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    To the reader...

thank you for trusting me with your time, your heart, and your hope.

This story exists because you believe in love that is messy, honest,

and worth fighting for.

 

And to my wife...

my home, my constant, my greatest love.

Without you, I would know words, but not love.

Without you, I would not be able to write a love story, because I would not know anything about love.
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​Chapter 1 – The Ex Factor - Leah

[image: ]




Airports always smell like recycled dreams.

The kind that used to belong to other people. Their perfume, their plans, their freshly printed boarding passes to somewhere better. I used to love that smell. Now, it makes my stomach twist.

I tighten my grip on my duffel bag as I follow the “Race Across the World” banners through the arrivals hall of JFK. There are cameras everywhere, bright, buzzing, unforgiving. A production assistant hands me a name tag with my contestant number and a smile that’s a little too cheerful for six in the morning.

“Leah Rivers?” she chirps. “Your teammate’s already here. We’ll take your intro photo in a sec.”

My teammate. Right. My best friend Maya was supposed to be my partner on this ridiculous global circus , before she got appendicitis forty-eight hours ago and bailed.

I almost backed out too, but then I remembered the contract. The penalty fee. The small matter of me being broke and recently demoted from staff writer to digital content contributor.

This was supposed to be a fresh start. Travel. Adventure. Maybe a little screen time. Instead, it’s just me and my duffel bag full of regret.

The assistant points me toward a staging area, and I weave through the crowd of contestants. Twenty pairs, all smiles and matching tracksuits, already forming alliances. There’s the married couple in their fifties, the frat bros with selfie sticks, the mother-daughter duo crying before we’ve even left New York.

And then—

My body freezes. Across the room, standing under a giant Race Across the World banner, is the one face I never expected to see again. Ethan Cole.

He hasn’t changed much. Still six feet of calm chaos, tanned skin, dark hair and that unbothered expression that used to drive me insane. He’s in jeans and a plain white shirt rolled up at the sleeves, like he didn’t even try to look good, which somehow makes it worse.

I blink, once. Twice.  He looks up at the same time, and our eyes lock across the chaos. For a second, everything goes soundless. The chatter, the cameras, the producer yelling about “Team 14 to wardrobe”. All gone. Just him. Just me. And three years of silence between us.

He blinks first, of course. Typical. Then, to my utter disbelief, he smiles. That same quiet, crooked smile that used to mean you’re being ridiculous, but I adore you anyway.Except this time, it feels like you’re being ridiculous, and I’m over it.

The production assistant returns, still chirpy. “Perfect! Leah, this is your partner, Ethan Cole.”

My brain short-circuits. “I’m sorry, what?”

Ethan steps forward, hands in his pockets, maddeningly calm. “Hey, Leah.”

That voice. I hate that I still know the exact cadence of it. Steady, warm, impossible to forget. I manage to form words. Barely. “There must be some mistake.”

The assistant checks her clipboard. “Nope! You’re officially Team 12. Apparently both your partners dropped out last minute, and the producers thought your ‘history’ would make good television.”

I swear I can hear the smirk in Ethan’s silence.

“History?” I echo, turning to the assistant. “That’s one word for it. Catastrophic heartbreak is another.”

She winces. “Ooh. Juicy! Love that energy. Keep it up for the cameras!”

She scurries away before I can demand a refund on my dignity.

Ethan’s still standing there, looking exactly like the kind of man who knows he’s the problem but has made peace with it.

“You look good,” he says.

I cross my arms. “You look...like a bad idea with sneakers.”

A few nearby contestants snicker. The cameras catch the exchange, and I’m sure it’ll be edited into the teaser trailer: Exes Reunited — Sparks Fly and Fists Almost Do Too.

Ethan tilts his head, that infuriating half-grin still in place. “So, you’re not quitting then?”

“I’d rather eat my boarding pass.”

“Good,” he says softly. “Because I don’t quit either.”

The worst part? I can’t tell if he means the race or us.

A producer waves us over for our official team photo. We stand side by side, both pretending not to notice how close our shoulders are.

“Smile!” the photographer calls.

I do a tight, camera-perfect smile that hides a thousand unresolved words. Ethan just stands there, expression unreadable, until the flash goes off.

The photographer lowers the camera and grins. “Perfect! You two have chemistry.”

If only he knew.

We walk off the stage, our photo already displayed on the big screen behind us: Team 12 — Leah & Ethan.

The tagline beneath reads: “Exes with unfinished business.”

I look at Ethan. “They’re going to eat this up.”

He shrugs. “Let them. Just remember, we’re a team now.”

“Don’t remind me.”

But as we’re ushered toward the boarding gate, cameras trailing, adrenaline building, I realize something unsettling. My heart isn’t angry anymore. Not completely.

