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ABU DHABI


DECEMBER


NATALIA


New York to London, London to Athens, Athens to Abu Dhabi. Nineteen hours in the air, and I’m exhausted. There are very few people in the hotel lounge, but maybe that’s normal for nine p.m. on a Wednesday.


I pause in the archway, taking it all in. French pop plays too loudly over the speakers. The Sputnik-sphere lamps cast an intimate speckled glow. Bartenders glide back and forth, all agile charm. The air smells like toasted sesame and pricey booze.


I cross the room and lean against the bar, shooting another text to Phaedra.


Me: Phae! Omg why aren’t you answering??? This place is booked solid during grand prix week, so if you don’t LET ME IN I’m going to have to sleep in the lobby.


I darken my phone and stuff it into my purse before signaling the bartender. He strolls over and leans opposite me with a gleaming white smile and an unsubtle once-over.


“How can I … help you?”


Oh my. He really put everything he could into that pause. “Bless his heart,” as Aunt Minnie would say.


I point at the ice water he’s just set down. “Thank you for this, but I might be here awhile. May I get some juice?”


He rubs a knuckle against his jaw, following the precise line of dark beard scruff. “Sure, beautiful. What kind?”


I offer a friendly shrug as my purse vibrates with a text. “Surprise me.”


Of course the message isn’t from Phae.


I can’t get a break …


It’s Josh, my (former) editor at the arts and culture magazine where I’ve been a staff writer for three years, before resigning via an email on Monday night.


Josh: Did you seriously jump ship without notice and take a job with Auto Racing Journal? Or was it the thing about Shelby? You have to believe me, doll—we are NOT back together. I just need to move in again because it’s less confusing for the kids.


My nostrils flare and I jab out a reply.


Me: ARJ is a better salary, plus free travel. And I have an “in” with F1 because my best friend works for Emerald. Shelby is welcome to have you—I don’t need another married liar. Have a nice life, Josh.


A glass of magenta sludge is set before me. The bartender’s lips curl in a flirty smirk as he drags a wrapped drinking straw suggestively between two fingers.


“Beetroot,” he informs me. “You said to surprise you.”


I flash jazz hands. “Surprise!”


“Beetroot is good for stamina. I drink it every day … so I can go all night.”


I’m now apparently being seduced by the Dwight Schrute of the United Arab Emirates. What’s next, karate moves?


Mercifully, someone at the other end of the bar catches his attention and he walks away.


Me: RESCUE ME, Phae. It’s like a tank of piranhas down here.


Seconds later, he’s back.


I’m about to snap at the Drakkar Noir–soaked Romeo mixologist when he sets a tumbler of fragrant bourbon down and tips a grudging nod toward the end of the bar.


“From the gentleman.” He walks off without awaiting my response.


“Good lord,” I mutter, prepared to send a crisp No, thank you to some lonely businessman who’ll surely look like the Rich Uncle Pennybags Monopoly mascot.


Mercy.


At the far corner sits a complete smokeshow in a charcoal suit.


Tall as heck. Hair mostly pepper with just enough salt; wavy, with a widow’s peak that makes him look like a classic film star.


Maybe midforties? I think. Probably has a decade on me …


His bone structure is angular, complexion outdoor-tan, and he has firm-but-tender lips that seem to say, I’ll tell you what to do, then reward you for doing it.


He also isn’t looking at me.


Huh.


I pick up the bourbon and bring it to my nose.


I like to say I know my bourbon because I grew up in Kentucky. But Auntie Min is a strict nondrinker, and I left for North Carolina at eighteen, so there goes that theory.


Glass near my lips, I look up. Gray Suit Smokeshow moves his aloof gaze in my direction. He raises his own glass—eyes smiling, mouth impassive—then looks away.


Who does he think is in charge here? What a smug jerk.


I set the glass down, ignoring him.


A minute later, charcoal gray drifts in like a storm cloud on my periphery. I can smell him, and if that isn’t Neroli Portofino cologne, I’ll eat my hat.


Please let his voice sound like it does in my head …


His right hand—oh God, what a gorgeous pair of hands—opens toward the liquor. “Would you prefer something else?”


His voice is heavenly—a deep, smoothly accented incantation. I feel it down to my toes.


“Bourbon served neat,” I reply, not looking at him. “Good choice. Not chardonnay or something silly with an umbrella.”


He gives a rumbly chuckle, and I peek to see his smile. Boyishly asymmetric, single dimple on the left.


“What are you drinking?” I ask, picking up his glass and tipping it toward my face. The scent blooms into my nostrils, warm. “Ooh, cognac?”


“Mmm-hmm. Courvoisier—help yourself.”


“Ah, we’re sharing?”


He offers that whisper-light Mona Lisa smile. “I will certainly order you an untouched glass … if you’re shy.”


His eyes are dark as puddles of ink, and oh the things he’s writing with them …


“Are you shy, kleine Hexe?”


I know only a smattering of German but am pretty sure this deliciously bad man just called me a little witch.


Without breaking our gaze, I take a sip of his cognac.


“Nope. Not shy.”


As we take the elevator to his room, I’m surprised he doesn’t try to kiss me. He leans in the corner, fingertips resting on the handle of my suitcase, eyeing me speculatively.


He looks vaguely familiar. Have I seen him before? Maybe just in my fantasies. Because he is exactly … my … type. Wow.


“Thank you for inviting me up for a drink,” I tell him, my gaze angling away. I’m both excited and unnerved by his coy smile, and the challenge flashing in those dark eyes. “That loud music in the lounge was too much. I’m sure my friend’ll text soon.”


