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			Prologue

			The air was thick with the scent of citrus and whisky, the low hum of jazz filling Skye’s ears. The live band in the corner had a residency here; every Friday night at seven they began their performance. It didn’t matter if the bar was full, or if it was just her. The same pieces of music played over and over on a loop, mind numbing enough to keep her coming back for more when her brain was wired up.

			Glasses clinked, and a group of patrons in the corner booth cackled with laughter, momentarily making her regret coming down here. She came for peace and quiet. Not to be reminded of how alone she was.

			It was, in many ways, her own doing. She behaved as though she had no one, even though she did. She simply chose to withdraw. Since childhood, she had struggled to tell the difference between who genuinely stood by her and who cared only for her status or what she could offer. Getting tangled up in the drama and gossip of the London social scene had never been her vibe but avoiding it all had left her life a little bit lonely.

			A crystal gin glass was pushed across the bar towards her, a knowing look on the barman’s face. This was routine now. He poured her favourite drink, and she sat there at the edge of the bar and had one, two, maybe three until the gin made her sleepy enough to drag herself back up to her penthouse suite. Sometimes they exchanged pleasantries, but most of the time, he just poured the liquid while she let her mind wander to a happier time.

			Someone pushed open the door, briefly letting the organised chaos of the hotel lobby seep into Skye’s sanctuary. A man stepped in, still shaking the drizzle from his hair. London had fallen victim to a storm tonight; an even better excuse to be in here instead of a club.

			She watched the man get closer. She’d seen him in the hotel a couple of times recently; each time with a new woman on his arm. But tonight he was alone, eyes searching the bar for … what? His next conquest? They landed on her, and she felt a shiver run down her spine. You’ve got the wrong girl.

			He sat down two barstools over from her, and Skye listened intently as he ordered a whisky. Predictable. Not that she was one to judge with her sparkly pink raspberry gin, straw and all. He shrugged his coat from his shoulders, handing it off to a member of staff. It wasn’t until his glass was in his hand that he seemed to relax.

			She was staring. She knew she was, but she couldn’t tear her eyes off him. ‘What are you drinking?’ he murmured, accent matching her own.

			Skye blinked, hesitating. Everyone knew not to speak to her on Friday nights, but of course this stranger hadn’t got the memo. ‘Gin. Raspberry flavoured.’ She mentally cursed herself; why did she always speak in stilted, broken sentences when she was nervous?

			Why was she nervous in the first place? He was just a guy. A very tall, very handsome guy with a thick mane of dark hair and tattoos decorating his knuckles, but a guy, nonetheless.

			He smirked, ‘Mind if I try?’

			Frowning at how forward he was, she shrugged. Skye didn’t like to say no to people, and she really should stand her ground here, but there was something about him. That was probably what a lot of serial killer victims said before they met their fate, but Skye felt safe in the dark basement bar of The Foster. This was her hotel. ‘Go for it.’

			‘Fruity,’ he commented, inhaling deeply before taking a sip. She was practically drooling as his lips touched the side of the glass. The way he looked at her as he drank was doing things to her that no stranger ever had.

			‘That’ll be the raspberries,’ she managed to choke out, cheeks warm.

			Her matter-of-fact demeanour got a laugh out of him as he passed the drink back and she swiped at it, glad to have it back in her possession. ‘Denver.’ He held his hand out for her to shake and she ignored it, earning another smirk.

			‘I tend not to give my name to strangers, Denver.’ She wasn’t usually in a position where she had to, but she didn’t like the idea of him searching her on the internet. Her link to this hotel always came up first, because her parents had spent two decades parading her around at charity events like she was an accessory.

			Then there was her career. As mediocre as it was in comparison to the empire her family name represented, it was her baby. She had just made it into a junior motorsport championship, and she had big goals for herself. If she had the courage to really push herself, that was. Otherwise, she might just stay where she was forever.

			Either way, she didn’t want to share that side of her with someone she didn’t know; she barely even shared it with her parents. ‘Do you usually offer your drink to strangers?’ Denver smirked, returning his attention to his own glass. Skye didn’t miss him glancing at her necklace.

			He thought he had her all figured out. She could see it in his eyes. He’d labelled her as someone trying to be mysterious. A pushover, too, no doubt, given that she’d let him sit here and drink her gin before she knew his name. He couldn’t be further from the truth.

			‘There are plenty of tables behind us. Are you planning on sitting here all night?’ she asked, looking pointedly at the barstool he was perched on.

			Denver arched a brow, ‘Can I?’

			She shrugged, the strap of her satin dress falling from her shoulder. Whether it was his lust-filled gaze fixated on her collarbone or the effects of her second drink, she didn’t hurry to correct it. ‘You don’t need my permission.’

			‘Something tells me I do,’ he murmured.

			Skye didn’t answer him again, just left him to it. But she watched him from the corner of her eye, and he could barely take his eyes off her. One half of her wanted to get up and leave, while the other half wanted to see this through. Would he leave if she kept icing him out?

			‘What brings you here then?’

