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      Liam’s had a front row seat to love stories, watching his bandmates pair off one by one. He thought he’d struck gold with Mac, but now he’s seeing through the haze—it’s all just smoke and mirrors. No stranger to playing it cool, he’s kept their fling under wraps, but when his boss catches wind of the romance, Liam’s forced to keep up appearances. He’s not the playboy everyone pegs him to be, and he’s determined to prove it. One harmless date with Mac, the girl who seems to be after more than just his heart, shouldn’t be a problem, right? Liam’s about to learn that when it comes to love, even rock stars aren’t immune to the crash.

      Mackenzie never imagined that saying ‘yes’ to a date with her crush, would lead to this—a front-row seat to his lip-lock with another girl just a week later. She straps on her game face, vowing indifference, but inside, she’s reeling. When Liam proposes a deal to help him save face with his friends, Mackenzie sees the perfect chance for a little payback. She agrees, setting her own rules for this game of pretend. But as they play their parts, Mackenzie’s heart doesn’t stick to the script, and soon she’s the one in too deep. Betrayed once more, this time as the pawn in a wager, she's left to pick up the pieces of her fractured heart. Can a love that started as a sham blossom into the real deal, or will Mackenzie’s broken trust leave them both playing solos?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A month ago

      

      

      Darkest Symphony isn't just a band to me; they're my family, the ones I'd do anything for. They've had my back more times than I can count, and I'm beyond grateful for that bond. It's been nearly five years since we teamed up with Starlight Music Distribution, and our rock band's fame has skyrocketed. Sitting at the number two spot as the most beloved rock band fuels my ambition even more.

      Life has evolved over these years with a new routine, more tours, and fresh faces. While I'm okay with Chloe stepping in, I can't shake off the feeling that Jillian's presence is sorely missed. I used to believe no one could fill her shoes as the band's second voice. Yet, Chloe has proved me wrong, improving with every show and spreading her infectious confidence on stage.

      As I watch the dynamics within the band, a twinge of jealousy hits me. Jax found his soulmate in Emma, and similar love stories unfolded for Dex with Samantha, Jillian with Luke, and then Charlie with Chloe. Being the eternal rebel, I've never seen the appeal of settling down. I can have the girls I want when I want them. The monotonous life is not my jam. I love to live my life to the limit, therefore there’s no need to bind yourself to someone when the world is full of pussies to sink in. But lately, the pressure from the guys to find my “one” has become unbearable. Charlie is a bastard motherfucker! No matter how much I care about him as my friend, this time he overstepped his place. Truth is I deserve it. I’m wondering when I’ll learn to keep my fucking mouth shut! Teasing the devil itself means I need to accept the consequences and here I am, waiting for Mackenzie.

      Miss Jackroll was my forbidden dream. Her spitfire behavior and her sexiness got me hooked as soon my eyes landed on her. She was hesitant to accept my invitation to grab a coffee and to my surprise she did. We clicked right away. That flame for her vanished. It was impressive how fast I was about to let her touch my heart. That was before I found out about her game. I may be a dickhead but I’m not a fool and after less than a week I move on to the next girl. My private life is exactly that—private. I've mastered the art of keeping my liaisons under wraps, even requiring non-disclosure agreements. I’m the one I choose with whom to show up in public and sometimes it’s just for business, nothing emotional. Being also as a sponsor for some brands being seen with a model is mandatory and the press is always on my neck. Honestly, I don’t know if they are worse than the guys or not.

      I find myself impatiently checking the time, waiting for the so-called “Miss Perfect,” as I pull out my phone. With a deep sigh, I flick away the blow of my cigarette and begin scrolling through my contacts.

      

      Me: The fuck are you? I’m growing old out here.

      

      I’ve been rude, haven't I? Well, fuck her. I’m done with the polite manners, she doesn’t deserve it, nor my time but I'll be damned if I'm going to lose this bet. Mackenzie sees the message and leaves me hanging, those infuriating dots blinking then disappearing without a reply.