“Thank you,” he counters, “for treating me to your company.”


The accent is lovely—clipped and neat, with a soft, cool texture like a layer of fresh snow.


“You’re German?” I ask.


The elevator eases to a stop and chimes.


“Austrian.” He opens a hand to invite me to precede him into the hallway.


“What line of work are you in?”


We haven’t exchanged names; the window closed on that halfway through a flirty glass of bourbon. It’s clearly a game at this point.


“Management. And you?”


We walk to the end of the hall—double doors leading to the floor’s biggest suite. He takes his phone out and taps it to unlock the door, then slides a finger along the screen to bring the lights up before ushering me in.


“Oh, I’m a writer,” I say, keeping it as vague as he is.


He pauses in the doorway and gives me a guarded look. “What do you write?”


Ah. So he’s cautious about journalists? Best to go with a little truth-stretching …


“I’m researching a novel.” My mind scrambles to think of what I might be doing in the city if not attending the grand prix. “It’s … about an archaeologist. There’ve been cool Bronze Age archaeology discoveries here.” My cheeks heat with the lie.


He studies my face, his eyes smiling. “Interesting. You must tell me more.”


Yikes. Hopefully not too much more.


The corner suite is stunning. My steps halt as I’m greeted by a wall of windows overlooking the marina, across an opulent living room with a bar. An archway leads to a bedroom with a kingly barge of a bed, mounded with gold pillows.


“Hell of a view,” I breathe.


“Make yourself comfortable. Bourbon again?”


“I’d take a half pour.”


I watch while he assembles my drink, then casually wander away—making him chase me a bit—after he hands it to me. Peeking around the bedroom doorway, I spot a huge en suite behind a frosted glass wall. The luxurious shower is open concept: multiple heads, fancy tile, big bench.


He appears beside me and raises his glass to mine. He has such leonine grace, every movement elegant and spare, like a dance. I can smell him again, and it’s making me nuts—a combination of sleep deprivation, rebelliousness, and hormones.


Taking a sip, I nod at the en suite. “I hope the one in my friend’s room is as nice. I’m looking forward to a shower.”


His dark-as-sin eyes shine down at me. My focus moves from his eyes to his mouth in a blatant signal I’m willing to be kissed.


Would it be so terrible to spend a few hours as the bold, uninhibited girl I’ve never been, rather than a Good Girl suckered by the promises of cads like Josh?


The only promise I see in Charcoal Suit’s eyes is a good time.


His gaze lingers on my lips too. A shimmer of heat goes through me.


“You’re welcome to use my shower,” he offers in that silky baritone. “And if you don’t hear from your friend, this suite has a guest room.”


I don’t quite rise on my toes in anticipation of a kiss, but my feet are tensed and ready. He takes a step back and saunters to the bar, his posture easy, unhurried.


Oh, just look at this lovely creature—butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. He’s going to make me work for it.


I’ll admit … having been genetically blessed by my beautiful (though absent) parents, I rarely have to do the heavy lifting where seduction is concerned. I’m kinda loving that this is different.


I go to my suitcase and unzip it, fishing around for loungey satin trousers and a spaghetti-strap cami.


“Invitation accepted.”


The hot water is divine. I want to use the massage function on my tired shoulders but can’t figure it out. I twist the showerhead, then search the walls for some kind of button.


Throwing a glance toward the parallelogram of light leading to the living room, I call out, “Um … excuse me?”


I open a towel in front of myself, stepping out of the spray.


He appears to the left of the doorway, on the other side of the frosted glass.


Shirtless.


“Can I help you, kleine Hexe?”


What am I getting myself into? We both know neither the offer nor the acceptance of a shower is innocent …


“Th-the, uh, the shower massage,” I stammer. “Is it controlled by an app or something?”


There’s a pause. I wonder if we’re both thinking the same thing.


“Would you like company?” His voice is a rich rumble.


We are indeed thinking the same thing.


Lust taps an inquiring knock in the neighborhood between my legs. For a half minute, neither of us moves.


I don’t trust myself to reply. I pull the towel off, then sidestep into the open, unwinding the scrunchie holding my hair on top of my head. It fans over my shoulders.


He steps into the doorway, the hunger in his eyes full of unexpected warmth.


“You’re stunning.”


“Likewise,” I manage.


His torso is a feast for the eyes—elegant slopes of gym-
chiseled perfection, tapering from powerful shoulders to a trim waist sketched with a magnetic V-cut.


My shameless gawking elicits a chuckle.


“There’s more,” he assures me in an affectionate taunt.


The way he holds my gaze as his fingers go to the button on his trousers sends a shiver through me. He unzips and steps out of his clothes.


His legs are long and sculpted with the defined muscles of an athlete. My eyes slide over him and my nipples tighten as I zero in on a fantasy-worthy cock. He isn’t erect—there’s just enough blood flow to give it a lift—but already delectably big.


Phae, you’re officially forgiven for not texting back.


I’m not short at five-nine, but he towers over me. He walks me slowly backward to the mosaic-tiled wall. Steam curls around us. His huge hands skate over my hips. Our eyes are inches apart, and his smile is so cocky that I’m not sure whether I want to bite his lip in annoyance or lust. The mint-and-cognac of his breath is a magnet pulling me closer.


Dammit, why isn’t he kissing me?


I press against him, my breasts meeting his chest with its light dusting of dark hair.


He holds my face, almost reverent. “You’re shivering. Should I stop?”


“I’m shivering because the suspense is killing me.”


