
			[image: cover]

	
[image: image]

[image: image]

	
Copyright © 2013 Jaci Burton

Excerpt from Hope Flames copyright © 2013 by Jaci Burton


The right of Jaci Burton to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in this Ebook edition in 2014

by HEADLINE ETERNAL

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Published by arrangement with Berkley,

a member of Penguin Group (USA) LLC.

A Penguin Random House Company.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 1552 9


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London  NW1 3BH


www.headlineeternal.com

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk

Cover Images © Claudio Marinesco

	
About the Author

[image: image]

Jaci Burton is a USA Today and New York Times bestselling author who lives in Oklahoma with her husband and dogs. She has three grown children, who are all scattered around the country having lives of their own. A lover of sports, Jaci can often tell what season it is by what sport is being played. She watches entirely too much television, including an unhealthy amount of reality TV. When she isn’t on deadline, Jaci can be found at her local casino, trying to become a millionaire (so far, no luck). She’s a total romantic and loves a story with a happily ever after, which you’ll find in all her books.



Praise for Jaci Burton:


‘It’s the perfect combination of heat and romance that makes this series a must-read’ Heroes and Heartbreakers

 
‘Plenty of emotion and conflict in a memorable relationship-driven story’ USA Today

 
‘Strong characters, an exhilarating plot, and scorching sex . . . You’ll be drawn so fully into her characters’ world that you won’t want to return to your own’ Romantic Times

 
‘A beautiful romance that is smooth as silk . . . leaves us begging for more’ Joyfully Reviewed


‘A strong plot, complex characters, sexy athletes, and nonstop passion make this book a must read’ Fresh Fiction

 
‘Hot, hot, hot! . . . Romance at its best! Highly recommended!’ Coffee Table Reviews


‘[She] has a way of writing intense scenes that are both sensual and raw . . . Plenty of romance, sexy men, hot steamy loving, and humor’ Smexy Books Romance Reviews


‘A wonderful contemporary erotic romance that I recommend!’ The Romance Dish


‘Spy the name Jaci Burton on the spine of a novel, and you’re guaranteed not just a sexy, get-the-body-humming read, but also one that melds the sensual with the all-important building of intimacy and relational dynamics between partners’ Romance: B(u)y the Book

 
‘A compulsively readable sexy story’ Book Lovers Inc.


By Jaci Burton


Play-by-Play Series

The Perfect Play

Changing the Game

Taking a Shot

Playing to Win

Thrown by a Curve

One Sweet Ride

Holiday Games (e-novella)

Melting the Ice


Hope Series

Hope Flames

	
[image: image] 


To get what you want, you have to move fast.

Gray Preston was born into money, but he’s built his racing empire on hard work and muscle. And now that Gray has millions of fans, his senator father sends one of his aides, Evelyn Hill, to elicit Gray’s help in garnering votes for the upcoming national election.

The more time Evelyn spends with Gray, the more she wants him. But any desire that threatens to derail the carefully laid plans for her future in politics is a dangerous one. With the passion Gray and Evelyn share running hotter than either imagined, one of them is going to have to compromise, or else run the risk of losing more than their hearts.


		
			

			To Charlie, for one sweet ride all these years.

			I love you.
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			To my readers:

			I’ve always loved stock car racing. There’s nothing like hot men and fast cars to get one’s motor running, is there? That being said, any changes to the stock car racing schedule or the way stock car racing is run is by my design and for purposes of story line.

			I hope you enjoy!

			Jaci

		

	
		
			ONE

			THERE WAS NOTHING THAT GOT GRAY PRESTON’S MOTOR revving more than a well-running engine, a fast car crossing the finish line in first place, and a hot, willing woman waiting for him at the end of a great day.

			Too bad a blown engine had sent his car into the wall three laps shy of the finish line in Michigan. He’d been in second place and coming up alongside his competitor in a hurry, certain he’d be able to wrestle first place from Cal McClusky before the checkered flag.

			That dream had gone up in smoke. So had the hot woman, one Sheila Tinsdale, a frequent visitor to his trailer and his bed over the past month. Smoking hot, platinum blonde, and stacked, Sheila put no strings on him and liked sex as much as he did. She was damn near the perfect woman.

			Unfortunately, Sheila also had her eye on McClusky, and she bedded winners. So when McClusky crossed the finish line and Gray hit the wall, Sheila hit McClusky’s trailer faster than Gray’s Chevy had spun out on turn three.

			Not that he was surprised, and it hadn’t hurt his feelings. Much. He wasn’t emotionally invested in Sheila, and there were plenty more like her on the racing circuit.

			So he had a big fat zero for today’s events. No win, a smashed-up car, and no consolation sex. Plus, he’d dropped two spots in the points race and had a disappointed crew to deal with. As the owner of two cars for Preston Racing, and the driver of car number fifty-three, responsibility weighed heavily on him.

			It was his goal to make something of himself, especially since he’d broken away from his former owner and gone out on his own two years ago. He had a lot to prove—to himself, to his team, to his fans, and . . .

			It probably didn’t do him any good to think about just how much he had to prove. And how much it would cost him, financially and otherwise, if he failed.

			At least it was still early in the season. There was time to make up the ground he’d lost in today’s race.

			He made his way to the team garage where his crew was busy, their heads under the hood of his car.

			His crew chief lifted his head. “That sucked today.”

			Gray nodded at Ian Smart. He and Ian had been together since Gray had first climbed into a race car, before he’d ever gone pro. “Understatement. Oil temp was screaming high toward the end. I pushed it too hard. But damn—I was so close.”

