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To everyone still here, thirteen years later. This one’s for you.




Prologue

Estadio de Tenis

Madrid, Spain

ONCE YOU HAVE HER DOWN, YOU CAN’T LET HER UP AGAIN,” Penny Harrison whispered to herself as the noise from the sold-out stadium crowd washed over her. “Never give an opponent hope. Finish her, Penny. Finish her now.”

Blinking down at the red clay and the formerly white tips of her sneakers, she swiped her wrist across her forehead and brushed away rivulets of sweat. She tucked the wayward strands of dark brown hair escaping her braid behind her ears.

She needed to be steady to win this. But steadiness was difficult with everyone still roaring after her last point.

“One at a time,” Penny told herself. “One at a time.”

With a deep breath and then another, she filled her lungs and exhaled, slowing her heart rate, bringing herself back under control or at least trying to—it was a lot harder than usual. Then again, she’d never been in a situation this big before. Three points from a win against Zina Lutrova, the best tennis player in the world, this would easily be the biggest moment of Penny’s career and she would prove all the naysayers wrong. All the so-called experts had blasted her after her loss in Australia. They said she wasn’t ready for the big time. Three more points and they would be eating their words.

She couldn’t help the rush of excitement that flowed through her body, and the shiver that followed, goose bumps rising across her skin. The last time she’d felt like that she wasn’t on the court, she was with him. A flash of blue eyes and tanned skin and a well-earned cocky grin invaded her mind, undoing all that breath work in an instant.

Penny had been striving for this moment her entire life, and now she was here, on the precipice of something great. She was not about to let anything get in the way of that, certainly not some guy.

Focus, she needed to focus.

Across the net, Lutrova waited, bent at the waist and crouched low like a cobra ready to strike. Most people facing Zina completely lost it the second they caught the icy-blue gaze of the Russian superstar, but Penny wasn’t scared, at least not anymore. She was about to prove she was as good as the world number one.

The crowd murmured, an anxious wave of sound, equal parts hope and dread.

The umpire, high atop his chair, shushed them. “Silencio, por favor.”

Penny approached the baseline; the crowd’s collective voice faded to a distant hum, but they were behind her, pulling for her, willing her to win. Everyone loved an underdog. Her body was loose now, almost relaxed, and the world slowed down around her, nice and easy.

“Time to finish this,” she whispered.

One bounce, then two, three, and four in perfect rhythm. Her body weight shifted forward and then back, arms up, racket ready, the ball suspended above her head. She pushed into the ground, then sprung up and out, racket face hammering a clean stroke, skimming it off the white chalk T in the center of the court.

Penny’s feet hit the ground together, balanced and ready for a return that never came. The ball whistled by Lutrova’s desperate lunge and pounded into the wall behind her.

An ace.

Thirty–love.

Santa Monica Community College Library

Santa Monica, California

“So, I told them I’m an entrepreneur and as soon as the app goes live I’m going to be rich,” the flushed-face, lanky guy said, leaning forward with one elbow on the library table and his other hand jabbing at the air. “I’ll sell it to the highest bidder and my parents will finally stop being on my ass about this school shit. I mean look at all these people, it’s pathetic.”

Pathetic wasn’t the word Indiana Gaffney would have used to describe the students around her. The library was crowded for a Sunday morning, and when the guy from her bio class spotted an empty seat at the table she’d claimed for herself, he sat down without invitation, started talking … and hadn’t stopped for nearly an hour. She couldn’t remember his name and he hadn’t paused long enough for her to ask or, really, for her to say anything at all.

Occasionally, she would flick her eyes up from her laptop, hoping he would get the hint that she didn’t have time for his shit. She was mostly working on her final bio lab report of the spring semester, but also keeping an eye on her phone, propped up against the screen, where a young tennis player, barely older than her, hair pulled back in a neat brown braid, walked across the screen bouncing a ball against her racket into the red clay surface of a court in Madrid.

Rolling her neck, Indy flipped her long blond hair over her shoulder, revealing the earbud firmly in place and raising the volume on her phone, completely drowning out her tablemate since he wouldn’t take the hint. If Penny Harrison was going to beat Zina Lutrova, Indy wasn’t missing it for some deluded tech bro who talked shit about community college students working hard on a weekend while also enrolled there.

