing it out. Over and over again.”

I let out a sad laugh, hating the way my body warmed from being so close to him as though it didn’t understand the pain he caused my heart.

I swallowed over the bitter ball in my throat and forged on, “It’s like racing, I can’t stop coming back for more. No matter the crashes. No matter the criticism. No matter the pain. I can’t stop chasing the thing I l—want.” I sucked in a breath, a small mercy that I caught the word before it slipped out. “But you… you’re a race I can’t win because you’re a race that refuses to let me run.”

“Dammit, Kacey,” he said gruffly, looking down the hallway that, thankfully, had mostly cleared of our audience. But instead of continuing, he froze.

I followed his face to the end where a very pretty but very pale woman stood talking to Gwen who, judging by the gestures of her hands, was describing why the hospital floor looked like a race track.

“Shit,” he spat and looked back to me. “This—we aren’t done.”

My mouth dropped as he turned and walked purposely toward the woman whose eyes were only on him. And the magnitude of pain I felt in my chest turned out to only be foreshocks compared to the earthquake of ache that erupted.

I didn’t know who that woman was, but it was safe to assume she was Claire’s mother.

And I had no idea what their relationship was.

“We never started,” I called after him as he stalked down the hall. I saw the words hit his back like a bullet from a gun, though it didn’t stop him.

It didn’t even cause him to turn.

“Kacey!”

I bit back a moan as Claire beelined for me as soon as her uncle stalked in the opposite direction.

“What’s wrong?” She grabbed my arm. “Why is my uncle G upset?” Her eyes were wide and worried and starting to fill with tears. “It’s because I asked you to go faster, isn’t it? I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. I asked you—”

“No,” I bent down and reassured her. “No, Claire. It’s not your fault. That’s not why he’s upset. He’s just worried about you, that’s all. And I’m the adult. If anyone is to blame, it’s me.”

She looked like she wanted to argue, but instead replied, “But I felt it though.”

“Felt what?” I prompted, the wave of tears cresting dangerously close to crashing.

I wanted to leave, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t because I couldn’t stop watching Garret behind Claire’s head.

I couldn’t stop watching the way he spoke to the blonde woman.

I couldn’t stop watching the way he comforted her.

“The place you said where the rubber meets the road.”

I managed a quick smile for her. “Yeah?”

“And you were right,” she beamed at me with a watery smile. “There was no room for ‘can not.’”

“Good.” My lips formed a tight smile as the first traitorous drop slipped down my cheek.

“He can’t be mad at you,” she insisted. “I’ll tell him he can’t.” She shook her head frantically and I knew it was because of my tears.

I tried to control them. This was the last battle she should be worried about fighting.

“No, Claire,” I told her firmly, wiping my face. “This isn’t your uncle’s fault, and I don’t want you—”

“No!” she screeched and then began to sob. “He can’t be mad at you for making me believe!”

I reached for her, but I wasn’t fast enough as she tore down the hall toward the couple at the other end.

Pain made me drunk. Drunk not knowing what had just happened. What was true. What was imagined. It blurred everything into a ball of hurt, the effect of which would be lasting.

I lifted my gaze and found his.

My anger found his.

My hurt found his.

My need found his.

And when Claire barreled into him, drawing his attention, I ran.

I ran from the most dangerous thing I’d ever faced and, as I climbed into one of the waiting taxis outside the hospital, wondered why no one gave out helmets or padded suits or any kind of fancy shield for the four-lettered sport that involved risking your heart.
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Garret

 

FOR EIGHT YEARS, I’D ONLY worried about one person.

I couldn’t count Janet or even myself as being of concern—only Claire.

How to take care of her. How to give her the best of everything. How to heal her. How to make her happy.

How to make up for the fact her father was gone.

Just because you regret something doesn’t mean you caused it.

Like a pipe that had burst, I’d been living with a constant stream of guilt over Danny’s death for almost a decade.

It flooded my life. Drowned every viable part. Seeped into all the cracks, rusting and molding not only my relationships, both personal and business, but my ability to have them.

And then Kacey came along.

Determination cloaked in an unshakeable spirit.

And slowly but surely, with her indefatigable attitude, a smile made of steel, and a body crafted from my dreams, she’d twisted me.

Twisted tighter and tighter.

And what I thought was going to ruin me, was only closing off the fount of guilt that had been flowing for so long.

But even though it was closed, there was still years of flooding inside my soul that needed to drain.

And draining it was fuckin’ painful.

Seeing all the pieces of myself I’d let drown—like happiness and adventure and wanting—come to the surface was painful.

Seeing all the things I had to share—wanted to share—with her… it was like driving for the first time.

I’d hit the gas, thinking I knew exactly what I was doing.

I’d fucked her, jolting us forward with unexpected speed. So, I’d slammed on the brakes.

Then, I let myself creep forward. Slowly. Steady pressure. Until there was a constant momentum I didn’t want to stop.

Couldn’t stop.

But then we’d gone to the hospital that morning and, just like the make-shift track, I saw a corner coming when Kacey and I had only ever gone straight—directly into desire.

But this corner was into something more. Turning into parts of my life I thought I’d always face with Janet, but still alone.

Kacey’s smile. Her excitement. The way she was with Claire… it pulled me into that corner.

It tempted me with everything I’d ever wanted before I’d lost my brother.

And it made me forget about the brakes.

I saw the way Claire’s wheelchair went up on one edge and my heart slammed against my chest, instantaneous fear and abject irrationality crashing in my mind.

And even though nothing had happened and everyone was fine, I lashed out.

I lashed out because, for the first time, I thought about all the things I wouldn’t be able to protect my niece from.

Just like I hadn’t been able to protect her father.

And I’d lashed out like a feckin’ asshole.

And now, as I stood explaining to Janet everything that happened, I realized how little danger Claire had really been in.

They hadn’t been going that fast. And with Kacey’s reaction time—something I’d witnessed in person—if the chair was going to tip, she would’ve stopped it.

If she had the strength to turn a race car with no power steering, she had the strength to right a wheelchair moving at a fraction of the speed.

And yet, I’d treated her like she’d thrown Claire in front of a moving bus—my niece who I’d pulled from the wheelchair with the biggest, brightest smile on her face I’d ever seen and who was telling anyone who would listen that she was going to be a race car driver just like the great Kacey Snyder.

“What did you do?” Janet asked.

She’d seen Kacey at the end of the hall, seen the look exchanged between us—a brand of betrayal that rivaled Brutus.

And then watched as Kacey disappeared.

“G…”

I stepped back, dropping my eyes to the plain tile floor, looking for any signs of blood from the open wound in my chest.

“Every wrong thing,” I replied. “I canna do this.” I rubbed a hand over my mouth in frustration.

“Do what?” she prompted. “Care about someone?”

“Her,” I snapped. “I canna care about her. It’s too much. Too overwhelming. It’s—”

“Love?”

I balked. My arms falling to my sides as I stared at her. The woman my brother had loved.

A love he’d lost along with his life.

“What else do you need, G?” she asked weakly. “What else do you need to take from yourself as punishment for him? You’ve already taken so much. Your happiness. Your dream job. A future for yourself.” She exhaled roughly. “Is it now time to take love away, too? What’s next, G? Your life?”

My gaze snapped angrily to hers. “How dare you—”

“How dare I what?” Angry tears collected in her eyes. “How dare I say what your brother would have? Because he might’ve been your brother, but Danny was my love. My heart. And I know how he saw you. I know how he admired you. And I know how he would’ve called you out to see you continue the way you are—just like you do for me.”

Great.

There were only two women in my life, and both of them were angry with me right now. Talk about the luck of the Irish.

“I know how much Claire means to you, G. She’s all either of us have left of him. But sometimes, I worry that instead of being a piece of his memory that lives on, you look at her as his ghost here to remind you that you don’t deserve anything because he can’t have it.”

I gritted my teeth. My eyes searched for Kacey every few seconds, waiting for her to reappear. Waiting for her to come back and stand her ground. But she didn’t. And the emptiness inside my chest let Janet’s accusation bounce around like a lead ball, tearing through vital structures I hadn’t realized started beating again.

“I need to be here for Claire. She’s the most important thing.”

“And is she stopping you?” Her head fell. “Is that woman stopping you from being here?”

“No.” I cleared my throat. “But she’s reckless. And she wants different things—things I dinna know if I can—”

“Really?” she charged. “Because she was here. She did all this. For Claire. For you. And I only got one look, but she looks like she wants you.”

“It doesn’t matter.” I retreated. I retreated because back was the only way I knew. Forward was a complete unknown. “Claire is what’s important. Kacey… Kacey will survive. I… will survive.”

I turned and paused when Janet reached for my arm.

“We both lost him, G. The happiest of us all. The brightest. How do you think he’d feel if he could see you now? If he knew what his death did to you?”

Pissed.

The word came without warning.

Sure, Danny was always the kinder, more cheerful brother. The one who loved talking to any and everyone he met. But that didn’t mean we didn’t get into it—that we didn’t fight like brothers sometimes.

Like hotheaded Irish brothers—cursing and swearing and breaking beer mugs from time to time.

It seemed like no matter how I thought of Danny, it hurt. It hurt to think about him gone, to think about what he was missing here with Janet and Claire. It hurt to think I was still able to have a life—a full life when he wasn’t.

So, I didn’t.

But then it hurt to imagine him seeing me like this—the anger, the disappointment.

“I canna lie, Janet,” I confessed raggedly. “I want it—a life… love… I want it all fer the first time since he died—fer the first time ever. And I want it with her.” I dragged a hand through my hair.

“So go after her,” she instructed. “I’m here with Claire.”

My hands gripped my hips. “I can’t let anything jeopardize me bein’ able ta be here fer Claire. Not right now. Maybe once the treatment is over—”

“Garret, you know Kacey will be gone by then.”

My head ducked. “Then that’s one more guilt I’ll hafta bear.”

“And if it’s one more loss you have to live with?”

My chest tightened just as a loud slam caused my head to whip around to see Claire shut the door to her room. She’d gone in there upset after talking to Kacey, but I didn’t realize she’d been listening to my and her mother’s conversation.

“Is anyone not mad at me?” I growled.

Janet put her hand on my arm as I forced air back into my lungs and shook my head. “Well, I can’t say you haven’t shown us how to do that well.”

My expression soured as she gave me a sad smile and then walked over to the nurses’ station, leaving me to sort out what had my niece so upset.
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“Claire?” I cautiously opened the door and paused in shock to see her stuffing her teddy bear and markers into a hospital bag. “What are ye doin’?”

“I want to leave.” She glared at me, her face streaked with tears.

“What?” I gaped blankly. “What do ye mean ‘leave?’”

“I want to leave the hospital right now, Uncle G,” she insisted, her voice wobbling as she began to tug at her various wristbands, trying to rip them off. “Right. Now.”

“Claire, what the hell—ye canna leave.” I ran over to her and grabbed her hands, stopping her. “Ye have ta get better first.”

Big fat tears clogged the corners of her eyes. “I don’t want to get better.” Her head shook. “I want to leave.”

“What?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

She was always hopeful. Always optimistic. Always dreaming.

“What are ye sayin’? What do ye mean ye don’t want ta get better?” I rasped, watching as the tears began to fall. “Why are ye sayin’ this, Bear?”

I crouched down in front of her, reaching out and wiping the wetness from her face

“I heard you,” she yelled and pulled away. “I heard you tell my mom that you can’t go after Kacey because I’m here. I heard you tell her you love Kacey but you’ll give her up because of me.”

“Right.” I sighed, regretting the whole damned conversation now. “I’m not sayin’ I’m givin’ up. I just have to wait is all…wait until you’re better.”

“Uncle G, I don’t want to get better.” Her head shook unsteadily. “I don’t want to survive if it means ruining your dreams.”

Jesus fucking Christ.

It felt like someone took a jackhammer to my heart, shattering it violently to hear a seven-year-old so determined to sacrifice herself for me—because of me.

“Yer not ruinin’ my dreams, Bear. You gettin’ better is my dream.”

“I don’t want to get better if it means you have to be sad forever.” She pulled her hands away and began ripping at the bands again.

My head dropped into my hands, feeling like a failure all over again.

“That’s not what I meant, Bear.” I bit my cheek to stop the string of curses—all directed at myself—from slipping out. “That’s not what I meant at all.”

She paused. “Then what did you mean?” Christ. I dinna even know what the hell I meant. “Why can’t you be happy, Uncle G?”

I buried my head in my hands. “Because I’m afraid, Claire. I’m afraid I can’t be happy.”

My breath caught when I felt small warm fingers reach under mine and peel them back away from my face.

“Because of my dad?”

“Because of myself.” Danny was just the tip of the iceberg.

“It’s okay to be scared,” her tiny voice told me. “Kacey says that’s how you know you’re fighting for what you want.”

I groaned as my heart continued to simultaneously swell and fracture. “She’s verra smart.”

“Do you love her?” Wide eyes blinked innocently at me.

“I do.” No point in lying. Not now. Not to her.

“Then you have to go make her stop crying,” she insisted.

“Bear, I can’t just—”

“Uncle G!” I flinched as she yelled to stop me, and then she gripped my shoulders and tried to shake me—a notion that would’ve been comical given her size and mine except for the serious expression on her face when she said, “This is where the rubber meets the road.”

Air rushed out in a shocked exhale. “What?”

When did she learn that?

“This is it, Uncle G. The spot where you can’t let anything come between the rubber and the road,” she huffed and rolled her eyes. “Between you and what you love. And since you just said you loved Kacey, this is the part where nothing can stop you. Not me. Not being afraid. Not thinking you can’t be happy.”

I groaned, not needing to even wonder who she’d learned this from. “It’s no’ that simple.”

But when I met her gaze—one so similar to mine, and even more to Danny’s—I was afraid it was that simple.

Her hands dropped to her sides and she stood straight in front of me. Weary, sad, and drained and so unlike the spirit of the girl I knew lived inside her.

“Uncle G, why should I fight to get better if you won’t fight to get better, too?”

And for a moment, she was my mirror.

She was me—worn ragged with guilt and willing to punish herself—to sacrifice herself—out of love when there was no need for sacrifice. When there was no need for the guilt I’d allowed to take over my life like my own version of cancer, eating away at all the things I still deserved to have—all the things Danny would want me to have.

“I’m so sorry, Bear.”

This time, it was her turn to reach out and rub away the tears on my cheeks.

“Don’t be sorry,” she instructed as she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me in for a hug. “Just apologize to Kacey.”

I swallowed through the tight lock on my throat. “I will.” If she’d let me.

Claire stepped back, her lips drawn tight for a second. “Maybe bring a cookie or two with you. You’ll probably need them.”

A watery laugh bubbled from my chest. “I probably will.”

“And a smile,” she added. “Don’t forget a smile.”

“Got it.” I nodded with a brave face.

It would take more than a smile and some sweets to unbreak Kacey’s heart. It would take hard truths and raw promises. It would take a plan. And groveling—a fuck load of groveling.

But she was my cure.

And I’d do whatever it took to keep her.
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CHARLOTTE HAD BEEN A HAVEN.

And Indianapolis, the weeks leading up to the event, was a special circle of Hell.

There, in that garage, with him, I thought I’d been focused on the race. On my dream. Instead, I’d been focused on me… and the parts of me he’d made me see.

But here, I was back to the world I left. And for too many minutes out of the day, I wondered why I wanted to be a part of it so badly.

After that afternoon at the hospital, I got in the cab and called Renner, told him I wanted to be on the first flight up to Indianapolis. Of course, the old man knew something had happened the way I heard him swear under his breath, but neither was he the type to ask to get involved. All he asked was if I was sure, and when I told him yes, he said there would be a ticket waiting for me at the airport. So, I packed what I could, texted Gwen an apology and a promise to reschedule dinner and drinks, and got on that airplane without giving myself a chance to think twice.

And from the moment I arrived at the hotel in Indianapolis, the cameras were everywhere. Videographic vultures.

What Renner had done in Charlotte hadn’t seemed to have much effect until I got here.

Photos. Journalists. Reporters. Fans. Haters.

They clamored to talk to me. To ask questions I couldn’t answer fast enough. Most, thankfully about this race and not Daytona, but even though the positive publicity should’ve made me happy—made me feel comforted that they saw my value, it only made me feel more alone.

But then Puglisi arrived and the tone shifted. Taunts and jeers. The questions about weight and fairness—about if I should be allowed to race after being banned from the NASCAR series. All well-placed misogynistic missiles aimed at a steadfast shield.

Still, I focused forward. I focused on the finish line.

The car arrived five days ago—without him.

Without Garret.

Though I worried about Claire, I swore it was a good thing he hadn’t come yet. It meant more days—more time to re-center a focus that had strayed from the goal in front of me.

“You alright, Ace?” Jack, one of the younger mechanics on our pit crew paused in front of the trailer and asked.

“I’m good.” I nodded. “Just going to make a phone call.”

He nodded and disappeared next door into the mobile garage setup where the car was. Renner had a handful of promising young guys hired and waiting when I arrived—all of them excited by the opportunity to work on Voigt’s team and to work with me. But, I caught a few glances, a few murmured comments… who they were really here for was Garret. To learn from the best. It might be their only chance.

All week we’d gone through the battery of tests for the car. Two days with the car on a simulator. A day of minor adjustments. And finally, one day for on-track testing.

It was rigorous and intense and, from what I could tell, the rest of Renner’s crew was smart and motivated and overall, excited for the opportunity to be part of his team. It was rare to find a team small enough that your name would be remembered but who carried an equal amount of prestige and previous victory along with it.

I liked them. They respected me. They did good work.

But they weren’t Garret.