      Ten agonizing minutes later, she emerges from the building, lost in conversation with her colleagues. They part ways gradually, leaving her with one colleague and she keeps chatting with getting on my nerves. I push off from the hood of my car and stride over to her. I slide an arm around her shoulder, pulling her in as her friend gives me a once-over.

      Mackenzie stiffens, then turns to me with a raised eyebrow. “Oh, you're here.” Her voice drips with feigned surprise as she plucks the cigarette from my fingers, takes a drag, and then haughtily exhales the smoke in my face. “Jackie, meet Liam,” she introduces me nonchalantly as I offer Jackie a handshake.

      “Pleasure's all mine, Liam. Keep her out of trouble,” Jackie says with a wink, her phone interrupting with a ring. “Catch you later, Mac,” she dives into her purse as she walks away.

      As soon as Jackie's out of sight, Mackenzie shrugs off my arm. “Next time you feel like texting, save it. You're an asshole,” she snaps, thrusting the cigarette back into my hand.

      “I said five pm. You're late. I've got shit to do.”

      She rolls her eyes, irritation written all over her face. “Look, Liam, I agreed to this because of a stupid pact I made with Charlie during a live interview, okay? We can just say we did it and move on. No one's forcing you.”

      “They won't believe me and Caramels is. That way they won't give me shit to drink,” I open the car door for her. “Get in. I've wasted enough time already.”

      “It'll mean she can wait a little longer to suck you off,” she smirks, sliding into my car.

      I curse under my breath as I hop into the driver's seat and buckle up. Mackenzie looks visibly annoyed, tapping away on her phone. I start the engine, the dashboard lighting up in a soft blue. We head toward Caramels, the tension thick in the air. I light the cigarette, focusing on the road ahead.

      “Liam,” she finally breaks the silence, a hint of weariness in her voice. “Is this how it's going to be?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, even though I know exactly what she's getting at.

      “You treating me like shit.”

      I accelerate, flashing my lights at the slower cars, a smirk playing on my lips as we pull up in front of Caramels. “Weird, right?”

      “You know what? I don't fucking care anymore.” She gets out of the car in such a rush that she doesn’t even look at the cars approaching.

      My heart stops as I leap out after her, a car screeching to a halt just inches away, its driver honking furiously. Mackenzie looks frozen in fear.

      I'm by her side in an instant, pulling her away from the road as the driver continues to honk. He yells something unintelligible, honking again, and I lose it, smacking his hood. “You got a problem?” I shout, but he just waves dismissively. Ignoring him, I guide Mackenzie toward the safety of the café, my heart racing. I halt in front of her, gently cupping her face to draw her attention. “Hey, Mac, you good?” She seems miles away, caught up in her thoughts.

      After a moment, she blinks back to reality, retreating a step when she notices our proximity. “I'm fine, let's just get this coffee so I can keep my word.”

      I catch her wrist to pause her departure. “Hold on, what's going on?”

      She scoffs, pulling her gaze to meet mine with a flicker of annoyance. “Oh please, don't pretend you care. Weren't you in a hurry?” She checks her wrist as if I'm keeping her from something, and I reluctantly release her.

      “As you wish,” I concede, leading the way into Caramels where Janet, the server and good friend of ours comes closer while stroking her belly.

      “Liam, it's so great to see you.” Her eyes land on Mackenzie but I don't bother to introduce her.

      “I'm glad to see you too, Janet. And don't let Maurice overwork you,” I joke as we share a brief hug.

      She laughs, “He'd rather have me wrapped in cotton wool at home.”

      “Fair enough.” I shrug, “you should rest before the little one shows up. Could we have a table?”

      “Of course,” she gestures toward the one the band usually claims when we swing by here.

      I rest my hand gently on Mackenzie’s lower back, guiding her toward the table, all the while feeling the electric tension between us. She's engrossed in her phone, her thumbs flying over the screen. Is she deliberately ignoring me now? My attempts to catch a glimpse of her screen are thwarted as she quickly locks it and perches on a stool, a fortress of avoidance.

      “What can I get you?” Janet readies her notepad.

      “I'll take a black coffee, sugar free, and could you throw in four of those irresistible donuts to go, please?”