The commentator was shouting over the raucous crowd. “Penelope Harrison, just twenty-one years old, is up a set, a break, and thirty–love. Another serve like that and she’ll have three match points.”

“It’s amazing,” the other announcer chimed in. “If you didn’t know who Penny Harrison was before today, you sure do now. She’s going to take down the number one player in the world and defending champion in the final of the Madrid Open—a huge win in her young career.”

Indy felt a small pang inside her chest. Two years ago she and her mom had watched this tournament on TV together. Her mom had been sure Indy would be playing there one day on that court in Madrid or Paris or New York, winning a major tournament. After she died, winning tennis matches really didn’t matter much to Indy anymore. Nothing mattered except she was gone and wasn’t coming back.

Though she’d probably be pissed as hell at Indy for giving up.

The thought came unbidden from a place in her mind she’d locked away for far too long. Was it time to start again? It was what her mom would have wanted, wasn’t it?

The camera zoomed in on the stands where Dom Kingston, Penny’s coach, sat, his hands clasped together like he was praying. He was one of the best coaches in the world and he’d wanted Indy to come play at the Outer Banks Tennis Club, his training facility in North Carolina. If she had, that could’ve been her standing across from the number one player in the world right now. Or maybe she would’ve been number one already. Indy bit her lip, wondering if Coach Kingston’s offer would stand more than two years later.

A hand pushed at her laptop, forcing the phone to slip onto the keyboard and send a scrawl of unintelligible text across her document. Her eyes snapping up, she glared at the guy, who immediately sat back in his seat, hands up in surrender, with a smirk that he probably thought was attractive but only gave smarmy creep.

“Could you not?” she whispered to be sure she didn’t disturb the other students around them.

“Your loss,” he said when he finally got up to leave as she readjusted her setup. By the time the phone was in place, the camera was focused on the court again as Penny tossed the ball into the air. Her serve was up into Lutrova’s body, an attempt to handcuff the Russian, who managed a sharp return, grunting with the effort, sending Penny scrambling.

It was a furious battle, a blistering exchange from the baseline, as they pounded away at each other like heavyweight boxers, neither giving an inch. Then Penny seized upon a short backhand and sent a rocket into the corner, perfectly placed. All Lutrova could do was watch the ball cut through the air as it passed her by.

“Yes!” the tiny version of Penny bellowed from the screen, pumping her fist, a rare show of emotion from her on the court, now just a point away from the championship.

“Yes,” Indy echoed under her breath. If she wanted it, if she wanted to be on that court in Madrid, then Bio 101 and scaring off college guys wouldn’t get her there.

Maybe she’d put in a call to Dom.

After all, what did she have to lose?

Forty–love.

Harrison Residence

Ocean Hill, North Carolina

“And Penny Harrison has three championship points!” The announcer’s voice roared through the television set.

Jasmine Randazzo grabbed the bottle of Jack Daniels by its neck and tried to yank off the cap. As much as she was rooting for Penny, it still stung a little that the other girl was off winning a huge pro tournament and she was sitting at home after losing in the first round. A warm hand surrounded hers and pulled the bottle away from her.

“Easy there, Jas,” Teddy Harrison said, twisting the cap off and handing it back.

“How are you not drunk?” she asked, narrowing her eyes at her friend. “I’m drunk.”

Teddy snorted softly. “I’m not drunk because I do this more than you. Some of us have actual lives off the court, you know.”

“I have a life, sort of,” she muttered, pouring herself another shot. The whiskey missed the glass, spilling over the table, and Teddy took the bottle away again. He poured out two glasses and handed one to her.

“Yep, sort of.”

“To Penny.” Jasmine saluted the TV set, then sent the burning liquid down the back of her throat.

“You gotta stop worrying about my sister,” Teddy said, settling back against the couch beside her, his arm coming around her shoulders, squeezing tightly.

“I’m not worrying about her,” Jasmine argued. “I’m happy for her and she better watch her back once I get on tour.”

“How many have you had?” Teddy asked, snickering through another shot.

The television camera zoomed in on the player’s box. Their coach, Dom Kingston, was there, applauding with the rest of the crowd, and one row behind him were Jasmine’s parents, sitting beside the Harrisons and cheering on Penny.

