
        
            [image: cover]
        

    



[image: tmp_025741c1f43a8966e00a526b1e62674f_EGjcR9_html_m1c05f7f5.jpg]

* * * *

 


This is a work of
fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents
are either the product of the author's imagination or are used
fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and
trademark owners of various products, bands, and/or restaurants
referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without
permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not
authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark
owners.

All rights reserved.

 


Copyright © 2017 by S.C.
Stephens

Cover photography by
Claudio Marinesco

Cover design © Hang Le
byhangle.com

Editing by Madison
Seidler Editing Services

Formatting by JT
Formatting

 


Without limiting the
rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication
may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the
prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above
publisher of this book.

 


This ebook is licensed
for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your
favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 


Smashwords Edition

ISBN: 978-1370159673

 



 


 


 


 


This one is for Addy.
Keep fighting the good fight.

***

 



 Table of
Contents

Title Page

Acknowledgements

Chapter
1

Chapter
2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Preview of Furious Rush

About the Author

Also by S.C. Stephens

 






 


 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

 


 


First off, I’d like to
thank everyone who read the first book, Furious Rush, and
messaged me, clamoring for more! I had so much fun writing this
sequel, and I hope you had as much fun reading it! And now on to
book three!

A huge thank you to my agent,
Kristyn Keene of ICM Partners, who was a tremendous help in putting
this book together. Hugs to everyone at Forever/Grand Central
Publishing, who have done such a great job promoting the series.
Much love to Holly and Katie, for beta reading this for me. Your
input was greatly appreciated, and thank you so much for fitting me
in at a moment’s notice!

Thank you to my editor, Madison Seidler, my
formatter, Julie Titus of JT Formatting, my cover designer, Hang
Le, and my web designer Lysa Lessieur of Pegasus Designs. I would
be lost without your help! And to all the numerous blogs, readers,
and authors who have supported me over the years—from the bottom of
my heart, thank you so much! I wouldn’t be able to continue in this
business without your kind words and (sometimes daily)
encouragement.

***

 





CHAPTER 1

 


~Hayden~

4 years ago

 


“Here you go,
Hayden...the best shit your money can buy.” Hookup handed me a
manila envelope, and my fingers twitched as I took it. There was
supposed to be an engagement ring inside, and not just any ring,
but a ring fit for a queen. Fit for my queen.

Once I had the envelope in my
hands, I was hesitant to look inside. Hookup wasn’t that great with
matters of the heart—his interests tended to revolve around making
money—so I wasn’t sure what to expect. He could have messed this up
in so many ways, and I really couldn’t afford to buy a ring like
this twice. But when I’d told Hookup my plan to propose to my
girlfriend, Felicia, he’d assured me that he knew a guy who knew a
guy who could get me something I’d never be able to afford on my
own. I was fairly certain I was holding stolen property.

Inhaling a deep breath, I
pulled back the envelope flap to peek at the ring nestled in the
crevice at the bottom. My eyes widened in surprise at the size of
the rock Hookup had nabbed. It was so big it was almost gaudy.
Pulling the shiny adornment out of its hiding place, I studied it
for any obvious flaws that would proclaim it a knockoff; I couldn’t
find any. “Damn, Hookup. I don’t want to know where you got this,
but it’s perfect. Thanks, man.”

I clasped his shoulder in a
quick hug; my cheeks were beginning to hurt, I was grinning so
hard. “No problem, dude. Just remember, when you finally knock up
Felicia, you’re having a boy and you’re naming him Tony, after me.
Izzy already took care of naming a girl after me with Antonia.
Speaking of which, we should get going. You know Iz will kill us if
we’re late.”

Nodding, I stuffed the ring
into my jacket pocket. “Yeah, let’s go.”

As we walked to our
vehicles—a black, souped-up Acura for Hookup, a super-fast Suzuki
for me—Hookup pointed to my pocket. “So, you gonna give that to
Felicia today?”

Just his question made me
feel lightheaded and dizzy. I’d been thinking about doing it today,
and, of course, every time I thought about it, I felt like throwing
up. But today was the perfect day to ask Felicia to marry me. In
addition to being Antonia’s third birthday, it was also my
nineteenth birthday. Everyone I cared about was going to be at our
joint birthday party. And to make things even better, timing-wise,
Felicia was turning eighteen in another month. We’d both finally be
free.

As I felt the hard ring in my
pocket, I told Hookup, “Yeah, yeah, I think so.” My gut twisted
again, but I ignored it. The diamond resting in my jacket was the
perfect embodiment of my relationship with Felicia, and it belonged
on her finger. We’d known each other forever, but we’d begun dating
when I was fourteen years old, and sure, maybe nineteen was a
little young to settle down with just one girl for the rest of my
life, but she was no ordinary girl, and the two of us had never had
an ordinary life.