No, that man—the mechanic—was absent. Physically, yes, but it was the void in my chest that I realized he’d filled that hurt the most.

I thought the days would make it easier. The absence would erase the stain he’d left on my heart.

I thought by leaving sooner, I’d cross the finish line of how I felt about him and leave everything he couldn’t give me behind.

Instead, my heart felt like it was in a race that would never end. Searching and searching. Pushing farther. Faster. Lap after lap with no end in sight.

“Hey, Speedy,” my dad answered my call.

I sank down and curled into the single chair wedged in the back of the mostly empty trailer, seeking comfort in his voice while the rest of the team got everything ready for qualifying.

“Hey, Dad.” I closed my eyes and imagined his face.

“You ready?”

A small smile revolted against the sadness weighing on me. “Always.”

He hummed, anticipating my answer.

“What’s wrong?”

My eyes popped open, looking out from the shadowed back of the trailer to the frenzy of people who passed in front of it, everyone buzzing back and forth to this tent or that, prepping for the first practice day before the race.

“Nothing,” I lied, toying with the zipper on my fire suit. I only had it on up to my waist, leaving my arms exposed to keep me cool.

“You’re a good racer, Speedy, but a bad liar,” he chided.

I sighed.

“Are they giving you trouble?” The steely, protective tone of his voice warmed me.

“No,” I assured him, but added truthfully, “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“Then what’s going on? Why do you sound lost?”

A ball of emotion appeared in my throat that hadn’t been there a minute before.

Lost.

I blinked away tears.

“What if I want something else?”

“What do you mean? A different car? A different race?” His confusion was kind but clear.

I swiped my tears away. “What if I want something other than racing?” My head shook. “How? How would that even be possible? Racing is my dream. And I’m here. And it was my dream…”

“Speedy, you can have more than one thing that makes you happy.” He chuckled softly.

I stayed silent, struggling to really believe him. All I’d wanted from the first moment I’d felt the rush of the race was to never let it go. To race cars. To win. To live life at two-hundred miles per hour.

“You can have more than one dream, you know that, right?”

“I can’t, Dad. I’m sorry. It’s probably just stress—”

“How many times do you hit seven thousand RPMs, Kacey?” he asked, and I started because he rarely used my full name.

“What?” I stood, seeing Renner in the distance looking for me.

“Do you only hit it once in a race?”

“No.” I slid one arm into my suit. “Almost every gear.”

“Right,” he confirmed. “Happiness. Dreams. They aren’t a one-gear wonder. Racing… being on the track… isn’t the only time you’re going to find it. Maybe racing was just first gear, Speedy, and now you’re looking for second.”

I swallowed through the tightness in my throat—in my chest.

That was the problem. I couldn’t want Garret. I couldn’t shift into second.

And I couldn’t survive forever driving in first.

“Life isn’t a race, Kacey,” he went on.

“I know.” I pulled my phone away from my face, seeing an incoming call from Gwen. “I have another call, Dad. Talk later?”

“Of course. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” I quickly switched over to answer Gwen’s call. “Hello?”

“Hey, sorry I missed your call earlier. It was a busy morning,” she gushed, and I swore that only Gwen would be wearing a smile about a busy—and surely stressful—morning at the hospital.

“It’s okay. I just wanted to see how Claire’s doing.” I sighed. “And you, too.”

For the last two weeks, I bugged her every day about Claire’s condition. After the race on the floor… after I left… I couldn’t stop the sprout of worry that sprung from the seed of love planted in my chest for the fearless little girl.

I didn’t want her to think it was her fault that I left.

She chuckled. “It’s okay. I know I’m the low man on the totem pole compared to your number one fan.”

“Sorry,” I replied sheepishly.

“She’s doing good.” She paused. “Better. Much better.”

“Better?” I sat up straight. “Was she doing worse? You didn’t say…”

“No,” she quickly assured me. “She’s responding really well to the medications. I think she’ll be done with treatment within a few months, if not sooner. But she was upset for a little bit.”

I could hear her indecision waver across the call, wondering how much she should say—how much I wanted to know.

“Because I left?”

“More than that, Kace… and she wasn’t the only one.”

I sucked in a breath.

“Which is also why I’m calling, I wanted to tell you—”

“Hey, Ace! It’s time to go!”

Jack’s yell tore my focus from Gwen. Whatever she wanted to tell me would have to wait until our practice laps were over.

“I gotta go, Gwen. Sorry. I’ll call you later.” I didn’t feel bad hanging up the call—she’d done it to me a dozen times over the last few weeks while she was working or being called in to work.
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“Alright, Matt and I tightened up a few things with the transmission. We shortened the ratio for fifth since it seemed to be a little too long comparatively, so you’ll get that last shift in before the flag,” Jack told me as I approached the car.

“Got it.”

This was nothing like the days at the track in Charlotte. There was a team of people following me, and another crowd around the car, Renner included. And then, there was everyone else at the track.

The racing world had descended.

“Get your position, girl. Remember, this isn’t the race.” Renner instructed as though I’d never gone through qualifying before.

I just hadn’t gone through qualifying for Indy before.

I stared at the older man, wordlessly wanting his eyes to meet mine—to prompt him to tell me why Garret wasn’t here.

But he didn’t.

Maybe Charlotte really was the end. Maybe Garret had built the engine and Renner decided his part of the deal was done.

“Ready?”

I nodded to Jack as he rounded the car.

My chest felt tight even before I zipped up the front of my fire suit. I kept my eyes on the ground, unwilling to let anyone see the turmoil inside me.

I’d imagined this moment so many times, and Garret had never been part of it.

But now that I was living it, it felt wrong that he wasn’t here.

Focus, Kacey.

Pulling on my helmet and cinching the clasp, I dug my gloves out of my pocket and tugged them on.

Reaching for the edge of the Aeroscreen for support, my other hand moved to grab the back edge of the seat but instead, ran into something equally as strong but much more alive.

My head jerked up, my gasp echoing inside my helmet.

Garret.

My hand tightened, instinctively needing to feel his mirrored response and prove I wasn’t imagining him.

“Kacey.”

Nope. Definitely not imagined.

There was no way to imagine that voice and the things it did to my body.

Nor the way seeing him again ripped open the raw wound he’d left in my chest.

My head tipped in a barely distinguishable nod; it wasn’t even a nod as much as it was my only chance to look away.

Pretending like his last-minute appearance didn’t affect me, I climbed into my seat, releasing his hand as soon as I was able.

He didn’t leave though.

Gripping the edge of the front screen, he bent over, staring at me through the clear shield.

“Claire says you’ve got this, lass,” he rasped, and somehow, I heard him louder than all the commotion going on around us as the team prepared for my qualifying laps. “And I know ye do.”

Goosebumps rattled up my spine like an old engine coming back to life. The mention of Claire made my eyes wet, but it was his confidence that made my heart flutter, eager to believe him.

He disappeared to the back of the car and started it, the breath his presence had locked up in my chest rushed out with hot fury and fogged my helmet for a second.

I wasn’t going to be able to escape Garret Gallagher.

I wasn’t going to be able to outrun how I felt about him.

But that was a problem for a different track.

Right now, I had a time to beat and a speed to catch.
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Two laps before the green flag dropped.

Two laps before time and speed were everything.

My heart thumped heavily in my chest.

Two beats.

Thump. Thump.

Two beats before I felt every ounce of pain and longing that seeing him brought back.

Two laps. Two beats. Two dreams.

One future.

I caught the wave of green clearly through the screen and floored it. The dash on the steering wheel lighting up as it read the various pieces to the racing puzzle.

Second nature took over when I caught the light to shift. Upping gears and miles per hour.

The buzz and whirl of the engine grew louder, drowning out the everything as it cheered me on to seven-thousand RPMs.

The numbers ticked up.

One-ninety.

Two-hundred.

Two-twenty.

Seven-thousand RPMs. Shift.

I was almost there.

Even with the helmet and the suit and the padding and the new screen and the metal box, I felt like I was sitting on the hood of the car as I came around the last curve onto the straightaway. I felt the asphalt underneath me, cooled by the shadows of the setting sun. I felt the wind against me, greeting me as I forged against its invisible barrier. And I felt every powerful vibration of the engine behind me as it thrust me forward.

Two-twenty-six.

I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to think about Puglisi. But I couldn’t help it.

He’d qualified early in the morning with an average speed of two-hundred-twenty-six miles per hour across his four qualifying laps.

Two-twenty-nine. My RPMs hit six-thousand as I came into the straightaway and my pulse skyrocketed.

I’d hit a consistent two-twenty-six on each straightaway. But I needed more. I needed more speed to bump my average up where it needed to be.

Two-thirty.

I held my breath.

Two-thirty-two.

Could that be right? Could the dash be right? The top speed for Dixon’s IndyCar in two-thousand-seventeen.

Seconds slowed—like they always did for monumental moments.

Two-thirty-three.

Seven-thousand RPMs.

It was enough to qualify. More than enough. And there was a second pass tomorrow in the Fast Nine Shootout.

But there was something inside me. A driver I couldn’t stop.

A force that pulled me like it did around Garret. In spite of everything I knew about him—everything that happened between us. It still pulled me forward.

Lights flashed between my hands, telling me to shift.

Demanding.

But I didn’t listen.

My foot sank to the ground, pushing through seven-thousand RPMs.

And through to two-hundred-and-thirty-four mph.

Air burst from my smiling lips as the flag waved, indicating the end of my qualifier—and the speed I’d set.

Two-thirty-four.

The highest speed recorded for an IndyCar was two-thirty-six back in the nineties.

I’d beat him. And I was the pole sitter.

The elation I felt in that instant sprung a leak as I let off the gas, the indicators on the wheel going haywire in a fashion that fit with the sounds coming from the car.

Shit.

Downshifting quickly, I slowed the car, my fingers gripping into the wheel like they were holding onto a prayer that I hadn’t done major damage.

It seemed like I only blinked a few times before I was pulling back down pit lane, Voigt’s entire crew waiting with Garret in the front, his expression drawn and concerned.

No, no, no.

God, no.

They swarmed around the car as I stopped, Garret immediately heading for the engine while I unbuckled and pulled myself up from the seat.

“Something happened,” I yelled, cursing under my breath as I fumbled to undo my helmet and pull it off.

I climbed out as he cut the engine and began to pull the back paneling off to get to the guts underneath.

“I let off the gas and—”

“Fuck.”

He swore with hardly any volume at all, but I was sure the person standing in the very top corner of the farthest grandstand heard his piercing expletive. Not because it was loud. But because it was ominous.

Eerily effusive.

And my heart dropped like lead into my stomach.

“What is it?” Jack took the panel from Garret and handed it to Matt, peering next to Garret, trying to see what he saw.

“Fifth.” Garret gripped the wing of the car, the word erupting like an expletive.

“Garret, what is it?” Renner appeared, looking frazzled for the first time since I’d met him. His hand adjusted his glasses every couple of seconds, as though the problem might disappear one of the times.

“Fifth is gone,” he said with a low, tight voice and the silence that followed might as well have been to honor a person dying. He pointed to the transmission. “Completely shot.”

“Fuck,” Jack growled—a sentiment that seemed to echo through the rest of the crew.

“Can you fix it?” I stepped forward, shivering as Garret’s attention fell on me.

“Definitely not fer tomorrow,” he clipped. “Probably not fer next weekend.”

Qualifying attempts were split into two days. Today was the first day that determined initial ranks. Tomorrow the top seats of the pole would lap again to determine starting position, while other segments of drivers could try to gain themselves a better spot.

It wasn’t the end of the world if I didn’t run the car again tomorrow, I’d just start at a different position for the race. But if he couldn’t fix it for the race…

“Shit.” Jack wiped a hand over his mouth, staring in shock at the transmission.

Garret’s eyes whipped to him. “What did you do?”

All the color drained from the younger man’s face.

“It was too long. The ratio for fifth was too long,” he stammered, and Garret’s face grew stonier with each word.

“It’s my fault.” I stepped forward, drawing everyone’s attention. “I should’ve shifted. I shouldn’t have taken it so far in the red.”

I wasn’t above taking responsibility for this. It was my fault. I was the one who’d pushed the engine too far—and for what? To qualify ahead of Puglisi?

The thrill of that accomplishment faded. Crumbled and disintegrated with what it had cost me.

Unless Garret’s hands could really work magic, there was no way to repair that engine for next week. Our only other option was a replacement. But we didn’t have a replacement—not with the kind of lease Renner signed with Chevy. Even just the one-engine option cost hundreds of thousands of dollars. I didn’t even know if it was possible to ask for a second one now or get the parts to repair it.

I shook my head, my feet carrying me backward away from the reality that there were no other options.

Never show your weakness. Not where they can see you.

Something my father had told me my first time on the track. I wasn’t even with a team then.

“Maybe—hopefully—it’s not today, Speedy, but there will be days when things happen to define who you are. But on the track, who you are is part of a team. As the driver, they’re all looking to you—trying to help you.”

“Kacey…”

My name broke apart on the breeze as I turned and walked away. Faster and farther down Gasoline Alley toward my trailer.

I needed to get away from there—from where they stood around the car arguing over the options.

“If you’re struggling, don’t let them see. If you need to let it all out, find someplace to do it away from the team. They need you to stay strong.”

I needed to think. I needed to find a way to make this right.

And I needed to do it away from the man who’d only tell me how reckless I’d been.

Again.

“Kacey Snyder! Can we have an autograph?” The pleas from fans slowed me—distracted me.

They had no idea.

They saw the woman who’d just set a track record. Not the driver who’d just blown her engine.

Never show your weakness.

Stopping, I turned with a smile to the group calling me. A family of four with two young sons. It was the mother who’d called my name. Behind them was a group of college-looking girls and guys drinking and laughing, their attention settling on me when they realized who I was.

“Of course.”

Even though it felt like there was a fire inside me, threatening to burn me down from the inside out, I smiled and chatted with them like I was as cool as a cucumber.

“That was such a great pass,” the woman told me, beaming as I signed her sons’ hats.

“You went crazy fast!” The taller one exclaimed, and I laughed.

“That’s one word for it.” I handed them back their things and agreed to a quick photo with the boys.

The family stepped aside and the other group came forward. Six, large burly guys and three girls.

“That was a fuckin’ good pass, ma’am,” the guy in the front wearing a Alabama University tee said.

I grinned. “Thanks. And it’s just Kacey.”

The other guy took off his Alabama hat reverently as I signed his mug. “We came all the way up from Alabama. We’re on the football team, but damn if we don’t love racin’.”

“Can’t argue with you there.” I tapped the marker on the third guy’s “A” hat. “And Talladega is one hell of a track.”

“You think you’ll race there?”

Another track I’d been shorted because of my suspension. “I’d love to.”

“Were you scared?” one of the girls with them stepped forward and asked.

I chuckled. “I think I was going too fast to be scared, if I’m being honest.”

We all laughed.

“You think you’ll win?”

My head turned to the side where two other guys approached us, clearly not part of the Alabama college crowd.

The gaze I met was cold and made me unsettled. The man who’d asked was a little older, his beer belly stretching his Indy tee, and the can he dragged to his lips, taking a healthy gulp only added to the strain.

Still, I smiled, albeit less enthusiastically, and replied, “I hope so.”

Though I knew how unlikely it was at the moment.

He snickered and it felt like a bucket of ice over my head. “Well, we hope you crash in our corner,” he spat. “Cunts don’t belong in the cockpit. It’s in the fuckin’ name, bitch.”

I recoiled at his violent words.

“Hey, now.” The group of football players stepped in front of me protectively, and my anxious breath released slightly; there was no way Mr. Beer Belly was making it through five Alabama linemen.

While the men argued, I saw one of the track’s security crew take notice of the argument and watch it carefully.

There would always be just as much good in this world as there was bad. Unfortunately, sometimes the bad had the loudest voice.

Turning back to my intended destination, I bumped into the well-built shoulder of a man walking in the opposite direction

“Sorry,” I mumbled, catching a glimpse of thick brown hair and a sliver of an attractive face. But ultimately, it was watered down and murky from the tears collecting in my eyes.

Not yet, Kacey. Not now.

“Are you—”

Ducking my head, I pretended like I didn’t hear him as I powered on even faster, desperate to avoid anyone else noticing me, especially anyone from the press.

“Well, if it isn’t little Miss Ace.”

My steps faltered. My trailer was in sight. So close. But not close enough to let me escape this. Again.

Puglisi’s chuckle sent a shiver of dread down my spine as I quickly wiped my eyes and spun to face him, channeling all of my anger into my expression.

“You’re in a rush,” he remarked, blithely, dragging a hand through his hair like his presence right now was a gift to me.

“I’d think you’d be used to seeing women rush away from you by now, Puglisi,” I returned with a hard smirk. “That usually happens after you grope someone.”

His eyes glinted and the lightness disappeared from his face.

He stepped toward me but I refused to move. I didn’t care. I’d punch him again if I had to before I ran.

“Don’t pretend you didn’t like it, Ace.”

“I didn’t like it, Ass.”

“You like to be in places you don’t belong,” he charged, his grin sickening me. “So do I.”

“Ye say another word, Puglisi, and I’ll put ye right where ye do belong.”

My chest heaved in relief as the other driver moved back and turned, revealing Garret who looked like it had taken every ounce of strength not to rip the other man away from me.

“And where’s that, Gallagher? In the ground where you put Dyson?” I couldn’t stop my hand from flying to cover my mouth. “Don’t worry, my team knows not to let you within ten feet of my car.”

“You have a lot to say for someone who I almost just bumped completely from the pole,” I broke in, no longer caring about myself. I couldn’t stand to see him say those things to Garret. Not here. Not now.

