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​Race the Darkness: Chapter One
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"Does that guy have a death wish?" As if she were watching a train wreck, Brooke McLendon couldn't take her eyes off the motocross track. In the game of life and death, she didn't understand why motorcycle racers risked everything, for a trophy and a couple hundred bucks. Especially when life was so fleeting and a few minutes could change it forever.

“What the hell is he doing?” her brother-in-law, Billy, yelled, his voice barely audible over the deafening noise. “He’s too close!” 

Twelve to fourteen dirt hogs on two wheels careened around a gouged-out dirt track, roaring past where she stood next to Billy at the fence. As they passed, the bitter, burned oil smell of exhaust came like a wave behind them.

A guy on the gray motorbike crowded behind the front-runner in orange. They rode dangerously close together, the two bikes screaming over the track, their wheels only inches apart. Bunching close around the turns, several of the motorcycles spaced out five or six feet apart over the hills, revving at a deafening volume. 

“Only an idiot takes those chances!” Billy hollered, shaken out of his usual calm. “Why doesn’t he back off? He’s riding too close, dammit! I think that man wants to die!”

Brooke put her hand on the eight-foot wire fence in front of her. She hadn’t worked here long enough to know everyone’s names, but she didn’t think she’d ever seen the guy in the dirty gray leathers, visible now through the churned dust. She yelled to Billy, “Who is he?”

Billy shook his head and leaned closer to holler into her ear. “Some guy named 'Kade'. Showed up a week or two ago.”

A swell of noise rose from the crowd in the stands, now on their feet.

Despite the fact that she didn't know the racers, danger clenched her stomach. Caught up in the sense of watching a train wreck, Brooke stepped closer, her hand clenching on the fencing that topped the cement wall. The air around her echoed with the screaming crowd and the high decibel hysteria of the thunderous herd, the revving, spewing bikes. Crashes happened all the time in motorcycle racing, sometimes resulting in death or dismemberment, but she'd never seen it happen before.

The riders had to be mentally deficient.

She’d heard that the front-runner, Davis, rarely lost, but surely he’d back off if the new driver was too ignorant or stupid to know how close he was pushing them both to death.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw the flutter of the white flag signaling the last lap. Around the outside of the corner, the two front racers thundered, the gray motorcycle edging still closer and closer, looking like he was making a push to gain the lead.

Brooke stood, frozen, watching the disaster play out. She could see what Billy meant. The new guy drove like nothing else mattered to him. Not injury. Not death.

As devastating as everything around her father's death had been, it seemed crazy for a young, healthy guy to purposely risk his life. 

****
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With the screaming, earsplitting thunder of more than a fifteen hundred two-stroke horsepower racing to the finish, Kade knew he could win the race. All it took was one wrong action, one second of bad luck or bad riding on the other guy’s part, and the race was his.

Pushing forward, Kade poured on the speed, practically climbing the other guy’s ass.

Bucking under him, the cycle fishtailed in the corner. Holding it tight, he headed for the straight, the 250cc motor screaming furiously in his ears. Clearing the first corner with inches between him and the hay bale that edged this part of the track, Kade drove like the entire population of hell was on his tail.

Maybe it was.

The noise of the race engulfed him, pulsating into his bones. He could taste the dirt, his teeth clenched against the angry vibration. Gunning into the final corner, he poured on the speed, the rush of adrenalin in his head and the whine of the cycle’s engine in his ears.

Pushing this fast into a corner could mean death, but who gave a shit about that?

Here, his every nerve stretched, his every muscle strained to hold balance, he gasped in a breath and didn’t think of anything. Only the track under him, the dirt flying, and the revving, roaring noise filling his head.

With both bikes barreling toward the curve in the track, Kade couldn’t slow down. Taking the corner at full speed would be insanity, but he kept the throttle pushed forward—not yet, hold a little longer—the bend loomed ahead.

Too late he felt the cycle’s rear wheel slide to the right. Touching his booted foot down for a flash, he used every ounce of his strength to muscle the Yamaha into the turn. Then, in a bid to stay ahead of him, the orange guy edged to the inside, only inches between them as they skidded into the turn. With an angry clash of metal, the two bikes came together.

Kade went down, the ground slamming into him as the world went black.

****
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The crowd seemed to hold its breath, the medic crouched over the downed rider. After several long seconds, the figure that had been lying prone on the track sat up.

Applause broke out in the stands.

The injured rider, getting to his feet, raised a hand in acknowledgement...and the moment passed.

“Shit!” Billy spat out. “That man must want to die. He ain't stupid!”

“He seemed to be riding crazy,” Brooke responding, her voice feeling rusty as she watched the rider bend to pick up his dusty helmet.

“To ride like that, you got to just not care,” her brother-in-law said, shaking his head as he turned away from the track, headed back to his workshop trailer.

Still vibrating with the danger she’d witnessed, Brooke turned away from the track. These people were insane. Why was she standing here watching this? The racer was okay and she had to get back to her job at the concession stand, anyway.

Her lips quirked. That was her job now...serving soft drinks.

Next to her, the pits filled with the rumbling of returning racers. A sight twenty yards away brought Brooke up short as she stepped away from the wall.

The racer who’d crashed—walking into the pits beside his motorcycle—was headed in her direction. She could see his face clearly.

Her steps faltering, she stopped, looking at him.

Rarely had she seen a man’s expression so intense, so nakedly open. Even from this distance, she saw the quickness of his breath, the fierce, powerful light in his eyes.

The man had just been inches from—had even pushed toward—death and yet there was no fear on his face, no sign of trembling.

Not even the giddy exuberance of a man living on adrenalin. That she would have expected.

Looking at this guy, though, Brooke couldn’t say what exactly he felt. She knew, however, in that moment that he felt a hell of a lot of something.

****
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Half an hour later, Brooke stood working the concession window, the current motocross race sounding like a thousand demented bees. Stupid, demented bees from what she’d seen. Motorcycle racing, even on the less-dangerous dirt motocross track ranked high on the things testosterone did to kill adrenalin-hungry guys.

She wondered if she'd ever get used to this world. It was a far cry from the hush of the hospital. Even the E.R. didn't have this noise level.

Brooke stifled a sigh. She'd given up self-pity. It helped nothing and she needed to focus on getting her life back on track. Lots of people started over, but how many paid so big a price?

"That'll be three dollars and fifty cents," she told the woman on the other side of the order window.

The raised concession stand occupied a spot central to all three tracks on the "Dr. Danger Motocross-Supercross" property. In the short time Brooke had worked here, without even trying, she was beginning to know the difference between the faster flat asphalt motorcycle track, the motocross dirt bike track, and the Supercross track with the bigger jumps.

Tonight, the Supercross track races were running. Tomorrow, if she remembered right, the flat dirt track.

As far as she was concerned, they were all insane.

“Two large Dr. Peppers,” she repeated, passing an order along to Mikayla, her sixteen year-old niece, working the concession stand with her, “and one hot dog.”

Turning back to the window, Brooke told the woman customer, “Condiments are to the left of you.”

Brooke’s friend, Ashley, who managed the track office, sat on the cooler at the back of the concession stand, her long legs swinging.

“Didn’t your step-dad say something about his younger brother coming for a visit soon, Mikayla?” Ashley asked.

Flipping back her shoulder-length blond hair, Brooke’s niece handed her the drinks, before responding to the other woman’s question. “Yes. I don’t mind sharing a room with Brooke—I like it. But Billy’s crazy if he thinks he’s going to have his brother move in. We’ve never even met this 'Trey' guy. Like I want to stand in line for the bathroom for him?”

Ignoring the pang of guilt that came every time Brooke thought about having to impose on her sister, Mindy, and her family, she said, “Billy didn’t say his brother was moving in, did he?”

“No, but Dad doesn’t always say things. Sometimes he just does things.”

“One of the good things about Billy,” Brooke pointed out, “is that he generally does what he says. You want that in a husband and father.”

“You want that in any guy,” Ashley instructed the teenaged Mikayla. “Some people say that men in their twenties have matured to that point of being responsible, but my recent dates don’t seem to have heard about the maturing thing. Even the ones with kids! I hate men who blow off their parenting responsibilities!”

“Twenty sounds old,” Mikayla said, making a face as she went to take an order from a kid standing at the window.

“Now that you’re twenty-five,” Brooke told Ashley with a laugh, “maybe you ought to be dating guys in their thirties. Maybe the maturing thing kicks in later for men. We should check that out.”

“I'm beginning to think there are no mature men. My dad was certainly a jerk, probably still is. But you should let me know if you find some really hot guys in their thirties and maybe I'll give them a chance,” Ashley agreed with a grin. “So, you’re handling this little piddly concession job pretty well. How’s the new waitressing job going?”

“Well, it’s very different from the medical field. I’ll say that for it.” Brooke made a face, pushing her short golden brown hair behind her ear. “I’m not fast enough yet and getting tips depends on speed. That and personality.”

“Well,” her friend said, “you’ve got plenty of personality. And being good-looking can’t hurt. You’ll get the waitress thing down. It just takes time.”

“I always thought I had a pretty good memory,” Brooke said with a wry smile. “But meds and blood pressure, heart rates and drawing blood—those things come easier to me than ‘pancakes and sausage with a side of hash browns’.”

Ashley played with a long strand of dark hair that had escaped from its band. “Waiting tables is only temporary, right? You’ll find another nursing job.”

Brooke glanced at the concession window, but it stood empty now. Refusing to show the sudden sadness and bitterness that gripped her, she said, “I can’t ever go back to nursing,...but I’m sure I’ll find a job I like.”

"Never?" Ashley echoed, her face stricken.

"Nope," Brooke confirmed, forcing a lopsided smile onto her lips. "They like nurses who do just what the doctor says. No matter what the situation. The nursing board wouldn't even think about giving back my license. Felons need not apply. So, I'll just have to win the lottery or something."

“Until then,” Mikayla said, throwing an affectionate arm around her shoulders, “you can work here with me. A lot of hot guys race here—not just the young ones. There are a lot of older racers that are hot—and sooner or later, they all need to eat.”

Determined to be positive, Brooke laughed, grabbing the girl into a hug. “I’m not looking for a guy. Besides, they may be hot, but they’re not real bright. What kind of idiot spends all his time and money putting his life in danger for a thrill? I mean, look at how they risk their lives! Particularly, the guys who race on the flat track. They’re only inches from the surface flying at—what? A hundred and twenty miles per hour?”

Mikayla shrugged, not interested in the technicalities of racing.

“They’re cocky jerks, too, most of the racers,” Ashley added from her perch on the cooler. “I’ve been working in the office at this track since I was eighteen—back when Mr. Evans only had the one track on the property—and all successful riders are assholes.”

“Even Davis?” Mikayla asked, a mischievous smile on her face.

“Especially Davis,” Ashley shot back with a shake of her head. “That guy’s into racing and whoring. He’s a man-whore if there ever was one.”

Mikayla giggled as Brooke turned back to the window. The race having come to an end, a line for refreshments formed and was lengthening quickly. The breaks between races were the busiest times of the evening. For a while, Brooke and Mikayla were slammed with customers. Business eventually slacked and Brooke got a chance to turn away from the window again.

“Hey, Brooke,” her brother-in-law, Billy, called to her as he came into the raised concession stand. “We need you to play nurse. I got Kade here. After that slide into the corner on the last race, he’s got a boo-boo that needs to be bandaged. You remember how to do that? Bandage a scrape?”

Brooke glanced over. Standing next to her brother-in-law was the racer who’d just scared the hell out of both Billy and her with his crazy riding. The same man she’d seen walking into the pits a half hour earlier.

His hair short and very dark, the dirt bike racer wasn’t particularly tall, but he was built like an athlete with broad shoulders filling out a t-shirt that was filthy from his crash. He stood holding a paper towel to one forearm where a cut appeared to bleed sluggishly.

“I don’t know. Bandaging can be pretty complicated.” she replied lightly, finishing wiping up a Coke spill from the counter by the window. "Besides, I let my malpractice insurance lapse." 

“Its just a scrape,” Kade said, calmly, his rough, raspy voice, deep.

“Yeah,” Billy confirmed. “Minor stuff for you.”

“I might not have the know-how,” she said with a smile as she left the window. “Maybe you better take whatever the problem is to the official EMT. He tells me he’s got equipment, if you know what I mean.”

Billy snorted. “That nineteen year-old EMT wanna-be? He wouldn’t know how to use the equipment God gave him, even if he had a chance. You should see him right now. Right after he made sure Kade wasn’t dead from that spill, he runs off to check an ‘emergency’ in the stands. There’s some guy there who might be having a heart attack. Probably gas. The medical wanna-be says he’s monitoring. Looks like he’s standing next to the guy taking his pulse every thirty seconds. Anyway, he’s too busy to patch up a bleeding racer.” 

Brooke came over to examine the racer’s wound.

Kade watched her negotiate her way around a small chest freezer and several shelves to get to where he waited. Standing just inside the concession stand door, he repositioned the paper towel to catch the blood seeping from the cut on his arm. He hadn’t even known the mechanic, Billy, had a sister-in-law who worked at the concession stand much less one who looked like this. Pint-sized, but well-packaged was the first thing he thought.

Careful not to drip blood on the floor, Kade looked at the woman, his male radar pinging like crazy. She was small, curvy and damned hot.

Still buzzing on the adrenalin of the race, his every sense stood alert. She smelled good, too, this smiling woman standing in front of him. Even in the middle of hot dogs and frying burgers, he caught a tease of clean, flowery something.

Not much more than five feet tall, she had short blondish-brown hair, hazel green eyes that smiled and really nice breasts. Apparently, she also had some medical training, not that he really needed it. The cut on his arm didn’t need much more than cleaning and maybe a butterfly bandage. He wanted to get back out on the track.

“Let me take a look at this,” she said, reaching out a hand.

“Kade, this is Brooke,” Billy said simply. “She used to be a nurse.”

“What was the matter? Had to retire from nursing,” Kade asked with a hint of a challenge, liking her smooth skin and the friendly smile on her face. “Get tired of doctors telling you what to do?”

“No,” she said, glancing up with a brief grin, “I just chose not to do what they told me one time.”

“Only once?” he asked as she dampened a clean cloth and began carefully wiping the dirt from his arm.

“Only once,” she concurred, “but it was a doozy.”

“Too bad.”

“Dad!” Mikayla called. “Come take some orders while Brooke’s doing that.”

“Okay.”

Reaching around where Brooke worked on Kade, Billy made quick work of washing his hands.

Moving back in front of the sink, the curvy Brooke brushed her fingers over Kade’s scrape. Having dirt and gravel scrubbed out of an injury was never pleasant, but Kade had known a lot worse things. Standing next to her, the water running over his arm, he wondered if she was married or seriously involved with anyone.

