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Paid to protect him ... But at what cost? 

Paulo's father's money bought him a seat in a Series One car, and now he needs to prove himself. Unfortunately, after a spectacular crash he finds it hard not to believe all the bad press about him. He escapes hospital to go to a dodgy bar, thinking a secret hook-up might get this all out of his system. Then he meets Cohen.

Working as a security guard in a run-down gay bar as a trans man has meant Cohen has seen a lot of things. But none as thrilling as when rich and famous Paulo offers him a new job. He can take the money and protect his boss without getting emotionally involved. Can’t he?

As the racing season progresses, they have everything to prove. Paulo needs to be the driver he knows he can be, and Cohen needs to show that he can protect the man he’s falling in love with.
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Welcome to DRIVEN TO PROTECT, the fourth book in the Gamble Racing series. 

If you love gay sports romance with a protection/security guard theme, workplace tension, and a little mystery thrown in, Driven by Passion is the book for you. This series contains a few mystery plots that continue between each book; however, I have tried to make each book a standalone read. 

Please note this story contains transphobia (mostly off page and implied), asshole parents, homophobia, travel to nations where being queer is illegal, bigoted Christianity, and a police chase (in USA but written from my Australian perspective – please don’t laugh too much!).

This book is written in Australian English and some spelling and phrases may be unfamiliar to American readers. 

If you are keen to keep up to date on new releases and, more importantly, sales, I recommend you sign up to my newsletter, or follow me on social media. 

Social Media Links

Twitter

Facebook 

romance.com.au

Instagram 

BookBub

Patreon

I hope you enjoy reading this book!

Renée 
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Chapter 1
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October. Austin, Texas

Cohen was bored. He leaned against the entry door for Horny’s, half-inside and half-out, watching the patrons and the few stragglers wandering along Sixth Street. Sunday evenings were always quiet at Horny’s, the bar supposedly named after Texas’ famous longhorn cattle. Cohen didn’t expect to have to do much at all tonight. Given that his measly pay cheque didn’t come with health benefits, he couldn’t afford to get injured breaking up a fight, so he should embrace the boredom. His phone vibrated in his pocket. 

Lilly-Anne: How’s life at Horny’s? His sister added a gif of a rodeo player being gored by a bull’s horn. Gross. He preferred the NSFW ones she usually sent. 

Cohen: Same old

Lilly-Anne: Filled with horny guys?

Cohen: Ha ha

Lilly-Anne: Hey, how do you manage Mom’s bullshit?

Cohen: Why?

Lilly-Anne: Felix asked me to marry him and I know she’ll want to have a big wedding in Texas

Cohen: *flails wildly* CONGRATULATIONS

Cohen: Yeah, she totally will. 

Cohen: No is a whole sentence.

Cohen knew it wasn’t that simple. Their mother was a typical Southern Belle; white and entitled. The type of person who said ‘I’m not a racist, but’ before saying something awful. The type of person who continued to dead-name Cohen and who Cohen avoided as much as possible. 

Lilly-Anne: Ha. Yeah.

Cohen: What do you want?

Lilly-Anne: To stay here. But...

Cohen rolled his eyes. Lilly-Anne was a lawyer who took on some of the most complicated international taxation cases for the firm she worked for in France, and yet, outside of her work, her uncertainty stemmed from their mother’s bullshit expectations. Being the older sister meant Lilly-Anne had spent her life being responsible; aside from the time she’d defied expectations to move to Paris with her now ex-girlfriend. Cohen glanced up from his phone and cast his gaze around the place. Nothing had changed. After a while, his phone buzzed again and he read the longwinded message from his sister about not wanting to disappoint people, and expectations, and being worried about their mother and what Mom was going to say about her marrying Felix—who was a Black Frenchman—and a whole dump of other insecure crap. Their mother had a lot to answer for in the way she’d undermined all Lilly-Anne’s achievements; just because Lilly-Anne was a lawyer like their father. 

For him, being a disappointment to both his parents had some benefits. He could just be himself; away from their crap. It wasn’t all roses. He had a shitty low paying job and lived in a share-house miles from the city with a never-ending parade of people who couldn’t quite afford the meagre rent.  

Cohen was about to text back with something reassuring when a car pulled up at the curb and a man stepped out of the back seat. The young man—white, not quite six foot tall, slender, and probably in his early twenties—shoved his hands into his coat, a big heavy overcoat that looked like he’d borrowed it from his great-grandfather. It was fucking hot and sticky for a coat like that tonight.

“You sure you want to come in here?” Cohen asked. A few inches taller than himself, the man wore cheap jeans and had a ball cap pulled low over his face. His shoes... well, they were expensive and told a very different story. 

“Yeah, I just need a night away from everything.” He had a smooth British accent with a hint of South America. Not enough of a hint for Cohen to pinpoint exactly where he was from except that he was definitely not from around here. 