Both of us had been taken
from our biological parents when we’d been about Antonia’s age.
We’d bounced around the system, floundering for someone or
something to replace everything we’d lost. Instead of being handed
what we’d needed to survive, the two of us had fought tooth and
nail for every scrap. We were a team; we had each other’s backs,
and there was no one else I wanted by my side. Why wait another ten
years to get married, when I already knew I wanted to be with her
for the rest of my life? Always had, always would. She was my
destiny.

A few minutes later, Hookup
and I pulled into the parking lot of Izzy’s apartment building.
Being a single mom was hard on Izzy, but then again, having a baby
at fifteen had been hard on her. The douchebag who’d knocked her up
had bailed on her the minute he’d realized she wasn’t just gaining
weight, but was actually going to have a child. Having him split
had been a walk in the park in comparison to having a kid when she
was still a kid, but we—Hookup, Felicia, and I—felt like Antonia
was ours, too, so we did everything we could for Izzy. And man…that
kid… Antonia was something special. There wasn’t anything I
wouldn’t do for her, and hell if I was going to let her have a
childhood like mine. If it was the last thing I did on this Earth,
she would know what having a father felt like. And, in a way,
thanks to her, I knew what having a daughter felt like. I was there
the day she was born. I’d changed mountains of diapers, fed her
gallons of formula. I was the one who’d taught her how to walk, and
my name was the first thing she’d said. Well, technically, it was
“Hay,” but I was claiming it. That kid meant the world to me…which
was why I was starting to get really concerned about her. She’d
been sick a lot lately—run-down, tired, nauseous—like she’d caught
something she just couldn’t shake. Izzy was freaked out about it,
so we all took turns reassuring her that Antonia was going to be
fine. And she had to be; she was just a toddler after all. How bad
could it be?

I had a huge bag full of toys
for Antonia strapped to my back, the focal point of which was one
of those American Girl dolls. I swear the thing cost as much as
Felicia’s ring. Thank God I was making decent money street-racing
for Hookup. He’d turned Felicia and me onto it before we’d even
been old enough to drive. That fact had never concerned me though.
Since all of it was illegal, being underage had hardly seemed worth
worrying about.

God, I loved racing, and I
was good at it—damn good at it; I hardly ever lost. Beating someone
to the line…it ignited something in me, something thorny and
dangerous. Hope. Hope and dreams. And the more I competed, the more
I began to believe that maybe one day I could race motorcycles for
a living—legitimately. I couldn’t think of a better life for me,
and there was certainly nothing I wanted to do more. Felicia could
probably race professionally, too, since she was top-notch. Yeah,
the two of us racing for a team together…it sounded perfect.

Hookup caught up to me at
Izzy’s door. Banging on the hard wood once, I turned the knob and
walked right in. Warmth and laughter greeted us as we stepped
inside, and the first thing that drew my eye was seeing my girl,
standing by a window, drenched in sunshine, smiling at me. Fuck,
she was gorgeous. Long, dark brown curls cascaded down her back;
huge, deep brown eyes glinted with playful mischief; full, pouty
lips that I could suck on for days. God, just thinking about
kissing her was exciting me. How long did we have to stay here
before we could quietly slip away for the night? Because I’d really
love to end this birthday with those arms and legs wrapped around
me.

“Hey, babe,” I said, sliding
up to her side.

“Hi Hayden,” she purred in
return. “Happy Birthday.” There was a gleam in her eyes that told
me she wanted to end the night the same way I did, and from the
heat I saw boiling in the dark depths, she was going to do things
to me that were going to leave me walking funny in the morning.
Sweet Jesus. We were leaving after cake.

Just as I thanked her for the
acknowledgement, a tiny pair of arms wrapped around my waist.
“Unckey Haydey!”

Felicia laughed in amusement.
“Haydey…I like it. I’m using it.”

I gave her a frown before
bending down to scoop up Antonia; she was limp in my arms, almost
weightless. Antonia looked just like her mom and Hookup, her
biological uncle. She had their tan, Hispanic skin, tiny frame, and
their dark eyes and dark hair, but right now, Antonia was pale,
with deep circles under her eyes. She looked like she was about to
drop from exhaustion at any minute. Squeezing her tight, I kissed
her head of thick hair. “Hey, kiddo. Happy Birthday.”

She sighed contentedly,
snuggled into my arms, then didn’t move. It took me a minute to
realize she’d fallen asleep. Icy fear tightened my chest, but I
shoved it aside. Izzy had taken her to the park this morning, and
she was just tired from the long day. I’m sure it was close to her
naptime anyway. It was nothing to worry about.

Looking around for Izzy, I
spotted her standing next to the cake table with Hookup. She looked
irritated, and I wondered if Hookup had told her about the ring. I
knew she was excited about the idea of Felicia and me getting
married, so that wasn’t the problem, but Izzy hated
Hookup’s…extracurricular activities, and was probably ticked that
the ring was hot property. She’d get over it, though. Izzy forgave
Hookup a lot.