“Did the medic check you for a concussion? Any blurred vision or headache? Any other injuries?” Brooke asked.

“Yeah, he checked me. No other problems. Just this.”

“You’re lucky then.” Moving him closer to the sink, she commented. “This is pretty dirty.”

Not dirty enough, he thought as she carefully washed his injured arm, tucking it between her upper arm and her body to hold it steady.

Kade felt himself stir in response to the warm, full pressure of her breast against his injured arm. Hell, he’d have to be a lot more wounded not to get turned on by a woman like her.

“I hope I’m not hurting you,” she said.

Intent on her task, her smooth cheek only inches away from his, she didn’t have a clue how much she was hurting him.

“I’m a big guy,” he said softly. “I can take it.”

Brooke looked up quickly, awareness flashing in her eyes, followed quickly by a gleam of humor. “Well, good. Any guy who’s worried about pain...or death, for that matter, sure as heck shouldn’t be doing what you’re doing.”

“You mean...letting you wash his boo-boo?”

“No,” she shot back, shaking her head at his teasing. “Racing motorcycles, especially the way you ride. Didn’t your mother ever tell you about fire and getting burned?”

“My mother told me a lot of things,” he said, with mock seriousness, “but I’ve managed to block most of it out.”

“I’ll bet you have,” Brooke returned with a laugh that sounded a little breathless. She released her hold on his arm. “There. I think that’s clean enough, but I’ll put some antibiotic ointment on it and cover it.”

“Thanks,” he said, enjoying her smallness next to him. At five foot, eleven inches tall, he could easily look right over the top of her head. He tried not to think of all the other positions he’d like to get her into.

“Yeah, better put a Band-aid on it.” Billy said from the order window. “Kade’s running in a few more heats tonight and the track’s a little messy.”

“Seeing that it's the dirt one, the track is always messy," Brooke returned. "Compared to the asphalt one, anyway, and from what I hear, that’s just a death wish. But you guys still go back out there and risk your lives like crazy people.”

“What’s the good of living,” Kade asked, his rough, serrated voice level, “if you don't ever do anything? Seems over-rated to me.”

****
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A week later, the chandelier overhead glittered with just the right amount of subdued lighting. Andrew Holbert always used the Marriott Wardman Park to announce his bids for re-election. The posh hotel occupied the same sort of pricey real estate favored by Andrew’s most important constituents.

“Would you like me to freshen that drink, Mr. Holbert?” the bartender said, gesturing toward Kade’s glass of club soda.

“No, thanks, Thomas,” Kade replied, glancing down at his club soda. “I’m good.”

“Looks like a pretty decent turnout,” Thomas said, deftly gathering several used glasses from the portable bar’s surface.

“Yes, Andrew Holbert knows how to bring them in,” his son said irreverently.

“He’s a popular senator,” the bartender commented, wiping the bar surface.

“And may he so continue,” Kade agreed, lifting his glass in salute to his father standing at the front of the room, surrounded by a ring of capitol beat reporters.

Leaving the bar, Kade crossed to where an old friend from law school stood with his arm around a statuesque brunette.

“Hey, Landry, you son-of-a-bitch," Kade said. "I haven’t seen you in forever.”

“Kade! What the hell have you been doing with yourself?”

The two friends stood chatting for a few minutes before Kade saw his mother approaching.

“There you are, Kinkade.” Amy Holbert put a proprietary hand on his arm. “I see you got your hair trimmed.”

“Yes. I do that every so often.” He couldn’t deny a wry grin as she turned to greet Mark Landry. Amy Holbert liked to keep everything and everyone in her sphere of influence neatly trimmed. He figured he was too old to be rebelling over a damned haircut.

“Mark, how good of you to join us,” she said with a smooth smile. 

Always one to kiss ass when needed, Mark Landry replied promptly, “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, Mrs. Holbert.” 

“Has Kinkade told you his good news,” Amy Holbert asked, smiling confidently at her son. “He’s working on a medical malpractice case. No more general law for him.”

“No,” Mark Landry looked surprised. “Are you considering specializing?”

“Just keeping my options open,” Kade said. He knew his parents’—particularly his mother’s—aspirations for a Holbert son. He still hadn’t decided if he was going to be able to make the political life work for him. Or if he even wanted to.

“Yes,” Amy Holbert stated. “There are so many directions you can take with the law. Some really exciting and purposeful positions.”

Kade held back a smile. As if graduating with a legal jurisprudence degree and passing the bar exam were just steps toward a higher accomplishment. His mother was nothing if not single-minded.

“That’s true, ma’am,” Mark said. “Oh, may I introduce you to my date, Mariah Costinelli?”

“How nice to meet you.” Amy offered her hand.

Kade watched his confident, socially-skilled mother talk with the younger woman. She was good, his mother. This social-political thing suited her to a tee. In marrying Amy Sinclair Whiteburn, Andrew Holbert had gained connections and a woman who was tireless in working to win votes, as well as, more power and prestige.

With the ease of many years as a senator’s wife, Amy Holbert chatted with her son’s friend and his date. After a few moments, she smoothly disentangled herself from the conversation and moved away, drawing Kade with her, her hand still on his arm.

Taking her son aside, Amy Holbert said, “Kinkade, are you coming to the Children’s Gala fundraiser next month?”

“Sure, I’ll be there,” he said, knowing his secretary kept his parent-related commitments on a calendar for him. Having a father running for his tenth term in the Senate had accustomed Kade to so-called “social responsibilities.”

“Some very influential people are attending this year,” Amy commented thoughtfully. “I believe several judges usually attend, including some from family courts. You did call John Garcia about working with him as second chair on that medical malpractice case?”

“Yes,” Kade responded easily. Despite her dislike of his generalized approach to his law practice, at least he was pursuing one avenue of interest to his mother. The malpractice opportunity had simply come his way and he thought he might as well explore it. 

“Garcia and I talked on more than one occasion. I’ll be co-counsel for this case since he got the referral from my firm and we’re in the position to know this client intimately.”

“Yes,” his mother said, “we’ve known Cathy Margolis for years. Since before her first face lift.”

“Have you seen her lately?” Kade asked idly, his gaze on his father’s press secretary as she stepped up to the microphone.

“Only in passing,” Amy Holbert said, lowering her voice. “She looks dreadful. Like Michael Jackson almost. I don’t know what she was thinking having those last two operations.”

“She was thinking,” Kade lowered his voice as his father’s bid for reelection was announced from the podium, “about wanting to be young and beautiful again. That’s what most people who have plastic surgery want.”

“Cathy Margolis wasn’t beautiful when she was young,” Amy corrected him in an under voice, smiling and clapping as the crowd responded to her husband taking the podium. “She was attractive though and I think she’s lost that because of all the surgeries.”

Kade glanced at his fifty-something mother. “Have you ever thought about getting work done.”

Some women would have resented the question, but Kade knew his mother had more vanity of the mind rather than the face.

“Of course,” Amy said. “And when I find a doctor who can assure me that I will still look like myself—only ten years younger—then I’ll give it some serious consideration.”

Looking back at the stage where his father was making promises about “building the future” and “keeping the nation safe,” Kade allowed a faint smile to slip onto his face. Amy and Andrew Holbert were eminently practical people. They had goals and they knew how to achieve them. He had to respect his parents’ successes. Anyone would.

“Listen, about the Gala,” his mother said when her husband had stopped speaking. “I don’t know if you’re acquainted with Justice Beckley, but she’ll be there for the event. I want you to meet her. She knows people. She’s in a position to get things done. Move people forward.”

“All right,” Kade said. “I’ll be there with bells on.”

Amy glanced at him, the single-minded, one-track expression on her face. “Good. And don’t be late. Justice Beckley likes attractive men, but she doesn’t like them late.”

“Okay, mother. Message received.”

“Good,” she said. “I see Tommy Langley over there. I need to talk to him.”

