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To my brothers, whose love of motorcycles helped inspire this novel




CHAPTER 1


I hated getting phone calls in the middle of the night. It was a well-known fact that being unexpectedly awoken before dawn never led to a positive outcome. As the buzzing cell phone loudly vibrating against the glass of water on my nightstand slowly woke me up, I was sure whatever I was about to find out would not be good. Icy pinpricks of fear began waging war with my sleep-induced fatigue, and I reluctantly opened my eyes. What had happened? Was everyone okay?


A part of me wanted to ignore the rising panic and return to the calm warmth of slumber. Surely everything was fine and it was just a wrong number. But I couldn’t shake the concern that something wasn’t right, so with blurred vision and bumbling fingers, I grabbed my phone off the nightstand and glanced at the screen. It was my friend Nikki.


“Nik? What’s going on?” I mumbled. My alarm clock proclaimed the extremely early hour in large red numbers. Ugh, somebody’d better be dead. I instantly retracted that callous thought. Please God, don’t let anyone be dead.


A voice far too bubbly for the early hour met my ear. “Kenzie! Oh, good, you’re still awake. I have a huge favor to ask.”


Nikki’s relaxed tone instantly melted my worry. If something bad had happened, she wouldn’t sound so casual. Why the hell was she calling at this time of night, though? “I’m not still awake, I’m now awake. Huge difference. What favor?”


There was a long pause before she answered me, and some of my trepidation returned. “Well …” she slowly began. “I was hoping you could drive down to San Diego with five hundred dollars. Cash.” My jaw dropped as her request scrubbed the last remnant of sleep from my brain. Before I could ask her if she was crazy, Nikki filled me in. “See, I kind of lost a bet, and the people I owe money to won’t let me go home until I pay them. They don’t exactly take checks, you know … so I need cash.”


I was so stunned, I sputtered a few times before managing to curse at her. “Goddammit, Nikki. Are you kidding me? San Diego? Now?”


“I know, I know, I suck. But I didn’t expect to lose tonight, so I didn’t bring that much money with me. Come on, Kenzie, your dad is going to kill me if I don’t show up tomorrow because I’m stuck down here … so … can you help me? Please?”


“Ugh! You know what I’m going through right now, Nikki. The pressure I’m under. The season is starting soon. I want to make my father proud, honor the legacy he started …” I sighed as the weight of expectation firmly settled onto my shoulders. It was stifling at times, paralyzing at others. My voice more subdued, I added, “You know Dad is counting on me to do well, since things have been kind of … tight lately.” My gaze flicked to the clock again. It was so freaking early. “And to do my best, I have to be at my best. Getting up at three in the morning is not my best, Nik!”


“I know,” she groaned. “But I didn’t have anyone else to call. It was either you or Myles, and once he’s down and out for the night, nothing short of nuclear war will wake him up.”


That was true. Our friend Myles could sleep soundly through a heavy metal concert. “So you knew I’d be sleeping when you called, but you decided to wake me up anyway … Is that what you’re telling me?” I asked.


“Well, yeah … I could set my watch to your schedule.” That comment made me frown, but it was also true, so I couldn’t really condemn her for saying it. I liked routine; I liked predictable. It helped me race. I wanted to know that no matter where I was or what day it was, when I got on my motorcycle, it was going to do exactly what I wanted it to do. Same with my life. I wanted to know what to expect every morning when I woke up. Just another reason this phone call was irritating me.


“Nikki …”


“Please, Kenzie,” she interrupted. “I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t screwed. You’re my best friend; don’t leave me stranded with a bunch of thugs. I mean, who’s gonna make your bike a lean, mean winning machine if I’m dead?”


Unfortunately she had a point. Nikki was a genius mechanic—my genius mechanic—and I needed her skills to do well this year. She was also my best friend, and I would never abandon her to that fate … even if she had brought it upon herself. “Fine. But you owe me, Nikki.”


She breathed a heavy sigh of relief. “My soul, my firstborn. Whatever you want, it’s yours.” I was about to tell her that I just wanted her to make my Ducati the fastest motorcycle on the planet when she quickly added, “Oh, hey, can you grab another couple hundred from your rainy-day fund? There’s another race starting soon, and I have a really good feeling about this guy.”


I just about threw my phone across the room. “No! That’s stup—Wait … What race? What the hell are you betting on, Nikki?”


“Krrr … ssssssshhhhh … Sorry, Kenzie … crrrrr … you’re breaking up. See you when you get here! Jackson and Maddox Street, under the bridge. Text me if you can’t find it!” She immediately hung up, and I closed my eyes and slowly started counting to ten.


Tossing my covers off, I forced my body out of the comfort of my bed and placed my feet on the chilly hardwood floor. Internally cursing Nikki, I walked over to my closet, where my clothes for the day were already folded in a neat pile, waiting.


While brushing my teeth, I noticed that I looked like I’d been electrocuted in my sleep. I debated whether I should spend the fifteen minutes it would take to tame the mass of unruly waves, then decided I could use the time more efficiently elsewhere in my day. Running my fingers through the worst tangles, I cinched a band around the bottom of the mess, making a low ponytail that would easily fit under my helmet.


Regretting that I’d ever mentioned my emergency cash to Nikki, I riffled through the envelope hidden under my mattress and pulled out five hundred dollars. And that was all I pulled out. Nikki was crazy if she thought I was going to let her lose even more money.


Stuffing the cash into my wallet, I grabbed my jacket and my street bike keys and headed for the garage. My everyday motorcycle was peacefully resting under the fluorescent lights next to my beat-up truck. This bike wasn’t as flashy or as fast as my racing bike, but my Suzuki was beautiful in its own understated way. Opening the garage door of the one-bedroom house I rented, I rolled the bike outside and started the engine purring. Such an enticing sound. It almost made up for the fact that the sun was still hours from rising. Almost.


Stifling a yawn, I closed the garage door, slipped on my helmet, and left my still-sleeping town of Oceanside, California, behind for the slightly more vibrant San Diego. The drive south only took about forty-five minutes, but I had a little trouble finding the streets Nikki had mentioned. The navigation in my phone kept trying to send me away from where I was sure I needed to go. When I finally found Jackson Street, I kept my eyes peeled for … something. But honestly, I had no idea what I was looking for. Then I spotted the bikes, and I knew I’d found the place. Jesus, Nikki. What the hell did you get yourself involved with?


Motorcycles were parked perpendicular to the street for at least three blocks, the occasional car or truck smashed between them. Swarms of people walked around the bikes, closely inspecting them, like they were picking out prized cattle to take home and butcher. The riders—decked out in ripped jeans and flashy leather jackets that were poor imitations of the racing leathers I wore to protect my body and promote my team—strutted around their bikes with pride-filled grins that oozed confidence. The men in charge of the betting promoted their favored racers with loud boasts and outlandish claims. Zero to one hundred in under two seconds? I highly doubted it.


Rolling to a stop in a break between the bikes, I texted Nikki: I’m here, where are you?


I instantly heard someone down the street shouting my name, and looked over to see Nikki jumping up and down, waving her arms over her head. With a sigh, I shut off my motorcycle and hopped off. No sooner had I removed my helmet than people started crowding around my Suzuki, inspecting the tires, the struts, the engine. A man leaned down to touch the seat while I was putting my helmet on the handlebar, and I slapped his hand away. “Me and my bike are not a part of … this. Don’t touch her again. Or else.”


Even though I had used my “scary” voice, the seat caresser laughed at me. He walked away, though, and took the looky-loos with him. Good thing, since I wasn’t sure how I would have backed up my threat. I hated everything about this place, and the thought of a part of this seediness somehow coming home with me on my bike—even just a stranger’s fingerprint on the gas tank—nauseated me. Racing should be done on a track, with strict rules, officiated guidance, and specifically calibrated machines. I felt like I’d just been transported back in time, or maybe zapped into some apocalyptic future, where grimy men battled to the death for a cup of clean water. I really didn’t want to be here.


