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Chapter 1

He’d been catching flashes of her smooth, tanned skin all night. In a conservative sea of blacks and taupes, her dress with its low-scooped back shone vibrant as a peacock’s tail. But that wasn’t what caught his eye. There were plenty of beautiful women at the Le Meridien hotel. What caught his attention was the way she carried herself; she didn’t glide about like a model, or vamp about like an actress. Instead her posture was ramrod straight—Queen’s Guard style.

He leaned against the wall, nursing his drink and watching, as she approached the bar. She gave the bartender a smile, revealing the kind of perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth that indicated extensive orthodontia or good genes—in this crowd either was likely. He studied her lips as she mouthed her order, his gaze dropping to her fingers drumming impatiently on the mahogany bar.

A man at least twenty-five years her senior, vaguely familiar, with thick salt-and-pepper hair, sidled up and stood close enough to indicate familiarity. He laid a hand on hers, preventing her from taking the drink from the counter. Her expression darkened, her mouth twisted, and she said something—something cutting judging by the pained look that crossed his face.

She strode away, leaving the older gent gazing after her with longing. Ronan suppressed a shudder. May-December relationships still made him queasy, maybe because he was the product of one. He gave his collar a tug—he loathed these things. He’d been to sponsor events like this his entire career and it never—

“Incredible job in Budapest, Mr. Hawes. The way you managed the pits was inspired. This is Pantech-Windsor’s year!”

Ronan pasted on his professional smile and turned to greet the speaker. “Cheers, mate.” Some tire corporation chap if he wasn’t mistaken. American. They were crawling all over Formula 1 these days, thanks to Supernova Energy Drink. They’d money to burn. Supernova had brilliant engineers and brought new sponsors and fans into the mix. In fact, they had everything but a sane driver. Maddux, their lead driver, had more luck than a man deserved and occasional flashes of brilliance, but no sense of self-preservation whatsoever. Ronan shook the American’s hand, received a clap on the back in return, and continued moving through the crowd.

Speaking of the maverick Texan devil, Maddux Bates made eye contact across the room, sending him a sly grin, Vivienne on his arm. Ronan froze. He nodded back, teeth clenched, and headed in search of the peacock with the military bearing. He’d do anything to avoid contact with Vivienne McCloud. The woman who had gone straight from his bed to Maddux’s two races into the season, spawning such inspired tabloid headlines as “Hey You Get Off My McCloud” and “Bates Outrates Hawes.”

Teal dress was alone on the edge of the room, studying an abstract modern painting on the wall. The older man was nowhere in sight. Ronan took a sip of his Pellegrino and wandered over.

She turned her head, her gaze sharp, assessing every inch.

He stared down into her heart-shaped face. Her nose was a smidgen too tip-tilted, her mouth a shade too wide, but her eyes were clear and intelligent. The dress highlighted their not-quite-green-not-quite-blue color perfectly.

“Thoughts?” he said, indicating the painting with his drink.

She blinked at him and turned around to resume her study of it. “I’m no expert where modern art is concerned, but it looks like it might be upside down.” Her husky American-accented voice sent a surge of testosterone down his spine.

He extended his hand. “Ronan Hawes.” He waited for the spark of delayed recognition, a comment about his season. Nothing. Then again, this Brussels event didn’t house a strictly F1 crowd.

She assessed him coolly for a half a second too long, and then extended her own for a brief, firm clasp. “Cassidy Miller.” She swept a lock of wavy, dark brown hair out of her face. Only ice remained in the glass she held.

“Can I get you a drink?”

“Yes, thanks. Double bourbon on the rocks.” She turned back to the painting.

“Right. Double bourbon it is then.” American whisky was almost as revolting as their beer.

On his approach back, he noticed that her gaze went beyond the painting and her jaw was set, the soft curve of her mouth a rigid line.

She started when he reappeared at her side.

He handed her the bourbon.

“Thanks.” Her expression smoothed back into bland. “In town for the race?”

“Yes, you?”

“Mmm hmm.”

“Are you a fan?”

“Of Formula 1? Not so much. But I love NASCAR.”

He pressed his lips together. Americans and their precious NASCAR. “Oh?”

“I’m with someone who loves Formula One.” Her lips quirked. “So I deal.”

“If you enjoy racing, you’ll enjoy F1.”

She tilted her head, eyes wide. “You think?” She shook her head. “Formula One is so much more about the car than the driver.”

“Interesting opinion, but there’s the catch—the cars don’t drive themselves.”

“Don’t they? With all that technology, isn’t F1 less … I mean, aren’t the NASCAR races more of a test of the driver’s capability?”

His lips curved in an insincere smile, and despite his attraction to this woman, despite Vivienne across the room, he was tempted to walk away. It had been ages since he’d had to explain his sport to a novice. He’d more trouble with people toadying up to him than with them denigrating the sport. “You shouldn’t even mention NASCAR in the same breath as F1. Those guys wish they had our cars.”

Her wide-eyed gaze was steady on his. “Oh?”

“Formula cars are the fastest circuit racing cars on the planet. We can max them out at 350 kilometers per hour.”

Her brows lifted.

“That’s 220 miles per hour to you,” he said. “To reach that speed you need perfection—aerodynamics, suspension, tire design, all of it.”

“So it is the car?”

Was she having him on? No, she seemed merely curious.

“It’s everything. The team, the technology, the engineering, the driver. All of it packed up and shipped out after every race to the next Grand Prix, racing on different circuits, on city streets—it’s a global sport, not just for you Americans.”

“Well, maybe if you came to the United States ...”

He smiled and raised his glass. “Ah but we do. Texas built us a brand new circuit in Austin. We’ll be there in November.”

“Texas?” She pretended to shudder. “You race in Monaco. Why not the streets of New York or San Francisco?”

“San Francisco?” A laugh escaped him as he pictured his car on one of those hills. He stepped back, readying his departure with a polite smile.

She stayed him, laying a small, fine-boned hand on his forearm. He studied it—no rings or bracelets, her fingernails clipped short and without varnish, rather like her method of chatting up. His gaze rose.

She was grinning at him. He’d been baited.

She drained her drink, threaded her arm through his, and stole his line. “Want to get out of here, Mr. Hawes?”


Chapter 2

Cass examined him. Hot and polite—and intense. His steady look promised something, retribution for her teasing perhaps.

He was tall for a racecar driver, six feet at least. His lean, muscular body was impeccably attired in some designer tux—tailored for him no doubt, as expected of the top British Formula One racer. These guys had it all: fame, fortune, females in spades. And every last one of them was a junkie who got off on adrenaline and speed. This guy had the blond, rugged good looks that had made him a star—no airbrushing required. In fact, he looked better in real life than in the papers. No wonder he’d been voted F1’s hottest driver by Geargals magazine for the last three years. According to the article, his looks, not to mention racing skills, were attracting women to the sport in droves.

He’d just looked so bored—bored and smug, and she’d wanted to have a little fun. She deserved a little fun.

No, I don’t. I don’t deserve to be standing here, for my heart to continue beating.

She squelched those thoughts. He’d do for tonight. “Let’s grab another drink for the road.”

“Love to,” he responded, never breaking eye contact.

“Terrific, meet me by that exit?” She turned on her heel and wobbled for a split second before she corrected. Hopefully he hadn’t noticed. With that double on top of the jet lag, on top of the drinks to keep her calm on the flight, it was no wonder she was a bit woozy. Not woozy enough though, not if she was still thinking about things back home.

She wove her way carefully to the bar through the distinguished crowd—a mix of seasoned F1 internationals and local Flemings and Walloons—ordered another drink, and stopped next to her tuxedoed father, Anderson. The dapper sixty-year-old’s eyes warmed on seeing her, and he waved her into the group. She stood, pleasantly buzzed, smiling patiently through the introductions, making all the right sounds of pleasure, shaking hands with the elderly couple he was talking with. She threaded her arm through Anderson’s, flashed them a brilliant smile, and tugged him a few feet away.

“I’m heading out,” she said, brushing a miniscule crumb from his lapel.

He looked down, frowning. “Are you okay? I’m sorry if this was too much ... ”

She met his gaze evenly. “I’m fine, and I’d be even better if you stopped asking me if I’m okay constantly. I’ll tell you if there’s a problem.” She took a sip of her drink.

She turned her cheek for a kiss and gave him one last reassuring pat on the shoulder.

“Do you have your key?”

She let out a sigh but managed to stifle her impatient retort. She really should empathize with him more. They’d seen little of each other since her childhood. His overseas job had meant short, intense visits through her teens and early twenties. He didn’t know how to be around her either, so his default was to overdo the fatherly concern thing. She’d deal with it because tagging along with him was an escape from her life that she desperately needed.

Ronan was boring holes into the exposed skin on her back from the doorway. Raising the clutch under her arm in answer, she stepped away from her father and headed toward the exit. She finished the rest of her drink and put the glass on a table near the door.

“Ready?” she said, brightly.

“I’m just across the street, at the Ritz Carlton.”

“Me too.”

His step faltered almost imperceptibly, but he continued on to the glass doors of the lobby. She couldn’t help but notice several pairs of eyes—mainly female—darting over to him and then swiveling back to her. Had she encroached on someone’s territory?

She barely felt the chilly night air. The bourbon served double duty, insulating her from the cold and numbing her reservations. When was the last time she’d had a one-night stand? Couple of years. She’d had to tread carefully working in a male-dominated environment and living in a small town. The civilian helicopter world in the United States was small and renowned for gossip, and she’d be damned if she’d give them her sex life to talk about.

Not that they weren’t talking about her now, right this minute, in their pilot Internet forums and at their bases, about what she’d done.

Her heart rate soared, and her breaths became shorter.

They crossed at the light, and he gave her a speculative look. “So you knew who I was?”

“I made an intelligent guess.”

“An intelligent woman? I like that.”

“I’ve followed a bit of F1.” She glanced up to see if this had stroked his ego. It was too dark to tell. “I follow NASCAR on television, but my dad has been an F1 fan forever.”

“And your ... ” he gestured back toward the party.

Her brow wrinkled. “My ...?”

“The older gentleman, is he a race fan?”

She blinked. No way. Her lip tilted up in amusement. “Uh, yeah.” Who did he think the “older gentleman” was? A lover? And he assumed she’d leave her sugar daddy at a party to go sleep with a driver? Amazingly, Ronan seemed unfazed by the idea. Well, maybe a little fazed. There had been that slight misstep when she told him they shared the hotel. Her stomach churned, though from the bourbon or his outrageous ethics, she couldn’t be sure.

Jet lag and alcohol might not have been the best pairing. It added up to a foggy sensation in the elevator on the way to his room. She’d used everything else to escape from her memories, so why not try sex?

He slipped his card in the slot and pushed open the heavy door with one arm, indicating that she should precede him. She was so close, she got a whiff of whatever scent he was wearing.