“Hey, Iz,” I said, walking
over. “Someone’s done for the day.”

Izzy swung her head my way,
and, for the millionth time, I was taken aback by how young she
looked. No matter how hard I tried to see her any other way, she
always looked twelve to me. Probably always would. It made the
instinct to protect her that much stronger. Blood or not, Izzy was
my sister.

She frowned as she stared at
her passed-out daughter. “I don’t get it. She shouldn’t be that
tired. She didn’t even go on the playground, she just wanted to
cuddle…”

Her eyes watered with worry,
and I tossed her an untroubled smile that I hoped looked
believable. “She’s fine, Iz. Just sleepy.”

Looking a little comforted,
Izzy held out her hands. “Guess I’ll put her to bed.”

Hookup frowned as I
transferred Antonia to her mom. “No, wake her up, Iz. I want her to
see what I got her.” He rubbed his hands together and grinned like
he was about to win an award for best gift-giving.

With a subtle glare, Izzy
shook her head. “She’ll open it later, Tony. Right now, she needs
rest.”

Hookup grunted, clearly
annoyed, but he didn’t say anything else. Felicia twined her
fingers with mine as we watched Izzy disappear with her daughter.
“I hope she’s okay,” Felicia whispered, leaning into my side. She
smelled like her favorite Jasmine perfume, something that normally
would have ignited my senses, but her words cooled my jets.

“Yeah, I hope so too.”

Hookup waved an irritated
hand at both of us. “She’s fine. Kids get sick, it’s what they
do.”

Without saying anything,
Felicia and I looked at each other at the exact same time. She
raised a brow, and I rolled my eyes, then we both let out a laugh.
It drove our friends nuts, the way we communicated without
words.

Hookup glanced at us, then
returned his attention to the cake table. He stared at the two
cakes for a solid ten seconds before finally saying, “Oh shit! It’s
your birthday, Hayden! I always forget you and Antonia are twins.
So, where we goin’ tonight to celebrate?”

I waved a hand at the room
overflowing with balloons, streamers, and large, toddler-friendly
confetti. “We are celebrating.”

Hookup gave me an unamused,
blank stare. “I meant after this, jackass. Go to a strip club, go
down to Mexico, what do you want to do?”

“I want to be with Felicia,
and since she can’t do either of those things—”

“Or wants to do either
of those things,” she smoothly interjected.

Smiling at Felicia, I
finished with, “So we’re staying here. And besides, I’ve got that
thing I was gonna do later.” I stressed the word “thing” as
hard as I could, but I really didn’t know if Hookup got the hint.
How he’d forgotten my plans to propose to Felicia in such a short
amount of time was beyond me.

“Yeah, okay, fine. I was
thinkin’ of meeting up with Grunts later anyway. He’s got a tip on
an underground fight club that we’re gonna check out. You guys want
to place a bet if we find something?”

Felicia and I both said no at
the exact same time. Placing bets with Hookup usually wasn’t a good
idea. If he did happen to win the bet, he usually took a pretty
generous cut of the winnings. He called it a commission.

Hookup pursed his lips and
shook his head, like he thought we were idiots for missing out.
“Whatever. I’m gonna call Grunts, find out what time that shit’s
going down.” He pulled out his phone with one hand, trailing his
other finger along the edge of the cake. Smiling, he stuck the glob
of frosting in his mouth as he walked away.

Finding myself alone with
Felicia with an engagement ring in my pocket made my heart start to
pound. Was now a good time? With Antonia sleeping and Hookup making
plans? Should I wait until everyone came back together? Or maybe I
should do it tonight, when it was just the two of us. Fuck, I
didn’t know, and I hated not knowing what to do.

Possibly sensing my turmoil,
Felicia laced her arms around my neck. “You look nervous. That have
anything to do with this ‘thing’ you’re doing tonight?” Her lips
twitched, like she was trying to contain a smile. Did she know what
I’d been planning for the last two weeks? Probably…she knew me
better than anyone.

With a casual smile plastered
on my face, I told her, “I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

Leaning in, she placed a
light kiss on my lips; she tasted like chocolate, and I wondered if
she’d swiped some frosting too. Great, now I wanted to smother her
in chocolate and lick her clean. “You sure about that?” she
murmured, her lips returning to mine. She sucked my bottom lip into
her mouth this time, and a small groan escaped me. God…maybe we
wouldn’t stay for cake after all.

“Uh…pretty sure…no special
plans…just hanging with you…”

With a small, seductive
laugh, she brought her mouth to my earlobe. After trailing her
tongue up the edge of my ear, she said in a low voice, “Really? So
you weren’t reminding Hookup about something…important?”