			As Gray leaned over and inspected the engine, Ian nudged him with his shoulder. “That’s what you gotta do to win the race, buddy. Nothing you can do about it. We’ll get ’em next time.”

			Yeah. Next time. He knew all about loss. His father was a senator, so he’d grown up around campaigns, around strategies for winning, and what you did to regroup when you didn’t win.

			Though his father rarely lost a race. He’d be disappointed in Gray’s performance today. That was if he ever bothered to watch him race, which Gray knew damn well he didn’t. Mitchell Preston wouldn’t be caught dead lowering himself to watch auto racing. He considered it a redneck sport and beneath him. His father was involved in a big election this year and was more interested in his own race—which Gray had no doubt his father would win.

			Gray lost a hell of a lot more races than his father ever had. Something his dad absolutely hated. Then again, his father disliked everything Gray did, as he had ever since Gray had turned down the Harvard scholarship and chosen the sports scholarship to Oklahoma. That had royally pissed off his dad, too.

			At least that memory put Gray in a decidedly better frame of mind.

			“Donny did pretty good, though. He rolled in twelfth.”

			Gray dragged his attention back to Ian. “Not bad, but I know he can do better. He needs to work on his focus more. I’ll talk to him and his crew chief.”

			At least he could salvage something out of this shit day. Donny Duncan drove the new car Gray had brought into Preston Racing this season. At twenty-four, Donny was still a little green, having just made the switch to this level two years ago. But the kid had raw talent and great instincts. Gray was confident that if he continued to push Donny he’d see winning results.

			Gray made the turn to head toward his trailer and saw someone waiting at his door.

			Not just someone. A very attractive, way-overdressed-for-the-track female wearing a business suit and very high heels. He gave her an assessing look as he made his way toward her.

			Media, maybe? Though he’d finished his interviews earlier.

			She pulled down her sunglasses and gave him the once-over, too.

			“Grayson Preston?”

			Wow. She was a stunner, with her strawberry blonde hair expertly pulled up, her blue eyes assessing him, and her lips perfectly glossed. She sure as hell didn’t belong here. Besides, nobody on the racing circuit called him Grayson. Hell, only his mom called him by that name. And his father.

			“Yeah. And you are?”

			She walked toward him, her steps sure and confident, then held out her hand. “Evelyn Hill. Do you have a moment?”

			For her, he had a lot of moments. He shook her hand, noticing her manicured nails. Not those long, fake, clawlike nails some of the women around here wore. Evelyn’s were short and unpainted. “Sure. Come on in.”

			He opened up the door to his trailer and waited while she climbed the stairs, which gave him an opportunity to ogle her very shapely legs and mighty fine ass. Too bad her skirt covered her knees. Normally the women around here wore their skirts a lot shorter. Then again, normally the women hitting on the racers didn’t dress like they were going to have high tea somewhere.

			She moved into the living area and he shut the door.

			“What can I do for you, Evelyn?”

			She turned to face him and gave him a smile. A practiced, professional, very businesslike smile. “I’m here representing your father, Senator Preston.”

			Just as he was focusing his radar on her, she had to go and ruin it by working for his father. Though at least he was sending better emissaries now. Gray went to his fridge and grabbed a beer. “Want one?”

			“Oh. No, thank you.”

			He popped the top off the can and took a long swallow, his throat parched from all those laps and the interviews he’d had to do after the disastrous finish. “Did you see the race today?”

			“As a matter of fact, I did. I’m sorry about your wreck, but I’m relieved you weren’t hurt.”

			He shrugged. “It wasn’t that hard a hit.” He pointed to the small table. “Take a seat, Evelyn. You sure you don’t want something to drink? I also have water and pop.”

			“No. I’m fine. But it was nice of you to offer.”

			Wasn’t she polite? She slid into the booth and crossed one long leg over the other. He cleared his throat. “Okay, then, what did my father send you all the way to Michigan to talk to me about that one of you couldn’t have called to say over the phone?”

			She swept a curl behind her ear and folded her hands together on the table before focusing those gorgeous clear blue eyes directly at him. “As you are aware, or at least I hope you’re aware, now that Senator Preston has dropped out of the presidential race, he has a good chance at being considered a viable candidate for vice president in the election this year.”

			He leaned back in the booth. “I knew he dropped out of the race, but didn’t know he has a shot at the VP spot. Good for him. What does that have to do with me?”

			“He’d be very grateful if you could assist him in his efforts.”

			Now this was a first. His father hadn’t wanted anything to do with him for a long time now. “Is that right? And how am I supposed to help him?”

			“You’ve done very well for yourself in this sport, Mr. Preston—”

			“If you’re going to keep talking to me, Evelyn, you’d better call me Gray.”

			She opened her mouth, paused, then nodded. “All right, Gray. As I was saying, you’ve become very successful in auto racing, which means you have a very dedicated fan base. A very dedicated nationwide fan base.”

			Evelyn sure was pretty, and there was a light sprinkle of freckles across the bridge of her nose that spread to her cheeks, which did nothing to diminish how damn sexy she was, or how commanding her eyes were. Her beauty also didn’t distract him from the very clear message she had just delivered on behalf of his father.

			“I get it. A very dedicated nationwide fan base of registered voters who you think I could persuade to cast a few for my dad and the presidential candidate. And if I agree, that makes Mitchell Preston an even more attractive potential vice presidential candidate, what with all those critical southern votes I could help him garner.”

			She didn’t avert her gaze. “Yes.”

			“Why didn’t he come to me when he was running for president?”

			“He would have, had his presidential bid continued.”