“God, you smell good,” she blurted out. The door clicked shut behind them. “What is that?”

Expression sheepish, he admitted, “Calvin Klein, but I’m under contract with Burberry.”

She smiled. “You unfaithful swine. What’s wrong with Burberry?”

“Too ... British. Reminds me of Prince Charles. I have some bottles in the bathroom if you fancy it though.”

“No,” she said, suddenly noticing the intensity of the inner gold ring of his irises. “You’ve met the prince?”

“Several hang around the circuit, but I only got within sniffing distance of my own at a ceremony for an ex-teammate. I buggered off, though, before our aftershaves clashed.”

Of course he was in that league. They all were. And what did she sound like? An enthralled schoolgirl.

“I know.” He reached for her hand, teasing his thumb across her knuckles, making her breath catch. “This royal chitchat is putting you off, killing the moment. Just tell me to shut up.”

“No, no, it’s um—” She broke off as his hand slid up her arm, sending a delicious shiver to the back of her neck. She stepped back two paces. “Mind if I raid the minibar?”

He looked surprised but recovered smoothly. “Nightcap? Pardon me for not offering. Through here.”

He led her over to the bar area and extracted a bottle. “Bourbon, wasn’t it? On the rocks?”

She shook her head. “Straight up is fine.” She didn’t need him to take a trip to the ice machine. Better to get her drink and get this over with. She studied him while he poured. He was exceedingly good-looking. Enviable bone structure, square jaw. And suave. Definitely suave. What had she expected? That he’d jump her like some hick? Even standing still, her head was swimming, and her stomach was vaguely nauseated. All those drinks on an empty stomach. She’d be comatose if she weren’t careful. As if on cue, the room spun. She reached out a hand and made her way unsteadily over to the loveseat.

“All right there?” The tiniest frown appeared between his eyes, but his smile remained.

“Fine. It’s the shoes, not used to heels,” she mumbled. Oh God. Had she just slurred?

He carried the drink over and set it on the glass coffee table, out of reach. She leaned over to grab it, nearly pitching face first onto the table. Now he was staring at her, not amused in the slightest. “You sure you’re all right?”

She waved a hand in his direction and picked up the drink, then stared into the glass as the nausea welled up. “Excuse me.” She dashed for the bathroom.

• • •

Well, how about that. She was plastered. Completely and utterly bolloxed. He could’ve sworn she was only a bit tipsy when they left the party. And now she was here in his room. For crying out loud, can’t I even get a quickie on the road anymore?

He was out of practice. Leaving with this American woman had provided the perfect opportunity to illustrate to everyone, including Viv and that crowd, that he had moved on. Except now he had a drunken woman on his hands, probably throwing up all over his bathroom. So much for hooking up in haste. He flipped open his laptop—may as well answer a few emails. The shower went on. Good. Maybe that would sober her up.

The water went off a few minutes later. After another thirty minutes she still hadn’t emerged, and there was silence behind the closed door.

He knocked. No answer. “Hello? You all right? Cassidy?” He tried the door and found it open. She lay on the tile in front of the toilet, naked but for the thick, white towel covering her lower half, curled up the fetal position with her head cradled on her arms.

“Oh God,” he muttered.

He leaned over. “Cassidy?” No response. He gave her shoulder a little shake. She murmured and tucked her legs in tighter.

He couldn’t leave her nude on the cold floor. He heaved her up with a grunt. She made a moaning noise, and he carried her to the bed, flipping back the duvet with one hand before releasing her onto the sheets. She reeked of alcohol. He noted a small tattoo of a black outlined object on the inside of her ankle. Some kind of teardrop? No, a stylized helicopter.

She stirred, and he backed up a step to stare down at the unconscious woman in his bed. Now what? Let her sleep it off? Dig through her purse in hopes of finding a cell phone? Even if he could find the number of the man she’d been with at the party, he didn’t need that kind of scene.

With a sigh, he undid his tie and kicked off his shoes, preparing for bed. He sat down on the edge of the mattress and let his eyes freely roam her sleeping body—delicious curves, with tautness that only came from a lifestyle as disciplined as his own. And yet, he’d witnessed all this drinking. A one-off occurrence, maybe? Had she fought with her man? She’d certainly seemed anxious to get out of there. What a shame she had to be comatose.

Hours later Ronan woke abruptly. The smoke detector in the ceiling above him flashed its red eye. A hotel. But which one? Ah, yes. Brussels. His eyes closed again, but a sound next to him made his eyes ping open again. She was still here? Maybe she wouldn’t mind being awakened. He grinned as his body sparked to life; his cock swelling, he turned onto his side, sliding across the foot of cotton separating them.

She was curled up away from him, on the very edge of the bed. She made another sound, this one distressed. He froze. She mumbled something he couldn’t quite catch.

“I know, I know. God!” she said, hoarsely.

His stomach flipped. Was she on the phone? She still sounded drunk. He sat up. If that guy was on his way up here, things could get ugly. And he avoided ugly—at all costs. But she stayed curled up on her side, mumbling, “Okay. I can see … No … I can’t .... goddamn it ... lost it … Got to put her down ...”

Ronan touched her shoulder, shook it gently.

She moaned then; a long, low, pain-filled sound that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. He scooted over to turn on his bedside lamp, then slid back over to give her a shake, harder this time.

She rolled onto her back and her eyes sprang open. Her body recoiled from him, shock mingled with horror on her face. She put up a hand to ward him off.

“Hey. Hey, it’s all right. You were just dreaming,” he said, gently.

Her eyes widened and she covered her face with shaking hands. She sat up and turned her back to him. He heard two shuddering breaths, and then she stood. Before he could say anything, she made her way swiftly into the bathroom, leaving him with a glimpse of her perfectly firm, pale ass.

He sat up against the pillows. What the hell was that all about? She came out of the bathroom, dress on, avoiding his eyes and the questions in them.

“Sorry to wake you,” she said, stepping through the threshold into the sitting room, shoes in hand.

He watched her grab her clutch from the desk. Without so much as a look in his direction, she walked out the door.

“Hey,” he called out, but the whispered click of the door shutting was the only response.

Now he was wide-awake, and it was a few minutes past four. Terrific. He eyed the scraps of lace she’d left on the floor of the bathroom.

• • •

Eight hours and three espressos later, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. Her little games, the way she’d picked him up, and then that nightmare and her disappearance, not even bothering to collect her undergarments. What had she said her last name was? God, he was crap at remembering names. He texted his crew chief. “Party last night. Older American guy—know him?”

“Which one?” came the immediate reply.

“With a woman half his age.”

“Christopher James, Supernova Energy. Hot blonde wife.”

“Not blonde, brunette,” Ronan texted in return.

“Anderson Miller, oil and gas. Daughter.”

Miller. She’d said Miller. Oh, pretty damn hilarious. He’d walked right into that one, as she’d never said what the man was to her. He’d just assumed, and she’d let him.

Cassidy Miller—that was it. He pulled out his laptop and Googled her.

“Holy crap,” he whispered. No wonder she had nightmares. There were few details: she’d been piloting a medical helicopter that had crashed in Arizona, killing one—a paramedic—four months ago. There were no reports on the outcome of the investigation, just a few articles naming her the pilot, and the deceased, Steve Morten.

He searched on Morten to find a website memorial with photos of a thirtyish man with a young family, and then snapped the laptop shut.

This woman and her troubles were a distraction he didn’t need right now. He’d had a slow start to this season, thanks to some trouble with first his engine, then the tires. He had some ground to make up to win the championship. And win it he would. He had the best crew, the fastest car, and a decade of F1 experience. He knew the courses, his weaknesses, and knew he could win. Had to win. Before the damn rules changed yet again and sent him and his team back to square one.

The Hawes name would be synonymous with world champion this year—before his father left prison. He just needed this year to show the world he could win the title for Britain and put all those rumors to rest. He had to break free from the chains of dishonor his father had cast over his family name and his career. It never took long for some snotty journalist to drag out the skeletons from the closet, and, well, he’d put up with that shit for long enough. He had a finite number of years left, since reflexes slowed with age. Yes, that damned Maddux, barely more than a rookie, had somehow wrangled first place, but not for long.

A wet course last week in Budapest, and Maddux, who was reckless at all times and doubly so in the rain, had combined to give the American an edge. Most of the drivers had enough sense to ride the edge of fear and focus, the line between control and catastrophe, but not Maddux, or “Mad X” as the other drivers had taken to calling him. Ronan scowled. The fool had gone blasting out on the circuit seemingly intent on killing himself or someone else. And that was the crux of F1. Sure, the advancements to car safety meant they hadn’t had a driver fatality on a course for years now, but make no mistake, hitting a wall at 130 kilometers per hour would still be fatal, safety measures or not. After all, the cars had more in common with jets than automobiles.

Cassidy had seemed so—normal wasn’t quite the word he was looking for. Grounded, self-assured—funny. And then so drunk. He still couldn’t figure that. She’d been perfectly lucid, and then—bam, slurring, stumbling, and face down on his floor. He’d have been embarrassed, too, but to scurry off without a word?

He’d never been out with a pilot before. Come to think of it, he didn’t know any female pilots. And a helicopter pilot at that. Too bad about the wreck, but sometimes things happened that were outside your control, and helicopters were sketchy—they seemed to go down frequently, at least according to the news. Sounded like a reasonably exciting career. But there wasn’t much in this world that could compete with his current job. Her loss; he didn’t have time to obsess over a failed flirtation, intriguing though it had been.


Chapter 3

Four days after what Cass internally referred to as the Ronan disaster, she stood next to her father, drink in hand, watching the preparations for the Circuit de Spa-Francorchamps. He was down there somewhere, Ronan Hawes, adrenaline pumping, getting last-minute instruction or doing some deep breathing, listening to music—whatever it was drivers did to get ready for the race. And this was a long one; more than 300 kilometers.

“Have you spoken to your mother?”

Cass pressed her lips together. “No.”

Her father cleared his throat. “I think she’s worried. They both are, throw them a bone.”

Last time she’d talked to her stepfather, Jim, he had leaned on her to get her butt back home and get a job before the investigation was complete. He’d argued it was her only chance of being hired after what she’d done This wasn’t the first time since she’d been a spoiled teenager and he’d yanked her out of Rockmont, the exclusive New Hampshire boarding school, that she couldn’t stand his advice. Jim never knew when to leave well enough alone.

Yet despite their inauspicious beginning, she’d grown to love her stepfather. And as she drew closer to him, distance pushed her further from Anderson. Her mother, Tricia, bitter about the breakup, refused to allow Cassidy to make extended visits to the United Arab Emirates or the other countries where his job took him. Anderson never failed to send cards, gifts, and child support—very generous child support. He’d even gone so far as to set up a trust for her, his only offspring, but then he could afford to be generous. His job had made him extremely wealthy. He’d made a number of efforts to reconnect with Cassidy over the years, but she’d been so caught up in college, then flight school, and finally her career, she hadn’t made time for her biological father, until now.