“God forbid we make it through a match without my parents being on camera,” Jasmine grumbled, leaning her forehead against Teddy’s shoulder. He was so solid and warm. She snuggled closer.

“It’s good for publicity,” Teddy said, probably for the hundredth time that week. “When people see Mr. and Mrs. Tennis out there, they want to come to OBX and train at the place they founded.”

“They aren’t nearly as cool as everyone thinks.”

“They’re pretty damn cool, Jas.”

“They’re my parents. Totally dorky like everyone else’s.”

“Nah,” Teddy said, taking another shot. Jasmine frowned. When had he poured that? “Your Grand Slam–winning, Olympic gold medalist parents are awesome and so are you.”

“Damn right I am.”

“You want another shot?”

She shook her head and the world spun a little more than it should have. “No, I think I’ve had enough.”

Teddy smiled widely, the dimple that routinely tortured her appearing in his cheek. “No such thing.”

Jasmine leaned forward, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. Her nose trailed over his neck, inhaling deeply. He smelled good, really good, like spices and ocean water and soap and Teddy, her best friend. It was nice to be that close to him. She should do it more often.

Vaguely, from the TV across the room, echoed the thwack of the ball against racket faces, a final desperate scream from Lutrova, and then an answering joyful shriek from Penny. Jasmine knew that sound—she’d been on the wrong side of it more than once. The crowd moved from a heavy anticipatory silence to a raucous cheer as the announcer shouted over them, “Game, set, and match, Harrison.”

“Teddy,” she whispered against his skin.

A grunt rumbled through Teddy’s throat. “Yeah, Jas?” he asked, his mouth suddenly really close to hers, close enough to feel his breath against her lips. She answered by leaning forward ever so slightly until there was no space between them at all. The kiss was heavy and deep. She could feel it in her fingertips, in her toes, and in a lot of other less innocent places, and then he was gone, flinging himself to the opposite end of the couch, staring at her, mouth agape.

For a moment the only sounds in the room were their breathing and the announcer screaming over the crowd. “Penny Harrison has won the Madrid Open and American tennis has found its newest star!”

“Jas,” Teddy started, but she shook her head. “Shit, Jas, I’m … ”

“Forget it,” she mumbled, leaping to her feet, her shin brushing against the table, sending the now-empty bottle of Jack over on its side. She stumbled to the doorway and broke into a run. She heard Teddy call her back over the buzzing in her ears, but she didn’t turn around. She just kept going.

Game, set, match.




Chapter 1

PENNY WAS BURNING FROM THE INSIDE OUT.

That was the only explanation she could conjure at the sensation of pure fire coursing through her veins. She reveled in every flame as she arched up off the cool slip of silk sheets, the firm grip of his palm at her hip, calloused thumb gently circling the rise of it as his other fingers left imprints that would bruise in the next few days down her thigh.

His mouth at her breast, the scratch of his stubble on her skin, his hips driving into hers, then the nip of his teeth against the sensitive line of her neck. His body long and firm above her, thick and heavy inside her. Strokes dragging, deep and deliberate, to hit the spot he found that made stars explode behind her eyes. She rose to meet him over and over, rocking into a punishing rhythm of their sweat-soaked skin and his raspy groans and filthy words and a note, high and desperate, from the back of her throat, that pulled her soul from her body while she shook beneath him and he talked her through it.

That’s right, love, take me with you. You’re so fucking perfect. Finish me off.

Her only answer was a jumbled mess of incoherence and distantly she heard his voice catch on one final word before his arms gave out and he fell into his own release, collapsing down into her, his weight a satisfying, crushing thing.

Penny.

And then … consciousness.

A beam of sunlight shining through her window warmed her cheek and she pressed her nose into the cotton sheets, not silk, and inhaled. The fresh, clean scent of the laundry detergent that her mother used—not sweat and sex and a hint of warm spiced cologne that led to so many bad decisions— was a reminder that, for the first time in four months, she was home.

That was a dream.

Just a dream.

But a vivid one, like she was back there, back with him.

“Penny!” Her brother Jack’s call carried up the stairs and into her bedroom, a repeat of the sound that pulled her from her sleep and a very different voice that said it. “Delivery for you!”

Groaning, she rolled out of bed, banishing the last fleeting images of burning blue eyes and the sound of his voice when he called her name.