Nikki had made her way over to me at this point, and she was all smiles when she bounced on her toes in front of me. “Hey, you found it. Good.” Nikki was of Latin American descent, and she had that perfect, golden creamy skin that didn’t color with emotion the way mine occasionally did. She tried to keep the guilt out of her expression, but I saw the tightness in her lips, the worry in her dark eyes. She was afraid I was pissed. And I was. But there was nothing to be done about it now.


“Yeah,” I said with a frown. “Google Maps and I are on a firstname basis now, but I found it.”


Nikki’s features relaxed. “Just in time too. The next race is about to start.” She actually had the gall to light up at the prospect of more gambling, and the last straw holding my anger in check broke cleanly in two.


“What the hell are you doing, Nikki? Betting on street racing? That’s why you dragged me out of bed in the middle of the night?” I indicated the street crammed with potential competitors patiently waiting for their shot at “glory.” “You know this is illegal, right? You know Dad would probably kick us off the team just for being here, right? Hell, the ARRC could ban me from the sport for life if an official saw me here and thought I was taking part in this shit. What the hell are you thinking? We can’t be here!”


Nikki cringed as she put a hand on my shoulder. “Relax, Kenzie, no one is going to see us. I mean, they’d be in trouble too if they were here, so we’re totally cool. And to answer your question, what I was thinking was that I can make an easy grand tonight.” She paused to mime totaling a cash register. “Ka-ching!”


Before I could remind her that the entire reason I was here was because she had lost money, Nikki tightened her grip on my shoulder and turned me so I was looking across the street. She pointed a finger at a guy standing beside a souped-up Ninja. “The next race is between that guy …” She twisted me again so I was looking down our side of the street, and her finger focused on a guy a few yards away. Wearing a black leather jacket and faded blue jeans, he looked calm, confident, and comfortable as he stood beside a Honda that was completely surrounded by scantily clad women. “And that guy. Rumor is, Honda Boy there is undefeated, so I’m putting all my money on the Ninja.”


I turned to look at her in stunned disbelief. “What? Why the hell would you bet on the other guy? If Honda Boy is undefeated, then you should bet on him.” Closing my eyes, I shook my head. “And I can’t believe I just said that.” Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out my wallet and handed her the five hundred dollars. “Here. Now pay up so we can leave, okay?” The sooner we got this over with, the better.


Nikki had apparently recovered from her bout of guilt, because she didn’t seem bothered in the slightest as she took my money and said, “No way. We’re staying. And I’m betting it all on the underdog. That other guy being undefeated just means he’s due for a smackdown. It’s Gambling 101, Kenzie.”


Rolling my eyes, I told her, “No, it’s You’re an Idiot 101. But I guess it’s your money, so …” Pausing, I stuck a finger in the air like I’d just had an epiphany. “Oh wait … No, it’s my money.” I lowered my finger to her shoulder and poked her for emphasis. “And you’re not betting with it. You’re paying off your debt and then we’re going home. Hopefully I can still get a couple hours of sleep before I need to be at the track.”


“Okay, okay … I hear you.” She looked completely compliant, and I actually believed she was going to listen to me. Right up until she turned and yelled down the street, “Hey, Grunts! I got a thousand on Hayden!”


The giant of a man standing behind Honda Boy raised his thumb to Nikki, then jotted down something in his book. Her bet was logged, and I had a feeling these guys didn’t allow you to have a change of heart. I pushed Nikki’s shoulder to get her attention. “I said we were going home! I said no more betting!”


Nikki bit her plump lip. She shrugged, and even managed to look contrite while doing it. “Well, we’re committed now … We have to see it through, otherwise those two guys over there will start breaking kneecaps. That’s how it works. I think.” I followed her pointing finger to see a group of burly-looking dudes who seemed like they’d enjoy nothing better than breaking a few body parts. Goddammit. I wanted to go home. Right now.


As I balled my hands into fists, Nikki patted my shoulder. “But you should be happy, Kenzie. I did what you asked and bet on the golden boy. Hopefully tonight isn’t the night he falls from greatness …” She considered that for a second, then asked, “Just in case he does crash and burn, you have more money stashed away in your rainy-day fund, don’t you?”


It took a lot of effort to not scream at the top of my lungs. “No! I don’t have a thousand dollars in there! What the hell are we supposed to do if he loses the race, Nikki?” Before she could answer, I tossed my hands into the air. “Great. This is just fucking great.”


The banks were closed, and I couldn’t withdraw that much from an ATM. Just like Nikki, I’d have to make a late-night phone call to save my ass. Definitely not to my father, though. Maybe my sister Daphne. But she was financially wrapped up in planning her wedding; I doubt she’d be able to help me. Maybe my other sister, Theresa. But she’d kill me, then tell Dad everything. Feeling the toxic twinge of dread beginning to radiate outward from my chest, I looked down the street at the man who was going to either help get me out of this mess or completely screw me over.


Honda Boy was holding his helmet under an arm while he flirted with the girls surrounding him. He was blond, with a short, shaggy hairstyle that probably took a lot more effort to create than it looked like. I could tell from the way the girls around him were tittering like teenagers that he was charming; with seemingly little effort on his part, he had all of them eating out of his hand. When a break in the crowd gave me a clear view of his face, I realized another thing: He was smokin’, someone-hold-on-to-my-ovaries-before-they-explode hot.


There was a perfect symmetry to his rugged features that made it seem unreal that he was standing just a few feet away from me. He should be plastered on a billboard somewhere, half-naked, selling overpriced cologne to men who wanted just a fraction of his sex appeal. As if he could feel my eyes on him, he turned his gaze my way. Our eyes met and locked, and I was helpless to turn away. There was something carnal about him, primal and dangerous. Exotic. I was instantly captivated, and I hated that I was. This guy was neck-deep in a world that twisted my stomach, a world that spat in the face of my sport. My career.


As his light-colored eyes bored holes into mine, one edge of his lip curved up in a devilish crooked grin that was both playful and promising. He was practically shouting, with just that one deadly smile, that he would satisfy my every desire, satiate every craving I could possibly have. My heart started thudding in my chest as sensations that had been dormant for far too long swirled to life inside me. Luckily for me, the big man taking the guy’s bets clapped him on the shoulder, breaking our staredown. Once I was free of his steamy gaze, I instantly turned around so my back was to him. Jesus, was I breathing harder? Ridiculous, absolutely ridiculous. I was twenty-two, not twelve.


“Damn,” I heard Nikki say. “You were right. I should have bet on him from the get-go. I didn’t really get a good look at him before, but he is freaking hot!”


Inhaling a deep breath, I attempted to force my body back in line with my brain. “This guy is undefeated?” I asked Nikki. “Really?” She nodded in answer and I had to close my eyes for a second. A face like that with racing skills to boot? Jesus.


Clearing my throat, I nonchalantly asked, “What did you say his name was again?” I could at least label the guy in the fantasy I was surely going to have later.


“Hayden … something. He’s been around for a while, from what I gathered.”


I risked a glance over my shoulder at … Hayden. He’d slipped his helmet on, thankfully, although his visor was popped up. The big guy taking bets had been joined by a skinny Hispanic guy who seemed to be giving Hayden instructions. Or maybe a pep talk. The little guy was acting out the race that was about to happen with his hands, complete with swerving and explosions. God, I hoped there weren’t going to be explosions. While he was going through his dramatic highlights, the big guy looped a camera over Hayden’s helmet.