			“Huh. You do realize my father and I don’t exactly see eye to eye on a lot of things, political issues included.”

			“I know a lot about you, including your likes and dislikes—politically, that is.”

			He wanted to laugh, but he could tell Evelyn was doing her best to perform the job she’d been assigned. It wasn’t her fault she’d been assigned to Mitchell Preston’s uncooperative sonofabitch of a son. “I’m surprised, given that I’ve never spoken publicly about my likes or dislikes—politically, that is.”

			She lifted her chin. “Your father has briefed me.”

			Now he did laugh, then took a long swallow of beer before answering. “Has he? My father doesn’t know shit about me. We don’t speak much at all. And since I inherited my trust fund from my grandfather when I turned twenty-five, he can’t blackmail me into giving him what he wants by refusing to give me money, so we have no reason to communicate at all and I have no reason to give him my assistance.”

			He watched Evelyn squeeze her hands so tightly together that her knuckles turned white. “I see.”

			He started to get up. “So we’re done?”

			She didn’t move. “Your mother wanted me to tell you that she would greatly appreciate your cooperation in this. She’s sorry she didn’t get a chance to talk to you herself, but she’s been very busy on the campaign trail with your father, and of course, you’re very difficult to get hold of now that you’re racing every week.”

			Damn. “Cheap shot, Evelyn.” He could tell his father to stick it. But he loved his mother and would do anything for her. Well, almost anything. His mother was well aware of his relationship with his dad and she skated that ice carefully, usually not interfering. But for some reason she adored the bastard and supported his political career.

			Evelyn gave him a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry. I realize this is . . . difficult for you. But your support would help your father’s campaign.”

			“My father is a misogynistic prick who treats women like servants. Why in hell are you working for him?”

			Her lips curved. He liked her smile.

			“Obviously you haven’t spent much time around your father lately, have you?”

			“Obviously the old man has you snowed, or you’re utterly gullible.”

			She arched a brow. “I can assure you, Gray, I am never gullible.”

			He was sure Evelyn thought she knew all there was to know about Mitchell Preston. But Gray had grown up with the man and knew him better than anyone. And the one thing he’d witnessed time and again was how his father treated women. It was a wonder there were any women at all on the campaign given his father’s condescending, dickhead behavior toward them, especially if they were young and vapid. And this was a man they were considering for the VP nomination? His father was an overbearing, unemotional douchebag. Gray didn’t know how his mother had stood by his dad for thirty-three years without smothering him in his sleep or poisoning his coffee, but he’d never understood their marriage anyway.

			“So, can we count on you for your cooperation?” Evelyn asked.

			He couldn’t help but laugh at her audacity to think he’d still be agreeable. “Not a chance. Let me walk you out.”

			She looked stunned. Obviously, she was used to people falling at the senator’s feet. He wasn’t one of them.

			She stood. “Seriously?”

			“Seriously. Sorry, Evelyn, but I don’t kiss the senator’s ass. You’re going to have to find some other way to get votes for him.”

			“You do realize this could be beneficial for you. Think of the exposure you’d get, the new fans you could bring on board.”

			“I have plenty of fans already, but thanks.” He handed her bag to her, rested his hand on her back, and directed her toward the door.

			She stopped and turned to him. “This could be a way for you and your father to repair your relationship.”

			He could tell she was grasping at straws now. “My father knows my phone number. And my schedule. If he wanted to repair our relationship, he could have done that years ago.”

			That’s when he saw the fight leave her eyes. “Then I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”

			“You didn’t waste my time, Evelyn. You wasted yours.” He held the door for her and walked her down the stairs.

			She didn’t even look back as she headed toward the parking lot.

			Too bad she was here representing his father. Evelyn Hill was one hell of a beautiful woman, and he wouldn’t have minded spending some time with her. But now that he knew she was associated with his father, he wanted nothing to do with her.

			
			EVELYN THREW HER BAG DOWN ON THE BED IN THE hotel room, kicked off her shoes, and flung herself onto the chair, wincing as she curled her toes.

			Stupid shoes. She grabbed the remote and turned on the television, which was set to the sports channel. Too tired to channel surf, she ordered room service, rolling her eyes as the replay of today’s race events came on TV. Despite the childishness of the act, she stuck her tongue out at the screen when Gray Preston’s handsome face appeared before her.

			“Dickhead,” she muttered, then grabbed her phone to check her email, grimacing when she saw one from the senator asking for a status update.

			The most important task he’d ever given her, and she’d failed on the first try.

			She lifted her gaze to see Gray’s smiling face as he was interviewed by the media.

			She’d been thwarted more than once in Washington, and she’d never given up. Where was her fight, her determination to win? That was how she’d gotten as far as she had. And she was so close to getting what she wanted, to being able to live her dream.

			She knew exactly what she needed to do.

			She scrolled through her phone and punched the number, grinning as it rang. If Gray thought he could say no and it was over, he’d soon realize she was more formidable than he thought. She’d never go down without a hard fight.

			“Mrs. Preston? Hi, it’s Evelyn . . . I’m fine, thank you, but we have a problem. It’s your son, Gray.”

		

	
		
			TWO

			A KNOCK ON HIS DOOR ROUSED GRAY FROM WHAT should have been his morning to sleep in. He blinked, growled, then rolled out of his bed, pulled on a pair of sweats, and ambled his way to the door as the knocking grew louder.

			“Hang on one damn minute. I’m coming.”

			He jerked open the door, mentally swearing that if it was Donny or Ian he was going to kick their asses. His eyes widened when he saw his mother standing there.

			“Mom. What are you doing here?”

			“Don’t you answer your damn phone?” She pushed past him and came inside.

