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      For Nadine, you’ve been wanting Mikayla’s story for awhile now. This one is for you and all you do for me. You are the best editor a writer could ask for.

      Thank you! Love you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “To be nobody but yourself in a world which is doing its best, night and day, to make you everybody else means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight; and never stop fighting.”

        E.E. Cummings
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      November

      Mikayla

      I sit on the sofa with my gear almost completely on. I take a breath and look up at the ceiling of the motorhome. It's been over a year since I’ve been here doing this. I've always loved the adrenaline of racing, the vibration of the bike between my legs. I'm all about going fast, but on a superbike it's a totally different experience. It's all about being one with the machine going so fast you can't focus on anything but what is in front of you. Feeling the asphalt slide under my knee as I lean into the turns.

      But for the first time ever, the adrenaline is making me want to chunder all over my boots. I shake my hands out alongside me. Roll my head on my neck and think of anything but that baby and the man I left behind. I can't and won't go back there. I quit. I'm free. But am I really? Is this what I want?

      A knock sounds on the door stopping my train of thought.

      "Mik, time to race." Tate's voice comes through the door.

      "On my way."

      Okay, here we go, I give myself a pep talk and grab my jacket, slipping it on over my compression shirt. I wear all my base layers along with special gear that only I wear because of who I am. All my under the gear armor on, my racing pants and jacket with their safety features go on next. My gear is specially designed for me. And a lot of it is still really new. I wear more than the guys, but that's mostly because I'm a woman and also because my grandfather demands certain precautions be taken. It used to be harder for me to move in all my gear, but this new stuff is better, and I feel more comfortable.

      Opening the door, I step out on to the parking lot. There are at least a half dozen other motorhomes here, mostly all men. They are trying for the same position I'm trying for. Tiernan International not only built a brand-new racetrack here in Belfast but they have decided to sponsor a Ducati racing team. Mr. Tiernan called me personally to ask me to tryout. I can feel all the eyes of the other racers on me, but I ignore them and stand tall. Well, as tall as my five-foot-three frame can get. I follow behind Tate, my crew chief. He’s been with me for years. When I took the year off to work for Securities International, he took time off too. He told me I'd be back, and he was right because here I am.

      We round the corner into our garage area, and I look at my bike and smile. This machine and I are one. My shoulder-length blond hair is French braided down the back of my head. I move over the machine and Tate pats my shoulders, double-checking my gear is secure. He hands me the ear bud I wear that directly connects to him but allows me to listen to music too so I can focus on me and not everything else. As I squat down and stretch my legs, I look over to the stands and see my racing manager, Fletcher, along with Aidan Tiernan and some other gentlemen. I stand and bounce on my toes, stretching my calf muscles.

      My bike is specially designed for my shorter and lighter frame. The suspension softened so it flexes for me. I put my helmet on, my visor up so Tate can talk to me.

      I roll my head again, readying my mind. I can't think of Wesley or Blake right now. I need to focus. So I do what I've done for years. I lock my feelings and thoughts in the box in my mind. Tate pats my shoulder and I turn to give him my attention. He talks through the mic on his head so I can confirm my ear buds are working.

      "Okay, you got this. No major stunts. Just run your normal times and you'll be on the team. All the others have gone, and you beat their times just practicing. Don't do anything stupid." He smiles at me and I reach up and pat him on his scruffy cheek.

      "Okay, Daddy, I can do that." We both laugh, my words slurred around my mouth guard. He gives me a thumbs up that he heard me through the microphone in my helmet. "Be ready." I wiggle my eyebrows. He shakes his head and helps me get my gloves on, the special pads and guards in them will keep me from breaking a finger if I crash. Everything about my gear is more advanced and meant to protect me.

      Tate looks over my shoulder to the guys sitting in front of the laptops with all the diagnostic equipment and the programs for my safety gear. He nods and knocks my helmet. I climb on the bike, one leg swinging over the seat. Another crew member releases it off the ramp and the bike drops to the ground. I switch it on and aim myself toward the track. I'll have only a short amount of track once I come out of the pits to get to full speed and ready for them to time me.

      Here I go.

      I pull away feeling Tate pushing me off. I guide my bike through the empty pit lane and head for the track. As soon as I'm on the track, I open the bike up and take off, starting the timed lap. One single lap will determine my future. One lap will change my life. One lap. That’s all I have to do.