When the two competitors were ready, they backed their motorcycles onto the street. A cheer ripped up and down the sidewalk as the hopeful gamblers prepared for another round of racing. I didn’t want to feel anything but contempt for what I was witnessing, yet the energy of the spectators, the roar of the bikes—I couldn’t help the zing of excitement that raced up my spine. Against my will, my mouth twisted into a wide grin, and a yell of encouragement left my lips. Hayden’s helmet swiveled my way as he revved his engine. My pulse quickened as our eyes met. Then he winked at me and slammed his visor shut.


As the riders moved into position, Nikki grabbed my arm. “Come on. We can watch the action from the van.”


I had no idea what she was talking about. Before I could ask her, though, she yanked me toward a black van parked on the sidewalk. The back doors were open, and a giant monitor attached to a swinging metal arm was sticking out above the hovering crowd. The screen was split in two, each half showing the footage from one racer’s helmet cam. Hayden and his opponent were both looking straight ahead, and the dual feeds showed similar stretches of barren road. Looking down the street, I saw that the pair were stopped at a crosswalk, waiting for the light to change.


Returning my eyes to the monitor, I found myself holding my breath as I waited for the signal to change colors. When it turned green and the bikes surged forward, I stepped closer to the van, like that would somehow release my pent-up energy. In unison, the crowd around me started hooting and hollering. Swept up in the moment, I bounced on my toes and prayed for speed. But after watching the screen for just a few seconds, I was struck with the harsh reality of the situation I was watching. This was no closed-off track with well-defined paths. This was down and dirty, anything goes, just get to the finish line first racing.


The bikes blew through red lights like they meant absolutely nothing. The streets were fairly empty at this early hour, but they blurred past the few vehicles on the road like they were standing still; they had to be going 100 miles per hour, easy. They dodged obstacles by hopping onto the sidewalk, they fishtailed around slick corners, and they came close to colliding with oncoming traffic more than once.


I turned to Nikki with shock clear on my face. “This is insane! Someone’s going to get hurt. Maybe killed!”


Nikki’s face was pure elation as she watched the screens. Her expression changed as my words sunk in, then she looked at me like I had a foot sticking out of my head. I supposed it was odd to hear that type of statement coming from someone who routinely hovered around the 150 mark on the speedometer while riding, but that was a completely different kind of environment. Believe it or not, what I did was safe, relatively speaking. Millions of dollars were spent to make it that way. This was not safe. At all.


“They’re breaking every traffic law there is,” I added, feeling like a giant stick in the mud. Someone needed to be the voice of reason here, though, because everyone was clearly out of their ever loving minds.


Nikki smirked at my comment. “It’s a race, Kenzie. They can’t exactly drive cautiously. Why do you think this happens so late at night?”


“Because it’s illegal,” I deadpanned. I got a couple of odd looks from the crowd after saying that, including a particularly nasty glare from Hayden’s bet collector. Maybe this wasn’t the best place to be talking about the law. Shutting my mouth, I quickly refocused on the screen.


Just as I noticed a familiar section of street come into view on the monitor, one side of the screen started wobbling, then the camera showed asphalt, sparks, spinning scenery, and a rapidly approaching telephone pole. The crowd around me hushed as it became clear that Hayden’s competition wasn’t going to finish this race. I heard Hayden’s bike rounding the corner seconds later, then Nikki was once again pulling me along like a rag doll. She shoved us into a good position to see the finish line right as Hayden’s Honda whizzed past. He was alone. Cheers erupted mixed with a few groans from the people who’d bet on the other guy.


Just as I was wondering if anyone was going to go check on the Ninja rider, Nikki grabbed my shoulders and started shaking me with uncontainable joy. “We won, Kenzie! We frickin’ won!”


“Great,” I said, clenching my teeth so I wouldn’t bite my tongue.


Releasing me, Nikki let out a squeal of excitement. “I just made enough money to pay you back and cover my loss. See, aren’t you glad you came?”


I narrowed my eyes into poisonous daggers that would hopefully drill some sense into her. “I hate you,” I murmured.


Nikki held a hand over her heart. “I know by hate you mean love, and I love you too, Kenzie. Now let’s collect my winnings and go home so you can rest up. Big year this year!”


I opened my mouth to scold her with some biting remark about how I’d wanted to leave ages ago, but she turned on her heel and left me there, gaping. Just as I was forcing the muscles in my jaw to relax enough to contract, Hayden pulled up next to where I was standing on the sidewalk. It felt like the world suddenly shifted into slow motion as I turned my head to look at him.


He was still hunched over his bike, hands on the grip and throttle; the only indication that he was looking at me was the direction of his dark helmet. Then, like some freaking Prince Charming in a fairy tale, he slowly removed his helmet and tucked it under his arm. I swear the air around me condensed as his tilted smile came into view. Jesus Christ, this guy was sex on a stick.


Reaching up, he roughly ran a hand through his sweaty dirty-blond hair. The short, sexy shag he’d had going on earlier was destroyed from the helmet, but somehow after just a few scruffs of his hand, the carefree style was back to utter perfection. I kind of wanted to mess it up again, run my hands through the strands, grab a handful and clench it tight while I outlined those incredibly kissable lips with my tongue.


Whoa. No. I didn’t want that.


His penetrating gaze studied my face for a moment. There was something there in his eyes that I couldn’t quite grasp. Interest, sure, but almost … sadness too. Then he smiled, and the look vanished so fast, I was sure I’d imagined it. “Haven’t seen you here before,” he said, his voice low and easy, like he hadn’t just risked his life. “I hope you bet on me. It would be a shame to see someone as beautiful as you … lose.”


His grin turned suggestive, and warning signs started flashing in front of my eyes. Danger! Do not proceed! Rocky road ahead! Turn back now! The warnings flared even brighter when he stood from his motorcycle and began approaching me.


When he was directly in front of me, so close that I could smell the subtle spicy aroma of his cologne, my heart was hammering so hard, I was positive he could hear it, positive he could see my T-shirt lifting and releasing like a frantic hummingbird was hiding under the fabric. What the hell was he doing to me? Was I nervous or excited? Because the sensation was so similar to both, I honestly couldn’t tell.


Extending a hand, he smoothly said, “Name’s Hayden. Hayden Hayes.” I was just about to lift my hand and touch him—my fingers even twitched in response—when he added, “And what should I call you, sweetheart?”


Sweetheart? With those two simple syllables he had just dumped a bucket of ice water over my head and killed any fantasy I might have had about him. I lived, worked, and breathed in a world where men looked at me like I was a second-class citizen. To prove my worth, I had to work harder, longer, and with everything I had inside me, all the fucking time. I felt like he’d just tried to take all of that hard work away from me with that one demeaning word.


“Leaving,” I said, walking away.




CHAPTER 2


The sun was rising by the time I got home from my little fun-filled adventure in San Diego. I parked my bike in the driveway instead of the garage, since I would just need it again in a couple of hours, and wearily shuffled to my front door. Once I was in my entryway, I put my keys in the basket reserved just for them, put my boots in the empty slot of the shoe cubby, and hung up my jacket on the coatrack. Then I debated what to do—go back to sleep and risk being very late to the track, or admit defeat and start my day now. With a sigh, I traipsed to the kitchen to make myself something to eat. The first race of the season—Daytona—was only a little more than a week away. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t sleep in today. There was too much to do.


After my quick, protein-packed shake, I headed to the bathroom to finally do something about my hair. Since I had some time to kill now, I might as well untangle the snarls. My coffee-colored waves were a gift (or perhaps a curse) that I’d inherited from my mom. No one else in my family had hair like mine; my two older sisters were blond like our dad. The visible reminder of Mom was nice, though. She’d passed away when I was four. Car accident. A drunk driver had crossed the center line and hit her straight on. She’d died instantly and painlessly, from what I’d been told. I couldn’t remember much about her, except that she’d loved my long, wavy hair. Although it was a pain in the ass to maintain, and even harder to stuff into a helmet, I kept it long because of her. The connection, however meager, was all I had.