“To disappear?” Cohen guessed. It was his job to profile people, and this man sounded like one of those rich kids who were educated internationally. Keeping him safe from all the grabby hands of the regulars was going to be a whole task tonight, even on a quiet night like this one. Cohen couldn’t decide if it was a good thing; goodbye boredom, or a bad thing; no health coverage... 

“Yeah.” The man brushed past Cohen, nothing rude, just determined to get inside Horny’s, and moved towards the bar, walking with a slight stiffness like he had a sore back or something. Dean poured him a whiskey and the man used a very expensive phone to pay for it. Cohen could see the palpable interest from all three patrons in Horny’s. It was so unwise to flash anything of value around here. The man was just asking to be robbed. By the time Cohen had moved from the door to stand beside him, Stanley was already hovering beside him. 

“Hey, leave him alone. Let him wallow in peace.” 

“And what are you going to do about it?” Stanley, one of the regulars, was a huge bear of a man; a gentle giant who used his size to his advantage. A man like the newbie was the perfect mark for Stanley, who would fuck him then rob him, and leave him thinking he’d had a great night. Plenty of men came here searching for exactly what Stanley offered. Normally, Cohen wouldn’t bother interrupting. He wasn’t paid enough for it to be any of his business. The other two patrons returned their focus to their game of pool. 

“Stanley. I swear I could tip you on your ass before you’ve even bent down to steal his shoes.” 

The man shot Cohen a wide-eyed glance. “My shoes?” He had the most amazing eyes; deep brown with flecks of gold and black in them. Cohen flung his hand out and covered the man’s phone with his own hand before Stanley could grab it. 

“Perhaps you should leave.” Cohen shouldn’t care this much about a stranger; nice eyes and a handsome face weren’t enough of a reason to get involved in the likely upcoming mess. The sudden urge to get the man out of here and away from the vultures hanging around waiting for a piece of him became a cold lump in Cohen’s stomach. 

“You’ll protect me.” 

Cohen sighed. “Don’t be naïve. Stanley and I could be working as a team.” 

“But you work here.” 

“And I get paid shit. I have all the motivation to rob clients, especially ones who aren’t ever coming back here.” Cohen didn’t hate this job. It wasn’t exactly his dream job, but it paid his bills and people tended to leave him alone. Mostly he just wanted to get through the night without some naïve rich fucker getting himself stabbed or shot. The man nodded and used his other hand to lift his whiskey to his mouth and sip. Cohen breathed in sharply. The last thing he ought to be doing was getting distracted by a pretty man and his full lips, or the warmth of his hand under his own hand. Cohen removed his hand. 

“Just watch your back, and your phone. I have a job to do and it’s not babysitting some rich pretty-boy who wants to be fucked by someone.” 

The flash in the man’s eyes told Cohen that he’d guessed right. Well, he’d offer to do it, but Stanley was probably more the man’s style. Big, burly, and a clumsy charm about him that hinted at the type of roughness men looked for when they dropped into Horny’s. Nice looking wealthy young men didn’t come to grubby gay bars on the Dirty Sixth unless they wanted something Cohen couldn’t give them. 

“You watch sports, boy?” Stanley slung his arm around the man who didn’t move.

“Some.” 

“You see that car race today. Some fucking shit that.” 

The man pulled his hat lower and seemed to shrink further into his ridiculous coat. “Yeah?” 

“I hope Sanchez is okay. Was a hell of a hit he took.” 

If Cohen hadn’t been watching closely, he wouldn’t have seen the muscles in the man’s jaw tighten temporarily. Interesting. 

“Gamble is my favourite team, you know. When I was a baby gay, it would’ve been unheard of to have an openly gay driver...” 

“D’Grieg.” The man whispered. Cohen tried to keep his attention on his surroundings—his job—but the newcomer was the most interesting thing to happen here in weeks.

“Yes. He’s so out of my league, and his boyfriend is so hot... It’s just super cool to see that rep in sport, you know.” Stanley’s chatter washed over Cohen. He knew nothing about car racing. It always seemed so macho, yet here was Stanley happily talking about some gay driver. Who knew? 

“Yeah.” 

“You don’t talk much, do you?” 

“Didn’t come here for talking.” The man rubbed his lower back, then drank another tiny sip of his whiskey. 

“Well, you ain’t going to get much drunk drinking that slowly.” Stanley hooted with laughter at his own joke. Cohen leaned on the bar, watching the rest of the room, but there was nothing to watch. Cohen pulled out his phone to google this gay driver and saw Lilly-Anne’s message. Shit. Luckily it was quiet tonight, even for their own usual standards, so he quickly replied.