His head whipped in my direction, my comment hitting a raw spot. Good. His lip curled for a second, and it felt so good to sink that knife into the man who was so smug, hardly caring to cover up his disgusting disrespect with a charming smile.

I shuddered as his eyes raked a disrespectful path down my body. I was grateful my fire suit was still on—still covering me. Though those protective layers didn’t do enough to stop the smear of insolence.

“More than fine watching you work your magic on the pole,” he sneered and leaned closer to me. “But we all know what’ll happen at the race next week, Ace.”

He chuckled and then walked off as though he’d won something. As though he’d already beat me.

But as soon as he left my periphery, I forgot about Joey Puglisi. About his comments. About his threats.

Because Garret was standing in front of me.

“We need to talk, lass.”

Sadness washed over me.

I’d lost fifth. Deep in the pit of my stomach, I knew I’d lost the race.

And looking at Garret, I had to accept that I’d lost him, too.

“I think you said everything you needed to say, G.”
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“NO, DAMMIT.” GARRET’S GROWL FOLLOWED me inside the trailer just before he did. “I said everythin’ I didn’t mean, Kacey.”

Foolish hope made my heart speed and my body heat. I unzipped the front of my suit and faced him.

“It doesn’t matter, Garret—”

“It does goddamn matter!” he broke in harshly, digging his hands into his hips.

Air rushed from my lungs as the urge to go to him felt like a G-force I had to resist.

G-force.

To crash into him.

But I couldn’t.

“Dammit, lass, ye need ta stop sacrificin’ yerself fer someone else’s mistakes,” he bit out.

I shook my head. “I’m not sacrificing myself. It is my fault that fifth blew. I pushed it to the limit, G—past its limit. I pushed the car too damn far just to beat that smug asshole. To prove that I could.”

His shoulders slumped with a rough laugh. “First off. Ye didn’t push it too far.” My eyes widened. “I lengthened the ratio fer fifth because I knew ye’d push through fifth to finish. I know how ye drive, lass—I know what drives ye.”

I felt my lips part but it did nothing to ease the vacant space in my lungs.

I know what drives you.

Distantly, I recalled what Jack had told me on the way to the car earlier—that he’d adjusted the ratio because it seemed too long in practice.

It was too long.

It was too long on purpose.

“These races, lass. They get won when the car is an extension of the driver. When the car knows yer habits. Yer preferences.” He shuffled his feet as his tone took on a deeper quality.

The trailer felt like it was over a hundred degrees. Each heavy beat of my heart ticking up the temperature in my body.

“The way yer going ta act, the choices ye want to make before ye make them. The race is won when ye work as one.”

Was he still talking about the car?

I swallowed hard, pushing down the heartbreak back where it belonged. I knew better this time. I’d crashed into Garret Gallagher once, I wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.

“It doesn’t matter,” I replied. “It’s blown. It’s over.”

He wasn’t the only one talking about more than the race car.

But then it hit me.

I’d just blown my shot at Indy—my shot at racing this season. But the only thing my heart could feel was the end of us.

That we were over.

And I realized I’d shifted.

Somewhere over the last weeks…months…the importance of the race had nothing to do with the race. It had everything to do with him.

To spend time with him.

To get to know him.

To be with him.

And then maybe, just maybe, to race and win and prove to him that he couldn’t give up on himself—on his life—any more than I could give up on racing.

Somewhere in my time on Renner’s team, I’d shifted out of the gear where racing drove my life and into a higher gear where love propelled me forward.

And straight into a wall.

Because I wouldn’t give up racing. Not even after this.

And Garret… he was desperate to leave the world I lived in—the world I wanted to live in.

Not just desperate. Determined.

“Dammit, lass.” He sighed. “I’m no’ here to talk about the damn car. I’ll—” He broke off and rubbed a hand over his mouth, my body aching for a taste of those lips. “I’ll figure out the damn car. I swear ta ye. I’ll figure it out, and ye’ll be on this track next weekend.”

I shook my head wordlessly as he closed the space between us.

“I’m no’ here about the car. I’m here about ye. About us,” he rasped.

“There is no us, Garret.”

“Bullshit,” he growled, standing too few—and too many—inches from me. “There is only us, lass. And I’m here ta apologize.”

I swore my heart was the only reckless piece of my body.

Unfortunately for me, it was also the most influential.

“There’s nothing to apologize for. I made a mistake that day—”

“There ye go again, takin’ the blame fer somethin’ that’s not yer fault.” Firm hands cupped my shoulders, sending a shiver down my spine. “I know she asked ye ta go faster. I saw the lip in the tile that bumped ye up. But most of all, I know that ye can drive a feckin’ race car and keep it under control on the track like no one I’ve ever seen, so there is no way in hell ye would’ve let anythin’ come ta harm Claire because yer more than capable to stop it.”

I sucked in a breath, his words like a balm, soothing both the guilt I had over that afternoon and the anger for how he’d jumped to conclusions.

“I dinna know how ta do this, lass,” he rasped, sliding his fingers until they rested on the sides of my face. So warm. So safe. “After Danny, I broke. I broke, and Claire was the only thing I had worth holding all my pieces together for.”

“Garret—” I tried to stop him. I needed to. Because no apology could change the fact that the one-way road our relationship had been on ended at a fork—a place of no compromise.

“Fer years, I pushed people away. It’d be like you drivin’ around that track every day for eight years. No other roads. No right turns. No variation. And I definitely didn’t let anyone close to Claire. But ye…” His forehead dropped to mine. “I let ye do both, lass. I let ye in places I forgot existed, and I let ye into Claire’s life because I need ye in mine.”

Tears slipped down my cheeks like silk streamers for the saddest celebration—having everything you want right in front of you and not being able to take it.

I reached up, covering his hands with mine, wishing I could fall into him.

I breathed in deeply—past the suffocating scents of the track—of fuel and oil and rubber—to the spice of him. Raw and unfiltered. Strong and soothing. Overwhelming.

“I need ye, lass. I need us.”

My eyes were shut, but I felt the heat of his breath caress my lips and knew just how close he was—and how close my heart was to giving in.

My fingers tightened on his, drinking every last split second of this moment before I pulled his hands from my face and stepped back, not bothering to wipe away or hide the evidence of my tears.

“And I need to race, Garret,” I told him thickly. “No matter what comes against me, this is my world. And I know—” My voice faltered. “I know you can’t stand to be in it.”

His mouth thinned into a line, harsh and pained with the truth.

“Kacey—”

“This isn’t an ultimatum,” I cut him off. “I don’t want to force you into this life just like I know you don’t want to force me out of it.”

“Ye wouldna be forcin’ me inta—”

“Bullshit,” I called, unzipping the rest of my suit and pulling my legs out of it. I was too hot.

Who knew prying my chest open to rip out my beating heart would make me break a sweat?

“Even if you weren’t working on the cars, I would be driving. Races. Practices. Even forgetting NASCAR and how demanding that schedule is, it would still be my life—the life I want.” My shoulders sagged. “And to be with you would make you a part of it, and I can’t risk wanting you so selfishly that I’d bring you into a life you’re desperate to leave behind.”

I dragged in a long breath and forged on before he could say something to make me doubt—to make me give in to what I wanted rather than what was needed. “And what about Claire? I never want to be the reason you can’t be by her side. Intentionally or unintentionally. I just—” A small cry escaped—a compromise so I didn’t sob.

If I didn’t see the tic in his jaw or the pulse of the veins along the sides of his neck, I’d wonder if my broken Atlas had turned to stone.

“I want what’s best for you, Garret—for all of you,” I forged on with an unsteady voice. “There is nothing you can say to erase what I know—to erase what has happened to you or how it’s affected you. And I can’t live wondering if I was enough.”

“Goddammit, Kacey,” he swore roughly, his body vibrating with the same tension I felt ripping my own in two. “When will ye see that yer enough, lass?

“Don’t.” My resolve faltered. “Don’t do this, Garret. You can’t make this work,” I murmured. “Any more than you can magically fix fifth gear.”

I heard his low grunt before he was in front of me once more, his fingers gripping my chin and forcing my gaze to his.

“Ye of all people should know, lass, just how aggravatin’ it is when someone thinks they can tell ye what ye can and canna do.”

My breath caught.

“Ye and me, Kacey, we’re two threads o’ the same twine. Ye canna tell either of us we canna do somethin’ without us turnin’ around and doin’ every fuckin’ thing in our power to do it.” His harsh growl dragged over me, scoring its warning into my skin. “So yer goin’ ta go out on that track and prove them wrong about ye, and I’m goin’ ta figure out a way ta prove to ye, lass, that this life ye think I want is no’ life at all without ye.”

His lips closed over mine and I whimpered with how much I wanted him—wanted to believe him

He took and I gave. Two parts moving in sync.

My tongue pressed and he relented. Two hearts clamoring for more.

I kissed him with every wordless plea to prove me wrong. With every hope my heart held onto like a million balloon strings willing them to lift me up.

But the rational me remained in control and tethered me to the track of truth as our lips broke apart.

He couldn’t know that for certain. And I couldn’t risk his resentment—not after coming this close to having his love.

“Ye are enough, Kacey Snyder. Enough fer the car. Enough fer the sport.” He brushed a lone tear away. “Enough fer me. More than enough.”

It was the drop of the green start flag.

The moment where the very best or very worst was equally possible.

A threat and a promise in three little words.

Three little words that echoed with something much stronger than what was said.

“And I’m goin’ ta enjoy provin’ it to ye, lass. Very much.”

Oh god.

I tipped forward, gasping for air and a moment to process as soon as he left the trailer.

He couldn’t. There wasn’t a way.

My dream was his nightmare.

And our reality was a catch twenty-two.

He’d immerse himself in this world in order to be with me, but could I want that knowing how much it would hurt him to do it?

I couldn’t. Which left only one other option—one my shifted heart whispered was worth the risk.

I could give up racing to be with him, but would he take my love knowing I’d sacrificed my dream to give it?
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Garret

 

HOW WAS I GOING TO do this?

My hands gripped onto the wheel of the car, the long fluorescent lights above me flickering again. This garage was a different setup than the place Voigt had in Charlotte, but it had all the essentials.

The whole day had been spent pulling the engine and transmission apart, combing through every inch to see exactly what was damaged. The other guys left hours ago—probably when I should’ve conceded defeat, too.

But I couldn’t.

I had so much more to lose than just the damn race.

I was going to prove it to her.

With a grunt, I stood tall, my back protesting after being hunched over the damn transmission for hours, trying to figure out what the hell I could do.

I thought I could fix it. I thought I could figure out a way to fix or even just replace fifth.

I thought if I could save the car, I could prove we were worth saving, too.

But the only thing I’d figured out was that this transmission—this engine—wasn’t going to run. Even if I could fix that single gear, I suspected from the tests I’d run and from how everything inside the gearbox looked that the whole transmission was shot.

“Dammit, Danny,” I growled, knowing it was at these kinds of moments that my brother would always quip something with a cocksure smile on his face—something that was too ridiculous of a fix until he said it and it got our wheels turning.

I knew what Kacey felt right now—the hollow defeat on her face when she left yesterday had been fuel I’d never stop burning through.

She’d gotten in this car earlier, gotten up to speed—past qualifying speed, only to have the real prize ripped out of her grasp. And me…I’d come here for her. To grovel. To beg. To take. And I’d seen it—the love she felt for me was magnified by her damn tears.

Part of me wanted to stand there and argue all night with her until she believed me. And if that didn’t work, fuck her until she was in such a damn stupor she’d have no choice but to accept what I said as the truth.

But I’d done neither.

Because Kacey would never fully believe that I still loved this world. I loved the cars. The puzzle of the engine and its power. The thrill of the race.

I. Loved. This. World.

And just like everything else I loved, I’d cut it from my life when Danny died because I didn’t think I deserved to have it. Especially racing. Especially the thing he’d killed himself over.

‘I don’t want to get better if it means you have to be sad forever.’

I swore to god, in that moment, she’d looked just like Danny. Sounded just like him. Spoke from his fuckin’ giant heart.

I’d always been the older brother. I’d taken the blame on so many of our shenanigans—so many of our failures, some mine…some his…throughout our entire lives.

Just like Kacey did.

She took the blame because she didn’t think she was enough.

I took the blame because I thought I was protecting him.

And each time, he’d shake his head and we’d fight about it later.

‘One day, yer goin’ ta hafta let me take the consequences fer my choices, G.’

‘Oh yea?’

‘Just because ye’ve got bigger shoulders, brother, doesn’t mean yer meant ta hold both our mistakes.’ Danny grinned.

‘So, yer admittin’ that I’ve got bigger shoulders?’

My brother pretended to think. ‘Yer right. Yer head is just smaller.’

I chuckled into the empty space of the shop. All this time, I’d been shouldering his suicide and living as though I deserved the consequences of his choice.

It had taken a long time—a lifetime—but my shoulders were finally beginning to relax as they let that weight go.

I rested my hands on my waist, my head dropping as I conceded.

I knew what I had to do.

“Are we done?”

I looked up, catching Voigt slip into the garage bay, his eyes looking more tired—his face aging so much since yesterday.

He let out a long sigh as he walked up to the car, his posture slightly bowed in respect, as though it were an old friend laid to rest in a casket, rather than a car with no engine.

“Is it done?”

I cleared my throat and gave him a quick nod. He knew as well as I did when she pulled off the track yesterday that there was no fixing this.

“She drove so damn well,” he murmured, shaking his head. “She would’ve killed it.”

“I can replace the transmission,” I offered. “If we can get the parts, I can have it in there for Sunday.”

“And what’s the guarantee that’s our only problem?”

My mouth closed tightly. “No guarantee.”

It was hard to say without a new transmission in there if there was any other minor damage to the rest of the engine that would reveal itself only at top speeds.

“We’d need a whole new engine.”

I nodded, holding back the mention that a new racing engine built and installed in six days was a kind of miracle I wasn’t sure I was capable of, though I knew it was one I’d die trying to accomplish if it meant getting this car back out on the track.

“I’ll save you your worries, Garret.” I felt the full weight of his use of my name. Voigt never used them. Not unless the conversation had finally passed that barrier in his personality where emotion finally took over. “We aren’t going to get another engine. And even if I could scrounge together for the parts, you said yourself, it’s no guarantee.”

I had a feeling.

Voigt’s team might be one of the oldest and, at one time, one of the most innovative, but now, he was a giant in the final stages of what he’d hoped would be an inspiring retreat.

And for this season—for only this race—I knew we were running on a short lease for the engine.

IndyCar engines were leased from one of only two manufacturers, Honda or Chevrolet, and then tweaked by individual teams for precision performance. A full-season lease would’ve given Voigt a main engine and a backup. It was what most teams did, and it was the same for the chassis. Most entered the race with a primary car number and a backup car in case of a crash.

We didn’t.

We had a single car and a short lease from the manufacturer—which meant one engine. One engine to qualify and the same engine to race.

“If I get us a new engine, can she still race?”

Voigt paused, more intrigued by the regulatory question than the logistical one of finding a new engine.

“Well, she’s in the top nine for tomorrow. I’d assume she’d just get bumped to the bottom of the pole without a second qualifying time. Don’t know if I can recall a time when anyone’s ever blown an engine between qualifying sections.”

We stood in silence, both of us wondering what could happen next.

“Plus, with the new engine, I’d have to get permission for a swap anyway, which is going to bump her grid start position.” Voigt bumped his glasses up before rubbing his hand over the back of his neck.

“But she’d still race,” I confirmed.

His eyes swung to mine. “She’d still need that engine.”

Lingering in the back of my mind, there was an option. A possibility—a person—a past—I’d passed by earlier in the day.

“Shit.” I folded my arms with a loud exhale.

Since the moment I’d met Kacey, I’d had to face one piece of my past after another—all barriers that blocked my way to her. Barriers that blocked my future.

And this… this was the last one.

The one that brought everything full circle.

The opportunity that had cost my brother his dream just might be the one thing to save Kacey’s.

“I’ll get us an engine, just make sure she doesn’t lose her damned spot.”

With that charge, I grabbed my duffel bag, yanking off my sweat and dirtied tee before pulling on a spare navy on with Claire’s hospital logo in the corner.

“Where the hell—how the hell—” He reached for my arm, stopping me as I tried to pass.

“One time, ye looked at me and told me to trust ye. Told me I had no choice really, given my contract,” I said with a low, hard tone. “I’m yer lead engineer, Voigt, and I’m goin’ ta fix this. I’ll get us a damn engine. It’s yer turn ta trust me.”

Simultaneously, his hand released as I walked forward, his acceptance and my determination to do what I was about to.

I was going to save her dream to prove to her that she was mine.
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“It’s been a long time, Gallagher. A long fucking time.”

My smile was tight as I nodded, standing on the front step of what had to be one of Indianapolis’ finest mansions.

The dimly lit stone drive wrapped into a small cul-de-sac with a fountain at the center in front of the sprawling brick mansion. I didn’t need light to know the lawns were manicured, the hedges shaped and trimmed. I’d been here once before. But that didn’t make approaching the entryway, enclosed by columns and arches, any easier.

“Figured we should talk, Donavan.” I met the same eyes I had almost a decade ago. Dark and calculating, though they seemed kinder now.

“At one a.m. the night before the shootout, I hope you’re here for more than talking,” the racing powerhouse and still-CEO of CD Enterprises drawled with a smirk as he stepped aside to let me into the house.

Even though he’d retired from driving, his team was still one of the largest, well-equipped—and well-funded—to maintain his racing legacy.

“This way. Rylee and the boys are still sleeping.” He led me with a low voice down a hallway and into his study. “I can’t say I’m usually awake at these kinds of hours anymore, Gallagher, but your call made it seem like you had something good to talk about.”