When it was time to go, I pulled out my jacket, boots, and keys again and headed back outside to my bike. I was so tired and groggy that for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t looking forward to training. But this was it—my first year racing as a professional. Now wasn’t the time to start slacking.


I’d been riding motorcycles since I was three years old, but I’d been around them since birth. My father was a god in the sport of professional road racing. When my peers spoke of him, they uttered his name with such awe and reverence that it was almost as if Jordan Cox had created the sport and founded the ARRC—the American Road Racing Championship. The fact that I was his daughter placed a mountain of expectation on my shoulders. It wasn’t just my own personal goals on the line when I raced. No, my entire family legacy was at stake. And that legacy had been going through a hard time lately.


Running a business like ours was expensive, and finding top talent who could win championships was tricky. Cox Racing hadn’t placed in the top five since Dad had retired. My father was excited that I was finally ready to race, not just for me personally, but also because he needed a win. He needed sponsors, needed notoriety, needed endorsements … and frankly, he needed money. And while I wasn’t the only potential winner on the Cox Racing team, I was the only one with blood ties to a legend. To say a lot of eyes were on me this year would be an understatement.


When I got to my family’s practice racetrack, I noticed my dad at the inner gate, arguing with a heavyset man with thinning hair and muttonchops leaning against a metal arm crutch—Keith Benneti. My dad’s hands were balled into fists as Keith pointed up at the sign over the gate: COX RACING/BENNETI MOTORSPORTS PRACTICE TRACK. An aggravated groan escaped me as I headed their way. Dad and Keith fought over that goddamn sign at least once a year, and their squabbles never ended well.


My father and Keith had been teammates and best friends when they were younger. Both hotshots on the track, they’d each won multiple championships. Eventually they’d decided to form a racing team of their own—Cox Benneti Racing, or CBR for short. The power pair had purchased the practice track together to use as a base of operations, and had gone on to win several more ARRC championships. CBR soon became as legendary as the two men behind it. But the good times hadn’t lasted. I wasn’t entirely sure what had gone wrong, but Keith and Dad had had a nasty collision during a race; the footage of the crash is absolutely horrifying. They both survived the incident, but Keith never fully recovered; he still needed his crutch to walk.


In the blink of an eye, Keith’s career was over, and to this day, he still blamed Dad for what had happened out there. But in my opinion, what Keith had done to Dad in retaliation was a thousand times worse. A hundred thousand times worse. I still had trouble believing it, and I couldn’t bear talking or hearing about it. Let’s just say Keith took advantage of my mom during a very low point in her life. He’d overstepped every moral boundary there was, and very nearly ended my parents’ marriage.


When Dad found out about … the affair … he’d brought in a lawyer and terminated CBR. The two teams had been separate ever since, but they were still bound to this mutual racetrack. It was the last lingering remnant of their better days, and a constant source of irritation to my father. He wanted full control of the track just as much as Keith did, but each man was too stubborn to part with his share, so, reluctantly, they co-owned it. And that was working out about as well as could be expected. The ongoing tension between Benneti Motorsports and Cox Racing was so thick, you could almost see it shimmering in the air above the course, like a vaporous cloud of deadly gasoline, just waiting for a spark to ignite it.


Not wanting that explosion to happen today, I stopped my bike beside my father and lifted my visor. “Everything okay, Dad?”


Dad unclenched his fingers in a concentrated effort to remain in control. My father was famous for his self-control, and his opinion about its importance was quoted in racing magazines around the globe. I’d had the adage drilled into me since birth: The person who wins the race may or may not have the best bike or the best crew or be the most talented rider, but one thing they will have is absolute control over their emotions. Winning is about schooling yourself as well as your equipment.


Dad was my hero, and yet he was almost as unreachable to me as he was to any aspiring racer wishing to meet their idol. Emotional distance was an unfortunate side effect of always reining yourself in, and that fact didn’t change just because he and I shared DNA. When I was here at the track with him, I was Jordan Cox’s employee first, his daughter second.


His gaze still firmly locked on Keith, Dad told me, “Everything is fine, Mackenzie. I was simply explaining to Keith, yet again, that we don’t need to spend thousands of dollars redoing the sign so that Benneti is listed first. It’s a waste of time and money.” While Keith narrowed his eyes, Dad turned to look at me. Every day Dad seemed a little older, like stress was aging him faster than time. His hair was more gray than blond now, and even his eyes seemed a weaker shade of blue. They were still bright with intelligence, though, and steely with authority. Being around my father was a lot like being around the principal at school, or a police officer, or a drill sergeant—someone whose presence commanded respect. I tended to stand straighter when I talked to him.


Nodding at the gate, Dad told me, “Why don’t you go inside and get started. I’d like you to get a few laps in before noon.” That was when our allotted time on the track was over, and Benneti’s crew took control of it.


“Yeah, sure.”


Keith’s gaze drifted from my dad’s face to mine. There was anger in the dark depths, and I knew it wasn’t just because Keith was ticked about the sign. He always seemed upset when he looked at me, and I supposed if he’d had any feelings for Mom at all, then that was why. I was a living, breathing reminder of the fact that Keith had lost Mom to Dad in the end. They’d stayed together after the affair, and she’d cut all ties with Keith.


“Good luck this year, Mackenzie,” Keith said in a low voice. “You’re going to need it.”


His words made a rush of anger bloom in my chest, but I forced myself to ignore the sensation. Keith was an asshole, always had been. I didn’t need luck to do well. I had skill, top-of-the-line equipment, and the blood of a champion running through my veins. That trumped luck any day. I hoped. I’d never been tested on this level before, and I was a little nervous about living up to the expectation.


Slapping the visor closed on my helmet, I rode my bike through the open gate and into my home away from home. The bulk of the space was devoted to the practice track, where we tested our skills and pushed our motorcycles for performance. Counting all the twists and turns, the track was a total of three miles long, with movable cement walls that allowed us to change the course periodically. While memorizing the track was a sound strategy, we all wanted to be able to adapt to anything that was thrown at us.


On opposite sides of the course, about as far away from each other as they could be positioned, stood the office buildings and garages of Cox Racing and Benneti Motorsports. While Benneti’s side was bright and flashy with new paint and neon signs, the Cox side had seen better days. There were dings in the garage bay doors, chunks missing from the siding, and the paint was flaking off in large pieces that littered the ground like snow. Fixing up the place was on Dad’s to-do list, but first he needed to start winning some races.


I drove straight to the Cox garages and parked my bike outside one of the rolled-up doors. The walls of the garage bay were lined with toolboxes holding just about every tool known to man. There were three garages like this on the Cox side, and they stored all the bikes and equipment for the team. Directly above the garages was the team’s gym and the offices for management. A symphony of sound met my ears as I stepped inside—the clanging echo of metal banging on metal, the high-pitched whine of power tools—and the smell of oil, grease, and gas permeated everything. Everywhere around me, some mechanical beast was being torn apart or pieced back together, and the familiarity of the chaos lifted my spirits, my irritation at both Nikki and Keith instantly forgotten. This place was a gearhead’s paradise, and it was my favorite spot in the whole wide world. Besides the racetrack, of course.


Sticking to my normal routine, I warmed up by running three miles on a treadmill, then I changed into my racing leathers. When I reentered the garage, I ran into Myles. “Hey, Kenzie. Are you ready for this year? Racing in the big leagues is a hell of a lot more intense than what you’re used to.”