      The cycle between my legs is tuned to the optimal numbers. I work through each turn, leaning perfectly. At the straightaways, I open the throttle, racing as if I have opponents. As I enter the final turn, I downshift and follow the motion of the bike. My body leans into the turn, my knee barely grazes the ground. I'm one with this machine. I've ridden her for two years; I trust her, and she trusts me. I know it sounds weird to talk about a bike like that, but it's true. She holds my life in her wheels, and I hold hers in my hands. My time has been good. Tate lets me know different times as I pass certain markers.

      As I'm coming out of the turn, I accelerate and upshift, opening the throttle all the way. Tate knew telling me to take it easy wasn't going to happen. I'm going to give it my all. Prove I'm ready to be back and I'm ready for that championship. I’m not just some pretty face. I modeled for the track shots a month ago and all the other racers made fun of me because I was in a bikini top. Hey, if you got it, flaunt it. That’s my philosophy.

      I cross the finish line and know my time is better than the others. As I coast along, allowing my cycle to lose momentum, I downshift. I raise my chest off the tank and look up in the stands to see them. I've got this. Mr. Tiernan's new track here in Belfast is world class. But I'm ready to ride a Ducati. They're going to want me to race on their debut team. I have a condo here already. I have my cousin close by, and I'll be away from any distractions.

      I need this adrenaline rush. I need this feeling. I don't need happily fucking after.  I don't need children.

      I don't need him.

      I raise my arm in salute to my manager. I'm on such a high right now. I haven't raced like this in so long. As I lower my arm back to the handlebars, I feel like I've been punched in the chest. I watch in slow motion as my cycle continues on without me. It wobbles and sparks fly as it slides across the asphalt. An explosion of parts hits the wall.

      My helmet hits the ground with a sickening thud. The airbags in my gear go off but I still feel the impact.

      My body slides, rolls, and tumbles across the racetrack. I try to tuck like I was taught but my left arm isn't working. My head hits the ground again and this time I can't keep my eyes open. My face shield shatters apart.

      I force my eyes to open, trying not to lose consciousness. I'm on the grass, a cold feeling against my skin. How can that be in my full gear?

      I hear screaming, shouts, and sirens. They're not going to make it on time. I'm not going to be able to stay conscious for them. They won't be able to tell him I was wrong. I tried to convince myself I didn't want the life he wanted.

      I was even doing it on this run, before this run, and the whole month since I quit S.I. I’ve been lying to myself since I left the compound. But now the truth comes out… I want that baby. I want to be the woman Blake has in his life who he looks up to. I want happily ever fucking after. I'm just too blimey stubborn to tell Wesley. I force my eyes open again and look into the blinding light of the November sky above. My body is broken, my gear destroyed. My perfectly tuned cycle in pieces. I feel cold and fuzzy. People are now gathered around and looking down at me. I look at them and say the only thing I can before I'm out for good.

      "Tell Wesley I love him."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Four Months Earlier
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      Mikayla

      I come awake as the feeling of being ready to orgasm overtakes me, and I look down my body. Lying between my spread legs is a dirty blond head working his tongue through my folds. I arch my back and reach down to pull him in closer.

      "Please don't play with me, Wesley." I beg.

      "You'll come when I want you to come, baby," he says against my sensitive bundle of nerves, the vibrations from his voice almost taking me over. He's the only man I've ever allowed to be dominant with me. I crave his dominance. I need it and relish in it.

      His scruff rubs against my inner thighs as he focuses all his attention on me, like I'm his next meal and he's starving. I run my nails across his scalp, and he growls against me. From the monitor on the nightstand, we both hear his son starting to move around. We don't have much more time before Blake decides he wants breakfast and climbs out of his crib. I look back down my body to Wesley and smirk. Look who's going to make me hold out now.

      "I have time to make you come on my tongue and cock a couple more times before he wakes up, Kayla." Again, the vibrations roll through me. "Come when you need to, you don't have to hold off any longer." He goes back to feasting on me and I come a short while later. He raises up on his knees, flips me over, and lifts my hips. He's impaling himself in me before I get my arms settled under me. My back arches and I cry out. I love how he moves me around where he wants and manipulates my body. I crave him still after all this time. It’s a scary thought that I allow him to have this much control over me.

      We've been hooking up for over a year now. The attraction was instant, and I really tried not to sleep with a coworker. It’s one of my rules, but he was different. He pushed for us and I haven't regretted it, except for the fact he keeps pushing for more and I'm not a forever girl. I’m the full throttle sex girl.

      I focus on him again when he smacks my arse, sending me over into another climax. I moan his name and he pulls out. I start to protest.