The sensual movement made a
pulsing rush of desire go through me. God…what was she asking
about? “Um…well…” I was just about to spill every single secret I
had, when the shrill ring of a telephone cut through the air.
Regaining my senses, I took a step back. Nice try,
Tucker.

Felicia looked both amused
and annoyed as she saw my defenses quickly reforming. Izzy rushed
into the room as I unlaced Felicia’s arms from around me. It would
be easier to not spill my plans if we weren’t touching. That girl
could undo me so easily, it was embarrassing.

Izzy hurried from Antonia’s
room to pick up the phone handset. “Hello? Yes, this is Isabel. Do
you have Antonia’s test results back? Do you know what’s wrong with
her?”

Flicking a glance at Felicia,
I heard Hookup hanging up with Grunts. Izzy had mentioned that the
doctor had run some tests the last time she’d taken Antonia to see
him. If they had some information for Izzy, maybe it would put her
mind at ease.

All three of us turned to
watch Izzy as she nervously chewed on her lip while she listened.
After a second, her brows creased. “What do you mean you can’t tell
me over the phone?” She was silent a moment, then said, “No, I
don’t want to come in tomorrow and talk to the doctor, I want to
know what the hell is wrong with my daughter right now!” In a
quieter voice, she added, “If you know anything, please, tell
me. I don’t want to wait. I can’t wait.”

Eyes wide, Izzy scanned the
room. Feeling like she needed me, I left Felicia’s side and put a
hand on Izzy’s shoulder. She reached up to grab it with an iron
grip that only got tighter with every passing second. “No…she can’t
have… She’s only three years old…and today’s her birthday…and she
just can’t…” She swallowed, then nodded. When she spoke again, her
voice was flat, dead. “Of course, we’ll come in tomorrow. What
time?”

She listened to something,
then hung up the phone without even saying goodbye. My heart was
thundering now as I looked at her; her expression was void, numb,
but I knew it wouldn’t stay that way. “Izzy? What is it? What’s
wrong with her?”

Izzy looked up to meet my
eyes, and, as she stared at me, the orbs filled to the brim with
tears. “They still need to do more tests, but they’re fairly
certain…they think she’s got leukemia…” Her voice trailed off, but
the word she’d just spoken thundered inside my head with the
ferocity of a raging storm. The tears spilled from Izzy’s eyes as
her face crumpled in desolation. “Hayden…my baby’s got cancer…”

She completely fell apart
then, dropping into my arms so heavily, I struggled to keep her
upright. Racking sobs that were too big for her small body left
her, and I felt my eyes sting with tears, felt the hot trails
rolling down my cheeks. From behind me, I heard Felicia begin to
cry, as her arms wrapped around Izzy and me. Hookup was cursing,
then sniffling, then falling to his knees with his head buried in
his hands.

No…it couldn’t be true. It
had to be something else—anything else. She was only three
years old…

 


* * *

 


Weeks passed, taking the
hope I’d been cultivating, and morphing it into complete and utter
crap. Antonia was sick. Really, truly, devastatingly sick. Izzy was
scared out of her mind that she was going to lose her. Fuck.
I was scared out of my mind that I was going to lose her.
She’d only been a part of our lives for three years, but she’d
changed me, touched me; I couldn’t imagine my life without her now.
I didn’t want to.

Oddly, out of all of us,
Antonia was the one handling it best. Of course, she was too young
to completely understand the situation. All she knew was that the
nurses at the children’s hospital in San Diego were nice, and that
they lavished her with love, toys, games…whatever made her visits
more bearable. Whenever she did get scared—usually when needles
were involved—they were right there for her, soothing her with
humor and kind words. They were great. I wished they could have
soothed and comforted me with silly stories, because I sure could
have used it.

Izzy didn’t see Hookup much
after the diagnosis. He disappeared, immersing himself in gambling,
women, alcohol—whatever he needed to dull the pain. I dulled my own
with Felicia. I held off asking her to marry me—now was definitely
not the right time—but every free minute I had, I spent with her,
usually in bed. Sex was as good a distraction as any, and besides
the occasional street race with Hookup, it was all I had to keep me
busy.

Panting, spent, I rolled off
Felicia and stared up at the cracked ceiling of our apartment. My
body was still flooded with endorphins, and for one moment in time,
everything in the world was perfect.

Beside me, Felicia let out a
satisfied groan. “God, Hayden, that was just… God…”

I knew exactly what she
meant. I wasn’t sure if it was the ramped-up emotions swirling all
over the place, but the sex between us lately had been hot,
passionate, all-consuming—two lit torches burning down the bed. I
knew things would probably settle down again, but for now, I’d
gladly take the heat.

But even as I thought that, a
heaviness started weighing down the room. I felt it, and I knew
Felicia felt it too. As the passion faded away, as our breaths
returned to normal, a sense of unease clamped around my heart.
Things weren’t perfect. They were far from perfect.