“I give out only one bone a year,” she said, meaningfully.

“Cass.”

“Anderson,” she replied. “Don’t go there. I know you all mean well, but let me handle it.” She took another sip of the amber liquid, relishing the way it burned on the way down.

She hadn’t been interested in accompanying her father to all the pre-race events, qualifiers, and trials. Instead, she’d kept herself busy in Brussels’s quaint tea rooms and museums while her father schmoozed his way through parties with sponsors, car companies, tire executives, and the fabulously wealthy individuals who followed the world’s most expensive sport. But now race day was here, the excitement in the stands was palpable, and she couldn’t wait to see what all the fuss was about. Start time was an hour away, and drops were starting to fall. Funny how everyone seemed to be expecting this, and those not already wearing rain gear pulled out brightly colored rain ponchos—no umbrellas permitted—in near unison.

She spotted Ronan then at the edge of the track, in his red and white gear, sponsor logos emblazoned on his jumpsuit. He was looking up at her box. What must he think of her? Had he figured out who her “old man” really was? Her lips curved upward.

What was that sticking out of the pocket of his safety suit? She froze. “Binoculars,” she said, curtly.

Her father handed them to her wordlessly and went back to some discussion about press and promotion with another Nautilus Oil and Gas executive. Cass peered through the lens until she spotted Ronan.

There was no mistaking that particular shade of teal—and that lacy edge.

It couldn’t be. She refocused the binoculars and looked again. It must be something else—no. It was the thong she’d left on his bathroom floor.

Dumbfounded, she handed the glasses back to her father and downed the rest of her drink. He hadn’t seemed like the type to brag about his conquests, but there was no mistaking the implications of that.

What an asshole! And I thought a British man in the public eye would be discreet.

“What’s Ronan like?” she casually asked her father when he stepped up next to her.

“Hmm?”

“Ronan Hawes,” she repeated. “What kind of man is he?”

He shrugged, frowning. “They're all the same, these drivers. Competitive, intense. I know Hawes only superficially. I suppose he might be a bit brighter than some. He went to the best schools, before that business with his father—”

“What business with his father?”

“Embezzlement. No, no, some type of Ponzi scheme. Apparently he stole the life savings of a few thousand people.”

“Wow.”

“The son had a bit of a tough time living it down, early on. Seems his name was mud over in England. Speculation about hidden funds. As you can imagine, people weren't too happy about the idea of their life savings procuring him a spot on an F1 team.”

Cass took an involuntary step back. “Is that true?”

“I doubt it. After the investigation and reparations and whatnot, there wouldn’t have been enough money to buy him a seat. He came up the hard way, through the ranks—one of the most skilled in kart racing, cars, you name it. Even as a teenager he won the majority of his races.”

Anderson’s gaze moved down to the track. “The rumors might have hurt him with sponsorships over the years. He’s not always been associated with the best teams—at least not until last year. That’s when Pantech, the global software company, partnered with Windsor Engineering. They’ve managed to get the best minds in the business collaborating on those Windsor cars. And Hawes has certainly popularized the sport with women.” Anderson winked at her.

She gritted her teeth. Terrific. She’d left her underwear on the hotel room floor of a panty-collecting womanizer. How many people had seen them leave together? Thank God they hadn’t actually had sex, though that may not matter now, not with him displaying her underwear for all and sundry. Apparently her ability to judge character had been switched into the off position by lust or booze that night, or a combination of both. She cleared her throat. “So he’s got the best team this year?”

“Yes. This is the year he could win it all. He’s an experienced driver, brilliant really, methodical, a good bet to win or place over the years. The other driver for Pantech-Windsor, Mitchell, is solid too, though. It’s Pantech’s championship to lose.”

“I’ve never heard that, about his father.” And let’s face it, I’ve read enough websites about him over the last two days.

“No, it’s been off the radar in recent years. But you know I’ve followed this sport since I was a boy—and given my job, there’s not much I don’t know about F1.”

Cassidy felt the heat rise in her face. God, she hoped this ridiculous, disastrous encounter would also stay under the radar. Surely Ronan wouldn’t want that kind of publicity?

Her hands clenched into fists. “Yes, Anderson, I know.”

She’d like to use those panties to wring Ronan Hawes’s neck.

• • •

Ronan flipped up the visor of his helmet. She was up in the Nautilus area with her father, no doubt. Good choice of seats. They’d have a great view of the pits, and more important, the La Source hairpin. Anderson Miller had been around the sport for years. Ronan had even had occasion to mingle with him. No wonder the man had looked familiar. And the daughter was what? Bored? Looking for a little excitement by shagging an F1 driver? There was something about her … something that infused his thoughts more often than a failed one-night stand warranted. Maybe it was simply the contrast to Viv. Guarded wouldn’t be a word he assigned to Viv. And the idea of Vivienne behind the controls of a helicopter made him shudder.

Still, he had Cassidy’s souvenir. Wrong shade of blue, a few shades off his favorite color, but it just might appease the gods of good fortune. Thank heavens he hadn’t chucked it out. He exhaled deeply and snapped down the visor.

Time to concentrate now. Anything could happen midway through the season, with plenty of points up for grabs. He and Maddux had shared the podium a number of times already. No one had a runaway lead, and teams were fighting for every point. Tires, engines, and fuel mixes were making headlines, and everyone was under scrutiny by the press and the public. There were huge changes coming next year. A major shakeup in the rules, so the rumor mill had it. He had no doubt the rumors were true—as soon as your team had mastered the rules and applied them to the engineering, they changed again. That was just the way F1 worked.

Pantech-Windsor’s head steward, Benny, smiled down at him, chewing gum at sixty miles an hour. “Warm-up lap in two minutes. Ready for this, mate?”

“You bet. Can you make this bloody rain disappear?”

Benny’s weather-beaten, old face creased into a grin. “It’s Spa, what do you expect? But it’s not too slippery yet. Just take it easy on the La Source, especially toward the end.”

“Yeah,” Ronan said, not meaning it.

“And mind you don’t cut a corner in the Bus Stop chicane.”

“Don’t remind me.” He revved up the engine and listened for Benny’s inevitable final question through the headphones. “Gonna win this one, mate?”

Ronan squeezed the steering wheel through his thick gloves. “Count on it.”

He always hated this formation lap, but it was necessary to warm up the tires and get traction on the track, especially on a day like this. He accelerated off when it was his turn and, when the lap was done, joined the other cars assembled on the grid. He’d qualified in first place during the trials, so he took pole position. Already a good start. He stared up at the five lights. Would there ever come a time when his heart wasn’t ready to explode at this point?

A trickle of sweat started to pour down his forehead until it seeped into the padding at his cheekbone. As if it’s not wet enough. He’d never won this course, even though Britons or Germans traditionally won it. He couldn’t resist one last peek at her, still hidden behind those binoculars. Binoculars trained on him. He shoved the scrap of lace further into the pocket of his suit to be sure she didn’t catch sight of it.

She pulled the binoculars away from her face and gave him a one-finger salute.

She couldn’t possibly know he was looking at her. He must’ve made some sound of surprise into his mouthpiece.

“Mate?” Benny said. “You crackin’ on us?”

“Nah,” Ronan replied, pushing thoughts of her away. There was no space in his brain for anything but acceleration, steering, and braking. Every molecule in his body was poised for a life or death race to the finish. And that’s all his brain could process for the next two hours as he visualized the finish line so vividly he almost thought he was dreaming when he crossed it—alone.

Bathed in sweat, heart racing, he ripped off the helmet. Fresh air whacked his face—beautiful cool, Belgian damp air. He loved it. He loved this rain; he loved this rain-sodden place. He removed his right glove with his teeth and waved to the cheering crowd. Turning toward the setting sun, he waved in the direction of stand six and the woman who’d brought him luck. Yes, it was still stuffed in his pocket, along with the smooth stone he’d found after winning his first kart race as a boy.

There was the usual clamoring around him, the whole Pantech-Windsor team, good old Benny, and the reporters not far behind. He made his way to the podium, took the champagne and squirted it with relish at Maddux, who had been hot on his tail at the finish but unable to catch up. Yes, they put on a big show of smiles for the press. No one wanted to be accused of poor sportsmanship. Maddux understood that as well as he did. He gave Maddux a particularly big man-squeeze for good measure and grinned his widest as the cameras went on a blitzkrieg. These moments made it all worthwhile—the punishing workouts, the early starts, late finishes, the air travel, jet lag, and the erratic social life.

• • •

This VIP tent was where she’d be, if she were with her father. But where the hell was she then? It was impossible to do the rounds because everyone and his dog wanted to talk to Ronan Hawes. He’d had more than his share of propositions tonight. The winners always did. But he couldn’t get her out of his head.

He reached into his trousers pocket to feel the silky material and the rougher edge of lace. In the periphery of his eyesight, Vivienne appeared like a vision under the soft indigo bar lighting. She was standing, or rather, leaning, by the bar sipping her usual gin and tonic, effortlessly languorous, her beautiful honey, shoulder-length hair falling in impossibly graceful waves caressing her neck, Adoring males surrounded her, many of them from his team. Maddux was nowhere to be seen, but no doubt he’d show his face before long. Ronan’s fist tightened.

He couldn’t even blame Viv for dumping him. She’d made it clear she was interested in commitment from the onset, and he hadn’t managed to get there. The longer they were together—going on a year—the more obvious it had become that there was something missing. She was intelligent—trained as a journalist—articulate, and best of all, extremely good with people. She put everyone in her vicinity at ease, including him. But in private? They’d never managed to do much more than skim the surface. And God help him, he hadn’t known if that was his failing, hers, or theirs. So she’d ended it. But to go from his bed to Maddux’s? She’d known how that would sting, and how the press would speculate and make his life hell. He’d finally developed an, intense feeling toward her: loathing.

Viv caught his eye, her face expressionless, then turned her back. He spun toward the group behind him, sure of an easy entrance into their conversation. Anything to look occupied. The press could take one look, a frown, and turn it into a melodrama.

And there was Cassidy, two feet away from him, a beacon of blue. Her eyes, bright and steady, picked up the color of the dress.

“Hello, Ronan,” she acknowledged, her expression set, chin lifted. The man beside her moved to let him into the circle. It was Anderson Miller. Ronan bit back a smile. Of course he could see the genetic similarity now—the striking eyes, the wide mouth. Cassidy’s elegant little nose must come from the mother though.

“Mr. Miller, nice to see you.”

“Ronan. It’s a shame you’re not wearing our logo this year.” They'd put their money behind Simons, again, to their detriment.

Ronan smiled. Clearly she hadn’t mentioned anything to her dad. He turned to her. “Nice to see you again, Cassidy.”