      "I need to look in your eyes when we come together," he growls as he flips me over again. "Hands to the headboard." I reach up and grab on to the headboard as he pushes back into me. He moves slower, his hips dragging his cock in and out of my body. My pussy convulses around him and we both groan. He leans down and takes one of my nipples in his mouth, biting down as he moves in me. I come again and cry out. He pushes to the hilt and growls my name as he comes. I look him in the eye like he likes even though I worry one of these days he's going to see something I don't want him to see. I'm falling for him and it scares me. I move my gaze to his chest so I don't give away myself. My hands continue to rub up and down his sides as a cover so he doesn't know I'm pulling away internally.

      He drops down on to his elbows over my body and cages me in. I try to avoid the feelings that are compounding through me. I can't do this. I need to run. I need adrenaline.

      "I see you, Kayla. I see what you're doing right now." His words stop me, and I look up. Big mistake. "Baby, you need to finally get with the program. You and I are happening. I'm tired of being your dirty little secret. That no one knows about us. Or how about the fact that your grandfather, who you say is one of the most important people to you, doesn't know who I am. I want you in my life. I want you with me and Blake." It’s true, everyone here on the compound doesn’t know that I spend most nights here.

      I push on his chest, trying to move away from him, but his six-foot-one frame and over ninety kilograms of solid muscle won’t budge. I could move him if I wanted to, but I don't want to fight him.

      "I need to use the loo."

      "Baby, I'm not letting you get away from this. You change the subject or run every time I want to discuss it. We've been doing this for over a year. I'm ready for you to move in here or we'll move in with you. You decide."

      "I decide? Really? Because I decide that we each keep our places and keep to the status quo. You’re going to get me narked if you don't stop." He's gotten used to my British words, so he knows he's about to piss me off and put me in a bad mood.

      "Baby, I'm narked now. I'm ready for more. Aren’t you? Most women would want to move into something more, but not you."

      "I'm not most women. I'm different." I go back to pushing him to get him off me. He's still deep inside me and not only can I not concentrate but it's making me feel really barmy.

      His phone pings from the nightstand.

      "Motherfucker. Every goddamn time I want to talk to you someone or something interrupts us." He moves off of me and I jump up from the bed. "Don't you leave, Kayla. We are going to discuss this." He orders me.

      I stand at the side of the bed. Why am I not moving away from him? Because I do crave his orders and that tone of voice tells me to stay put. He looks at his cell.

      "Jen has to go to the hospital. Babies don't come when we want them to. Just stay here today with Blake and we can talk."

      "Wesley, I can't. I'm not ready," I say but he advances on me, his big body over my petite one. He reaches down and angles my head up to kiss me thoroughly.

      "Please." He begs.

      What can it hurt to spend the day with my favorite almost two-year-old?

      "Okay." I give in and he drags me to the adjoining bathroom where we shower quickly.

      He dresses in a pair of black jeans, a white button-down shirt, and black vest. He slips his double holster on and then puts a jacket over it all. He's sexy in a rugged sense. His hazel green eyes are bright, his hair pushed back from his face in waves. The scruff he's been sporting for a couple weeks is a bit darker than his blond hair. He slips on an ankle holster with a small compact 9mm in it and then his cowboy boots. Next, he walks into the closet for his Kimber 1911 .45 that was his father's before he died. Finally, he slips his favorite blade into his other boot. Something about him arming up makes me want to shag him again right here and now.

      Both of us working for Securities International as close protection operatives has been interesting. I tend to go out on assignments, while he has a steady job of always protecting Jen, the wife of another member of our team. She's a pregnancy doctor and he's been her only bodyguard since he was hired over a year and a half ago. He knew Jen previously, and he was in the Navy SEALs, so it wasn't hard for Joshua and Maya, the owners of Securities International, to hire him. It's because of his son that he stays close and doesn't go on assignments too far away. I've known Joshua since we were bairn. His mum and mine were mates.

      I'm dressed in a pair of jeans with a low V-neck T-shirt. My knockers are on display just like I like them. I make my way to the kitchen to see what he has to make breakfast for Blake and grab myself a mug of tea.

      "I'll be back as soon as I can, and we can finish talking." He pulls me into his body.

      "This was only supposed to be shagging."

      "I'm not shagging you anymore. I'm making love to you." He corrects me.

      "I don't do that, and we discussed that."

      "I'm not discussing this now. I have to go. There are waffles in the freezer for Blake. If you have any issues, call Renee." I nod at him and watch him walk out the door.

      My skin is crawling with the need for adrenaline. I feed his two German Rottweilers, Neptune and Poseidon, then I hear Blake squall from his room. I make my way toward his bedroom that’s decorated in a dark woods and fake hunting theme with camo and a fake bear skin rug on the floor. As I cross the threshold, he squalls again.