One of his hands spreads across my lower back and the other rakes into my hair as his lips claim mine, leisurely tasting, slanting over my mouth again and again. I moan into his mouth in encouragement. He cradles one of my breasts and with a thumb traverses the areola. I lean into his touch, and he dips to lick my nipple.


My head drops back. A trembling sigh escapes me as he cups the mound of my pussy. He gives my nipple a pinch with his teeth, then returns to kissing my mouth. As his tongue breaches my lips, his fingers slide into me, wet and effortless.


“The verdict is in,” I manage through kisses. “It’s a major yes. Do you have condoms?”


“Mmm-hmm.” He steers me under the shower spray and combs both hands into my hair.


I’m all but boneless in his clutches, murmuring approval as he lathers his hands and proceeds to deliver a scalp massage so luscious, it bodes damned well for what he might accomplish below my waist.


As he rinses the suds from my head and they coast down my body, he teases his slippery hands everywhere, following the snaking white paths of foam. Gathering my hair, he wrings the water from it, then wraps me in a towel and picks me up bride-style, carrying me to the double sinks.


I twist to look at our reflection in the mirror, and my breath catches.


He’s so handsome, and I look natural in his arms—it’s hard to believe we’re strangers …


Setting me on the counter, he opens a leather shaving case. Sure enough, there’s the bottle of Neroli Portofino. He draws a string of three condoms out and tears one off.


I wrap my hand around him, and he sucks in a gasp through his teeth. His long-lashed, smoky eyes drop closed above those perfect cheekbones. In the light over the sink, I can see him vividly—the laugh lines flanking his eyes are beautiful.


I stroke him and draw the condom from his fingers, ripping it open with my teeth and rolling it on before pulling him to kiss me.


“Right here,” I whisper. “I can’t wait.”


He gives my lower lip a bite. “I have to taste you first.”


He opens the towel and pulls me to the edge, then kneels. Caressing my legs, he parts them and sets them over his shoulders, kissing a trail up to the juncture of my thighs. I grip the edge of the counter with one hand and comb my fingers into his thick, soft waves.


His tongue glides and gently probes. Parting me with his thumbs, he licks in slow sweeps. I push against him, and he draws my clit between his lips, sucking lightly. His long, skilled fingers slide into me again. My hands tense on the counter—my breath coming in gasps, whispering encouragement—as he intuitively finds the gentle, patient rhythm I need.


“Please don’t stop … exactlythatohmygod …”


In another minute, the rush of climax chases and overtakes me, wringing out a breathy moan as a shiver snakes through me. When he stands and kisses me, I taste myself on his lips. Golden afterglow dances down my legs.


He’s poised at the gate, and the muscles inside me beckon. I wrap my legs around his waist. He breaches me in a gorgeous thrust, then pauses to watch my eyes as I get used to his girth. A wicked smile dances across his expression.


“Are you going to come for me again, kleine Hexe?” He slides his hips side to side, grinding the wetness between us. “A quiet girl,” he teases between kisses. “Do you live someplace with thin walls?”


He draws back fully and thrusts into me deep. My fingernails jab the muscles flanking his spine.


“You say you’re not shy, but”—another deep thrust—“such restraint when pleasure takes you. Are you such a proper girl that you won’t scream?” He rocks into me steadily, defining the perfect angle with every luscious thrust. “Are you quiet when you touch yourself, biting your lip in silence when you come on those pretty fingers?”


I’m half delirious with arousal, eyes closed tight. “Yes … yes, I do …”


“You won’t let them make you scream—those boys who don’t deserve you. A peach with a stone inside no man will crack.”


My eyes fly open, and his look is a bold smirk. He’s in my head as deep as the rest of me, and it makes my heart hammer in more ways than one. He lifts me and strides through the bathroom doorway, setting me on the high bed. Still inside me, he positions his legs outside mine, then begins to move again. A helpless whimper rises from me. The spiral of climax is winding tight again, and I follow it. The way my trapped legs are clamped around his cock is like nothing I’ve ever felt.


“Tha-that’s … o-oh God …” I falter, my breath catching.


“Yes?” He kisses my lips with surprising tenderness, and it sends a shiver through me.


“It’s amazing—oh God, more …”


He kisses me harder; I suspect he’s close too. I moan into his mouth, commanded by his body, restrained by his muscular thighs as the tide nears. His big hands cradle my head, fingers entwined in my hair while his hips arc him into me.


“Scream if you want to,” he murmurs near my ear. “No need to drown your fire.”


“Oh God, I can’t …” My hand drifts up, ready to cover my cries as the window of climax opens a crack and a glittering white rush begins to pour in.


My shriek surprises me. I move to muffle it, and feel him lace his fingers with mine, drawing my wrist to his lips.


Hearing my own voice like this is hot in a way I hadn’t expected; I’ve created the soundtrack to my own erotic movie. I go all in with a shouted “Yessss!” as he finds his own release with a gritty cry, driving into me high and hard before dropping his head against my shoulder, panting.


After a minute, he kisses my neck and moves off me, pulling me sideways into one brief, firm embrace before getting up and walking to the bathroom. The sink runs, and I curl into a contented ball, cheek nestled against the rumpled duvet.


As the water turns off, I hear the unmistakable sound of Phaedra’s ringtone—Elton John’s “The Bitch Is Back”—from the other room.


“Oh, now you call …” I mutter.


I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and walk to the bathroom—passing him in the wide doorway, exchanging mildly bashful post-sex smiles—then pull on the loungewear I’ve left on the counter.


I go to my purse in the living room and call Phae back.


“Where the fuck are you?” she snaps.