			He scratched his head. “Uh . . . my phone.” He looked around, his head still fuzzy from sleep and now confusion. “I don’t know where my phone is. And why are you here?”

			Her brown eyes blazed fire at him. “I’m here because you’re being uncooperative. Why did you say no to Evelyn?”

			He was not awake enough for this conversation. Evelyn who? “I need coffee. Would you like coffee?”

			“It’s ten o’clock, Grayson. I’ve already had coffee and breakfast. Were you still asleep?”

			“Yeah. Sorry. Let me make some coffee, then I promise to be coherent. Take a seat, Mom.”

			He got coffee brewing, then said, “I’m going to go put a shirt on. I’ll be right back.”

			Shaking his head, he went back into the bedroom and grabbed a shirt, took a piss, and brushed his teeth, then found his phone and saw that he’d left his phone on vibrate, and that he’d missed four calls from his mother.

			Shit.

			By the time he got back, the coffee was ready. He poured a cup. “Would you like something to drink? Water, tea, pop?”

			“I’m good, thank you. Sit down and drink your coffee.”

			Thank God. He downed the first cup as if it were the elixir of life, because he knew why his mother was here. So he went ahead and grabbed a second cup, and by then the caffeine was doing the job. He was at least awake.

			“What did you do? Go on a bender after the race last weekend?” his mother asked.

			He snorted. “No. It was a long, hot weekend. I’m tired and sleep helps me refuel.”

			His mother gave him the once-over. She looked beautiful as always in a summer dress with some kind of sweater thrown over it, her dark brown hair cut in some kind of short bob that grazed her chin.

			“Hey, new haircut. You look nice, Mom. I’m glad to see you.”

			He bent over and kissed her cheek.

			She didn’t smile. “I wouldn’t be here if you’d been cooperative.”

			“Oh, so this is my fault. Look, I appreciate that Dad has a new campaign, but that doesn’t mean I have to participate.”

			She rolled her eyes. “It’s not just a new campaign, Grayson. It’s the potential to become the vice president of the United States.”

			He tried to muster up some kind of reply, but he came up blank.

			“Didn’t Evelyn tell you that I’d appreciate your cooperation on this?”

			“She did. I still turned her down.”

			“I don’t ask you for much, Grayson, and I typically don’t interfere in your relationship with your father, but he’s not the only one who has been in politics for over thirty years. So have I. I’ve stood by his side—through the bad as well as the good—I’ve fought with him through every campaign. And despite what you think, he’s a very good man. If not for the current president endorsing Cameron, your father could very well have gotten the presidential nomination this year. I still believe he’ll eventually end up there. In the meantime, there’s the opportunity of a lifetime waiting for him. Something he’s worked very hard to achieve.”

			Gray’s mother spoke with passion, every one of her words punctuated with each day, each month, each year she’d given to his dad’s political career. And yeah, he was listening. It was hard not to.

			“It’s also an opportunity for me, something I’ve worked for all my life. I have an agenda, Grayson, a chance to make a difference, to let my voice be heard. You know how much literacy and education means to me at the state level. If your father gets the vice presidency, it would mean so much more exposure for me and for my agenda. A chance to spread this message nationwide, to fight for more funding, to gain national attention for a cause that’s so important for children everywhere. And if by the grace of God your father should someday get to the White House, this would be my platform, and who knows how much attention it would get.”

			She stopped and looked him directly in the eyes, and he saw the determination in hers. “If not for him, would you do this for me?”

			Loretta Preston was a fire-breathing dragon when it came to the causes she wholeheartedly believed in. He hadn’t once thought about her and what this would mean for her in terms of national exposure for her causes, because he’d been too busy holding on to the grudge against his father.

			He was such a selfish asshole.

			He reached across the table and held her hand. “I’m sorry, Mom. You know Dad and I don’t see eye to eye and haven’t for a long time. But you know how much I believe in you and in what you do. Hell, I wish you were the one running for president.”

			She sniffed, then laughed. “I don’t think that’s my cup of tea, son. And don’t sell your father short. He’s an amazing man and wants to do good things.”

			“Well, whatever. I’ll do what I can to make sure your dreams come true.”

			She stood and hugged him. “Thank you for believing in me.”

			It felt good to feel his mother’s arms wrapped around him. “I’ve always believed in you.”

			She pulled back. “You should try believing in your dad. Try talking to him, reconnecting with him. He’s changed, Grayson.”

			“I don’t know if I could ever believe that. But I’ll help out the campaign. For you. And just for you.”

			She patted him on the cheek. “I’ll take that. For now. But at some point, I think you’ll see the light about your father.”

			He’d seen the light a long time ago. He’d rather stay in the dark.

			She checked her watch. “Okay. I have to go. I need to be back in D.C. by tonight. I’ll call Evelyn and let her know you’ll meet with her at your next city—” She waved her hand and laughed. “Wherever that is. I can’t keep up with you, son. But I always make sure to watch the races. I have one of the staff DVR them for me.”

			“Thanks. I appreciate that. And yeah, I’ll work with Evelyn. She called and complained about me, didn’t she?” he asked as he walked his mother to the private car that was waiting for her right outside the gate.

			She held his hand and grinned. “Of course she did. She’s a tiger, that one. I’m glad she’s working for our side.”

			Gray shook his head. He’d underestimated Evelyn when he’d kicked her to the curb yesterday.

			She kissed his cheek and hugged him again. “Be a good boy and behave. We’ll talk soon. I love you, Grayson.”

			“Love you too, Mom.”