			She scowled at him, which she didn’t often do to people, but he clearly wasn’t going to leave her alone like she wanted. ‘Gin and a need for silence.’

			‘Noted,’ he laughed. ‘But I have a feeling you don’t really want to sit here on your own and wallow in self-pity if another, especially a more fulfilling option presents itself to you.’

			‘I’m sorry, are you asking me to sleep with you?’

			‘No,’ he said, looking genuinely shocked. But then he laughed again. It was quickly becoming a sound she liked, ‘I’m just offering you my company. Not that I would be opposed, at all, but I’m getting the impression that’s not who you are and that’s more than okay with me. I’m just here taking a break from the norm, and it would be nice to engage in conversation with someone who isn’t wrapped up in my world of work.’

			‘Okay …’ She frowned, trying to figure him out. Was this just a tactic to get her to want to sleep with him? Reverse psychology? Did she want to? Did she care if he was tricking her?

			‘If that’s the case, then you’ve struck gold,’ she said.

			He inhaled sharply, ‘Yeah, I think I have.’

			Skye had always been hopeless at reading between the lines. Flirting, hints, subtle signals. None of it ever made sense to her, and she usually assumed any attention was accidental. It was part of the reason she’d only ever been with one person in her twenty-one years. The truth was, she wanted company. She wanted warmth, intimacy, to be whisked off her feet. But wanting it and letting herself reach for it were two very different things.

			Every time someone got too close, fear tugged her backwards. She knew how to build walls better than she knew how to break them down. Too shy to initiate, too reserved to risk rejection, and too protective of her own heart to hand it to someone who might not hold it gently. So she kept her distance, convincing herself she was better off alone than disappointed.

			But sitting at the bar next to Denver felt different. She had only just met him, yet some part of her felt comfortable in his presence in a way that didn’t make sense. As if her instincts were recognising something in him before her mind could catch up. Their conversation flowed without effort, silences never turned awkward, and she didn’t feel any desire to retreat.

			Two hours slipped by in a blur. The familiar urge to pull away never came. With Denver, she didn’t feel the need to hide. For the first time in a long while, letting someone in didn’t terrify her. At least, not him.

			‘There’s no way you listen to Taylor Swift unironically,’ she laughed, her knee brushing against his. She had stopped pulling herself away an hour ago, giving in to the magnetic pull she felt towards him. He hadn’t touched her yet, but she was all but begging him to.

			‘Since the very first album. It’s my best kept secret.’ He nodded with sheer enthusiasm, ‘I’ve often wondered if I could pay her to do a private gig, but then I think … who else would I invite? I don’t have sisters or nieces or female friends. It’d be a bit weird if it was just her in a room performing to a lonely man in his mid-thirties.’

			The mention of his age might have concerned her under different circumstances, but knowing she’d likely never see him again made it easier to brush aside. It didn’t matter. Age was only a number, and it didn’t change the way she felt in his presence. Safe, unguarded, warm. Herself.

			‘I’d take an invitation.’ Skye grinned, falling silent again when all he did was smile softly at her. The hunger in his gaze was there, underlying. She knew the offer of escaping to a hotel room was there, and she also knew she was moments away from taking it. ‘You don’t strike me as lonely.’

			‘You think I came here because my social life is bursting at the seams?’

			Skye smirked to herself then, ‘It’s a nice bar.’

			‘It is.’

			‘You’re a nice guy.’ She leaned in.

			Denver brushed a strand of hair out of her face, tucking it safely behind her ear, his touch lingering a little too long, ‘Am I being friend zoned?’

			‘Quite the opposite.’

			‘Your room or mine?’

			She rose from her seat, grabbing her clutch. If it were up to her, she’d be down here in tracksuit bottoms and a hoodie, but her father had introduced a strict dress code which forced her into a skimpy little number. Right now, she was grateful for it. ‘Let’s go to yours …’

			Skye hovered over him, Denver remaining firmly in his seat. His arm snaked around her waist, pulling her in close as his legs closed her in on either side. It shouldn’t feel this right, but Denver felt like home in a way she couldn’t possibly understand or explain to anyone.

			She wondered if he felt it, his hand gently brushing against her jaw before working its way into her hair. She breathed out a laugh in disbelief, and something in him visibly shifted, that hunger that had once been so subtle coming to the forefront. Skye’s heart rate picked up.

			‘You sure?’ he asked, giving her an out.

			She didn’t take it. She leant down and kissed him, slowly but firmly. She pulled back and the desire in his eyes was unlike anything she’d seen before. Her hand found his tie and she tugged, hoping this would signal to him she wanted to go now. She didn’t want tame, or gentle or polite. She wanted passion and fire and all the things she knew he wanted to give her.

			This time, Denver initiated the kiss. Skye felt like she was floating. So overwhelmed by desire that her body barely felt like her own. She had been kissed before, but not like this. She was melting under his touch, his hands pawing at her in places nobody had gained access to for years. Not since she was a teenager and thought she had better experiment just enough that she wasn’t left behind. But tonight, in Denver’s arms, Skye felt like a woman. Someone who was desired, appreciated, and about to be worshipped in ways most women only dreamed of.