Cohen: Sorry. Work stuff. Give Felix a big kiss and we’ll talk how to manage Mom later. As if he was the expert in that; his strategy was to leave home, then block her so he could decide when or if to talk to her. 

Stanley was still talking about the gay driver—D’Grieg, who’d apparently won a race or something—and generally being a pest to the newbie, while Johnno and Adam played pool. The owner and barman, Dean, had disappeared out behind the bar, probably smoking weed near the trash in the laneway. Stanley elbowed the man, who closed his eyes in time with Stanley’s touch as if the nudge had really hurt. 

“Yeah, see what I mean. That fucker Rainier just clipped my man Sanchez.” Stanley pointed at the television above the bar where a couple of race cars smashed into each other. One car carried on racing, while the other spun around and slammed into the barrier. The man’s mouth moved as if he were talking to himself. Something about it didn’t make sense as the man didn’t even look up at the television. 

“Can you believe that?” 

The man shook his head slightly, still not looking at the television. “Rainier didn’t need to send it up the inside. Stole the racing line.”

“Yes. You get it.” Stanley gripped the man’s shoulders tighter. “I fucking love that racing team. Seeing D’Grieg win today was amazing, you know.”

The man flinched.  

“Stanley.” Cohen removed Stanley’s hand from the man’s shoulder. “Let the stranger drink in peace. I’m sure he didn’t come here to chat about...” Cohen waved at the television. “Car racing.” 

“Not just any car racing. Series One. Cohen, don’t tell me you don’t watch the best racing in the world? Those guys who drive those cars are heroes. Fuck me. Can you imagine how fucking freaky it would be to sit in one of those cars at that speed?”

The man’s fingers tightened around his glass of whiskey, but he didn’t move. 

“Come on, my dude. You obviously know about it if you knew Sanchez had the racing line. Two fucking DNFs in two years at this track. It’s bullshit.” 

“Last year was engine failure.” 

Stanley threw his arms out and roared. “Fuck. You do know.” In his energetic motion, he accidentally knocked the man’s hat off. The taut muscles in the man’s jaw stood out and he glanced up at the television for the first time. Cohen tensed, waiting for this to go wrong. Experience had taught him that accidents like this were often the trigger point for a fight. But the man didn’t move. His stillness gave Cohen the chance to analyse him. He was incredibly handsome, in a baby-faced kind of way, like the singer in a boy band. His eyes were his most striking feature. 

“Fuck me.” Stanley’s normally loud voice dropped to a whisper. “Sanchez? Holy fucking shit. Sanchez? At Horny’s? What the fuck are you doing in the dirty six?” 

“Just needed some time out.” The man—Sanchez—still hadn’t moved. 

“Stanley. Maybe pick up the man’s hat.” Cohen needed to intervene before this went south. He didn’t expect Stanley to obey him, yet he threw himself on the sticky floor of the pub, grabbed the hat, and brushed it off. 

“Keep it.” The man shrugged one shoulder. 

“Seriously?” Stanley’s reaction made no sense. The hat looked like one of those cheap tourist ones you could get at any cheap corner shop; nothing special. 

“Yeah. Want me to sign it?” Sanchez radiated a lack of enthusiasm, like he didn’t want to do that. 

“Stanley, leave him alone.” 

“Fuck off Cohen.” Stanley grinned. “This is Paulo Sanchez. He’s, like, my second favourite driver.” 

The man barked out a surprised laugh; the loudest noise he’d made tonight. “Thank you.” 

Cohen gulped as the grin made Sanchez completely stunning. When his brown eyes glowed with good humour and his smile showed off a gorgeous dimple in his left cheek, he was staggering. Fucking hell. 

“I’m guessing my teammate, D’Grieg, is your favourite?” The man’s smile disappeared and he went back to staring into his whiskey.

“Fuck yeah. Oh my God, I can’t believe it’s really you. Sanchez?” 

“That’s me.” 

“This is the greatest day of my life.” Stanley’s smile was a delight. “I’m sorry I tried to steal your phone. God, so fucking embarrassing. I thought you were just some rich mark who wanted a good fucking.” 
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Chapter 2
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Paulo swallowed. Yes. He was a rich guy who’d come here seeking a good fucking. If he couldn’t escape being famous here—in a rundown gay bar in a dodgy part of Austin—he never would. What were the odds he’d meet an S1 fan here? As soon as the big Black man with an impressive array of tattoos had slung his arm over Paulo’s shoulders, he’d let himself hope that he’d found someone to fill the grubby need he had to get topped. 