“Excuse me? I should be asking you.”


“I came downstairs, and the bartender said you split with some rando!”


I throw a glance at the bedroom and walk toward the smaller guest room, dropping my voice. “Well, I dumped Josh, and—”


“Oh, good call,” she interrupts, raising her voice over the swell of background music in the bar. “A total wanker.”


“So, you could say I celebrated that decision with … a sexual ‘palate cleanser.’ And don’t be judgy about it.”


There’s a long pause. “What the hell?” Her laugh is shocked. “Nat, you wildcat! What’s his name, and where’s he from? Are you gonna see him again?”


I wince, knowing the flak I’d get for the no-names thing.


“He’s, uh, English.” I struggle to make up the most English-
sounding name possible. “His name’s Reginald … um, Throckmorton.”


“Oh my God. Sure!” She brays out a screech of laughter. “You got played! ‘Reginald fucking Throckmorton’? Guess that answers the question of whether you’re gonna see him again.”


“Shut up.”


“If he’s a Brit, maybe he’s with Allonby Racing. They’re on floor eleven; I’m on eight. Not the big suite at the end of the hall—that one’s my boss, Klaus. I’m in the last room on the left before his. What floor are you on?”


I swivel to peek back again and nearly jump out of my skin to find “Reginald” standing in the guest room doorway. I mute the phone.


“What floor are we on?” I whisper.


“Eight.” He gives me a cool smile and walks off.


My stomach drops, and a tide of panic floods over me as I realize why he looks so familiar.


Though already a racing fan, I’ve been studying F1 history, strategy, and drivers since landing the new job. But somehow I neglected to recognize the Emerald team principal, billionaire 40 percent stakeholder Klaus Franke. To be fair to myself, Emerald’s TP isn’t their “public face”—that role is held by Phaedra’s dad, charismatic owner Edward “Mo” Morgan. Mo loves to talk, and fans love to listen to his folksy, idiomatic sass, delivered in his signature Southern drawl and punctuated with quotable catchphrases. Klaus is more a “strong, silent type,” in the background.


Oh God. What the hell have I done?


Apparently I’ve had a one-off with one of the most important non-driver figures in the sport that’s about to become my life.


Goodbye, professional credibility.


I unmute the phone. “I’m not sure what floor I’m on.”


Phaedra’s pause all but screams, I didn’t want to have to ask this, but …


“So, uh, he’s probably another married one, right?” she ventures.


My face goes hot. “I don’t know or care.”


For the record, I very much do care about that kind of thing. But I’ve been suckered enough times that at a certain point, I started pretending marital status doesn’t matter. Being seen as a homewrecker somehow feels less mortifying than being cliché gullible.


I catch sight of myself in a mirror and glare at the face that made my stupid ex Josh once joke, You’re too pretty to be wasted on print media. Glossy dark brown hair and fine bone structure I inherited from my mother, my father’s full lips and long-lashed blue eyes.


Unfortunately, I may also have my parents’ irresponsibility, despite working hard my entire life to prove otherwise.


I fought their legacy when I chose the debate team rather than cheerleading in high school. I fought it when I kept up a consistent 4.0, studying on weekends instead of dating. I fought it when I applied to Queens U Charlotte instead of party school University of Alabama, where my peers were dying to go.


And finally … I fought it when I got offers from both Vogue and Auto Racing Journal, and spite-chose ARJ because Josh once said I should “get established in the fashion industry before you age out and lose your looks.”


I’ve completely messed it all up, right out of the gate. What do I do now?


I need to get the hell out of the United Arab Emirates and hit the reset button on this disaster. After all, I don’t need to be here—I won’t officially start with ARJ until next month. This trip is just to chill with Phae and get the lay of the land.


No pun intended …


I’ll head back to the States, I resolve, and by March when the new racing season begins, Klaus will have long forgotten me.


“Okay, um, I’ll meet you at your room soon!” I tell Phae. As she’s replying, I hang up and hurry back to the bedroom to collect my travel outfit from the en suite.


Charcoal Suit—Klaus Franke, oh my God—is sitting on the bed, propped against the headboard, perusing something on an iPad and wearing a businesslike scowl. He glances over the tops of a pair of reading glasses as I enter.


Flashing a smile, doing my best not to look panicked, I walk into the bathroom. My purple dress is folded on the counter, and on top of it—


Tell me that’s not what I’m seeing.


A stack of hundred-euro notes is perched on my dress.


I strangle the money in one fist and clutch my folded clothes against myself, marching back into the bedroom.


“What the hell is this?” I demand, holding the cash up.


He pulls his reading glasses off. Before he has a chance to say anything, I throw the money. It flutters around him, half of it hitting the floor beside the bed.


“You think I’m a prostitute?” I rage. “Are you out of your mind?”


“I don’t assume one way or another when I meet women in this manner.” He sets his glasses aside. “Money is useful to everyone. Consider it a gift.”


“No thanks. Asshole.”


I storm to my suitcase and cram my dress and shoes inside, then haul it to the door in bare feet. I wave my hand in front of the confusing door latch, assuming it must be motion-activated, then spin around with a growl.


Klaus is standing a few yards away.


“What’s with this techno BS?” I demand. “Does it need to scan my retina? Are normal human doorknobs too pedestrian for your cool luxury suite?”


He walks over with maddening leisure and slides his fingers under the matte metal flap that opens the door, pulling it wide.


“I’m sorry for offending you,” he says quietly. “It was a terrible blunder.”


I wish he looked sarcastic, but his eyes are the tiniest bit sad.


