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      Fast Cars

      Quarter-miles

      Broken homes

      Vulnerable hearts

      Cash Montgomery likes fast cars, fast women, and living his life only as far as he can see with his own two eyes. There are very few people in his life who he answers to. One of them being his little brother Remington (Remy).

      When Cash and Remy are forced to make a life-changing decision they no longer have a place to live, no idea where their next meal is going to come from, or any prospects as to how they will make it. They need help.

      That help comes in the form of the Heaven Hill MC and Harper Stillwell.

      Harper Stillwell comes with her own set of problems, but when she and Cash Montgomery meet, sparks fly.

      None of them know what they’re doing, where they will end up, or how they’ll get there. The only thing they know is that the race for their lives is only beginning—the flag is waving—and they have to hang on for the ride.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part One

          

        

      

    

    
      Flagger

      Definition: A flagger starts the race…

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Cash.”

      The deep voice behind him, made him turn. It was the voice of one of the most powerful men in the region. Liam Walker, the president of the Heaven Hill MC, was the type of man that, when he spoke, others listened. It didn’t matter who you were or what station you were in life. He demanded respect.

      “Sir?” Cash always wanted to treat this man with the respect he deserved.

      “We got money on you tonight. Don’t let Rodrigo withhold it from you when you win.”

      The grin on Liam’s face could be seen even in the dark of the night. His white teeth flashed against the dark beard on his face. He had that much confidence in the young man he spoke of.

      Cash chuckled. “Will do.”

      “It should go a long way in helping your financial situation out.” Liam raised an eyebrow.

      While some people would feel embarrassment about someone outside of his family knowing his particular financial situation, Cash knew that this came from a good place. For a kid who’d never had any kind of family he could trust, Cash counted on the Heaven Hill MC, and they had yet to let him down.

      Unlike everyone else.

      If they believed he would win, then he would move heaven and earth to make sure he did just that.
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      The road passed in a blur as he accelerated through the gears. His eyes on the prize, the only thing he focused on was the point they had marked to be the end of the quarter-mile drag strip fashioned out of Louisville Road. It was desolate this time of night, but he knew if they weren’t careful, the people at Donna’s Country Store would call the local sheriff’s office. They had to be in and out with lightning speed. His thumb itched—where it sat on the steering wheel—to press the button that would activate the NOS system Walker’s Wheel’s had just put in.

      He would be working to pay that off for a few weeks, but the boys of the Heaven Hill MC were good to him, and for that he was appreciative. It also meant the money he would be winning tonight would go to the people who needed it most. The car on the right-hand side was coming up fast, but Cash Montgomery knew just when to time the press of that button that would push him across the finish line first.

      Wait for it, wait for it. His brain slowed him down. The beating of his heart roared in his ears. The winnings meant so much that sometimes he felt like he was going to have a heart attack in the mere seconds it took him to complete the quarter-mile.

      At just the right moment, he engaged the button and held on for the ride of his life. The finish line passed in a haze as he down-shifted and let the engine cool. As the engine cooled, his breathing leveled out, and the tense muscles of his body relaxed. He pulled the car around into the parking lot of a local church.

      “Cash, you’re a ballsy motherfucker. I don’t know how you hang onto that car.”

      Hearing his fiercest competitor call him a ballsy motherfucker was worth it. “Thanks, Slim.” He couldn’t help the grin that tilted up the side of his mouth.

      He walked over to where the ringleader for the racers of the Trail held court, counting out money and handing it over to the people who had bet on him for the night. “Where’s my cut for the night, Rodrigo?” he asked, holding his hand out.

      Rodrigo looked at him, his eyebrow raised. “Give me your arm.”

      “Seriously? Dude, I’ve been doin’ this shit for almost a year. I still gotta show you?”

      “Rules are rules.”

      Cash blew out a breath and lifted his long-sleeve shirt up over his forearm. “Well, do it.”

      Rodrigo pulled a black light out of his pocket and shined it over Cash’s forearm, revealing the cherry tattooed there. It was white and used black light responsive ink. Nobody saw it but Rodrigo and the other members of the illegal street racing circuit. The cherry was an inside code—when they wanted to have a race, they would always text that their grandmother was bringing cherry pie over for dinner. And they were a bunch of boys barely past teenage years—cherry was a euphemism for almost everything. It cracked them up and allowed them to keep their secret.

      Cash pocketed the money, walking straight over to the scantily clad girls who normally showed up for races at the Trail. He liked to indulge, and tonight was no different as he crooked a finger at a black-haired beauty. Quickly he pulled her back behind the church, slapping hands with Slim as he went. He didn’t respect these girls; they offered one thing and one thing only. They were a means to an end for him. Cash never knew how the encounter would go, but when the girl dropped to her knees in front of him and unbuckled his jeans, he had a damn good idea.

      Shoving his hands into her hair, he gripped the back of her head and thrust his hips as she opened her mouth and sucked him deep.

      

      He was re-buckling his jeans, making sure everything was tucked in, as he made his way back around the building.

      “C’mon, Cash.” Samantha, one of the girls he’d fucked before, lifted up her shirt, flashing her tits for not only him but everyone else to see.