“Goodbye, mother,” Kade said, aware that he’d acquitted himself well this time. It could only be a benefit that his parents’ expectations were so clear. He knew he couldn’t ever completely atone for his sins as a son, but at least they never made any bones about what they wanted from him.  

~~~********~~~
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​Race the Darkness: Chapter Two
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The front door slammed behind ten year-old Mac as he rushed into the small living room, over-crowded with hunter green and red plaid furniture. Ahead of him, his younger sister, Madison streaked through the cluttered room.

Brooke pulled her knees up just in time for her nephew to race past, yelling to his younger sister to get her “stinkin’ hands” off his Game Boy.

“Mac, you be quiet,” his mother hollered from the small kitchen. You know that Game Boy is for the two of you to share. And wash your hands. Supper’s almost ready.”

“...anyway,” Mikayla, sitting next to Brooke on the couch, was saying, “I don’t know why we have to learn this biology stuff. Who cares about neutrons and protons and all that ‘free radical’ crap?”

Brooke laughed, positioning the teenager’s textbook in her lap. “You care about it. At least, you will when you realize how it impacts the aging process. Here, let me see the question.”

“Are you sure nurses have to know this stuff?” Mikayla sighed.

“Very sure,” Brooke said. “Biology is the foundation.”

“Then maybe I want to be a hair stylist, after all,” her niece mused. “I mean, I think your job—what you used to do—is cool and everything, but this is so hard!”

“It’s not so hard when you start to see how it all fits together,” Brooke reminded her. “And this is the end of the class. Comprehensive tests always suck, but you got good grades on most of the other tests, didn’t you?”

“A’s and one B,” Mikayla confirmed.

From the back bedroom, Mindy’s husband, Billy, could be heard telling Mac to “get a move on.”

The small house, barely a thousand square feet, was bursting at the seams with six occupants. Brooke felt guilty at the same time she was glad she had such a loving place to shelter. Some people wouldn't have been able to forgive her for what she'd done....

She looked up to see her hard-working sister standing in the doorway between the tiny living room and the kitchen.

“Supper’s ready, you two,” Mindy said. A soft expression on her face, she smiled at her sister. “I remember you helping me with my homework. That Spanish class? God, that class kicked my butt.”

Brooke closed Mikayla’s textbook. “You did well in math, though.”

“Yeah,” Mindy said, her face dimming. “If I remembered any of it, I might go back to school like you want me to.”

“You got your G.E.D. years ago,” Brooke reminded her. “You said it was a breeze even though you dropped out in your sophomore year. You’re a really smart woman. You should go back to school and get a degree so you can get a better job. You’d make a great accountant.”

Mindy threw an affectionate arm around Brooke as they went into the kitchen. “You always were my best cheerleader. You’re the younger sister. Aren’t I supposed to be cheering you along?”

“You do. Besides, I'm doing okay,” Brooke replied with a crooked smile, giving her sister a squeeze before releasing her to slide around the kitchen table.

She loved Mindy for providing such a warm, welcoming refuge when Brooke had gotten out. Prison had been hard, even the minimum security one where she'd been sent. Sometimes, she'd woken up in her narrow bed in the middle of the night and wanting to scream with terror and rage at the injustice of her situation. She'd lost track of how many times she'd reminded herself she was strong and she'd get through this somehow.

She'd had to help her father. He was a dying, old man who was in pain.

Gladly, the worst was behind her. Sitting in her sister's house, surrounded by the boisterous voices of the younger kids, she felt rich. 

Mikayla said now, “Brooke thinks I might have a chance at a scholarship, Mom. I just need to really keep my grades up.”

“I know what’ll help you do that,” her step-father said with a grin, taking his place at the table after having scrubbed the grease from under his nails. “Staying away from raggedy-ass boys, that’s what.”

“Dad!” Mikayla protested.

“What was that boy’s name who called here last night? Matt? Or Roger something?”

“Matt Thomas. He just called me with a question about school. Roger! Really, Dad,” the sixteen year old said with disgust.

The two younger kids raced into the kitchen, Mac colliding with his mother who was standing in front of the stove.

“Cut it out, you two,” Billy intervened, taking the casserole dish from his harassed wife. “If you don’t settle down, you’re neither one gonna get supper.”

Seating herself across from her husband, Mindy said worriedly to her eldest daughter, “Remember, you said you were going to take the laundry to the laundromat tonight.”

“Mom! I’ve got homework. Brooke’s helping me get this stuff down so I have a chance at getting an ‘A’ in biology.” She scooped potatoes onto her dish. “What good does it do for you to talk about me getting good grades and staying away from boys, if I have all this housework crap to do?”

“I’ll go with you, Mikayla, and we can study while the clothes are washing and drying,” Brooke offered.

“Laundry once every two weeks isn’t going to kill you. Brooke and I do it the rest of the time,” Mindy told her sixteen year-old daughter with asperity. “Besides, studying isn’t taking up all your time. Jenny Mars from two doors down said she saw you hanging around at the race track talking to that guy, Mike Franklin, the other day behind the concession stand. He’s older than you, and he’s been to prison already.”

“We were just talking! I don’t even like him. And Jenny Mars is a nosy busybody who’s got nothing better to do than spy on other people,” Mikayla said angrily. “God, I hate living so close to the race track. I should get a job in town. And I know what a jerk-off Mike Franklin is, mother. Everyone knows.”

“Good,” Mindy said, the worried look in her eyes fading a little. “Remember, I know personally the kind of trouble young girls can get into. We agreed to let you take the concession stand job at the race track, but only if you can deal with the kind of jerks who hang out there.”

“I know all the reasons not to do anything stupid at sixteen. I’m living proof. You think I haven’t been paying attention? What do you think I am? An idiot?”

“Maybe,” her brother said softly, snickering.

“Eat your dinner, Mac,” Billy directed, “or I won’t play Nintendo with you tonight like I said I was gonna do.”

He winked at Brooke who smiled back at him. They were a rowdy bunch, her family, but she didn’t know what she’d have done without them these last eighteen months. Tears prickled behind her eyes and she leaned over her plate to take a bite of casserole. The sacrifices they made were proof of their love for her, despite her choice.

Mindy served a spoonful out onto Madison’s plate. “Billy, Sweetie, did you hear back from your brother? Is he coming for a visit?”

“Trey told me last time he called that he was coming,” Billy reminded his wife.

“Did he say when?” Mindy asked after a brief pause.

“Just said he was coming through here sometime in the next month and thought he’d stay awhile. I told him we didn’t have room here at the house—“

“Listen,” Brooke jumped into the conversation, “I can find someplace else—“

“—because I don’t really want him here,” Billy continued meaningfully as he glanced over at Brooke. “You’re always welcome and you’re not leaving till you’re back up on your feet. Trey’s a shiftless guy who’s got a knack for finding trouble, but he’s my brother and I’ll be glad to see him if he’s in town a few days.”

“Of course, you want to see him,” Mindy said, her emphatic tone giving just the opposite impression, “if he’s going to be in town.”

“Mom,” eight year-old Madison said, “are we going to look on-line for that dress I wanted?”

“Sure, honey,” her mother murmured.

“So, Billy,” Brooke said after a few minutes, “who is the guy I bandaged up at the track last Saturday night? The one you said was riding like he had a death wish?”

She hated to admit to interest in any guy with such a dead-end lifestyle, but the last few days she’d kept thinking about Kade. The last thing she needed now was a thing with a guy, a racer at that. But as crazy as it was, she’d felt a sizzle of energy and awareness when she’d seen him in the concession stand on race night. She couldn’t forget that or the hot, intense look on his face.

With his rough voice and challenging smile, he left an even bigger impression when she’d met him. Insane and sexy didn’t usually go together for her, but this guy was an entirely different package.

Normally, her nurse’s training had her focused more on the injury than on the patient’s sexual presence. She wished she could say the same for the moment when she’d turned and seen him bleeding into his paper towel. From the moment of seeing him striding into the pits after his accident, she’d felt the impact of his presence.

“I don’t know much about Kade,” Billy said, shrugging. “He showed up a few weeks ago—on his bike, alone—and started racing. You know, most guys drive big pick-ups and pull trailers and you hear about them on the circuit. This guy, Kade, just came out of the blue. Said it was the first time he’s tried racing. Had me make some quick changes to his bike and just jumped into the race.”

“Kade,” Mac said in a mocking twelve year-old voice. “What kind of name is that?”

“It's kind of like Caden,” his big sister, Mikayla, pointed out with a smirk. “Don’t you have, like, two of them in your grade?”

“Yeah,” Mac muttered to his plate, “but not Kade.”

“Eat your broccoli, Mac,” his mother said, ignoring the kids’ squabbling.

“I’ll tell you,” Billy said, his face serious, “Kade can ride, but he’s almost too all-in. Got no sense of self-preservation. He’s always at the front of the pack, always acts like he’s got no fear. I mean, like he doesn’t even notice how close he comes to dying. Like the other night when he crashed. Kind of a crazy man, if you ask me. Rides close to the wall, doesn’t shy away from other bikes. Weird for a guy just starting out, if that’s what he is. Nice guy. He just doesn’t say much about himself.”

Brooke was silent a moment. “He’s hard to read.”

“Some people are just quiet,” Mindy put in. “Nothing wrong with that.”

Billy snorted. “I don’t know about quiet. He and Davis kind of got into it after the races last weekend. Traded words. Kade doesn’t back off, I’ll say that for him.”

“That Davis,” Mindy said. “He’s everywhere, isn’t he?”

“Davis isn’t bad,” Billy responded, taking a roll and buttering it. “He’s a good driver, but he’s a little young. Cocky.”

“He must be in his late twenties,” Mindy said, surprised. “Jenny Mars says she heard he has a little boy who lives in another state with his mother.”

“And Jenny Mars knows everything about everyone,” Mikayla put in, smirking as sarcasm dripped from her words.

Billy shot her a quelling glance. “Davis may have a kid, but he’s not much more than a kid himself. Mid-twenties, no older.”

“So this guy and Kade got into a fight?” Brooke pursued, knowing she shouldn’t. But just asking about Kade and the sexy-sizzle challenge in his eyes couldn’t get in the way of putting her life back together.

“Yeah,” Billy said. “Davis had a beer too many after the races and he was making fun of this other, younger guy. Kade sort of came out in defense of the other guy. You know, told Davis to lay off picking on him. Davis—not a bad guy, really—he didn’t make it a big thing. Even apologized to the younger guy he was messing with.”

“There was a fight between him and Kade?” Brooke asked.

“Not much of one, but that Kade guy, he’d have taken Davis down, if he had to. Doesn’t even seem to care if he might get his ass kicked, whether it’s fighting or riding.

Mindy sighed. “Sometimes I worry about you working with all those tough guys. What if they decide to be crazy all at the same time. You could get hurt.”

“I’m fine. I'm a tough guy, too,” Billy said, smiling at his wife. “Been taking care of myself quite a while.”

Deliberately turning her thoughts away from Kade, Brooke noted the affection between her sister and Billy with a sense of satisfaction. Mindy had run into a few assholes when she was younger—witness the fact that Mikayla’s biological father had never even seen the kid. But Billy was the real deal.

With the family dinner chatter rising and falling around her, Brooke found her thoughts returning to the new guy at the track. As much as his blatant sexual appeal, she was intrigued that he seemed so cavalier about physical injury. He didn’t seem to care much about what other people thought. Brooke recognized the glory hound in Davis, but Kade.... He was different and she couldn’t quite put her finger on why.

Not that it really mattered. Getting a job and supporting herself had to be Brooke’s biggest consideration. With the mess her own life was in, she had no right to get involved with anyone. Mindy and Billy had born the extra burden of feeding and housing her too long already.

This certainly wasn't the life she'd planned on. There were moments when she couldn't help but think about how her world had been before she'd made that one, significant choice. Watching her father screaming in pain had been a horrible, horrible experience, but she wondered sometimes—living as she was now—if she'd do it again.

Brooke sighed, staring ahead sightlessly. It had seemed like such an obvious choice at the time. Now, her life would be forever effected by those thirty seconds of action.

"Are you finished, Madison," Mindy asked, reaching to pick up the casserole dish.

"Yes, ma'am, but I don't see why I have to wash the dishes with him. Can't Mikayla help me before she goes to the laundromat?" the younger girl said, rolling her eyes.

"You could do it on your own," Mac offered with a grin.

Smiling, Brooke got up. After clearing the dinner dishes and putting them on the counter for a squabbling Madison and Mac to wash, she left the kitchen with her sister. 

Throwing an arm around Mindy, Brooke said, “You’re worrying about Mikayla, aren’t you?”

Her sister glanced up. “I know part of the reason I got in trouble so young was to get out of the house and away from Dad, but partly, I was just young and stupid. Yeah, I'm worried.”

“Well,” Brooke offered, “you’ve always made sure Mikayla understands the reality of early parenthood.”

“You don’t think she feels like I regret having her, do you? I worry about that sometimes, but I’ve talked about teen pregnancy to her because she needs to know the truth. So many girls get all stupid about how wonderful it is to have a baby!”

“I don’t think she feels unwanted,” Brooke reassured her. “And she has you and Billy. When we were teenagers, we only had each other.”

“Yeah,” Mindy said softly. “And Dad, bastard that he was.”

“Yeah.” Brooke hugged her sister. “Mikayla’s way better off than we were."

Brooke paused, struggling to put her unsettled feelings into words. "Our father was a bad parent and...then things went bad for him. Nobody should have to suffer the way Dad did toward the end.”

"No," Mindy said, "but no one should have to make the choice you made, either. You gave up...well, a lot, to help him at the end. Have I ever thanked you? You really took a bullet on this one."

"Yes, you have thanked me...several times." Brooke didn't look up, just laid her hand over Mindy's. "It sucked for us both...not to mention dad. He can't have wanted to die like that."

At times like these, regret swamped her. If only her father had died of a sudden myocardial infarction. If only she had her old life back. It wasn't fair, but then what was? 

She couldn't have just let him suffer that horrendously...even if he'd made her suffer as a child.

He'd been a troubled man himself. Many times as an adult, she reminded herself of that. He just hadn't known any different. That had been little comfort, though, when she thought of her lost career and the time spent in jail for a mercy killing of a troubled father who abused her.

****
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“You work for the Yamaha shop in Bridgeview?” Kade asked the following weekend, leaning against the trailer that housed the motorcycle mechanic’s makeshift shop.

“Yeah,” Billy replied. “It’s good business for them to send me out here to the track on race days. Lotta riders need a mechanic during the races. There are a lot of vendors starting to come out here to the track on race days. Everyone has a wipe-out now and then and needs to get their handlebars fix.”

“You have everything you need here,” commented Kade, glancing around the tightly organized trailer’s confines. He had only gotten here in time to sign up to ride first in the third heat tonight which left him some time for bullshitting with Billy.

“Yeah. Works fairly well. At the end of the race day, I close up the trailer and pull it home. Just live three houses down the road.

“Convenient,” Kade agreed, watching as Billy tinkered with a dirt bike that kept stalling on its owner.

He often hung out here in the shop trailer when he was here at the track, shooting the breeze with the mechanic and whoever hung around. Tonight, however, he had a extra reason. A short, curvy female, one with laughing eyes. But he didn’t rush to raise the subject of Brooke, preferring to let the circuitous conversation wend its way around to his topic of interest.

“That’s how we knew about the house,” Billy said. “I was out here all the time, working on bikes. Saw the old place go up for sale, and Mindy and I jumped on it. First house we’ve owned.”

Picking up a socket, Kade idly tossed it in his hand. “Was that your daughter working in the concession stand with your...sister-in-law?”

“Yeah. Step-daughter. Mikayla was four when Mindy and I started dating. Saw her grow up. I’ve been her dad so long, she’s like my own.”

“Seemed like a nice kid,” Kade commented.

“She’s a smart mouth, sometimes,” Billy said, “but she’s a good kid.”

“Someone told me that your sister-in-law lives with you and Mindy and the kids,” Kade commented easily.

“She has for a few months,” Billy said, throwing him a sidelong look before reaching down to wipe an oil spill.

“It’s the craziest thing,” Kade mused, fishing skillfully. “I heard someone say something tonight about Brooke having just gotten out of prison?”

Billy didn’t look up from the wheel he was tightening. “Yeah.”

Kade glanced over at him, surprised. He’d heard the wild rumor, but hadn’t expected to have it confirmed. In his line of work, he had opportunity to be in contact with the so-called criminal class. Most of which didn’t seem that different from the people who worked with his father on Capitol Hill. Kade wasn’t naïve, but the woman, Brooke, didn’t fit the usual picture of someone who’d been in trouble with the law.

“What on earth did she get sent up for?” he asked bluntly.

Pausing in his work, Billy looked up, his face serious. “Killing her father.”

****
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“Is this the first aid clinic?” Kade asked, from the door to the concession stand.

Brooke, in the midst of ramming a long column of cups into the holders attached to the drink machine, looked over quickly. Even though she’d been thinking about him too damned much, seeing him here out-of-the blue startled her. 

“Absolutely,” she responded. “Do you need a tourniquet or a blood transfusion?”

With the races underway, no customers stood at the window waiting for service and she was alone in the concession stand. In the background, the roar of the second heat could be heard thundering past.

“No,” Kade laughed, the sound deep. “Would you be able to supply either one if I did?”

“The transfusion might be a problem, unless I could find a willing victim to open his vein,” Brooke tossed back. Despite the fact that the guy risked his skin every time he climbed on a cycle, he struck her as having above-average intelligence. 

“You wouldn’t open your vein?” he asked, eyebrows raised. “For me?”

Brooke looked at him a second before she laughed, shaking her head. He was sexy as hell with his rough, jagged voice and his broad shoulders, but she didn’t need his kind of trouble.

“I’d have to know you a little better,” she demurred.

Leaning against the doorway, Kade responded, “That could be arranged.”

“Of course,” Brooke said quickly, managing to keep the flutter of nervousness out of her voice, “we could definitely do the tourniquet with what we have here.”

“If not, you could always tear a strip off your petticoat,” he shot back, stepping into the concession stand.

“Absolutely. I run into situations all the time that require me to tear a strip off my petticoat,” she assured him with amusement, glancing down at her shorts-clad legs. “As a matter of fact, it’s getting pretty short.”

Following her gaze, he looked down at her legs with an appreciative glimmer of a smile.

Standing on the same level now that he’d stepped up into the concession stand, Brooke couldn’t help being powerfully aware of his physical presence. He was a truly beautifully-built man, all athletic, coordinated muscle.

“I came by,” Kade told her, sauntering closer to where she stood, “so you could see the results of your handiwork.”

With that, he held out his arm to her, the ugly scrape of a week ago now only a pink mark on his forearm.

“See?” he said softly, his sand-paper voice lowered. “No permanent damage.”

Brooke glanced down, working to keep her breathing even despite her body’s awareness of him. “Looks good. You heal fast.”

“Yes, ma’am, I do,” he responded, an easy smile crinkling the edges of his eyes and bringing up the edges of his mouth.

In the background, the irritated buzzing of revving cycles could be heard as they bucked and jumped over the dirt track.

Ignoring her better judgment, Brooke put out her hand, palm up. Assuming her nurses' expression, she held his arm, inspecting his healing injury. Registering his physical nearness like a wave of heat, she refused to let him see the impact of his nearness on her. A raw kind of energy accompanied him, seeming to raise the temperature in the place.

She knew she needed to ignore this guy. Her current life was incredibly complicated, without even considering the events of the past two years. Not only that, but this particular man seemed attracted to a pretty dangerous lifestyle. Racing motorcycles involved huge risk of injury and death.

Brooke knew death, both professionally and personally, and she didn’t like it much. If she was going to get tempted into a distracting personal relationship at this point in her life, it wasn’t going to be with a guy who could die any weekend. Opening another vein to bleed for a man she loved just wasn’t within her capacity right now.

Carefully taking her hand away from his arm, Brooke shifted her smile to the most impersonal level she could manage. Before turning back to her work, she said, “Looks good. Glad I could help.”

****
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“I told Brooke I could spare some time from the track office to help out with the last few customers since she had to run to work her other job,” Ashley told Mikayla later that night as she climbed up into the concession stand.

“Great. I can get on with the clean-up.” Mikayla was taking hot dogs off the rotating grill. “Would you handle the window if anybody comes up while I do this?”

“Sure.” Ashley tugged her long straight hair to the back of her head, snapping a rubber band around to keep it in place.

Just then a woman wearing short shorts walked up to the window, her t-shirt so tight her nipples poked out. “Hi, could I have a Diet Coke and a burger? You got any burgers left?”

The woman glanced back over her shoulder at the clogged walkway, people milling past on their way out of the stands now that the races were over. “Hey, Baby! You want a burger?”

Ashley groaned inwardly, realizing who was with the bimbo in the tight shirt.

Davis Jacob walked up to stand behind the girl, putting his hands around her rib cage. “Naw, I’m not hungry...for burgers anyway.”

The woman wriggled and shrieked softly. “That tickles, Davis, baby!”

“One Diet Coke and one burger?” Ashley asked woodenly, trying to keep the disgust out of her voice.

“Hey there, Ashley,” Davis said, eyeing her appreciatively. “What are you doing working the concession stand? I thought they paid you the big bucks to run the race track office for Mr. Evans.”

“They do, Davis,” Ashley said, fighting to keep both her face and her words cool. She worked to keep her smile from looking forced. “I’m just helping out here for a few minutes. Did you want a burger, too, or just one for your...friend?”

Davis’ grin widened and Ashley tried harder to hide her annoyance.

“No burger for me. I’m good,” he said, his arm around the bimbo who giggled again and plastered herself to his side.

“Oh, baby,” the woman cooed, “you’re better than good...on the racetrack, too. Nobody was even close when you won that last race.”

A disgusted Ashley didn’t want to guess who was paying for the food so she just gave the total and waited to see who offered money. Even more, she didn’t want to look relieved when Davis pulled out his wallet and tossed some bills on the counter. What the hell did it matter to her if the guy took money from women in addition to the sexual favors they offered?

Davis wasn’t a bad looking guy, Ashley acknowledged to herself, turning away from the window to get their order. He was a really annoying, cocky winner, though, and he won a lot. Some of the riders said he could go pro if he ever wanted to risk leaving his construction job. Ashley didn’t fault the guy for winning, but she thought he was a dog, going with different women every night. It was scummy.

The woman with Davis pulled him down and whispered something in his ear, probably suggesting a sexual position, Ashley thought, a sour taste in her mouth. 

“Hi, Kade,” Ashley said, looking up to see the other rider appear behind the couple. “What can I get you?”

“A water,” he responded in his deep, gravelly voice, not paying much attention to Davis and the woman currently welded to his side.

“Hey, Kade,” Davis said, swinging around with his cocky grin. “You did pretty good in the second heat. Not as good as me, of course, but pretty damned good.”

“Thanks,” Kade said briefly, taking the bottled water Ashley held out.

“Man,” Davis said, “you were riding crazy the last few laps. Thought for sure you’d lose it going round those corners. You could die driving like that.”

Kade shrugged with a faint grin. “I could die walking across a street, too.”

“Anything else?” Ashley asked Kade, wishing Davis and the leech apparently trying to leave a hickey on his neck would leave.

“Yeah.” Kade glanced around the concession booth. “Brooke not working tonight? I thought I saw her earlier.”

“She had to leave to get to her other job,” Ashley explained, relaxing some now that Davis and the woman were walking away.

“Other job?” He twisted the cap of the water bottle. 

“Yep,” Ashley said. “Brooke has a job waitressing nights at this coffee shop in town. The Corner Diner? On Poplar Street? She’s never waitressed before so they’re starting her off on late nights cause its not as busy then.”

“Waitress, huh?”

“Yes,” Ashley confirmed.

“At the Corner Diner, you said?” Kade asked, nodding his head slowly.