“This,” I tell him, summoning my inner badass and donning a frosty mask of disdain, “has been both the best and most disappointing lay of my life.”


I drag my enormous suitcase out and stride to the elevator.
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MELBOURNE


THREE MONTHS LATER


NATALIA


It’s the evening after the season-launching grand prix, and I’m practically effervescent. Everything for my first race as ARJ’s lead reporter has gone perfectly. Interviews have been great, I looked confident in the paddock and press room, and now I’m enjoying the payoff: an evening with my best friend, indulging in the jet-set pleasures of a glamorous job in Formula 1.


I just hope I don’t run into him off the clock.


It’s fine, I reassure myself. So what if you do? You have as much right to be here as he does.


As for Phae, she’s trying to be her usual nonchalant tomboy self, but I catch her checking herself out in one mirrored wall of the elevator as we make our way down to the hotel lounge to meet Cosmin Ardelean—Emerald’s new hotshot driver, for whom she’s the race engineer—for a drink.


“You look gorgeous,” I reassure her.


“Huh?” she asks, feigning bewilderment. “Oh. Like, the shirt? Whatevs.”


I bought the slinky white shirt for her when I was in Paris, because she’s always dressed like a twelve-year-old boy at math camp—ripped jeans, T-shirts with sciencey puns, sneakers—but I had to pretend I’d bought it for myself and it didn’t fit right. I knew if I just said, “I picked this out for you,” she’d scoff. There’d be a million reasons why the shirt was all wrong and I was a half-wit for having wasted my money.


“I don’t give a fuck how I look.” She jams both hands into her pockets. “As if I care what that narcissistic dickbag thinks.”


My smile is sly, and I maintain a taunting silence.


“Stop it or I’ll punch you in the tit,” she warns. “Ardelean may be ‘hot’ to some people, but the only thing I like about him is the ten points he bagged for Emerald. This ‘Let’s have one little drinkie with him’ thing was your idea. And thank God I’m not trying to catch his eye—I look like shit next to you. Your legs are a light-year long and you have a rack like Jessica Rabbit. Who are you trying to impress? Did Formula Fuckboy’s charms during the post-race interview work that well?”


There’s a brittle edge of jealousy in her tone, but if I point it out, she’ll slaughter me. I tug the plunging neckline of my red velvet dress an inch higher.


The truth is, ever since Klaus spotted me at the press conference days ago, I’ve been nervous about running into him. His eyes that afternoon went forest-animal startled as he scanned the group of journalists and snagged on me.


Guess he remembers me after all, I thought.


I was rattled too. Usually Ed Morgan does the Emerald press conferences. But to his credit, Klaus gave me some dynamic quotes in answer to my question for the panelists. No one would ever guess we had anything but a purely professional relationship.


For the past three months—since our “carnal collision” in Abu Dhabi—I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him. I can’t deny that was the hottest sex of my life, even if I was disgusted by his throwing money at me afterward. (Okay, technically he set it down neatly, and I threw it. But whatever.)


Something about the man is a puzzle I keep turning over in my mind. When the cyberstalking I did revealed him to be a tragic widower, my heart ached for him in a way that made me frustrated with myself for being such a damned cliché.


Beside me, Phaedra scowls down at the neckline of the white shirt, fussing with it like she can’t decide whether it should show off more or less of her pale, freckled skin.


The elevator bell chimes and the doors glide open on the opulent lobby. Standing there—being venerated by a blonde so hyperfocused on him that I could perform an appendectomy on her sans anesthesia—is none other than Klaus Franke.


His obsidian eyes settle on Phaedra.


“Good evening, Schatzi,” he greets her. With cool courtesy, he deigns to acknowledge me. “And … your name again was … ?”


So that’s how we’re playing this?


Squashing down my annoyance, I straighten my shoulders and “reintroduce” myself.


“Natalia Evans.”


As revenge for having given her crap in the elevator about Cosmin, Phae razzes me about the interaction with Klaus, claiming I was blushing as we walked away. I make some excuse about not liking him because he was rude to me once; then I derail Phae’s teasing by pointing out Cosmin, who’s flirting with some racing fan across the bar.


We order drinks and make chitchat. It’s obvious that Emerald’s new driver is smitten with Phae, showing off for her. His surveyal of me is appreciative, sure. But more like the abstract admiration you’d show to a lovely piece of furniture that wouldn’t look right in your house.


My phone buzzes in my tiny cross-body purse. I dig it out, hoping it isn’t my boss Nefeli, inquiring about a story I have due at midnight.


Forgive my poor manners earlier, kleine Hexe, but I assume you’d prefer Phaedra not know of our degree of familiarity.


My heartbeat is suddenly as fast and arrhythmic as a clumsy tap dance.


How the hell did he get my number? And so quickly …


Phaedra leans in to peek, and I stuff the phone into my purse. A burst of laughter and conversation from Cosmin and the fangirl draws her attention away.


My phone buzzes again.


I’d like to apologize in person for my misstep in Abu Dhabi.


“Who’s that?” Phae asks, swiveling my way again.


“No one. Wrong number.”


When the phone lights up a third time, she snatches it from my hand and I have to pummel her to retrieve it. As I secure it in my purse, I spy the message:


I understand if you’re committed. But if not, meet with me so we can talk.


Does he mean “in a relationship” committed or “already have plans with friends”?


Phae gets grouchy over my “sneaky” phone messages and launches some mean little digs, making me feel stupid in the way that’s always come naturally to her. We’re low-key bickering when a merciful distraction arises as Cosmin starts to wander off with the cute girl Phae would never admit to seeing as her rival.