      “Sorry, darlin’, maybe some other time.” He was tired and there were people he needed to get home to.

      She pouted, because that girl was used to getting her way in everything she did. “I’m countin’ on it, Cash!”

      The way she moved on to the next guy—before she’d even finished saying his name—made him think maybe she shouldn’t count on it ever again. It was best to stay away from the ones who wanted to cause problems. Walking over to his car, he got in and cranked the ignition. None of these people understood his life or what he went through on a daily basis. They thought he did this just because he could, but the fact of the matter was, he flat-out needed the money, and this was the easiest way to get it. With a sigh, he took off, going home to the two most important people in his life.

      

      Harper Stillwell bit back the curse word that wanted to come out of her mouth as the red car—she wasn’t sure what the make or model was—cut her off and stole her parking spot. Parking was a premium in Bowling Green, especially anywhere around the traditional four-year college and technical college. This spot had been primo, and it had been hers. She laid on her horn as the guy got out of his car.

      “Hey, asshole! That was my spot!”

      When the guy turned around and flashed her a grin, she almost forgot why she was so mad. He was hot; brown hair set off hazel eyes. The beginnings of a beard accented his jawline, and just under the sleeve of his T-shirt, she could see some sort of ink on his shoulder. All the hallmarks of things she found hot in a guy.

      “Sorry, sweet cheeks, but I gotta get to this class on time, or they’re going to kick me out. Next time, I’ll save you this spot.” He held up the book for his automotive class before turning to take off at a run.

      “So fucking lucky he was hot,” she mumbled as she pulled around to find another parking spot.

      It figured he would be in some sort of automotive class; his car had been just as sexy as he was good looking. Harper sighed. She was a sucker for a fast car with a hottie driving it. But that hottie had been way out of her league, even she knew that.

      “Harper, wait for me.”

      The voice of her best friend, Natalie, yelled from further back in the parking lot.

      “Hoof it, Nat, we got like ten minutes.” Harper tapped her flip flop against the asphalt of the parking lot.

      When Natalie finally caught up to her, they power-walked to the entrance of the building.

      “Where were you last night? There was a huge party over on 13th,” Natalie questioned as they opened the doors and walked in.

      “I know.” Harper sighed. “But I had to work last night.” She wrinkled her nose slightly. Work was sometimes a bad word.

      “Which job?”

      “The one I actually don’t mind. I was with the catering crew at the back-to-school function for Western.” Harper stopped at the snack machine that sat in the lobby and quickly stuffed some quarters in it.

      “No time for breakfast?” Natalie shook her head.

      “Dude, you have no idea. I’m running on fumes.” She made a selection and beat on the glass gently when it took forever to vend. Her stomach was about to eat itself, and if she didn’t get nourishment soon, she felt like she would die.

      “You do realize you’re living on the Britney Spears diet circa 2007. Red Bull and flaming hot Cheetos.”

      “Such a smartass.” Harper pulled her bag higher up on her shoulder and opened the door to the room that housed her class. “Need I remind you it got her a Las Vegas residency? See you later, toots.”

      “See ya.”

      

      Cash rolled his head around on his neck, stretching out the tendons there as he tried valiantly to listen to everything the teacher, who stood at the front of the class, said. Intro to engine repair was just that, an intro class. It was also one he hadn’t needed, but he couldn’t convince his advisor of that. He’d been repairing engines since he was fifteen years old.

      “Hey.”

      Glancing to his left, Cash raised an eyebrow at the whispered word. “What, Slim?” he questioned his fellow racer.

      “Word has it there might be another race tonight.”

      “Really?” It was unusual to have two races in two consecutive nights. They liked to throw the cops off and not keep a set schedule.

      He couldn’t deny, though, that a second race in as many days would greatly improve his bottom line. Buying books and paying for this semester had diminished his emergency fund, and with his little brother, he never knew when a medical emergency might need him to dip into it again. “If there is, tell Rodrigo I want in.”

      Another day, another dollar, another race, and another chance to make a better life for him and his family. That’s all it boiled down to. Taking care of the ones who mattered and living life a quarter mile at a time.
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      “I don’t know, Nat; I have homework.” Harper wrinkled her nose as she talked to her best friend, cell phone up to her ear.

      “And I don’t?” she argued. “It’s not every week the Red Bird Trail runs twice. C’mon, live a little. That homework will be there three hours from now when we’re done.”

      “Three hours from now will also be two in the morning,” she retorted, but she was already going to her closet to look for something to wear. Harper had to admit she wasn’t getting the full college experience, and she’d only seen the Red Bird Trail once.

      “Am I wearing you down? ’Cause I’m hearing some movement.”

      “Maybe.” She wasn’t ready to admit it yet.

      “Great, wear something hot and sexy that will show off the curves you like to keep covered up.”

      “I’m not going to pick up a date,” she argued as she looked through her jean collection. “I’m only going to get out of this house for a few hours.”

      Nat laughed. “None of us ever go to pick up dates, but you never know what happens on the Trail. I’ll come pick you up in forty-five minutes. Be ready.”