      "Mum," he yells, and my body locks up. I stare at him as he bounces on the mattress of his crib, jumping up and down. "Mum. Mum. Mum." He keeps repeating. I really can't do this. I don't know how to be a mum. I can't be someone's mum. I'm broken. My heart pounds through my chest and I'm about to run until he starts to cry. Continuing over to him, I pick him up. I can't take my defects out on him. He doesn’t deserve that.

      "Mik, little man." I correct him. Carrying him over to the changing table, I change his training diaper before taking him to the loo so he can relieve himself. He's been dry most nights, and Wesley is trying to loo train him. After we wash and I get him dressed, I take him out to his highchair. His waffle is in the toaster and I need to get the bloody hell out of here. I dial Renee's number.

      "Hello." She answers. She was friends with Wesley's mum and is Blake's regular babysitter.

      "Hello, Renee, this is Mikayla. I just got called out and I was watching Blake for Wesley, who had to go with Jen to the hospital."

      "Oh, I'll be there in a bit."

      "Thank you." I hang up.

      She knows I'm here a lot. Most of the people on the compound suspect there is something going on with Wesley and me, but I don't confirm it. I can't do this. My skin is hot and tight across my body. I reach up and finger the necklace my mother was given the day I was born, and I acquired after her death. I can't be like her. I won't leave a child without it's mum. I can't be a mum because I wasn't raised by one. It's not her fault she died in a car accident when I was five, but I'm not good at it. I'm all about protecting kids from bad guys. And I'm the most beastly of all bad guys. Besides, I couldn’t protect a child once, and this is my punishment—to never have my own.

      When his waffle pops from the toaster, I butter and syrup it like he likes and then cut it up. I hand it to him as Renee walks through the door with her husband, Greg, following behind her.

      I know what I need to do. I lean over and kiss the blond curls, so like his father’s, for the last time. I can't stay here. I need to leave. I've stayed here too long.

      "Thank you." I walk to the door, hating that I'm lying to them but knowing this is for the best. I accepted my fate the day a child died because of me.

      "Hey, need me to tag along and help. Which assignment did you get called out on?" Greg's words stop me. I slowly turn and release my lip from between my teeth. I can't lose it now. The tears are close, and the lies are piling up.

      "I'm good." I turn and walk out, not answering his other question.

      I jump into my black Aston Martin Vanquish. I start it up and turn around, trying not to peel the tires as I run. I'm through the gates of the compound less than five minutes later, Carter yelling at me to slow down. I slide sideways on to the main road and take off further into the country. I have to get away as fast as I can. The tears are free to roll down my face now. The pain in my chest the further I get away from Blake and Wesley feels like I'm having a heart attack. Is it possible to have one at thirty? Bloody well know I shock my heart with everything I do from driving crazy to racing superbikes. But the scariest thing is that baby calling me Mum. I pass with cars coming at me, trying to outrun the pain.

      It's been hours and I'm just driving around. The sun has set, and Wesley has called me several times, but I ignore him. Every time he calls another piece of my heart shatters in my chest. I can't go back. I never went by my house to check on my dog, Duke, or feed my horse, Friar Tuck. I'm about to dial Nikki to see if Dane will look after them when my mobile starts ringing.

      I wipe the tears from my face that won't stop and take a deep breath. The display says it's Piper, but I don't want anyone to know what's going on.

      "Hey, Pip, what you need?" Piper is Nikki's twenty-one-year-old niece and adoptive daughter. She and I became close after I was hired to bring her and her brother here to get them away from some evil men hired by their biological father, who wants them dead. Their father murdered their mother in front of her. Piper testified against him, and he’s been looking for them both since.

      "Mik…" She sobs into the phone. "Mik, I need you."

      Everything changes with those words. I studied child psychology in university so I’m truly empathic to other’s pain and I hear it in her voice now.

      "Where are you?"

      "I'm at a hospital. I don't know which one. I need help."

      "I'll ping your phone and come to you."

      "Don't tell anyone." She begs me. “No one can know.”

      "Toss your phone so you can't be tracked in about ten minutes."

      "I can't ever go back there." She cries even harder. Her words give me pause because I know what she means. She had confided in me that she is in love with a member of the S.I. team.

      "I'm on my way." I pull over and ping her phone. She’s in Edinburgh and I don't know why. She attends university in Glasgow, not Edinburgh. She was supposed to be home for the weekend because her grandmother just moved here. Her protection detail is Luca, and I know there is more going on between them than what she says. I suspect he’s the member of the team she’s in love with. I take off and head toward her after I text Dani instead to take care of Duke and Friar Tuck. D is one of my truest friends. She knows what I’ve been through because we are very much alike.