			He waved as the car pulled away. For some reason, his mother could always make him feel like he was a misbehaving eight-year-old again.

			He headed back to the trailer with a mental list of a hundred things he’d have to do today before they pulled up and headed to Kentucky.

			And then he’d have to deal with Evelyn.

			But not until tomorrow. At least he could push her off his agenda until then.

			Tomorrow, though, he and Evelyn were going to have a conversation and get a few ground rules straight.

		

	
		
			THREE

			EVELYN BLOW-DRIED HER HAIR, PULLED IT BACK IN A ponytail, then finished her makeup. She pulled on a pair of jeans and a tank top, then grabbed a long-sleeved white button-down shirt out of her suitcase, and finished off the outfit with a pair of ankle boots.

			She’d been grossly overdressed for that first race. A misstep. She should have blended in with the crowd, made Gray feel more comfortable around her, instead of standing out like a bottle of expensive wine shoved in the soda section of the grocery store. Plus it had been damned uncomfortable, both physically and emotionally, dressed in her suit and wearing heels while sitting in the stands with the rowdy crowd. Everyone around her had stared at her, and rightly so. A designer suit did not go with beer and hot dogs. She wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

			Gray Preston was not at all what she’d imagined him to be. Yes, she’d fully read his bio and seen video of him doing pre – and post-race media interviews, and had gone over his family history with his mother, including all his childhood photos and academic and professional biography, but those didn’t compare with meeting the man face-to-face.

			He was stunning. Wet with sweat and smelling a lot like gasoline and motor oil, his hair clinging to his forehead and neck, and with his fire suit unzipped, he was the sexiest man she’d ever laid eyes on. And when he’d directed his warm, whiskey-colored eyes on her, something quivered between her legs.

			Evelyn wasn’t the type to go liquid over a good-looking man. Washington was filled with hot men, and if anyone was going to get her motor running, one would think it would be a political type. Business suit with a lock on a major office? Now that was her bailiwick. Not some scruffed-up, needed-a-shave grease monkey who craved a hot track over a hot political race. So her libido firing up over Gray Preston likely had more to do with him being the fastest way to get to the White House rather than his good looks and bedroom eyes. She wasn’t the type to fall for a man simply because he was pretty.

			Besides, he was stubborn and uncooperative and in her way, and she could already tell this assignment wasn’t going to be easy. She’d rather be by Senator Preston’s side, where she belonged, helping him onto the presidential ticket in November, rather than hand-hold his son and beg for his cooperation in order to get a few hundred thousand votes, even if those potential votes were important ones.

			But she knew she’d do whatever it took, so when her phone rang and Gray told her where they could meet, she grabbed her bag, climbed into her rental car, and drove the short distance to the restaurant.

			He was already waiting for her at the front door. And he didn’t look happy about it, either.

			Tough. She dealt with unpleasant people all the time. His attitude didn’t faze her.

			“Good morning,” she said, pasting on her friendliest smile.

			He nodded and held the door for her.

			Okay, that’s how it was going to be. She could deal. Eventually he’d have to talk to her.

			The waitress, who obviously recognized Gray, grinned, pushed back her out-of-control, overprocessed hair, and hurried them to a booth at the back of the restaurant while giving Evelyn a look she wasn’t certain was admiration or pure jealousy.

			“Coffee?” the waitress asked. Her name was Aileen and she looked to be in her forties.

			“Thank you, Aileen. With cream,” Evelyn said.

			“Same here,” Gray said with a smile. At Aileen, of course.

			At least she knew now that he wasn’t suffering from laryngitis.

			They looked over their menus, and by the time Aileen came with their coffees, they ordered breakfast. Since Evelyn hadn’t had a chance to have a cup of coffee yet—usually her first task of the day, even before her shower—she took a couple quick sips, needing that caffeine surge. She added a couple more sips, sighed in contentment, then lifted her gaze to Gray, finding him staring at her.

			“I can survive without it, but if you want to have an intelligent conversation with me, I’m better after coffee.”

			“Good to know.” He lifted his cup, and she was struck again by his amazing eyes. He was very direct in staring at her, too, which she found decidedly . . . uncomfortable.

			She laid her cup down. “Let’s clear the air. You’re obviously not happy with me.”

			“You called my mother.”

			She resisted the urge to smile at the accusatory tone in his voice. Evelyn loved Loretta Preston, one of the kindest, sweetest, most patient women she’d ever known. They’d had many conversations together, about both her husband and her son. She’d hoped Loretta had some influence on Gray and she’d obviously been right. The woman was fierce about her causes and didn’t take no for an answer.

			“Of course I did. You left me no choice.”

			“Sure I did. I said no. That was your cue to walk away.”

			Her lips lifted. “Clearly, you don’t know me at all. I don’t walk away when I’m given an assignment. Working with you is my assignment, and until I exhausted all avenues, I wasn’t about to give up. And since your mother expressly asked me to convince you, I figured she’d be an asset in persuading you.”

			He didn’t answer.

			“You don’t like your mother?”

			His gaze shot to hers. “I love my mother.”

			“Then I don’t see the problem.”

			“You went behind my back to serve your own purpose.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Do you have a fundamental disagreement with your mother’s agenda?”

			He frowned. “No.”

			“Then I don’t see what the problem is.”

			“It’s obvious we’re not going to see eye to eye on this.”

			“That’s okay with me. Did you have a chance to think about the plan?”

			He gave her a blank stare. “I didn’t know there was a plan.”

			“Oh. I thought maybe your mother talked to you about the campaign’s objectives.”

			“My mother spoke to me about her objectives, and asked me to help. That was it.”

			Her lips curved.