Three races in a row with no points only added to the frustration pulsing in his veins. Just his bloody luck that his best chance in months to get relief would be a fan of Gamble Racing and his teammate. Ondrej D’Grieg. Everyone’s favourite queer pinup boy with his gorgeous historian boyfriend Hudson. He wasn’t jealous of them or their love. He was envious that they were both the type of gay men that the media liked. Handsome in a wholesome, attractive way, as well as being generally nice people who were successful and rich. Nothing like his own messy pansexual adoration of people who confidently lived as themselves and fuck what the world thought. There was nothing Instagrammable about Paulo’s desires, and photo shoots with supermodels like Delynda didn’t even get close to the way he would rather be fucked than... He breathed out slowly. It was no one’s business but his own, and literally only a problem because he was famous and because of who his father was.  

“I didn’t know you were into car racing, Stanley.” The short-ish white security guard, who’d warned him about the exact thing Stanley had just admitted, said. He wasn’t super short, just short for a security guard, a bit shorter than Paulo’s five eleven. He had light brown hair, clipped in a military style, and a neatly trimmed goatee beard that made his face look longer and his jawline sharper. He moved with the effortless confidence of someone who knew exactly who he was. Paulo pushed the thought away immediately because that was exactly his type. 

“You know my step-dad was a mechanic, and we used to watch the S1 together. Those were the days; remember when Socrates Drayton was World Champ?” 

Paulo nodded. He hadn’t been born when the owner of his team had won the World Championship, but he knew the history. 

“Mechanic? Around here?” the security guard asked. 

Stanley roared with laughter. “More of a chop shop than a legit mechanic. My step-sister runs the place now. I was always useless with tools. A danger to myself and everyone around me, Dad used to say.” 

Paulo let the conversation wash over him, grateful that the security guard drew Stanley’s attention away from him. He’d come here with the vague aim of finding someone like Stanley to fuck him, but now it seemed like a terrible idea. He wanted to hit something. Well, no, he wanted someone to hit him, then fuck him, and preferably now before he arrived in Brazil where his father had already outlined his plans to make sure there was no repeat of last year. His phone rang. 

“You going to get that?” Stanley asked. He shrugged, staring at Monica’s name on his screen. If he spoke to his race engineer, she’d likely scold him, but at least she’d keep his location a secret. He let it ring out to voice mail, then sent Monica a text. 

Paulo: I’m okay

Monica: Where are you? People are worried

Paulo: Just need some time out. I’m cool

Monica: Ok. Just don’t watch the news.

Fuck. If he was on the news... He quickly sent Monica a thumbs up, then slid his phone into the chest pocket of his coat. Nothing good could come from him being on the news, even if it was just the S1 channel. He slowed his breathing; just like Heather, his trainer, taught him. Keep his heart rate low. Make rational decisions. 

“Do you have a pen?” He’d better sign that hat for Stanley before he bolted back to his real life; at least Stanley would get something out of tonight.  

“There’s probably one behind the bar.” The security guard walked away and Paulo tried to ignore the odd sense that floated by, like a cool rag swiped over his face after taking off his fire-proof suit. The most handsome man in the room was the security guard, not Stanley. Stanley looked like a big strong top who’d hold him down while he fucked him—a temporary distraction from his life—while the guard promised much more. He wore loose jeans, paired with a tight black sleeveless t-shirt. The shirt left nothing to the imagination; clinging to lean muscles, and he had a cocky swagger that Paulo adored. Confidence was his catnip because it was the one thing he didn’t have most of the time. The only place he ever felt free and confident was behind the wheel of his car, and even then, he didn’t live up to expectations. 

“I’m still kicking out about this. What the fuck is a real life S1 driver doing here?” 

Paulo admitted a half-truth. “Just needed some time away.” 

“Makes sense. I don’t know how you guys do it. All that travel, and always having cameras in your face.” 

Paulo nodded. He’d grown up in the spotlight, a consequence of his family name, but everything had intensified once his father had bought him an S1 seat. 

“I bet they’ve already made a ton of memes about your crash today. Shit. That was only today. Are you okay?” Stanley’s sudden concern was hilariously too late, given the way he’d squeezed the bruises on his shoulder from his seatbelt earlier. 

“I’m fine. They checked me over after.” It was standard protocol after a crash like that and the hospital had been very thorough. He was a bit bruised, his lower back was a little stiff, and his neck would be sore tomorrow; nothing that Gamble’s team of physios and trainers couldn’t fix. A pen appeared beside his glass of whiskey. “Thank you.” He glanced up at the security guard who nodded. He signed the hat with a personalised note for Stanley. 

“I’d better go.” 

“Cohen. You go with him. Make sure no one else recognises him,” Stanley said. Cohen. The name suited the security guard. 

“It’s fine. I’ll just order a car.” 

Stanley laughed, a big booming laugh. “Not around here, you ain’t. Cohen will get you where you need.” 

“I can’t. I need this job. You go, Stanley.” 

“Why don’t you both come with me?” Two men—very different types and both attractive—flanking him might be a fantasy come true; one he really shouldn’t let himself think about. It was that kind of thinking that got him in trouble in Brazil last year. 