That dream had turned into a nightmare in real life, and she no longer had time for it. She had work to do.

When she got downstairs, both her brothers were in the kitchen. Jack, five years older than her, who pulled double duty as her big brother and her agent, was digging through the fridge. Her twin, Teddy, was sitting atop the central island, shoveling a spoonful of cereal into his mouth. Beside him was a long white box wrapped with a bright blue ribbon.

“You want some?” Teddy asked, his mouth full of the sugary crap he called breakfast, but honestly she was just impressed he was up this early. Normally you wouldn’t see him out of bed before noon on summer break.

“No thanks.”

Penny pulled the ribbon free of its bow and folded it neatly, setting it aside. She lifted the lid to reveal a dozen long-stem roses. There was a note tucked inside the sea of petals.

To many more victories.

Your friends at Nike

She breathed in the aroma of the fresh-cut flowers. Nike was upping their game. They’d been dangling a sponsorship deal since she’d won a few lower-level tournaments during her first year on tour, but they’d backed off slightly after she’d lost in the quarterfinals of the Australian Open. Penny wrinkled her nose. Lost was a bit of an understatement. She’d been eviscerated. A total embarrassment and something she’d never let happen again.

“The flowers are a nice touch,” Jack said, pouring himself a glass of orange juice.

“A car would’ve been a nicer one,” Teddy quipped.

“I already have a car,” Penny said, tucking the note back inside the box and then pushing his legs out of the way to find a vase under the island.

Teddy smiled, his dimples appearing, making him seem far more innocent than he’d ever been. “Yeah, this new one could be for me.”

“Spending too much of that NIL money on beer, man,” Jack said.

Teddy’s name, image, and likeness deal with Duke had netted him a decent amount of money over the years, particularly after Penny had started making waves on tour. But it definitely wasn’t enough for a car.

“Speaking of cars, though, can I borrow yours real quick?” he asked, ignoring their brother and turning to Penny.

“Nope. I’m going to OBX,” she said. “You could come with me?”

“Wait, why are you going in today?”

“I have to train. The French Open is in less than a month. I can’t just walk into Roland-Garros unprepared.”

“Yeah, and you just won a million dollars in Madrid. You’re not going to take a day to enjoy that?”

“I did,” Penny said. “When Jack and I stopped over in New York to talk to potential sponsors I took the whole afternoon off and went shopping.”

“You’re a real wild woman.”

“I try.”

“C’mon, please? I don’t have time to wait for you to finish training to drive home, and I’ve already walked back once today.”

“What do you mean?” Jack asked.

Teddy smirked. “I stayed over at OBX last night and I left my phone by accident. I just need to pick it up.”

“A new girl?” Jack’s eyes narrowed. “You just got home.” Teddy went to Duke and had wrapped up his junior year a couple of weeks before. “Who was it this time?”

“Katie Nelson.”

“Katie’s sweet,” Penny said, looking up from arranging her flowers. “She deserves better.”

“She doesn’t think so. In fact—”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” Penny said, reaching for the bowl of car keys on the counter. “Take my car. I’ll hitch a ride with this one.” She motioned toward Jack.

“You’re the best.”

Teddy jumped down and took the keys from her, then strode out of the kitchen toward the front door.

“So, Nike,” Jack said, taking the card from the box. “Looks like your win in Madrid made them rethink things.”

Penny wiped some of the last sleep from her eyes. “Looks like it.”

“You know this isn’t just an outfitting deal. They want you to be the new face of their tennis brand. You can’t go into a major tournament and bomb out again. Things have to be different in Paris.”

“I know that,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. They’d had this conversation a million times since January. “I’ll be ready.”

Jack slung an arm over her shoulder and squeezed. “I know, but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t remind you.”

Rolling her eyes, Penny said, “What was I thinking hiring my brother as my agent?”

“You were thinking that your big brother is brilliant and that he’d always do what’s best for you, even when that means kicking you in the ass. Now go get dressed.”

She stood tall and saluted him. “Sir, yes, sir.”

“Brat.”

Twenty minutes later, they sped down Ocean Trail toward OBX, windows open, the morning sun sparkling against the water, salt air crisp against her skin. Pulling into the parking lot, Jack navigated into her designated spot.