			“Obviously you know her.”

			“Very well. I’ve spent a lot of time with her over the past few years since I’ve been working with your father. She runs a tight ship and doesn’t take no for an answer.”

			“Then you’ve come to know her well, and you know that while she has a soft voice, she has an iron will.”

			“Yes. She’s a wonderful asset for your father, both personally and politically.”

			Gray stared down at his coffee. “My father doesn’t deserve her.”

			She had no idea what Gray’s relationship with his father was, nor was it her intention to pry. Her only job was to work with Gray on his father’s campaign, not to get involved in family dynamics, unless it interfered in the political process. Then she was required to smooth things over, not intervene, and above all, never let things get messy. “So what’s your conclusion?”

			“I guess you and I will be working together.”

			She couldn’t resist lifting her shoulders in excitement. “Wonderful. I’m thrilled about this, Gray, and I don’t think you’ll regret it.”

			“Oh, I already regret it. But this is important to my mother, so I’m doing it for her.”

			Evelyn didn’t care who he did it for. She only cared that she was a success at her assignment. “Great. We’ll hit the ground running. The first thing we’ll need to do is work within your schedule. I know how busy you are.”

			They paused while the waitress brought their breakfast. Evelyn dug into her oatmeal and fruit while Gray pounded down some elaborate breakfast that consisted of eggs, bacon, pancakes, hash browns, and biscuits.

			“Where do you put all those calories?” she asked.

			“What?”

			“That’s a huge meal.”

			“Oh. I work out, and I also sweat it all out in the car. It’s usually over a hundred degrees in there.”

			“My God. That can’t be healthy.”

			He shrugged. “You get used to it.”

			No wonder he had a body like that, so tall and lean. But today he wore jeans and a tight T-shirt showing off some serious muscle. “So it’s like a sauna.”

			“Yup.”

			“You have to stay in shape to drive a car.”

			He scooped up the last of his eggs with his fork, then finished off his orange juice. “You can’t control a three-thousand-pound raging beast at a hundred and ninety miles an hour without some muscle, honey.”

			Her nerve endings tingled at the endearment. She pushed it aside. “I imagine that’s true, though I freely admit my knowledge of the auto racing industry is somewhat sketchy.”

			“We’ll have to change that, won’t we?”

			“I suppose we will. The more I know about what you do, the better equipped I’ll be to integrate you into your father’s campaign.”

			“And won’t that be fun.”

			She pushed her bowl to the side and studied him. “I sense some hesitation.”

			“Not just some. A lot. You should know I’ll be dragging my heels the entire way.”

			“I can work with that.”

			“Okay. I just wanted to be up front about it.”

			She liked him. “Thanks for that. So what’s on your agenda for today?”

			“Team meetings, then practice runs. I suppose you need to get back to D.C.”

			She gave him a blank look. “Uh, no. Perhaps I didn’t outline the parameters clearly enough.”

			He frowned. “I don’t understand.”

			“I’m assigned to you, Gray, and only you, from now until the election. I’ll be with you the entire way.”

		

	
		
			FOUR

			GRAY ALWAYS LIKED TO BE HANDS-ON WITH HIS TEAM, not leaving anything for them to handle without his involvement. Which meant setting up in the garage and checking out the cars they’d use for the races.

			Now that they were in Kentucky, he was overseeing the team meeting for both race teams, and he had control. They went over the wreck last Sunday with the crew and mechanics, dissecting the engine failure. The engine team assured them it wouldn’t happen again, that steps would be taken to ensure the engines for both cars would be in prime shape for the race this weekend.

			Gray always kept a mental list of things to cover in team meetings, from tire inventory to which crew members would be on board for the next race. Everyone attended the meetings. It was mandatory. If you didn’t show up, you were replaced on the crew or the mechanics team.

			After the general meeting, Donny, his other driver, broke his crew out for their own meeting to discuss strategy for their car, while Gray did the same with his crew chief and team. The meeting went well and everyone was pumped for the upcoming race.

			He had a good car and he knew he had a good chance for this season. So did Donny, but Donny was easily distracted. Which reminded Gray that he needed to have a chat with him. After Donny did his practice runs on the track today, he’d pull him aside and have a talk with him.

			Donny had looked pale today in the meeting. Gray hoped he wasn’t sick, because that was the last thing they needed. He wanted both his cars to do well this weekend.

			He went up to the track where Donny was driving away to start up his practice run. After a warm-up lap, he got up to speed.

			Huh. Maybe Gray was wrong about Donny being sick, because he was taking a fast lap. He had control of the wheel and had precision and confidence on the turns that Gray had never seen before from the young driver.

			Impressive as hell. And one of the fastest runs Gray had ever seen the kid drive. Good. He needed to be great, because Gray had invested a lot of money into adding another car to Preston Racing, so Donny was going to have to do well. Gray didn’t have a lot of time to spend on the kid.

			“He’s pretty good.”

			Alex Reed came up beside him to watch. Alex would be doing his practice run at the same time as Gray later. He and Alex had known each other a long time, had started on dirt tracks together back in Oklahoma. “Yeah. Has his head up his ass sometimes, but if he straightens out, he could be a great driver.”

			“Who hasn’t had their head up their ass at that age?” Alex asked. “Remember when all we wanted to do was drive fast and party all night?”

			Gray laughed. “Ah. The good old days when making money and worrying was someone else’s problem.”

			Alex slapped him on the back. “I still drive for someone else’s race team, buddy. It’s still someone else’s problem. You’re the one who decided to go out on your own.”

			“Asshole.”