			They broke apart, Skye suddenly aware of where they were. But despite her cheeks flushing red, she didn’t care enough to take a step back.

			Denver pressed another kiss to her forehead, squeezing her hip and murmuring into her hair, ‘Fuck … I’m in trouble.’
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			Denver was screwed. As he looked himself up and down in the mirror of his hotel suite in Qatar, he shook his head at his own idiocy. Any hotel that cost thousands a night – complete with luxurious bedding, exquisite views of the city, and his favourite off-the-shelf whisky on the room-service menu – felt like a home away from home to him, even when he was halfway across the world from his real one in London. Nestled in luxury was where he felt safe, and the dinner parties and charity events he attended on an almost daily basis were where he felt seen. Valued, respected and most importantly, confident.

			But Denver was a man raised to want the impossible, with a hunger for success running through his blood. He had made the decision to take himself away from the career in property development that he’d built and nurtured, and accepted a new challenge in the name of friendship. A challenge which now, as he looked at his new black shirt with red stitching, he was regretting.

			Jasper Kotosovski, the multi-championship winning IEC team principal of Revolution Racing, was well-loved by his team, and nobody in a million years had expected him to ever step away from his position. But when Jasper had called Denver two weeks ago and explained his predicament, Denver hadn’t given it a second thought. Of course he was going to help his friend, give up his life in London and spend a race season travelling the world to continue growing and leading a team of racing drivers he had never met.

			Denver knew motorsport. He had spent years as a race engineer under Jasper’s employment when he was fresh out of the chaos of education, starting as an apprentice and very quickly climbing the ladder. While he had moved away to pursue his new role as a property developer using his inheritance from his father’s passing, he hadn’t left that world far behind.

			He watched every race, studied every track and constantly got the inside scoop from Jasper about the inner workings of the team.

			He’d even been a silent investor to get their second car running; a team of female racing drivers who were smashing it out of the park four seasons in. But while he knew them, they didn’t know him. Except for their rookie. That was a sticky situation he didn’t have time to process right now. He couldn’t afford to give it too much thought, or else he’d back out.

			The motorsport world relied heavily on mutual respect, and Jasper didn’t have to try to earn that. It came naturally, thanks to the years he had been in the industry and the connections he had built. Denver’s only remaining connection was his best friend who was leaving him to fend for himself, and he had a sinking feeling the team were not going to respond well.

			Revolution Racing had dealt with their fair share of scandals and secrets over the last few years; a child hidden from the public eye for twelve years, an alcoholic suspended mid-season, members of the team dating each other, leaked explicit photos and a fake dating contract. But something told him that despite this, their team principal being replaced by some random bloke with an almost prehistoric background in the sport was going to be their biggest scandal of all.

			Nevertheless, he checked his jet-black hair wasn’t too dishevelled after he’d sent his latest date packing this morning, straightened out his bed sheets and shoved his phone into his pocket.

			He wasn’t a cab kind of guy, nor would he ever be caught dead on public transport. He’d had his own driver or hired luxury cars since that insane amount of money had landed in his bank account when he was twenty-six and he’d purchased his first big development, refusing to sit amongst hundreds of people while he was transported from meeting to meeting and bar to bar.

			Denver made his way down the front steps of the hotel and into his rental car, slamming the door shut and tutting when he saw one of his date’s earrings in the footwell. That meant he’d have to contact her again to return it.

			He’d met her two years ago and had made the mistake of letting her inside his space a little too frequently, even though he knew she was more interested in his money and status than in him. He dated plenty of women, but he never took any of them seriously – most were drawn to what he could offer, not who he was. She was no different.

			He shouldn’t have flown her out here, and he knew it. He was private, careful, and preferred to keep his personal life out of sight. It had to stay that way, especially now his responsibilities had evolved. No media headlines that painted him in a negative light, no paparazzi shots. Not that he’d suffered those before, because the property world was hardly gossip-worthy unless you had a television show to go alongside your day job, but he was being thrust into the spotlight now and he refused to embarrass Jasper. Certain aspects of his lifestyle were going to have to stop or at least be put on pause until Jasper came back to his team.

			The trackside Revolution Racing headquarters were huge, towering over rival teams’ buildings and motorhomes. As the team had grown, so had their need for more space, more security, more everything. Only a handful of other teams in the championship could live up to their grandeur.

			He’d been to the Lusail International Circuit at Qatar a couple of times before, but never in circumstances like these. Even in his early days as an apprentice, he’d never felt out of place at a track. Today he did. He was invading, and he had half a mind to fly straight back to London where the opinions of others couldn’t hurt him.

			He was a confident man, and he knew he could do this job; Jasper had given him a crash course and would continue to support him from afar as much as he could, but Denver needed the trust of Jasper’s drivers, and he needed them to respect him and like him. That was the tricky part. Denver wasn’t necessarily easy to like. He could be blunt to an extreme when he was tired or stressed, which was almost always, he didn’t have time for excuses, and he wasn’t exactly great with the whole small-talk thing.