      Piper’s last words begging me not to tell anyone where she is roll through me. I pull over just outside Perth and junk my mobile so I can't be tracked to her. I grab another burner phone and jump back in the car to help a friend. I push all the feelings from today into a box to go through at a later time. The box I use to hide reality in sometimes. Like the reality that I’m actually lonely.
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      A couple hours later I'm sitting in a hospital room while Piper sleeps in the bed. I need to make plans for her because I won't send her back to the compound. The phone number I memorized years ago blinks across the screen as I wait for it to connect.

      "Hello?" The strong Australian accent comes across the line.

      "Hello, Gabby."

      "Mik?" I can tell I woke her up even though it's almost seven in the morning there.

      "I need your help."

      "I don't race anymore."

      "Don't lie. You and I both know you need the adrenaline as much as I do. But enough of that, I need your help."

      "Not anymore. I have a future that I must be alive for. What's the plan?"

      "I'm sending someone to you. Take care of her and keep her hidden. I'll be in touch soon with details."

      "Can the sheila stay with the grands?" I think about her suggestion. Can I expose them to Piper? With what Piper is going to go through soon, she’ll need help.

      "That's probably a good idea. She’s going to need Eliza's help."

      "Shite! What you getting me into, girly?"

      "You know you like it. How's the kiddo?" That’s the reason she doesn’t race anymore.

      "She's getting big. Send your package, I'll pick her up."

      "I'll message you the details. Thanks, and hug the grands for me." I hang up the phone and when the nurse comes in, I get the information I need on how soon I'll be able to get Piper out of here. They give me the details and I get ready to call Hicktown to get this settled.

      I step out into the hall so I don't wake up Piper. They had to sedate her earlier when she panicked as I tried to question her more. She is scared and hurt, things that are going to take a long time to heal.

      "Donovan." He answers the phone.

      "Hicktown."

      "Duchess? What's going on?"

      "I have Piper. She's not coming back. I need to get her away for a while."

      "Her family isn't going to like that." I hear him moving around.

      "She's an adult."

      "She is but there is quite a mess here right now. She left a lot of questions."

      "I don't care. I need to help her, and she asked this of me. I have a place where she will be safe."

      "Give me a few." I wait, hearing clicking over the line and realize he put me on speaker phone but doesn't say anything to me. I hear the team all meeting up. I only know what Piper told me what happened before she went in for surgery. I don't know all the details, but I'm going to protect her regardless. I remain silent as Joshua explains to the team about me taking Piper away. Nikki, her aunt and adoptive mom, starts yelling, demanding her daughter back.

      "I'm sorry, Nikki, but she's a grown woman." I hate being heartless like this, but I have to do what's best for Piper. She can't go back to the compound now and maybe never. The pain will be too much.

      Nikki begs me to bring her back, and I explain that I have a note that will be delivered and that I'm doing what Piper wants.

      "Kayla, come back." Wesley's voice chokes across the line. Avoiding him all day wasn't my plan completely, but things changed, and I need to focus on Piper now. I can't and won't fall for him. What Piper is going through is proof that happily ever after isn't for all of us. "I don't know why you're running, but come back and we can talk." His voice sounds closer. He's begging me and the tears roll down my face. I can't hurt him anymore. A clean break is what we need.

      "I made a promise a long time ago, no more kids get hurt. I'm doing what I need to. Bye, Wesley." I hang up the phone praying he didn't hear me crying. I also don't want Jolly Green Giant to track my call. I toss the burner after I remove the battery. I'll get another soon. Walking back into the room, I fall asleep in the uncomfortable chair. Today too many children or young souls were hurt, and I can't be the cause of any more. I let the tears fall as I hold Piper's hand. She cries out several times during the night and I try to comfort her the best I can.
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      Wesley

      I don't want to be here. I just want to be in my small cottage with my son forgetting that everyone else is happy around me. I want to be miserable in my pain of the fact that the woman I'm in love with ran from me. She not only ran, she quit. She up and moved everything. Her house is empty. Her horse, dog, and vehicles are all gone. She started out with taking a leave of absence to protect Piper, and then three months later she returned for one day to resign, saying she was going back to racing. She picked a day and time I was away with Jen. When I showed up at the compound, she avoided me and made sure others were around so that I couldn’t confront her. That was the day I told Greg I’d chase the woman I loved but I can’t chase her if I don’t know where she is. I haven't heard from her and I have no clue why she left.