      Harper sighed and threw her phone down on the bed. She loved Nat; they had been best friends since they were in middle school, and Nat had been getting her in trouble since then.

      “Are you getting dressed to go out? It’s almost midnight.”

      Her head flew up as she heard the voice of her aunt, her guardian since she had been a kid. “Yeah.” She grinned. “Nat’s on her way to come and get me, and we’re gonna go see some friends.” No sense in telling her aunt exactly what they were doing. That was a lecture waiting to happen.

      “You’re an adult now, and I can’t tell you what to do, but I can tell you to be careful. Good things don’t happen after midnight.”

      “Don’t worry, Cara. I’m not looking to be in the back of a paddy wagon going down to 911 Kentucky Street tonight,” she joked, referencing the address for the local jail.

      “You see that you don’t,” Cara warned before turning around and heading down the hallway.

      Harper glanced at the pair of jeans in her hand and hoped to God those words wouldn’t be prophetic. She knew the Red Bird Trail could sometimes get crazy.

      

      “Are you going out again tonight?” Cash glanced up from where he sat on the couch putting his shoes on at the sound of his mom’s voice.

      “Yeah,” he answered, glancing back down. “I have some stuff I gotta take care of. Don’t wait up on me.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” she told him softly.

      Cash knew he did. At twenty-one, he was the main breadwinner in the household. His money provided the care his severely asthmatic little brother needed. They always had hope Remy would grow out of his allergies and grow out of the asthma, but until then, there were medications, doctors’ visits, and sometimes hospital stays that needed to be paid for. Unfortunately, his mom’s job at a convenience store meant there was never enough money for those incidentals. He hoped he was making the right decision going to school for mechanic work. Someone always needed a car to be worked on and a lot of times mechanics were paid in cash.

      “Yeah, I do. Who else is going to do it?”

      There were tears in her eyes as Janet Sawyer looked at her son, the one who had grown up way too fast. She’d had him young and then struggled with a drug addiction for much of his young life. She hadn’t made it easy on him, but she was doing the best she could. “I can get another job,” she argued.

      “Doing what and when? You’re already required to work at least fifty hours a week since you got promoted to management. Mom, for now this is easy money, and it provides what Remy needs.” Not to mention it alleviated the guilt he felt at all the times he’d talked down to her or talked bad at her when she was high. It felt like he would always be making amends for that, but as long as she stayed clean, he would do it and not bitch one bit about it.

      “He’s not your responsibility.”

      Cash got up from the couch and went over to where his keys sat on an end table. “The hell he’s not. Don’t think I’m sayin’ this to hurt you, but that kid is never gonna wonder where his next meal is coming from, and he’s never going to get made fun of at school because he has holes in his shoes. Not while I have the means to make sure he doesn’t.”

      Irritated and a little pissed off, he walked to the front door and slammed it on his way out. Sitting in the driveway was the one thing that settled his moods, no matter how annoyed he was. Popping open the driver’s side door, he had a seat behind the wheel and breathed deeply.

      Nothing that happened in his everyday life could compare to the way he felt when he sat in this seat. Anything that bothered him, made him sad, or pissed him off, faded when he sat here and started up the engine. He could put it in gear, take off down the road, and forget everything for at least a few hours. He did that more often than he cared to mention.

      Looking back up at their house, he saw Janet standing in the doorway. He waved as he started the car and backed out of the driveway. He couldn’t take her look of guilt. He did what he’d been doing since the day he’d turned eighteen, provided for his family.

      

      “You weren’t kidding when you told me to wear something sexy, huh?” Harper mumbled as she and Natalie got out of Nat’s car and joined the group of people waiting for the race to start.

      Around them, girls their age and women probably old enough to be some of these boys’ mothers were milling around in pieces of dental floss and band aids. She felt overdressed in her jeans and tank top, which showed a lot more skin than she normally did.

      “Told you.” Nat had a seat on the hood of her car, popping the tab on the can of Coke she’d brought with her. “They all think one of these dudes is gonna take one look at them and take them home.”

      “I’m sure that’s happened to some of them,” Harper mumbled as she had a seat next to Natalie, grabbing her own drink.

      “Oh, I am too, but it’s sad really.”

      Harper opened her mouth to answer, but stopped as a loud cheer went up from the crowd. Coming towards them was the car that had stolen her parking spot earlier in the day. The car was sexy, and it sounded even more so. She could feel the rumble of the engine through the vibration of the hood she sat on. It was red, but not flashy, with a black pin stripe down the side and on the hood. The windows were tinted, and the tires looked like they cost more than her tuition for this semester.

      “Who is that?” Harper asked her friend as she nodded towards the car. “That guy cut me off and stole my parking spot this morning.”

      “Cash Montgomery.” Natalie sighed as she said his name and then giggled as the last syllable left her mouth. “He’s hot.”

      “Oh dear Jesus, Nat.”

      “He is,” she argued. “And you’re in for a treat. There’s nothing sexier than his face when he’s ready to race that quarter mile. He gets this intense look, and to be honest, I can’t help but wonder if that’s the way he looks when he’s fucking. I would love to find out.”