      “A Caramel Macchiato for me,” I add, trying to sound casual.

      “Coming right up.” Janet's departure leaves us enveloped in an uncomfortable silence that prickles my skin.

      “What was that earlier? You know, you really should watch where you're going when you cross the street.” My voice betrays a hint of concern, mixed with frustration.

      Her phone vibrates insistently on the table, but she silences it with a quick tap. “Yeah, I'll be more careful,” she mutters, her attention now fixated on rummaging through her bag, as if searching for an escape.

      When our order arrives, Mackenzie offers Janet a smile, one that doesn't quite reach her eyes, and downs her coffee in one swift gulp. Tossing a fifty on the table, she murmurs, “Coffee was divine, thank you.” Before I can even react, she's on her feet and out the door, leaving me grappling with a whirlwind of unanswered questions. I barely catch a glimpse of her slipping into a waiting black SUV, disappearing into the city's heartbeat, leaving me behind, drowning in the echo of our silence.

      “Uuu, she was more than angry. Whatever you did, it'd cost you more than a bunch of roses to get forgiven.” Janet nudges me.

      “I did nothing.” I look down at my cup of coffee and curse under my breath.

      

      My head is pounding, and I've hit my limit with being treated like shit by him. Fueled by frustration, I grab my cell phone and start typing out a text.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Could you pick me up at Caramels as soon as possible?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Danny: I can be there in five, is everything okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: I'm with Liam and I need a way out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Danny: I'm on my way.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Danny has been my ride-or-die since forever. She's always had my back, especially after Liam blindsided me a few months back. I promised myself I'd steer clear of him for good. I'm not sure what happened, he never bothered to tell me what's wrong and seeing him kissing another girl was a hard way to get the memo we're done. I knew it was too good to be true but that breakup hurt more than I want to admit.

      Janet seems a sweetheart and since Liam hasn't introduced me I keep myself busy trying to not let him notice how much being near him still affects me.

      I hate to be lied and played with. He has fooled me once and I'll be damned if I'll let him do it again.

      Charlie put me in a tight spot during that interview, offering me a scoop on the Darkest Symphony's secret album in exchange for a coffee date with Liam. The chance to get exclusive news for my director—and potentially land a huge promotion—was too tempting to pass up. Now, I'm questioning if it was worth it.

      Moving to LA has been a game-changer, largely thanks to Danny's help. She found me an apartment downtown after a few weeks as roommates, and I can't wait for the interior designer to finish her work and let me move in. After a decade in TV, my reputation has swung open doors I never imagined, and the West Coast is brimming with opportunities.

      The moment Danny texts me that she's outside, a rush of relief washes over me. Caramel has quickly become my go-to spot; their coffee is unparalleled, and if Jackie's right about their donuts and muffins, it might just become my favorite haunt. Paying for my coffee and donuts feels like a small victory over Liam. The little angel and devil on my shoulders are in full celebration mode, reveling in the fact that I've managed to dent his ego, if only just a bit.

      

      As I dive into Danny's SUV, I don't even bother to glance back. I've fulfilled my promise; we got coffee, and now, I'm ready to leave it all behind me.

      Danny breaks the silence with a cough as I fasten my seatbelt.

      “What?” I snap, a bit more sharply than intended, “I got your donuts.”

      “Was Liam in there?” she probes.

      I answer with a noncommittal hum, my mind racing.

      “And you just walked out on him?” she presses further. I nod, feeling her gaze bore into me.

      “Are you out of your mind? Or maybe you're drunk? Or...wait, are you into women now? Because the Mac I know wouldn't have left him there unless he was a total jerk.”

      “Danny, can we please just go?” I plead, my eyes fixed outside, hoping to escape the conversation. “And for the record, I just don't like him anymore.”

      “That's a load of crap! Mac, you can't let your ex have this kind of hold over you,” she argues, as she drives us closer to home.

      “I'm not.” I sigh as she parks the car and kills the engine. “I just don't want to talk about it.”