			Alex laughed and walked away. He knew better, too. Alex was as driven as they came, as focused on success as anyone he’d ever known. He put everything he had into racing, into winning, because it was all he had. Gray at least had the option of walking away from all this. He was lucky that he had money to back him up. Alex had grown up dirt-poor and had raced his way into success. Without racing, he had nothing. Gray couldn’t imagine what that must be like.

			He turned his attention back to Donny, watching his practice.

			At least his focus was on racing and Donny this morning instead of on Evelyn, who had shocked the hell out of him when she’d told him she was going to become an extra appendage from now until the election.

			Just what he didn’t need. He’d only agreed to this because of his mother’s urging. If he’d known that meant Evelyn would be following him from city to city, he might have rethought this whole deal.

			He’d ignored her during his meetings this morning, but now, as he watched Donny race, he looked for her.

			He scanned the track and found her sitting in the stands with some of the wives and girlfriends.

			She’d changed that morning they had breakfast, and he’d been shocked by the transformation. In a suit, she looked like she belonged on his father’s campaign. He could mentally compartmentalize her there. In a white button-down shirt and skintight jeans that showed off her body, she’d fit in at the track—in his world. And that made him just a little bit uncomfortable.

			Maybe he didn’t want her to fit in. Maybe he wanted her as uncomfortable as she made him. He was used to the women who frequented the track, women he knew, not this intelligent woman who regarded him like she knew all his secrets. Plus, she was part of his dad’s world, and that made him even more uncomfortable.

			When Donny pulled into the pit and climbed out, Gray started over to congratulate him on his practice run, determined to push Evelyn Hill out of his head for as long as possible.

			Donny tossed his helmet into the driver’s seat and graced him with a big smile. “That one felt good, boss.”

			“It was a good run.” Gray looked over at Donny’s crew chief, who nodded and brought over a digital notebook. As they walked away from the track, he looked at the numbers from Donny’s run.

			“Let’s talk,” Gray said, then led Donny to his trailer.

			And there was Evelyn, just like he’d met her that first day. Only this time she was in jeans again. The heat was climbing, so she’d shed the long-sleeve shirt, leaving her in a white T-shirt that hugged tight to her full breasts.

			He blew out a breath. So much for shoving her from his mind.

			“Evelyn Hill, this is Donny Duncan.”

			“Ma’am,” Donny said, shaking Evelyn’s hand.

			“It’s very nice to meet you, Donny.” She looked to Gray. “If you’re busy, I can find something to do.”

			“If you’re supposed to hang with me, then hang. Come on in. Donny and I are going to have a short chat, then we’ll get started.”

			Donny gave Evelyn a once-over, and Gray was certain he was probably curious. He hadn’t told anyone about Evelyn, wasn’t sure what he was going to say, but he supposed he’d have to fill everyone in sooner rather than later.

			“Take a seat,” he said to her.

			Evelyn found herself a seat in one of the far corners of the trailer, while he and Donny grabbed a spot at his table.

			“Here are your numbers from your run this morning.”

			Donny grabbed the notebook from him, scanned it, then lifted his gaze to Gray and grinned. “Damn. I’m good.”

			“Don’t get too full of yourself. It was a good practice run, but it wasn’t a race. And you came in twelfth on Sunday with a car that was top five running shape.”

			Donny’s smile died. He dragged his fingers through his dirty blond hair and nodded. “I know. I should have done better. The car was perfect, and you’re right. I was top five the whole race. I just let them pass me the last ten laps. That one was on me. I lost my concentration. It won’t happen again.”

			Hard to argue with that, and since Donny seemed to be aware of his failings, there was no point in Gray beating on him. “A good racer constantly evaluates what he could have done better. Since you’ve already done that, I guess you and I don’t have anything to talk about. Unless it happens again.”

			“Understood, boss.”

			“I had a whole speech and everything, Donny,” Gray said. “You kind of ruined it for me.”

			Donny laughed. “Sorry. Would you like me to fuck up again this Sunday?”

			Gray cracked a smile. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

			“Okay. My goal is to get a win.”

			“That’s a good goal to have. Don’t forget, you’re not out there alone. You have an entire team behind you who’ll help you get to the finish line, so listen to what they have to say. And pull your head out of your ass and start using your brain. Now get out of here.”

			Donny scrambled out of the seat, nodded at Evelyn, and left the trailer.

			She stood and came over to him. Gray caught the subtle scent of something musky and very alluring. He tried not to lean in closer to figure out what it was since she was already distracting enough.

			“Donny works for you?” she asked, placing her briefcase on his table.

			“He drives the second car for Preston Racing. I added him this year. He’s young, but has great skills.”

			“So you’re developing him and he shows a lot of promise.” She took a seat and pulled a laptop out of her bag, opened it, and started typing something.

			He swung into the other side of the booth. “What are you doing?”

			“Working on an amended bio for you.”

			“For?”

			“I’ve already got some posts up about you.”

			Irritation made his jaw clench. “Uh . . . posts? What posts?”

			“The senator’s Facebook and Twitter accounts.”

			When he didn’t say anything, she lifted her gaze to his over the top of her laptop. “Problem?”

			“Big one. Let’s get some rules down before we go any further. Rule number one: Don’t write anything about me or connect me to the senator in any way without me seeing it first.”

			She leaned back in the booth. “I thought we’d already discussed this and it had been decided we’d work together. If I’m going to have to run everything by you, this is going to be difficult.”

			“Then it’s going to be difficult. Show me what you’ve done and where you’ve posted it.”

			She continued to stare at him, and her gaze narrowed in irritation. Tough. He didn’t like this already, and the fact that she’d put up some media bullshit about him pissed him off.