I sneak my phone out and reread the messages. Throwing a glance at Phae, I type a stealthy reply.


I’ll wait out front for exactly five minutes. Your window is 9:18-9:23.


Phae isn’t thrilled when I bail, but she might be playing it up. Making each other “the bad guy” has always been part of our Old Married Couple vibe, so I’m not worried. Once she gets back into her room with snacks and pajamas, I figure she’ll be glad for some alone time.


When I go out to the motor lobby, Cosmin is there with the woman from the bar. She’s drunkenly falling all over him, slipping a hand into his suit jacket while he holds her up. They don’t see me, and I discreetly go sit on a bench at one side of the doors. They appear to be waiting for a car.


I check the time on my phone: 9:18.


The countdown begins.


A sleek BMW sedan pulls into the circular drive, but Cosmin makes no move toward it. He checks something on his phone and pockets it. The sedan with its dark-tinted windows sits, quietly purring.


The hotel doors open. A pair of pristine black monk-strap shoes stop to my right, and I slide my eyes in that direction without looking up.


Leisurely, I check my phone. “One minute to spare.”


He chuckles. “You allowed me very little time.”


Damn the sorcery of that deep voice of his …


I lift my gaze, and the sight of him is like an erotic version of static shock. It all converges on me in a second: the memory of his scent, the texture of his skin, the rock-hard curves of muscle under my fingertips, the delicious sound of every sexy thing he murmured into my ear that night months ago, the subtle rumbles of approval he made when I came.


He extends a hand. “Shall we?”


“Where are we off to?” I ignore his hand and saunter to the car.


“As yet undetermined. I’m thinking on my feet.”


He opens the rear door for me, and I pause to lean on it. I wait, one eyebrow raised. He gives me a look of chagrin, mouth quirking on one side.


“I owe you an apology,” he delivers in a remorseful sigh.


“How much is that worth? More or less than a thousand euros?” I sit carefully—my dress daringly short—and pivot to swing my legs in, scooting over to make room. Klaus gets in and shuts the door.


“Would you like to dine?” he asks. “Have you been to Attica?”


I can’t suppress an unladylike snort of disbelief. “Attica? Oh sure, every day. Unless this car is Marty McFly’s time-traveling DeLorean and you’re going to book a reservation six months ago, good luck.”


“I have a standing reservation during the grand prix weekend,” he says with amusement. “My assistant likely did make it six months ago.”


“Thanks, but I’m not hungry. A fancy dinner would be wasted on me.”


“Nothing could ever be wasted on you, kleine Hexe.”


I hide the shiver that goes through me at the sound of the pet name I haven’t heard out loud since we were naked. I clear my throat and turn forward, examining the motionless, precisely groomed back of a male head—the driver.


“We could go for a walk, I guess,” I tell Klaus.


If we’re walking, I won’t have to look at him.


The thought of being across a table from this man, staring at his tumble of soft, silver-touched wavy hair, his shapely lips, his flashing eyes … I don’t think I could take it.


“A stroll it is. Perhaps the beach?”


I’m about to agree—I was raised to be reflexively accommodating—when I decide to just be myself. “You know where I like to walk most? Neighborhoods with houses, so I can see in the windows. It’s like … dozens of miniature reality TV shows. People are interesting.”


His dark eyebrows dart up. “I’d enjoy that very much, watching these small ‘reality shows’ with you.”


Klaus directs the faceless man in the front seat to find us a neighborhood with walking-friendly streets. The driver spends a minute perusing a map on his phone, then takes off.


It’s late enough on a Sunday night that traffic is easy, and soon the car pulls up curbside to a winding neighborhood road flanked with small homes. Klaus climbs out, then opens the door and holds it for me, politely keeping his eyes averted as I struggle to stand without my dress slithering up to my waist. The evening breeze is balmy with the scent of eucalyptus trees and pavement.


Klaus offers an elbow. After a pause to consider, I take it. Immediately I’m struck by the warmth of him radiating through the fabric—there’s something so personal about it. We wander slowly, passing through two pools of streetlight before either of us speaks.


He lays a hand over mine in the crook of his elbow. “My gaffe the night we met in Abu Dhabi … it’s no excuse, but I must clarify that this habit—the giving of money—has never been a reflection on the women. It’s far more the case that …” He looks up at the city-light-tinged sky. “I sometimes find it difficult to trust that a woman is interested in me for non-monetary reasons.”


“Oh, hush. I’m not buying that you don’t recognize you’re objectively hot.”


“It may surprise you to hear that the money is rarely declined. You’re the only person who has been offended—”


“Hurt,” I cut in.


“Hurt, yes. It has shamed me, realizing there may have been many women over the years who were hurt or offended but didn’t call me out as you did.”


I pull my arm from his. “I wasn’t insulted at being mistaken for a sex worker. I don’t judge, and sex work is work. But you implied I might’ve been in it for a reward. That my enjoyment was … performative. I’d have been less upset if it hadn’t been good with you. Like you understood more than just my body.”


There’s no mistaking the ripple of sorrow that crosses his expression at my words. “I felt that too. You may not believe me, given the circumstances.” His left hand faintly moves toward me; then he pockets it—I’m not sure if he’s trying to seem aloof or trying not to touch me. He clears his throat. “It was an amazing evening.”


I want to agree, but I want to punish him even more.


He’s making it really hard to keep hating him.


“I knew … why Sofia cared for me,” Klaus continues, tentative.


He tries for the comment to land lightly, but it can’t not fall unruly and broken as a dropped sack of groceries. It’s interesting that he doesn’t specify who Sofia is, like he knows I must’ve looked him up. It’s then I realize he’s surely looked me up too.