RESERVED FOR PENELOPE HARRISON WORLD #33

The sign had been updated after her run at the Aussie, as well as some decent finishes in a few other tournaments. Now, after last week, she’d popped into the top twenty for the first time in her career. They’d have to update it again. Rankings were determined by a points system that reflected the results, good and bad, of each player at every tournament. Some tournaments were worth more than others and Grand Slams were worth the most. When Dom recruited her, convincing her parents to move their family from Chicago to this tiny town on the North Carolina coast, he promised she would someday be a top-twenty player. Now, here they were, a few weeks away from the French Open, where she could hopefully push into the top ten.

Penny grinned, thinking about that last match in Madrid. She’d worked for that win for a very long time. A breakthrough. A crucial step that brought her closer to winning her first Grand Slam.

As she stepped out of the car, the sounds of the game she loved filled her ears from over the high fences surrounding the forty-five-court complex, the solid thwack of balls hitting racket strings, sharp instruction from coaches, the pounding of feet on the hard courts. Jack went to the trunk to grab his bag, but Penny headed straight in.

She and Jack managed only a few steps into the main building, which housed the offices, a few indoor courts, and the training rooms, when Roy Whitfield caught sight of her.

“Penny Harrison!”

“Hey, Roy.”

The old security guard was at his usual post in the atrium, his stack of daily newspapers ready, the collar of his navyblue polo shirt starched, and his ever-present walkie-talkie on his hip. He greeted her with a bright smile, just like he always did when she arrived home from tour.

As usual, not much had changed in her absence.

The air smelled the same, rubber from the soles of all the sneakers, the distinct aroma that popped out of every newly opened can of tennis balls, and the sharp scent of the floor cleaner. This was home, too. OBX was the place that made her dreams a reality.

“Coach asked to see you as soon as you got in,” Roy said, nodding up at her coach’s office.

“I’m not in trouble, am I?” she asked as she walked to the stairs.

“I wouldn’t call it trouble,” Roy said, his cheeks wrinkling as he smiled.

“I’m gonna head out there, Pen. I’ll see you later. Roy,” Jack said, walking off toward the back exit. After playing tennis at Harvard, Jack had sometimes helped with the coaching when he was back at OBX between law school terms. And even once he’d graduated and started representing Penny, he kept at it. He insisted he did it to keep himself in shape, but Penny figured he must miss playing—she couldn’t imagine giving tennis up cold turkey.

She took the stairs two at a time up to Dom’s office and found him standing at his window, which overlooked the rest of the facility, and in the distance, the coast with tiny umbrellas dotting the shoreline in various shades of the rainbow.

“Hey,” she said, tossing herself into the seat across from his desk.

Dom turned and moved around his desk. “P, welcome back. You ready to go?”

“Yep. Roy said you wanted to see me. What’s up?”

“I wanted to talk through our training plan.”

Penny pursed her lips and waited for him to continue. As nice as it was to be home, there were two tournaments between now and the French Open she could be playing in, both of which Zina Lutrova was headlining. It had been Dom’s idea to skip those tournaments in favor of coming back to train.

“I’ve brought in an old friend of mine to be your hitting partner. He’s just getting back into full-time training himself, so it’ll be the perfect fit for the next few weeks.”

Penny raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

Dom nodded. “Yeah. I want you to focus on your defensive game and building up your endurance. You saw what it was like in Australia this year. Two weeks of tennis is no joke. You can’t fade at the beginning of the second week. You need to be peaking for the semis and finals, not for the round of sixteen.”

“Right,” Penny said, clenching her teeth. She wanted to tell him that endurance or lack thereof had nothing to do with the end of her run at the Australian Open. It was the only time her mental focus had slipped. At the highest levels, the mental game was even more important than the physical.

“I am still the world’s number one.” Zina’s Russian accent reverberated through Dom’s office. Penny’s head snapped to the video screen in the corner and everything else flew straight out of her head. It was an interview from the tournament in Rome where Zina was playing this week. “Harrison played a good match, but I did not play my best. It was a fluke,” the young superstar said from the press conference desk.

Dom paused the video as the interview ended. Penny focused on the smirk Lutrova managed to wear even while discussing a decisive loss at the hands of a player she was claiming to be better than. That expression alone was enough to make Penny want to grab a racket, fly to Rome, and take Lutrova’s ego down a notch or fifty again.