Myles was currently the second-best racer on the team, almost always finishing top ten. My father had high hopes for his future and loved him like the son he’d never had. I wasn’t jealous, though. I loved Myles like the brother I’d never had.


“I was born ready, Myles,” I answered back, spouting a confidence I didn’t entirely feel. Dad had won his first rookie race, and while he hadn’t said it, I knew he expected the same result from me. I poked a finger into Myles’s chest and boastfully added, “You better enjoy your superstar status while you can, because after this year, you and Jimmy will no longer be the jewels of the Cox Racing crown.” Jimmy was currently Dad’s number one racer. He’d finished in sixth place overall last year and was looking good to break Dad’s slump of not having a top five racer.


Myles’s dark brown eyes lit up with a devilish playfulness, and he rubbed his hands together like he was warming them. “Superstar, huh? I like that. I should start using it.” He held his hands out to his sides like he was addressing an audience. “Hey, ladies. Wanna hang with a superstar?”


I was about to smack him when he was suddenly struck by an empty motor oil container. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that Nikki had finally shown up—she was never on time for anything, something her late-night antics probably hadn’t helped with. “Don’t get cocky, Kelley. You’re bad enough as it is.”


While Nikki was a genius mechanic and nobody touched my bike but her, I was still pretty miffed at her for being the reason I’d gotten only a handful of hours of sleep last night. Nikki gave me a sheepish grin as she took in my irritated expression. “So … sleep well?” she asked.


I glared at her in answer, and Myles leaned forward to study us. “I missed something, didn’t I?”


Turning to him, I snipped, “Just Nikki losing her firstborn to me.”


Myles smiled as he straightened. “I have got to hear this story.”


“Later,” I said, grabbing his elbow. “We need to get some laps in before the track changes into enemy hands.”


Glancing at the clock on the wall, Myles nodded. Every day it seemed like noon came quicker and quicker. “Right, let’s go.”


Leaving my friends for a moment, I stepped over to my one true love. My only true love: my Ducati 848. Adorned with my racing number—twenty-two—she was blue and white, sleek and beautiful, and faster than any motorcycle I’d ever ridden before. Sitting on the back of her, going full bore, felt like being strapped to the top of an airplane during takeoff. She was coiled power, waiting to test my limits, waiting to push me further. She was my ticket to impressing my father.


Wishing Myles and me luck, Nikki waved us off before heading to her station, where she was working on my backup bike, another Ducati 848. Slinging my helmet onto the edge of the handlebar, I pushed my bike out of the mammoth rolling door; Myles was a step behind me with his own bike, a flashy blue-and-white Yamaha YZF-R6.


As Myles and I approached the entry point of the racetrack, I saw that there was a red-and-black Honda out there, whipping over the concrete, the number 43 proudly plastered on the front. When I’d been upstairs working out, I’d overheard the crew saying they’d changed the track today, but you wouldn’t know the course was completely foreign to the person gliding through the corners; the maneuvers were so fluid, so seamless, that the bike almost seemed sentient, like it instinctively knew where to go and all the rider had to do was hang on.


I knew all the Cox and Benneti racers by sight and racing style, but I didn’t recognize this guy or his machine.


Twisting to Myles, I said, “It’s not noon yet, right?” Myles shook his head and I racked my brain trying to remember if Dad had mentioned hiring anyone recently. He hadn’t. Not to me, anyway. “Do you have any idea who this guy is, and why the hell he’s on our track?”


Myles tilted his head as he thought. “Don’t know, but if he’s on the track before noon, your dad must have hired him. The Bennetis know not to break that rule. Not after what happened last time.”


The last time a Benneti stepped foot on our track before they were allowed to, that Benneti had found himself duct-taped to the flagpole in the middle of the track. Naked. Of course, the Benneti team had gotten us back by breaking all the windows in the garage doors. They were still boarded over, since we couldn’t afford to fix them yet. For the sake of our bank account, Dad had ordered every Cox racer not to continue the paybacks, no matter how warranted they were.


Ignoring Myles’s chuckle, I renewed my inspection of the racer. The new rider was fast, and ridiculously good—his setup on the corners was perfectly timed, and he kept his body low, hanging off the bike so that nothing was over the center line but his outside arm and leg; his “triangle of daylight”—the space between his inside knee and the bike—was so beautiful that Dad would probably photograph it and hang it on his office wall. Considering the furious competition at the professional level—races were won or lost by mere seconds—and considering how much time, energy, and resources were spent on training new riders, I wasn’t too surprised this guy was top-notch. With the upcoming racing season so close, any person Dad brought onto our team would be impressive. Dad wouldn’t settle for anything less than amazing; he couldn’t afford to. Yet another reason I was feeling a profound pressure to perform. There was no free ride for Jordan Cox’s daughter; I had to earn my place, same as everyone else.


When number 43 finally finished his set and slowed to exit the track, Myles let out a low whistle. “Not bad. He reminds me of you.” Frowning, I peeked up at him. His dark eyes sparkled with amusement. “No guts, no glory, balls-to-the-wall racing, like you have something to prove every time you go out there.” He raised a dark eyebrow at me, but I remained silent. Having to prove myself was a daily occurrence, and Myles knew that.


The rider exited the track at the same place where we were standing with our bikes. He slowed to a stop directly in front of us, shut off his motorcycle, and removed his helmet. My jaw dropped to my chest, and my eyes bugged out of my skull. No. It was not possible. But the long-dulled desires starting to tingle back to life at just the sight of him told me it was possible. The man who was proudly wearing the number 43 was the same drop-dead-gorgeous man who’d won the street race early this morning. What the hell was he doing here—on my turf—looking for all the world like he belonged?


In the bright sunshine, I could see that his eyes were actually a light shade of green. There was a devious glint in them that silently promised that every day with him would be even more intriguing than the last. Add that to his dirty-blond hair, rugged jawline, perfect bone structure, athletic build, and perfectly full lips that hinted at a treasure trove of untold pleasures, and you got a man who attracted a lot of attention everywhere he went—as I’d witnessed last night by the swarm of groupies surrounding him while he’d been illegally racing.


No way. There was no way Dad had hired this guy!


Hopping off his bike, the stranger ran a hand through his sweat-soaked hair. The shaggy strands were sticking up every which way now, and the chaotic hairstyle was too damn appealing. A small groan slipped from me in my shock. Get it together, Kenzie.


His emerald eyes swung my way, taking me in, and I held my breath and stood a little straighter. Did he recognize me like I recognized him? Did I want him to? Damn it … what was his name again? And why the hell did he have to have such incredible eyes? Green with flecks of gold, penetrating and intense, like when he was looking at you—truly looking at you—nothing else around him mattered. I could easily picture him studying the track with that unrelenting gaze. I could also picture him studying my curves with that superheated stare. Goddammit, no. This couldn’t seriously be happening.


The air between this stranger and me seemed to crackle with tension as we stared at each other. I was sure only a second or two had passed, but it felt like hours. What the hell was he doing here? It made absolutely no sense. Before I could ask him, Myles stuck his hand out. “Myles Kelley. Nice riding out there, man. You new to the team?”


Tearing his intense gaze from me, the guy looked over at Myles and shook his hand. “Hayden Hayes. And yeah, today’s my first day.”


“That’s right,” I mumbled as the pieces clicked into place. “Hayden ‘Undefeated’ Hayes …” Both men twisted to look at me and heat flushed my cheeks. Damn it, I hadn’t meant to say that out loud. But still, regardless of his record on the street, Dad wouldn’t have brought Hayden onto his team. My father didn’t Dumpster-dive for talent.


Shaking my head, I firmly informed Hayden, “You’re trespassing. You’re not supposed to be here.”