Cassidy reddened a little, and her nostrils did that flaring thing that only ever meant danger with women. What had he done now?

“Yes,” she said in crisp tone, fingering the cocktail stirrer in her amber concoction of a drink. “Congrats.”

“We were in stand six and had a perfect view of La Source,” said Anderson. “I could hardly believe you didn’t skid out the way Maddux did. You’re one skillful driver, I’ll give you that, my boy.”

“I’d say lucky, Mr. Miller. With conditions so wet, we’re thankful there wasn’t an incident. I’m just glad it’s behind us. Next stop—Abu Dhabi—where there’s not a drop in sight.”

“See you there,” Anderson said.

Ronan caught her eye.

God, what was wrong with her? Why were her eyes shooting daggers? She had jumped him fair and square, and then passed out in front of the loo. He was the one who should be irritated, not her.

A reporter tried just then to grab his attention, which Ronan dealt with in twenty seconds flat. His gaze darted automatically to the bar, but Viv was gone. Good. It was impossible to relax with her around.

“So.” Cassidy cleared her throat. “We’re honored you could drop by. It looks like everyone wants a piece of you.” She made a shooing motion with her hand.

He ignored it. “Always like this after a win. I’m just happy to have a normal conversation that doesn’t involve predicting the future or dissecting my thought processes that occurred at 350 kilometers per hour when my brain was liquefying.”

“I’m sure that can get tedious,” Anderson said. “Now, I see you’re without a drink. What will you have?”

“I’m fine thanks.”

Anderson backed up a few steps. “Cass, how about you?”

She lifted her chin. “You know what I drink, Anderson.”

The older man hesitated.

Apart from the genetic similarity there was nothing—no body language or verbal cues—that indicated they were in any way related.

Ronan took two steps forward until he was standing next to her. Close enough for him to smell her heady scent. Close enough for her to touch his jacket. Heat rose through him, and he cleared his throat. “It’s great that you come here—as father and daughter. You don’t get much of that at F1 anymore.”

“Usually the girlfriend or wife, right?” Cass said, brushing up against him. A surge of lust shot through him. Singularly inappropriate with her father standing there. Probably the aftereffects of the adrenaline leaving his system.

She sidled away, hands behind her back. “Yes, I can understand your confusion.” Her lips were pressed together. She vibrated with something. Tension? Anger? “So, tell me Ronan, does your father watch the races?”

Ronan’s breath caught. He was vaguely aware of Anderson’s hissed, “Cassidy,” sounding for the first time like he actually might be her dad. Her face said it all—defiant, angry, and unmistakably knowing.

“Excuse me,” he said evenly, with a nod to Anderson before he made his way over to the bar. He ordered a drink, seething. What a bitch. His hand went to his trouser pocket. Scrabbled around. Then with rising panic he checked the other pocket.

She’d taken her knickers back.


Chapter 4

Cass chuckled to herself and stowed the thong safely away in her purse. She strode twenty paces away from the VIP tent before realizing she hadn’t a clue where she was going. Her objective had been to reclaim her property and get away, but now what? She glanced around the emptying stands, shadowy people in the drizzling dusk all heading in the same direction of the exit. She shivered and pulled her jacket tighter across her shoulders. Her heels were sinking into mud. Thick Belgian mud. She groaned, twisting her foot to wipe it on a tuft of grass. This would require another shopping expedition. She’d spent more on clothes and shoes in the last few weeks than she had in a decade. It was fun to try on this glamorous new persona after spending most of her life in jeans and flight suits. And thanks to the trust fund Anderson had set up for her when she turned twenty-one, she could afford it.

“What’s a lady like you doing in a swamp like this?”

She spun around and faced all six feet of Ronan Hawes, who’d managed somehow to sneak up behind her. She shrugged. “Getting some fresh air.”

“That wasn’t very nice, you know.” His expression was closed.

“Yeah? Well, displaying my underwear for all and sundry wasn’t nice either. In fact, it’s pretty fucked up. My father has to work with these people. He doesn’t need to see evidence of my—”

“Calm down. I don’t kiss and tell.”

“No, you kiss and take trophies!”

“Trophies? What? No, you left them and—”

“Not on purpose, I assure you.”

“No, I know, I …” He was frowning now. “Listen, I’m sorry. I would never tell anyone.” He raked a hand through his perfectly cut, perfectly thick, blond hair, and her stomach did that twisting-with-arousal thing it seemed to do around him. “No one saw them. They’ve been in my pocket. And there’s nothing to tell anyway, is there?”

“No. Thank God.”

“I need those knickers,” he said, leaning closer.

“Knickers—you Brits have such quaint words for things. Panties.” She lifted her head and maintained the steeliest eye contact she could manage. “No.”

“Please?”

She grinned in spite of herself. “My, my. Ronan Hawes, cross-dresser. What would your sponsors say?” She leaned toward him. “But I can tell you which boutique has them if you need them so badly. Why not get some heels and go all the way?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think you understand. I need them. For luck.”

Her stomach pitched. “Trust me, there’s nothing lucky about them, or me.”

“My podium position says otherwise.”

“You can’t seriously think that was luck?”

He shrugged. “I had them for luck; they brought me luck. I need them for the next race. That’s how it works. Why have a big discussion?”

She gaped at him. “I’m doing you a favor, Ronan. They aren’t lucky.”

He cocked his head. “You’re a pilot, aren’t you?”

The smile vanished, and she felt her expression freeze. Had he Googled her? He must have. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“And you don’t believe in luck?”

“Of course not. Skill, preparation—”

“Yeah, yeah, all those things and something else, something indefinable that makes things go your way—”

“Or horribly wrong,” she said softly. “But that’s on the pilot, not on luck or fate or any of that nonsense.”

Could he really be that superstitious? How ridiculous. It would be nice to believe that fate intervened or whatever. If only she could do the same.

She wouldn’t meet his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“For what?”

“Your accident.” He waved a hand. “But at least you’re all right.”

She blinked. A member of her crew had been killed, but at least she was all right? This guy had the sensitivity of an amoeba. What did he think he knew about it? God, she could use a drink. Or two. She looked back at the tent.

He sighed. “Here’s the deal.”

He was bargaining?

“Unfortunately, I have to leave for a team meeting in about five minutes and then head on to Berlin tonight for some PR activities. I don’t have time to fight you for those knickers, tempting as it is—” he glanced down, “especially with all this mud. But I’ll need those in Abu Dhabi. I’ll let you go on the condition that you promise to give them to me before the race there.”

She let out a shaky laugh. “How reasonable of you. You’re really hung up on my underwear, aren’t you? I could just mail you a pair and save you the bother of—”

“That won’t do,” he murmured, “It’s this pair that has the juju.”

She dug them from her purse and thrust them at him. “Far be it from me to deprive you of your juju. I don’t need that on my conscience along with everything else.”

She turned on her heel.

“Will I see you in Abu Dhabi?”

“Yeah. I’ll be the one throwing panties onto the track,” she said over her shoulder, already striding away.

“Then I’ll see you there,” he called after her retreating back.

She mentally rolled her eyes as she hunted through the crowds of the well-dressed scions of society in search of Anderson. Luck. She’d known pilots who wouldn’t fly without one trinket or another, who wore lucky shirts to interviews. Pilots were a superstitious lot. Apparently racecar drivers were, too.

Maybe it helped, when things went so wrong, to have something outside of yourself to blame. That would be welcome right about now. Instead, her conscious mind ran endless loops of that night, countless alternate scenarios. What she should have done. What she could have done. She’d do anything to get another chance at making the emergency landing that had killed her friend and co-worker. And the nights were the worst. Her memory reenacted the crash over and over again: the shriek of rotors when they hit the ground, the gasps that turned to agonized moans in her headset, and after—

She gave her head a shake and straightened her posture.

So Ronan was superstitious. May it be a comfort to him when things went bad, if they ever did. She envied him that crutch. She spotted Anderson across the room, in his element, yukking it up with some of the other teams’ sponsors—the liquor group. They were a lively lot. Liquor, not luck—that was her salvation in this godforsaken mess that had become her life.

• • •

There was no reprieve from these endless strategy meetings; not unless he was dying, or, in fact, clinically dead.

The team manager gave his usual spiel, presenting colorful graphs and charts in some snazzy statistics software he’d just procured—the statistics on every driver in the top ten, likelihood of anyone being able to beat him, their driving histories, patterns of behavior on different courses, weak points, what they had for goddamn breakfast. Ronan closed his eyes at that part, picturing Maddux and his smarmy grin. Fancy charts be damned, the wily Texan was the only contender, and they might as well just come out and say it. If only Vivienne would pop something into his energy drink.

The most likely circuits to win were presented next, as if there were some kind of mathematical formula to it all. This was what irritated Ronan most—their belief that his performance on the day was somehow predetermined. What they never seemed to get, these engineers, was that it was more like chaos theory out there on the track. Like the weather, there were too many variables to accurately predict how any team would do on any given day, on a different course, in rain or heat. And that’s what made racing challenging, frustrating, and exciting.

He needed four more wins. Four more days of engineering perfection, total superhuman performance on his part, sunshine, and a splash of old-fashioned good luck. That was it. Why bang on about it when he could be out there actually doing something to help his luck? So when his turn came to make a suggestion, he turned to the head engineer, saying pointedly, “What about the new tech—that top secret legal traction control system we tested in preseason? If you could get the kinks worked out, I’m sure I could use the advantage it gave me coming out of the turns. Next year’ll be too late after all the damn rule changes.”

The chief engineer, Lambert, was scribbling something in his notepad and he looked up, frowning. “Let me check on that with our onsite engineers in Silverstone. I’ll light a fire under them.” Those in the room who remembered the fire during the testing of the new technology tittered at the unintended pun. Ronan didn’t. Gregor, the test driver, had barely escaped uninjured when the damn car had ignited. And it could’ve been much worse. They’d shelved it after that incident, or so they’d said, but he had no doubt the engineers were still tinkering. Benny scowled at a piece of paper one of the engineers had pulled out. Ronan recognized the intent etched in his old engineer’s weather-beaten face. That new hybrid system would put them well out in front if it could be made ready in time. He could count on Benny to make it happen.


Chapter 5

“Anderson? Can we go now?” Cass hollered from the sitting room where she could overlook the magnificent Abu Dhabi F1 circuit from her enormous Yas Viceroy hotel window. Beyond the circuit, desert dunes shimmered into the fast-disappearing twilight. As usual, her father needed longer to get ready than she did. What was he doing anyway? Polishing his cufflinks? She needed a drink, and she needed it now. But there was no way she was braving the locals’ politely concealed stares by being so crassly Western as to go drinking alone.