“These next weeks are critical. Zina will be gunning for you in Paris. You’re going to face her down and you’re going to win,” Dom said.

“I’ll be ready.”

“Good. Now go. I’ll be out in a few. I’ve got to pull together the Classic rankings by this afternoon.”

A wave of nostalgia hit her. For the first time since she’d arrived at OBX, Penny wouldn’t be competing in the Classic, a tournament Dom arranged every year for the best up-and-coming young stars tennis had to offer. Since it was his tournament, the player rankings were up to his sole discretion. Penny had never not been ranked number one.

And she’d never not come out on top.

“It’s that time of year again, huh? Feels like yesterday I won my first one.”

“Yeah, well, three in a row was a good run, but looks like we’ll have to find a new champ this year.”


Penny was halfway to her practice court, one of the very few clay courts on campus, before she realized she hadn’t asked Dom who her new hitting partner was. He’d said it was an old friend, but Dom had been in the tennis world for nearly thirty years. That didn’t exactly narrow down the field. Whoever it was, they were sure to be damn good. Her coach would only let her train with the best.

She opened the gate and dropped her bag against the fence before tilting her head in confusion. There was a man sprawled across the court, eyes closed, face to the sun, completely relaxed, except for his hands, which were firing through the air, drumming along with the music she could hear buzzing through his headphones even from the other side of the court.

“Excuse me,” Penny said sharply. “This court is reserved.”

The man didn’t move. He was tall and broad, making the large playing surface seem much smaller than it actually was.

“Excuse me,” she repeated when he didn’t so much as twitch in response, “this court is … ” Frowning down at the court squatter, she immediately recognized him, especially since the last time she’d seen him he’d been in a similar state, totally relaxed, eyes closed—though he’d been wearing much less clothing.

Alex Russell, the best men’s player in the world—or at least he used to be—and the guy she’d been dreaming about, remembering, really, just this morning.

Seven years before, when he was only seventeen, Alex Russell was the first English man to win Wimbledon since 1936 and the youngest man ever to do it, breaking a record from 1985. By age twenty he’d added French, US, and Australian Open trophies to his mantel, completing the career Grand Slam. Then, in the handful of years since, his game had gone to hell. Too much partying and not nearly enough training sent his ranking free-falling from number one in the world down into the mid-twenties, and only that high because of his insane natural talent.

He also held the distinction of being the only thing to distract Penny Harrison from tennis and the last person she ever wanted to see again.




Chapter 2

WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING HERE?” PENNY KICKED AT the sole of Alex’s sneaker and his eyes flew open.

He pulled the headphones off, the notes even clearer now as a heavy bass beat echoed against the court.

“Sorry, what was that, love?” he asked with a wink, his eyes lighting up in recognition and then slipping over her form quickly, his tongue darting out against his bottom lip. And shit, she could practically feel his mouth against hers, stealing her breath and her sanity.

The air crackled between them as the low timbre of his voice sent shivers down her spine and her mind reeling back nearly four months, to the Nike event at the Australian Open she hadn’t wanted to attend in the first place.

She was midway through the most important tournament of her life and not in the mood for a party, but Jack insisted it was a chance to mingle with her potential sponsors and get her face out there. Plus, it was all for a good cause as proceeds were going to the fight against pediatric cancer. Jack had pulled that last part out of his hat after she flat-out refused to go.

Twenty minutes in she’d been ready to go back to the hotel. She’d lost Jack in the crowd and was steadily making her way to the exit when she ran headlong into a chest and narrowly avoided the drink that sloshed out of its accompanying hand.

Penny blinked herself back to the present and looked at the same chest now as Alex stood, running a hand through his sandy hair, his jawline covered with stubble, just enough to give him an edge. His eyes shined down at her.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she repeated through clenched teeth, crossing her arms. Her throat started to close because she suspected she knew the answer already. He was wearing a white T-shirt streaked with red clay stains, and dark shorts that hugged around his thighs in a way she definitely wasn’t thinking about.

“Dom didn’t tell you?”

Suspicions confirmed.

He was technically an old friend of Dom’s. When Alex started on tour, Dom was finishing up his long career. They’d met up on the court more than once, and Dom’s final match—in the second round at the US Open—was against the much younger man, who was on his way to his very first championship.