He went straight for the liquor cabinet, pulled out two glasses with a clank, and reached for a bottle of whiskey that cost more than the entrance fee to the Indy 500.

“Sit.” He motioned for me to sit in one of the large, brown leather chairs that guarded the center of the space.

Clearing my throat, I hesitated. My shirt was changed, but my pants were still covered with all kinds of grease and fluid from ripping the car apart.

“Christ.” He scoffed. “Just because I have money doesn’t mean I give a fuck about it. A man of your caliber only comes to talk about one thing—a car. And he only comes in the middle of the night because he’s been with that car for the entire day. Sit in the damn chair. I’ll have someone clean it.”

Shaking my head, I sunk into the seat, wondering just how long it had been since I’d sat down today.

“So, what is it? What brings you back here after all this time?”

Her.

“I need an engine.”

The liquid stopped pouring for a split second before he topped off the last glass and corked the bottle.

I nodded my thanks, taking my glass from him and swirling the dark liquid.

“I thought I saw something on the track today…” He sipped his whiskey with a satisfied nod. “And when I ran into your driver, I had a feeling there was an issue.”

“Some rookie messed with my timing ratios in the transmission,” I clipped, taking a swig of the alcohol to wash down the bitter reminder.

“That blows.”

My gaze snapped to his, catching the small smile at his pun.

“I need a new engine, Donavan,” I pressed through tight lips. “I know yer team leases a lot for the season—more than any other. I know ye have one ye can spare.”

His chin dipped; he wasn’t arguing. “So, you want to buy one of my spares?”

I kept my expression blank as I replied calmly, “No. I want ye to give it to me.”

His eyebrows shot up and he leaned forward. “Give it to you?” He laughed. “You’re joking. This is some Irish joke, right? Maybe I need to drink some more fucking whiskey to understand it.”

“No joke.” I cleared my throat. “We only leased one. Even if I could replace the parts in time, I think it fucked the whole engine.”

“So, you came to my house in the middle of the night to ask me to give you one of my engines?” He drained the alcohol in his glass and glared at me. “For nothing.”

It was my turn to finish the generous pour, to feel the warmth ignite the fire in my stomach. “Not fer nothin’,” I replied roughly. “Fer me.”

A hand rose to cover his mouth as the great Colton Donavan just stared at me for a long second. Disbelief slowly fading to curiosity while I waited.

“Are you serious right now?” His voice was hoarse.

“Give me an engine and I’ll come work fer ye just like ye wanted.”

He sat back in the chair. “I wanted you to work for me a long time ago, Gallagher. What makes you think I still want you?”

It was my turn to grin smugly. “Fer the same reason drivers still want to race on yer team—because yer the best.”

He nodded slowly, processing what I was saying like it was a strong drink he needed to swish all over his tongue and palate to get the full taste—to explore every detail of what I was offering.

“Three years.” His eyes narrowed. “I want a contract for three years.”

I sat back, gripping my hands around the empty glass.

I knew the price would be steep. Donavan had high standards and a lot had transpired since the last time we’d met, but I knew this wouldn’t be a one-season commitment. Not like this. Not for what I was asking.

“Fine.”

His head cocked. “Fine? You even care what I’m going to pay you?”

“Does it look like I care what the fuck yer goin’ ta pay me?” I chuckled. “Do we have a deal?”

We did. I could see it in the sparks in his dark eyes. Excitement. Anticipation. We both knew the kind of potential we’d have working together.

But his continued silence meant I wasn’t going to get off that easily. He’d give me the engine, but he needed to feel like he got something in return. Apparently, three years of my life wasn’t enough of an ask

“Why now?”

“I told ye. The transmission is shot. We have no other—”

“No.” He waved off my superficial reasoning. “Not that. Not the car. Why this car? Why this race? You owe Voigt for something?”

“No.” My jaw ticked. “And it doesna matter.”

“Matters to me, Gallagher. Matters a whole helluva lot.” I felt his eyes search my face for answers. “I heard about your brother.” I tensed. “I would’ve given more than an engine to get the both of you on my team,” he mused. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank ye,” I replied tightly.

“Does this have to do with him?” he pressed. “Heard his daughter is sick.” He nodded to my shirt, the logo for the children’s hospital shining like a lighthouse against the dark navy cotton.

“His daughter is a fighter, and she’s going ta be fine,” I returned, knowing how promising Claire’s latest lab results were as of yesterday before I left for Indiana; she’d even weaseled out of Gwen a prediction that she’d be able to see the next Indy 500 in person. “Dead set on becoming a racer one day, too.”

He nodded in admiration. “My son, Zander, is going to start racing Indy soon. That’s why I’m taking your offer,” he told me. “I want him to race one of your cars.”

“So, we have a deal?” I tried to funnel the conversation toward the finish line so we could get down to the details.

“So, it’s not the car. Not Voigt. Not your niece.” He hummed, tapping a finger against the armrest of the chair. “It’s her, isn’t it?” He sat forward suddenly as though the thought carried him forward with it. “Your driver. Snyder.”

“Kacey.” Her name mixed with a low growl.

“I heard they call her Ace,” he commented with a small laugh I didn’t quite understand. “Makes sense now.”

“She deserves to race.”

“After Daytona?” He arched an eyebrow and my fist tightened. But it wasn’t my truth to tell. “You don’t have to say anything. Puglisi is a sexist pig. I’m sure whatever he said or did”—he paused and eyed me knowingly—“deserved her punch.”

“He did.” I couldn’t stop myself from confirming.

“Who knew love was such a damned powerful force?” The question was rhetorical. “Can rip you away from the sport just as easily as it can lure you back.” He stared off and I had a feeling he was reflecting on how racing played a big part in his well-famed relationship with his wife. “It’s like driving those cars. One second, you’re flying toward that brick-covered finish line. The next, car’s got no power because something blew in the engine. Or traction slips and you’re spinning into the wall. Love takes even the most precise-laid plans and turns them on their head.”

“She deserves ta be here,” I repeated, his words simply echoing a truth I hadn’t come here planning to admit.

“I can’t argue with you there. I saw her time. Her speed. Two-thirty-four. Fucking fast. Hell, I don’t even know I’d attempt over two-thirty if I got back in a car today. She’s far better than the drivers I have on my team right now. No doubt about it.” He stood and took my glass from me, setting them back on the bar. “So, that’s why you’re here?”

“Christ, Donavan. I’m here because the damn woman is a feckin’ good driver who deserves a shot at this race after everythin’ she’s gone through.” I rose, my breaths coming heavily. “And I’m here because I treated her like shit and she deserves ta know just how far I’m willin’ ta go ta make her dreams real. How far I’m willin’ ta go ta prove that I love her, and I’ll do anythin’ ta be with her.”

“Then you have a deal.”

“That’s it?” Air rushed out of my mouth as I lost all the steam I’d built. “Yer a feckin’ arrogant bastard. Ye know that?”

“My wife thinks it’s one of my better qualities.” He grinned smugly. “You’ll come to appreciate it, too. Soon.”

“Why?” My gaze narrowed.

“Because I’m going to give you more than an engine.”
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Kacey

 

“RENNER, WHAT IS GOING ON?” I had to jog to keep up with the short man’s rapid pace.

“Nothing you need to worry about, girl.” He waved me off.

“Worry about?” I scoffed. “Our car is torn apart. The engine unsalvageable. Where are you going? There is nothing to do except pull my spot from the pole.”

I huffed and pulled my hair up into a ponytail to stop the slight breeze from blowing it into my mouth as I spoke.

After my conversation with Garret yesterday, I’d gone back to my hotel room and cried.

Cried because of the race. Cried because of the engine. Cried because of him.

Even my dad, with all his praise for my record-making speed and all his various suggestions for what could be done to still keep us in the race, I hesitated to hold onto any of the dangling threads of hope.

But when I showed up to the track today, everything seemed business as usual with the crew though they couldn’t tell me much except that we were still in the race.

“Can he fix it?” I looked around, searching for Garret, who was nowhere to be found. “Are we getting someone’s back-up?”

Among the suggestions my dad had mentioned was that sometimes other teams will sell off or find some other mutually beneficial way to let another team use their second car. But whether that car came with an engine was a different story.

“Miss Snyder.” His shiny black shoes squeaked to a halt. He turned to me. “Let’s deal with one fire at a time, girl.”

Pursing my lips, I continued to follow him toward the line of administrative and regulatory tents set up along the edge of the track.

What the…

“Renner Voigt here to see Mr. Branch,” Renner said to one of the assistants, a large badge with the title and her name, Karen, hanging from her neck.

Ken Branch.

The technical director for the race. He was in charge of the fifteen other inspectors who made sure each car, driver, and team was running and racing according to the regulations.

“Renner, what are we—”

“Here we are again, Ace.” That cold shiver ran up my spine hearing Puglisi chuckle behind me. “Once again, always whining and asking for special treatment.”

I spun. “I’m not asking for anything,” I bit out.

I also had no idea what was going on.

“Don’t you have something better to do, James?” Renner huffed. “Like learn how to drive, maybe?”

I couldn’t stop my smile or slight chuckle. I’d never heard Renner insult someone to their face—or really make a joke of any kind.

But here he was, taking a stand for me. Something he didn’t have to do.

Puglisi’s lip curled.

“Right this way, please.” Karen’s announcement drew our attention though she didn’t ask for my name or Puglisi’s before leading the three of us back to the Director’s make-shift office.

“Mr. Branch,” Renner shook the man’s hand.

“Mr. Voigt.” The director nodded respectfully. “It’s an honor.” He looked to me and James. “Miss Snyder. Mr. Puglisi.”

“I know you’re a busy man, Mr. Branch. So, I’ll get right down to it.” Renner pushed his glasses up before clasping his hands in front of him. “We’re just simply requesting a change in condition. To be able to use a different engine than the one my driver, Miss Snyder, qualified with.”

Different engine?

A million questions crashed against the wall of my lips. How were we getting a different engine? He’d only leased one.

Still, that thread of hope turned to steel as I grabbed onto it.

We had another engine.

Renner cleared his throat, eyeing Puglisi. “It’s a pretty run-of-the-mill request, and we understand if this will affect our position in the starting grid.”

Puglisi scoffed loudly, quickly silencing himself when Branch looked disapprovingly at him for his rude outburst.

“I assume you’ve got an objection to that, Mr. Puglisi.”

“Of course I do,” he sneered. “The change in condition request happens after qualifying. Obviously, today is the second day of qualifying, so she needs to finish before requesting a change.”

If his personal vendetta against me wasn’t already clear, the way he pointed to me as the instigator for everything drove it home.

“Mr. Branch,” Renner broke in firmly. “If we could, I would have her run the laps for a time before requesting this. However, after her qualifying laps yesterday, we ran into engine issues that make it impossible for the car to be run today. So, I’m requesting the change so we can get the new engine in and ready for next Sunday.”

“Look, Voigt, I’m sorry you’re having car trouble, but that’s the name of this game. You can’t get out on the track in time or in the fastest time, you forfeit your entrance. And if Miss Snyder doesn’t have a car to finish qualifying with, then she should be bumped off the list to make room for a viable car on the pole.”

My stomach turned.

He wasn’t wrong—or right.

I qualified in pole position—the first spot in the top nine—yesterday before the transmission failed, but technically, that time was wiped today for the second round of qualifying where I would’ve run the car again against the other eight top times to determine the final first nine positions.

Mr. Branch drew a deep breath, his head bobbing—not in agreement but in thought.

“I have to say that I can’t recall a time where there’s been an issue with a car between qualifying rounds,” he admitted. “Issues before, yes. Issues during qualifying, absolutely. And of course, issues…requests for change afterward…sometimes.” He crossed his arms. “But I’ve never had a car qualify in the top nine—at the top of the top nine—but run into problems before day two.”

“I hear what Mr. Puglisi is saying,” Renner said respectfully, though I knew him long enough to hear just how much he thought the complaint was a load of horseshit. “However, this isn’t a case where we didn’t get the car out in time, or where we ran into engine trouble on day one and now we’re trying to make it back onto the pole today. She qualified yesterday.” Renner sent the bitter asshole the closest thing to a smirk he was capable of. “In fact, she qualified with the best damn time this track has seen since I was here in ninety-six.”

“I know that, Mr. Voigt—”

“I beg your pardon,” Renner interrupted him to continue. “But I’m not asking for her time to even carry over into today. You want to automatically bump her to the ninth position because our car isn’t ready, fine. Hell, you want to bump her to nine for that and then give her a grid penalty for the swap. Fine. Put her all the way in the back. But it’s completely asinine to take her off the board just because we had a mechanical issue between—”

“Mr. Voigt.” The director raised his hands, trying to gently calm the older man, and I could feel the rising agitation of Puglisi next to me.

“I think the rules are clear here, Director—”

“Mr. Puglisi,” Mr. Branch snapped. “There is one thing very clear here, and that is your lack of faith in your own abilities, so much that you feel you have to resort to grasping at straws to knock your competition out of the race.”

Oh damn.

I pulled both my lips between my teeth, desperately trying not to laugh as Puglisi got a verbal reprimand that he couldn’t do anything about.

“Miss Snyder completed her qualifying round yesterday with a legitimate and admirable time,” he went on, and I felt my chest swell with pride. “She earned her spot in this race and, let me be very clear, there is no question about me taking that from her.”

His gaze shifted to Renner. “As long as you have another engine going in the car,” he finished. “I can’t condone letting her keep a spot—and keep it from someone else—if you have no replacement lined up. Even if it’s a dud. Even if something happens in practice this week that prevents the car from racing, that’s fine. I just need to know you have a replacement on the way and, in good faith, have every intention of running this race.”

Renner nodded with a certainty I wish I understood but wouldn’t question right now. “We do.”

Branch’s eyes narrowed. He was obviously hoping for more elaboration on said engine.

“Do you happen to have any proof?” he pressed.

Renner shifted his weight. “Not with me at the—”

“I do.”

Puglisi’s chuckle was cut off, the attention of the room drawn to the newest inhabitant who stepped in with a presence as imposing as his harsh accent was ear-catching.

Garret.

His gaze quickly found mine before he stepped to the other side of Renner and handed a folded slip of paper to the director who scanned the information.

A moment later, he nodded and confirmed, “Okay then. Since you have a replacement for the engine, your position in the top nine stands, Miss Snyder.”

The breath that rushed out felt as though it had been building in my chest from the moment we’d stepped inside the white-walled space.

“Director—”

“However,” Mr. Branch continued, glaring at Puglisi for his continued interruption. “Since you are unable to proceed with the second round of qualifications today to determine your grid position—which, regardless of your phenomenal time and speed yesterday, always starts with a clean slate for the top nine—I will have to automatically place you at the final ninth position and leave the other eight drivers to battle out the rest of the starting spots.”

I nodded, uncaring if I started in thirty-third as long as I was on that track.

“In spite of your suggestion, and in accordance with the new regulations implemented for the rest of the IndyCar Series, I will not be enforcing a grid penalty.” I swore I actually heard Puglisi whine next to me. “I do not make special exceptions nor do I make special consequences, Mr. Puglisi. The engine change request is allowed with no penalty at Indianapolis, however, Miss Snyder, per those same rules, if you participate in the next race of the series, the grid penalty for the request will carry over to it.”

I nodded. “I understand.”

“Director.” Puglisi might as well have spat on the man’s shoes for how bitterly he addressed him before storming out.

A silent look passed between the rest of us acknowledging an agreement in thought about the man who’d just left, but it was a thought that would be left unspoken.

“Thank you, Mr. Branch,” Renner said, extending his hand once more.

“I just did my job,” he replied as they shook.

“Miss Snyder. Good luck next weekend.”

I murmured my thanks as Renner motioned me out of the room, though I kept looking back, waiting for Garret to follow.

“What just happened?” I demanded as soon as we were outside of the tent. “Do we really have another engine?”

He nodded. “Yes. And now it needs to get in the car.”

“How?” I stammered. “Where?”

Garret joined us and Renner’s attention flicked to him quickly before he replied in that short, matter-of-fact tone he used when this was the very last he’d say on the subject. “Worked out a deal with CD Enterprises. Engine’s on its way over now.”

“With CD—Colton Donavan?” I gasped as the name dawned and subsequently stunned me. “Colton Donavan gave us an engine?” I cupped a hand over my mouth in shock.

“So you better be on your best behavior at the charity gala tonight.” Renner pointed a finger at me. “The car will be at your hotel at seven.”

My gaze clashed with Garret’s as Renner walked off toward our trailer.

“Garret, what is going on?” I demanded, folding my arms across my chest. “How—how did this happen?”

I was reeling. Colton Donavan had the largest and most dominating racing team here. Not just here. At any race. Why would he give us an engine?

I looked at Renner as he got farther away from us. He’d been in the industry long enough to know Donavan. Maybe they had a relationship. Maybe he’d had enough money to buy one of their spares.

Garret’s eyes fell to my lips, staring at them as though I was water and he hadn’t had a drink in weeks.

“I told ye I’d fix this, lass,” he rasped, permitting one hand to reach out and cup my face. “I promised ye I’d get ye back on that track.”

“You did this?” I breathed. “Did you pay him—how could you afford—” I broke off and cupped my hands over my mouth. “If you used money that was meant for Claire—”

“Christ, Kacey. Ye know me better than that,” he assured me firmly. “I didn’t pay him, alright? All I’m sayin’ is that I told ye I would fix this and I found a way, with Voigt’s help, and then Donavan’s to do it.”

“G!” We both turned as Renner called for him.

“Stop worryin’, lass,” he commanded hoarsely. “We’ve got an engine fer the race, but it’s no’ goin’ ta climb in that car itself, alright?”