“There was an ease in my essential self being … remembered,” he goes on. “We were, to each other, always the people we’d known since our youth. Now so much feels like pantomime.” He shakes his head. “Wealth changes everything, makes it harder to let anyone in. But I’m the person my life has made me: a businessman, head of a hundred-million-dollar racing team, a widower, a pragmatist.”


I don’t know him well enough yet to tell if his candor is vulnerable honesty or manipulation.


He studies me sidelong. “I don’t suppose I have any chance with you?”


“Not a prayer, bub.” I do my best to make it lighthearted—a joking tone like a Prohibition-era wise guy. I need to act as if I don’t recognize what’s at stake. The moment feels bigger than both of us, bending time with its gravity.


We’re quiet for a full block, watching lit windows as we pass. Mostly it’s just illuminated curtains, walls, furniture. But in a few houses there are visible people: a standing man holding a beer and talking to some friends who sit on a nearby sofa, a woman carrying a laundry basket, a stocky man on an exercise bike watching TV.


“You won’t forgive me for what happened,” Klaus says, resigned.


“I do mostly forgive you for the … the misunderstanding. But I still wouldn’t date you. We already made things weird by coming in hot like that, jumping right into bed. Plus, dating you would be unprofessional. Way too much chance for conflict of interest.” I risk a glance at him. “Though I do find you very attractive.” There’s an unexpected ache in my chest. “And despite what you may’ve been led to believe by what happened in Abu Dhabi, I don’t do the friends-with-benefits thing well. It’s not where I am in life.”


As I step off a curb in the dimness between streetlamps, my heel goes sideways. I grip Klaus’s arm hard with a gasp, and he’s suddenly like a mountain—the most solid thing I’ve ever felt, impossibly immobile, steadying me. Catching my breath, I have the fanciful sense that if a tornado roared past, I could hold his arm and not fly away.


His eyes in the darkness are touched by twin flares of reflected light. He watches me with a completeness, as if we’re the only two people in the world. The thumping hum of music from a nearby house could be a faint radio transmission from a distant galaxy.


He brushes the backs of his fingers against my cheek, and I lean into the touch. I wonder if we’re both too proud to initiate the kiss that is already there, a spectral thing between us, like a little soul waiting for life to be breathed into it.


God, his lips—I can’t stop looking at them. What kind of idiot would I be if I stepped over a line I drew minutes ago? I can’t kiss him. I can’t …


I grab his silk necktie, holding it light but sure.


Would another kiss be so terrible? Maybe it won’t be as good as I remember.


He gathers my hair and winds it around his hand once with the same cautious firmness I’m using to hold his tie. He’s so close, I can see the pattern of his laugh lines, natural and beautiful as striations in marble.


“This is unwise,” he murmurs with a troubled frown.


I give a small nod. “Let’s do it anyway. Just one more—to say goodbye.”


Heat floods me as his mouth makes contact in a glancing pass, sliding along my lower lip, tender and exploratory. I open to him, pulling on his necktie. An involuntary whimper rises in my throat. My heart hammers as he spreads his hand at the back of my head, cradling me, and his tongue sweeps mine in a welcome trespass.


We leave our hands where they are, gripping each other at only one point as our lips feast, re-angling, then closing in again. I wait for his free hand to connect, wanting it everywhere, anywhere: skimming over a breast, surfing the curve of my hip, grabbing my ass and clutching a handful, commanding. But he holds back; the only clue to his emotion is the way his fist occasionally tightens in my hair.


Finally he rests his forehead against mine before pulling himself upright and opening his eyes. He releases my hair, smoothing it over my shoulder.


“I will miss you,” he says.


I know it’s what he should say. But that was before I remembered how everything about his touch is right, stunning, as real as the gravity pulling us together. I can’t let him know how his words disappoint me.


Dammit, I don’t want to punish myself for allowing the kiss, don’t want to engineer a wall between us … but I have to, or I’ll change my mind …


“Klaus?”


“Talia.”


My eyes squeeze shut. The sound of the diminutive he’s so naturally chosen for me hits like a wave capsizing an insignificant boat. Gradually I open my eyes.


“The woman who was with you tonight—where is she now?” I ask.


He moves a lock of hair off my shoulder, baring my neck.


“There’s no answer that won’t make me sound bad.” Trying for a smile, he adds, “You’ll recall I had a five-minute window, which a certain imperious queen granted. If I say I sent the woman off without another thought, I’m a cad. If she’s waiting for me in my suite, I’m far worse.”


I nibble the inside of my lip, studying him. “Maybe there’s no nice answer, but there is one that’s the truth. So which is it?”


He takes my hand, and I let him. His thumb coasts back and forth over my knuckles before he releases me. “She’s still there.”


I focus on a crack in the sidewalk, aligning the toe of my shoe with it as I determine how I feel. I try to work up some anger, but it seems forced.


“Is she, um …” I twist the thin strap of my purse. “You know …”


“A ‘working girl’?” he supplies.


I nod.


“I don’t know. We’d got no further than a bit of conversation in the lounge.”


Ah. And there’s my anger. Conversation in the lounge …


It feels worse than the thought of him having sex with her. I wonder if he asked her too, as he did with me: Are you shy? If he shared a sip from his Courvoisier and gave her the same wicked smile. If his charming patter with me in Abu Dhabi had been from a playbook of well-tested pickup lines, and once again my heart was swindled by a beautiful scoundrel.