			He also didn’t socialise without a purpose. For example, if it resulted in sex or business, he was all in. If someone started talking about their feelings, or they were just bored and wanted to chit chat, Denver would find a reason to leave. He was an excellent conversation killer.

			Denver headed up to the second floor of the Revolution Racing building. The admin staff gathered outside the offices stopped talking as soon as his foot landed on the top step, and he forced himself not to roll his eyes. Sure, he was handsome, and he damn well knew it, but did they have to be so obvious? The youngest one of the group looked mortified at her colleagues’ lack of professionalism.

			‘Hi, Stella, isn’t it?’ He caught her eye, offering her a warm smile. While he couldn’t do what he considered over-the-top niceties and small talk, he could morph his expression so that it made people do things for him – even if it did feel wholly unnatural. ‘Can you call Jasper out for me? He’s expecting me for a meeting. Tell him Denver’s ready to face his fate.’

			Denver leaned on the desk and laughed as she repeated his words, and he knew Jasper would be smirking on the other end of the phone. ‘He’ll be with you in a few minutes.’ She swallowed nervously. ‘Can I get you anything to drink?’

			‘No, thanks.’ He made himself comfortable in the seating area.

			The door at the end of the corridor opened and out walked Jasper, looking utterly exhausted. There were bags under his eyes which were ten times worse than they had been a few days ago, and he’d lost the colour in his cheeks. What Denver really wanted to do was whisk his friend away for a spa weekend in the mountains somewhere, where the outside world couldn’t get to him. But relaxing was out of the question for Jasper right now, and nobody was quite sure when life would return to normal for him. Maybe it never would. It was the whole reason Denver was here.

			‘Hey, mate.’ Denver embraced him, noting how tightly his friend clung to him.

			‘Thank you for being here, Den.’ Jasper pulled back and looked at him with sad eyes. ‘It means the world to not have to worry about the team while I’m gone.’

			‘You just worry about your wife, okay?’ Denver clenched his jaw, his own emotions threatening to catch him off guard. He might not talk about feelings, but he sure as shit still had them. ‘How is she?’

			‘A little brighter, but I think she’s pretending. She always miraculously feels kind of better when I have to leave her. What I do know is that her sister is driving me up the wall. But if Clara is looked after and feels that she needs her sister by her side, I shall keep my opinions to myself. She’s leaving once I’m able to be at home full time, thankfully,’ Jasper laughed softly, the action not quite meeting his eyes. ‘Come on. We’ve got a few things to go over before the team arrive.’

			Denver followed him into his office. Their office. It overlooked the paddock, where teams were preparing for the days of racing ahead. Trolleys full of tyres were pushed towards garages, catering teams hauled boxes of fresh ingredients, and men in suits and team uniforms greeted one another. It still felt like a world away, even though Denver was in the heart of it now.

			‘So, you still haven’t told the team?’ Denver tried to conceal his disappointment that Jasper was choosing to drop a bombshell on them all rather than telling them in advance and then bringing him in. Instead, he was going to have to witness their reactions and then go about race week like it was business very much not as usual.

			‘Denver, I’m going to be honest here. I’m scared I’m not going to find the words. That I’m just going to tell them you’re stepping in and not tell them why, because I get so choked up every time I have to explain it. I need you in the room.’

			‘Okay,’ he nodded. He sat down at one side of the desk, feeling weird about the fact he would soon be on Jasper’s side with his own name on a metal plaque. ‘Say no more. If you can’t get the words out, then I will. So, give me the rundown of the team. What are your drivers like?’

			‘As drivers? Super professional, cooperative and some of the most dedicated team-players I’ve had the pleasure of working with. As a family? Well, they’re a riot,’ Jasper laughed.

			‘I must say, I haven’t paid the team too much attention the last couple of seasons as I normally would, what with how busy I’ve been expanding my company overseas. Are they still as into the whole social media thing as they were when Faith Jensen joined and began her takeover?’

			Revolution Racing’s social media crew were exceptional. Lucie Carolan had long been celebrated for capturing the soul of the sport through her lens, but Faith, armed with a background in motorsport podcasting and journalism, had propelled the team into an entirely new realm of recognition. They ran an academy now, with two other International Endurance Championship staff members. Focused on the growth and support of women in their industry with their podcast, Girls Off Track, alongside.

			Denver knew he would be working with a collection of motorsport legends, each admired and respected for achievements uniquely their own.

			‘Oh, absolutely,’ Jasper nodded. ‘Even Julien actually enjoys it now, despite being incredibly private to begin with.’ He smirked as he mentioned one of Revolution’s original drivers; a Dutch-Belgian guy nearing his forties who hated creating content unless his wife was behind the camera and in full control of the production. ‘And the female drivers who joined us a few years ago are in their element with it all, even providing us with personal footage to use between races. A day in the life of a racing driver during a week off, kind of thing.’