My heart twisted violently in my chest. He’d done something. I knew it. I could see it in his harshly honest eyes. It might not have been money, but that only meant the price was paid with something far costlier.

I shook my head slowly, in fear and disbelief.

Whatever it was, he shouldn’t have risked it for me. For this. It wasn’t worth it.

And then, for the first time, the thought that floated through my veins like blood, silently infusing everything about me, finally spoke, and the whispered words drowned out everything else.

I wasn’t worth it.

“What if I don’t win?” I reached for him, curling my fist into his shirt and pulling him close. My tremulous questions escaped into the small, safe space between us. “What if you did all this—whatever it was—and I don’t win?” I laughed bitterly and added, “Don’t even tell me there’s ‘no pressure.’”

Except it was every pressure inside my chest that began to eat away at my organs. Whatever they’d done…whatever they’d worked out…what if I let them down?

His face screwed, like I wasn’t speaking the same language anymore.

“No, lass.” He tipped up my chin. “Every pressure. Every. Fucking. Pressure.”

I gaped.

“Ye heard me,” he bit out, ignoring Renner’s second call. “There is every fecking pressure for us to fix this car and get ye back out there. Every feckin’ pressure…” There was a beat of silence. “But not to win.”

“W-What?” Now he wasn’t the one speaking English.

His hand slid up to cup my face. “I don’t give a fuck if ye win,” he swore. “But there is every feckin’ pressure for ye ta be out on that track because ye are the only goddamn one. Yer the only one drivin’. Yer the only one racin’.” He broke off, his jaw tightening with a single, hard clench. “Who else would Claire have if it wasn’t ye, lass?”

My lungs seized, pain ripping them open.

“Who else will every other girl have” —he drew a ragged breath— “if ye aren’t out there? If I don’t get you out there ta prove ye have ta fight fer yerself against all odds.”

“Garret…”

“So, yeah, every feckin’ pressure, lass, not to win, but ta be there. Ta be exactly who ye are. Ta show up, get in that car, and ta drive… drive like they’ll never fuckin’ catch ye. Drive like yer leadin’ a revolution.”

I blinked quickly but it didn’t stop the tears that leaked down my cheeks. “I don’t want a revolution, Garret,” I whispered. “I just want to race.”

He made it sound so important. He made me sound so essential. And I was afraid at any moment, they would all realize I wasn’t enough. More than that, I was afraid he would realize it.

The man whose good opinion I’d wanted more than anything

The man who I wanted more than my dream—who was my new dream.

The man who I was afraid would give up everything for me if I let him…only to realize I wasn’t worth it in the end.

“It doesn’t matter if ye want it,” he growled, gently pressing a single finger into my left chest. I wondered if he could feel the way my heart heaved against my ribs with each beat—with each word. And then his hand rose, notching under my chin and lifting my worried gaze to his as he swore, “Ye are it, lass. Just by being yerself. Just by followin’ yer dream. Ye are the goddamn revolution.”

I dragged in a breath that carried his words down into my soul where they settled comfortably as though coming home.

A revolution.

His hand dropped along with his eyes, and he turned and walked toward Renner while I stood there questioning everything.

Most of all, why I was so sure Garret and I couldn’t make this work.
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“HEY, KACE!”

“Hey.” I tried to sound cheerful when Gwen answered my call. “Sorry I had to cut you off the other day.”

“Oh, it’s no problem. Hold on one—shh, Oscar!” I heard her gently chide her dog as he yapped in the background. “Sorry, he naturally assumes any and all attention must be for him.”

I chuckled. “It’s fine.”

“Are you okay? I saw you qualified—well—” She broke off with a laugh. “I didn’t see it because it was during my shift, but I think everyone on the floor heard when you broke the track record with how excited Claire was.”

My face felt at war, my lips breaking into a smile even as my eyes wanted to burst into tears.

“Kacey?”

“Yeah, sorry. Just distracted.”

“I also heard that you didn’t race today because you need a new engine.”

“I’m sure you did.” I let out a long sigh, staring over at the red dress laid out on the bed—the one I’d have to shimmy into in about an hour.

“Want to talk about it?”

I laughed. “I’d love to if I knew what to talk about.” I sank onto the mattress. “One minute, the engine is blown. The next, Garret shows up to say that Colton Donavan is giving us an engine but won’t give me any details.”

She hummed. “Interesting.”

“What?” I probed.

“Have you talked to him? Not about the car?”

“Yeah.” I gulped; there was no point in denying it—or the turmoil it was causing. “I put an end to it.”

Folding my legs under me on the bed in my hotel room, I toyed with a loose thread on the hem of my t-shirt, wishing oversized clothes were an acceptable type of ‘gown’ for the event tonight.

“Why?”

I shuddered. I didn’t realize how much I wanted her to ask until she did.

That was the thing about people whose profession it was to care for others—or maybe it was just Gwen; she always seemed to know exactly what someone needed even if it wasn’t what you might expect.

“I can’t, Gwen. I can’t tie him to this world. Not when it kills him to be here.”

“Does it?” she countered. “And, maybe I’m wrong…maybe I’ve met a different Garret Gallagher than you have…but I’ve never seen anyone able to make that man do anything he didn’t want to. I’m pretty sure stubbornness and innate sobriety are bred into the Irish genome.”

“Maybe.” I chuckled thickly. “But I don’t think I could live…wondering…if he really wanted to be there.”

She was silent for a long minute. Long enough to make me pull my phone away from my ear and check the time and that the call was still connected.

“Be there or be with you?”

My heart stuttered. “Does it matter?”

“It’s the only thing that matters, Kace.” And I couldn’t argue. “Why can’t you believe he wants to be with you?”

It was my turn to pause, my tongue turning thick with the weight of its shameful truth. “I don’t know. Because I don’t think…” I huffed. “He told me I was enough, but I can’t—”

“Believe it?”

I balked. “I was going to say force him back into the racing world,” I replied. “But also maybe that.”

The last I said quietly, as though even the empty silence in the hotel room was judging me.

“Why don’t you think you’re good enough?”

It didn’t matter that she asked gently. It didn’t matter that I truly wanted to answer. My chest ached because I didn’t have an answer—and that was the wound I’d managed to ignore for so long. Until today. Until now.

Until Garret.

“I don’t have a reason, Gwen.”

“Oh, Kacey.” The warmth in her voice felt like she’d extended a hand through the phone to take my shoulder and give it a comforting squeeze.

“I’ve met a lot of people… cared for a lot of people… gotten to know a lot of people,” she told me. “And I’ve helped a lot of people who’ve experienced trauma. The kind of ‘big’ trauma that gets you on the ACES scale. Abuse. Neglect. Assault. The kind of trauma that makes it into movies.”

“But I haven’t, Gwen. I haven’t, so I shouldn’t feel this way. I shouldn’t—”

“Just wait,” she pleaded, and I caught the thread of something personal in her tone that I had to bite my lip not to pursue. “I’ve also met so many more people who struggle. Who have this undeniable, relentless, and, according to them, unaccountable, belief they weren’t good enough in one way or another. People who didn’t trust themselves. In relationships. At work. People who didn’t know who they actually were, but believed that, whoever it was, wasn’t enough.”

You don’t belong.

The words reverberated in my head like the rumble of an engine. I’d taken that statement as a challenge because it hurt too much to accept that I’d taken it to heart.

In the truest twist of fate, it’s those who strived to be the best, who never, themselves, felt good enough.

“I saw it so much, and it was never talked about.” She let out a small exhale. “And I saw it in myself. So, I talked to my friend, Dr. Shelly, and from there, I realized that trauma is far broader than we currently give it credit for.”

I swallowed over the lump in my throat. How I felt—how I thought about myself—was easy to ignore for so long because there was no reason. Sure, there were little things that happened in my life, but no earth-breaking trauma that dropped me into the chasm of self-doubt.

It was easy to ignore because if I didn’t I felt a sense of shame.

Shame that I’d had a—for the most part—supportive family and a good childhood. I should be fine. I shouldn’t feel the way I did.

“Trauma is individual. It is based on your own circumstances. Your own perception… Do you not think that ex breaking up with you because you loved racing didn’t have an effect? Or your mom being disappointed when you chose racing as your career? Or when you continued to pursue it after that first time you crashed?” She didn’t wait for my answers because she both didn’t need to hear them and knew what they were. “Don’t even get me started on the things people… drivers… the media… have said about you. But I’m just wondering about before all that…”

“My parents love me, Gwen,” I insisted, walking numbly to the window.

“I never said they didn’t,” she reminded me. “But that doesn’t mean they didn’t say something at some pivotal moment that you’ve carried with you this whole time.

I stopped and sucked in a breath, hit by a memory so vivid I wondered if I’d traveled back in time.

It was strange. So much of my past before racing had blurred together, as though life hadn’t started until I stepped into that car.

“I remember the first race I went to at Pocono.” I murmured. “My dad was working, so my mom and I went to see him. She gets headaches a lot, so the noise was usually too much to even think about going, but that day she agreed to.”

The memory was so clear I could reach out and touch it. The dirt under my sneakers where we parked in the fields. The warm pretzel she’d bought for me. Walking down the row of cars lined up to pull out while my dad worked.

“I was in love the second the race started. On the edge of my seat. But she…she was getting a headache. I could tell. We only made it about twenty laps before she took my hand and told me we had to go.” I blinked and tears slid down my face. How was I just remembering this? “I told her I didn’t want to leave… I told her I wanted to race.”

There was a grieving moment of silence. The death of the fallacy that my desire to race had started in college with an ex-boyfriend’s car.

“What did she say, Kacey?”

“She crouched down and held my face and told me I was too smart to race—that I had too much potential.” My brow furrowed. “And then she told me I didn’t belong there.”

And there it was.

The first time someone had told me I didn’t belong. And it was my mother.

And even though she’d said it kindly—with a small, encouraging smile on her face. With good intentions and love in her heart. As a child, all I heard was that too smart wasn’t good enough. All I saw was that it was good enough for my dad—my hero—but not me.

And it planted the sprout of a weed inside my mind, growing doubt that was hard to extinguish.

“Maybe if she didn’t love you, you wouldn’t have taken it to heart like you did,” she told me gently, pushing me past where I was comfortable thinking into those crystal clear, but chilling waters of the truth. “So, tell me why you don’t think you’re good enough for Garret?”

“Because I’m afraid,” I murmured.

Tears pricked in the corners of my eyes. It felt like I was digging a bullet out of the center of my heart—one that had been buried in there for a long, long time.

“I’m afraid that he’s going to wake up one day and take my hand and tell me that I don’t belong there. With him.” I walked over and reached for a tissue from the nightstand, hating the tears that fell. “That I’m not good enough.”

“Oh, Kacey…” Her concern wrapped around me like a blanket, warm and familiar.

“Because every time I’ve found something I truly wanted—truly loved—I’ve been told I didn’t deserve it—that it wasn’t mine to have,” I murmured so quietly but the words boomed like a megaphone inside my heart. “And I’m so afraid to lose him now that I’ve realized I’m in love with him.”

I dropped my forehead onto my palm with a groan.

There it was.

The checkered flag waving in a race my heart just realized it was driving.

I was in love with Garret Gallagher.

“Does he know?”

You’re enough for me. More than enough.

“He told me I was a revolution,” I replied, and even though it wasn’t a direct answer, somehow it still felt like the right response to her question.

A small shared chuckle broke the levity of the conversation. “Well that’s a kind of compliment I haven’t heard before. But I can’t say I don’t like it.”

My head dropped back with a groan. “What do I do?”

“Woah… nice try.” Gwen laughed and I let out a long exhale; it was an unfair question to ask of her. “I can’t tell you what to do, Kace. All I can tell you is that you aren’t alone. This confusion. This questioning and self-doubt. There are so many people who suffer through it believing they have no real reason—no good reason—to feel it. But we do. We do feel it. And the only way to stop feeling it, is to confront it.”

“How do you know? How did you get so smart?” I teased lightly.

Gwen laughed. “They say experience is the best teacher.” She paused. “You could say the only way to end it is to revolt.”

Revolt.

“Just like you do every time you get in that car. You leave the doubts behind—even if it’s only while you’re on the track.” Seven-thousand RPMs. “You’ve fought for your dreams, Kace. You still do. Maybe it’s time to fight for your heart.”

“You mean surrender it?”

Because that was what Garret Gallagher stood for. Complete and total surrender.

“But isn’t that what a revolution is?” Gwen paused, thoughtfully. “The will to lose everything in a fight for the only thing that matters?”
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THE BLACK TOWN CAR PULLED up in front of the hotel at seven on the dot, and I slid into the back seat with my head down.

I’d started getting ready at six-fifteen since fancy wasn’t in my wheelhouse.

I partially regretted the simple red silk sheath I’d ordered online. First, because after putting it on, I realized that I looked like a less-busty, more-athletic Jessica Rabbit. Red hair. Red dress. Red lips.

But secondly, because it made me look far sexier than anything else I’d ever worn—ever owned. Which wasn’t my intention when I bought it, considering it was the simplest looking dress on the site I could find.

Long, with a modest leg slit that landed just above my knee, it wasn’t too racy or revealing. The top sat straight across my chest. No deep V. Nothing plunging. Yet, the way it pulled tight across my breasts, pushing them up with how the straps wrapped over my shoulders and crisscrossed my back, made them look fuller against the thin fabric. Also because of the style of the back, I’d had to go with no bra and adhesive stickies instead.

I couldn’t put my finger on what was so special about the dress. The only thing that came to mind was that it looked like I was wrapped in a red silk bow that was just itching to be torn off.

I could only imagine—and did—what Garret and his tools would do to it.

Shaking my head, I pushed him from my mind.

He wasn’t here tonight. He was probably pulling an all-nighter at the garage to get that engine in while I was here—praying I didn’t trip on my strappy black heels, break another ankle, and add one more obstacle to our path.

“Thank you,” I murmured as the car pulled to a stop at the end of what felt like an impossibly long stone drive.

The door opened to reveal flashing lights, a shadow of a massive house somewhere behind them.

I covered my eyes with my arm, for some crazy reason, not expecting the press to be here even though their presence made complete sense.

It was a charity event.

The way to raise more money was to showcase who was here, and how desirable it was to receive an invitation.

“Miss Snyder, how does it feel to hit one of the highest speeds for qualifying in a decade?” A reporter came right up to me and asked.

I smiled, wincing slightly as another flash caught me. “Good. Really good.”

Before the same one could respond, another young man chimed in right next to her. “Miss Snyder, you didn’t participate in the qualifying rounds today but are still on the grid for the race. What happened?”

“Just some engine trouble,” I assured the voice calmly. “It’s being fixed as we speak.”

“Miss Snyder, rumor has it James Puglisi was upset that you were allowed to continue—” I turned as a third voice from behind me spoke the loudest.

Before my mouth could open, there was another call for my attention. “Miss Snyder, do you think we’re going to see issues between you and—”

My heart began to pound and I looked for an escape—for the entrance to the event before they ate me alive.

“Miss Snyder, do you think they let you stay qualified because you’re the only woman and—”

“Excuse me.” A voice boomed from the doorway, silencing the vulture voices that grabbed at me from every side. “Kacey Snyder?”

“Yes.” I looked to my rescuer, my eyes adjusting now that the flashes were firing on him rather than me.

I gaped at the handsome man in the doorframe.

“Colton Donavan.” He smiled. “I’m so glad you could come.”

It would’ve been better had I been sitting at that very moment, but his extended arm was the next best thing as he led me inside the house where, it quickly became evident, the press wasn’t allowed.

“Thank you so much,” I managed as the door closed and sealed us inside.

The mansion was glittering—with decor, with its construction, but most of all, with the guests.

If I’d been worried the red or the style of my dress would make me stand out, I had no reason.

There was silk of all colors. Dresses that revealed far more than they covered. Women dolled up in ways that, while so beautiful, were beyond what I’d ever want to look like. And the vibrant spots were broken up by men who stood like tuxedoed knights, ready to defend the colorful kingdom.

“It’s nice to officially meet you.” His voice was a comforting rumble as we walked through the crowd. “Though I believe I ran into you on the track yesterday.”

My steps faltered though my anchor onto his arm prevented any catastrophe.

Thick brown hair, sparsed with a few strands of gray. Handsome face that won a few more lines since he’d left the driving scene. And kind eyes that still held a devious spark. I’d literally run into Colton Donavan.

I groaned and pressed a hand to my mouth. “We did. I’m so sorry. There was an issue—”

“I heard.” His low chuckle was comforting and I let out a relieved breath. “It’s fine. Are you okay?” He nodded over our shoulders to the entrance, indicating the incident with the reporters.

I balked and dipped my chin, remembering where I was and who I was standing next to. “Yes. Sorry. That tends to happen a lot.”

Colton laughed. “I can imagine.” And then, with a quieter voice, added, “I’ve had my fair share of bad press.”

Vaguely, I remembered some mentions of pictures or a video that had leaked with him and his wife, but it was so many years ago, the scandal had been expertly topped, I was sure, by one Kardashian or another.

“Honestly, I’d take no press over bad press,” I admitted wryly, accepting the flute of champagne he pulled from the tray of a passing waiter with a soft thank you.

“Unfortunately, Miss Snyder, people like you and me rarely get that option.”

I glanced at him as we continued to wander leisurely through the crowd. “You mean drivers?”

His face scrunched momentarily before he shook his head. “Not quite.” His focus drifted as he spoke to an elderly couple we passed by before he returned to my question. “I’ve found, Miss Snyder—”

“You can call me Kacey,” I broke in.

He smiled and countered with an amused twinkle in his gaze, “I heard they call you Ace.”

“On the track. Sometimes,” I confirmed. “You can call me that, too, if you’d rather.”