The hotel itself was a far cry from the cozy floral wallpapers of the Brussels hotel where she’d spent the week before the Spa race. This place was elegant and contemporary, with unique touches, such as the flooring with racetrack-style lines in case you forgot what the main attraction of the place was. Indeed, everyone here was here for one reason only—and she was hardly going to forget her main attraction. Maybe he’d be at the rooftop bar? But what if he had all his cronies with him?

She stared into the mirror. Should she have gone with the red strapless? She twisted to evaluate her dress from all angles. This white number with the black trim she’d been talked into at the boutique downstairs was too—something. It wasn’t her. She groaned. Of all the dumb things to be thinking about. Since when did she worry about what she was wearing? This F1 scene was doing a number on her.

Hearing a rap on the door, she walked over and threw it open. “Hello, Anderson.”

“Enjoying the view?” he asked.

“Yes, I can smell the rubber burning already.”

“This is the best track of all.” He rubbed his fists together in obvious glee and she got a glimpse of shiny gold cufflinks in the shape of little F1 cars. “You look beautiful, honey. I’m so glad you could make it all the way out here.”

“Don’t have anything else to do,” she said.

Anderson shot her a sharp look that she deflected with, “Let’s go, I’m starving.”

The shining elevator complete with an enthusiastic attendant shot up to the rooftop bar. She gasped at the view it offered over the track. In the rapidly dimming light, the space-age architecture became delightfully apparent; mind-bending organic meshes of pure light covered the hotel and a portion of the track. A quick glance around the bar assured her there were no dashing F1 drivers lounging on the tan leather looking bored. The evening crowd hadn’t come in yet it seemed. A geeky looking Arab with John Lennon glasses tinkered away at a piano.

A bourbon later, the sharp edges of the world began to fray a smidgeon. But it wasn’t enough, not by a long shot. While Anderson was engrossed in the menu, she beckoned for another drink. The waiter cast an inquiring eye at Anderson, and she shook her head crossly.

“Another?” Her father’s eyebrows shot up.

“Anderson,” Cass warned. “So, who’s favored to win this thing tomorrow?”

“Oh,” he grinned. “I think your friend might have a fairly good chance.”

“He’s not my friend.”

Nice. I said that with all the sophistication of a six-year-old.

“Well, whatever he is.” Anderson was laughing now.

“What makes you so sure he’ll win this one?”

“Drivers like this track, and he’s a dry-track kind of guy. Maddux tends to get him on the wet ones, like Spa Except last time, of course. I’d imagine he’s riding a wave of good luck.”

“You people and your obsession with luck. Whatever happened to skill?”

“Oh at this level, that’s a given. But to win … I don’t know. I’ve seen many races and all the circuits the world over many times, in all conditions, and I think it’s a combination of what’s going on in that driver’s head and what the gods are thinking on the day.”

“Anderson,” she groaned, “I’ll need another drink if you’re going to get all esoteric on me. Ah … speaking of.” She beamed at the impassive waiter, took the drink from his hand, and inhaled the vapors of her second bourbon.

“So how’s it going?” he asked.

“How’s what going?”

“Life?” Anderson shrugged. “We hardly got to talk in Belgium.”

“Fine.”

“Well, we’ll have time to talk here. I realize there’s a lot to catch up on, but what I’m concerned about are your plans, you know, for the future.”

Cass prodded her ice cubes. “No idea.”

“I don’t expect you’ll want to go back to … all that anytime soon.”

She looked up sharply. “All what?”

“To being a pilot. It’s a dangerous business. I mean, it’s up to you, of course, but until you know the outcome of the investigation, it may be a chance to reassess priorities.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Reassess priorities? Being a pilot is my life. There’s nothing to reassess.”

Anderson polished his silver knife with a napkin. “You’ve had a near-death experience, Cassidy. Surely that’s got you thinking?”

Cass took a huge gulp of her drink. “Of course, it’s got me thinking. You don’t just walk out of a wreck and go on as if nothing happened. I had to meet with the crisis team after the accident. Talk about what happened with my employer. It’s all good.” She finished the drink in one swallow.

Her stomach heaved. If she couldn’t bear knowing what she’d done, how could Anderson? How could anyone?

“It’s all good?” he repeated, whether because the expression was foreign to him or he didn’t believe it, she couldn’t tell.

“This is helping.” She put her empty glass down.

“Your drink is helping?” he said, a note of alarm creeping into his voice.

Oh God. She was never going to live down the state she’d been in exiting the plane. She’d been so terrified to fly, it had taken four drinks at the bar just to get on the damn jet to Abu Dhabi, and the flight hadn’t been long enough to completely sober her up. Anderson had barely been able to mask his shock as she’d stumbled off the plane. Not the best country in which to be inebriated in public.

“No, I mean … all this … the F1. It’s … a total thrill, and seeing this danger has anaesthetized me, in a way,” she lied. “Can we talk about something else? I’m trying to move past what happened. Tell me about the course. I want to know which bends are likely to see the most jockeying for position, if that’s the technical term for it.”

Anderson settled into his favorite subject with relish, and she kept him talking with nods and appreciative “mmm-hmms” all the way through their exquisite three-course dinner. Until something, or rather someone, registered in the periphery of her vision, advancing rapidly.

Sure enough, when she turned her head upward it was into the smiling, tanned face of Ronan Hawes. Casual in a light blue polo shirt and jeans, he oozed class and a fatal sexiness, standing in a relaxed pose, brandishing a radioactive green longneck. From the way he glanced from her to her father, he was calculating how to talk to her alone. Or maybe that was just her wishful thinking.

“Ronan.” She smiled and stood. He was near enough to get a gentle waft of that Calvin Klein aftershave again. God, she wanted him.

She edged away again, flustered, and let Anderson shake hands.

“Come join us,” Anderson said.

Ronan shook his head. “I’d like that, Mr. Miller, but I really need to get to bed soon.” Here his gaze wandered to her, and she darted her attention to the glasses on the table.

She bit back a grin.

Real subtle, dude.

“Need to be in top form tomorrow,” he was saying.

“Oh, yes, of course, of course,” Anderson said. “How long have you been in town?”

Ronan dragged a chair over and sat down beside her. “Three days. Enough to refamiliarize myself with the circuit, you know?”

Cass took a gulp of her drink. How could she get rid of her father? He wasn’t the type to take a hint. She looked up again. “What’s that you’re drinking? It looks dangerous.”

He narrowed his eyes at the bottle in his hand. “It’s noxious. I’m just holding the bottle.”

“Well, why not get something you’d like to drink?”

“My sponsors don’t do drinks. This is Fizzbang Energy, the main rival to Maddux’s Supernova. I mean, someone’s got to represent the other side. Look at the sheep over there.” He beckoned to the group of drivers and their teams and glamorous girls, uniformly holding orange cans of Supernova, some putting them down on the grand piano.

Cass winced. “I guess none of you can drink alcohol before a race then?”

He shrugged. “Haven’t much use for it at any time, to be honest.” He glanced at her drink for a fraction of a second and cleared his throat. “Have you been here long?”

“No, just got in four hours ago, and by the time we got out here from the airport and unpacked, it was time for dinner.” She yawned for good measure.

“You’ve done well to stay awake this long.” Ronan rested his arm across the back of her chair and did an easy scan of the room. He turned back to Anderson. “Oh, there’s Mr. Al-Saeed, CEO of Treadhill Motors. He wanted to talk to you about a franchise, Mr. Miller.”

“Oh yeah?” Anderson said, eyes twinkling in a way that made it obvious he knew Ronan’s game. He pushed back his empty glass and slapped the tabletop. “Well, I’d better get over there, hadn’t I?”

“No, stay, he’s already on his way here.” Ronan stood up and his hand grazed her shoulder, sending shockwaves throughout her body.

She stood, too. Immediately she felt a wave of curiosity emanate from the piano crowd. They were doing that looking-but-not-looking thing, spying at her in various mirrored surfaces surrounding them, assessing her, speculating.

“I’ll see you at breakfast,” Anderson said.

Mr. Al-Saeed came over and nodded curtly to them all.

She knew better than to offer to shake hands as a woman in a Muslim country. Though leaving a bar with a man who wasn’t her husband was no doubt ten times worse. She glanced around, but the only ones seeming to be judging her were the Western F1 crowd.

“So, what have you been doing?” Ronan asked.

“Shopping, this and that.”

She tossed back her drink; his eyes never left her face. The room temperature seemed to be rising, despite the high-tech air conditioning. Placing her glass carefully on the table, she caught their waiter’s eye. Maybe just one more. She turned a bright smile Ronan’s direction. “What were you saying?”

“Why do you drink so much?”

Her mouth opened. And closed. Opened again.

“I enjoy it.”

“Bourbon?”

“Not classy enough for you? And you’re drinking that nastiness? Those energy drinks are probably worse than any alcohol.”

He shook his head. “Can’t be.”

She smiled to cover her annoyance.

“Ready?” he asked, extending a hand to help her up. She took it, wobbling to her feet.

He gave her a look.

“It’s the damn heels,” she muttered. “Honest to God, I’m not going for a repeat performance of my face-down-on-the-bathroom-floor routine.”

He laughed. “You can’t imagine how relieved I am to hear that.”

She followed him to the exit doors. He plonked the bottle inside a potted palm tree and led the way to the spacious corridor at the elevators.

“My God, your subtlety with Anderson bowled me over back there,” she said.

“One of my many talents.” He grinned. “As is this.” He cupped his hands around her neck and tilted her chin up. Her heart hammered. She was getting lost in his hazel eyes. His lips pressed down and urged her mouth to open to him. She was dizzy with need as his tongue stroked hers. His hands slid down the exposed flesh of her back, holding her to his hips, pressing against her, insistent. A shiver shook through her.

When they came up for breath, he asked, “Your room or mine?”

• • •

Ten minutes of excruciatingly polite chitchat later, Ronan finally cocked his head toward the bedroom. “So?”

It was the signal she’d been waiting for.

She stood and kicked off her shoes. Not waiting for his reaction, she slipped off her wrap, pulled the dress from her shoulders and stepped out, clad only in her cream underwear and matching lacy bra. She didn’t want to think or draw this out in some striptease-type scenario. She wanted it now. She lifted her gaze from the dress on the woolen carpet.

He was watching her calmly, almost impassively, as if she were room service come to fill the minibar, but when she came closer to him, naked lust crossed his perfect features as his eyes scanned her body. He rose from the sofa, toed off his shoes, unbuttoned his cuffs, shook the cufflinks on the coffee table, and stripped off his shirt. His gaze never left her as his hands went to his belt, unbuckling, unthreading while she watched, finding it difficult to catch her breath. God help her, she was desperate. Desperate for him and nervous.