“So…did you still want to go
with me? Antonia is finally home from the hospital. I want to see
how she’s doing, give Iz a hug. I’m sure she needs one.”

I thought she’d say yes right
away, but she hesitated. When I looked over at her, she was chewing
on her lip. She stopped as soon as she saw me watching. “Yeah, when
did you want to go?”

Tossing the covers aside, I
told her, “Now is good.”

She shivered as the colder
air hit her, her skin pebbling, her nipples hardening. For a
moment, I reconsidered leaving. What harm would it do if we
indulged in another go-around? If we delayed the inevitable just a
little longer…

Knowing procrastination
wouldn’t help the situation any, I shook the vague erotic idea out
of my head and got up. I hurried to get dressed, but Felicia stayed
there on the bed, naked and exposed, staring up at the ceiling like
she was lost in thought. That knot in my stomach tightened as I
studied her face. “Hey, you okay?”

She instantly tossed on a
smile as she snapped her eyes to mine. “Of course. Just feeling
lazy.” She ran her hand down her body in a suggestive way, and I
knew it wasn’t just laziness she was feeling. Like me, she was
wanting to avoid reality for a little longer. It would be so easy
to cave, to stay…but Izzy and Antonia, they needed me. It was time
to grow up, time for both of us to grow up.

Not giving in to the small,
sensual smile on her face, I reached out for her hand and started
pulling her up. “Come on, sleepy, we’ve got places to be.”

She sighed, but stood up.

There was a thickness in the
air as we walked to our bikes, and I couldn’t shake the feeling
that something was wrong…something bigger than Antonia. As we were
putting on our helmets, I asked her again, “You sure you’re
okay?”

Again, she smiled and nodded.
“Yep, I’m fine.”

I wanted to believe her, I
really did, but there was a haunted look in her eyes. Felicia
didn’t like being pressed—me either—so I left it at that and hopped
on my bike. She would tell me when she was ready. I just hoped she
didn’t freak out first. Felicia had a habit of running when things
got hard. Without a word to anyone, she’d up and disappear. Vanish,
like smoke. Her foster parents would freak out when they realized
she was gone. They’d call the police, and because I was her
boyfriend, I’d be brought in for questioning. Izzy and Hookup would
be questioned, too—any “known associate” of Felicia who they could
find…but it would never lead to anything. Felicia was a pro at
becoming a ghost. But then, a couple days later, she would come
back, acting perfectly fine, like nothing in the world had
happened. Like she hadn’t just freaked out everyone around her.
That usually led to a nasty fight between the two of us. And some
pretty spectacular makeup sex.

It was a gorgeous early
evening in San Diego, the perfect night for a drive, but I wasn’t
enjoying a moment of it as Felicia and I rode north out of the
heart of the city, toward Izzy’s place. Things had been so intense
lately, and in a really bad way. Felicia’s eighteenth birthday had
been a week ago today, and normally we all would have celebrated
the hell out the momentous occasion of her freedom from the reins
of foster care…but we hadn’t even gone out. Izzy had wanted to stay
with Antonia, and Hookup had left town with Grunts to bet on a
boxing match.

I hadn’t felt like doing
anything, but I would have if Felicia had wanted to. All she’d
wanted was a copious amount of sex, and while I’d been more than
happy to give it to her, I felt like we’d missed an opportunity. A
small way for all of us to temporarily put aside what was going on,
and celebrate a life event. It would have lifted all our spirits,
recharged us, given us a much needed second wind, but instead, we’d
dwelled, avoided, and ignored the problem plaguing us. And now it
was beginning to feel inescapable.

When I opened the door to
Izzy’s apartment, the mood inside felt just as somber as it had
back at my place. Maybe it was me. Maybe I was carrying melancholy
around with me, changing the tension wherever I went. As I gave
Izzy a hug, I would have given anything to be able to lighten the
feeling in the air. But jokes wouldn’t work, good-natured ribbing
wouldn’t work; nothing would work. It was what it was, and it
fucking sucked.

Felicia seemed to shrink
inside herself as she absorbed the underlying feeling of
hopelessness. She gave Izzy a hug after I did, but there was
clearly a wall being erected; her full heart wasn’t in the embrace.
It worried me to see Felicia retreating, but if I asked her what
was wrong again, she’d only tell me nothing. Felicia was always
great, even when she wasn’t great.

“Where’s Antonia?” I asked,
as Izzy and Felicia separated. Izzy had always been small, but she
seemed downright frail now. I should come by more often, make sure
she was eating enough. I was being selfish with my sexual
indulgence.