      But Danny's not having it. As we unload the car, her determination is clear. “You've been avoiding dating, pushing away anyone who shows the slightest interest, and now you're running from Liam? The guy you were head over heels for? Something's off, and you need to tell me what's going on.”

      I hand her the last bag, my patience thinning. “Liam's the problem. He's always been.”

      She stops, her expression a mix of confusion and concern. “But you were with him, Mac. What do you mean he's the problem?”

      I brush off her inquiry, eager to escape the interrogation. “Forget it,” I mutter, heading for the elevator.

      Danny's quick to follow. “You can't just leave it like that. I swear, I won't let you inside until you spill.”

      “I have to pee, Danny, you better open that damn door.” I whim as the elevator stops at our floor.

      As soon the door opens Danny swirls her keys on her finger. “Or what, huh?” She smiles as the urge to pee gets closer.

      I clench my legs together. “Okay, okay, I promise I'll tell everything just open this door.”

      Danny opens the door and I rush inside and place the bags on the counter while running toward the bathroom.

      After washing my hands I take a deep breath and open the door. I jump backward as I find Danny right behind it.

      “God, you're impossible!” I exclaim, but there's no escaping now.

      “Out with it,” she insists, ushering me toward the kitchen.

      Taking a seat, I know I'm cornered. “What I'm about to say stays between us, Danny. If it gets out, he could ruin me.”

      She whirls around to face me, erupting into laughter. “Yeah, right.”

      “I'm dead serious, Danny. I had to sign a nondisclosure contract.”

      Her laughter stops abruptly, her mouth hanging open in shock as she sets the salad on the table, staring at me intently. “Is it really that bad?”

      “I honestly don't know.” I let out a heavy sigh, admitting, “Liam and I...we dated for almost a week a few months back.”

      Her eyes nearly pop out of her head. “Dated? As in a real date, no work stuff, just you two hanging out?”

      “Exactly,” I confirm, pulling out my cell phone and hoping against hope for a text from Liam, only to find nothing. I mentally kick myself for being so stupid.

      “And you've kept this to yourself all this time?”

      I shrug, feeling a lump form in my throat. “Wasn't much to tell.” I rest my head on my arms folded on the table, the memories of those days making my heart ache with what could have been.

      Danny comes over and rubs my back soothingly. “What went wrong?”

      Shaking my head, I look up at her with a mirthless chuckle. “I genuinely don't know. He just...reached out after an interview in New York, asked for my contact. I thought it was a joke, but you know how I adored him.”

      “More like idolized him,” she corrects.

      “Maybe too much,” I confess, the words heavy with a mix of regret and longing. “I gave him my number, and we kicked things off with coffee on Monday, grabbed lunch on Tuesday, and then... we spent the whole of Wednesday together. I've lost count of the hours we've spent on the phone or firing texts back and forth.” As I recount our whirlwind week, vivid memories flash before my eyes—his arms wrapping around me, the intoxicating scent of his cologne, the unforgettable taste of his lips. “Then, Thursday rolled around, and he picked me up. We spent the entire day together until he had to catch his flight back to LA.” The words hang in the air, echoing the bitter sweetness of that farewell. “But then, Friday came, and... nothing. Not a single text, which was so out of character for him. He used to bombard me with messages every day.” A knot tightens in my stomach, but I try to brush it aside. “I knew he had to fly to the UK for the Brit Awards, and I kept telling myself that once he landed, we'd find a way to steal some moments together.”

      “And you didn't?”

      I shake my head. “At the Brits, he kissed another girl. I saw them.” My voice cracks, and I struggle to breathe evenly. “I kept my dignity, though, spent the evening with Nicholas.”

      Danny scoffs, “Nicholas, really?”

      “What was I supposed to do? Nicholas was the best option I had. He was my plus one since I didn't want to have someone with me. Liam made me believe there was something more between us, but I was just fooling myself. Nicholas was just being a friend that night.”

      Danny stands, fetching two glasses and a bottle of wine. “Sounds like we're gonna need this.” She pours us each a glass.

      “So, what was Liam's reaction to you and Nicholas?” she probes, grabbing a bag of chips too.