~~~********~~~
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​Race the Darkness: Chapter Three
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The next Saturday, Kade straddled the Yamaha, a gust of spring wind pressing his leather jacket against his chest. The scraped-smooth dirt flat track stretched out empty in front of him.

He’d gotten here early just for this—open track. He didn’t normally get a lot of time to ride when he wasn’t racing, what with the other demands of his life. But he’d hung up the phone after his mother’s latest call and a craving to feel the track uncoiling beneath his wheels swept over him.

He needed the world to be a blur right now, and no matter how safe he tried to be, flying down a highway at a hundred and twenty endangered others. 

Overhead blue skies, pale and watery with a spring sun doing its best, harbored a flock of scudding clouds.

Kade gazed down the level dirt runway. Always before he’d stuck to the simpler, slower motocross track. The jumps were fun and could be tricky, but the flats—both dirt and tarmac—offered something more.

The flat tracks held the lure of greater speed—his addiction. Kade’s lips turned up at the corner. Hell, speed was both his cocaine and his Novocain. Both a high and numbness, all at once. He found himself craving the zone where he didn’t think or remember, just acted and reacted.

On Saturday afternoon, the triple-track at Dr. Danger’s had a few people milling around, mostly riders like him who wanted some time on the track without congestion. Over to his left, the multi-curved motocross track buzzed with the occasional rider working his corners or jumps.

Even the newer asphalt track had a bike zipping around it. Kade had stopped there at the entry and watched for a moment. The guy was clearly new, not achieving anything like the normal race speeds.

Asphalt was tricky, Kade had heard. Like the purest form of heroin, the flat asphalt track always held both the possibility of death and the promise of euphoria.

Letting the Yamaha roll forward, Kade was vaguely aware of another rider coming onto the dirt track behind him. He promised himself he’d feel the smooth, hard black surface beneath him one day, but not today. He'd get his hands on a bike meant for asphalt and go for it. Now, he knew the dirt track required less attention and offered him the opportunity to fly.

He really needed to fly.

Flexing his wrist forward, Kade lifted his feet on to the pegs as the bike leapt forward. The track stretched out in front of him, beckoning. Accelerating toward the slightly banked corner, he reveled in the sense of everything falling away from him. Skimming forward around the track, he sliced through the atmosphere, the cool wind rushing past.

Kade took the corner, his inside booted foot braced and dragging as he skidded around the first corner, testing himself and the Yamaha. As he came out of the corner and poured on the power, headed for the straight, he heard the other bike rev on the track behind him.

To his left side behind him, the engine of the bike closest to him revved closer. Without conscious thought, Kade juiced the throttle, bounding forward.

He’d only driven the flat track a few times, but what the hell? This was all that mattered. Right now. All he had to do was be in this moment, wrestling the Yamaha around the corner. Faster, harder. He just needed to ride.

****
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“You’re leaving late tonight,” Davis said, coming up behind Brooke in the dark field where she’d left her beat up eighty-eight Civic.

Brooke jumped, not having heard him coming up behind her in the longish grass. “Geez, you startled me, Davis.”

“Sorry,” the racer said with a grin, barely visible in the dark. “You just now goin’ home?”

“No, headed to my waitressing job at the Corner Diner. I usually get there earlier on Saturday nights, but Jimmy Evans wanted the concession stand cleaned extra good,” Brooke said, slowing to walk toward the remote parking area with the top scoring racer. As arrogant and sexually-indiscriminant as Davis could sometimes be, she didn’t mind the guy.

“Man, I wouldn’t think the concession stand was big enough to get very dirty.”

Brooke laughed. “You’d be surprised.”

“It’s almost one o’clock in the a.m.”

“I know. I worked it out to stay and clean. I’ll just put in a couple of hours at the diner tonight. I think Jimmy said something about the health department coming on Monday.”

Davis chuckled as he crossed the field to where his truck and trailer were parked. “What the boss wants, he gets.”

“Yes,” Brooke agreed. “What keeps you here so late?”

“People to meet, people to see,” Davis said airily.

“I heard you won again tonight,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Davis said, laughing. “Gotta make it first across that finish line. Wouldn’t want to disappoint the ladies.”

“What was this one’s name tonight?” Brooke asked, teasing.

Davis grinned. “To tell the truth, I don’t remember. But it wasn’t like we were doing anything to remember.”

“You’re a dog,” Brooke said without heat.

“Yeah.” He turned his head toward her with a flash of a grin in the dim light before he said, “Hey, I read something wild in the paper today while I was waiting for the races to start.”

“What?” Brooke asked, glad of his company in the gloomy darkness as they crossed the empty field to her car. At one o’clock in the morning even the cheerful sound of insects had died away in the early summer air.

“Guess what that guy, Kade—the guy who races that gray Yamaha? The one who came in third tonight? Guess what he does for a living,” Davis invited. “You’ll never believe it.”

“I have no idea,” she said, keeping her tone casual despite her too-quick interest. She didn’t need a boyfriend, her sterner self reminded her, and Kade drove like a.... She couldn’t think what. Whatever he was going for, he certainly gave it his all. 

“He’s a lawyer,” the racer said, his words filled with lingering amazement. “And I don’t mean some itty bitty, ordinary, get-a-divorce lawyer. This guy is a partner at a big time law firm and he’s the son of a United States senator.”

Barely aware of the night breeze blowing, Brooke stopped and stared at her companion. “You’re kidding.”

The guy who she’d watched drive within inches of death? He was a lawyer?

“Nope, I’m not kidding.”

They started to walk again, Brooke fighting a surge of irrational annoyance. It didn’t really matter what he did for a career. People from all kinds of backgrounds came to the track. So what if he came out here every weekend and drove like a crazy man?

Kade just hadn’t seemed like a lawyer. Heaven knew her personal experience with the legal profession was mixed, at best, but for this ripped, rough-voiced guy to be one....

“Are you sure?” she found herself asking. “He’s never even hinted—“

“Yeah, I’m sure. There’s some sort of article in the newspaper. Here, the paper should still be in my truck. I was reading it this afternoon. I’ll show you.”

“What is he trying to do? Hide who he is?”

“It’s not like any of us here at the track hand out business cards,” Davis said, clearly not perturbed, “but he is a lawyer. Does family law and ‘some malpractice,’ at least, that’s what the article says.”

More interested than she should be at the news, Brooke envisioned Kade the way he smiled at her. The way he’d driven in the race she’d seen last weekend, like a man bent on dying or winning.

He had a better than decent smile and he didn’t seem impressed with himself. But behind the rough edges, she thought suddenly, she could see the barracuda—lawyer possibilities. Trying not to imagine how effective he’d be with his deep, rough voice in the courtroom, she found herself saying, “It must be some mistake. What kind of lawyer would come here week after week to race with just one motorcycle—no trailer, no crew?”

Davis stopped beside a black extended cab pick-up truck. A trailer painted the same black gleamed in the dim starlight.

“I don’t know why he races the way he does—riding out here to the track on a bike that’s not street legal—but it really was him in the article. Here it is,” Davis said, handing her a much-folded section of newsprint. “There at the bottom of the page, I think.”

Brooke took the section of newsprint and moved closer to the light from truck’s open door.

“...Kinkade Holbert, son of Senator Andrew Holbert, will be one of the team representing the plaintiff in the malpractice case....”

“See there,” Davis said, pointing at the picture above the story. “That’s him.”

“Damn,” she said, more confused than ever. He was sexy as sin, tempting her away from her resolutions and now she knew she needed to really stay away from him. “That is him.”

“Yep,” Davis said, accepting the newspaper she returned to him after looking at the article for several long moments. “He’s out here every weekend this past month. I guess there’s not enough excitement in lawyering for him.”

After saying goodnight to the racer, Brooke walked slowly over to her aged, battered Civic. If she was reasonable about it, she really had no cause to be annoyed by Kade’s lack of candor or his crazy racing. But he’d kind of gotten under her skin, standing there in the concession stand looking at her like he wanted to eat her, his serrated voice at odds with his smooth words.

Of course, she’d noticed him. Even if a girl wasn’t in the market for a relationship with a crazy man, Kade was hard to ignore. But this new information about him didn’t fit with her impression of the man.

Not that it mattered what he did for a living, she told herself forcefully. What was he to her or her to him? The guy was sexy and attractive as hell and clearly not long for this world, but it was nothing to her. He was way out of her league, for one thing, and...she'd be crazy to date a guy that close to the public eye. Her past would be dragged onto, maybe not the front page, but the front section of the paper, anyway.

For some reason, though—more than his tight butt and his wicked grin—he’d intrigued Brooke. For a guy who looked so...simple...on the surface, he apparently had some secrets.

Something drove him, for sure. 

He’d seemed like a guy who lived on the edge because he didn’t have anything else in his life. Kade—Kinkade Holbert—had been born to money and privileged and even had a profession requiring the intelligence she’d seen in him. He must have a serious adrenalin problem to race motorcycles.

He hadn’t looked like an adrenalin-junkie two weeks ago when she’d seen him walking through the pits after he’d just tried to kill himself on the track.

He’d seemed—Brooke groped for words. Angry. Jazzed. Empty?

She’d liked to ask him, when she saw him next. Why he kept the facts about himself in the dark? Why he drove like a man with nothing to lose when he so obviously had things to lose.

Having convinced herself, however, that she really didn’t need the guy in her life, Brooke had no grounds to say anything to Kade about who he was or why he did what he did. No matter how much she wondered how his mouth would feel on hers, she didn’t need any more grief in her life.

A surge of bitterness rose in her and she told herself that she was just tired. Killing her father had really screwed up her life. Dating a lawyer—a senator's son no less—wouldn't mesh.

****
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The Corner Diner where sexy Brooke McClendon worked nights had the tacky plastic feel of a chain restaurant not at its best. Two nights after talking with Ashley, Kade lifted the motorcycle helmet off his head as he walked toward the glass doors, running a hand through his hair.

All week he’d told himself that lots of women went to prison, some of them damned good-looking, if the porno flicks were anything to go by. So what if Brooke hadn’t struck him as criminal? People were all kinds.

Still, he struggled to wrap his mind around the fact that the small, sexy, laughing woman had actually killed any man, much less her own father. There had to be a story behind it. 

He found himself coming here tonight to ask Brooke about her criminal past.

That, and for the answer to a few other questions...like how she tasted and whether or not she cried out when she came. The woman seriously set him to hungering.

When Kade entered the brightly lit Corner Diner restaurant, the voices of what few patrons this late at night bounced off the plasticized interior.

He saw her right away.

Brooke, wearing a cheesy waitress uniform that was admirably short, even on her, stood next to a booth scribbling on an order pad. The couple she was waiting on, bent over the vinyl menus in their hands, looked to be giving their late night dinner some serious consideration.

Even from the distance across the diner, Kade was struck again by how hot she was with her sweet ass and the jut of her breasts against the tacky polyester uniform. She couldn’t be much more than five feet tall, but the only things about her that suggested youthfulness were her smiling, sassy comebacks. The rest of her was all fully-grown female; the kind he wanted to wrap around him and sink into.

Kade saw Brooke, her scribbling paused, try to hide a yawn behind her hand. 

His attention was drawn by the heavyset woman in her mid-twenties who appeared behind the hostess desk at the front of the restaurant. 

“May I help you?” 

“Yes.” Kade nodded in Brooke’s direction. “I’d like to sit over there in that section by the windows.”

“Of course.” The woman took a menu out of the slot where they were stored. “This way, sir.”

He followed the hostess and slid into a booth two over from where Brooke stood taking the couple’s orders, a faintly anxious smile on her face. She was new at the waitressing thing, he’d bet. Hadn’t the dark-haired girl at the concession stand said as much last week?

Pushing the helmet he brought onto the bench seat, Kade let his gaze rest on Brooke, wondering with amusement how she’d greet him when she saw him. He made no move to open the menu on the table. The woman’s face read so easy, she’d make an effortless witness on the stand. He’d seen sexual awareness in her eyes when she looked at him, a consciousness of mutual attraction tempered by a hint of caution.

For some reason, she felt guarded toward him. He had no question that she was as interested in him as he was in her. He couldn’t say whether or not her carefulness with him sprang from some specific sense of threat or was just the natural caution of a woman towards a man she knows is hunting closely. He was, of course. There was no other reason to come to this restaurant.