Izzy half-smiled at me.
“She’s lying down. Her counts were good, so they let us check out,
but now she’s feeling sick. Doctor said that might happen off and
on…a side effect of the chemo. I just have to watch for fevers. She
could have stayed there a few more days though…maybe she should
have… I don’t know, she’s been there for so long, I thought she’d
want to be home, but maybe I was wrong. Fuck, I don’t know what I’m
doing, Hayden. What the hell do I do? How the hell do I pay for all
this? I can’t work, I can’t leave her… I don’t know what to do. I
just don’t know what to do…”

I could see her struggling,
see her emotional walls crumbling. I knew she couldn’t do this on
her own, and I also knew she didn’t need to do it on her own. She
had me. Pulling her into my arms, I soothed her fears as best I
could. “Hey, hey, hey, you’re doing great, Izzy. No one knows how
to deal with this shit. And don’t worry about money. I’ve got you
covered. I’ll call Hookup, have him enter me in every single race
he can find, and all my winnings will go to you. I’ve got your
back, Iz, and I’m not going anywhere.”

She started sobbing against
my shoulder, simultaneously thanking me and wishing there was
another way. The street racing made her nervous. It was a
no-brainer for me, though. She needed money, a lot of it, and
racing was an easy way to get it. As I held Izzy, I looked over at
Felicia. If she raced with me, we could earn twice as much money
for Antonia. Felicia had a strange expression on her face—one I
couldn’t read. It was a mixture of shock, fear, pride,
and…something else I couldn’t name.

Once Izzy had composed
herself, the three of us went to check on Antonia. She looked tiny
in her bed, like a doll instead of a human. The chemo had already
ravaged her, and most of her thick, dark hair was gone. She was
lightly snoring as she slept, but the rest was doing nothing to
restore her pallor. She seemed drained, like she was only
half-alive. Clutching her throw-up bowl in one hand, she had her
American Girl doll clenched tightly in the other. Izzy said she
never let it leave her sight. God, if I thought it would help her,
I’d buy a thousand of those damn dolls. A million, if that was what
it took.

As I stood beside the bed,
one arm around Izzy, watching Antonia sleep, I heard Felicia
breathing heavier. When I looked over at her, I saw that her dark
eyes locked on Antonia were filled with unshed tears. Bringing
shaking fingers to her mouth, she murmured, “She’s so…she looks
so…”

Releasing Izzy, I walked over
to Felicia. “Hey, it’s okay. It’s gonna be okay, babe.”

Swiping under her eyes, she
glanced at Izzy before shifting her attention to me. Forced smile
on her face, she told me, “I know.”

I wanted to know what was on
her mind, but I knew the answer wouldn’t be something Izzy needed
to hear, so I didn’t even ask. I just pulled her in for a silent
hug. Izzy watched us with a small smile on her face, then we heard
Antonia stir. She groaned in her sleep, just before green vomit
started spewing from her lips. Izzy rushed to her side and helped
turn her head into the bowl. She heaved a few times, then stilled;
she never even woke up.

Izzy took the bowl into the
bathroom to wash it out. When she returned, she looked anxious and
tired. “Hayden, I hate to ask this…but could you stay tonight? I’d
really…I’d really like some help with this.”

My answer was instant. “Of
course.” Then I turned to Felicia. “Is that…okay?”

She nodded, her face
composed, but her eyes still bright. “Yeah, of course. I’ll
just…I’ll see you in the morning.”

I nodded, then leaned over
and gave her a kiss. To my surprise, she grabbed my face and
deepened the moment. There was almost a desperate frenzy to the
contact, and instead of turning me on…it kind of freaked me out.
Pulling back, I grabbed her arms. “Everything’s gonna be okay.
We’ll get through this. Together.” She nodded, but her face fell a
little. I gave her a kiss on the cheek, hoping some sweetness would
bring her around. She smiled, but I wasn’t sure if it really
worked.

Felicia stayed with us for
another half hour, then she gave me a kiss goodnight and headed
home. I made a meal for Izzy, then made her eat it. After that, I
shuffled her off to bed. “I’ll watch over Antonia tonight. You need
rest.”

Izzy protested for a long
time, but finally I—and exhaustion—won, and she headed to bed. I
did exactly what I promised I’d do, and kept watch over Antonia all
night long. I sat in a chair beside her bed, watching her sleep,
occasionally emptying her vomit bowl, and praying that everything
really would be okay.

Antonia was still sleeping
when Izzy woke up in the morning. She came into her daughter’s room
to find me trying not to nod off in the stiff-backed chair that had
been my ass’s home for the last several hours. “You didn’t sleep at
all, did you?” she asked.

Shaking my head, I told her,
“I told you’d I watch her all night, and I keep my word.” And I
would always keep my word when it came to Antonia. If I couldn’t
fix what was wrong with her, then I’d fix everything else.

A genuine smile warmed Izzy’s
face. “Yeah, you do. You should go home, though…get some
sleep.”

Frowning, I looked over at
Antonia’s sleeping body. She hadn’t thrown up in a long time, and I
was taking that as a good sign, but I’d still feel better if I saw
her eyes open, saw her smile at me. “I’d like to stay until she
wakes up.”