      “Oh my God, you’re worse than these chicks wearing no clothes.” Harper dropped her head in her hands.

      “No.” She shook her head. “You’re gonna get it. As soon as he hashes out the terms of the race and they get into race mode, you’re gonna see it. It’s why all these women come to the Trail. They want to see the intensity of this guy.”

      Harper wasn’t sure she’d ever understand what Natalie was talking about. Sure, the guy was hot, but he’d not left a good impression when he’d taken her parking spot. She wasn’t sure if she’d forgive him for that. That had “entitled” written all over him.

      She watched with curiosity as he walked over to a guy who looked like he was of Hispanic descent and slapped hands with him. They did a handshake and talked for a few minutes before being joined by two or three more guys whom she recognized from school. Papers were exchanged, and she saw money changing hands.

      “Place your bets,” someone called out.

      Harper watched as people started shoving money in the Hispanic guy’s hand. He stopped in front of her. “You wanna bet, Amiga?”

      Quickly she shoved her hand into her jeans pocket, pulling out a twenty-dollar bill. “Here, on the red car.”

      “Cash?” he questioned, amused.

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s a good one to place your first bet on.”

      Just as quickly as he appeared, he was gone, and now her stomach was in knots. Twenty bucks was a lot of money for her these days. She could only hope she made her money back.
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      Cash leaned up against his car, taking in the group that had gathered to place bets on and watch the race. His gaze traveled amongst the crowd, taking note of people who showed up every time and a handful of newbies who were interspersed here and there. One of them in particular caught his eye. It was the girl he’d seen that morning, the one he’d stolen the parking spot from. Damn, he wished he’d gotten her name.

      “Why does she look familiar?” Slim motioned over towards the girl and the chick she was sitting with as he walked to stand next to Cash.

      “They go to school with us. I stole the blonde one’s parking spot this morning.”

      “The dark-headed one is the one I’m talking about. I know who the blonde is.” Slim got a glimpse at both of them as they faced the crowd again. He whistled between his teeth. “Nice first impression, my man. Harper is Grade-A, want-to-get-to-know-her, possible life-changing pussy from what I’ve heard.” Slim laughed, shaking his head.

      “I was running late,” he defended himself. “You know they’re on the verge of kickin’ me out as it is.” He scowled. “And don’t call that chick Grade-A pussy. Do you kiss your momma with that mouth? By the way, the dark-headed one is named Natalie. She and I have a class together. She’s quiet, too quiet for you.”

      Slim ignored the comment about Harper and forged on. “Which is fuckin’ ridiculous. You’re one of the best mechanics I’ve ever met in my life.”

      That was high praise coming from Slim, and Cash took a moment to bask in the limelight. He’d never been one to need that kind of praise, had never gotten it as a child, but the conversation with his mom had left him feeling more raw than he cared to admit. “Thanks, that means a lot coming from you.”

      “Last call for bets,” Rodrigo yelled, turning around in a circle.

      “What I wouldn’t give to win all the money people place on us,” Cash mumbled, seeing the wad of bills in Rodrigo’s hand.

      “No shit, but you have to admit, Rodrigo’s a star when it comes to gettin’ people out here. I mean, if it wasn’t for him, we’d still be racin’ just for pink slips.”

      He and Slim shook hands before Slim made his way back to his car. Left by himself again, Cash once again let his gaze wander. It went straight back to the blonde. He wondered what had made her decide to come out tonight, of all nights. His hazel eyes did a quick sweep of her body when she hopped off the hood of the car and walked to the passenger side, opened the door, and leaned in to grab something out.

      She wasn’t his normal. He could tell that right away. His normal was usually thin, had huge tits, and small hips. This girl…was built like a brickhouse. She was strong, her ass was high and tight, and she looked like she could handle the headboard banging against the wall for more than two minutes. His body responded to his thoughts, and he shook his head. He needed to get his mind into the race he was about to run. Money was more important than sex to him at this juncture of his life, as much as it pained him to admit.

      

      “He’s staring at you.” Nat smacked her on the shoulder as she came back around to sit on the car again. She’d grabbed some gum to chew and a hoodie to sit on.

      “Who?”

      “Cash Montgomery. He’s looking at you like you’re naked and writhing beneath him while he gives you the pounding of your life.”

      Harper’s eyes widened, and she glared at her friend. “You’ve been reading too many romance novels. The pounding of my life? That sounds painful, like he’s beating the shit out of me.” She laughed.

      “That guy is walking sex, and he’s looking at you like you’re an ice cream cone he wants to lick up,” she mumbled. “Lucky bitch. Not only does he drive fast cars, but he’s affiliated with the Heaven Hill MC. That’s a whole lot of bad boy right there.”

      It took everything Harper had not to turn her glance towards the man they were talking about. She could feel his eyes on her, could feel it in the way her skin rose with goosebumps, the way her nipples tingled against her bra. The vibes he was sending her way were as much palpable as they were sexual. Sexual awareness was rolling off of him in waves, and she had never felt that before.

      “You’re safe now; you can stop looking everywhere but at him. They’re getting into their cars.” Nat laughed.

      “I was not doing that.”