Where had her buzz gone? She’d been slightly tipsy when they’d arrived, but now her body was anything but relaxed. It was clamoring for him. He shucked his dress pants and socks, tossing them carelessly on the floor. He stood before her, his chest muscular and well defined, covered in a sparse amount of golden hair. Her attention drifted lower, taking in his cock jutting out against the thin cotton of his black boxer briefs. Then he stripped those off, too. He took two steps away from the coffee table separating them, and she shivered, her body throbbing.

Ronan yanked her lingerie-clad body against his. He put one arm under her hips and the other behind her head. He brought her to his eye level and lowered his mouth to her neck. It was electrifying. And that scent. She’d never be able to smell it again without associating it with this moment. He backed her up until she hit the wall, then he held her there with his body, panting. His chest was hot and hard against hers.

Her stomach clenched, at the mercy of the familiar and overwhelming ache of arousal. She raised her head and wrapped her arms around his neck, bringing his head down. Her lips met his again and again; she wrapped her legs around his hips.

He thrust his tongue into her mouth, ravaged her, and she moaned. This was no exploratory kiss like the one downstairs. It was hot and hard and desperate, and she was out of control. She urged him on, running her hands through his thick, soft hair. His mouth caught her breath, her hips moving restlessly, impatiently, against the hardness of his cock. The only thing separating them was the thin cotton of her now-soaked thong. She rubbed herself against him, her mouth glued to his.

His free hand popped first one breast, then the other from the confining fabric of her bra. His mouth left hers. He palmed her left breast, lifting it to his lips, sucking the peak into his mouth, hard.

“Ahh, Ronan. Condom?” she managed.

He nodded, but his mouth had moved to her other breast, doing the same pleasure-pain suck on her sensitive flesh. She moaned and locked his head to her with her arm. His hands went to her hips to grind her harder against the hot strength of his arousal, his open mouth leaving a trail of heat as it traversed her neck, her jawline.

She wrapped her legs tightly around him as he leaned away, her arms linked around his neck. He staggered away from the wall and carried her into the bedroom. Once by the bed, he grasped her arms and held them away, then her legs, depositing her on the bed. She scrambled back, pushing off pillows, thrusting the bedcovers down until she reached plush cotton sheets, lifting her hips to slide off the thong, reveling in the ache at the apex of her thighs, the insistent pulsation. She glanced up to see him watching her, his face taut with intensity and desire, holding a condom. He sure was johnny-on-the-spot with that thing.

I won’t think about that … about how many women have come before me.

Men who could get what they wanted, when they wanted, did.

Her body was protected from his past, her heart protected by her past.

Four long strides took him over to her.

Her gaze met his when he finally looked up from where he’d stroked the condom on himself.

Pushing her back on the bed, he knelt and put one of her legs on either side of his hips. She closed her eyes as his hand found her. His two fingers made slow circles on her clit, stroking, teasing. She arched her back, panting.

Her eyes opened, and he was watching her. Too intense. Too intimate. She reached for his hips, grasping them, pulling him down on her. His tongue pressed into her mouth as his cock surged into her slick opening. Her breath stuttered as he worked himself inside. Her legs went numb, and she had seconds to realize she was about to come, hard. Too soon. She tried to raise her hips, to delay her orgasm, but his were inflexible, pressing her farther into the bed, stroking slowly in and out of her swollen channel.

“No, I ...”

Desperate, she pushed against his shoulders. It was too late. She stiffened. Bucking on the bed she came with a long, hoarse cry that broke the silence in the room. She sank back panting, avoiding his eyes and covering her face with a shaking hand.

He thrust into her, tremors wracking his body.

“God, Cass.”

Her mouth went dry as she watched him enter her, over and over, thick and hot against her flesh, his thrusts taking on more urgency until she felt him tense on a push that seated him all the way inside her. He came with a long, agonized groan.

It was a thousand times better than alcohol at making her forget.


Chapter 6

Ronan stood on the tarmac the following morning and stretched his arms wide, raising his face to catch the dry Abu Dhabi desert breeze—the last he’d get before sinking into his goldfish bowl. The heat would abate soon though, before they’d race tonight. Yet another reason to love this circuit.

The roar of the engines being tested last minute, the familiar, noxious addictive fuel smell, the sun beating down on the bone dry track, this was all ... home. And today, he’d win. He slid his left hand into his chest pocket. Yes, it was right there, the silk cool against his fingertips.

It had been hot. Definitely. But more than that, she held his interest when they weren’t in bed. Which wasn’t a novelty exactly, but he was thirty-three years old, old enough to know that sex with a hot, intelligent woman was a million times better than hot sex with a dolt. She was uninhibited in bed and quick witted out of it. And as different from Vivienne as was possible within the same species.

He shoved the underwear deeper into his pocket. She’d snuck out of his room at some point during the night, but they’d already exchanged two text messages. He needed to take care with whatever this was. It could be awkward sleeping with the daughter of another team’s sponsor. Even more awkward if Pantech’s financial woes left Windsor in the lurch. Rumor had it Anderson’s oil and gas company was looking to be more than just a team sponsor. They were hoping to partner with a car company and race a Nautilus team in the not-too-distant future. Windsor could be that partner.

 Yeah. Time to put Cass out of his head.

He pulled the stone from his pocket and threw it across the tarmac. Three bounces. Not bad. Four would’ve been better. But three was okay, too. He retrieved the stone and put it back in his pocket with Cass’s scrap of lace.

“Hey, don’t forget to kiss the ground, Hawes.” Maddux had appeared suddenly, swinging his helmet, the usual cynical grin creasing his tan cheeks. “You need all the luck you can get.”

Ronan shook his head. “Nah. You’re standing too close, mate. It’s contaminated.”

“Suit yourself.” Maddux slipped on his helmet. “I’m sure you’ll find something to blame if you don’t win, so it may as well be luck.” He turned and started to strut away.

“Doing a rain dance?” Ronan called after him. “I think the forecast is clear.”

Maddux turned and gave him that smug grin. This guy’s range of self-expressions were limited to smug, petulant, and maniacal. He saved his look of evil triumph for whenever he actually managed to win. What did women see in him?

Maddux gave him a single-fingered salute and slapped down the visor that reflected the high sun. Disconcerting how harmless he looked with the full gear on; just like any other driver. Ronan turned toward his car.

• • •

“Oh God, oh God, they’re starting!” Cass screamed above the roar of the twenty-four F1 engines revving up. She grabbed the binoculars from Anderson and peered through. Ronan had waved in the direction of her stand—definitely.

She waved back.

Adrenaline coursed through her … something she’d not felt since … since … well, in a long time. This was gleeful adrenaline, not the cold dread triggered by impending death. Hopefully it would keep her awake. She hadn’t slept most of the night out of fear of becoming a raving lunatic in her sleep. Eventually she’d given up on sleep and slipped out of his room.

“Cass, you’re not even looking in the right direction,” Anderson said. “And why are you scrunching up your face like that?”

“Oh.” Speechless, she handed him back his binoculars. Yep, that’s what she’d forgotten to buy in the palatial shopping mall yesterday. Binoculars. What was happening to her that she’d buy lingerie instead of vital equipment?

The flag went down. The world seemed to erupt in a cacophony of noise and movement everywhere as the cars dissipated into streaks of color, lights flashing. The crowd swayed in excitement, with some first-timers even holding their fingers to their ears. The sound here at this venue was magnified, bouncing off the smooth, broad surfaces of modern architecture, amplified to a painful level. Everything about Belgium had been quainter. This was exhilarating, blisteringly warm, impossibly over the top—utterly addictive!

“He’s off to a perfect start,” Anderson yelled. It was an implicit understanding between them that “he” could refer to only one driver, Anderson’s way of saying he was aware the two of them had something going on. At least he wasn’t going to stick his nose into her affairs. She nodded back vigorously, not taking her eyes off the track.

She couldn’t wait long to grab the binoculars from him again to watch Ronan’s progress in the bends. He was second place, but once the pit stops started it could all change. The leader was that orange team, his rival Maddux, and if the press were to be believed, Ronan’s nemesis.

“Come on, come on,” she chanted. She could shout and no one would hear her. So she tried that. “Ronaaaan,” she called as his car sped around the nearest bend.

The last Doppler whine, and they were gone to another part of the track. Relative quiet was restored. Cass turned her head back to Anderson, who was watching her.

“It’s good to see you happy again,” he said.

“It is fun, isn’t it? I can see how you’d get into this. It’s more thrilling than NASCAR,” she admitted.

He laughed. “High praise, indeed. Don’t worry. I won’t tell any of your friends back home. Not that I know them.”

Cass stiffened at the mention of home.

“Oh, first pit stop already,” Anderson said. “Who is it? Oh, them. Okay, we can forget about them, it looks like engine trouble. New car, too.” He shook his head disapprovingly. Cass let him ramble on until Ronan was coming around again. If cars had personalities, she could swear there was animosity crackling between Ronan’s red and silver one and Maddux’s black and orange one just ahead. She could barely contain her own frustration, so his must be off the charts. “Oh come on, Ronan, just get in front of that asshole,” she said. “You can do it, you can do it.”

And then they were gone again. Cass’s mind began to numb with fatigue as seven more laps passed in similar fashion. Yes, it was addictive, but it also required stamina to just stand here and be subjected to this noise, this heat, and these emotions, frustration and fear warring. These were dangerous vehicles on a potentially deadly course. All the safety standards in the world didn’t change the fact that one false move could cause death or serious injury.

“Ronan’s slowing down,” she called to her father.

“Don’t worry, it’s a normal pit stop. He’s due.”

“Oh.” She handed the binoculars back, unable to watch, unlike Anderson who was timing it on his stopwatch as if he didn’t trust the fifty-foot digital clock looming over them.

“Good Lord, that was one hell of a quick tire change.”

“Great!” Cass stood up to see his progress and how far behind the orange car he was. Catching up. Fifth place now, but the other four hadn’t had a stop yet. She settled back on her seat and resigned herself to the relative logic of F1—positions only made sense when you knew how many stops the drivers already had. Somehow it was easier to keep this in mind with television announcers reminding you. Right here, right now, fans just wanted their driver out front.

“Oh look, now Supernova is stopping, too—that’s Maddux, isn’t it?” she said. “And Ronan’s in third place.”

“That’s Maddux,” Anderson agreed, absently focused on his golden stopwatch. He clicked the stopper decisively when the orange car departed from the pits again, declaring, “Ronan’s got a one second lead.”

Could he hold it?

“They’ll need another pit stop around the sixteenth lap though. Let’s see if he can keep it.” They both stared at the monitor, and sure enough the name at number one was now “HWS.” Short for Hawes. Cass shrieked, finally believing it. “Cool!”

By the time the second pit stops kicked in, she was an expert at counting. She’d read it should take three seconds. Best case? Two point something. And Ronan had done it again, best case. As he’d kept saying last night, this track was a favorite.

An “ahooah” from the crowd snapped her attention back to the circuit.

“What?” she almost shrieked.