Putting a hand on my
shoulder, Izzy looked down at me with the concerned eyes of a
mother. “I’m fine now, Hayden. I can handle this. For today. But
Felicia…something is off with her. I feel like…I feel like she’s
gonna run again. Go to your girlfriend, get her to talk to you.
Then get some sleep.”

I knew she was right, but
even still, a part of me didn’t want to leave. Sometimes I needed
reassurance too, and seeing Antonia awake and happy would be very
cathartic. Izzy was right though; something was going on
with Felicia. She needed me too, and I needed to be there for her.
“Yeah, all right. I’ll get out of here for a little bit, get some
sleep. If you need me to come back—if you ever need me to
come back—just text me, Iz. Like I said, I’m not going
anywhere.”

“I know,” she said with a
smile, then kissed my cheek.

On my way home, I worried.
Worried about Izzy, worried about Antonia, and worried about
Felicia. How did everything fall apart so fast? But no…it hadn’t
fallen apart, it had just cracked. And I could fix cracks.

I struggled to keep my eyes
open the entire ride home, and when I pulled into the driveway, I
debated if I could go to bed first, and talk to Felicia when I woke
up. No, even I knew that wasn’t a good idea. She was my
priority, and I should treat her as such. I’d talk to her
first…then go to bed. As I twisted the knob, another thought
occurred to me, a much happier one. I’d been waiting for a good
time to ask Felicia to marry me, but there hadn’t been the perfect
moment; I was beginning to think there never would be one. So, what
if I chose the wrong moment instead? What if doing it now—when we
were at our lowest—was the best for everyone? It would give Felicia
something positive to think about, brighten Izzy’s spirits, and
possibly Antonia’s too. What little girl didn’t love weddings?

My mind made up, I decided
the first thing I’d do when I saw Felicia was drop down on one
knee. I should give her the ring, too, though. I’d sneak into the
bedroom, grab it from my underwear drawer, then drop down on one
knee. It would be perfectly imperfect.

Plan in mind, I was quiet
when I entered the house. She might be in the bedroom, of course,
which would make things harder, but I was sure I could do it. I had
quick hands.

Stealthily closing the door,
I started heading for the bedroom. Something felt different in the
apartment, but I couldn’t put my finger on it…like the air felt
stale. When I got to the bedroom, I poked my head in to see if
Felicia was there. She wasn’t, so I began tiptoeing to the dresser.
I stopped when I noticed something…odd. The top two drawers on
Felicia’s side of the dresser were cracked open, the bottom one was
completely open, and empty.

Straightening my stance, I
instantly forgot about being sneaky. Walking over to the dresser, I
started yanking open drawers. Felicia’s were all empty. What the
fuck? I switched to my side of the dresser…but everything of mine
was still there, including Felicia’s engagement ring.

I checked the closet beside
the dresser, and found the same thing—Felicia’s stuff was gone, but
all my crap hadn’t been touched. An icy feeling started clenching
my chest, making it hard to breathe. Did she fucking run again? She
hadn’t done it in a while…I thought for sure she’d outgrown the
compulsion. I hurried to the bathroom, but it was the same as
everything else—void of her. Goddamn it. How could she bail on us
now?

Maybe she hadn’t left yet.
Maybe I could fix this. “Felicia? Babe? You here?”

There was a panicked edge to
my voice. I hated hearing it, but I couldn’t help it. Felicia had
never taken all of her stuff before. She’d always just fled
with whatever she had on her at the time. Everything about this
felt wrong. It felt pre-meditated. Felt…permanent. Fuck, this
wasn’t just Felicia running away for a few days to get her head on
straight. This was Felicia running away…for good.

No. She wouldn’t do that to
me. We’d been best friends since I was ten years old. Something
else was going on here. It had to be something else…

The bed was pristine,
untouched. No clues there. Ducking out of the bedroom, I started
searching everywhere for her. It was a small apartment, though, not
a whole lot of space to check. When I got to the kitchen, I stopped
searching. A piece of paper was lying on the table. For some
reason, just looking at it made my heart beat faster. Felicia had
never left notes when she ran. Ever.

I had to force my legs to
move toward the table, had to force my eyes to focus on the paper,
force them to concentrate on the words written there in an all-too
familiar script. My heart was thundering when I was close enough to
read what it said, but even then, my stubborn eyes refused to make
sense of the letters. I had to close them and inhale a deep
breath.

When I reopened my eyes, I
wished to God I hadn’t. In bold letters, smudged with dried
teardrops, were two sentences that completely tore everything to
pieces.

I’m sorry. I can’t do this.