I didn’t care if he called me Pippi Longstocking as long as he was giving us that engine.

He laughed and shook his head, and it made me feel like I missed something, but before I could ask, he continued, “So, Kacey, what I’ve learned in my years dealing with things and people like that is that it’s not interesting when good people do good things. Just like it’s not really interesting when bad people do bad things.”

He paused again to smile and kiss the cheek of a thin, elderly woman dripping with diamonds.

“Those things are expected. Common,” he continued to me. “But people like us… good people who do wrong things… questionable things... we are fascinating—fascinating because we’re harder to understand. And people who are hard to understand always have the best damn stories.”

His eyes twinkled as he pulled away from me, and I found the words slipping from my lips before I could stop them. “Is that why you gave us—me an engine?”

This time, his head tipped back as a full laugh echoed through the room, making the atmosphere even more lively and welcoming for being so formal.

“I’d say it’s why I’ve been watching your career,” he replied, setting his empty glass on a nearby cocktail table. “I’d say it’s why I was going to reach out to you after Daytona if Voigt hadn’t signed you first.”

I sucked in a breath. Me.

Colton Donavan wanted me to race for him.

I didn’t have time to dwell, only to wash down my shock with another large gulp of champagne as he continued, “I didn’t feel right taking you from the man’s last season—his last brickyard race.”

In the early nineteen-hundreds, the Indianapolis Speedway had been paved completely with bricks, earning it the name ‘the Brickyard.’ Since then, it was repaved with asphalt, but a one-yard strip of brick was kept at the finish line.

“But I can’t say it’s why I gave you the engine. Hell, I didn’t even know you had an engine problem until about one a.m. last night.” My eyes narrowed. One a.m.? “Don’t get me wrong.” He bent ever so slightly toward me with a conspiratorial look in his eyes. “From one Ace to another, you deserve to be in that race more than most of the grid.” One Ace to another? “That’s why I gave you the engine—because you’re a damn good driver. But I’d be lying if it wasn’t also because I got something in return.”

“Of course.” I waded through the mass of compliments and locked onto the fact that he was paid or compensated in some way. “It’s such an expensive and important part. Of course—I’m glad you were—”

“He didn’t tell you?” Colton broke in, looking at me with a curious expression I didn’t quite understand.

“No. Renner didn’t tell me anything.” And it was really starting to annoy me.

Colton shook his head and I swore I heard him mutter something about a damn idiot but with the crowd, it was hard to hear. “If you don’t know the details, Kacey. I have to say I doubt Voigt does either.”

How would Voigt not know? It was his car. His team. His decision.

I was left stunned as he stepped away from me and pulled a gorgeous woman into his arms, kissing her on the mouth and pulling her to him like he didn’t give a shit about the room full of people—she was the only important one.

“Kacey.” He turned, holding the woman possessively against him. “This is my wife, Rylee. Rylee, this is Kacey Snyder.”

The warmest, most unique violet eyes beamed at me as Rylee greeted me as though we were the oldest of friends. Her rich brown hair was swept up in a classic chignon and she wore an elegant floor-length black dress

Meanwhile, the racing legend watched her with the kind of rapt fascination I’d only ever seen on one man’s face before.

A grumpy mechanic.

When he looked at me.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am,” I murmured as she pulled back from the immediate hug she’d given me.

“Oh, please. Call me Rylee.” She squeezed my arm. “I’m so glad you’re here. I’m such a huge fan.”

“Fan?” I blinked. “Of me?”

“She’s a big fan of Aces,” Colton replied with a wide smile and a hint of a chuckle.

Her laugh was gentle as she linked her arms with mine. “I hope you don’t mind if I steal you away from my husband,” she teased, winking lovingly at him as she pulled me with her.

“What did he mean?”

Shaking her head, she explained, “When I first met Colton, I nicknamed him Ace—Arrogant. Conceited. Egomaniac.” She ticked off each characteristic by tapping on my arm, a wry smile lighting her face. “Now, Ace is an endearment, so please don’t take it as an insult. In fact, our youngest son is named Ace. But sometimes, relationships are like a firecracker. You have to survive the first explosion of hate before you get to the beautiful, colorful, world-lighting love.”

My heart lurched, and my body must have too since Rylee looked at me with a keen eye.

I smiled, struggling to find words when my mind was on someone else—who was somewhere else—somewhere I wanted to be.

“I know what you mean.”

I did dislike Garret. Explosively. For a good portion of the time I’d known him.

But the more I thought about it, what I really hated was the change he brought about in me.

Most people don’t like change. My dream was to drive around in a circle two hundred times, so maybe I was at the end of the change-averse spectrum.

It was my only dream.

And Garret, from the very start, he’d incited me to defend it. To push for it. To define it.

And when I had to do those things… when I had to look past what seemed like a simple task—say like driving in a circle two hundred times—I had to see the complexities of how everything came together. The car. The track. The engine. The team. The driver. The engineer. And suddenly my dream wasn’t so simple anymore because it wasn’t my only dream; it was just the first gear I’d limited my life to.

“I thought you might.”

I blushed. “What gave it away?”

“Well, I’m quite familiar with that look. Plus, Colton might’ve mentioned, oh just a thousand times, that this engine was going to be the start of his dream team.”

I paused. “Dream team?”

She placed a hand on my shoulder. “I’m getting ahead of myself. You’re an excellent driver”—she put a hand up as though telling me a secret— “maybe even better than the original A.C.E., but don’t tell him that. Anyway, you’re something special, Kacey. An overcomer. Our team likes those—and likes to support those. So, I wouldn’t be surprised if you see an invitation to drive for us in the near future.”

“Oh.” I sighed. “Yes, he may have mentioned something about that. Sorry, you said team and I was confused.”

“It’s no problem,” she assured me. “I should’ve said driver. I guess he already secured his chief mechanic, so you’d be the last piece.”

As quickly as relief settled over me, it was frozen out by cold concern.

“Mechanic?”

She smiled and greeted a group of women, answering me while she looked and waved to them. “Yes. The one who was here last night about your engine. Gallagher. Colton was like a little boy on Christmas this morning. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard that name over the years, wishing… wanting… to have him working for the team.”

Pain ripped a new path through my chest.

My feet stopped moving—an improvement over their usual habit of tripping over themselves and causing disaster. Probably because the disaster was all internal.

“Excuse me, Rylee,” I begged, a shadow of a smile all I could manage as I left her side and searched for her husband.

Searched for answers.

Why would he do this? What did he even do?

From my head shaking and my rapid pace, strands of hair slipped out from where I’d pulled it back in a not-so-classy ponytail. Brushing them away, I felt the distinct damp trace of tears on my cheeks.

Shit.

“Mr. Don—Colton,” I called his name, my distress making him turn immediately.

“Kacey. Is everything okay? Is it the press?” His face hardened.

“What did he promise you?” I demanded, blowing right by his concern. “What did Garret give you in exchange for the engine?”

“Shit.” He huffed. “I’m not supposed—how did you find out?” He searched my eyes. “My lovely wife.” Clearly, he hadn’t passed along the memo not to mention this little fact to me. Why would he need to?

“What. Did. He. Give. You?” I clipped out, drawing a few curious stares at my harsh tone.

With a brief acquiescing nod, he pulled me to the side of the room where we could speak in relative privacy.

“I don’t have to tell you this,” he began. “I shouldn’t tell you this. It’s not official or announced—hell, it’s not anything except a damn engine for your car at the moment but—”

“Please,” I begged quietly, my lip trembling.

He exhaled slowly, painfully. “He insisted he wanted to be the one to tell you—I’m assuming at the right time. But… damn. Alright, I’m going to tell you two things—two facts, and you’re not going to leave before you hear both.”

I nodded, feeling like a child being scolded by a parent.

“First, yes, Gallagher agreed to come work for my team in exchange for the damn engine,” he ground out. “But second—and more important—I didn’t ask for it.” My heart stopped. “Hell, sometimes, I’m pretty fucking dumb, you’re welcome to confirm with my wife, but I can tell you with complete honestly that I wasn’t dumb enough to ask that from him after what happened to his brother.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

Garret signing away more of his life to this world when he was so close to escaping it. All for one engine. For a single day. For me.

“He offered, Kacey. And another thing, Garret Gallagher is a pretty easy man to read when it comes to what’s important to him, and I can tell you, it seemed like he’d already gotten over the hurdle of coming back to this world—seemed like being back in the game was important to him.” He paused. “Or maybe it was being back in the game with you.”

My gaze narrowed. “How long?”

Colton’s jaw tightened and he coughed slightly. “Three years.”

There was a sonic boom, but as I looked around the room, it seemed like I was the only one who heard it.

Three years.

Garret had promised three years of his life to Donavan—to racing.

I told him I wouldn’t ask him to come back to this world for me. So the damn fool had gone and offered himself.

“Kacey?”

Donavan’s face swam in front of me. His voice was muffled like I was sitting under several feet of water.

Clarity returned when he reached out and gave my shoulder a gentle shake.

“Love makes us do crazy things,” he told me, and I saw Rylee joined his side and was looking at me with worry.

I nodded, pulling my lower lip between my teeth.

Sending up a silent apology to Renner for breaking my promise to behave, I looked at the couple—people I admired and hoped I wouldn’t offend too much in the next minute—and blurted out, “I’m sorry. Thank you so much for inviting me, but I have to go.”

I didn’t wait nor did I try to distinguish anything they might’ve said above the noise from the crowd. Digging in my purse, I reached for my phone and prayed there were still taxis pulling up and dropping people off as I pushed back through the front doors and into the rainy night.

I held my stupid small black purse over my head, the damn thing not even useful enough to shield me from the steady stream of fat raindrops let alone hold anything of use inside it.

It took a second for the reporters to catch on that I was essentially fleeing the event, but by the time they did, I was already diving into the back seat of a cab that had just let off another couple and closed the door behind me.

“Where to, miss?”

“Indianapolis Speedway.”
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Garret

 

I FISTED THE TORQUE WRENCH, imagining for the millionth time that I was driving it into that fucker’s face who thought that Kacey should be disqualified because the car couldn’t run the second heat.

Anger was motivation though. Motivation to get me through the hours after the other guys had left for the night. Motivation to get this damn engine in the car so it was ready to go.

I had to admit though when the truck pulled up and delivered Donavan’s spare, a thrill of excitement ran through me as I combed over the impressive piece of Chevy machinery. The modifications made by his current engineers were impressive—but there are two kinds of impressive. One kind is the kind where smarts can make the best of a not-so-great situation. The other, as was the case for this engine, was the kind where money could buy you a great situation, but without smarts, you were just starting in a better grid spot but without a better car so to speak.

I was excited to think about what I could do with an engine like this. With his cars. His resources.

But none of that held a candle to the thought of telling Kacey.

The urge was there. With that paper in my hand—the letter signed by Donavan saying he would be providing Voigt with one of their spare engines for the race—I wanted to tell her that this was the lengths I’d go to prove what I was willing to do for her.

To prove we belonged here together.

But I knew I’d hurt her. I knew I’d conditioned her almost as well as myself to drown in the pain my past caused.

And fuck if I wasn’t afraid that she’d refuse to race with the engine if she knew what it cost—that she wouldn’t believe me when I told her it was no cost at all.

I didn’t want her race—her dream—tarnished with the thought that it came at my expense.

So, I swallowed the truth. I swallowed my need to touch her—hold her. Beg her. And I locked it away, counting down the hours until the race was over and I could tell her the truth.

My head snapped up, thinking I heard a car door slam outside the garage before convincing myself that it was just the rain pummeling the old building.

I reached for a towel to wipe where I’d dropped some engine fluid when the door to the building flew open.

I shot up, tools clattering to the ground where they’d been resting on a clean towel in my lap.

“Kacey?”

My face scrunched in confusion—possibly delusion—as I took in the sight of her.

Black purse and heels clasped in one hand. The other pushing back the wet strands of hair streaking down her face. The strands continued to drip steady streams of water onto her bare shoulders, her collarbone, and her chest. The drops rolling over her skin like small, slick armies destroyed every dry patch in their path.

I grunted. The rest of her hitting me like a hard one-two straight to my stomach—and then to my dick.

She had on this strappy red dress that clung to every curve I savagely thought of as mine. Curves I dreamt of night after night. Curves I ached to hold so bad my muscles burned with their memory. I struggled to breathe with how fast my cock grew impossibly hard. Painful. Straining.

“Kacey…” I choked out as I stepped closer, my feet landing on towels and tools, sacrificing them in my path to her.

But the rain… the rain left dark patches and spots in the red silk of her dress making her look like some sort of warrior goddess, wearing the blood of her enemies trapped in the fabric of her clothes.

And when I looked at her face, it was clear she was out for blood. My blood.

Her eyes were hard but glistening with tears and sparking with anger.

“Kacey, what the hell—”

She dropped her shoes and bag to the floor with complete carelessness, demanding, “What did you do?”

My head jerked. “What are you—”

“What. Did. You. Do?” Each word was punctuated with a step of her bare feet against the concrete. The wet slap of skin screwed with my mind almost as much as the way that dress clung and pulled with every step. On her waist. On her tits.

My fingers dug into my hips, bruising the skin to stop myself from ripping it off of her.

“How did you get the engine, Garret?” she asked with a low unsteady voice.

Fuck.

Donavan wasn’t supposed to say anything. It was part of the fucking deal.

A deal that didn’t fucking matter right now when she was standing in front of me with the truth bleeding down her chest.

“I signed a contract with him—with his racin’ team in exchange for the engine.” She needed to hear it from me. I wanted her to hear it from me.

The words fell between us like spilled oil, dark and slick but carrying something that was essential to our moving parts.

I caught the way her stomach caved in and her chest fell, the subtle part of her lips and the slash of pain across her gaze. She’d known the truth but she’d been fighting it until this moment.

“Why? How could you?” She stopped inches in front of me.

My breath came out in a rush. “Why? Are ye jokin’?” I blurted, reaching up and cupping her face.

“I did it fer you, lass.”

“And I told you we couldn’t be because this is what would happen! You, having to come back to racing or me, having to give it up.”

I ached because each word looked like a knife she was drivin’ in her own chest.

“And I told ye I would prove that yer the only thing that matters,” I said, locking my fingers on her chin and forcing her head up roughly. “I swore I would. It’s no’ my fault yer too daft ta believe me.”

“Daft?” She gasped. “You don’t get to do this, Garret!” she cried out, banging her fists angrily against my chest. “You don’t get to sacrifice for me—for my dream—for my mistake.”

“Why?” I growled, grabbing her wrists and imprisoning them with one hand. “Tell me why I don’t get ta do what I want fer the woman I love.”

She froze. Her eyes closed and stayed closed even though tears continued to leak out from them.

“Because I didn’t want you to,” she murmured, but the only thing I heard was a lie.

“Why? Because ye dinna want me?” I taunted, dropping my head closer.

I watched her gulp. Watched her eyes slip wide. And then I watched her consider it—considering lying to me about this because she thought she was saving me.

“Garret, we need to talk.”

And that was where I drew the line.

“The most important things in life, lass, are the things that canna be said.” With a growl, I slanted my mouth harshly over hers, swallowing her gasp, drinking down her small cry, and then gorging myself on her want.

Tongues clashed. A war of desperation, anger, and need.

I kissed her viciously, but Kacey… Kacey kissed me back savagely—like loving her was an attack she had to defend herself from. Like being enough for someone was somethin’ unconscionable.

So I met every stroke—every slash of her tongue—and I returned it, a laugh and a groan boiling in my chest.

Reaching around to where her hair was pulled back, I wrapped it around my hand and fisted it tightly before tipping her head and giving me deeper access to her mouth. And there, she lost the battle—the battle to convince me she really thought otherwise. To convince me she didn’t want this.

The battle to convince me that she was truly upset about the engine and what I’d done.

I tasted the truth on her tongue. Sweet and tart and pure. She may have picked a fight with me, but the only person she was warring with was herself.

And it became easy to lose a battle when you had no desire to win the war.

I sunk my teeth into her lower lip, sucking along the plump flesh, sugar-coated with the saltiness of her angry tears and glazed with rain. My cock throbbed, reminding me that I wasn’t leaving this garage alive tonight if I didn’t find my way back inside her.

Inside her body and inside her heart.

With a groan, I pulled my mouth from hers, our harsh breaths invading the space between our lips.

“Of course, I want you,” she panted angrily, words bleeding into wanton whimpers. “Fuck talking, Garret, but know that I love you, you daft Irishman. I loved you before you went and saved my car… my dream.”

“Well, that’s a good thing then, lass.” My finger trailed down the side of her neck, along the strap of her dress to the edge of the fine fabric. Catching my finger on the silk I tugged, testing its strength.

“Why?” A breathy laugh turned into a shudder, feeling my finger tease the top of her tit. “Are you going to give up on it, now?”

“No.” My eyes flicked to hers, a devilish smirk tugging up the corner of my lips. “But I am goin’ ta fuck ye on it.” My cock throbbed painfully, watching her eyes and lips widen. “And with ye lookin’ like this, all red and ripe ta be plucked, I can’t promise survival.”

“Don’t destroy my car.” Her voice pleaded one thing, her eyes and body, another.

“Fuck the car, lass. I’m talkin’ about me.”
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Kacey

 

HE LOVED ME.

He got an engine for the car and put me back in the race.

He did it without warning. Without prompting. Without expecting anything in return.

Me.

Because I was enough.

He knew my weakness and fought to show me my strength. Sacrificed to prove it to me.

Just like he promised.

Because he loved me.

I stared up into the blue brimstone of his eyes, losing myself in the friendly fire and letting it burn through the layers of excuses I’d worn like fire suits over so many years.