			“All right. Give me a second here.” She turned her attention to the laptop, then swiveled it to face him. “It’s not much, just a general announcement that the senator is pleased to have his son working with him. It’s very vague.”

			Gray read the post. It wasn’t vague. It connected him and his racing team to his father and his father’s political ambitions. It might as well say, “Gray Preston fully endorses his father.”

			“Goddammit, Evelyn. This isn’t what I signed up for.” He stood and paced for a few seconds, then turned to face her. “Pull that shit off. Now.” He walked out of the trailer, fury boiling in his veins.

			Without thinking, he headed toward the track, finding Ian waiting for him.

			“You’re early.”

			His teeth grinded against each other and he was ready to lash out, but his current state of mind wasn’t Ian’s fault. “I need to drive, now.”

			Ian took one look at him, then looked behind him. Gray turned to see Evelyn heading in his direction.

			Oh, hell no. He turned back to Ian. “Now. I mean right fucking now.”

			“Sure.” Ian got on the radio to one of the other teams. “Hey, can we slide into your spot? Gray has a time conflict.”

			In a few seconds, Ian nodded. “You sure?”

			“Positive.”

			“Get into your suit. Your car is ready.”

			He got into his fire suit and climbed into his car, strapped in, and put on his helmet.

			By the time he fired up the engine, he had an outlet for all this excess energy.

			Getting behind the wheel and pulling out onto the track revved him up. Cranking up the speed made him forget everything but the feel of the track and testing the way the car handled.

			He’d always been the most content when he was in his car. From the first time he’d climbed into one of his buddy’s midget cars on a dirt track, he’d been hooked. Only sixteen years old at the time, the roar of the engine, the smell of oil and fuel and dirt flying into his face had been a lure he couldn’t deny. He’d still been playing baseball at the time, with the promise of a sports scholarship and pressure from his father to pursue law and a future in politics. Under his father’s thumb and still tied to the Preston money, he’d toed the family line, but found every opportunity he could to race cars and learn about engines.

			And still managed to piss off his father when he’d accepted the baseball scholarship to Oklahoma.

			As he cranked up his speed heading around the track, he cracked a smile. Irritating his dad had always been one of his greatest pleasures. Maybe he could still find a way to do that. He might have agreed to help him, but he didn’t have to do it the Mitchell Preston way. He could control Evelyn and her laptop and he’d make damn sure nothing went onto the Internet that he didn’t want on there, worded exactly the way he wanted it.

			This might be his father’s race, but they were going to play by his rules.

			He downshifted around the curve, then laid on the throttle on the straightaway and gave the car everything he had on the last lap. By the time he began to slow down, the last of his adrenaline rush had burned itself out.

			Now he had a plan, and his car was in good shape. He felt good about this race and the position of his race team. Of course this was only the first practice run, but he had to keep a positive outlook.

			He climbed out and Ian fell in step with him as the crew took the car to the garage.

			“Well?” he asked, his focus on the car and only on the car right now.

			“Decent time and the car looked good. You ran it a little tight out there. You burning off some frustration?”

			Ian knew him well, could always tell Gray’s mood from the way he drove. “Maybe a little.”

			“What’s going on? And who’s the hot blonde?”

			He blew out a frustrated breath, ready to climb into his Chevy again and do more laps, the only thing that could ease his irritation. “She works for my father.”

			Ian stopped and stared at Evelyn, currently sitting in the front row of the stands, before turning his attention back to Gray. “No wonder you were so pissed off. What’s she doing here?”

			“It’s complicated.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“I sort of agreed to help out my father’s campaign.”

			Ian arched a brow. “No shit. Your dad dying or something? Because that’s the only reason I can think of that you’d bend to the old man’s will.”

			Gray snorted. “No. Not that I’m aware of, anyway. He’s got a shot at the vice presidential nomination.”

			“Really.”

			“Yeah. And they think my fan base can make him look more attractive.”

			Ian laughed. “I’m sure they could. What I want to know is why you give a shit.”

			“My mom asked me to help.”

			“Oh. That’s different.”

			“Yeah.”

			“And the hottie works for your dad?”

			“Apparently she’s my liaison to my dad, so she’ll be with us for the time being.”

			“Sweet, man. You could have gotten some old fat bald guy. Instead you get a centerfold. Not really a hardship, is it?”

			“I can already tell she’s going to be a pain in my ass.”

			Ian slapped him on the back. “Oh. Gee. I feel really sorry for you. Having to put up with looking at her every day.”

			“Suck it, Ian.”

			He laughed. “I’ll see you later. I think your centerfold looks like she wants to talk to you.”

		

	
		
			FIVE

			GRAY LOOKED OVER TOWARD THE STANDS. EVELYN HAD gotten up and now leaned against one of the flagpoles.

			He really wished Ian hadn’t called her a centerfold. She had an arm casually wrapped around the flagpole, and his mind swam with visions of her naked and doing a slinky pole dance.

			His cock tightened and he realized he liked her a lot better when he was raging and pissed off at her rather than thinking about her as beautiful or sexy or, God forbid, centerfold material. Which was completely inappropriate since he was working with her in a professional capacity and shouldn’t be objectifying her by fantasizing about her and the flagpole.

			Then again, when had his dick ever been appropriate? He probably got that from his father, which made him feel even worse.

			She walked toward him. He met her halfway.

			“I’m really sorry,” she said before he could even open his mouth to apologize for acting like such an asshole and going off on her. “You’re absolutely right. I got ahead of myself and posted something without your input. I’ve removed it and it won’t happen again.”
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