      The television is blaring in the background as I stand by the counter in Nikki's kitchen. I didn't want to come here but they wanted me to hang with them. Jen took the day off from the clinic and more of the members will be coming to hang out. Right now it's just Nikki's family, Carter, and Dani's family. Dani hasn't spoken to me civilly since Mikayla left. She blames me. I really wish I knew what I did.

      "We are live right outside Royal Victoria Hospital here in Belfast. Just a little while ago we were informed that Lady Mikayla Griffin was involved in a serious accident while testing on the Tiernan International Raceway about an hour ago." The voice causes everyone to stop, and I turn to the television to see a female reporter standing outside a large hospital.

      "The ambulance arrived here before we got on scene and she was immediately rushed into trauma and surgery. We don't know the extent of her injuries at this time. But we expect a statement from the Earl, Lord Wright."

      Every muscle in my body locks up. I can't lose her like this. I move across the room.

      "Becky, has Tiernan International made a statement yet?" A newscaster at the studio asks.

      "Bob, at this time I haven't heard, but I did hear that Mr. Tiernan was at the racetrack at the time of the incident and he's currently on his way. Eyewitnesses stated that the bike was completely totaled," the female reporter continues.

      "We've just been informed that Lord Wright, her grandfather, is heading that way. But there has been no confirmation on if her father, Richard Griffin, is on his way to your location," the newscaster at the studio adds.

      "Wait! I see SUVs pulling up. Maybe we can find out more about what is going on." The camera pans to the parking lot where a large SUV pulls up. A tall blond man in a suit gets out and opens the back door where a man just shorter than him steps out. He's dark-haired and dressed in a tailored suit. He holds a hand up to the reporters and bypasses them. A gasp from behind me causes me to turn. Nikki is standing there with a hand over her mouth.

      "What?" I ask.

      "That's Aidan." I remember the name from the Irish mobster that helped the team recently with getting Nikki back.

      "What the fuck is he doing there?"

      "Mr. Tiernan, do you have a comment?" The reporter pushes toward him. He continues by her, not saying anything.

      The camera pans back and more vehicles pull up. A guy exits a van, his salt-and-pepper hair in disarray as if he's been working his hands through it. He's dressed in track gear with the word “Griffin” on it.

      "Here's her crew chief, maybe he'll talk to us." The reporter holds the microphone out. "Can you give us an update? Tell us what happened to Lady Griffin."

      He stops and turns to her. His eyes are red from crying and his face is dirty.

      "All I want to say is to please keep Mik in your prayers. She was in full gear, but it was a bad accident." The man chokes and turns back to the entrance.

      The camera goes back to the studio.

      "Thank you, Becky, keep us updated. As most of you know, Lady Griffin used to race with the British Superbike circuit and would jump horses too. She even worked for the British government, but it was never disclosed what she did. She's always pushing aside her royal status and doing whatever she wants to do regardless of decorum. She seems to not care that she is supposed to be held to a different standard. She's always kept her personal life low profile, except for her father, who is currently trying to make a run for Prime Minister. This latest stunt, according to her agent, was to try out with the Tiernan International Ducati team. Let’s go to him now for a statement."

      The studio airs pictures of Mikayla. Some at royal events but most are from her previous races.

      "Hello, Bob, I'm going to make this quick.” A man’s voice sounds as pictures of her continue to fill the screen. “It appears that something went wrong with the bike when Mikayla was finishing her timed run. An investigation will be conducted into the incident. She was thrown from the back of the bike and slid for a bit along the asphalt. Mikayla wears lots of protective equipment like all racers are required. She even has a new racing suit that's equipped with an airbag system. Some of the gear failed, but I can tell you she's going to be fine. Mikayla will be ready to race and take the title when the new season starts. She's tough and this is her year."

      "Mum. Mum. Mum," Blake says as he hits the TV. His little fist gripping for her through the screen.

      "Not your mum. My auntie, Blake." Dane tries to correct him, but Blake won't be deterred and continues saying Mum. I look over at Dani when she gasps.

      "That's why she left, isn't it?" Dani storms across the room toward me. I hold my ground because I'm not going to apologize. My son hears all the other kids saying mom to theirs and he doesn't have one; however, I thought Mikayla would be that.

      "I don't know. I’ve told you over and over I don't know. Yes, we were seeing each other, but I didn't want to push her into something. After a year we were dancing around this and I asked her to move in with me. To try for more. But she didn't seem upset. She didn't tell me that all this was stifling her." I wave my hands around us, venting the pain in my chest out. "As for my son, I've never heard him call her that until this moment."

      "Feck!" She curses and covers her mouth because of all the children running around. "Raul, we need to get on a plane. I need to go to her."