Myles’s eyes widened in shock that I’d say that to the new guy, but Myles didn’t know what I knew. “Kenzie …” You’re being a bitch. He didn’t say that last part, but it was heavily implied.


Looking up at him, I shook my head again. “This guy’s a thug, Myles. Dad would never hire him.”


Myles gave me a look that clearly said And how do you know that? I’d tell him about Nikki’s gambling problems later; right now I wanted this intruder—however hot he was—to get the hell off my property. He’d probably snuck onto the track. We should be calling the cops.


Hayden’s eyes hardened as he studied me. “Easy there, princess. I have just as much right to be here as you do.”


The anger simmering inside me instantly transformed into a boiling pool of volatile fury. “Princess?” I sputtered.


Ignoring my indignation, Hayden continued speaking. God, I really hated it when he opened his mouth. “If you don’t believe me, go ask your dad. I’m sure Keith would be more than happy to show you the contract I signed.”


I felt like his words had covered me in a layer of filth that would take weeks to wash off. “Keith? Benneti? You think he’s my … Oh God, I feel sick.” And I did. I even had to put a hand over my stomach.


Myles’s expression turned serious as he pieced together what Hayden had just said. “Wait, you signed with Benneti Motorsports? Then she’s right, you’re trespassing. You shouldn’t be here.”


Hayden looked more confused than ever as he flicked his eyes between us. “Why the hell not? It’s a practice track. I’m practicing,” he stated, his face firming into a hard look. Sweet Jesus … he was even more attractive when he was angry.


Clearing my throat and shaking the image of his furious face from my mind, I told him the track rules, since he clearly didn’t know them. “Cox Racing has exclusive rights to the track until 11:59 a.m. Benneti has the track until 11:59 p.m.”—a fact that annoyed my father, since it gave Keith’s team better practice hours; just one more thing they bickered about—“Since you’re a Benneti, you’re not allowed to be here until noon.”


There was an unstoppable sneer in my voice when I said his team allegiance out loud. I couldn’t believe this insanely attractive yet talented asshole was going to race for my family’s bitter rival. Well, I guess it made a lot more sense than him racing for our side. Keith wouldn’t hesitate to scoop someone out of the gutter.


Hayden laughed, then looked surprised when we didn’t laugh with him. “Wait, you’re serious? That’s actually a thing? Some of the guys mentioned it … but I thought they were just being dicks.” He frowned like he’d been on the receiving end of his teammates’ poor humor one too many times already. I sympathized. With them.


“Yes, it’s actually a thing,” I coolly told him. “You’re breaking a very serious rule, and you need to leave. Right now.”


Hayden calmly smiled in response, like he didn’t give a rat’s ass about the track’s rules. He would when Keith cracked down on him. It wasn’t just a Cox rule. “Good to know, sweetheart.”


“You’re not welcome,” I snipped. “And my name is Mackenzie. Mackenzie Cox, daughter of Jordan Cox, and racer for Cox Racing. Not ‘babe,’ not ‘darling,’ not ‘sweetheart,’ and definitely not ‘princess.’” I stressed the word like a hissing snake.


Hayden lifted an eyebrow once my rant was over; there was a faint, intriguing scar line through his brow that screamed of some unknown recklessness. If he wasn’t more careful, he’d soon be getting another one to add to the collection. “Wait, you’re the daughter of Jordan Cox … the owner of Cox Racing?” His eyes scanned my Ducati before returning to me, and with a scoff he added, “That explains a lot. So … Daddy lets you race, huh? Sweet, but stupid. This isn’t a game, something you can do on a whim. This sport is dangerous. If I were your dad, I would have encouraged you to stay on the sidelines … maybe pushed you toward modeling. You’re attractive enough. And every rider needs their own personal umbrella girl.” Leaning forward, he grinned and said, “It gets hot out there.”


Umbrella girl? Was he fucking kidding me? “Good thing you’re not my dad, then,” I snarled, as the bubbling inferno of fury inside me started churning into molten rage. Too dangerous for a girl like me? Bullshit. I knew exactly how dangerous this sport could be—I saw the evidence of that whenever Keith limped across the parking lot—but the risks didn’t matter: racing was my life. Always had been, always would be.


As Hayden slowly shook his head at me, my hand balled into a fist. I’d never been angry enough to hit someone before, but I was now. I was going to slug him, then impale him to the track, then run over him with my bike a few times, until he fully understood that I was his equal. With the words “You’re attractive enough” dancing through my brain, I cocked my arm back in preparation. I hope this doesn’t hurt too much. The pain would be worth it, though.


Before I could take a swing at him, Myles grabbed my forearm. “Don’t, Kenzie.” Pulling back, he ducked down so he could look me in the eye. “Remember what your dad always says: Control is power. You’re better than this guy. Don’t let him win.”


Hayden laughed again, then slowly shook his head. “You two are both a little tightly wound, aren’t you?” Locking eyes with me, he purred, “I could help you thaw out, Ice Queen. And who knows, chipping those blocks off your shoulders might even help you go a little faster … if you’re still gonna insist on giving this racing thing a try. Personally, I think you should stick to ponies.”


I wasn’t one to completely lose it, but I swear my vision turned red. “Let me hit him, Myles. Just this once.”


Myles sighed as he held on to my arm. “You know I can’t let you do that, Kenzie. And you also know we shouldn’t even be talking to him. He’s a Benneti.”


He whispered the word like it was a curse, and I understood why. Sticking to our allotted times for the practice track wasn’t the only rule around here. Both teams had a ban in place, and fraternizing in any way, shape, or form with a member of the opposite team came with severe repercussions. Just last year, a pair of racers—one on each side—were both terminated because they’d been watching football games together in their spare time. On this one point both Dad and Keith agreed, and we’d all been warned on numerous occasions that getting caught hanging out with Bennetis was cause for immediate termination.


Myles looked over at the Benneti side of the track before returning his gaze to me. “And besides, it looks like he’s got company coming anyway.”


From the other side of the track I could see a pair of Benneti riders coming this way to collect their lost sheep. Hopefully they smacked some sense into Hayden when they got here, since I wasn’t allowed to. While I nodded at Myles, he put on his helmet, flashed a quick glance at Hayden, then headed out onto the track.


I was just about to join him when I felt Hayden grab my arm. Fire and ice sizzled through my chest as I twisted to glare at him. He had no right to touch me. Face serious, green eyes dark with intensity, he quickly said, “I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention to anyone … where you’ve seen me before.”


Heat in my eyes, I inspected his face; being so close to him was doing strange things to my insides. I felt like I was pulsing with energy. “So you do recognize me.”


One side of his lip curled up, sending bolts of electricity through my arm where his hand was still wrapped around my jacket. “You’re a hard one to forget … ‘Leaving.’” Blood rushed to my cheeks as I remembered callously dismissing him when he’d asked for my name.


Yanking my arm free, I gave him a threatening look that should have been unmistakable. My expression didn’t incite the terror I’d hoped it would, however. He simply smiled wider.


“Why should I protect you?” I snapped.


He shrugged. “Because it looks just as bad for you as it does for me. Unless your dad doesn’t mind you gambling on illegal street racing?” He lifted an eyebrow and I had to close my eyes to scrub the enticing visual from my head. That face does not belong on that personality.


“I wasn’t … I don’t …” Opening my eyes, I stopped trying to defend myself. He was right. I shouldn’t have been there. And neither should he, not anymore, not if he was genuinely a part of the ARRC now. “Are you still … doing that?”


While I watched, transfixed, his lips curved into a smooth smile, the kind of smile a devious man used often to get out of trouble. “Still street racing? Of course not. You were lucky enough to witness my final race. I retired from that life last night.” With a wink he added, “I’m many things, but stupid isn’t one of them.”


“That’s debatable,” I murmured.