My brain taunts me for my naivete:


Didn’t he tell you as much when he confessed that he gives cash to them all? You’re not special, Natalia Jane Evans. He’s told you what kind of man he is, but you’re not listening.


I wrap my arms around myself. “I’m getting cold. We should go.”


I start down the sidewalk the way we came. Klaus has one arm half out of his jacket, ready to offer it to me, when I stop him.


“I don’t need that.” I lift a hand, warding him off, before knotting it into the cradle of my arms again. Manufacturing a blithe smile—because if he knows how upset I am, it’ll give him an opportunity to change my mind—I tell him, “I wouldn’t want to keep you from your date.”
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BAHRAIN


TWO WEEKS LATER


KLAUS


My preference has always been to watch races from the garage, but with Edward Morgan—Emerald team owner and my dearest friend—out on medical leave, and Phaedra and Cosmin practically at each other’s throats, my presence is needed on the pit wall to help keep things stable. Facilitating rapport between team members is a big part of my job; at times I feel I’m half therapist.


Phaedra has been terse over the radio but grudgingly professional, and Cosmin is having a strong race. The Bahrain circuit is engineered for excitement, with more opportunity for overtaking than is typical in newer tracks. Sakhir is windy and dusty, which is always a challenge. But the track is a favorite of many racers, with long straights, tight hairpins, thrilling twists, and challenging high-speed corners.


Having started in eighth place, Cosmin has fought his way up to third. Emerald’s other driver, Jakob, is holding steady in P6. A podium for Cosmin so early in the season would be quite a coup.


He roars down the straight after turn 13 with Akio Ono close behind, then brakes early into turn 14—a good strategy that will allow him to pick up speed before the quick but gentle turn 15, then pour on power for the main straight leading to the finish line.


Ono attempts an overtake at the apex of 14, but Cosmin brushes him off easily. I glance at Phaedra, her face lit in an open smile, lips parted to deliver words of encouragement, which go undelivered as Cosmin’s car slows and Ono unexpectedly charges past. It happens so quickly that we are all in shock as a podium finish transforms before our eyes into a still respectable yet disappointing fourth.


“Ce pusca mea … la naiba!” Cosmin snarls over the radio. “No, no, no! What the shit?”


The broadcast version is surely one long bleep tone at his flurry of bilingual cursing. From the look on her face, I expect Phaedra to join in with a volley of her own blue language, but she retains a surprising equanimity.


“It was a solid drive, Cos,” she reassures him a bit crisply. Her keen eyes rake over the data on the monitors as she speaks, trying to determine the car’s sudden loss of power. “We’ll take the points.”


His anguished groan tears over the comms. “What fucking happened? That was mine.”


“Looking into it,” Phaedra snaps. “Let’s focus on the positive.”


There are smiles and backslapping all around on the pit wall, everyone celebrating the twenty points gained by our two drivers. Glancing over at Jakob’s race engineer—jovial Alfie, known for his almost satiric British pleasantness—I wonder again whether I should have asked him to work with Cosmin this season and had Phaedra switch to Jakob.


Both drivers, I’m starting to suspect, need something other than what they’re getting. Jakob has become cautious since his marriage and is driving so conservatively that a more energetic race engineer might be an asset. And Cosmin is feisty enough that he could benefit from working with someone who might ignore his “noise” in favor of the signal.


The worry that I’ve made a poor call, along with concern for Edward’s health, is getting the better of me … but I cannot possibly show it.


Perception is all.


The face of Emerald must remain polished—it’s imperative not only to team morale but also to the confidence of investors and sponsors.


Knowing that, ultimately, every failure of the team—from the most overarching principle to the smallest detail—begins and ends with me … it is a heavy weight. When Sofia was alive, it was a comfort to remove my armor in her presence. It’s been five years since I’ve felt I could be myself entirely. The closest I come is in the ease of Edward’s affable demeanor.


I’m committed to the team; it has become my family. But a weariness is setting in. Losing Sofia, and enduring the added misery of my grief being public, has already made me question whether I’m happy as Emerald’s team principal. This year in particular, the stress of the job combined with worry for Edward has me restless, dissatisfied, and feeling trapped.


If Edward dies, I think, it will render me an emotional island with no landing spot for visitors.


I recently saw a series of photos in an art gallery: trees that have “swallowed” inanimate objects by growing around them—signs, fences, chairs, bicycles. I stared at them for a long time, unable to shake the sense that my life has “grown over” and absorbed essential parts of me, trapped in the grip of something organic, yet rigidly unforgiving.


The Monday meetings the next day feel longer than usual. Our newest sponsor, Basilisk Tech, is already proving challenging. When my car pulls up outside the hotel, it’s nearly eleven at night. I’m exhausted and haven’t eaten since noon.


I’m saying good night to the driver and climbing out when my phone rings. After running a tired hand down my face, I swipe the call open and stride into the hotel lobby.


“Clara,” I say grimly. “What now?”


Immediately I feel bad for my sharp tone. Emerald’s commercial officer is every bit as tired as I am and wouldn’t call so late if the issue weren’t critical.


I add an apologetic sigh. “Forgive me. I’d sell a kidney for a proper night’s sleep.”


When was the last time my nomadic life afforded me truly restful sleep? I live out of hotels—different cities, beds, women. Lately, I often find myself reminiscing privately about the simplicity of a time when the word “home” still meant something.


“I don’t suppose you’ve seen what Basilisk just posted?” Clara asks.


“No.” I wander toward the lobby’s seating area and lean against the arm of an overstuffed chair, closing my eyes—half in concentration, half in exhaustion. “What happened?”
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