      I take a sip of wine, swirling it in my glass. “Why would you think he had any reaction at all?”

      She narrows her eyes skeptically. “Like he had none? You're kidding me?”

      “He never really did, Danny. To him, I was just a part of some bet or game.” The realization stings.

      “Do you think?”

      I simply nod.

      “Well, when you think about it, today’s coffee thing with him was set up by Charlie.”

      I shake my head, clarifying, “This wasn't a date, and nobody knew about us. There was nothing to suggest those days together weren't authentic.”

      Her curiosity piqued, she bluntly asks, “Did you have sex?”

      I nearly spit out my wine, coughing violently. “No, Danny, we didn't.”

      “But you kissed?” she probes further.

      Remembering his kiss sends a shiver down my spine. “Calling it a kiss doesn't do it justice. It was an entire experience.”

      “Mac,” she gasps, her eyes widening, “was Liam your ex?”

      “Yeah, I fooled myself, Danny. But we didn't have a traditional relationship, so I hesitate to label him as my ex.”

      “Then fuck him!” Danny declares, lifting her glass in a toast. I meet her glass with mine, the clink echoing our sentiment. “He doesn't know what he's missing. You're a gem, Mac.”

      Yeah, maybe it's what others see but Liam hurt me more than I want to admit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            LIAM

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Today

      

      

      My mind is a chaotic mess, and I'm counting down the minutes until tonight when I can finally escape and clear my head. I've always looked forward to our family reunions, but today, I'm just not feeling it. It's been two agonizing weeks since Mackenzie walked out on me at Caramels, leaving me to endure the guys' relentless teasing. Part of me is relieved I won the bet and got that coffee with her, but she made damn sure I felt like a piece of shit when she left. I'm trying to purge her from my thoughts, but it's proving to be an impossible task. I'm done with her, determined not to waste another moment thinking, talking, or being anywhere near her. She's just a gold digger, and I don't need someone so selfish in my life.

      Life around me feels like watching a movie I'm not part of. The weekend off before the season starts is usually something I look forward to, but not today. Emma is laughing at something Samantha said. Chloe and Jill are deep in conversation, surrounded by the joyful chaos of children. Charlie, Luke, and Dex are caught up in a game of volleyball against Venya, Steven, and Bob, with the security team cheering them on.

      Jax slides in next to me with a beer in hand. “You okay?”

      I dismiss the offer of the beer with a shake of my head. “I'm good, just tired,” I lie.

      “You haven’t touched alcohol today,” he nudges me. “Got plans to see someone later?”

      “Yeah,” I half-heartedly admit, though it's not the kind of meeting he's likely imagining.

      “Janet mentioned Mackenzie. Things good between you two now?”

      “Sure. Just a bad day. We're fine,” I bluff, trying to sound nonchalant.

      “I’m glad she moved to LA. Heard lots of good things about her.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter, using my phone as an excuse to avoid further conversation.

      “Go home, Liam. Have a great weekend,” he pats me on the shoulder with a knowing wink.

      “You sure you don't mind?” I ask, though I'm practically vibrating with the need to get away.

      “Nah, go have fun,” he nods toward the gate.

      After saying my goodbyes, I head to my car. The moment I sit down, her perfume envelops me, I'm not even sure why I haven't took my car to wash but I guess it's because I want to remind myself that no one wants me for who I am. Every fucking time someone wants to screw me and just when I let myself believe she could be different, her sweetness reeled me in completely. I wanted this to be the time I could step into the light and have a relationship free from secrets and shadows. Compelled by a gut feeling, I found myself back at her office, overhearing her conversation with her boss about me. Hidden just around the corner, their words left me with a bittersweet realization.

      I fire up the engine, chuckling at my own foolishness, and peel out of the parking lot. As I make my way toward Venice, I shoot a text to Michael, letting him know I'm headed his way. Tonight's the night I'm going to scrub Mackenzie from my memory, and I need a change of pace—literally. I'm swapping out both my outfit and my wheels because, tonight, I'm indulging in the one thing that never fails to clear my head.