			He knew that. He had in fact paid plenty of attention to Skye Foster in particular. He’d devoured everything she posted online, refreshing his feeds like a lovesick teenager as he waited for more content. But he would never confess that to anyone.

			Denver looked around the office, taking it all in. There was a display case full to the brim with International Endurance Championship trophies, highlighting just how significant this team was. It did nothing to quash his nerves. ‘So, I can let Faith and Lucie run wild with that side of things? I won’t need to step in or, God forbid, participate? I do not have a camera-ready personality and I’m not afraid to admit it.’

			‘No, I don’t even vet the content anymore. Or star in it.’ Jasper shrugged. ‘Besides, what do I know about the latest dance trends?’

			‘Very little, judging by the moves you were pulling on the dancefloor at my birthday party last year,’ Denver teased. ‘I thought Clara was going to file for divorce after that.’

			‘She was just stunned that I stole the spotlight from her.’ He smiled sadly at the memory, looking seconds away from tears, and Denver regretted bringing it up. Jasper shook himself off quickly, straightening in his seat. ‘Anyway, the team.’

			‘Yeah, more importantly, your newest recruits. Are they developing the way they need to if they’re going to survive in this sport?’ he asked, leaning back. Revolution had maintained the same team dynamics season after season, and he wondered if adding more drivers to the mix posed a threat to their success.

			‘And then some,’ Jasper replied with a firm nod. ‘Seriously, Den. All three of them are incredible. They show up early, they stay late, and they really listen. They’re committed, driven, passionate – exactly what we need right now. I couldn’t ask for better additions to the team.’

			‘I admit, I do have one concern,’ Denver continued. ‘The dating pool for racing drivers which, given your team’s history, seems to be restricted to co-workers only. Aren’t they all dating each other?’ Denver frowned. The last thing he wanted was to deal with relationship drama and his drivers crying on his shoulder. Or the idea that his girl might be off the market … He stopped himself immediately; he shouldn’t be referring to her as his anything, even in his head.

			Jasper grinned at him like a proud dad, because he had helped push two of them together. More like banged their heads together, but still. ‘Julien Moretz is with Faith, happily married with twin girls who can often be found in the garage, but don’t worry, the au pair tags along to every race. Keeps them out of the way. Brett Anderson is with Lucie, and they’re totally solid. No alcohol relapses on Brett’s part, either. And finally, we have Marco De Luca, who is still going strong with Savi Hart.’

			‘Right, one of the newer drivers.’ Denver nodded, remembering seeing her name in the media headlines during her first season. ‘The one with the cowgirl boots.’

			‘She’s not really new, anymore. This is her fourth season, but our bubbly Wyoming native will almost certainly gift you a pair of your own boots at some point during your time with us.’

			Denver sighed, ‘Wonderful. So that’s it, no more star-crossed lovers or secret rendezvous in the back of the garage?’

			‘Not as far as I’m aware. Miko is perpetually single, a total workaholic who has no time for anyone who even glances her way. Married to the job. Then there’s Skye Foster, who as you know is our rookie having only been with us a year and a half. She’s the one who stepped in when Kodie Grey upped and left mid-season. She’s secretly my favourite. Softly spoken, shy unless she’s surrounded by her teammates. She always looks like she wants the ground to swallow her up when drivers from other teams try to speak to her, bless her.’

			‘I hate shy,’ Denver huffed, pretending he hadn’t liked it at the bar.

			‘Don’t scare her, Denver.’ Jasper rolled his eyes. ‘She needs someone to be gentle with her.’

			‘Are you sure you’re hiring the right guy, here?’

			‘I’m hiring the one guy in the world I know for certain I can trust to nurture my team and bring home another championship title, while ensuring my position remains safe as I navigate the utter shit show that my life has become,’ Jasper sighed. ‘The next however many months are going to be hell for me, and I just need to know that I have all of this,’ he gestured around the room, ‘to come back to. No matter how much you love it.’

			‘This team is your safe haven,’ Denver agreed, not wanting to stay longer than he had to. He had his own career to get back to, developments to oversee and his own employees to relieve of a mountain of stress. Once the inevitable unfortunately happened, Jasper would be welcomed back with open arms by his motorsport family. And Denver. Who would be getting a private jet back to London from wherever in the world they were once he knew his friend was okay.

			‘Yes, but with that being said,’ Jasper checked his watch, ‘the team will be arriving shortly, so I suggest we get ourselves into the conference room and prepare.’

			In the conference room, Denver surveyed the spread of food that had been prepared for the team. Tiny triangle-shaped sandwiches, wraps, pastries, fruit platters, doughnuts and all kinds of other sweet treats that athletes probably shouldn’t be eating. Would he be expected to put on spreads like this? There was someone he could assign to this, right?

			Frankly, he never thought to provide food at meetings in his own office building. There was a coffee cart which was brought around every hour, but Denver normally opted for late lunches and work dinners so he could get some socialising and drinks in afterwards and choose his latest conquest from the selection of women at the bar.