      “The fuck you weren’t.”

      Having been friends for so long, they knew each other very well, and Harper couldn’t help the giggle that escaped her throat. She was so right.

      “C’mon.” Nat grabbed her hand and pulled her off the car. “Now that they’re lining up, we wait for them at the finish line.”

      

      Cash listened to the loud drumbeat and guitars of the rock song blaring over his speakers. Some drivers listened to hip hop, some listened to nothing, but there was nothing like a good rock song to make him want to drive fast. He faced forward in his car, waiting for the flagger to start the race. He couldn’t jump it, but he couldn’t lay off either. A good start was what made the difference between a winner and a loser. Tonight, he didn’t plan on being a loser. He had plans for this money, and he needed it in a big way.

      It was an effort to blank his mind, to take everything out that worried him, to take everything out that he wondered about, so that he could concentrate on nothing besides the road in front of him and the steering wheel in his hand. Almost in slow motion, the flagger dropped the bandana and it was on.

      He accelerated, shifting through the gears, grinning when he saw he’d gotten a good start; he switched lanes, effectively blocking Slim. Slim was his main competition. Once in a while, one of the other guys who sometimes ran the Trail got lucky, but mostly it was him and Slim. They were the real stars.

      He cursed when he saw Slim switch lanes and accelerate towards him, almost catching up. He may be a friend, but tonight, for these few seconds, he was foe. Cash’s eyes took in the road they raced on, mentally calculating how he could work the sparse traffic to his advantage. It wasn’t particularly safe for them to race on public roads, but they did what they had to.

      He saw his shot when a slower car moved into the lane Slim was in. Shifting, Cash merged in front of that car, effectively using them as a block, while Slim had to scramble to figure out how to regain momentum. Cash could see the finish line and knew as long as he kept it in a straight line he would be the winner.

      He crossed the line first, feeling relief even as his hands shook from the adrenaline. Pulling his car back around to the crowd, he drove up to Rodrigo.

      “How was that?”

      “You are insane, my friend, but you’re what brings me my money.”

      Rodrigo opened his mouth to say something else, but he was interrupted by blue lights flashing in the distance and the sound of sirens.

      “Fuck.” Cash glanced in his rearview to see how close they were. What he saw he didn’t like.

      “Catch you tomorrow,” Rodrigo yelled as he made a mad dash towards his car.

      

      The crowd went insane as they saw the blue lights flashing towards them. Harper and Nat held hands as they tried to make their way back to Nat’s car, but the crowd jostled them, breaking them apart.

      “Nat,” she yelled, not able to see her anymore in the throng of people. If Nat left her, she was done for; she’d definitely be going to jail. This fucking sucked.

      “Get in,” she heard a voice yell at her.

      She stopped short, realizing that voice belonged to Cash. He’d parked the car next to her and opened the passenger side door for her.

      “Get the fuck in; we don’t have much time.”

      “Why?” she couldn’t help but question.

      “I owe you for the parking spot. Now come the fuck on.”

      Glancing up at the cops and then back down at him, she knew her best bet was to go with him.

      “Fuck me,” she mumbled before she got in and shut the door, hurrying to buckle up as he sped off.

      Definitely not how she’d planned for her night to end.
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      “Do you think they’ll follow us?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder as he took her out into the county, using Highway 526 to get off the main roads.

      “Not out here, but we have to make sure we get far enough away from the scene,” he told her as he slowed and downshifted to go around a particularly sharp curve.

      She held on tightly as they came out of the curve and he accelerated sharply again. She’d never been in a car like this, never ridden with someone who drove with as much abandon as he did. Her eyes landed on his hands, which rested lazily on the steering wheel. She knew their speed was approaching three digits, but he wasn’t white-knuckling the way she would be. No, Cash was completely comfortable in the driver’s seat.

      “You don’t have to be scared; I know what I’m doing,” he told her as he chanced a glance in her direction. “I’ve been driving since I was fourteen.”

      “Fourteen?” Harper squeaked. “How did you manage to pull that one off?”

      He gave himself a mental slap upside the head. Telling her why would reveal something personal about him. He wasn’t one to talk about his personal life, especially with girls he picked up at races, but he was the one who had started this. He’d wanted to set her at ease, and those were the words that had chosen to come out of his mouth at that particular time.

      “My mom’s a single mom, and I have a little brother. She works crazy hours, and someone had to shuttle him back and forth, ya know, make sure he was looked after.”

      Harper let those words sink in. When he’d said he’d been driving since he was fourteen, she assumed that meant he had been joyriding. No, this boy had been taking care of his family. “Wow.” She ran her fingers through her hair and pulled it back off her neck using one hand. “I was scared to death to drive when I turned sixteen. I can imagine how you felt at fourteen.”

      One side of his mouth tilted in a grin. “Nah, I’ve always loved cars. I was excited to do it.”

      They drove along in silence for a few miles before he stopped at a stop sign and made a left turn onto Highway 185, which would take them back into the city of Bowling Green.

      “Am I taking you home?” he asked as he got the car back up to speed.