“There.” Anderson pointed to the curve nearest on the east side. “Ronan swerved. No idea why. But he’s lost some time.”

Cass stared at the monitor … two laps left.

“He’s killing it now. Look. ”

She squinted to see what Anderson so plainly saw, but it was the same neck-and-neck behavior as before. No wait … where was the orange Supernova car? She gasped when the camera moved ahead and it appeared, a good second ahead.

“What? Damn it! That’s Maddux. How did he take the lead?”

Anderson put down the binoculars and gave her a genuinely consoling look.

Cass stared at her feet, wondering what must be going through Ronan’s head. Her forehead was throbbing with angry frustration on his behalf. And if she felt like this, he must be apoplectic. “He really wanted this one,” she said aloud.

Anderson’s lips quirked. “No, Cass. They want them all. Every time. These guys don’t deal well with any place other than first. Second is as bad as last.”

• • •

A couple brushed past them before she registered who it was—that driver, Maddux, strutting by with a gorgeous model-type on his arm. She turned her head to watch their progress through the crowd, which clamored around them. He was the same height as Ronan and nearly as attractive, but that swagger was a complete turnoff.

When she finally found Ronan, he was cornered by the coffee stand with some young journalist hounding him. He wiped his brow with a weary shift of the eyes that Cass instantly recognized.

She shoved her way through a mass of colorful jumpsuits and marched up to him.

“I’m sorry,” she said in her sternest voice to the journalist, “but he’s had enough interviews.”

“Yes, and who are you?” inquired the reporter, instantly turning his owl-like gaze onto her.

“I’m his … life coach.”

“Oh. Can I ask your name, ma’am?”

“Coach,” she said. “Ready?” She smiled at Ronan, who gave her a half-hearted attempt at a grin.

“Am I ever,” Ronan replied.

“Then c’mon, champ.”

Ronan winced.

The owl eyes widened behind the reporter’s black-rimmed glasses, and then he trotted off.

“You okay?” Cass asked.

“I’ve had enough of the rehash. Maybe I can sneak out.” He beckoned to a catering door concealed behind a stack of alcohol and Supernova drink crates.

Cass marveled at how quickly night had fallen. She shivered a little.

“Where’s your father?”

“He’s with his oil crowd. They’re all going to some swanky place downtown to discuss business.” She shrugged. “I’m free for the night.”

“You propositioning me again?”

“Do I have to?” she asked.

Ronan dragged a hand through his hair, came closer and titled up her chin with his finger. She read the fatigue in his features, but more than that, defeat. Against the backdrop of dusk, with a patch of stars twinkling around him like a halo, he was as alluring as she’d ever seen him. The tension in his jaw and forehead only amplified the effect.

“I’m going to have to beg off. I’m not good company tonight. Never am after I lose.”

“No?” She took his hand. So Anderson had been right. Second was as bad as last. He and Mitchell, the other Pantech-Windsor driver, were still in contention, points-wise, for the championship, but evidently he was taking second place hard.

He exhaled and averted his gaze toward the night sky. “Please, don’t be offended. I’m … I … you never get used to it. Defeat. At least I haven’t. Not in all this time. I’m … if it were socially acceptable I’d go off somewhere and rage about it—howl at the moon or something.” He sighed heavily. “At least, I would if I had the energy.”

“We don’t have to do anything. Hang out. And I won’t take it personally. I’m competitive as all hell, myself,” she admitted.

“Yeah? Well I’m a moody bastard when I lose. No one can stand to be around me.”

“You exaggerate.”

“I’m not. I pace and tear at my hair. And if you offer me platitudes, I swear I won’t be responsible for my actions,” he warned.

She kept a level gaze. “I would never. I’ll hand things to you to throw at the walls. How does that sound?”

His face cracked into a grin. “Sounds great. Until the papers get ahold of it. They never let go of stuff like that, you know—trashing hotel rooms.” He tugged her hand, leading her into the lobby, nodding at the bellhop.

But he didn’t tear his hair. She put on the television and settled next to him on the king-sized bed. Such opulence—Egyptian cotton bedclothes with razor sharp edges, pillows that whooshed with airy softness, flattering diffuse lighting, original artwork on the walls, and everywhere, expensive natural materials blending in subtle harmonies. Did he even notice these finer details anymore? Or maybe he’d grown up with this degree of luxury. Her life in the States was nothing like this. She’d spent enough time at an exclusive prep school to see how the other half lived. Her friends back then were the offspring of some extremely wealthy people. She skied, knew which fork to use, which glass was for white wine and which for red. But it had been more than a decade since she’d hung out with the kind of people who could afford to go to F1 after-events and VIP parties. And it was another reminder that she didn’t fit. Didn’t want to fit. She loved her job and her life back home. Flying and helping people, being part of a team. It was the best of all worlds and there was nothing else like it.

• • •

Ronan started to unbutton his shirt. Cass was staring at the television, which was cycling through its explanation of the hotel amenities. He switched it off, finally getting her attention.

“Movie?” she asked.

“You.”

She went to her knees on the bed, and something in her expression sent the blood stampeding from his head down to his cock. She was so damned—eager wasn’t the right word. Neither was enthusiastic. Intense. That’s what she was in bed. Out of it, she was reserved.

Cass stripped off her dress and unhooked her lacy bra. His mouth went dry. God. Her body was unbelievable. Compact, strong, lithe, and her breasts were perfect. Absolutely perfect. She wasn’t rail thin, and he loved that.

She scooted across the bed and knelt, raising her hands over her head. “You have a thing for tits.”

He grinned, shedding his pants, peeling off his socks, finally raising his gaze to her dancing blue eyes. “Your tits. Yes.” He pulled a condom out of the drawer and tossed it onto the bed.

She held her breasts up for his inspection and laughed at the expression on his face.

“Cass,” he groaned, lowering his head and taking her mouth in a soul-stripping kiss.

He released her mouth, gently directing her until she lay flat on her back in the middle of the bed. He peeled off the scarlet thong and spread her thighs.

“Uh,” she said.

“Was that a protest?”

“Hell to the no,” she whispered.

Her body was flushed from chest to forehead. Their eyes met and held. He lowered his head to the apex of her thighs. Her hands gripped his head, holding his hair almost painfully. Her body was taut as his mouth dipped to taste her. He licked into her, using one hand to still her squirming hips. He coaxed her, plying her slickness, vibrating his tongue fast, then slow on her clit, until he discovered the rhythm that sent her rocking into his mouth and gasping his name. Her body arched off the bed, and he thrust two fingers into her. She came apart with a low scream, her body clenching against his fingers. He didn’t wait for the aftershocks to end. Ripping into the condom, he smoothed it on with shaking hands. God. He couldn’t get inside her fast enough.

He worked his cock into her; she was so tight, her tissues still swollen from her pleasure. She raised her hips, taking him the rest of the way, and it was his turn to gasp.

“Cass,” he muttered.

Her hands yanked on his hips, more, harder. He was out-of-control jackhammering into her, only vaguely aware of the headboard making a racket against the wall when she came again, crying out his name. His breath held as everything coiled inside him, and then he was coming so hard into her.

Seconds later he came back to himself enough to realize the body underneath him was shaking.

He rolled off, to his side. “Geez, sorry. Was I crushing you?”

She was trying, unsuccessfully, to hold in laughter.

“What?”

“That,” she gasped, indicating the headboard. “You may have damaged the wall. And shouting? Ronan, I don’t think you’re going to need to throw things. The people in the next room are probably lodging a complaint as we speak.”

He looked at her, and then the shared wall, then the headboard. He’d shouted?

She glanced at his face and set off again into gales of laughter. “Oh, I’m sorry, Ronan, it was so good. Earth-shatteringly good. And you … you yelled.”

“So you mentioned.”

She curled up into his body. “Not so reserved then.” She yawned. Her breathing evened out, deepened.

She twitched once, muttered, and was asleep. “You neither,” he whispered.

He stared down at the woman in his arms. What the hell had just happened? And not just that insanely hot sex. He made it a point never to be around girlfriends—hell, anyone if he could help it—after a loss. But this woman, she’d accepted it. Him. The losing. And he’d let her. That was the part that confounded him. He didn’t like anyone, not even the women he dated—especially not the women he dated—to see him brought down by a loss. Defeated, vulnerable, and angry. He’d thought it wasn’t the kind of thing partners should be subjected to. Cass had blown right through that. And he wasn’t quite sure how.


Chapter 7

Cass had the morning to herself in her opulent hotel room. She’d snuck out of Ronan’s suite in the wee hours and slept until nearly nine. Starving and unwilling to bring herself to head down to one of the restaurants, she had ordered room service. That had been an eighty-dollar mistake. She’d planned to hit the spa for a massage, but that breakfast had sent her hotel budget out the window. Despite the trust fund, she was naturally conservative with money. Or had been until now. This trip and its excesses were a blip. Once she got home, she’d go back to living within her paycheck.

The day after a race, the Pantech-Windsor crew would be busy packing up the cars and shipping everything to the next destination, rather like packing up a small army of personnel and equipment. Ronan had explained the process—special cargo planes, specially designed crates for the cars, plus arrangements for the hundred or so people who were part of the team, including the two drivers. It could be a logistical nightmare in some countries with the mix of bureaucratic red tape, corruption, and fragile equipment.

Ronan called at eleven.

“How are you?” he asked.

“Good, you?”

“Better than I usually am after a loss. Thanks for … well, thanks.”

“It was fun.”

Understatement of the year.

“So,” he cleared his throat, “you don’t ride, do you?”

“Horses? Or do you mean camels? Neither if I can help it.”

“No, motorcycles, or more specifically, dirt bikes.”

“Oh. Yeah, of course.”

“You’ve ridden dirt bikes?”

She laughed. “What haven’t I ridden? Motorcycles, dirt bikes, ATVs, Jet Skis. All that stuff. I grew up in Gateway, Arizona, remember?”

“Don’t know it.”

“Desert.”

“Ah. See? I know nothing about you. Small town?”

“Kinda,” she replied. “I traveled the world as a tot with my mom and Anderson. Then she got sick of it and took me back to the States, back to her hometown.”

“So you are a world traveler?”

She laughed. “I was. I think I was six when mom and I settled in Gateway.”

“So you went to school there?”

“No, my hometown is tiny and the schools are pretty low ranked. Anderson convinced her to put me in private school outside Phoenix, but the commute just about killed my mom. So they sent me to boarding school from seventh grade on.”

“Boarding school? Is that common in the States?”

“Not really. Rockmont was a small, private, expensive prep in New Hampshire. Not really my crowd—more your crowd. Then when I was in high school, my mom started dating Jim, and I started getting into trouble. Nothing major. Breaking curfew, drinking—the usual teen rebellion crap. Anyway, Mom married Jim, and the next thing I knew, they took me out of Rockmont and back to Gateway for my senior year.”