His grin turned amused. “True. But I’m fully aware that the officials will ban me for life if I’m still … a part of that world. And I’m not anymore. This is what I want now.” His voice hardened and his face grew sterner. He almost looked like he was trying to convince himself.


“Fine, whatever. I really don’t care anyway,” I said, quickly turning to my bike. His crew was almost here, and the last thing I wanted was to be surrounded by Bennetis.


Slamming on my helmet, I started my motorcycle. I could feel Hayden’s eyes on me. They were like laser beams running across my skin, and everywhere I thought he might be looking began to tingle with excitement. I wished my head would tell my baser instincts to stay in the backseat where they belonged, because this guy was not an option. He was everything I didn’t want, rolled up in one undeniably sexy package. A package I had no intention of opening.


Needing to get away from him as quickly as possible, I peeled out and sped away. Dad was going to kill me for leaving tread marks on the track, but I didn’t care. I needed speed. Speed was safe. Hayden was not.




CHAPTER 3


The next day, when I got to the track, I noticed a handful of people hovering around the open garage doors. I wasn’t too surprised to see that I wasn’t the only early riser this morning. With Daytona right around the corner, people were fired up, eager to get out on the track. But I could instantly tell that this wasn’t a positive, We’re gonna raise hell this year meeting. Something was wrong. There were too many scowls on the faces I could see, and Myles looked like he wanted to punch a hole through the wall. Wondering what was happening, I parked my street bike near the doors and quickly hopped off to join him.


“Hey, Myles,” I said, walking over. “What’s going on?”


Myles indicated inside the garage, where Dad and his second-in-command, John, were talking to the number one racer on our team, Jimmy Holden. “Jimmy just quit. Said he took a job with Stellar Racing. Idiot. Everyone knows Luke Stellar is an asshole to race for.” With a sigh, Myles ran a hand through his piecey dark hair. “But the real sucky thing is … Jimmy’s taking LDL Motor Oil with him. Jerk not only quit, but he fucking stole a sponsor too. Asshole.”


Icy shock ran through me as I watched John and my dad doggedly trying to convince Jimmy to stay. From the look on Jimmy’s face, it was a futile attempt on their part; I knew determination when I saw it. He was leaving. He was our best bet for a top five win this year, and he was taking sponsorship money with him. This was more than just a personal blow for the team, this was potentially disastrous. It would be up to Myles and me to fill the void of his departure, since out of the four remaining racers, we were the best. Or at least, I hoped I would be among the best. I felt like a tiny fish being dropped into a shark tank and told that the entire world was doomed unless I somehow survived. The pressure to do well had just increased a thousand times over; I felt sick.


Clearly not swayed by Dad and John’s quiet words, Jimmy picked up a duffel bag and started shoving personal items inside it. Myles blew out a long breath. “I can’t watch this crap. I’m gonna go upstairs and lift weights. Or punch a bag. I need to hit something.”


I felt like joining him, but I was too stunned to move. We’d given Jimmy his start; my dad had shown him the ropes. Maybe it was wrong of me to feel betrayed—this was just business, after all—but I felt Jimmy owed us some loyalty for everything we’d done for him. Especially now, when we needed him more than ever.


Unable to stomach watching this a moment longer but unable to walk through the garage to get to the gym upstairs, I stalked over to my street bike and climbed back on. I would come back later, when the traitor was gone.


Not sure where I was going, I sped away from the garage. Benneti’s garages loomed on my right, casting my bike in shadow like some evil phantom. I wished I could blame Jimmy’s departure on Benneti. It would be easier, and far more understandable. It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if Keith had placed the bug to leave in Jimmy’s ear, though. One way or another, this had to be his fault.


Avoiding the enemy’s base, I headed for the gate. Since I couldn’t take my street bike onto the track, and I didn’t want to be anywhere near the garage, I’d blow off steam in the parking lot. Scanning the lot, I saw a clear track in the pattern of the parked cars. Smiling for the first time today, I revved my engine, leaned over the gas tank, and let the bike loose. My street bike wasn’t as fast as my racing bike, but I took advantage of the slower pace to really work on my form. Time was only wasted if I allowed it to be.


After doing the circuit twice, I was in the zone, completely focused on what I was doing. That was when I noticed a motorcycle blocking my path. Cursing, I skidded my bike to a stop and ripped off my helmet. “What the hell are you doing?” I yelled at the idiot who easily could have caused us both a world of pain.


As the rider unbuckled his helmet, I realized the bike looked familiar. When the helmet was completely removed, I knew exactly where I’d seen the bike before. It was Hayden smugly smiling at me as he sat on the Honda he’d illegally raced the other morning. Wonderful.


Tilting his head at me, he calmly said, “I’m stopped in a parking lot. What are you doing?”


Irritated at both him and my thudding heart, I snapped, “Isn’t it obvious? I’m practicing.”


His lip curled up in amusement. I really hated amusing him, but man … that smile could launch a thousand ships, I was certain. My heart started thumping erratically for a completely different reason. “Call me crazy,” he slowly intoned, glancing at the sky, “but isn’t it well before noon? You have complete control over the practice track, if I’m correctly recalling the rules.”


Setting my helmet on the handlebar, I quipped, “Yes it is, and I’m surprised you remembered.”


Hayden’s smile dropped and his gaze drifted to the ground. “Yeah, well, I was encouraged to remember … I don’t think I’ll be forgetting anytime soon.” I might have just been imagining it, but I swear he rubbed his side and cringed. Had his teammates gotten rough with him? I knew he was an asshole, but beating him up over breaking a rule seemed extreme. Unless I was the one doing the beating, of course. Then it was perfectly reasonable.


Looking up at me, Hayden smiled again. It looked forced. “I swear everyone around here is just as high-strung as you and that Myles guy. Must be something in the water.”


Not liking the thought that his teammates had hurt him, and not liking that the idea of him being hurt bothered me—what the hell did I care if his teammates beat him to a pulp?—I straightened in my seat and concentrated solely on the almost-insult he’d just given me. I was not high-strung. Jerk. “I know it may seem stupid to you, but there are rules for a reason.”


He let out a humorless laugh as he edged his bike closer to mine. When we were side by side, so close our thighs were almost touching, he stopped. His eyes were liquid fire, like emeralds simmering in molten lava. “I never said rules were stupid, sweetheart. If there were no rules … well, then, it would be impossible for me to break them, wouldn’t it? So in a way, you could say I value rules more than most.”


He’d dropped his feet to the cement while murmuring those words to me, and our knees were touching now. The slight contact sent a shock wave straight up my thigh.


Reaching down, I pointedly pushed his knee away from mine. “That makes absolutely no sense at all.” I really didn’t know whether I was commenting on the sudden emptiness I felt or what he’d just said. He shouldn’t make me feel this way.


Hayden bit his lip as he studied me. The move instantly drew my attention to his mouth … a spot I really didn’t want to focus on. “You seem more surly than usual. Something wrong?”


His comment, or the fullness of his lips—God, I bet they were soft—provoked my agitation. I was not about to discuss my problems with him. “You don’t know anything about me,” I snapped. And you never will.


He shook his head, his expression instantly transformed into one of contempt. “And you know so much about me? You called me a thug after seeing me one time. So … let me just take a stab at what’s eating you. Daddy won’t buy you the latest and greatest to race with? What? Your Ducati not good enough for you anymore?”