      She noticed this time their speed was much more relaxed, and he wasn’t checking his rearview every few seconds. Obviously he thought their potential brush with the law was over. “If you don’t mind, I’ll give you directions.”

      “Not a problem, but first we have to go meet Rodrigo. If I don’t get my money tonight, that fucker will spend it all.”

      In her back pocket, her phone vibrated, and she adjusted so she could get to it. Pulling it up to her face, she saw she had a text from Nat.

      I saw you hop in Cash’s car…everything good? I’ve got your purse, and I’ll bring it to school tomorrow.

      Everything’s good, he’s taking me home. She texted back quickly, not wanting her friend to worry. Although, if she knew Nat, she was more interested in whether any naked action would be going on in this car tonight.

      Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do…

      Harper could just see the look on Nat’s face, could just hear her voice. She also knew there weren’t many things Nat wouldn’t do. Shaking her head, she put the phone back in her pocket.

      “Was that your friend?”

      “Yeah, she was making sure I’m getting home okay. She said she saw me get in your car, which means everyone else at the Trail did too.” She shifted, not sure how she felt about that.

      “Well don’t say it like it’s such a bad thing, sweetheart. Most of those ladies would kill to be you, and tomorrow, they’ll be wondering if we had a go in the backseat.”

      For some reason, him saying that pissed her off. “Does that kind of reputation make you happy?”

      He was surprised at her anger and dialed his bravado down a notch. “No, and let me tell you, half the shit you hear about me isn’t true.”

      “So you aren’t in with the Heaven Hill MC?” she blurted.

      Cash smiled widely. “You seem to know an awful lot about me, darlin’, and here I just learned your name.”

      She blew out a breath. “Don’t think so highly of yourself. Everyone knows something about you. Either they talk about how hot you are, how fast your car is, or how you’re affiliated with the MC. I’ll admit, before this morning, I didn’t know your name either or what you looked like, but everyone knows of you.”

      “It’s always good to find out what people are saying behind your back. You’ve been a boon of information for me.”

      Harper cringed. Had she hurt his feelings? “Don’t tell me you didn’t know what people have been saying about you.”

      “No, I do know, but it always cracks me up just how wrong they have it.”

      Situating herself in the seat as best she could, she turned to face him. “So why don’t you tell me the truth, Cash Montgomery? Who are you really?”

      

      Who was he?

      No one had ever asked him that question before. To be honest, he was pretty sure no one had ever cared to know the answer before. “I’m just a guy trying to do what’s best for his family.”

      Harper’s brow knitted. “Really? You’re not just a twenty-one-year-old guy looking for a good time? You’re that dedicated? You don’t want to live a little?”

      Oh, he wanted to live. He wanted to go to the parties his friends talked about, he wanted to get drunk at a bar and take a chick home and fuck her all night without thinking of the consequences. But… “I have responsibilities.”

      So did she, but they were getting in the way of everything, everything that she wanted to do and everything she could imagine herself doing with the guy sitting in the driver’s seat of this car. “Not to me you don’t.”

      The way she said the words made him stop the car and pull it over on the side of the road. “What are you sayin’ to me?”

      She unbuckled her seat belt and leaned in closer. “I’m saying I have responsibilities too, ones that weigh me down and never allow me to have any fun. I think you and I could have some fun together.”

      “No strings?” he questioned, wanting to make sure he understood what she said.

      “I don’t want strings. I’m nineteen; I just wanna have a good time. Like you, I have people who count on me, but sometimes, I want to throw caution to the wind and let my freak flag fly, so to speak.”

      His gaze raked over her body. This hot girl was telling him she wanted to use him to let her freak flag fly and there would be no consequences to it? There would be no one bitching he spent too much time with his brother, acted too much like an adult with his mom, spent too much money on his car? She wanted to have a good time? With him? Fuck. Yes.

      “Alright, Harper…What’s your last name?”

      She laughed. “Stillwell. My name is Harper Stillwell.”

      “Well, Harper Stillwell, you’ve got yourself a deal.”

      They lapsed into silence, and tension hung between them. Neither was sure what to do, now that they’d made this agreement. Leaning over the center console, Cash placed his hand on her neck. “I guess before we go any further, we should probably see if we have chemistry.”

      Oh right, that was something she’d been lacking with most everyone she’d been with. The inside of the car was cramped, so she checked the road before stepping out and walking around to the back. Cash took her cue and met her there. His eyes were intense as he walked towards her, and her mouth went dry.

      “About that chemistry.” She licked her lips, and that was all the invitation he needed.

      Pressing her up against the trunk of the car, Cash situated himself between her thighs and proceeded to get so far up against her she didn’t know where he started and she ended. His mouth owned hers, situating her to his liking as he coaxed her lips open and stroking his tongue with hers. Desperate to keep upright, she locked her arms around his waist and held on for dear life.

      No kiss had ever affected her the way this one did. Her heart hammered in her ears, her thighs shook, and her core clenched.