“...I’ll get your order into the kitchen,” Brooke said to the elderly couple with a smile, closing her order pad.

She had a damned bright smile, Kade mused, watching her. Bright and warm and sassy, like your neighbor’s healthy, nubile teenager. Her expressive face gave no hint of the darkness in her past.

Stuffing her pad into a capacious pocket, Brooke turned and walked to the booth where Kade sat waiting.

“Hello there,” she said, a lifted eyebrow accompanying her smile. “You’re out late.”

“Naw,” he said, his gaze lingering on her face. “We vampires like the night life.”

“Vampires?” she chuckled, her laughter warm. “Now, I’ve heard lawyers referred to as bloodsuckers, but I didn’t know you characterized yourself that way.”

Despite the fact that he’d grown up with people recognizing him, her knowing he was a lawyer startled Kade more than it should. He’d thought he was flying under the radar at the racetrack.

Kade laughed at her bloodsucker comment, saying, “Hey, when you’re a lawyer, you have to grow a thick skin about things like that.”

“I’ll bet.” She glanced down at his arm. “Your scrape looks better. You’re right. You do heal quickly.”

“Good bandaging does the trick,” he said, looking up at her.

“Thanks, but I’m sure that was the least of it. What can I get you to eat tonight?” she said, tugging the pad out of her pocket like she'd done it a thousand times.

Feeling a tolerant half-smile quirk his mouth, he made no comment about her retreat into her waitress role. The game was all in the hunt, anyway.

“I think I’ll have coffee and...tell me about your pie,” he invited.

“Pie? Well, we have apple a la mode, cherry, lemon meringue, German chocolate pie and chocolate ice box,” she recited, a small frown puckering her forehead as if she were struggling to remember all the choices.

“I’ll take the chocolate ice box and coffee,” he said. “Been at this line of work long?”

Her smile was rueful. “No, which anyone can tell. I suck at it still, but I’m trying to get better.”

“Hey,” he said gravely, “you’re taking my order like a pro. I’d leave you a serious tip just because of the uniform.”

That comment surprised a laugh out of her.

“Why, thank you. You don’t know how glad I am to hear that!” she retorted, stuffing her pad back in her pocket. “I’ll be right back with that pie.”

Unashamedly enjoying the view, Kade watched her walk toward the kitchen area.

What could make a woman like her actually kill her father? His own parents sometimes pissed him off royally, but he’d never seriously considered patricide.

When Brooke came back with the pie and coffee, he made no attempt to keep her talking. Instead, he ate slowly, enjoying the chocolate on his tongue as he watched Brooke taking care of her customers at her other tables.

Sparsely occupied, the place looked half dead, the vinyl floor echoing the occasional voice raised in the kitchen.

Nursing his cup of coffee, Kade accepted a refill from Brooke when she brought the pot over.

“Not very busy,” he commented as she poured.

“The obvious reason why I’m on this shift,” Brooke responded with a wry smile.

“I don’t know,” Kade said straight-faced, “you’re doing okay by me. Pie came out of the kitchen at just the right temperature. No hot coffee in the crotch.”

His remark won a gurgle of laughter from her.

She retorted, “And it was so difficult to get the pie to just the right coolness, pulled from the fridge in the kitchen ten feet away.”

“Exactly,” he said, liking her quick response.

“Yes, timing is very important in this job,” she said with a smile. “I’m clearly going to be one of the top waitresses in this little burg. My lifelong ambition.”

The last comment seemed to carry a whiff of bitterness, but Kade just smiled and said, “Of course.”

“I’ll bet you’re very good at your job,” she hazarded with a teasing curl back on her lips.

“You mean, I seem like a slime ball?” he asked sadly, knowing she probably had some not-so-good feelings about the legal profession. People who went to jail usually did.

“No!” Brooke said, hurrying to add, “I just meant that you seem like you’d be good at working deals and making people sound like they’re testifying to certain things in court.”

Kade narrowed his eyes, guessing, “You haven’t had a good experience with lawyers.”

“Some good, some bad,” she said, noncommittal as she used a small towel to wipe up a tiny drop of spilled coffee from the table. Turning to go, she said, “I need to give these people their check.”

Biding his time, Kade ate the last of his pie and watched Brooke whenever she walked into his visual range.

One by one, the customers in her area left until his was the only table occupied.

“Need anything else?” Brooke said, stopping by to slide his check onto the table’s surface.

Kade thought about letting his unruly tongue tell her exactly what he needed from her, but decided to control himself.

“I’m fine,” he told her, picking up the coffee mug.

“Okay, well, let me know if you want anything,” she said, retreating to the kitchen area.

Having dated a girl in high school who’d waited tables at the International House Of Pancakes, Kade knew there was “side work” to do before Brooke was through for the evening. He wondered when she’d call Billy to come pick her up. Her car wasn’t in the parking lot and he remembered her friend from the office mentioning she was having trouble getting it started sometimes.

In a few minutes, Brooke passed his table again, placing some refilled salt and pepper shakers on the tables around him.

“Brooke?” he said.

She looked up, walking over. “Yes? Would you like another cup of coffee?”

“No,” he said, “I’m through. Thought I might give you a ride home.”

“Oh!” she paused, clearly uncertain.

He’d obviously startled her with the offer.

“I noticed your car isn’t in the parking lot.” Taking liberties with the truth, he went on, “Billy mentioned you’d been having car trouble.”

“Yes,” she acknowledged, indecision written on her features. “It finally quit yesterday. I had to leave it at the mechanic. Billy brought me to work. He’s had to do that several times the last few weeks.”

Knowing she wasn’t sure about how involved she wanted to get with him, Kade shrugged, playing his hand very casually. “Just thought you might want to give Billy a break since I’m here anyway.”

“Of course,” she said quickly. “I do hate dragging him out to pick me up so late.”

“So don’t. Let me take you home,” he suggested in a carefully casual voice.

Brooke looked at him for a long, considering moment. “Okay, if you don’t mind waiting until I’m finished. I’ll only be a few more minutes.”

He shrugged again, holding her gaze with his. “I’m in no hurry. Billy lives a couple of houses down from the track, right?”

“Yes,” she said, her smile a shade uncertain. “I won’t be long.” 

“Take as long as you need,” he said, meaning it. He’d never been one to jump into an involvement with a women, preferring to circle the area and ascertain the angles before committing himself.

“Well..., thanks,” she said. “I appreciate it.”

“Sure.”

Brooke walked back to the kitchen, ignoring the promptings of her innate sense of self-preservation. She knew this guy was trouble. It gleamed in his dark eyes, along with that hot, challenging sexual awareness that made her feel itchy and breathless.

Did accepting a ride home mean something more to him? She didn’t want to get into a wrestling match in his car and even more, she didn’t want to succumb to the wayward part of herself that wondered just how good he’d be to wrestle with. She wondered how he kissed.

Refusing to let herself follow that train of thought too far, she concentrated on finishing up her work. As much as she told herself she should be glad of a way to make more money, she hated waitressing. One mercy-filled moment had changed her from a nurse, well-respected by her peers, to a clumsy, inadequate hash-slinger.

The job sucked and she sucked at it, she brooded as she put away her apron.

What did it matter that Kade was a lawyer and way out of the league she now occupied. She could let him give her a ride home without ripping his clothes off. She had some self-control.

Kade was right, too, about giving Billy a break from schlepping her around. She hated being without a car. Mindy and Billy were already helping her tremendously just by giving her a roof over her head now that she didn't have a profession. Helping her father to die had shriveled her independence as well as putting an end to her career. No one wanted a killer nurse, even if the state would have given her a license. Which they wouldn't.

Within a few minutes, she’d finished work and walked back to the booth where Kade waited. To her surprise, when he got up from the table, he lifted a motorcycle helmet off the seat next to him.

“Uh, you’re on your cycle?” she asked, dismayed without knowing why. At least there’d be no wrestling in his car. She really didn’t need to get involved with this guy, no matter how good that kiss would be.

“Yeah,” he said, pausing. “That a problem?”

Brooke looked down at her skirt. “I guess not. We’ll just see how stretchy this thing is.”

“I’m game if you are,” he said, straight-faced as his gaze dropped to her skirt.

The motorcycle sat out in the dark, nearly empty parking lot, its sleek gas tank gleaming gray in the light from the diner’s neon sign.

He handed her the helmet and unlocked one from the bike. He just carried an extra helmet with him, in case he picked up a waitress?

Had he come prepared to give her a ride home?

She didn’t make any comment, pulling the helmet on and fastening the sturdy strap under her chin. There was no point. He’d come here tonight to see her. She knew that. A woman didn’t get very far into adulthood without coming to recognize when a guy was interested in her. Along with that awareness came a pretty good idea of how to hint a guy off if a woman wasn’t interested.

Brooke just hoped her hinting him away and her all-too-genuine interest in him didn’t cancel each other out. This was a guy who need a very distinct message, she knew.

His helmet secured, Kade climbed onto the cycle and balanced what she guessed was seven or eight hundred pounds of raw power. With one boot, he scuffed back the kickstand while he pushed a button and the beast growled to life.

Kade extended his hand to her.

"You know this isn't the race track, right?" she asked, deadpan.

"I'm very aware of that fact," he said, an attractive smile lifting one corner of his mouth. "Look, this isn't a racing bike. Come on, I'll take good care of you."

"Okay," she said, drawing the word out.

With the sense of jumping off a cliff, Brooke put her hand in his for balance. His palm felt warm and calloused against hers. Gingerly, she put her leg over the rumbling motorcycle, hopping up onto the seat behind him.

Fortunately, her skirt had enough stretch to it to allow her to get on the thing. She could only be glad, however, that the street was empty at this early morning hour since her skirt rode up to the tops of her thighs.

Once she was on, Kade walked the cycle backward and then, letting out the clutch, eased the throttle forward and they drove off.

The leather seat cool between her thighs, the roar of the engine a torrent flooding back over her with the wind, Brooke found herself clutching Kade around the waist. For balance, she told herself. All she could do was hang on. Accelerating down the empty street on the back of his motorcycle, she registered several things: pure power from both the bike between her legs and the muscular body of the man in front of her.

Through his t-shirt she could feel the heat of his skin, the graceful density of his body as he leaned the bike into the turn off of Elm Street. She could only be grateful the diner wasn’t more than a few miles from Mindy’s house. This guy had her seriously in knots.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” His rough voice came suddenly like dark velvet in her ears.

Brooke started, her surprise giving way to comprehension an instant later. She’d heard about motorcycle helmets with walkie-talkies built in so riders could easily communicate.

“Yes,” she heard herself say to him with commendable calm. “Beautiful night.”

“Have you ridden much?” he asked in that same rumble-rough voice.

“A little,” she admitted. “Billy used to have a motorcycle a while back.”

“That accounts for it,” he said, satisfaction in his voice. “You ride well, not stiff or afraid to move with the bike.”

“Thanks,” she said, acutely aware of their bodies touching and absurdly pleased that he, too, felt some sense of connection.

Two more turns and they coasted into Mindy and Billy’s drive, the cycle’s engine a low, throaty purr that reminded Brooke of Kade’s voice.

He killed the engine and held his hand out for her to dismount.

Trying to disregard the heat she felt from his skin, she climbed off the motorcycle, feeling as awkward as a teenager. While she stood next to the bike, wrestling with the helmet strap, Kade got off the cycle himself.

He took her helmet from her and hooked it back on the helmet lock. Straightening, he placed his hand at the small of her back and walked up the sidewalk with her to the small, sagging porch.

Brooke turned to say goodnight, feeling self-conscious.

“Thanks—“ she started to say.

He cut her off with the softest of kisses. Not demanding or sloppy, just a soft, hot layering of his mouth over hers. As if he’d known what she’d wanted.

Trying not to fall totally into the kiss, Brooke couldn’t keep herself from responding. It had been a long time since she'd been kissed and never quite like this. He had the most wonderful mouth and she knew at that moment that she’d been right...he was trouble, in the best-worst way.