      Music and Darkest Symphony are my lifeblood, but my heart races for another reason too. My love for cars and speed is no secret to the press, who've had a field day with my collection of high-end rides, but what they don't know is that I live for the thrill of illegal street racing. There's something about pushing the limits, feeling that rush of adrenaline and freedom, that just gets me. It's not about the money—I've got more than enough of that. It's about living life to the fullest, embracing that one shot we've all got. And, although I'm not completely heartless, my victories do some good; every win's proceeds go to Memorial House. Racing channels my darker, rebellious side in ways that other outlets just can't match. I've dabbled in the BDSM scene like the guys, but it never quite hit the mark for me. Sure, I appreciate the intensity and the connection, but it doesn't quell my inner demons. Racing, on the other hand, does. It soothes me, energizes me, and brings me to life. It's the ultimate high, not to mention the allure of the women drawn to the scene.

      I'm about to light a cigarette but I put it back. I need to cut off this shit! In the last few weeks I have barely smoked, which makes me proud of myself. I have replaced all the packets I had with chewing gum in every flavor. Man, some are so disgusting that makes me forget about nicotine.

      My phone pings as I climb the stairs toward my bedroom.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Michael: Eleven p.m. Ghosty Rail.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: See you there.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      A grin spreads across my face as I grab a pair of sleek black jeans and a crisp white T-shirt. Clutching the keys to my Corvette, I can't help but hum our latest hit as I make my way downstairs. Tonight's going to be legendary—I can feel it in every fiber of my being. Sliding into the car, the engine roars to life with a satisfying growl that sets my heart racing. “Yeah, baby, tonight we'll have so much fun.”

      The city feels abandoned at this hour, making my ride on the highway a solitary pleasure until I reach Ghosty Rail. This abandoned spot, once bustling and now forgotten, becomes our playground once a month for races that end with wild celebrations. We've shifted from street racing to these secluded spots to keep the adrenaline without the danger—to us or anyone else. Our crew even includes a few medics, just in case, but the goal is always to ride the edge without tipping over.

      As I drive through the gates, the crowd erupts, parting like the sea to let me through. In LA, we're a tight-knit group of five racers, always putting on a show, sometimes spiced up with a guest racer, carefully vetted for the right mix of daring and skill.

      Then I see it—the green Mustang—and my heart skips a beat. I've watched this guy tear up the pavement before. He's as wild as they come, promising an unforgettable showdown.

      I get near him and rev my beauty as he does in response. Margot stands in front of us signaling to move forward close to the line. One lap for each is mandatory to be used with the track and obstacles. He goes first as Margot approaches my window.

      “Hey doll, how’s it going?” I greet her, my eyes taking in every curve.

      Leaning in, Margot exposing those amazing tits I can’t wait to sink in later. “He's a tough one, be careful.”

      “Don't worry, babe. I plan to be the one taking you home tonight.” My wink is met with her bitten lip—a promise of what's to come. After a good luck kiss, Margot leaves making sure my eyes are glued to her ass. Too bad she's not my type, but sex with her is over the top and I like it.

      In the rearview I spot the Mustang approaching and I get ready to drive when a feminine figure catches my attention. Time to blink she disappears and I shake my head as I speed up and begin my lap. The organizers had fun this time and have placed more obstacles. Nice!

      It takes me less than I thought to finish my warming lap and when I get on the stop line, I stop waiting for Margot's instructions.

      “Alright, two laps, y'all drive safe out there and let's have a blast!” She hollers as we rev up our engines. Margot whips off her scarf and gives it a good wave. “Ready,” she gestures with a flourish of her hand, holding her arm out. “Steady,” she raises her arm, and with a wink in my direction, she shouts, “Go!” I slam my foot down, tearing toward the first obstacle. Adrenaline courses through my veins, pinning me to my seat. With every increase in speed, my mind kicks into overdrive. I catch sight of the Mustang behind me, and a smirk spreads across my face as he tries to make a move. “Not this time,” I chuckle at him as I hit the second lap, easing off the gas pedal as the obstacle shifts. The Mustang guns it, pulling ahead and risking a scrape with the wall. “Dammit!” I grip the wheel, flooring it in response. He's good, but I'm better, and I reclaim the lead just before the final curve, clinching first place. “Hell yeah, baby! Knew you wouldn't let me down,” I pat the dashboard as I come to a stop. Cheers erupt from the crowd as I step out of the car. “Time to party!” Michael's shout cuts through the air just as Margot leans in for a kiss. I pull her in by the hips, getting lost in the moment until the rumble of the Mustang's engine falls silent and she steps back.