			‘Do you have catering people?’ He quirked an eyebrow, helping himself to a salmon and cucumber sandwich. Salmon was his favourite, and he’d be damned if he finally got around to eating and found that the team had demolished them all.

			‘No, thought I’d spend all morning in the kitchen and make all of this myself …’ Jasper tutted at the sandwich in his friend’s hand before sneakily stealing a doughnut himself. ‘Of course we have an entire catering team. Have you really been out of the business that long? I don’t know where you want to sit … up front with me? In amongst the team?’

			‘Told you I’d be by your side.’ Denver slapped him on the shoulder and made himself comfortable in one of the overpriced and unnecessarily luxurious chairs round the edge of the table, platters of salmon infused heaven staring him in the face.

			He was terrified. Not that he couldn’t do the job, because he knew he had the management experience, enough motorsport experience that he wasn’t going in totally blind, and the attitude required to meet the standard Jasper had set. No, he was afraid of fucking up these drivers with his lack of enthusiasm for life and his inability to feign interest in their personal lives. Denver just simply did not care.

			He had friends, and his very best friend was about to lose the love of his life. Denver didn’t want to get close to this team; because he knew it was temporary. Everything and everyone had an end, and he didn’t do goodbyes. He never let anyone get close enough to warrant one.

			‘You ready?’ Jasper glanced at him nervously as the excited chatter of six racing drivers filled the halls, getting closer and closer. A mix of accents: Australian, Dutch, Italian, Southern American … each of them distinctive.

			But amongst the chaos, he heard a much softer tone. It was the one he had caught himself thinking of during sleepless nights and long days at his desk, that he never thought he’d hear again. But today wasn’t about her, so he shook himself free of the distraction and focused in on his friend Jasper, who was about to give up everything he knew for the woman he loved.

			‘As I’ll ever be.’
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			Skye stopped in her tracks the second she saw him. That dark, perfectly tousled hair and those piercing blue eyes. Shit. He looked even more beautiful than he had all those years ago, and that was really saying something. As Julien led the way into the conference room, she remained in the corridor in a trance, all but drooling as she watched him through the window. He was looking everywhere except in her direction.

			‘Skye, what are you doing?’ Miko, her teammate and closest friend ushered her in while Savi frowned, eyes darting between her and the mystery man stood next to their boss.

			‘Sorry,’ she whispered, ‘I’m coming.’

			Savi laughed, ‘We get it, he’s hot.’

			‘Who’s hot? The new guy?’ Marco, the IEC’s favourite Italian-Monegasque champion asked, head poking back out of the conference room to join in on the gossip. ‘He looks familiar.’

			‘You can say that again … ’ Skye mumbled to herself, sitting down at the table, long black hair covering her face.

			She couldn’t look at him. Get through this meeting, get out the door and get back to the hotel all without a single second of eye contact. That was the goal. Glazed doughnuts had never been so interesting as her attention flitted between those and Brett’s scuffed trainers.

			Jasper cleared his throat, ‘You going to eat one or just stare at them for the next hour, Skye?’ His tone was light, but her entire face felt like it was on fire. If mystery man hadn’t looked at her before, he was definitely going to look at her now.

			She lifted her head, ready to face the music, only to note that Denver was now staring in the opposite direction so as not to catch her eye. Good. It would make this meeting go by far quicker if he too was avoiding her. This was nothing to do with her shyness, instead it was everything to do with how not shy she had been the first and last time she’d seen him.

			‘What’s the drama then, Jas?’ Brett quizzed in his strong Australian accent, diving into the food. He took the duty of fuelling his body seriously, regardless of whether the food was actually healthy and nutritious.

			Skye watched as both Jasper’s and Denver’s expressions faltered, and she was met with a terrible feeling in the pit of her stomach. This was an emergency meeting which was rare for the team; Jasper was so organised, so on top of things. Whilst she had initially assumed it was just relating to the recent super-last-minute shift in the race calendar for this season, now she knew it was bigger than that. Their boss looked like he was on the verge of bursting into tears.

			‘First off, I want to thank you all for being here today. I know we’re a few days early and you’re the only drivers at the track right now, but this is less of a team meeting and more of … well, I suppose, a family meeting.’ He smiled softly at them all, playing with his wedding ring. ‘I thought it best to have this conversation in person, so I can tell you all at once and not have to keep going over the same things with each of you individually.’

			‘Jasper, what’s wrong?’ Julien, one of the team’s long-serving drivers and Jasper’s oldest friends, looked deeply concerned. So, Skye was right to be worried.

			He took a second to gather himself, Denver placing a hand on his shoulder in comfort. However they knew each other, they seemed close. ‘My wife, Clara, has terminal cancer.’ He choked out.

			‘What?’ Marco breathed out.

			Skye sat in stunned silence. She hadn’t been on the team long, but she was perhaps closer to Clara than the other drivers were. She had been there for Skye’s first race, making sure she had everything she needed, taking her out for lunches and providing her with a shoulder to cry on when the pressure of being Kodie Grey’s replacement got too much.