It’s confused, restless, hesitant. And I hate that more than anything.
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​Chapter 2 –Orientation- Leah

[image: ]




I’m not saying I’m a dramatic person, but if someone had given me a parachute and a window, I would’ve jumped out of this hotel conference room by now. Thirty-two contestants. Seventeen camera operators. One ex-boyfriend who smells like cedarwood and bad decisions. Welcome to hell. Population: me.

We’re seated in rows facing a giant screen at the front that reads RACE ACROSS THE WORLD – SEASON 7 ORIENTATION. A production manager with perfect teeth and zero empathy explains the rules like we’re signing up for summer camp instead of international emotional ruin.

“Teams will complete twelve legs across six continents. You’ll receive limited funds, no access to phones, and must rely on local transportation and each other. Teamwork is key. And remember, the world is watching!”

Cue applause. Cue me plotting my escape.

Ethan’s sitting right next to me because the producers insisted on pairing us for camera symmetry. His arm brushes mine every time he shifts in his chair, and it’s like my nerve endings forgot how to mind their business.

When the lights dim for a highlight reel, I whisper, “You could’ve said no, you know.”

He glances sideways, that calm expression I used to think was endearing now pure infuriation. “And let them pair you with someone who doesn’t know what they’re doing?”

“What matters is that I know what I’m doing,” I hiss.

“You just spent the first ten minutes glaring at your name tag like it owed you money.”

“I was thinking.”

“Sure. About how to escape through the fire exit.”

I roll my eyes so hard it’s a miracle they don’t fall out. “Don’t act like you’re enjoying this.”

“I’m not,” he says evenly. “But I’m here. And so are you.”

The screen flickers to a montage of past winners crying, hugging, proposing. The kind of stuff that gives editors goosebumps and me hives.

The host, a man with the charisma of a caffeinated Labrador, bursts into the room with a microphone. “Who’s ready to race?”

Everyone cheers.

Everyone except me and Ethan.

After orientation, we’re herded into a smaller room for interviews. A producer named Blake sits us down, his smile way too knowing.

“So,” he says, “you two have history. Tell us about that!”

Ethan leans back, cool and casual. “We used to date.”

I deadpan, “We used to survive each other.”

Blake beams like Christmas came early. “This is perfect. We love conflict. Adds authenticity.”

“Glad my heartbreak can boost your ratings,” I mutter.

Ethan smirks, and I elbow him under the table. “Don’t you dare enjoy this.”

He doesn’t deny it. Of course he doesn’t.

Blake scribbles notes. “Let’s lean into that energy. Maybe a redemption arc. Fans love second chances.”

I choke on my own air. “There is no arc. No second chance. Just... forced proximity and mild loathing.”

Blake grins wider. “Exactly.”

An hour later, I’m hiding in the hotel courtyard behind a cluster of potted palms, phone pressed to my ear. I’m calling Maya.

She answers mid-cough, voice weak but smug. “How’s my replacement partner?”

“Try catastrophic,” I whisper. “It’s Ethan.”

There’s a pause, then a wheeze of laughter. “You’re joking.”

“Do I sound like I’m joking?”

“Oh my gosh. The universe ships you two so hard.”

“I’m going to die in a foreign country with a camera crew watching.”

“Good. I’ll send flowers.”

I groan, pressing a hand to my forehead. “I can’t do this, Maya. Not with him.”

“Leah, it’s one race. You can handle it. Just... focus on the prize money, not the man who broke your heart.”

“Easier said than done.”

Before she can respond, I feel a familiar presence at my back.

“Eavesdropping is rude,” I snap without turning.

Ethan’s voice is quiet. “You weren’t exactly whispering.”

I hang up and turn to face him. He looks annoyingly calm, hands in pockets, eyes soft but unreadable.

“You’re really going to quit?” he asks.

“I’m considering it.”

“Because of me?”

I shrug, trying for nonchalance and failing spectacularly. “Let’s just say the emotional baggage fees are too high.”

He exhales slowly. “Leah, it’s two months. Around the world. You’ve always wanted this.”

“I wanted this when you weren’t in the picture.”

“Well, I’m here now.”

He steps closer, just enough to make my pulse stutter. “You really want to throw away a once-in-a-lifetime chance because of what happened years ago?”

“‘What happened’?” I repeat, incredulous. “You mean you leaving me in France to chase your big engineering dream?”

“That’s not—”

“Save it.” I cut him off before he can soften the memory with logic. “You made your choice. I made mine. And neither of them involved this disaster.”

Ethan studies me for a moment. The silence stretches long enough to make me uncomfortable.

Then, quietly, he says, “Maybe this is the universe’s way of giving us a second shot.”

I laugh, sharp and humorless. “You sound like a Hallmark movie.”