      As Cash brought her down, pulling back on the intensity of the kiss, she sighed. Harper grasped her hands in his T-shirt and tried to anchor herself on the pavement. If this was any indication of the kind of chemistry the two of them had, they were in for a wild ride.
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      People were staring at her. People who had never once looked in her direction were blatantly staring at her. It had been happening ever since she’d gotten into the line of cars that turned into the school every morning. The stares had increased as she pulled into the parking lot and searched for a spot.

      “Do I have something on my face?” Harper asked as she got out of her car, gratefully grabbing the purse Nat held out to her.

      “No, girl. You left the Trail last night with Cash Montgomery.” The “duh” went unspoken between the two of them. “Of course people are going to be staring at you today. They want to know what happened last night. With his reputation, they’ll probably be expectin’ a baby to pop out of you in nine months.”

      “They’re going to be very disappointed.” Harper shook her head.

      “So you mean to tell me that absolutely nothing happened with him? You left with him, he took you home, and nothing happened? That sounds nothing like the rumors.” The tone with which Nat spoke told her she did not believe her friend at all and was ready to call her bullshit.

      “You forget, I was there,” Harper argued. “Do I look like the kind of woman who tumbles into bed with a man on a whim? Have I ever been the type of woman to do that?” She’d only lost her virginity because she’d been sick of being the only one of her friends who hadn’t yet lost it.

      “Not on a whim, but you have to admit, he’s a nice looking man.” Nat’s eyes traveled to the left side of the parking lot, where the object of their conversation had parked his car and was striding towards them.

      In the light of day, Harper had to readily admit how good-looking he was. To put it bluntly, he was fucking hot. Not in the way movie stars were hot. No, he was hot in the way blue-collar men were hot. She could tell he worked with his hands, that his muscles weren’t there because he liked to play sports or because he spent hours in a gym. They were earned the hard way. He looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. His dark hair was rumpled; the beginnings of a beard showed on his cheeks and chin, even his eyes looked sleepy. They had dark circles under them, telling her without words how many hours he probably spent on the Trail each week. The shirt he wore was wrinkled and old. She could see the edges of the ink he sported peeking out from under the frayed edges at his bicep.

      She wasn’t sure what she expected from him, but she didn’t expect the bright smile and wave he directed her way.

      “You liar.” Nat smacked her on the shoulder. “What happened?”

      “I told you.” Harper turned so that she faced her best friend. “He drove me home. Maybe we kind of became friends, but that’s it.”

      “Kind of became friends?”

      As the two of them made their way off to their classes, Nat swore to herself she wasn’t going to let this go.

      

      “It’s about time you made it here this week.”

      Cash looked up at the sound of the voice. Liam Walker wasn’t someone you messed with; he wasn’t someone you wanted to be on the bad side of. As the president of the Heaven Hill MC, he got a lot of respect in the small town of Bowling Green, but at the same time, he had earned that respect. No one wanted to cross his path on the wrong side.

      “Sorry,” Cash apologized, as he lifted his arms out of the car he was working on. “I’ve been busting ass at school, we had two Trail runs, and I’ve been watching Remy while Mom worked. Things seem to be leveling out now, though. Sorry I’ve been a little incommunicado.”

      “You know you can come and go as you please, my man. We were a little worried about you. Next time things are gonna be crazy for you, at least text me or Tyler.”

      “Will do. I didn’t mean to worry anybody.”

      Truth was, there had been no one to worry about him in a very long time. He wasn’t used to checking in with people. He’d purposely kept his trouble as a teenager to a minimum so that he didn’t have to have a probation officer. In his world, he was his own authority, his own parent, and for someone else to worry about him was foreign.

      Liam grinned. “What can I say? We’ve all taken you in as our own a little around here. You have one of those personalities where we can’t help but kinda like you.”

      Cash knew Liam was paying him a huge compliment, and he appreciated it, but it still made him uncomfortable. He didn’t know what to say, how to react to the praise. Liam must have sensed that because he quickly changed the subject.

      “I hear you won twice at the Trail in the past couple of days.”

      “Yeah.” Cash’s face became animated. Racing was truly something he loved. It was the one thing guaranteed to bring a smile to his face. “The second race was very impromptu, but the first one I needed to win.”

      “How is Remy?” Liam asked. Cash had worked for them long enough that everyone in the club knew about his family.

      “It’s been two months in between asthma attacks. That’s the longest he’s gone in a very long time. I’m cautiously optimistic the medicine they have him on is gonna work this time, but it’s fucking expensive. Mom’s insurance doesn’t cover it, and now that she’s been promoted to manager, we no longer qualify for state aide,” he admitted to the older man.

      “Damn, boy, that’s tough. If you need to pick up some extra work, you know you can work as much as you want here.”

      It was on the tip of Cash’s tongue to ask about the MC, but that wasn’t something anyone did, even if they were considered a friend. Besides, he wasn’t a motorcycle fan; he loved cars, and he loved to drive fast. He also loved that he was completely enclosed in a car. There was a lot of glass and metal between him and the road if shit went south.

      “I appreciate that. You don’t know how much.”

      Liam had a bit of an idea. This kid reminded him a lot of Drew when Drew had come to live with him. He could see the need for a father figure in this kid’s eyes, but Liam worried he would never get that figure. “Whatever you need, you let us know.” He clapped his hand on Cash’s back and turned to leave, but then stopped himself. “By the way, I was out in your neighborhood the other day. Why didn’t you tell us your gutter fell again?”