“Garret…” I put my hands up and he pushed them down and behind me, capturing my wrists and transferring them into a single grip, causing me to arch against him. “Not the—”

“Don’t argue with me, lass,” he said roughly, yanking me against him. “Not when yer standin’ here, tellin’ me ye love me, and wearin’ that dress.”

I sucked in a breath, my nipples hardening against the tape as desire rushed between my legs.

“Never.” My pulse hammered. The anticipation of a race about to start. Every breath. Every moment. Hanging on the precipice, suspended and aching with desire…it consumed me.

“Do ye like to torture me, lass?” My eyes widened as his mouth dropped to my neck, biting and licking down the side.

“I like what happens when I torture you,” I confessed, arching against him.

“Well, I hope that means ye don’t care fer this dress.” As he spoke, I felt his finger, the one tracing along the neckline of my dress, cinch into the fabric. And before I could process what he’d said, the melodic swell of silk ripping echoed up between us and his finger stopped right around my belly button.

His eyes snapped to mine, hard lust eating away at the edges.

“I didn’t care for the dress.”

“Good.”

His hand splayed over my stomach, sending a tremor out through all my limbs. Tipping my head back, I arched toward him, needing his hot touch against my breasts that were exposed—on display.

Pulling me with him, we moved until he was against one of the front wheels of the car.

“How many people saw these tits tonight?” he demanded, sitting on the wheel as I stood between his legs, like a sacrifice.

My dress was split down the front to my hips, the halves of red fabric fluttering to the side like vibrant wanton wings, barely holding on to the straps over my shoulders and leaving my chest right at his eye level.

I shuddered, his ravenous, restrained gaze gnawing at my need as moisture seeped between my legs, sticking my thighs together.

“Garret…”

Plucking the stickies off my breasts, he tossed them onto the floor, revealing the red, peaks underneath. “How many?”

“I was wearing clothes over them,” I retorted, ending on a gasp as he bent forward and locked his teeth on my left nipple and pulled.

I reached for his head, my finger tangling in his hair as I held on for dear life. That first touch had been painful, but even more brutal was the pleasure that rocketed through me, searching for release.

“That wasn’t clothes, lass. It was hardly a sheet. Hardly covered…” He trailed off with a ragged growl, too hungry to continue his reprimand as his mouth began to devour my breast.

His other hand settled on my chest, kneading and pulling at the heavy weight while I fought to stay upright.

Moaning, I pulled his head tighter and tried to inch toward him, my lower parts needing—demanding attention. I rubbed my legs together, but it was like trying to use a bottle of water to put out a house fire.

“Half o’ me just wants to suckle yer perfect tits until dawn, lass.” He dragged his tongue around the border of my nipple before forcefully flicking it over the hardened peak. “Wants ta use my mouth. My tools. My cock. I want ta checker yer chest red and white with my marks and my cum.”

“Garret!” I cried out, my pussy clenching with the need to orgasm but having nothing to hold onto—nothing to take me there except his words.

“Green fer start.” His teeth set on my nipple again, sucking hard and letting it pop from his mouth. “Black and white fer finish.” Suck and pop. “Red and white fer all-fuckin’-mine.” This time, he sucked and rolled his tongue over the taut peak, and I felt it. I felt each brush as though it was on my clit and I swore I was going to come, standing right there, in the middle of the garage, with only his mouth on my breasts.

I gasped loudly, drowning in the noise as he released my flesh and rested his forehead on my chest, locks of his hair teasing my sensitive skin, as I fought to process being left dangerously close to the cliff of release.

“But I need ye…” His voice was strained. He pulled back, his hands pressing firmly into my skin as they wrapped down around my waist and locked into the flesh of my ass.

I stared down, drinking in the sight of him in pieces. The sheen of sweat on his brow making his hair cling together in waves. The pull of his shirt over his shoulders and biceps which held me firmly. The rough punch of his chest forward and back with each harsh breath. And the thick bulge of his arousal trapped along the side of his thigh.

“I need ye,” he murmured again, bending forward and placing an open mouth kiss to my stomach right above where the fabric of my dress was still intact.

His right hand skated down the outside of my thigh until he found the leg slit of the dress, skimming underneath it up to where I ached for him.

Without any more warning than his thumb flicking the fabric of my thong to the side, he pushed two fingers deep inside me.

Gasping, I curled over him, my arms clasping around his head, holding him to my stomach and using him for support as he twisted and twined his fingers inside my clenching pussy, curling them against my front wall.

Explosive shots of pleasure made my knees weak causing me to impale myself farther onto his hand as my legs threatened to give out.

“I dream of this cunt, lass,” he rasped against my quivering stomach. “I dream of her hot wet grip around me, yer moans the sweetest lullaby.”

I wasn’t breathing. I was only feeling.

His fingers. His breath. His words.

There was only him.

“I dream of fuckin’ ye and lovin’ ye until the end of time.”

“Garret,” I breathed his name raggedly. “Please. I need—I can’t—”

“I know, lass.”

I cried out registering his fingers slide from me before I realized I was in the air, lifted by one arm around my waist, carrying me around to the front of the car.

Stepping over the front wing, he grounded his feet on either side of the nose between the wing and control arms that held the front tire.

I sucked in a quick breath, clinging to him and holding his fiery gaze as he lowered me down onto the car, laying me along the narrow nose with my upper back raised by the Aeroscreen and my legs draped to either side so my feet could support me.

Making sure I was stable, Garret lifted himself slightly to grip at the end of his initial tear and, with a grunt, severed the rest of my dress in two. The red fabric spilled down over the sides of the car, leaving me lying naked on top of red silk like an erotic racing goddess.

“Christ, lass, ye sure do know how ta make a man suffer just by breathin’,” he grumbled, standing up and yanking his shirt over his head, tossing it on the floor somewhere to the side of the car.

Letting his eyes continue to feast over the sight of my naked body, sprawled over his creation, he reached for the waist of his pants.

“Move yer feet onto the control arms,” he commanded, eyes flaring.

Biting my lip, I smiled slightly at his grunt, before I complied, lifting one foot and bending my leg to rest it on the control arm that jutted out from the nose to support the wheel. Repeating the movement with my other leg, my ass scooted up to where the nose met the screen. I watched his eyes darken as the position spread me wide open for him, baring my slick, swollen sex to his gaze.

His breaths grew labored and his arousal, growing even larger, pushed his pants down under its weight.

Pain creased his features as he frantically freed his cock and rid himself of the rest of his clothes. Curling his fist around his erection, he stood in front of me, dragging his hand in long, tight strokes, as a drop of cum collected at the engorged and purple tip.

My head tipped back as I dragged in a needed breath, realizing I never dreamt I’d ever be in—on a race car like this.

I never dreamt about a lot of things before I met Garret.

Bending over me, our breaths clashed in greeting before his mouth fused to mine. Instantly opening, I welcome his tongue inside as he rubbed his cock over my clit before wedging it at my entrance.

“Hold on,” he growled into my mouth, and I reached for his shoulders just as he slammed inside me, his shout mingling with my cry.

With my legs up and my core soaking, it felt like he drove all the way into my stomach. My tight, aching muscles spread wide by the width of him.

“Oh god—Garret.” I caught myself with a quick gasp, feeling him roll his hips and rub his tip against my G-spot.

Desire soared through my blood, eviscerating oxygen in search of orgasm.

“Now, ye canna drive this car without thinkin’ o’ me,” he grunted, sliding out and driving forward. “Without remembering me pinnin’ ye to the front of it.” I felt the sheen of sweat on his shoulders, every muscle in his body flexed with a single purpose—to bury himself as far inside me as he could go. “Without rememberin’ my name on yer lips and my cock wedged in yer sweet cunt.”

“Garret,” I pleaded, brokenly, searching out his mouth and biting onto his taunting lips that chose speech when I needed action.

“Without rememberin’ that I’d do anythin’ fer ye because ye deserve it, lass. Because I’m in love with ye.” I scored my nails over his shoulders and his head tipped back in pleasurable agony.

Dragging one hand to his head, I curled my fingers into his hair and pulled his lips to mine.

“I love you.”

With a ragged growl, he gripped the edge of the Aeroscreen with one hand and my knee with his other. Resting his foot on the edge of the front wing as hard leverage, he thrust into me, jamming me against the screen with each punishing drive.

I stole oxygen from his mouth as he stole sanity from my mind, replacing it with a pleasure I couldn’t comprehend, only be consumed by it.

He was rough because I needed it.

He made my body feel things I didn’t think it was capable of because I deserved it.

And he left me with no recourse against his actions because I would do anything—willingly—for him, too.

Because I loved him.

Because I belonged here—and here would always be with him.

The suspension of the car tremored under the force of his thrusts, my slick core spreading and welcoming each spear of his cock.

“Fuck, lass.” He grunted, beginning to angle his hips at the end of each thrust—curl them into me and pressed the head of his cock right where I needed him. “Yer so wet. So fuckin’ wet fer me. Like yer cunt is tryin’ ta swallow me whole.”

I gasped, feeling the need in his words in each and every one of my cells—especially the ones clenching around him.

I clung to him and let go of reality.

I let go of the fear that had driven me here.

I let go of the fear that held me back.

And I clung to him—the grouchy Irishman with a heart of gold.

“Garret,” I gasped his name, feeling the waves pull me under. “Please… I need—Oh, god.” My eyes squeezed shut as my lungs seized, and with a breath that very well could’ve been my last, I gladly spent it on him. “I love you.”

With a violence that was rarely achieved with pleasure, my body fractured under the strength of my orgasm. Grinding his cock into me, I lost sense of everything except the white-hot bliss that exploded from where we were joined.

Blindly, I clung to him, my legs and feet shaking from where they’d been stabilizing me against his demanding thrusts.

This was where there was nothing left between us.

Not his past nor my future.

Not his family nor my career.

Nothing but us.

Him and me.

And it was heaven… it was everything.

Distantly, I felt my back press against the windshield-like structure as he drove deep one last time, climaxing with a hoarse cry that seeped into every inch of my skin just as surely as the hot jets of his cum filled my core.

His head dropped to the corner of my neck, harsh pants warming my pulse under the gentle pressure of his lips.

“Christ, lass.” His rasp made my exhausted body tighten greedily around his pulsing length, eliciting a weak groan from his chest.

“You survived.”

He grunted. “I wouldna be too sure.”

Slowly lifting himself above me, he slid a hand up to cup my cheek, brushing strands of revolting red waves back from my face and placed a gentle kiss to my forehead.

“We can double-check again later.” I grinned and his head dropped with a laugh mingled with a groan.

“Ye tryin’ ta kill me, lass?” he asked through tight teeth as he carefully lifted off of me, his semi-hard cock glistening under the lights as it bobbed in front of him.

Extending his hands, I let him lift me up off the car, my dress laying like a battle-sunk flag over the nose.

“Any chance your mechanic’s hands are good with a needle and thread?”

His eyes narrowed. “I destroyed yer dress fer a reason. I won’t confess ta bein’ able ta fix it.”

 

 

Garret

 

While she probed me about my needleworking skills, I half-hauled my pants back on and grabbed her the spare shirt I carried in my bag.

“How are you always prepared?”

I laughed. “Prepared? Because a dirty mechanic carries a spare shirt?” I shook my head. “There is no preparin’ fer ye, lass.”

She rolled her eyes but complied as I tugged it over her head.

It fell safely to her thighs, but then Kacey took the mangled remains of her dress, the mess we’d made on it still drying, and tied it around her waist.

“Should be enough to get us back to the hotel without too many long looks.”

My jaw tightened.

Notching my finger under her chin, I lifted her attention from her task.

“About that talkin’, Kacey…” I rasped, my eyes locking on hers like a missile onto its target.

Her eyes flashed. Her body was tryin’ to shift into fear again. Fear that she’d lose what she had because she didn’t deserve it. “We don’t have to do this now.”

“We do, lass. We do.” I brushed my thumb over her pink cheek. “I do.”

That was the truth. I had to do this—not just for her, but for myself.

“What about the car?” she asked as I gathered our things and led her toward the door.

“I think the car has had enough o’ us fer one night, lass. She’ll be there waitin’ fer me in the mornin’.” I squeezed her hand.

I pulled her against me in the cab, locking her smaller form tight to my side as we rode in silence back to the hotel.

This was the moment. And I knew she felt it like I did.

Not the moment when you got everything you ever wanted. Not the moment right after it, filled with effusive elation. It was the third moment. The one where you questioned everything.

How was this possible?

Was this really mine?

Was this real?

Back at the hotel, minutes passed in a blink as we showered and climbed into the bed.

“I love ye.”

She sagged against me, tipping her face to mine. “I love you, too, Garret.”

I couldn’t stop my hand from sliding around her neck as I pulled her lips to mine. Maybe this was why I’d refused to give her my name—because the way she said it put an end to all rational thought; the way she said it brought me to my knees.

I settled for a long, slow kiss. I savored the need that lingered from the garage—the embers my tongue stoked back to life.

Finally, with a small groan, I drew back and stared down into those bright green orbs.

“Fer a long time, lass,” I began hoarsely. “All I let myself think about was all the things I couldn’t do. All the things I couldn’t do—couldn’t have because my brother couldn’t have them either. Because he was gone.”

She shuddered, feeling the pain in each of my words. But it was a good pain. A healing kind of pain. I pressed my thumb against her lip—against where it was quivering so damn badly.

“And then I met ye. And I told myself the stubborn, aggravatin’, beautiful driver was just one more thing I couldn’t have.”

Her eyes blinked quickly, tears clinging to her long lashes and watering her cheeks even though she attempted a small chuckle.

“I know I was a rude asshole, and I pushed ye away.” I cleared my throat. “I know I’ve made ye think this whole time that I can’t stand racing or this world or the people in it.”

Her head shook slightly. “I can’t—I didn’t want to keep you in this world for me.”

My finger pushed on the seam of her lips, pleading for her silence.

“The truth is, lass, I couldn’t stand it because it reminded me of everythin’ I gave up to punish myself fer somethin’ that wasn’t my fault—somethin’ I regretted more than anythin’, but still somethin’ I didn’t cause,” I admitted hoarsely, and I saw the moment she recognized the insight she’d given me weeks ago. “Cars. Engines. The challenge. The race. It was always my dream, too—it still is. I just told myself fer so long I didn’t deserve it.”

“Garret…”

“But you, lass, wantin’ ye was somethin’ more than I could continue to punish myself for.” I brushed her tears away, leaving little streaks of dirt where the water dissolved it from my skin. “And lovin’ ye, lass… lovin’ ye is something far more than I can let ye continue thinkin’ ye don’t deserve.”

She shuddered. “You didn’t have to do this, Garret,” she murmured with an unsteady breath.

“Oh, I did, lass. I did.” I chuckled and, making sure I had her gaze, told her, “This was where my rubber met the road—or so a wise, teddy-bear loving girl told me.”

Her eyes grew wide and her plump lips, reddened from my kisses parted.

“This was where I stuck. Where there was no more space to doubt. To fear. Ta tell myself I didn’t deserve ye or deserve ta love ye, Kacey.” My head sunk closer to hers, desperate to kiss her again. “I’ve told Claire she needs ta fight fer these kind o’ things fer so long, and it’s time I stop tellin’ her and doin’ the opposite. It’s time I start showin’ her.” I dragged in a rough breath, feeling it go deeper into my lungs than ever before, like space had been cleared out with my confession. “This was where it was only me needin’ ta love ye, and there was nothin’ goin’ ta get in my way.”

“Claire?” Kacey trembled.

I nodded. “She gave me a good lashin’ about that day—about how I’ve been. And I realized it was time that you weren’t the only person she could look up to. I realized I wasna honorin’ Danny’s memory nor doin’ right by his daughter if all I was was a man who pushed people away in order to hold myself back. Claire deserves ta know that us, Gallaghers, went after what they wanted—went after what made them happy—no matter what obstacles were in the way.”

“Garret…” The curve of her neck. The pink in her cheeks. The hum of her breaths. All the little pieces of her that slipped into the corners of my mind, making her unforgettable, and into the cracks of my heart, making her inescapable.

With a groan, I pulled her roughly closer to me until our breaths mingled. Heated. Heavy. Aching.

“I love ye, lass.” My voice was nothing but a deep cavern of rocks, heavy and hoarse with love and need and everything I’d left buried at the very pit of myself for so long.

“I love you, too, Garret.” Her voice broke. “I shouldn’t have pushed you away. I was just so afraid you’d regret this—resent me.”

My heart slammed against my chest. “I could never resent ye, Kacey. And the only thing ye could do ta cause me regret, would be ta let me continue ta live in my past—ta continue ta bury myself in it right along with my brother.”

Her eyes searched mine but my gaze held steady—held strong in the truth.

“I know.” Her tongue dragged over her lips, wipin’ away the last of her doubt from her lips. “I’ve always felt like I wasn’t enough, and I’m starting to realize why. I’m starting to see all the little things that shaped me into someone who was so fearless and yet, so fearful at the same time.”

“What are ye afraid of now?”

She turned her face into my hand, her warm breath rushing into my palm.

“Having you. And losing you.” She paused. “Letting you down. Losing the race.”

“Hey…” I drew back her attention. “What did I tell ye about the race? About winning?”

“That it’s not about winning. It’s about being there.” She gave me a sad smile. “But I want to win.”

“Lass, if ye judge who ye are only by what ye win, ye’ll never find yerself good enough.” I exhaled low. “Sometimes, winnin’—really winnin’—has nothin’ ta do with what ye take home but with what ye leave behind long after yer gone.”

“And what’s that?”