			‘She doesn’t have long. Less than a year, likely less than six months. We just don’t know. But what I do know is that I cannot lead you to victory this season. I need to be with her, support her, take care of her, and also to look after myself. Adjust to the possibility of life without her. You all deserve someone who can give you their all, and that’s why I’ve asked Denver to be here today.’ He nodded at the man by his side.

			How had Skye not noticed his Revolution Racing shirt? The embroidered logo over his broad chest, signature red detailing. It was blindingly obvious now. Denver was shifting uncomfortably on his feet. Whatever this was, Skye wanted no part of it, and she certainly didn’t want to believe that heart-wrenching sentence had just come out of her boss’s mouth.

			‘Jasper, we’re so sorry …’ Savi looked ready to cry, too, and Marco took her hand in his. Skye reached for Miko and tried not to lose control of her emotions.

			‘Don’t be. It’s life, I’m afraid. It’s confusing and painful, but Clara is at peace with it all. I’m slowly catching up. But Denver here, he’s been one of my closest friends for twenty years. When I made the decision to step down temporarily, he was the first person I called and without hesitation, he agreed to take my place. He will be taking on the role of team principal while Clara’s illness runs its course.’

			‘But obviously,’ Denver added, ‘this team is Jasper’s baby. What he says goes; I will always report back to him with anything important, and he gets final say in any big decisions. I’m essentially just a guide. Here to keep you all on the right path.’

			‘Have you worked in motorsports before?’ Marco asked.

			‘Briefly. As an engineer, when I left university. I worked for your boss in one of his old teams. I’ve been in property development for a little over a decade, running my own company, but I’ve always maintained a keen interest in the sport. I’m determined to keep this team’s legacy going strong. I don’t think this season is going to be easy, but I was built to tackle challenges, and I’ll be doing everything I can to help you grow and develop even further.’

			Skye blinked at them both a few times. She just could not believe her luck, or lack thereof. That night with Denver had changed her. It had shown her what life could be like if she took risks, and since then she had taken many. Signing her contract with Revolution Racing, telling her father she wanted no part in his hotel empire, even starting to dress the way she wanted.

			Only, her personality the rest of the time didn’t quite match up to the confidence she had found within herself in those fleeting moments. She still often felt like a shell of herself, afraid to be who she only knew she could be because Denver had let her be Skye two point zero. Just for a second. And it was glorious.

			But this? This was not what she wanted. She didn’t want to spend the next season as shy, innocent little Skye who wouldn’t say boo to a goose while this perfect specimen of a man walked around the paddock with all the authority and dominance that had got her tangled up in his bedsheets four years ago. Technically, her bedsheets because they’d been in her family’s hotel, but still.

			‘We will be going out for a team dinner in Doha tonight, so you can all get to know Denver in a relaxed environment. I also understand you are going to have questions, so please, don’t hesitate to hit me with them. Whether it’s about work or my situation … I’m here to answer anything. I don’t want you to think I’m abandoning you, and I don’t want to leave you in the lurch.’

			‘Is there going to be some kind of transitional period?’ Brett asked.

			‘Yes, for this first race, I will be sticking around. After that, Denver or any of you for that matter can reach me by phone for the next race. I have overloaded him with information, told him my best-kept secrets so I think he’ll be okay. Once that second race is done, it’s all down to him. And you. I’m putting my trust in you as a team to really pull together, help us to ensure this goes as smoothly as possible.’

			‘Jasper,’ Skye finally spoke up, ‘I think I can speak on behalf of all of us here. We love you, and Clara. Take all the time and space you need but know that we’ve got your back like you’ve always had ours.’

			‘Thanks, Skye. I love you all dearly, too.’ He mustered up a weak smile.

			‘Are we going to see Clara again?’ Savi murmured, asking the one thing everyone else was too afraid to. The thought of not saying goodbye hurt.

			‘Um,’ Jasper inhaled sharply, ‘yes, if you would like to, I’m sure she’d appreciate a visit. We can arrange something, maybe you can all visit together. She’d love that.’

			The team fell silent. What was anyone supposed to say? Were they meant to act like everything was fine?

			‘So, Denver.’ Julien broke the silence with one hell of a scowl on his face as he addressed him, looking ready to go full protective dad mode for the sake of the team. ‘How did you find yourself in a prestige motorsport engineering role straight out of university?’

			‘Well,’ Denver frowned back at him, ‘I studied motorsport engineering at university. Did an apprenticeship under Jasper’s guidance in my final year, and he kept me on. Guess he saw something in me.’

			‘I did,’ Jasper nodded. ‘Quick decision making, fast learner with excellent leadership skills, a real passion for the sport and a keen desire to win. Denver was one of the finest engineers this industry has seen,’ Jasper added. ‘Don’t tell the engineers we have now!’ he laughed, offering an exaggerated wink.

			Julien raised a brow, ‘And then you left the sport, just like that?’

			‘I wasn’t expecting to inherit money, and I wanted to create stability for myself and help others while I was at it. Motorsport can be cutthroat and unpredictable. I saw plenty of my friends lose their jobs from one season to the next, and I didn’t want that. If I couldn’t create my own team and follow in Jasper’s footsteps, I wanted out. Now, I have that. Just not in the industry I had imagined a future in.’