She needed to run like hell, but a long-denied part of herself sank into their kiss. She was in so much trouble.

~~~********~~~
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​Race the Darkness: Chapter Four
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“Hey, sis,” Brooke said the following evening, collapsing on the rusted folding chair on the back porch next to Mindy. “How was your day?”

“Okay, I guess,” Mindy said with an absent smile. “Except that the school called. Mack got into a fight—some kid called him a ‘pussy’ and Mack decided to knock a couple of his teeth loose.”

“I guess so,” Brooke exclaimed. “Do you remember kids calling each other those kind of names when we were in school? Not that he should have hit him, but...really!”

“Kids have always called each other names,” Mindy said. “Mack just needs to think before he does stuff.”

“That’s true,” Mack’s loving aunt agreed. “You going to put him on restriction or something?”

“Well, I would suggest his father bust his butt,” Mindy said, frustrated, “but wouldn’t that be using force to teach him not to use force?”

“Good point. Have I mentioned that I’m glad I don’t have kids, yet?”

Her sister said with a wry look. “Have I mentioned that I’m way too young to have kids as old as I do?”

“Yes,” Brooke said sadly.

Silence fell between them as they sat side by side on the small back porch. In the distance, the high-pitched sound of motorcycles screaming on practice runs around the flat dirt track could be heard.

“If mom hadn’t died, our lives would have been different,” Mindy said after a few minutes.

“Absolutely,” Brooke agreed. “Dad would have been different, too.”

Mindy turned around in her lawn chair to look at Brooke. “Do you think so? A lot different? Cause I remember him being pretty harsh even when Mom was alive. She always let him take care of the punishment. He laid down the law.”

Brooke just looked at her. “I guess...I still want to find reasons for him to have been....”

“A bastard,” Mindy finished for her. A long pause stretched out between them before Mindy said, “I know I’ve apologized for my part, but—“

“God, no more,” Brooke said, reaching out to take her sister’s hand. “It’s not your fault he settled on me to be the bad kid who needed the crap beat out of her. Not your fault, either, that I was left with him when you moved out. I always was too mouthy and loud and I just naturally drew his attention. Too quick to laugh and too quick to cry. Dad fed off my emotions, I think.”

“It was my fault I got pregnant at fifteen just to get out of the damned house,” Mindy said, her words coming out low. “I hated to hear him yelling at you all the time and I just wanted out of there. Then, after all that, after the abuse he put you through—you still took care of him...at the end.”

“Well, no one, not even a bastard, deserved to go through what he was,” Brooke said with a smile that felt crooked. “Crazy, aren’t I?”

“You never hesitated to put yourself on the line,” her sister said sadly. “Too much so. I told you not to rescue him those last few months.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t have. Sometimes...well, I think I was nuts to have given him that last dose. I knew what I was doing, but...I didn’t. You know?”

“Yes,” Mindy said. “I think I do.”

“Well, I’m through with putting myself on any line. It’s too damned hard. Here I am scrambling to put my life back together, leaning on you and Billy. All because I had a kind impulse. I wanted to help. Maybe...maybe because I've dreamed so long about...hurting him. You know, paying him back.... But that’s all in the past,” claimed Brooke. “I made an...an impulsive choice. A reaction to what I've thought about doing to him. Crazy, I know."

Brooke patted her sister's arm. "It's okay now, though. I've got all that out of my system—as much as anyone can—I'm moving forward and—and I’m putting me first from now on. No more jumping into the fire. I’m done with sacrificing my all for ‘love.’ Turning over a new, completely selfish, tough and practical leaf.”

“Sure,” Mindy said in response to her speech, affectionate disbelief heavy in the word. “Sure.”

****
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“Did you see that fucktarded Larry lay his bike down on the new asphalt track last night?” Davis asked Billy as the mechanic squatted next to Davis’ Yamaha FZR 400. “I don’t know what Jimmy Evans is thinking letting a novice rider on to that track.”

Leaning against Billy’s tool chest while he waited for the next heat to start, Kade listened as the other two men talked.

“He’s thinking ‘bout entry fees. Someone’s gonna die,” Billy stated.

“Naw,” Davis disagreed. “Not this time, anyway. Guy broke his collar bone, I heard, and a couple of ribs when his bike got squirrelly on him. Has a concussion, too.”

“Asphalt track is much faster and more dangerous,” Billy pointed out, finishing up replacing Davis’ tires. “You know that. Down in Sarasota last weekend, they had a rider killed on an asphalt flat track. For sure shouldn’t let novices out on that track on anything bigger than a 750.”

“Anything bigger than that just gets things messy. Too bloody,” Davis said cheerfully, swallowing the last of his concession stand drink before tossing the cup. “I like asphalt, though. Gives a faster edge, you know?”

He turned to Kade. “You ever thought of racing on tarmac?”

“Yeah,” Kade replied. “Requires a different bike, though. I’d have to get the equipment, too.”

“Sometimes you can borrow a bike from another racer if you pay him,” Davis assured him. “But what a rush that must be. I’m gonna find me some sponsors and get into it. I guess Evans is running the asphalt flat track on every Saturday night now. Dirt track on Friday and Sundays. Motocross on Saturdays during the day, right?”

Billy straightened. “Yeah. I think so. There you are. Both wheels replaced. When did you say your friend who usually pits for you was coming back?”

“Two weeks,” Davis answered. “His wife wanted a ‘family vacation’.”

“Not a bad idea,” Billy said. “Particularly if he’s hanging out here with you every weekend.”

“That’s what she thinks. Women! Listen, thanks for the wheel change-out. See you guys later,” Davis said, wheeling the motorcycle out of Billy’s trailer. Once he was outside, the engine could be heard leaping to life. 

“He’s a good racer,” Billy said to Kade. “More cautious than he sounds like he’d be.”

“Not too cautious,” Kade said with a grin. “He’s usually out front.”

“Been at it a while,” Billy said. “Davis’s dad started him racing when he was six after his dad and mom got divorced.”

“An early start makes a difference,” Kade agreed.

“Hey, Billy,” a dark-haired guy in his mid-twenties sauntered into the trailer. “Mikayla says to tell you to turn on your phone. Mindy’s been trying to call you for the last hour.”

“Shit. I’m always forgetting to turn on the damned thing. Don’t know why she gave it to me,” the mechanic said dispassionately as he rummaged around on his work bench, finally coming up with a cell phone. “Kade, this is my little brother, Trey.”

Billy’s phone rang as soon as he turned it on. He answered it, turning away to talk to his wife.

“Hey,” Kade said to Trey, nodding in greeting. 

“Hey,” Billy’s brother responded. 

The guy was taller and blonder than Scott, but Kade still had to brace himself for the twist of pain and remorse in his gut. Just the situation...a younger brother seeking his older brother to hang out with...well, it didn’t matter now.

Sometimes the memories were so painful, he couldn’t drive fast enough to out run them. Had to keep trying to out-run the “should haves” since he couldn’t change the past, no matter that he’d have given his own life if he could. 

“You race?” Kade asked, his voice even with effort. He glanced at the helmet in Trey’s hand.

“No, not yet anyway,” Trey responded with a hint of a swagger. “This is a friend’s. A guy I just met. He let me take his bike for a spin.”

“Oh.” Kade leaned back on the tool chest, faintly amused by the kid’s posturing. In that way, he was more like Kade had been than like Scott. Scott had been polite and well-spoken and hadn’t swaggered. At least, not till that last night when he’d been drinking.

The guilt in Kade’s gut twisted tighter.

“Billy,” Trey said to his brother, now finished with his call, “Listen, I’m gonna be in later on tonight. Gonna hang out with some people I just met. Have some fun.”

“Door gets locked at one in the morning,” Billy said, “and don’t come in messed up. I got kids.” 

“One o’clock?” Trey said in protest.

“Some of us have jobs,” his older brother pointed out, laconically.

“Okay, okay,” Trey muttered, turning to go.

“My kid brother,” Billy told Kade, nodding toward the trailer door through which Trey had just disappeared. “Came in town to visit.”

“Must be nice,” Kade replied, his words hardly touching on sense of loss and guilt that still made him ache to cry like a boy. Nine years after Scott’s death, he’d come to accept the bitter surges of grief, but there were times he missed his brother with the pain of a knife in the back.

Billy shrugged. “Trey’s a little on the cocky side, always has been. Been into drugs some. Weed mostly. Kind of hoped now that he’s hit twenty-five, he might get his act together, if you know what I mean.”

“He doesn’t have it together?” Kade asked, Billy’s statement confirming his fleeting impression of Trey as a weak kid, despite his being beyond adolescence.

“No job, no place of his own. Stays with my mother in Florida, most of the time. I think she kind of hoped he’d get a life when she sent him up here to visit. Maybe even a job.”

“Maybe he will.” Kade couldn’t help reflecting that in his family it had been the older kid who evoked that kind of disgusted head-shaking. Never Scott. He’d always been the straight-arrow, at least until he’d been led astray.

“Don’t know,” Billy said, straightening the drawer of tools he’d had open to work on Davis’ wheels. “Trey’s not really interested in working, but I kind of feel like I owe it to the kid to help him turn things around.”

“Yeah. He’s your brother. What else are you going to do?” Kade stated. He’d never had to straighten out his own younger brother. More the other way around. Scott had just always done the right things.

“You got any brothers?” Billy asked.

“One,” Kade answered briefly. “He’s dead. Car accident nearly ten years ago.”

Sympathy immediately on his face, Billy said, “Damn, I’m sorry. That must be hard.”

****
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With her foot, Brooke shoved the loaded cardboard box toward the storage room’s door, left standing open to let some air in on the warm May day. Turning back to survey the rest of the mess, she sighed and shoved back a strand of hair that had escaped her Pebbles Flintstone up-do.

“What exactly is the goal?”

The rough-voiced question from the open doorway brought her around to face Kade Holbert.

He lounged there against the door frame, a snug t-shirt outlining his muscular chest. His racing leathers clung to his powerful thighs and she surmised that he’d been practicing on the race track this Saturday morning.

“The goal,” she answered, trying not to be self-conscious about how she looked in her worn shorts and ragged tennis shoes, “is to organize the storage room so we can get to the supplies for the concession stand.”

She hadn’t seen Kade since he’d driven her home four nights ago and laid that amazing kiss on her before disappearing into the dark like the lone stranger. Brooke knew she should be glad about the disappearing part.

At her answer, Kade nodded and came into the small dark space, saying in his low, gravelly voice, “And what exactly did you do to earn this job? Some sort of major transgression against the boss?”

His wry question surprised a laugh out of her. “Not exactly, although I’m sure I've committed ‘transgressions’.”

“Hard not to,” Kade commented, looking around the storage room.

“I actually volunteered for this,” Brooke said. “I’m looking for hours anywhere I can get them.”

“Waitressing not bringing in the big bucks?” he asked sympathetically, a gleam of humor in his dark eyes.

“Not big enough—despite your tip,” she said, picking her way through to the far side of the cluttered storage shed. “It takes quite a bit to rent an apartment, what with deposits and all. Mindy and Billy don't need me cluttering up their house.”

Kade sat down on a storage chest made out of plywood. “That's right. Someone said you've been living with Billy and his wife a while now.”

“Mindy,” Brooke confirmed, “my sister. And their three kids, bless them all, and now Billy’s brother, Trey, is visiting. I don’t want to crowd them any longer than I have to, so its time to get my own place.”

“You’ve been staying with them a while?” Kade asked, his gaze interested despite the casual tone of the question.

“Only about six months,” she said, pondering the difficult question of how much information was appropriate to the conversation. Since the life-altering choice she’d made with her father, she’d wavered back and forth about how much of her past to reveal to others. Usually, she just kept it to herself.

The whole situation was painful still. She’d loved her dad despite his taking his frustration out on her as a kid. Watching him suffer as he’d fought the cancer had been the hardest.

The world knew what she’d done, but no one really knew the horror her father had faced. Months of pain and eventually an ugly death. Maybe she wouldn't do it again, giving him that shot had been the hardest thing she'd ever done in her life. And she'd lived through hell since then. Prison wasn't fun. Losing a career she loved was, she was finding out, even worse.

Of course, they’d made the newspapers—she and Dad—and had lit up the television newscasts on and off for several months just following his death.

Lots of people knew about her. Whether or not Kade was one of them, she didn’t know. 

“Lived on your own before that?” he asked, idly pushing a stack of old advertising posters toward the open door.

What the hell? She’d never seen the point of being guarded about her life. Helping end her father’s suffering wasn’t something she felt ashamed about, exactly, although she'd have probably made a different choice if she’d known how hard this all would be.

Deliberately, Brooke said, “I was in prison before that. Spent a year there for—for helping my father die.”

Kade lifted his head, eyebrows raised, his gaze steady and questioning. “Helping him?”

“Yes,” she affirmed, suddenly anxious as to how he'd respond. It wouldn't change anything, though.... She'd hated remembering her loud, angry father as a shriveled, agonized shell of himself. “He was dying of cancer and he was in pain. A lot of endless pain.”

“That’s hard.” Kade’s rough voice softened.

“Yes,” she said, looking up to meet his gaze.

“So you...helped him?” Kade got up. Snagging a broom that leaned in a corner, he began to sweep.

With a rush of relief that he hadn't turned away from her in disgust, Brooke said, “I used to be a registered nurse. When Dad was sick, I went to stay with him—to nurse him.”

She began opening boxes of paper goods used in the concession stand, enjoying the companionable conversation. It was still emotional to talk about the end of her father’s life. Dealing with the results of her impulsive compassion had drawn her to this point. She still wasn't able to say whether or not she'd do it again.

“I guess, family owes family in that kind of situation. Still must have been hard for you.” Kade leaned the broom against the wall and came to help her empty the box.

“It wasn't hard at the moment. I go back and forth on it now. He was suffering so, but I was the one who made the decision to do what he asked me to do,” Brooke acknowledged. “It was just Dad and me. He had hospice, of course, during the day when I was working, but I took care of him at night...when the pain was worse. Mindy has the kids and Billy. She couldn’t be there as much as me."

“He was in pain?” Kade asked, starting to empty the next set of shelves for her to fill with concession stores.

Brooke stacked the paper goods, the knot of emotion suddenly in her throat delaying her response. Normally, she kept away from these conversations.

“Dad’s kind of cancer makes it sometimes hard to find the right pain management,” she said with a faint smile. “His doctor tried, of course. But nothing really worked.”

Kade pulled a large plastic trash bag from a box nearby and began to methodically fill it, his silent glance encouraging her to continue.

“There were nights,” she said, swiping away the dampness at the corner of her eye with a bare, dusty arm, “when he cried for hours in agony.”

Brooke paused, turning away from the shelves to sink onto a dilapidated stool. “My dad never cried. He wasn’t a man who even talked about how he felt. All his life...he just didn’t talk. Didn’t tell us he loved us. His parents probably never told him they loved him. He had a hard time after my mother died and left him with two little girls. He was angry a lot.”

Kade leaned against the half-stocked shelves, his very silence encouraging her to unburden herself as she hadn’t done often.

“When I was a kid, I was pretty mouthy,” she said with a wry smile. “We argued a lot.”

“Kids do that with their parents,” Kade commented, the interest still in his eyes.” 

“But when he got sick,” she said, “I tried to be there for him. Took him to doctor’s appointments, tests, things like that.”

“Sounds like the loving thing to do.” Kade paused. “Particularly if he was an abusive parent. Not like a situation that would end with you in prison.”

“Dad was sick a long time and he didn’t have any hope of recovery,” Brooke said, the words sounding, as always, too much like an excuse despite the truth in them. “His cancer was slow growing. It wasn’t a matter of days, or even weeks. He had months of pain to look forward to. Agony.”

Her words faded into the quiet in the store room. Still leaning against the shelves, Kade waited. Outside, children’s shrieks could be heard from the playground behind the concession stand.

“Being a nurse, you had access to the means to...,” Kade’s gaze was searching, “...to end his pain?”

“Yes,” she said, glad he’d put it so simply. Most people never understood how she could have killed her father, no matter what the situation. Maybe Kade didn’t either, but at least he didn’t seem condemning.

“So, you euthanized your own father,” he stated, his voice dispassionate.

Brooke tried not to feel judged by the phrasing of Kade’s question. What she’d done had been easy at the moment. It had seemed so simple to give him what he begged for, but living with her action had incredibly hard. She’d wrestled with her father's plea herself for awhile before making the searing decision. She still went over it in her head...all those months when she was locked up...now still.

Lifting her chin, she said in a level voice, “Yes, I guess I did...euthanize him, at his begging. I did.”

Kade shook his head, picking up the broom again. “That must have been difficult. Even though he was older. It wasn’t like he had his whole life ahead of him or that he was going to ever be well, but still...hard as hell.”

“Yes, it was,” Brooke confirmed, aware that he’d summarized the situation well, as she might have expected since he was a lawyer.

In a silence that felt strangely, scarily intimate, they finished cleaning the cramped store room.

****
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Ashley slowed her 1990 Hyundai Excel down, swearing softly to herself as her eyes verified that it was definitely Davis Jacobs walking along the road to the racetrack. Despite the fact that she’d tried to convince herself differently, she recognized his compact, wiry body scuffing along the county road. She’d thought that was his truck and trailer rig broken down two miles back.

For a second she really wished she could, in good conscience, drive on by. But she wasn’t late for work, wasn’t rushing anyone to the hospital. She had no reason not to stop and help her fellow man, even if this particular fellow man really irritated her on a regular basis.

Still swearing, she slowed to a stop on the shoulder, waiting as Davis broke into a trot, coming up on the passenger side of her car.

She leaned over and rolled down the window, knowing she ought to just open the door for him.

“Woman! Am I glad to see you,” he said, grinning as he bent down to peer into the car. “I been walking forever.”

Feeling like she had no choice and wishing she weren’t a good person, Ashley opened the car door. “Get in and buckle your seat belt.”

“Gladly.” Davis climbed in and groped for the belt. “I was afraid I’d end up walking all the way to the track. Probably would have gotten all dehydrated and everything.”

“It’s not that far,” she said, “and you’ve only been walking a couple of miles. I saw your rig a couple miles back.”

“And if I were one of those really buff guys who ran all the time just getting my exercise, four miles wouldn’t be nothing,” Davis said cheerfully. “But I usually get around like God intended, on the back of a motorbike.”

Despite her long-standing determination not to add to his conceit, Ashley couldn’t help saying with a snort, “Like what you do isn’t a workout! I've heard riders say they have to muscle those bikes around the corners when the track is in some conditions. You can’t be too out of shape.”

“That’s what I kept saying to myself,” Davis averred with another grin. “Didn’t make the walk any shorter. If you hadn’t come along, I’d have ended up a pile of bones along the road.”

Ashley started to laugh at his contagious silliness. Catching herself, she stopped and asked, “What’s the matter with your truck.”

“Don’t know,” he said simply. “It just died. Probably one of those computer things it’ll take three or four hundred to repair.”

“Racing’s an expensive hobby,” she said with a severe note in her voice. She’d heard that Davis worked in construction and made fairly good money, but from what she could see, he had to spend most of it on his racing.

Did the guy even pay child support? Her own father had worked as a brick mason’s helper for periods, always getting paid under the table to avoid her mother’s attempts to collect support.

“Yes, it’s costly,” Davis agreed. “That’s what makes track owners like Jimmy Evans keep welcoming us each and every day.”

“Jimmy’s not making that much money,” Ashley disagreed guardedly. Doing the books, she knew exactly what the track brought in. “There are a lot of expenses.”

“Yeah, but he’s not driving that fancy Escalade because they gave it to him,” Davis pointed out unarguably.

“No, they didn’t,” Ashley agreed. She’d told Jimmy he was crazy to put that kind of money down on a car, but he’d done it anyway, saying he didn’t have kids to put through college.

“That Jimmy’s lucky to have you to keep him in line,” commented Davis.

“What do you mean?” she asked, glaring over at him, ready to take umbrage, almost relieved to be back on comfortable ground.

Davis shrugged, no sly innuendo in his face. “Just that you’re really organized and stuff. Jimmy’s one to get overwhelmed and forget things.”

“Oh.” Surprised by the praise, she could only mumble, “Thanks. I like to keep things straight.”

“Yeah,” he said, “it really helps us racers to have the paperwork clear. We’re there to ride, not fill out forms. We appreciate you taking care of stuff.”

Ashley felt herself flush. It wasn’t the sort of compliment she could write off as a sleazy attempt to get into her pants, which is what she would have expected of Davis. He’d tried to get her to join the women in line for his bed, at first, but he hadn’t specifically targeted her lately for his suggestive remarks. 

“I’ve said it before—you and Jimmy make a good team,” Davis continued breezily. “A really good team.”

“Thanks—“ she stopped, suddenly seeing red, her hands tightening around the steering wheel. “I’m not sleeping with Jimmy Evans. It’s not like we’re that kind of team. I mean, that would be disgusting. Not only is he my boss, he also happens to be fifty-seven years old!”

“I didn’t mean you’re sleeping with him,” Davis blurted out, sounding surprised. “Just as a team running the track.”

Embarrassed at having over-reacted, Ashley asked bitterly, “Well, how do I know what you mean? You’re always saying something disgusting about someone.”

“Maybe I am. Sometimes my mouth just runs,” Davis acknowledged honestly, “but I didn’t mean to say anything about you sleeping with Jimmy or anything like that. I have too much respect for you to think you’re doing the old man.”

“Which I’m not,” she said again, not knowing how to react to his having respect for her.

“If you wanted a guy,” Davis said simply, “you could do a hell of a lot better than Evans. Hell, you could get anyone.”

This was just great, Ashley thought, with a completely different kind of frustration. Davis respected her and thought she could get anyone? Why couldn’t she just stay mad at him? She really, really didn’t need to like this guy. He slept around and he was a bad dad.

“What makes you think I don’t have a boyfriend?” she asked with a hint of defensive aggression.

Davis looked over at her, his eyebrow raised. “I haven’t seen one around you and I just don’t think you’re the type to be ashamed or hide a guy.”

She couldn’t find a response to that.

“I figure,” Davis said as they pulled into the parking lot at the race track, “I figure you don’t want a boyfriend, right now.”

He opened the car door, glancing over at her, “Let me know when you do.”