“Transplanted in high school? That can’t have been fun.”

“It was beyond awful. I was a fish out of water and a total snob. And I hated living with Jim and my mom. Jim and I only reached a truce after he took me out flying. Once I got in the cockpit I was hooked.”

“So you didn’t go to university?”

“My mom didn’t agree with the pilot career trajectory, so she insisted I do two years of college.”

“That’s funny. I was prep school turned driver—everyone I knew in high school are all barristers now, or doctors, and I’m the blue collar worker.”

“Yes—transportation, like me,” she said, laughing. “Only your pay grade is higher.”

“Would you be up for motorbikes on the dunes?”

“God, yes. But are you allowed?”

“How do you mean?”

“I mean don’t they have insurance on you?”

A pause. “Bollocks to that. No one dictates my leisure activities.”

“Alrighty then.”

Two hours later, Cass selected a helmet from the shelves while Ronan paid. She hadn’t expected him to pay, but he was too quick whipping out that credit card to give her a chance.

He joined her at the back of the shop. She watched him approach, tucking his wallet into the back pocket of his jeans. He was so confident in his stride, the way he handled himself. She’d had that kind of confidence, once upon a time. Before she’d killed someone. She pushed those thoughts away.

“You okay?” he asked, frowning.

What was it with this guy? He was so tuned in to her. It made him a phenomenal lover, but it was a bit off-putting when she had things she didn’t want to share.

“Would you let me get something one of these days?”

“Get something?”

“Pay.”

“I expect I make more than you do—”

True, her pilot salary had never crept up into the six-figure mark, no matter how much overtime she worked. “Well, yeah, considering I’m unemployed now, but I have savings. I may not be in your league, but I’m far from destitute.”

“You’re on leave, yes?”

Until they fire me. “It doesn’t sit well with me.” She gestured to the man in front of the register at the front of the store.

“You know what I made last year,” he said awkwardly. It was common knowledge. His salary was posted on the Internet. It wasn’t the highest F1 paycheck at twenty million dollars, but it wasn’t far off. Then there were the sponsorships. His longevity in the sport combined with his visits to the podium parlayed into an obscenely large paycheck.

“I’d just feel more comfortable paying sometimes.”

His expression registered surprise. “I like to pay.” He grinned. “Puts me in charge.”

“In your dreams,” she retorted.

She stared at the shelves of colorful Arai helmets. He selected his helmet—blue and black.

Boring.

“Really? Thank God you have sponsors who put you in vibrant attire—I can only imagine what you’d look like if left to your own devices.” She pulled a yellow and green helmet with a lightning bolt off the shelf. “Try this brain bucket.”

“Brain bucket? I like this one. You go pick your own.”

“But this one’s gorgeous. Take it.” She extended her arm and gave it a shake.

He shook his head.

The light dawned. “Oh, it has to be blue, doesn't it?”

His eyes widened almost imperceptibly.

“Ronan, seriously? What is this fixation with that color?” She pressed her lips together to keep the grin at bay.

He shifted his feet, not meeting her eyes, and she burst out laughing. “You are so superstitious. I can’t credit it.”

“All drivers are.”

“About everything? Is it lucky for me I have blue eyes? Would I be less appealing if they were hazel or brown?” she teased him. “Does the same apply to you? Your balls—”

He leaned down with a growl to capture her laughing mouth, pushing her back into the wall next to the shelving. Her arms curled around the thick, strong column of his neck, all traces of levity banished with the press of his body, she opened her mouth to the slick search of his tongue. Arousal coiled through her as she stretched into him, sucking his lower lip. Her hands fisted in his hair as she held his mouth to hers.

Laughter from the other end of the store recalled her circumstances, and she released his neck. Maneuvering her hands to the front of his shirt, she pressed him from her.

He groaned, adjusting his jeans.

She glanced down with a giggle. “What was I saying?”

A short laugh escaped him. “Yes, now I feel so much luckier.”

• • •

An hour later he got off the bike, legs shaking, put down the stand, and yanked off his helmet, livid, as he stalked over. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

She pushed up her visor, shifting her legs to balance the bike on the sand between them. “Having fun, same as you. What’s your problem?”

“Going over the dune that way, in this crowd? Are you out of your mind altogether?”

“Don’t be such an old woman. I know how to handle myself on the bike.”

“You damn well don’t. This place is notorious for wrecks with all the cars and ATVs and crap out there. You went over the edge of that dune blind.”

Her chin went up. “It wasn’t blind. And I knew I could land it. I knew where the other vehicles were. What’s the big deal?”

“There are too many people here to chance something like that. Look. It’s chaos!”

“Calm down. I’m fine. As you can see.”

He raised a hand to his brow. That had been one hell of an idiotic move, and watching her vanish over the dune like that in heavy traffic had given him a bad moment. She was obviously experienced on the bike but with all these people in their appropriate and inappropriate vehicles racing up and down the dunes willy-nilly, cresting the dune like that was sheer stupidity. Was she …?

He moved closer. “Have you been drinking?”

Her face shuttered. “Of course not. What do you take me for? I would never drink and drive anything.”

He peered at her, her face set in angry lines. Fine, let her be angry. “Let’s go.”

They had been having a good time—he’d never done anything like this with a woman. His mates, yeah. Dozens of times when he was younger. And he’d reveled in a strange sort of pride mixed with awe watching her ride her dirt bike up and down the dune, her lithe body balancing on the machine. That was, until she’d performed that stunt. Now she revved the engine, turning the bike so the rear tire spat sand all over him. He cursed, and his arm flew up to protect his eyes and mouth from flying sand. Still muttering to himself, he put his helmet back on. Not for the first time, he found himself wondering about the circumstances of her helicopter accident … and why he was afraid of those answers.

Ronan collected his deposit and went through the process of checking in the motorbikes, vaguely aware that Cass was at the counter to return their helmets. So she was giving him the silent treatment, was she? Well he was just as pissed as she. More so.

He held the door for her as she left the shop, then practically raced her to the car to open that door. She muttered her thanks, closing the door of the rented Mercedes with more force than necessary. He hid his smile walking around the rear of the vehicle. Slamming the door of a new Mercedes just didn’t have the same effect it did in most cars. It closed with a gentle thwack, not a loud clang.

He climbed in and fitted the key into the ignition. “Are we going to talk about it?”

“Not if it means another reprimand,” she retorted.

“You scared me,” he admitted.

“I wasn’t unsafe,” she said. “I knew who was coming up the dune from my last run and how fast they were going.”

“Well I didn’t, and from my vantage it looked foolhardy.”

“It wasn’t.”

“I don’t want to argue about it, Cass, I already told you it gave me a bad moment.”

“So? Apologize.”

“Me?” She wanted him to apologize for caring about her safety?

“I’ve spent my life in a career dominated by men, Ronan. And plenty of them have wanted to look out for me, or treat me with their brand of misplaced paternalism. I don’t look for it, don’t appreciate it. In fact, I resent the hell out of it. I’m your equal out there on those bikes, Ronan.”

“I never said you weren’t.” He sat back. “I see what you’re saying. And I think you’re half right—I wouldn’t have said the same thing to one of my mates. I might have thought ‘what an idiot, doing that here,’ but you gave me a bad moment not because of some misplaced paternalism but because …”

This was the tricky part. Sod it. Who cared if he sounded like a smitten schoolboy? “I like you.”

She sat silently, staring at him. Then she smiled and the lightness of it chased all traces of anger from her face. “I like you too, Ronan.”


Chapter 8

A week later, Ronan was far from the desert sun of Abu Dhabi, staring at the clouds thickening above the British countryside. He eased open the door of his motor home, took a whiff of the mustiness and faux lemon air-freshener, and threw his luggage on the bed. Someone from the team would come later with the rest. He set up the coffeemaker and then headed out again to say hello to the Silverstone track.

A sheet of drizzle whipped his face, and he turned his cheek against it. “Ah, you’ll stop when I need you to,” he yelled into it. “The BBC said so.” He flung his smooth stone across the gritty tarmac. Four bounces. Perfect. Gathering it up, he trekked back to the caravan. He stepped inside and rubbed his hands, switched on the heaters, poured a coffee into his lucky Top Gear mug, and dragged a chair to the window so he could survey the track—one of the oldest F1 circuits in the world.

He drank the hot coffee gratefully. The plan for today was to pay a visit to the team. Always good to see the guys in the factory who never made it to the regular races. Then the gym. Then—if all worked out—Cass. As the late Lou Reed would say, a perfect day.

He looked at her name on his phone’s speed dial and calculated. She’d told him they would arrive at Heathrow at eleven and were staying at the Whittlebury Hotel adjacent to the circuit. They should be checked in by now, even if the traffic was horrendous. He pressed dial. “How’re you doing?”

“Ronan? Oh, fine, fine. We just got here.” Her voice was muffled like she was in a car, and slightly breathless, but it ignited a spark of excitement in his gut. “Took us nearly an hour to get from Towcester, but we found the hotel okay. Speaking of which, um, we nearly ran over Maddux at the entrance.”

“Ran over Maddux?” Ronan laughed. “That’s my job, Cass, but I appreciate the intent.”

“No, it was terrible! Anderson’s still outside apologizing to him. I don’t know whether I should get out, too, now, or—”

“I’d let Anderson handle it. The guy would sue for millions if you as much as broke his toenail. His own bloody fault for standing in a driveway.”

“So where are you?”

“In my caravan by the track.”

“How is it? I’m picturing a mobile home with a single door and window and red-checkered curtains.”

“Not far off,” he laughed, fingering the functional horizontal blinds. “Why don’t you come over and help me warm it up?”

A slight pause. “Um. Well, let me get checked in here and I’ll come find you. Am I allowed near this trailer? How will I find it?”

“I’ll send you the GPS coordinates. Connect to my wifi, password Lana1.”

“Lana, huh?”

“My car.”

“Ah.” Another pause. “So is this place private, or are you overrun with engineers and crew?”

“Just me,” he said.

“Does the door even lock?”

“Why? Are you planning on doing something naughty?”

“You tell me. I’m wearing something blue.”

A smile spread across his face.

• • •

He left the motor home to search for her disguised in a Navy anorak and Wellington boots, with a baseball cap pulled low and brandishing a large umbrella—looking, he hoped, more like a regular F1 enthusiast than a horny driver. He could do without the press vultures chasing him and swooping down on her.

A large crowd had amassed along the fence in front of the McLaren and Ferrari garages. He could barely see a thing. How would he find her? He craned his neck to find the epicenter. Someone poked his side. He turned and found himself drowning in the familiar, captivating blue eyes of Cassidy Miller. His heart gave an extra whump. He grabbed her shoulders, fighting the urge to kiss her. “Mmm, Cass.” He bent closer and murmured. “Let’s get out of here before someone recognizes me.”
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