“Change.” Her eyes sparked. “You bein’ there is a break from the past. It means they can’t go back. I know ye can’t believe winnin’ will change their minds; ye know they’re too fuckin’ stupid for that. But no matter whose name is announced at the end, they have ta announce ye at the start. Gentlemen and Lady.”

“They do,” she agreed quietly.

“I can’t promise ye everythin’ or anythin’ will change on the track,” I rasped. “But I can promise ye that ye’ve changed everythin’ fer me. Yer my revolution. I thought what we had was impossible, and now, lookin’ back, I know it was inevitable.”

“So, that’s why you offered to work for Donavan?”

“I offered ta work fer him because that’s where my dream was headin’ before I cut it off. And now, you’ve brought me back there. And I’m not lettin’ you or it slip through my fingers again.”

Her gaze narrowed. “Was my offer part of the bargain, too?”

I drew back. “What offer?”

Her tongue slid over her lower lip. “Donavan hinted… more than hinted… that he wants me to drive for him after this season is done.”

My eyes grew wide. “That feckin’—no.” I cleared my throat. “No, it wasn’t. I didn’t even know, though I had a feelin’ somethin’ was brewin’ in that pretty head of his. Before I left his house, he told me he was goin’ ta give me more than an engine, but after everythin’ was sorted, there was nothin’ else.”

I let out a short laugh. Donavan knew the whole time, the bastard. As soon as I told him I was there for her, he knew that the engine… the job… wasn’t the only thing he was givin’ me—he was givin’ me a future tied to her on the track.

“I didn’t ask because I had what I needed, but he knew this whole time he was goin’ ta offer you a spot on the team—that he’d give us a chance ta continue workin’ together. Damned arrogant—”

Her lips on mine cut me off.

“I think the words you were looking for were ’thank you,’” she teased. “Although, he shouldn’t have been so reluctant to tell me there was a brilliant, brash, and demandingly sexy Irishman included in my deal.”

I grunted and searched her eyes. “Yer going ta take it?”

It was a question, but the roughness of my tone didn’t come across that way.

This was it. Our future that we would’ve figured out regardless, grew intertwined with two selfless acts.

Hers to save me from a future she thought would hurt.

And mine to give her another shot at a dream I knew she deserved.

“And if I don’t?” she murmured, pressing herself flush against me. My body lit up, and the end of the conversation came into view. “Are you going to tell me that I belong there? Or do you only tell me when I don’t belong places?”

Desire charged through my veins like electricity through water. Violent and deadly.

Sliding my mouth along her jaw, I settled my lips next to her ear, biting the shell firmly. “I’ll tell ye that ye belong with me every damn day fer the rest of our lives, lass, if that’s what ye need,” I said with a low, husky voice. “But yer goin’ ta learn real quick that I much prefer showin’ ye over tellin’.”

“I much prefer when you show me, too.”

So I did.
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Kacey

 

“TIME TO SHOW THEM WHAT you’re made of, girl.” Renner reached out and squeezed my shoulder.

Meeting his gaze, I had to wonder if he’d known all along what my being here meant—why he’d called me ‘girl’ all this time.

I smiled, but before I could reply, I heard my dad call across the pavement.

“Speedy!”

I turned and my excitement dissolved into shock seeing my mom beside him. I knew she was coming today, but I assumed she’d stay up in the stands; even with earplugs, this close to the track would be ear-splitting.

My dad wrapped me in a huge hug.

“So proud of you, Speedy,” he murmured before kissing my cheek and stepping aside to let my mom have a turn.

“What are you doing here?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking even as I squeezed her tight.

She pulled back with a gasp and waved my concern away. “My daughter is driving the Indianapolis 500, where else would I be?”

I smiled. “It’s loud down here.”

She poked my shoulder through the fire suit. “You know what’s loud? This mom as she cheers her daughter on.”

I laughed and hugged her again. “I’m sorry if this isn’t what you wanted for me.”

She reached up and cupped my face. “What do you mean?”

Healing starts with the truth, so I told her. “You told me I was too smart to race.”

Pain flashed in her eyes, and I could see that she’d forgotten her short statement said in a moment when her head was throbbing all those years ago; I could see that she never imagined I’d remember it, let alone take it to heart.

“No mother wants to see her baby do something so dangerous,” she began with a remorseful sigh, reaching up to hold my face. “But you are too smart, Kacey Snyder… too smart to listen to your mother when she doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

My shoulders shook, and we both fought—and failed—not to cry.

I realized we were embracing again only when I felt a small tap on my shoulder and a warm Irish lilt in my ear.

“Time to go, Kacey.”

Garret quickly greeted my parents who’d shared dinner with us last night before escorting me over to the car with a possessive hand resting against the small of my back.

We stopped next to the car and I looked up, letting his gaze warm me.

“I love you.”

“I love ye, too.” He handed me my helmet, but before I could put it on, his fingers nudged up my chin. “Take it to the limit one more time, lass.”

Those were the final words he spoke to me, sealing them to my lips with a hard kiss before my helmet was on and he was locking it into place.

It was a kiss that would cause questions. Questions the press would flock to me and ask once the race was over.

But I didn’t care about their questions—because I had all the answers I needed.

Climbing over the screen, I slid into my seat, heart pounding as I tugged on my checkered gloves with a small smile no one could see.

Garret’s words lingered in my mind throughout the rest of the week while we frantically got Donavan’s spare engine into our car. But he did it. And instead of increasing anxiety as race day approached, I grew calmer.

This was where I was meant to be.

This was who I was meant to be here with.

And now, the moment had finally come. The Indianapolis 500. The greatest auto race in the world.

Three-hundred-thousand people packed into the speedway to watch a race that began more than a century ago. A race that didn’t include a woman for over half of that period.

And though it might be one of the oldest races in the country, it was entering a new era with each woman who fought to drive it.

This whole time, I thought I was fighting to win. Garret made me see that I won just by racing.

It was never about the checkered flag at the end of two hundred laps. It was these checkered flags right here—the ones on my hands—the ones that meant I was here, driving for my dream—that mattered.

Gripping the wheel tight, I settled back into the seat and closed my eyes. Deep breaths settled into my lungs like fuel waiting to be ignited.

I knew better than most how one moment could change everything. One reaction. One turn. One bump. One mile per hour. It easily altered the course of the future.

And this week had been a series of life-altering moments.

One confession. One engine. One love.

My future was forever changed. And instead of seeing this race as the end of something like I had when I accepted Renner’s offer, it was now the beginning.

I opened my eyes as my pulse steadied, knowing the starting command was coming.

There was a tapping on my right and my attention snapped to the side windshield.

Garret was holding his phone up to the clear window, Claire’s smile beaming at me from the video call.

We’d called her several times throughout the week. She wanted to be here watching so badly, and even though she was doing so much better, it was still too soon. First, I promised her I’d find a way to get her in the car with me today—something she was skeptical about. Then, I promised her that next year she’d be here, standing right where Garret was now.

It was a promise on both our parts—to fight to get better. To fight to be here.

I laughed, feeling tears slide down my cheeks as she jumped and waved from her bed, her cap today decorated with checkered black and white and my number on the side. Janet smiled next to her on the bed and I caught the way she subtly mouthed ‘thank you.’

With a nod, I lifted my right hand, showing off Garret’s expert needlework skills when I’d asked him to sew the number seven—Claire’s number—onto my glove. I’d told her I’d find a way to get her in the car with me. And then I held up my pointer finger, watching as she did the same.

I was her number one. And his.

But for the race? I was the only one.

And then the announcement came.

Maybe I should’ve hoped Tony George would use ‘drivers’ like he had in the past. But when he didn’t, I felt a swell of pride.

“Lady and gentlemen, start your engines.”

Lady. And gentlemen.

Because I was a lady. And a driver.

And I didn’t need to compromise on one to further the other.

The car rumbled around me as Garret started my engine, the loud roar like an army I was leading into battle.

And then we were off.
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REVOLUTION.

One circle.

One lap that brought me back to where I started. At a track. With a car. At the end of a race.

But one revolution had taken me through so many things—experiences, people, emotions—that I no longer saw those same laps, that same car, nor that race the way I did at the start.

And maybe that was the greatest revolution of all—never being able to return to the same place twice.

Life, experiences, love…they all shaped us around the path, and when we returned to where we began, it was impossible for it to look the same.

It was impossible for us to look at ourselves the same.

Earlier, seven-thousand RPMs had come easily with Donavan’s engine.

The car stuck to the ground like my grit glued the tires to the track. Each turn sucked me in and spit me out faster than I’d anticipated. And each straight felt like a runaway—a launchpad with the car moving like a rocket about to take off.

On lap eleven, I crested over two-hundred-forty mph—surpassing the race record of two-hundred-thirty-nine-point-nine.

On lap fifty-eight, I powered into the top ten.

It wasn’t just me and the car that worked like one machine, it was the whole crew. Each pit to refuel or change tires was an example in pit perfection.

But that was what happened when everyone just wanted to get me back out onto that track.

On lap one-hundred-ten, Puglisi crashed into the wall after trying to edge out one of Donavan’s drivers like he had at Daytona while trying to catch up to me.

On lap one-hundred-sixty, I moved into position five.

No woman had ever made it above six before.

And on lap two-hundred, when the checkered flag came out…well…

Numbers didn’t matter as long as you didn’t give up.

And from where I was now, with Garret by my side as he pulled me from the car, the cheers and earth-quaking excitement detonating around us, I wasn’t thinking about third. There was no denying I’d set new records and made new waves. No denying that there were new dreams and new goals waiting for me on the track.

But they were the last things on my mind at that moment.

Because there was no denying I looked at myself and my situation differently.

There was no denying I looked at my world better.

Better because he was in it.

Better because I was where I was meant to be.
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Want to keep up with all of the other books in K. Bromberg’s Driven World?

 

You can visit us anytime at www.kbworlds.com and the best way to stay up to date on all of our latest releases and sales, is to sign up for our official KB Worlds newsletter HERE.

 

Are you interested in reading the bestselling books that inspired the Driven World? You can find them HERE.

If you loved Revolution…

 

 

Here are my recommendations based on what you might have loved most!

If you enjoyed reading about a female race car driver, check out my steamy romcom, Fastest Girl in Town, featuring a female NASCAR driver with a speeding habit and a sexy Sheriff determined to keep her in line!

 

If you love stories with unique female leads, I’ve also got Tequila, featuring a female fighter pilot, and Reputation, featuring a female pop star!

 

If you loved the enemies-to-lovers push and pull, check out my Odyssey Duet starting with The Fall of Troy! This is a smokin’ hot student-professor forbidden romance!

 

And if you want to read Gwen’s story, check out my emotional and heartwarming small-town Carmel Cove series! The series starts with Beholden and Gwen’s book will be coming soon!
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Standalones

Reputation

Redemption

Revolution (A Driven World Novel)

 

 

Carmel Cove Series

Beholden

Bespoken (Coming September 2020)

Besotted (January 2021)

Befallen (Spring 2021)

 

 

The Odyssey Duet

The Fall of Troy

The Judgment of Paris

 

 

Country Love Collection

Tequila

Ready to Run

Fastest Girl in Town

Last Name

I’ll Be Your Santa Tonight

 

 

Winter Games Series

Up in the Air

On the Edge

Enjoy the Ride

In Too Deep

Over the Top

 

 

The Gentlemen’s Guild Series

The Artist’s Touch

The Sculptor’s Seduction

The Painter’s Passion

 

 

The Passion & Perseverance Trilogy

(A Pride and Prejudice Retelling)

First Impressions

Second Chances

Third Time is the Charm

Besotted (January 2021)

 

Want to #staysharp with everything that’s coming?

Join my newsletter!
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To Mr. GQ – Always for you, babe.

 

To Brandy – Thank you for always being my sounding board. Sorry for making you cry.

 

To Kassa, Katie, Karina, Jaime, and Jayce – You guys are the real MVPs for this one! Thank you for devouring this one for me. You’re the best!

 

To Tara – Thanks for always letting me bounce things off of you and for being the sweetest.

 

To Najla - Thank you for always striving to bring my vision perfectly to life.

 

To Ellie, Rosa, and Stacey - Thank you for stepping up and making this baby perfect!

 

To all the Bloggers - Thank you. A million times. For every little thing.

 

To Kristy– Thank you for this opportunity. For the chance to write in your world. For the chance to bring this story to life. And thank you for being the person you are, your kindness, compassion, and care when organizing all of this and being open to everything is unmatched.

 

And, of course, to my loyal Readers—Thank you always for all of your support! Once again, I hope you enjoy where this crazy road is taking us!
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Hey there!

So, you want to know a little bit about me and my writing? Awesome! Even though I write *a lot*… writing about myself always proves to be difficult. I wonder if my ‘About Me’ could just consist of memes… that would be fantastic!

Alright, let’s give this a go. First and foremost, I should warn you that I have a serious obsession with coffee. If you’ve already found my Instagram, you know this. Other things I love? Wine. Friends (the real ones and the TV show), laughing so hard I cry, painting, snowboarding, cooking, traveling, reading, and, of course, writing. OH, and Disney movies.

Rebecca Sharp is a pen name. One of these days maybe I’ll include my real name at the end of a book or something. Anyway, I’m also a dentist living in PA with my amazing husband who we affectionately refer to as Mr. GQ.

Okay, okay. That’s enough about me. Let’s move onto my books. I (currently) write contemporary and new adult romances. My first book was published in the Fall of 2016 and I haven’t slowed down since. I love strong heroines and bad boys that turn out to be good men. There will always be a happy ending because I just can’t stomach anything else. Let’s see… Happily Ever Afters? Check. Hot alphas? Check. Feisty heroines? Check.

Oh! And I love hearing from readers! I really, really do. I’ve been so blessed to make so many friendships through this whole adventure and I would love to meet you and chat with you! How to go about that? Well, you have a ton of options!

If you just want to be emailed with cover reveals, new releases, etc. sign up for my mailing list on my website here. I also host a giveaway in there every month that is exclusive to subscribers, so be sure to check it out: www.drrebeccasharp.com

If you want to see hilarious coffee memes, wine memes, life memes, interspersed with book teasers and info, Follow me on Instagram here: www.instagram.com/drrebeccasharp

If you want all of that good stuff, but on Facebook, as well as the ability to message me privately, go ahead and follow my Facebook page here: www.facebook.com/drrebeccasharp

If you love my work and want the inside scoop on my books, upcoming releases, secret projects, and exclusive giveaways, join my Sexy Little Sharpies reader group here: https://www.facebook.com/groups/1539118689482683/

And as always, you can follow me on Goodreads (https://www.goodreads.com/drrebeccasharp) and Amazon (http://amzn.to/2n8ffbK) to stay updated that way with new releases and info.

I’m pretty sure at any of those places you have the option to message me in some way or another so feel free to do it! You can also just email me directly at author@drrebeccasharp.com!

 

Happy reading, loves!

xx

Rebecca


[image: ]

 

Driven

Fueled

Crashed

Raced

Aced

Slow Burn

Sweet Ache

Hard Beat

Down Shift

UnRaveled

Sweet Cheeks

Sweet Rivalry

The Player

The Catch

Cuffed

Combust

Cockpit

Control

Faking It

Resist

Reveal

Then You Happened

Hard to Handle

cover.jpeg
' myo

DR. REBECCA SHARP





images/00011.jpeg
Chapter Seven





images/00010.jpeg
C/mpter' Six





images/00013.jpeg
C/la/ater Nine





images/00012.jpeg
Cha/@ter aght





images/00015.jpeg
C/mpter Eleven





images/00014.jpeg
Chaloter Yen





images/00002.jpeg
Tntroduction





images/00001.jpeg
Revolution

BESTSELLING AUTHOR

DR. REBECCA SHARP





images/00004.jpeg
C/mluter Ohe





images/00003.jpeg
Dedication





images/00006.jpeg
Cha/?ter' Ywo





images/00005.jpeg
)





images/00008.jpeg
Chalnter Four





images/00007.jpeg
Chalnter Three





images/00009.jpeg
Cha/oter Five





images/00031.jpeg
Cha/)ter' %em?y—cgeven





images/00030.jpeg
Cha/jter %entg—&x





images/00033.jpeg
Chapfer %enty—Nine





images/00032.jpeg
Chalnter’ %enty—&'ght





images/00035.jpeg
Chaloter 7h£rly—0ne





images/00034.jpeg
Chapter 6]710'@





images/00037.jpeg
Cha/)ter ?Thiﬂy—?nwee





images/00036.jpeg
alaloter' thirtg—%o





images/00028.jpeg
Cha/?fer %entg—%ur





images/00027.jpeg
Chalnter' %entg—?r ree





images/00029.jpeg
Chapter %emy—oﬁve





images/00020.jpeg
Cha/)t‘er’ Sivteen





images/00022.jpeg
ala/ater &ghteen





images/00021.jpeg
C/mpter Seventeen





images/00024.jpeg
Chalnter %enty





images/00023.jpeg
C/laluter Nineteen





images/00026.jpeg
C/luloter %enty—%o





images/00025.jpeg
Cha/oter %/entg—One





images/00017.jpeg
Chaluter Thirteen





images/00016.jpeg
ampter Ywelve





images/00019.jpeg
Chapter Fifteen





images/00018.jpeg
Chalnter Fourteen





images/00040.jpeg
Cha/oter' thirtg—&x





images/00042.jpeg





images/00041.jpeg
§0i[ogu





images/00044.jpeg
o‘lc/mowledgemmts





images/00043.jpeg
Cther Works
DR. REBECCA SHARP





images/00046.jpeg
Also Written bg
K. BROMBERG





images/00045.jpeg
About the Author





images/00039.jpeg
Chalnter Gﬂu’rly—cfjive





images/00038.jpeg
Chapter thir'tg—%ur