			That seemed to satisfy Julien, although he still didn’t look happy about it. Skye could relate to that, but her reasons for not wanting him there had very little to do with his experience.

			‘How is Clara?’ Savi asked, ‘And don’t sugarcoat it. How is she really?’

			Jasper sighed, his expression softening as he looked at the girls. He had a different kind of bond with them; he was their protector. A lot like Julien. ‘Not great, despite what she tells me. She isn’t herself anymore as much as she tries to be.’

			‘Can you just make sure she knows we’re here for her?’ Miko sniffed. ‘Just because we’re about to enter a race season, doesn’t mean we’re going to forget about her.’

			‘Of course,’ Jasper nodded. ‘Thank you, Miko. I’d better let you guys go, give you some time to process. I also need some time to myself …’

			They got up and left the room, each of them in a state of shock. Jasper’s gaze, full of regret, followed them. Skye felt like she was suffocating. Nobody was talking, the atmosphere was strange. A blanket of grief had been laid over them, the usually animated and chatty drivers of Revolution Racing staying silent right up until the elevator doors closed behind them.

			‘Fuck,’ Savi stated.

			The teammates glanced at each other, eyes watering, faces solemn and bright red from holding in the tears. And then Skye let the dam break, unleashing an almighty sob which led to the waterworks. Savi pulled her and Miko in for a hug, while their male teammates stood glued to the spot with their hands in their pockets, trying hard to be brave. But it was obvious they were in just as much pain as the girls, even if they didn’t show it quite so obviously.

			All thoughts of Denver had left Skye’s mind after she’d exited the room and the reality of Jasper’s personal turmoil sunk in; she’d deal with that later. For now, she wanted to go back to her and Miko’s hotel room. Attempt to process Clara’s diagnosis, and the idea that the team dynamics were about to shift in one way or another. If her body would let her. Right now, all she could do was cry.

			‘We’ll get through it,’ Julien said in a hushed tone, ‘because we have to, and our team always does what needs to be done without arguments, without drama. It’s what makes us the best. I just hope this Denver guy isn’t a total control freak.’

			‘He needs to accept he’s an outsider,’ Brett added, and Skye immediately felt a need to defend him. Except she didn’t. In typical Skye fashion, she stayed quiet.

			She didn’t want anyone to know about their night together, especially when she wasn’t even sure if he remembered her. What good would it do if they knew? All it took was one incident where he backed her up, or one strategy change that worked in her favour, and they might cry favouritism. Especially if they took a dislike to him.

			‘I know we originally planned to go out for pre-dinner drinks, but can someone drop me at the hotel?’ Skye asked, ‘I just want to take a moment.’

			‘Sure, I think Savi and I will do the same,’ Marco agreed, unlocking his rental car from across the car park.

			‘I’m feeling like I need to be very far away from alcohol.’ Brett chewed his bottom lip, his past drinking problem seemingly coming back to haunt him in this time of crisis. He was self-aware and cautious, but Skye always wondered how he stayed strong when he was under so much pressure. ‘Let’s all just meet at the restaurant for dinner later. But if we need each other in the next few hours, we reach out, yeah?’

			‘Absolutely,’ Julien nodded. ‘See you all later.’

			While Julien and Brett went their separate ways and the rest of them climbed into the plush, leather seats of Marco’s SUV, Skye peered up at the team motorhome and wondered how Jasper was doing. Plus, she wondered if Denver would start making himself at home right away. Moving furniture, changing the name on the door. He should make it his home while he was here, but that didn’t mean he would be welcomed with enthusiasm on everyone else’s part.

			Skye, for example, would continue to ignore him unless she absolutely had to speak to him about work. She would pretend not to know him, pretend not to recall that night they spent together. The past was the past, and the present was now tainted by a future that brought with it a tragic loss. She didn’t have the emotional capacity to deal with Denver and his stary eyes, bronzed complexion and broad shoulders.

			‘Skye?’ Savi peered at her in the rearview mirror, concern etched across her features. ‘You feeling okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

			‘Not the best choice of words, Sav,’ Miko scoffed, reaching across the seat separating them and clutching onto Skye’s hand in comfort.

			‘I’m okay. Just letting it sink in.’

			But she wasn’t okay at all, and she wouldn’t be able to hide it from her teammates for long. She wasn’t sure she could work under him every day. Being with Denver was the first time she had ever felt truly seen, and then she had never heard from him.

			She’d snuck out of the penthouse with her heels in her hand, and that was it. She was back to being the Skye who liked to hide from the world, keep to herself and not do anything that would get her noticed. Her racing career was the one thing that she was loud about; and the racetrack was the place she spoke up.

			This season suddenly had the highest stakes of any race season she had experienced before. She was still a rookie. Not only did she have to prove herself on the track all over again to someone new, but one lustful gaze from her new team principal, and she would be a goner.
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