Suddenly, Cohen vaulted over the bar and there was a cracking sound. Paulo spun on his chair. Cohen’s foot connected with the face of a mean looking bald white man. Paulo leaped to his feet. A split second later, Stanley crash tackled him to the ground. All his breath rushed out of his lungs as his back hit the floor. He managed to turn his head to the side to see Cohen fighting two much bigger men. Cohen’s speed—and impressive technique—more than made up for his lack of size. A gun skidded across the floor, spinning past Paulo’s face. 

“Get the fuck out of here.” 

“Stanley owes me.” 

“Not his life.” Cohen punched one of the men in the sternum and he bent over. “Now get out.” Cohen twirled a knife in his hand—where had that come from? 

“I’ll have your money tomorrow.” Sweat from Stanley’s temples dripped onto Paulo’s forehead. He’d bet anything that Stanley didn’t have the money. 

“You’d better.” The two men walked backwards out of Horny’s with Cohen stalking after them. Silence filled the bar and slowly Paulo realised that he was still lying on the floor with a heavy man on top of him. The pain from his bruised ribs shouldn’t be this delicious. His desires were fucked up. What kind of person welcomed pain? 

“I came here to get crushed, but I didn’t expect it to be quite so public.” Yeah, he probably shouldn’t have said that out loud, judging by the surprised way Stanley’s eyes flashed. 

“Sanchez. I’m so sorry.” Stanley scrambled to his feet. It was inelegant and clumsy, but then Stanley was a mountain of a man. 

“I’m okay.” 

“You drivers always say that, even after the worst crashes.” Stanley’s big grin was adorable, and the perfect reminder to Paulo that S1 was the life he’d always wanted. Being one of the world’s twenty best drivers was the life he’d chosen, and yes, the press liked to talk about his father’s money which made him doubt whether he deserved to be there, but it was still his dream regardless of how he’d gotten there. He was a race winner this season. To be here—running away from fame with the excuse that he wanted to hook up with a stranger—was childish. Cohen stuck out his hand and Paulo grabbed it, even though he was perfectly capable of bouncing to his feet without the help. A bolt of electricity shot up his arm and he knew exactly what he needed. 

Focus. He wasn’t going to fuck up again because he would drive like he deserved his seat, like the race winner that he was. Tomorrow he would fly to Mexico, then after the race—and the podium he would earn—he had a fortnight until the circus that would be his home race in Brazil, and he wasn’t going to let his father control the narrative around it again. He wasn’t going to succumb to the pressure and fuck up like last year. What he needed—understanding washed over like a brilliant lightness—was his own security guard, his own protection that would prevent it happening again. If Cohen was much too short to look like a bodyguard, that was irrelevant. He’d just taken on two much bigger men and won. 

Paulo needed him. Cohen—who didn’t look threatening—yet was surprisingly fast and fierce for his size. Desire swirled awkwardly in Paulo’s torso, and he pushed the sensation away because it was just the adrenalin in the aftermath of the fight. Yes, Cohen was confident, cocky, and most of all competent. The fact that he didn’t fit the typical mould of a bodyguard, and that Paulo had a thing for people who were surprising, only added weight to his decision.

“Work for me.” Paulo focused his stare on Cohen, so it would be obvious who he was talking to.

“What?”

“I need a bodyguard and you’ve just shown that you’d be great.”

Stanley bounced on his feet. “Oh my God. Do it, Cohen.” 

Cohen glanced around the room, not in a nervous way, more like he was still doing this job, still focused on Horny’s, and not Paulo’s offer. 

“I’ll pay you more than you get here.” 

Cohen’s mouth twitched at the corners. “Wouldn’t be hard.” 

“Do you have a passport?” Paulo spent most of the year travelling. His bodyguard would need all the proper paperwork and it would be better if Cohen could fly to Mexico with him tomorrow. 

“Yes. I visited my sister in France last year.”

“Can you start now?”

“I’ll need more than that.” 

“Like?” Paulo loved that Cohen’s instinct was to negotiate, even when it was obvious this was the best job offer he’d likely ever get. Working for Paulo was a huge step up from here, and yet, Cohen still knew his value. It was fucking sexy. No, not sexy. The man was about to work for him. The confidence was exactly what Cohen would need to succeed as Paulo’s bodyguard. Yeah, his offer was one hundred percent about Cohen’s skill as a protector. Paulo blew out a short breath.  

“How much will you pay me? What about a contract? Medical benefits? A job description?”

“If you come with me now, I’ll give you a twenty-k signing bonus and we can work out the rest tomorrow.”

Stanley gasped. “Just fucking do it.”

“Okay. But I want all the medical benefits.”