“And you sound terrified.”

That one hits. Right between the ribs.

He takes a step back, eyes gentle but steady. “Don’t quit because of me, Leah. Quit because you’re afraid. And you’ve never been afraid of anything, until now.”

Before I can respond, a producer calls for Team 12 to report for departure. Ethan walks off without another word.

I stand there, watching him go, heart thudding in its usual combination of anger and unwanted longing.

Maybe he’s right. Maybe I am scared.

But not of the race.

I’m scared of what happens when two people who once burned down everything between them are handed a map and told to run together across the world.

​
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​Chapter 3 – Ready, Set, Fly - Leah
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There’s a specific kind of silence that only happens before chaos. The kind that hums, thick and expectant, like the moment before a thunderstorm breaks. At this moment, that is what the airport feels like.

Dozens of cameras hover over us like vultures as the host shouts into his mic, “Teams, your first destination is... Marrakesh, Morocco!”

The crowd of contestants erupts in cheers. I manage a weak smile for the cameras and a silent prayer for patience.

Ethan’s beside me, backpack already slung over his shoulder, map in hand. Always the planner. Always the calm before my storm.

“Come on,” he says, eyes scanning the departure board. “Two flights are leaving in the next hour. Paris or Madrid connections?”

I tighten my ponytail, ignoring the way adrenaline’s buzzing under my skin. “You pick. Since you apparently know everything.”

“I don’t know everything,” he says, starting toward the check-in line. “Just most things.”

“Wow,” I mutter. “So humble. So refreshing.”

He flashes me that infuriating almost-smile. The one that used to make me forgive him faster than I should have. I look away.

The race has officially begun.

At the counter, the attendant smiles politely. “Where are you traveling today?”

“Marrakesh,” Ethan says before I can answer. “Two tickets, economy. Whatever’s fastest.”

She clicks away at her keyboard, then frowns. “There’s only one seat left on the Paris flight.”

My heart drops.

“Next flight?” Ethan asks.

“Madrid. But that’s in three hours.”

We both glance at each other, and I know what he’s thinking before he even opens his mouth.

“You take Paris,” he says. “I’ll catch up.”

I cross my arms. “No. We’re a team. We travel together.”

“It’s faster this way,” he insists. “You’ll get there early, scope out the clue box. I’ll follow right after.”

“And if your flight gets delayed?”

“Then you’ll handle it. You always do.”

There it is. That quiet, maddening faith he always had in me. Like I’m invincible. Like he never saw how close I came to breaking when he left.

I shake my head. “We stick together. End of story.”

The attendant looks between us, clearly debating whether she should call security or grab popcorn.

“Two tickets to Madrid,” I say finally.

Ethan exhales through his nose, like he’s trying to stay calm. “Fine. Madrid it is.”

Three hours later, we’re at the gate, surrounded by other contestants.

The “perfect couple” Tara and Noah, are sitting across from us, holding hands like they were genetically engineered for romance montages. She’s a travel blogger, he’s a fitness influencer, and together they look like they were carved by a PR team.

Tara catches me staring and beams. “You two look so cute together!”

I nearly choke on my bottled water. “We’re not.”

“Focused on the race,” Ethan cuts in smoothly. “But thanks.”

Tara giggles, leaning her head on Noah’s shoulder. “We’re just so excited. We’ve been training for this for months!”

Of course they have. I bet they even coordinated their matching sneakers.

As we board, I glance at Ethan. “You know they’re going to be insufferable, right?”

He shrugs. “Let them be. Couples like that either win big or implode spectacularly.”

I smirk. “Care to place bets?”

“Not yet,” he says, then pauses. “Besides, we’ve got our own implosion to worry about.”

“Glad to know you’re optimistic.”

“Realistic,” he corrects.

“Tomato, tomahto.”

By the time we land in Marrakesh, it’s well past sunset. The air is warm, thick with spices and dust and the hum of scooters weaving through traffic.

The moment we step out of the terminal, the chaos hits. Shouting drivers, flashing cameras, other teams sprinting for taxis.

“Clue box should be near the city square,” Ethan says, scanning the crowd.

I spot a flash of red flag in the distance. “There!”

We bolt. My backpack digs into my shoulders, sweat already clinging to my shirt, but for a few seconds, just a few, I feel alive.

This is why I signed up. The rush. The unpredictability. The way the world stretches wide and wild in front of me.

We reach the clue box seconds before another team. I grab the envelope and tear it open, breathless.

MAKE YOUR WAY TO THE JEMAA EL-FNA MARKET. FIND THE PERFORMER WITH THE BLUE MONKEY. HE HAS YOUR NEXT CLUE.

I laugh. “A blue monkey? Really?”

Ethan’s already flagging down a taxi. “Welcome to Morocco.”
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