~~~********~~~
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​Race the Darkness: Chapter Five
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“Kade, here,” he said into the phone, suppressing his irritation at having to deal with his mother at this moment. He had to take the call, however. She’d left three increasingly insistent messages with his secretary already and Elise was frazzled with having to put her off.

His being in court or in conference with clients didn’t satisfy his mother, despite the fact that the case he was currently working on could net him hundreds of thousands of dollars. Divorce could be big, big business.

“Kinkade,” Amy Holbert’s smooth voice came over the phone connection, “I need to talk to you.”

“Yes,” he said, his annoyance just under the surface.

“I just talked with Justice Beckley.”

“Yes.”

“You know,” Amy said impatiently, “about the judicial committee she’s chairing. I mentioned your name—“

“Yes, mother,” Kade said. “You told me when you called last week.”

He’d gone out that Saturday and ridden his hardest, the screaming, pounding speed as he roared around the track helping to drown out her voice. Dammit, he didn’t need this committee situation in his life, right now...didn’t need this particular choice to make.

“I’ve seen Justice Beckley since then,” Amy insisted. “We talked specifically about you. Her committee is very prestigious and could thrust you out where you’ll gain a lot of attention from important people. This is the kind of appointment you need, Kinkade, to build a political career.”

“I know,” Kade said, controlling his frustration. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to run for office. He’d been around politics his entire life and, as dirty and cut-throat as it could be, it still didn’t seem particularly exciting to him.

He’d never mentioned the fact to Amy or Andrew. No point in jumping into an argument when the situation might not even arise.

He knew Scott had been the intended Holbert, the son to whom the mantle was to be passed. Only Scott was gone. That just left him to fulfill his parents' expectations.

Kade held very still, the shaft of pain passing as it always eventually did.

“I’ve known Terri Beckley since college,” Amy went on. “She’s a good contact. I’ve told you she’s in a position to be very helpful to us. This legal reform committee could be the very thing. She’s looking for non-judicial members. Lawyers from the community.”

“You told me,” Kade said shortly, leaning back in his leather desk chair.

“Since you’re working with John Garcia on the malpractice case, you fit right into the category Justice Beckley is looking for.”

Rubbing a hand over his face, Kade replied, “Yes, I know.”

“She’s very positive about you having a position on the committee. I know they’re considering several other attorneys, but you’re definitely in the running. Now, I’ve arranged to introduce you to her at the Children’s Fundraiser Gala—“

“I’ve met Judge Beckley several times,” Kade reminded her, his jaw tightening as he heard the news of his being seriously in the running for a job he didn’t relish.

Still, it might not happen. The time for dealing with it would come when, and if, the appointment came his way. He’d never been one to pull the trigger too soon. Kade had learned to expend his energy where it was most valuable. Meeting trouble half way didn’t pay.

“I know you’ve met her before,” his mother brushed this aside, “but not in a while and I want you to be fresh in her mind.”

She was a good woman, his mother, really. Involved in civic affairs, supportive of his father’s political career. She didn’t kill babies or worship the devil...and if Amy Holbert hadn’t been his parent, Kade wouldn’t have spent much time with her. There was in her an exhausting focused intensity that drained the life and joy out of every moment. But she was his mother...and he owed her.

For Scott, if nothing else. It was the debt he’d never be able to fully pay.  

“Fine,” he said. “I’m planning on being there, which I told you when we talked at Dad’s announcement party and, again, last week when you called. Now—I’m sorry, Mother—but I’ve got a brief I have to finish immediately.”

“Of course,” Amy Holbert said, no offense in her voice. Not a particularly sentimental woman, she understood work. “You go ahead with your brief. I just wanted to make sure you know how important this is.”

A moment later, Kade hung up the phone and sat staring ahead sightlessly, his paperwork forgotten. He did know how important this was to Amy, and to his father, as well.

They’d had children for a reason, after all. With Scott gone, Kade was the only pony left in the stable.

Deliberately placing his pen on the desk, he let his mind put him on the racetrack, the Yamaha roaring beneath him, the world a blur. The speed blowing away the crap in his head until everything else faded.

At least, for a moment.

****
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“I’m sorry, Brooke,” Mr. Anders said, his face stiff, “but we’ve had complaints. I have to let you go.”

“Complaints?” she protested. “About what? You said yourself that I was getting better at waiting tables. You even moved me to afternoons.”

The restaurant manager looked down at his desk, moving a stack of invoices an inch to the right. Leon Anders shifted in his chair, not meeting Brooke’s dismayed gaze. “Well, you haven't been getting better fast enough."

Daylight dawned on her then as she noted him not meeting her gaze; the complaints hadn’t all been about people’s orders. "Is this about my waiting tables or is it really about my past?”

"Please don't make this more difficult."

"It is difficult for me. I need this job! And I'd have more respect for you if you were honest about the real reason you're firing me," Brooke said, her frustration making her words sharp.

“Okay," he said, on the verge of losing his temper. "People don't want a waitress who went to prison for killing her father. I’m sorry, but you know this is a small community. This is a place where people’s feelings can make or break a restaurant. People talk. I can’t afford to have people going somewhere else because they’re offended at one of my waitresses having....”

“Offed her father?” Brooke angrily finished for him. She’d known some people were appalled by her choice to do as her father had begged, but the unfairness of being fired from a job she needed infuriated her. All this crap she was dealing with—all to help a man who’d lifted his hand to her more times than she could remember.

“Something like that,” Mr. Anders confirmed. “As I said, I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“So you’re firing me?” Brooke clarified, despair adding to her flare of temper. “Because some people would have let their parents suffer?”

“I’m sorry.” Leon Anders stood. “If you have your street clothes with you, I’d like your uniform now.”

Brooke’s laugh was scathing. “Yeah. Like I’m going to steal your skanky uniform.”

Getting up out of the chair, she glared at the restaurant manager with challenge. “You do have a choice, you know. You could stand up to the narrow-minded few. If you had a spine.”

“I wasn’t sure about giving you this job,” he said, stung, “and I can see now that I was right about that.”

“Yes,” Brooke said, feeling sick. She needed this job, even if she hated it, but dumping on clueless, spineless Leon Anders was pointless. “You were right. You shouldn’t have hired me.”

****
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Kade tightened the top buckle on his boot, popping it shut at mid-calf. When he’d first jumped into racing, he’d simply covered the bottom of an old pair of boots with duct tape. But the specialized boots worked better.

For a moment, Kade thought about what Billy had said just now about Brooke losing her job. He knew she’d feel like she was back to square one. An uphill battle, facing life as a felon.

Methodically tightening the buckles on his boot, he let her curvy image dwell in his mind’s eye. The sassy, sexy smile. That mouth.

Brooke sure as hell knew how to kiss, once she got used to the idea—got past being startled.

He understood not wanting to be dependent on family, he mused. There had to be some way he could help her out.

The chatter in the pit and the revving bikes forming background blocked out of his mind, he turned his concentration to the race ahead. Other racers had crews, friends or relatives who provided support and muscle.

Kade flew alone and, most of the time, he liked it that way. He didn’t mind doing the dirty work himself. Getting the Yamaha on and off the pick-up by himself was the hardest, but he managed. 

Tonight he’d be on the flat dirt track for the first time, except for practicing on the half mile oval earlier this evening. In his mind, Kade drove the flat dirt oval, taking each corner at the highest possible speed. He usually rode the motocross track, but the faster track sounded interesting. No hills meant faster rides. More danger, too, but he didn’t really care.

What else was it about? 

Just the speed, baby, he thought with a quickening in his veins. Only the speed and replacing the buzz in his head with a bigger noise.

Ignoring the usual pre-race constriction in his chest, he deliberately calmed his respiration. The mental routine before a race wasn’t that different than preparing to face a trial. The process was so much cleaner, though. Simpler.

He bent to close the buckles on his other boot.

In the courtroom, every neuron had to fire, every possibility for winning had to come into play. Here on the track, he got into a zone, not thinking, only reacting.

The other racers on the track. The tang of burned fuel in his nose. The sharp rush of wind against his helmet, the pounding noise blasting him from all sides. God, even the smell of the dirt, churned into the air. He reveled in it, dissolved into it.

On the racetrack, he disappeared from his world and vibrated in the moment of sensation and speed.

Here, screaming at top speeds, only the track and the bike under him existed—his body crouched forward, leaning in, taut and clenched. He just needed to get out there.

Methodically, Kade checked each buckle, four of them, down to his ankle. When he was sure both boots were snug, but not tight, he straightened. Adjusting, his leathers—a second skin—he picked up his helmet.

Ready to roll, he threw his leg over the Yamaha and pushed the starter button, flexing his hand forward to juice the throttle. The sound of the engine was his mantra, his meditation.

Pushing the Yamaha off its stand, he lifted his feet off the ground and moved forward out of the pits.

As he drove to the flat dirt, he passed the entry to the motocross track. Beyond that, to the left of the concession stand, stood the gates to the new asphalt superbike track.

Kade’s heart rate quickened at just the thought. Nothing was faster. Leaning and screaming around the track, one booted foot poised to keep balance against the burning hot track.

One day. Ever since they opened the new track, he'd known he had to try it. Pure speed, total oblivion.

But now—for now—he had this race, this moment.

Joining the others at the start line, clumped together in a herd, he smelled the damp churned dirt from the track mixed with the fumes from all the bikes. The noise was incredible, powerful and full of energy. Numbing him from everything except the churning rush of the coming race.

The flag man dropped his arm and the pack bounded forward in a growling leap of horsepower. Kade pushed the throttle forward and pressed into the fray, the flash and snarl of hot metal all around him.

The decibels climbed to a deafening level as they all sped down the straight toward the first curve.