      "Okay, mi amor." Her husband, Raul, agrees with her.

      "I'll go too."

      "No, you won't." She holds up her hand to stop me.

      "You can't stop me. I'm going.” I stand my ground, looking down at her.

      "We just received footage of the accident from a source that was on the scene. Please be warned this is raw footage,” the newscaster says.

      We all stop and turn to the screen. Mikayla comes around a corner and crosses the finish line. I watch as she rises up off the tank, waves at someone, then her body spasms. She goes backward off the bike. Her bike slams into the wall and explodes into pieces. Her body rolls across the ground. Something doesn't look right about the whole scene.

      "Back that up. I need to see it again." I demand but just then all our cell phones go off. I look down at the text message.

      Joshua: Meet us at the office ASAP.

      I go to grab Blake so I can see if Renee will babysit him.

      "I've got him, you go." Nikki's mom, Karen, offers.

      "Thank you." I nod at her and turn with the rest of the team to head out. I end up jumping into a jeep with Carter.

      "Dude, did you see right before the accident? I swear it was like she was hit with something. I think she was sabotaged." He interjects into my worry.

      "I saw it. I wonder if that's what Joshua wants to talk about."

      "Probably."

      We pull up and head into the office. The main desk is still empty because Carter's sister, Callie, took off right after Piper did. That day we lost three people, and Luca has been on edge too. I wonder how much longer he’ll stick around. I know there was more going on between him and Piper. It didn't take a rocket scientist to notice it, but Callie also liked him even though he was younger than her.

      We enter the main conference room and everyone starts to take a seat. Maya and Joshua are making their way down the stairs, followed by Patrice, Joshua's mom, and Lizzy, Timothy and Raul's mom. They both were close to Mikayla's mom before she died. Them being here means this does have to do with Mikayla. They both have red eyes and look upset.

      "Everyone, get settled." Joshua orders.

      "I know a few of you have seen the report that Duchess”—he pauses and shakes his head—“I mean Mikayla was injured in an accident. Her grandfather called my mum and asked to hire us because it wasn't an accident. She was shot.”

      "What?" I jump up.

      "Please sit down, Hound." He orders, but I can't. I stand back and pace. She was shot. Someone shot my girl and could have killed her. Lizzy stops my pacing. Her brown eyes look up at me. Her eyes and nose are red from crying.

      "You care for her, don't you?" Her voice is soft, and I turn to see everyone looking at me. I don't want to break Mikayla's confidence, but I can't hide it anymore.

      "I'd love her if she let me. Kayla and I had been seeing each other for a while, but she wouldn't move past what we were." I confess.

      "Then, Wesley Warren Nash, sit your bloody arse down and listen to what Joshua has to say." The gasps around the room have me turning to look at the others. Timothy’s and Raul’s eyes are wide, and their jaws are practically hitting the floor. Joshua is covering the shock on his face. I turn to Nicholas, Lizzy's husband, standing there shaking his head and laughing. That's when it hits me. I look back down at the very prim and proper Lizzy Jenkins and realize she cussed at me. I pull out my chair and sit back down.

      "There is another report," Bekah says, and I turn toward the large monitor on the wall.

      "Hello, this is Becky with News Now Live Action. I'm currently standing outside Royal Victoria Hospital in Belfast. As I reported earlier, Lady Mikayla Griffin was involved in a serious motorcycle accident. We have more family members arriving."

      I watch with the others as a young girl arrives. She’s about the same height as Mikayla but her blond hair is more honey-colored and hangs to mid back. She’s dressed in white jeans with blue high-heeled boots, and a white jacket over a deep blue sweater. Her face is a bit more oval shaped. She has doe eyes that are bouncing everywhere, her body practically trembling in fear from all the reporters and photographers. You can see the family resemblance, though.

      "Ms. Griffin, aren't you the cousin to Lady Griffin?" The reporter shoves the microphone in her face. She jumps back in shock, tears rolling down her face. She's like a mouse trying to escape from the cat.

      "Please. Please no comment." She tries to push past but the reporter must sense a weakness and pushes against her.

      "Ms. Griffin, can you give us an update? How do you feel about Lady Griffin risking her life all the time? Is it true that she spends a lot of time with you? Do you know who she's dating? Is she dating Mr. Tiernan?" The woman keeps pushing harder, and the last question has my body trembling. I'll kill this man if he's seeing my girl. I'm not going to step aside, and I can't believe that she would find someone else so soon. I doubt it's true.

      "No, she's not. I don't know. Please stop asking me questions. Move, please," she says timidly and tries to push past again, but the reporter steps fully in front of her and advances on the poor girl, making her step back.