      “Got someone you should meet,” she says with a mischievous grin, pulling me toward the Mustang. “Liam, meet Nicholas.”

      “Solid race, Nicholas.” I extend my hand, and as our gazes lock, there's this nagging sense of familiarity.

      “You're a tough one,” he chuckles, shaking my hand. “Was aiming to beat the legend tonight, but there's always next time.”

      “Never say never,” I reply, trying to place his face.

      His attention shifts, and a sly smile spreads across his face. “Looks like I've already snagged my win.” Clapping me on the shoulder, he strides over to a girl, lifts her in a whirl of laughter, and then pulls her close. When he places her down and tugs her under his arm my heart skips a bit. Is she…? Nicholas drags her toward the party but I can’t take my eyes off her. It can’t be.

      “Who's that with him?” I ask Margot, trying to sound casual as I lock up my Corvette.

      “Mackenzie?” My heart sinks to my feet in no time as I recall where I saw him: Britts Awards.

      “She's a fucking journalist, Margot. You know that, right?”

      “She's cool,” Margot laughs off my concern, tugging me into the throng of the party. Michael hands me a beer, but I can't focus. My eyes are drawn to her, dancing close to Nicholas, lost in the moment.

      Tonight was supposed to be about moving on, yet here she is, right in front of me, carefree. Does she even know I'm here?
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      I've never experienced a thrill quite like watching Nicholas race. My heart raced alongside the cars; breath held tight in anticipation. Even though he didn't win, it didn't matter to me. When Nicholas opened up his world to me, I couldn't have imagined the wild ride I was agreeing to.

      The thrill of it all left me buzzing with excitement.

      “How about we head home?” His breath tickles my neck, sending shivers down my spine.

      I turn to face him, searching his eyes. “Are you sure you want to leave the party so soon?”

      “As long as I'm with you, I'm good, baby.” His kiss steals my breath away, and I can't resist pulling him closer. “Lucky for me, you don't wear leather to the office, or I'd be in trouble.”

      “Let's get out of here,” I lock eyes with him, feeling a rush of excitement. As he wraps an arm around me, leading me to his car, I catch Liam watching us from the corner of my eye. Seeing him was unexpected, but I refuse to let my past disrupt this moment. I've moved on from Liam, and he holds no sway over me now.

      Slipping my hand into Nicholas's back pocket, I catch the adoration in his gaze, and it fills me with warmth. Opening up to Nicholas, allowing myself to see his softer side, has been a journey, but one I'm glad I embarked on. He helps me into his Mustang, and as I buckle up, butterflies dance in my stomach.

      “Where to?”

      Leaning in, I kiss him back. “Whose place is closer?”

      “Mine.”

      “Then that's where we're headed.” The twinkle in his eye tells me he's caught on to my hint. We've been dating for a little while now, and he's been respectful, never rushing things. But I'm ready for more, ready to explore this connection we've found.

      He pulls away with a grin aimed my way. “You sure about this?”

      “Well, if you're not interested in seeing my lacy lingerie...”

      “Oh, baby, I definitely want to see those scattered on my bedroom floor,” his hand finds its way to my thigh, sending a shiver down my spine as I bite my lip. The way he maneuvers through the sparse traffic on the highway has my thighs clenching, and he slows down, noticing. “Scared of the speed?”

      I shake my head. “Not at all. I was just wondering if you're as good at driving and at keeping me safe as you are in bed.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, I'll let you decide what I'm good at,” his cocky grin sets my heart racing. It's been too long since I allowed myself to be touched, and I crave that feeling again.