“Agreed.” Paulo stuck out his hand and Cohen shook it, tingles flying up Paulo’s arm again. For an athlete who had complete control over his body, it was unnerving to have an unregulated response to a simple touch. But he needed to get back to his hotel. Tonight had been a good lesson; it was time to grow up and take control because he’d chosen S1 and that choice meant dealing with everything that came with being a driver. Fame. The press. Having to ignore his grubby unconventional desires. Being pansexual wasn’t the issue—not for him, although it would be for his father—it was the shame in wanting to be powerless during sex. His desires weren’t what everyone expected of him.

“I hope you like travelling, Cohen. You’re going to see the whole world.” Stanley clapped Cohen on the back. “Remember us when you are being all glamourous.” 

A frown flashed over Cohen’s face, something that looked a bit like regret. “Yeah, alright.” 

“Hey, Stanley. How much money do you owe?” Paulo asked.

“Four hundred.” 

“Shit.” Four hundred thousand dollars was a lot of money, enough to justify at least two angry men sent to hurt Stanley. 

“Yeah, I mean you probably earn that in like half a second, but it’s a lot to me.” 

Oh. Stanley meant four hundred dollars, not nearly half a million. “Let me pay your debt.” 

“I can’t let you do that.” 

“You just saved my life, Stanley. It’s the least I can do.” It wasn’t technically true. He would’ve been fine without Stanley tackling him to the floor and lying on top of him, although the experience had been a hint of what Paulo had come here to find, so ... same thing. 

Stanley’s face glowed with a blush. “Ahh, thanks.” 

“There’s an ATM on the next block, near where I parked my car. Give me a moment, and we can go together.” Cohen disappeared behind the bar, and out through a door. 

“He’s probably going to get Dean for what that’s worth. Hey, it’s closing time.” Stanley called out, and one of the men playing pool nodded. The only other two men in the bar left. Paulo hadn’t even noticed them until now. “Thank you so much for offering to do this. Cohen deserves to be somewhere better than this shit hole.” 

“It’s fine.” Paulo wanted to say something inspiring to Stanley, but he had no clue where to begin. 

“Let’s go. Dean will lock up.” Cohen reappeared, followed by a flimsy looking old man with a blank expression. “Dean owns the place. If it turns to shit, it’s his fault.” Then Cohen squared his shoulders and marched out of Horny’s, leaving Paulo and Stanley no option but to follow, completely justifying Paulo’s decision to employ him. 
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Chapter 3
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A twenty thousand signing bonus. Fuck. It had better not be a fucking scam because Cohen had just quit his job on the promise of a signing bonus that almost equalled what he’d earn in a year at Horny’s. And it wasn’t just about money; this job was his chance to get away from Texas and the constant threat to his existence. Jesus—breathe, Cohen. Stanley wouldn’t be this excited about meeting Paulo Sanchez if he wasn’t the real deal. Plus, Sanchez had known about the car race and the accident without watching the television. Cohen walked towards the ATM with Stanley and his new boss following him; he wasn’t employed to protect Sanchez yet, so he strode away without watching him. He watched everyone else though. Habit. The main street was unusually quiet, even for a Sunday night. The unsettling worry that he’d made a life changing choice on a whim wouldn’t go away, like he was either about to get scammed or he was going to be thrust into something massive with no warning. Either way, it wasn’t great. He liked to plan and understand the threats around him so he could mitigate against them. The temptation to pull out his phone and do an internet search on this whole situation clanged in his head like a loud bell. He stopped at the ATM, standing with his back to the wall, so he could watch the world while Paulo extracted money from the banged-up machine for Stanley. Paulo covered his hand as he typed in his pin, and then handed over the money to Stanley. 

“Give me your number. We’ll keep in touch about Horny’s.” 

“Best day of my life, Sanchez. Say hi to D’Grieg for me.” 

Paulo stretched up on his toes and kissed Stanley on his cheek. “Later and thanks.” 

Stanley, who’d tucked the money away quickly, held his fingers to his cheek where Paulo had kissed it. 

“My car is this way.” Cohen ignored the buzz of jealousy in his gut. If Paulo was telling the truth, he was about to become Cohen’s boss. He couldn’t let himself care who Paulo kissed. A peck on the cheek. Honestly, what did that even matter? It wasn’t until they were in his car, with Paulo sitting in the passenger seat, that Cohen spoke. 

“What did you mean you’ll keep in touch about Horny’s?” 

“I’m going to buy it and Stanley will run it.” 

“Seriously?” Cohen knew the bar was struggling. Dean could barely afford to pay him every week, drinking most of the meagre income. But he still couldn’t comprehend a stranger walking in and buying a whole bar. Imagine having enough money to piss a bunch away on a crappy bar in the Dirty Six. Or on a signing bonus for a bodyguard ... except Cohen knew he was worth every cent; he just needed to find someone who recognised that. Paulo saw him. What a buzz. He couldn’t let himself believe it just yet. Soon. 