      "I'll smack that bitch if she doesn’t leave Fi alone right now." Dani stands up and starts pacing. "How dare she attack that sweet girl?"

      As we watch, the reporter is pushed aside by both Aidan and his bodyguard Shane. Shane holds the reporter back while Aidan wraps himself around the young girl and helps her inside the hospital doors.

      "You should be ashamed of yourself for attacking her. She's upset for her family and you took advantage of that. I'm sure Mr. Tiernan will be having a conversation with your boss." Shane threatens the reporter and turns back to enter the hospital too.

      "Well, there you heard it, Mr. Tiernan knows the young Ms. Griffin is related to Lady Griffin. And he's speaking for Lady Griffin."

      "That's not confirmation, you bloody wanker," Dani yells at the screen. "Someone give me a phone, I'm going to set that woman straight."

      "Becky, that was Fiona Griffin, the cousin of Lady Griffin. They’re related through their fathers. She's a resident of Belfast, and from reports, it is true she and Lady Griffin are very close," the studio newscaster adds. "Do you have anything else?"

      "Here comes the manager, Fletcher Calvin. Mr. Calvin, could you answer some questions for us?"

      The manager stops to greet the reporter. He’s thin and his light brown hair is starting to bald. He has a slimy look to him as he smiles with overly white teeth. "What would you like to know?"

      "Everyone would like confirmation on a relationship between Aidan Tiernan and Lady Griffin. Also, can you give us an update? Do you know what happened yet? What caused the accident?"

      "I don't like to spread rumors… But as for Mikayla’s health, she's currently in surgery. We haven't been given an update since before she went in. I can tell you that she had on more safety equipment than most racers. When the team and paramedics showed up, they had to not only cut off her airbags but her extra safety gear had to be removed too. I'm sure she will be fine, and we'll be cheering her on to victory come the championships.”

      "Are you saying that Lady Griffin had an advantage by having more safety gear?" This reporter is really trying to find something bad to say about Mikayla.

      "Oh no, I didn't mean that. She actually was at a disadvantage because it makes her heavier. I'm sure once her team and I talk we will be changing that. I'm all about helping my racers make better times, and if Mikayla gets good numbers with this gear on already, just wait until I have her in standard gear. She’ll be winning, hands down. Now that I'm on board Mikayla's team, she will be a winner."

      The reporter starts to ask another question but looks over his shoulder.

      "It's Lord Wright!" She pushes past the manager, who turns to watch as a Rolls Royce pulls up to the edge of the sidewalk. The door is opened, and we all watch as Mikayla's grandfather steps out. I've seen pictures of him before but never met him. His almost white gray hair waves across his head. His blue eyes laser in on the reporter and the manager, but he doesn't say anything to either of them as he walks past. Another person steps out of the Rolls. A bald guy about the same height and age as the Lord. He steps right up to both the reporter and manager.

      "I'm Jean George Dubois, Lord Wright's personal assistant and solicitor. If you have any questions, please file a formal request or wait for our official statement to be issued," he says to the news reporter. Turning to the manager, he holds out an envelope. "This, Mr. Calvin, is a cease and desist order. You are to no longer share any videos or make statements without confirming with me first. I'm the spokesperson for the Lord and Lady."

      "I've already posted a video on YouTube and to all the news organizations. You're too late." The manager sneers.

      "It has been removed, and I believe you will find it's no longer on your cloud or your phone." The solicitor smirks and raises an eyebrow in challenge.

      "Did you have my phone hacked?" The manager splutters.

      "I will neither confirm or deny that. As for you, ma'am”—he turns back to the reporter—“you will not ask any more personal questions about Lady Griffin. Her personal life has never been up for discussion with the general public. Her relationship with Mr. Tiernan is strictly professional, and if I hear of you saying anything more, I will file papers to sue your news organization. As for Ms. Fiona Griffin, you attack her again like I just heard, and I'll file papers on her behalf too. Now, if you will wait patiently like the rest of the news crews…" He waves his hand to the side and the camera pans to others standing back or talking to their camera crews. "I will be making a statement shortly." He turns and enters the hospital.

      "Turn it off Bekah, Jean George has stopped her. I was wondering if he was going to make an appearance," Joshua says.

      "He doesn't come out of his office very often, but when he does, he makes sure everyone knows to give Lord Wright and Kayla respect. I remember when he went after those reporters after Odelia died. Some of them never worked in public media again. Poor Fiona needs someone to stick up for her," Lizzy adds.

      "Okay, so as you can see, this is not only going to be a media circus but a full-on protection detail. Any suggestions?"
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