      

      As Nicholas parks the car, he shoots me a glance, double-checking if this is what I really want. I find it endearing, reassuring even, and I step out of the car first, determined not to waver. I know what I want. He leads me in and I summon the elevator while Nicholas saunters toward me, exuding an aura that electrifies me. When he traps me between his arms, I can already feel the heat pooling between my thighs. He lifts me up effortlessly as we exit the elevator. I trail kisses along his neck up to his earlobe, unable to resist biting down gently as he unlocks the door and guides us inside. With a kick, he shuts the door behind us, then captures my lips, leading us into the darkness until the bedroom. He sets me down on the bed, hovering over me, his scent intoxicating. I slip my hands under his T-shirt, reveling in the heat of his skin beneath my fingertips. He breaks our kiss only long enough to shed his jacket and T-shirt. Following suit, I toss mine somewhere onto the floor along with my heels. His lips against my skin send shockwaves coursing through me, making it difficult to catch my breath. As his hands reach for my leather leggings, suddenly the room bathes in a soft, dim light. Ignoring it, we press on. Nicholas grabs the hem of my leggings, pulling them off. The flickering light on the floor catches my attention, and I halt him momentarily.

      “Seems someone needs you.” I tease as he glances at his buzzing phone and tosses it onto the bedside table.

      “Can wait till tomorrow,” he scoffs, his gaze devouring me as I lay across his bed. “Damn, baby, you're a sight for sore eyes.”

      “I want you,” I confess, barely getting the words out before his phone erupts into life again.

      “You've got to be kidding me!” He explodes, grabbing the phone and answering with a curt, “What?”

      The woman's voice filtering through the speaker sends a chill down my spine. Who could possibly need him at this hour? I sit up, a knot forming in my stomach.

      He sighs deeply, “Calm down, I'm on my way.”

      I hurriedly start to dress, feeling foolish. Nicholas ends the call and kneels before me, desperation in his eyes. “I'm so sorry, baby. This wasn't how tonight was supposed to go.”

      “It's fine,” I mutter, pulling on my leggings. “I'll just get an Uber so you can hurry.”

      “Like hell you will. I'm driving you home. She's already disrupted enough; she can wait a bit longer.” His voice is sharp as he throws on a T-shirt. “We'll talk about her, I promise.”

      “Whoever she is, if she's calling you at this hour and you're rushing to her... it's pretty clear what that means. And I'm not sure I want to hear it.” The realization hits hard. He's involved with someone else.

      “Caroline is my wife. Ex-wife.”

      I wish the ground would swallow me whole. “Your wife?”

      “We're getting a divorce.”

      My hands tremble as I reach for my phone. “Oh, sorry to hear that,” my voice drips with sarcasm, just as his phone rings again.

      “The fuck you want now?” He barks into the phone.

      I gather what's left of my dignity and head for the door, fighting back tears.

      Nicholas catches me by the arm, pulling me back toward the elevator. “I'm taking you home, and that can't be negotiable.”

      “Do you really think she can wait?” I snap back. “Look, maybe it's better this way. Before...”

      “No, Mac,” he pleads, his hands cradling my face. “You've got it all wrong. I want you in my life.”

      “Really?” I gently remove his hands. “Because it seems like you've already made your choice.”

      “So that's it? You're just going to walk away?”

      His phone vibrates again, and I shake my head. “She shouldn't have to wait.”

      I push past him, stepping into the night air just as a cab rounds the corner. I wave it down and slide into the backseat, leaving Nicholas behind, his frustration palpable as the cab pulls away.

      

      Stepping into my apartment, a wave of loneliness washes over me. Kicking off my heels, I let my clothes fall to the floor, making my way to the bathroom. I'm mentally exhausted from constantly attaching myself to people who only end up ripping my heart to shreds. I'm officially over it—over chasing some elusive fairy tale, over feeling anything at all. It's just not in the cards for me. As the shower drowns out my sobs, I try to rinse off the hurt and betrayal. Married? Nicholas is married and he never breathed a word of it. How could I have been so fucking stupid?
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