Just the snotty tone of his voice would have been enough to set my teeth on edge, but what he’d said was ten times worse. I wasn’t some rich-bitch spoiled brat who was racing because I was bored—I’d been doing this my entire life. I’d researched what bike I’d wanted, then I’d gone out and gotten it—myself. My father couldn’t afford to provide bikes for all of his racers, so to help take some of the burden off his shoulders—and because I’d wanted the best bikes around—I’d stepped up and purchased my own. Or partly. I’d taken a loan out for some of it, a plan my dad had argued against. He hadn’t wanted me to be up to my eyeballs in debt, but it was a small sacrifice to help out the family business. I was not about to explain any of that to this douche, though. And besides, I was right calling Hayden a thug. That was exactly what he was.


“Get the hell away from me … before I tell Daddy you were messing with me. He has no patience for Bennetis. Or assholes.” While it made me feel like I had a thousand splinters sticking out of my skin to let him keep thinking I was some pampered heiress who had no right to be here, I wasn’t in the mood to explain myself or justify my actions. Not to him. Let him think what he wanted; I knew the truth. And besides, what did he know about sacrifice anyway? He’d probably never had to earn a damn thing in his life. He’d probably stolen everything he had, including that shiny Honda he was straddling.


Hayden worked his jaw before responding to me. The heat in his eyes was an equal match for mine, and for a minute, I couldn’t tell if the sparks flying between us were anger … or something else. His tone pure ice, he bit out, “Sure thing … princess.” Then he opened his throttle and zipped away from me. It was only then that I realized I’d been holding my breath.


When I got back to the garage, things were calmer, and Jimmy was gone. Nikki was there now, looking around at all the glum expressions with confusion on her face. She approached me the minute I stepped inside.


“Why’s everyone acting like they’re at a funeral?” Before I could answer, she asked a different question. “Why were you racing through the parking lot?” I opened my mouth, but again, she didn’t let me get a word out. “And is what Myles told me last night true … that Benneti hired some hotshot named Hayden, and that the asswipe totally insulted you?”


I paused to see if she’d let me speak. When she didn’t ask another question, I nodded. “Yes, he did, and yes, the guy was a douche.” Yesterday and today.


Nikki’s eyes widened and she suddenly looked really nervous. After making sure no one was within earshot, she quietly said, “Did he mean Hayden-Hayden … as in street-racing, undefeated, golden-boy Hayden? That Hayden?”


Rolling my eyes, I nodded again. “Yeah … same Hayden.” Unfortunately.


Nikki scrubbed her hands on her coveralls, like she was sweating. “Jesus … what are the odds that it’s the same guy? Do you think he’s still doing … that? Because he’ll get banned from the sport if someone finds out.”


For a second, I debated whether I should tell her the truth. Then I shrugged and said, “How would I know?” I didn’t want to admit that I did know, because that would be admitting that I’d talked to him. And that would lead to questions like, Why are you talking to him? and Why is he talking to you? and Do you want Myles and the guys to set him straight? On second thought, maybe I should tell her. No, Hayden’s teammates were already setting him straight … Why was that still bothering me?


“Yeah, guess you wouldn’t know …” Nikki murmured, sounding distracted. Looking around again, she lowered her voice even more. “I noticed you haven’t said anything to Myles about the whole illegal gambling thing. You’re not going to, right?” Her expression turned pleading. “Because he would seriously kill me, and then he’d probably let it slip to someone, because he blabbers when he’s stressed, and then your dad would find out and fire me. And I really love my job, Kenzie.”


I had to shake my head at that. Myles wasn’t the only one who blabbered; unless the secret was hers, Nikki couldn’t keep quiet to save her life. “Of course I won’t say anything.” While I really didn’t care if Hayden’s secret got out, I would keep quiet for Nikki’s sake. And my own, I supposed. Because Hayden was right. Even if I was only there to help Nikki that night, it looked bad for me too.


Nikki’s glee was immediate, and the bright smile that spread across her face was almost contagious. Almost. “But we have bigger problems today than your poor judgment,” I muttered, changing the subject. Her face scrunched in annoyance and I quickly explained. “Jimmy quit, and he took LDL with him.”


Her dark eyes widened in shock. “He … what?”


I sighed. “Yeah. I gotta go talk to my dad, make sure everything’s okay. We’ll catch up later, all right?” She mumbled something that sounded like “Okay,” and I started walking away. Pausing, I turned back to her. “Oh, and Nikki, if I’m going to keep silent for you, then you need to stay away from that world.” She immediately opened her mouth to answer me, but I cut her off before she could. “I’m serious, Nikki. Stay away from it.” Her expression fell, but she nodded, and I felt a little better as I left to go see my father.


As I trudged up the stairs to my dad’s office, my heart grew heavier with each step. My father didn’t often confide his financial troubles to me, but I saw signs all around that were pointing to a downward spiral. In addition to the general lack of upkeep to the property, the mechanics were using tools that should have been replaced ages ago, our supply of spare parts was disastrously low, and two of our team’s backup bikes didn’t run at all. Even worse than that, though, my oldest sister, Theresa, had recently told me that Dad had refinanced his house. Again. I felt like this season was it—a make-it-or-break-it year for Cox Racing—and I wasn’t sure if I was up to the challenge ahead of me. I’d like to think I was, and I’d tell anyone who asked that I was ready to take on the world … but doubt was seeping in, and fear was following closely on its heels.


The heavy door to my dad’s office was closed when I got there. I briefly knocked on it, and Dad’s gruff voice immediately answered. “Come in.”


I opened the door to see him sitting at his desk, poring over a messy stack of invoices. He was frowning as he ran a hand through his close-cropped hair. As I stepped inside his office, I saw that many of the bills in front of him had the word OVERDUE stamped across them in bright red ink.


Dad flipped some of the papers over when he saw it was me. “Mackenzie, good to see you. Have you been on the track yet?”


Frowning, I told him, “No, not yet.”


He sighed like he was disappointed with my answer. Great. Two seconds in and I was already letting him down. “We leave for Daytona in a week. Now isn’t the time to slack off.”


“I know, and I was …” I stopped talking and shut my mouth. No matter my intentions, goofing around in the parking lot wasn’t training, and there was no way to make my dad see it as anything but a waste of time. Changing topics, I said, “I saw what happened with Jimmy.”


Leaning back in his chair, Dad studied his hands in his lap. “Ah, yes. That was … unfortunate, but nothing to be done about it now.” When he looked back up at me, there was a weariness in his eyes that never seemed to really go away anymore.


“Unfortunate?” I said, stepping around his desk to stand beside him. “Dad, it was a bit more than unfortunate. He was our best rider.”


“But not our only rider,” he answered, standing. Locking gazes with me, Dad put a firm hand on my shoulder. “I have faith in you, Mackenzie, and I know you’ll do exactly what you need to do this year.” From the sternness in his voice and the glint in his eyes, it was clear that anything less than my absolute best would not be tolerated. It was mild praise hidden under a mound of responsibility. How the hell was I supposed to stand a chance at succeeding when the bar was already set on the top rung?


I swallowed the sudden anxiety tightening my throat. “Of course, Dad. I am a Cox, after all.” Which was a blessing and a curse. Would I ride faster without the weight of his legacy on my back? That was one question I would never know the answer to.


A half smile formed on Dad’s face. “I’m glad to hear it. Now get out there and work on your laps. I need you to be ready for Daytona, and you’re not quite there yet. As I’ve told you before, you need to work on endurance. You can’t let yourself ease up when your muscles start to fatigue. Work through the pain, Mackenzie. And watch your speed on the corners. You’re going to lose control one of these days.” He clapped my shoulder, then returned to his chair, and I knew I was being dismissed.


Visualize the victory, and it will be yours. Dad used to say that to me when I was younger, racing on dirt bike tracks with a bunch of other five- and six-year-olds. Back then, it had just been about having fun. Some of that magic had faded now that so much was riding on my success. Remembering another piece of his oft-repeated advice—Your attitude will forge your future—I told him, “I’ll be ready, Dad. I’ve got this.”
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