“Yes.” 

“What now?” 

Paulo didn’t answer for a long time, so Cohen just drove in circles around the block, trying not to think too hard about how much gas this was costing him. 

“The job is simple. You’ll be my personal security guard and will travel everywhere with me.” 

“Everywhere?” 

“Yes.”

“What exactly does that mean?” Cohen didn’t want to sound ignorant, but he knew nothing about car racing. 

“Series One consists of between twenty-one and twenty-five races each year, and each one is in a different country. There are only three races left this year; Mexico, Brazil, and Abu Dhabi. Then there’s the winter break and pre-season testing before the new season starts in March. You can take personal leave during the winter break and the summer break, but you need to be with me for every race and every public appearance.”

“Okay.” 

“Didn’t you say you’d visited your sister in France?”

“Yes.” Lilly-Anne lived in Paris, but he withheld the information for a moment. 

“You’ll be closer to her. I live in Monaco, so you’ll need to move there. I’ll subside your rent as part of your pay. Will that be fine?” 

Cohen let himself smile a little. If this was real, his sister was going to be so thrilled. Stanley hadn’t been joking when he’d said Cohen would see the world. “Yes.” His voice cracked slightly and he covered it up with a cough.

“Good. First to your place and pack, then we’ll get started.” 

“Wait. Do you want an ice first?” Cohen usually grabbed an ice from Jim-Jim’s Water Ice after work to help keep him awake for the long drive home to the suburbs. 

“A what?” 

“An ice. It’s bloody hot and I usually grab one on the way home from work.” 

“Okay. We need to go to your place, so you can pack.” 

A little while later, they stood outside the iconic Jim-Jim’s Water Ice. The tiny little shop window was hidden in the side of the lottery building, with only a weird statue on the sidewalk to give any indication that something special was in the building. 

“I always get Dragons Blood.” Cohen loved the strawberry with coconut flavour, plus it was one of the only ones on the menu with an interesting name. 

“I’ll have mango.” 

“That’s their best seller.” Cohen probably shouldn’t tell his potential new boss that his choice was boring. He ordered them both and gave the graveyard shift worker a decent tip. If he was about to get paid properly, he could pass it forward. Soon enough they were back in the car with their selections. Cohen put his in the centre console and began the drive home as he’d been instructed. Once he was on the freeway, he’d be able to eat some to keep him awake in this muggy, oppressive heat.

“It’s sorbet.” Paulo sounded surprised. Cohen kept the radio on low as he drove. Paulo didn’t speak, just ate the water ice with little flicks of his tongue which made it hard for Cohen to focus on the road. Once he’d finished eating, Paulo pulled out his phone and called someone. 

“Jaxxon. ... Yes, I’m fine. I need a favour.” 

Cohen heard a faint growl through Paulo’s phone; whoever this Jaxxon was didn’t like being asked for a favour at one in the morning. Fair enough. 

“Nothing like that. Can you email me a copy of the standard Gamble Racing employee contract?” Paulo chuckled low under his breath. The sound caressed Cohen. Shit, if Paulo was going to be his boss, he really needed to suppress that response. 

“Yes. I know the time, but I figured you’d still be celebrating with Ondrej. ... No, it can’t wait until the team meeting. I want this sorted before then. ... Thanks.” 

After Paulo hung up, Cohen waited. It was still another forty minutes to his place. Normally Cohen drove with the windows open, eating his ice, and listening to loud music to keep himself awake after a night at work. A soft snore filled the quiet space. His new boss was fast asleep, and fuck, he looked so young and peaceful. He hadn’t even signed a contract yet, but Cohen would protect him with his life. 

***
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The morning sun beat against the flimsy curtain of his room, and Cohen stood up to stretch after an uncomfortable few hours snooze on the chair beside his bed. Last night, Cohen had carried Paulo inside and put him in bed, carefully removing that giant heavy coat, and making sure everything was locked up tight. Lifting someone bigger than him without waking him had been a challenge, and there’d been a few moments when Paulo had grumbled but hadn’t woken. 

“What’s the time?” Paulo’s voice was husky. 

Cohen checked his phone. “Nine-fifteen.” 

“Fuck. Team meeting at ten.” Paulo leaped out of bed in a surprisingly athletic move for someone who’d just woken up. He grimaced slightly, then stretched out his shoulders. “Okay. Did you pack? You’ll need enough clothes for a few days, and a passport. We’ll sort the rest after Mexico.” He grabbed his phone and flicked his thumb over the screen. “What’s your email? I’ll forward you this contract and we can use it as a base for the one we both sign. You’ll be my personal employee, not the team, but this will be a good template. And text me your bank details and I’ll sort out the signing bonus.” 