The flat track was sure as hell different. Keeping his inside leg flexed, his boot poised to brace the slanted bike around the corners, Kade pushed forward, passing when he could. It was all about the speed. Beautiful, glorious speed.

He felt the cool air rushing under his helmet, pressing his leather jacket against his chest. Throttle forward, he came in close behind the cycle just ahead of him. Closer and closer, pressing for an opening.

The corner loomed ahead. Still Kade kept the hand clenched around his throttle pushed forward, not letting up, not wanting to slow.

Screaming into the turn, he didn’t let off the throttle until the last second.

Kade felt the bike’s rear wheel floating—a second, no more. Then it was gone out from under him. The ground of the track suddenly came up at him. He slammed into the track with a hard thud that pounded the wind out of him. His Yamaha skidded away from him as he bounced several more feet over the track.

Damn, was his only thought as he rolled into to the side of the track to avoid the other racers thundering toward him.

****
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Brooke, standing next to Billy’s trailer, saw Kade walking through the pits pushing his motorcycle. The handle bars seemed skewed to one side, the usually gleaming gray cycle scraped and covered in dirt.

He’d wrecked, she realized with a jolt of fear. 

Her gaze flew up to search him for injuries, a nurse’s automatic assessment. Kade walked with an awkward pitch to his gait, even considering he was pushing a heavy motorcycle. He seemed to be limping, favoring his left leg.

Moving forward to meet him, she did a visual check of his entire broad-shouldered body. There was no visible blood, no other injuries that she could see. And he was walking, at least. Other than the fact that his leathers were scraped and covered in dirt, she couldn’t detect any damage.

“Thank God, you had a protective jacket on this time,” she said tartly, coming up to him. “When you got the scrape on your arm, you were only wearing a t-shirt.”

“Hello to you, too,” he said with a half-smile, his dark eyes alight with that high, juiced expression she’d seen before. “Here. Take my helmet.”

She received the dirty helmet and immediately noted a deep, wide scrape in the surface. Brooke said sharply, “You hit your head! Sit down over here and let me check you out.”

“You’re awfully bossy for a person who serves hot dogs for a living,” he said in his gravelly voice, pushing his motorcycle over to his pick-up truck.

Around them, the other people in the pits went about their business. 

“Come on,” she said, pushing against his chest to maneuver him into a folding chair.

“I like a woman who wants to be in charge,” Kade said provocatively, his eyes meeting hers as he sank back into the chair.

“You must,” she said, frustrated. “If you keep this up, you won’t have enough brain cells to be in charge of anything yourself. Are you dizzy? Any disturbance in your vision?”

“Will you take care of me?” he asked softly, his rough voice like midnight as she knelt in front of him.

“I’m trying to,” she replied, her fear subsiding with his seductive nonsense. Brain-damage didn’t usually lead to flirting, at least, in her experience.

Kade smiled at her, seeming to relax heavily back into the chair. Shock had its effect on the body, she knew. His color was still good, though. His pupillary concordance was also reassuring.

He reached out and brushed a strand of hair off her cheek, the contact of his skin against hers leaving a sizzle in her cells.

“What happened?” she asked, knowing it was a pointless, stupid question. He had straddled a gazillion-pound engine and driven with other idiots at the speed of sound. Naturally, he’d crashed. It was a wonder they didn’t all crash.

“I fell down and went boom,” he replied, submissive as she loosened his leather jacket.

“If you don’t stop being silly,” she said with severity, “I’m going to have to conclude that you have a concussion.”

“Can’t a guy just be silly?” he asked, still smiling.

Brooke knelt between his spread knees, leaning in to wrest the snug leather jacket from his broad shoulders and down his arms.

She said, “I think you’re crazy.”

“I think you’re sexy as hell,” he commented matter-of-factly.

“Thanks,” she replied, her lips twitching with the effort to restrain a smile. “Now tell me—any blurred vision or nausea? Is your head aching?”

“No, ma’am,” he replied, a rowdy grin tugging at his mouth. “No more than usual.”

“Sense of disorientation?” she pursued, finally managing to extricate him from his jacket.

“No. If you’re worried, I think I managed to escape a concussion, this time.”

“I’m sure it won’t be the last opportunity you’ll have,” she said, reassuring herself that he seemed to be thinking clearly, if that could be said of anyone who raced motorcycles.

Throwing his jacket aside, she said, “Stand up. We need to get these pants off you.”

“If you only knew the number of times I’ve fantasized about hearing those words from you,” he said, standing up, still favoring his left leg. “In a different setting, of course.”

“Good to know.” Brooke watched him struggle with his zipper. With any other piece of clothing, she’d be helping him yank it off, but she had to draw the line somewhere.

She’d worked at the track for several months now, but she still found it amazing how little reaction the racers, their crews and families showed for any injury that didn’t require CPR. In the broad spectrum where immediate death loomed on the one end, she knew Kade’s crash ranked low on the danger scale.

No one even seemed to notice him standing next to the folding chair taking off his pants.

Reminding herself that she’d been a health professional, at least, in her previous life, she tried to look casual as he finally pulled the leathers down to reveal a really tight butt in tidy whities.

“Here,” she said, in a too-husky voice, “let me see that knee.”

Kade sank gingerly down in the chair, his banged leg extended out. The beginnings of a deep bruise was forming on the side of his knee.

“It’s okay,” he told her. “Nothing I haven’t done before playing soccer or football.”

Tugging his tight pants down to where they lay draped around his calf-high boots, Brooke gently examined his injured leg. Trying to avoid the injured area, she pressed her fingers above the bruised area on his lower thigh.

“Can you extend it?” she asked, trying not to allow her gaze to steal upwards to his white-clad package. After all, the man’s package was nothing to her. Nothing, she told herself severely. 

“Yeah.” He moved his leg, straightening it with a grimace of pain. “Little sore, but nothing bad. I’ll be out on the track next weekend.”

Brooke looked up at him helplessly. “Why do you do this to yourself? It’s crazy.”

He leaned forward in the chair, reaching out his hand to touch her face. “I’m all right.”

She blinked, feeling suddenly disoriented herself.

“You need to ice this,” Brooke said, sitting back on her heels as she tried to ignore the quickening of her pulse. “I’ll get some ice from the concession stand.”

Faster than an injured man should be able to, Kade reached out and snagged her wrist as she rose.

Looking up at her, he said, “I’d like to hire you to work for me, if you will.”

Her skin heating from the warmth of his touch, she glanced down at his strong, tanned hand encircling her wrist. “As a nurse? I don’t think your injury requires—“

His rough chuckle was deep. “I’m working on a malpractice case and there are reams of depositions to read through. I could use someone with medical expertise to summarize and analyze. Billy told me tonight that your boss at the diner fired you. He’s an asshole, but the timing is great for me. You need a job. I need help with this case.”

Immediately, Brooke knew it wasn’t a good idea to work for a man whose package she’d fantasized about. She didn’t need a boyfriend or a lover right now, much less one who seemed bent on two-wheeled vehicular self-destruction.

But hope glimmered in front of her for the first time in days. A job, and one that had to pay a hell of a lot better than waitressing.

Even more tempting, she’d almost be a nurse again. Though she down-played it to Mindy, she missed the medical field like crazy. All she’d ever wanted to be was a nurse.

“It’s a straight-forward job offer,” Kade said, as if he read her hesitation. His dark eyes met her gaze squarely, his hand still grasping her wrist.

“I’ve never had a job offer—straight or otherwise, from a man in his underwear,” she responded gravely, succumbing to the  temptation to tease him.

“Fine,” Kade shot back. “I’ll lose the underwear. Will that work better for you?”

~~~********~~~
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​Race the Darkness: Chapter Six
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"Ashley, would you take care of that customer at the window?" Brooke asked as she reached into the ice machine to break loose some ice from a stubborn frozen chunk.

"Sure," Ashley stepped up to the order window, throwing over her shoulder, "I might as well make myself useful since I'm hanging out here."

Filling up several cups of ice for the man waiting at the other window, Brooke noticed her friend stiffen as the woman at the window said something.

"I have no idea where he is," Ashley snapped. "Try the pits. Seems like an appropriate place for him."

"Okay," the woman said turning away with a flip of her long bleached hair.

Brooke quickly filled the drink cups, popped on lids and handed them to the waiting customer. As he walked away, she glanced over with curiosity. "What's with that woman?"

Looking up with flashing eyes, Ashley said, "Just some trashy track bunny looking for Davis. Like I'd know where he is or something. The woman is married, for god's sake! Her husband is out there on the track risking his life like an idiot and she's looking for someone to play 'hide the weenie' with. Davis is such a scum bag." 

"Hey," Brooke said, feeling the need to be fair, "she's looking for him. Not the other way around."

"True," Ashley agreed, bending into the ice machine to take her aggression out on the frozen lump of ice Brooke had been trying to break up. "But do you think he won't take her up on it? The guy has the morals of dirt."

"I don't know about that," Mikayla said, turning away from the rotating hot dog machine she'd been filling, "but that big gossip Jenny Mars told Mom that Davis has a kid he hasn't seen for nearly a year. I guess he lives an hour or two away from here."

"And Davis can't spare a couple of hours from his racing and his whoring?" Ashley said bitterly.

Brooke shrugged. "I don't really know how reliable Jenny Mars is, but Mindy says Davis hasn't seen this kid—"

"—just pays child support," Mikayla chimed in with sympathy. She giggled before offering, "My mom says guys who don't pay child support should be castrated."

"Sounds like something the police ought to consider," Ashley said, reaching her head in again to beat on the stubborn ice chunk.

"We don't really know the whole story about Davis," Brooke cautioned. "But it is tough to be a single mother and any woman can face that. Not having a career just makes it worse. Girls need to be educated."

"I know, I know," Mikayla said, plopping down on a stool next to where Brooke stood stacking cups in the dispenser. "I got the message from both you and Mom. No kids until I graduate from college."

"Good," Brooke smiled at her, "and...you might want to be careful around guys who have no future themselves and don't seem to want a future. Guys like Billy's brother."

"Trey?" Mikayla lifted her head, surprise on her face. "He's kind of young, isn't he? I mean some guys don't find out what they want to do until they're twenty-five or something."

"Yeah," Brooke said, "I could be wrong, but it looks like Trey isn't into work of any kind."

Mikayla shrugged, getting up to take a kid's order at the window.

"Davis can't be any kind of real father to his kid," Ashley said. "He doesn't ever see his son. We've never seen the little boy here and, God knows, Davis is here all the time."

"He's here a lot," Brooke said, not teasing her friend about how angry she got. "Whatever. We don't need men. We're good without them."

****
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"Has the Massey contract been delivered, Crystal? Thanks," Kade said, receiving a large envelope from his almost scarily efficient secretary. His rough voice contrasted strongly with the GQ look he had going on here at the office.

Brooke almost didn't know him until he spoke.

She straightened from the nearby water cooler, still surprised and a little disturbed by how Kade's lawyer persona as opposed to the rough motorcycle racer she knew. Wearing a dark suit tailored perfectly to his muscular body, Kade looked every inch the successful professional. He seemed to slip easily into the professional veneer. His dark hair, cut short, had never looked preppy, but now he was crisp, cuff linked and just as confident in this very different setting. She kept finding herself staring at him.

He stopped in front of her. "Do you have everything you need? The office is comfortable?"

"Yes. Everything is good," she responded, pulling the pencil from behind her ear.

"Not too overwhelming? That stack of depositions is pretty tall." Kade smiled at her, his gravelly voice teasing.

"I think I can handle the stack of paper," Brooke said dryly as they turned and walked down the hall together. The office she'd been assigned sat just a few doors away from his.

"I'm sure you can, jargon being second nature to you medical people." He paused outside her office, his dark eyes intent on her.

Brooke wondered if she was imagining the smile in his eyes being a little intimate. She'd agreed to this job out of desperation. Kade was attractive and engaging. She didn't need a boyfriend, no matter what she wanted every time he smiled at her in just that way.

Now he looked sexy and hot and way too rich for her blood. She was a felon for heaven's sake! And she really didn't need to get hooked up with the lawyer boss when this job could help her to get a place of her own so she could quit crowding Mindy and Billy. More complications, she didn't need.

"You understand the plaintiff's claims? The legal stuff isn't too obscure?"

He looked solid and inviting standing there in her doorway, almost as if he wanted her to need something from him.

"I'm figuring it all out," she said, reassuring him with a smile.

"Good." He grinned, his handsome face engaging. "I'll be in a deposition this afternoon, but I should be through before five o'clock if you do need anything before you go home."

"Okay," she said, already regretting the smile she gave him. He was a big, hunky guy. He could handle rejection. She didn't need a lover or a boyfriend. Really. A person could do without sex for years and years..., right? So why when she heard his husky voice did she feel a ripple shiver down her spine and make her immediately think of rumpled sheets?

When he left, Brooke turned and headed to the maple wood desk in her new office; the entire room looked as if it had been decorated yesterday. Hell, even the water cooler in the hall was streamlined stainless steel. The entire office suite reeked of money, but then nothing else could be expected from a successful legal practice.

Sitting down, she started sifting through the deposition on the top of her pile. After a while the legalese became clearer and she could focus on the various medical personnel's testimony. The case involved a supposedly-botched rhytidectomy. Apparently, the woman had had several successful procedures before she sought the face lift, but wasn't happy with the results this time.

All through the afternoon, she read legal papers and tried to ignore Kade as he escorted his deposition clients past her door. The guy who was the opposing attorney looked more like an accountant than a hard-nosed litigator. Several anxious-looking people accompanied him.

Brooke could understand. When her own problem with the law had blown up, she'd felt scared and trapped. It seemed bizarre that she worked here now. The legal system was necessary, but too often the human experience got shunted aside.

It was weird, seeing Kade in this setting. He was the guy who tramped into the pits wearing dusty leathers, his helmet dangling from his hand. When he was at the track, he looked like any other crazy guy who rode. An incredibly hot, dark-eyed, muscled guy, but not all that different from the others, except he used better English and drove like he didn't care if he died.

And here he was, sitting in an office that cost tens of thousands of dollars to furnish, making probably an insane amount for a billable hour.

She still couldn't get over it. It was disturbing how well he compartmentalized his life.

And here she sat working for the guy. Talk about jumping from the frying pan....

****
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"So Davis' son is actually here? Visiting him?" Brooke perched on Ashley's desk gazing out the big office window that overlooked the dirt motocross track.

Her fingers flying over the calculator, Ashley snapped, "Yeah. I hear Tyler's mother won a trip to Las Vegas—or something—so she shipped the kid to see his father. Apparently, she called Davis one night and the kid flew in the next day. I don't know who's more uncomfortable—Davis or Tyler."
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