“I’m your new hitting partner or you’re my new hitting partner, whichever you prefer.” An easy smile spread across his face.

Penny’s eyes narrowed. That was the same smile he’d bestowed upon her that night in Australia. He’d smiled and asked her to dance.

“You’re training again?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “No, forget it. I don’t care. This is not happening.”

“And why’s that?” His eyes sparkled, actually sparkled, like he was some damned cartoon prince in a Disney movie.

“I don’t play against has-beens.”

The smile wavered and then disappeared completely. “A has-been?”

“Everyone knows the LTA dropped your sponsorships and your agent left you, but besides that … ” She trailed off, her eyes lingering on his knee, an angry-looking scar surrounding the top of the joint. He was recovering from knee surgery and hadn’t played in a tournament since Australia, but she couldn’t bring herself to use that against him. It was every player’s worst fear, an injury that pulled them out of competition, maybe forever. He’d supposedly been lying low in London, rehabbing his knee and what was left of his reputation.

“Besides what?” he asked, forcing the issue. His expression darkened as he stepped closer, his chest nearly brushing against hers.

“Your knee … they said … everyone said that your knee was … ”

Completely fucked.

“You should know better than to listen to everyone.”

Penny swallowed. The implication was obvious. The tour had buzzed incessantly about how they’d left the Nike party together in Australia, but no one knew the truth. The stories ranged from outrageous to obscene, but the reality was even more embarrassing.

He’d asked her to dance, and staring into those eyes and that grin, it had been easy to say yes. They’d danced; their bodies pressed together, the bass of the music pounding through them, his hands trailing paths of fire over her skin, and she knew he was feeling what she was, an intense physical connection, burning hot on the dance floor, that would become an all-encompassing inferno somewhere more private. His mouth had pressed against her ear, pleading with her to leave with him. Taking a risk for the first time in her life off the tennis court, she agreed, and it had been one of the most incredible nights of her life. She snuck out the next morning, half out of embarrassment—she didn’t do one-night stands—and half because she had a training session.

The next night on the news came reports of a motorcycle accident. An Australian supermodel with an insanely high blood alcohol level had been treated for minor injuries and the man people once thought could become the greatest tennis player of all time had torn his knee to shreds.

Penny brushed off everyone’s questions, even Jack’s. Alex had given her a ride back to the hotel, she said, nothing more, and she was pretty sure Jack had believed her, even if no one else did. Rumors and gossip didn’t matter. It stung a little that Alex was with someone else the next night, but what really struck her to the core was that it just as easily could have been her in that accident. She could’ve lost everything, and at the time, the risk hadn’t even crossed her mind. That was the thought she’d taken with her onto the court for her quarterfinal match, and that was what distracted her enough to go out in straight sets against a player not fit to carry her racket bag. Then Nike had pulled back their interest, and her reputation on the court—the only reputation that really mattered—took its very first ding.

She’d been working her way back ever since.

“Grab your racket.” Alex’s voice broke through her thoughts.

“What?” she asked, blinking up at him.

He walked to the bench just off the court and tossed his headphones and phone into the racket bag sitting atop the bench before pulling out a brand-new racket, still covered in the clear protective plastic. The distinctive red W was easily visible against the tightly wound white strings. A Wilson racket, what he’d been playing with since he was a junior, not that Penny would ever admit she knew that.

“Grab. Your. Racket,” he said again.

“Why?” But she knew why, and the thought of facing off against him was both exhilarating and terrifying.

“I’ll show you exactly how much of a has-been I’m not. Let’s go. You and me, right now.”

“No.”

“Scared?”

Penny glared at him. He was pushing her buttons, yet her pride won out over the logical part of her mind that told her this was a bad idea.

“Warm up and you serve first.”

The confrontation had her blood pumping. Alex ran in place, swinging his arms around, stretching them over his head and behind his back before going through his serving motion, whipping it through the air. Penny slowly went through her measured stretches starting with her ankles and wrists, then working her way inward. She kept her eyes focused on the clay, allowing each muscle to loosen up before moving on. Finally, she looked up at him. He was waiting at the opposite end of the court, racket in hand, bouncing a ball.