Cohen blinked at him. He hadn’t had enough sleep for all this uncontained energy. 

“Move. It’s an hour’s drive to the hotel, according to the internet, but I can make it in half that.” 

“What?” Cohen shook off the sense that he’d been left behind and grabbed his rucksack. He threw in some clothes, his meds, and hunted around his bedside table for his passport. 

“I’ll drive. You deal with the press when we get there. Read the contract on the way.” 

“Okay.” Apparently, his life was going to operate at this speed now. He’d better get used to it. 

“Give me your phone,” Cohen said, and Paulo handed it over. “You’ll need to unlock it. I’ll add my contact details and you can email and text me what you need to get this sorted.” Cohen added his information, then bolted from the room to brush his teeth. He’d need to leave a message for his house mates, not that they’d care if he wasn’t around for a while as long as he kept paying the rent for his room. This morning, Paulo was so different to the man who’d walked into Horny’s; suddenly more confident and determined. It was a good look on him. Fuck; Cohen really needed to NOT ogle his new boss. He returned to his room to finish packing, even though he had no clue what he was packing for; something about Mexico and international travel. He wasn’t even sure exactly what Paulo did for a job—not really—or what his actual job would be in relation to Paulo’s job, because he’d fallen asleep last night before he’d had a chance to do any research. A few minutes later, they locked Cohen’s bedroom and walked out of the front door. 

“Keys.” Paulo held out his hand and Cohen tossed them to him.

“It’s the grey Ford sedan.” Cohen probably didn’t need to say that, since they’d driven here last night in it. His car wasn’t much to look at—old and cheap—but it was reliable and didn’t chew through gas.

“This should be interesting. Buckle up tight.” Paulo slid into the driver’s seat, made a few adjustments, and turned on the engine. “Fuck. This thing has done over three hundred thousand miles.” 

Cohen threw his bag onto the backseat, sat down, clicked his seatbelt and pulled it tight across his chest. “It was cheap.” He barely had time to close the door when Paulo slid the car into reverse and drove out onto the road. 

“You’ll have to direct me. Fastest way to the Austin Towers Hotel.” 

Cohen looked it up on his phone. “Turn right at the end of the street and then left, then you’ll get on the freeway.” 

The car’s tyres squealed on the road as Paulo hit the gas and Cohen grabbed the edge of his seat. He was pretty sure he’d yelped but he could pretend that hadn’t happened. The car slid around the corner at the end of the road, and by the time they hit the freeway, Paulo had to have been going twice the speed limit. What the fuck. Cohen forced his fingers to release from where he’d been gripping the seat. He looked over at Paulo, who didn’t seem stressed at all. His mouth was curled up slightly at the corners as if he was enjoying himself. How? 

“This car has been in a crash. The chassis isn’t straight, and the front left is slightly flat.” 

“Probably. I got it second hand, cheap, well, maybe third or fourth hand. Ha.” Cohen babbled as they passed cars like they were standing still. He tried not to scream as they changed lanes and flew around a couple of cars. He was going to die. 

“Which exit?” Paulo asked. How the hell was he so calm? And smiling...

“Um...” 

“Well?” 

Cohen grabbed his phone and immediately dropped it on the floor. His hands were slippery, and he wiped them down his jeans. As soon as he ducked his head down to grab his phone, he could pretend they weren’t racing to their doom. A siren echoed. Cops?

“Ah, about ten miles to the exit.” If he kept his eyes closed, he could pretend he wasn’t in a car threading through traffic at speeds no one should go. Seriously, this was inhumanely fast. He opened one eye to check the map on his phone and gave directions without looking out the window. 

Somehow they managed to get to the hotel without dying. Several cop cars had joined in a chase from various freeway entrances, but they’d left them all behind. If Cohen hadn’t been so stressed that he was about to be killed in a dramatic car crash, he would’ve been impressed that his crappy old piece of shit car could speed away from the cops. Paulo eased the car slowly into the hotel driveway. Six people stood beside the front door under the awning with three of them holding very big cameras. 

“Get me through the media. Ignore Freddy’s questions. I’ll answer one from Alicia Blasi.”

Cohen nodded. Presumably the woman wearing jeans and a beautiful light green blouse was Alicia Blasi. He was good at his job—even if they hadn’t exactly confirmed what that would be—so he could focus on the people waiting for them.

“Oh and don’t worry about the fines. I’ll pay them and get you a new car. The engine is cooked.” 

“Okay.” What else could Cohen say? Fines? Cooked engine? It was a lot of information to take in, and his heart wasn’t going to recover to a normal rate for months. He was just glad to be alive after hurtling down the freeway so fast. How could Paulo manage to think about all those details? It’d be a while before he could even think about reacting to the news that Paulo had ruined his car. Was he angry? Impressed? He shook out his hands. Work had to come first. 
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