      “I can fix it,” Cash argued.

      “When? In the wee hours of the morning in between Trail runs, doing homework, and keeping up with the millions of girls you have chasing your dick?” Liam joked. “I don’t wanna hear any shit. Tyler and I will be out there to fix it in the morning.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No thanks needed.”

      Cash watched as Liam walked away, fighting back tears of humiliation. He’d always been able to take care of his family, and it killed him to let other people help. It didn’t matter that they only meant well, it still made him feel like a failure because someone else had to step in. It was crazy, he knew that without a doubt, but it still didn’t make the feelings go away. To cover up his feelings, he bent down, putting his head back into the body of the car he was working on. At least doing this, his mind slowed down, his worries went away, and he could be the twenty-one-year-old kid he sometimes dreamed he was.
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      He was taking a huge chance, showing up here. They’d not discussed this, at all, but he’d wanted to see her. He’d had to see her. In the short time they had been together the night before, she’d calmed him. There was no explanation for it, and he couldn’t even tell how he’d felt calmer, but he had. He wanted that feeling again, but he felt like a stalker waiting here outside the catering company Harper was working for. Travis Steele, IT expert for Heaven Hill, was a great guy to have in your corner when you needed info on someone else.

      With anyone else, he would have walked in there, grabbed her up, and told her exactly what he wanted to do with her. There was something about this woman that told him that method wouldn’t work. She would run. He knew that without a doubt. So here he sat in the parking lot, waiting for her to get off work, hiding in the shadows like a criminal.

      Glancing at the clock on his dashboard, he saw the time and recognized it as the time Nat had told him Harper would be getting off work. Right on cue, he saw her walk out of the building. She was oblivious to her surroundings, not following any of the safety rules that were supposed to be engrained in women from birth.

      “Harper,” he yelled, hoping he wouldn’t scare her to death.

      She jumped but glanced his way, a curious look on her face. “Hey,” she called out as she walked over to where he sat in his car. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just wanted to see you.” He shrugged, getting out of the car and coming around to the front of it so they could stand next to one another.

      She wanted to ask him why, wanted to know how he’d known where she worked, but those questions invited answers that might take them too deeply into something that was supposed to be for fun. “Well, you’ve seen me.” She playfully curtsied and spun herself around in a circle.

      As she came to a stop in front of him, he encircled her waist with his arms, pulling her closer to him. “I’ve been thinking about this since the last time I did it,” he whispered, entangling his fingers in her hair. When he gripped her scalp, he pulled her lips to his, claiming her mouth with his own.

      He’d kissed lots of girls in his lifetime, more than he wanted to count. Hell, if he did count them, he would be ashamed at the number, but there was something about the energy this one gave him. It was a clench in the pit of his stomach, a zing of energy that made him want to brand her. There were no words he could put to the feelings, no emotion he could use to describe it, but he’d known he wanted to feel it again.

      Harper gripped his shirt in her hands, standing on tiptoe as she let him dominate her mouth. There was a small voice in the back of her mind that told her she should put a stop to this, that if she let this get out of hand, she might never be able to come back from it, but she couldn’t. Even though her experience was limited, she knew the way they kissed wasn’t normal. It was all-consuming.

      Cash leaned back against the hood of the car, pulling her so that she stood in between his legs. It gave him the leverage he needed to guide her head to the left and right; it let him ravage her mouth with his. One hand disentangled itself from her hair and trailed down her back, stopping over her jean-clad ass, grasping the cheek, pulling her thigh tight around his body.

      “Cash,” she breathed against his lips. “What are we doing?”

      He didn’t know. The only thing he knew was that he needed this; he needed the feeling he had with her. There was so much in his everyday life that got in the way of his feelings, that caused him to be completely numb. With her, he felt something at least, even if it was arousal.

      “Being young and dumb,” he answered. Using both hands to grasp her completely under the ass, he wrapped her legs around his waist and turned them so she now rested on the hood of the car.

      Young and dumb was a good way to describe this, and she knew it, but she’d had so few reasons to be young and dumb that she couldn’t make herself stop. Her fingers trailed down to the edge of his T-shirt, pushing it up around his stomach. There weren’t a lot of people milling around this portion of the university at this time of night. The rest of the catering staff lived in the dorms and didn’t have cars in the employee parking lot. Throwing caution to the wind, she stopped the kiss and pulled his shirt over his head, sighing as she finally saw the tattoo that she kept getting a glimpse of. A female sugar skull covered one pectoral and a male sugar skull covered the other. The part that kept peeking out from under his T-shirt was a cross with writing over it that she couldn’t quite read. Silver barbells adorned his nipples, and her mouth watered as she fought the immediate reaction to take one between her lips.

      “Wow,” she breathed, gasping as her heart raced.

      “What?” he asked, but the grin that tilted up the corner of his mouth told her he knew exactly what she was wowing.

      He was different than any other guy she’d ever been with. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but he wasn’t immature. He may make immature decisions, but he was
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