Penny pushed up onto her toes as she waited for what had once been the world’s best serve to catapult at her but then fell to her heels as a looping volley traveled over the net.

She straightened and caught the ball on her racket. “Has your game really regressed to this level? If it has, I’m not going to waste my time,” she called out, offended he was going easy on her.

“All right, then. Fifteen–love.”

Shaking her head that he counted that ridiculous serve as a point, she again bounced on the balls of her feet, preparing to receive a real serve.

He stood up straight and ran a hand over the back of his neck. “You sure about this? I figured we’d save it until you improved defensively, like Dom wants.”

Penny’s eyes narrowed. “Just hit the damn ball.”

“Your funeral,” he muttered, but loud enough for her to hear, before his body coiled and exploded through the ball.

She got her racket on it and blocked it back, but the combined speed of the ball and the tight strings of her racket sent it sailing long.

“Thirty–love.”

That was the best serve she’d ever seen. She’d played against men who could hit as hard, but this was in another category altogether. A wicked spin combined with the velocity, even with the clay slowing it down a little, made it sheer luck she got her racket on it. Apparently, reports of his knee injury were grossly exaggerated. No one could blast a serve like that on a blown-out knee. Crossing to the other side of her court, she prepared again, taking a step back this time to compensate for the velocity. His face was stone, no emotion—all business.

Alex fired another serve out wide, sending her lunging. This time her return landed in play. Her feet caught up underneath her and she changed direction, knowing he would counter crosscourt.

She hit the ball in stride, launching it back across the court. For a split second, she watched the gorgeous back-hand fly to the opposite corner for a winner. Then her momentum sent her sprawling into the clay. She rolled over, tucking her shoulder and landing on her back, knocking the breath from her lungs. Penny lay there a moment, gasping at first and then breathing slowly in through her nose and out through her mouth. Everything felt okay, so she rolled onto her side and stood up, brushing the clay from her hands.

Alex was on her side of the net by the time she regained her footing. “Are you all right?” he asked, one hand cupping the back of her head, the other running down her side to check for injuries.

A tremor slid through her as his calloused fingertips traced her jawline, tilting her chin upward, forcing her to look at him. She shouldn’t be feeling like this. Her body ignored her mental reprimand, and she ever so briefly leaned into the touch. It was just like that night, magnetism unlike anything she’d ever felt before. His eyes left hers and drifted down to her lips. She wet them unconsciously and he sucked in a harsh breath. It was enough to break the spell.

“Don’t touch me.” She pulled away, her skin immediately mourning the warmth of his hand. “I’m fine.”

“Are you sure? Dom will kill me if you’re hurt.”

“Thirty–fifteen.” She ignored the pain in her hip—only a bruise—hoping to both reassure him and reignite the competition. She wanted to play, even more now than before.

Alex studied her and Penny kept all emotion off her face, not giving away even a hint of discomfort. “Thirty–fifteen,” he agreed before retreating to his side of the court.

A half hour later, they were thrashing each other, holding their serves, and despite the bruise still blooming on her hipbone, she was pleased with her effort. The respect she saw in his expression after she returned one of his serves for a clean winner wasn’t a figment of her imagination. She would never admit it out loud, but playing against him every day would help her prep for the French.

She was drenched in sweat, and adrenaline thrummed through her veins, so the sound of the gate opening didn’t register. She was too caught up in the thrill of the match, of having a fierce opponent, and she relished every point she won, a small revenge for the little part of her that still resented him for hooking up with someone else the night after Penny was in his bed.

“Got going without me, huh?” Dom’s voice rang out, startling Alex as he tossed the ball up. It fell to the ground, bouncing away.

Penny cringed. Dom had instructed her to start on her conditioning, not get roped into a full-on grudge match. Her coach stood at the edge of the court, the breeze ruffling his dark hair. He looked every inch the elite athlete, still in great shape, even in retirement.

“Couldn’t help ourselves,” Alex quipped, retrieving the ball, and she contained the urge to glare at him.

“Well, next time, wait for me. I’m your coach. Can’t analyze anything if I’m not here to watch,” Dom said.

“Right,” Alex said, laughing. “Haven’t had a real coach in a while. Might take some getting used to.”

Shaking his head, Dom turned his attention to her. His eyes caught the red clay stain on her white
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