***

 




 


 


 CHAPTER 2

 


~Hayden~

Present day

 


Shit. Why couldn’t
anything good in my life be simple, easy, strife-free? Why was I
cursed with complications? Felicia. I hadn’t seen her in four
years, not since she’d walked out on me, walked out on everyone.
And now that things in my life were just about as great as they
could be, she was back to complicate them again. I wasn’t just
cursed, I was fucked. Royally, cosmically fucked. Someone up there
seriously hated me.

I hadn’t even thought about
Felicia in years, not until Kenzie had steamrolled into my life.
When I’d first laid eyes on Kenzie, for a full half-second, I’d
thought she was Felicia. I’d quickly realized she wasn’t,
but those first few encounters with her had been difficult for
me—confusing and disorienting. I’d wanted to get closer to her, had
wanted to shove her away. Kenzie’s snippy attitude toward me back
then had actually made things a little easier. I’d been able to
separate the two women into two distinct and individual
personalities. And they were most definitely two different
people—two very different people. For one, Kenzie hadn’t
bailed on me when things got difficult. She’d fought for me, she’d
fought for us, and I respected her so damn much for
that.

But Felicia…seeing her again
yesterday had brought back some baggage I thought I’d firmly
stuffed into a small compartment in the very back corner of my
mind. When I’d spotted her, standing at my practice track in
Benneti gear that matched mine, it was like I’d taken a
bullet to the brain. Instant, blinding, painful. I’d felt like I
was back at the New Jersey race, and was again smacking into a pile
of motorcycles and men at 100 miles per hour. I couldn’t breathe,
couldn’t see, and every organ hurt. I’d felt like that lost
19-year-old kid again, hesitant to approach a fucking piece of
paper on a table.

The dam holding back my
memories had cracked open, and a flood of unrelenting misery had
threatened to drown me in grief. But Kenzie had been watching, and
I hadn’t wanted her to see the torture inflicted upon me, so I’d
shoved the emotions back into their cage, securely locked the door
on them, and then ran away with my girl. And I’d keep running away
with her if I had to, because Kenzie was all that mattered now.
Keeping her, satisfying her, making sure she was happy.

Because if she left me too… I
couldn’t survive another piece of my soul being torn away. I just
couldn’t. Fuck. Why the hell had Felicia returned? Why now, after
all this time, when everything was finally going great with Kenzie?
The two of us had gotten over every hurdle keeping us apart, and
now this shit. I was such an idiot, thinking things in my life
would be easier from here on out. Nothing came easy. Not for
me.

I pulled up to the gate at
the Benneti Motorsports Practice Track, wondering what today had in
store for me. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt as much to see Felicia, now
that I knew she was here. It was the shock that had unraveled me
before. That was all.

Entering my key card into the
slot, I punched in the code and waited for the gate to open before
squeezing my motorcycle through the gap. It felt strange to be
coming here without Kenzie today, like somehow, I was doing
something wrong. We’d bailed early on Keith’s “welcome” party for
Felicia yesterday, and had gone for a drive up the coast. Riding
along the winding roads with Kenzie had been euphoric and
energizing, but it was nowhere near as amazing as it was to race
against her. I missed that. A lot. But Kenzie didn’t have a team
anymore, and neither one of us was street racing anymore, so the
odds of Kenzie and I being able to go full-out against each other
anytime soon were slim-to-none. We’d have to be content with casual
drives instead. Well, almost casual. We had gone ten to
twenty miles above the speed limit at times. Our racing spirit
could only be curbed so much.

I’d spent the night at
Kenzie’s house and left from her place this morning. I’d asked her
if she wanted to come with me today, but she’d wanted to make some
more phone calls. She was still trying to get on a racing team. Her
father had sort of blacklisted her after his team fell apart at the
end of last season. He’d given her an ultimatum—to break up with me
or never race again—and she had miraculously chosen me. It still
blew my mind. And made me feel really guilty. As much as I loved
racing, I think Kenzie loved it even more. It was in her blood;
Jordan Cox had been a champion before forming his own team. Kenzie
had grown up in the world, and had wanted to be a part of it
probably before she could even walk. And I was the reason it had
been taken from her. I had no idea how I was going to make up for
that fact, or if I even could.

Hopefully, she would be able
to contact a team today who hadn’t been convinced by Jordan to
reject her. Kenzie was an amazing rider, and she deserved to be on
a team. Someone just had to see past Jordan’s bullshit and hire
her. All the local teams had said no, though, so Kenzie’s only
chance of keeping her dream alive would be taking a job far away
from me. Something I didn’t want to think about yet.

I made my way through the
inner gate, to the heart of the complex. Stopping there, I looked
around. The focal point of my view was the massive practice track
itself. Movable concrete barriers defined the course, creating
sweeping turns and exhilarating straightaways. The path was changed
routinely, to keep us all on our toes; pushing myself through that
gauntlet was one of my favorite things to do.

To the right of the track was
the abandoned buildings of Cox Racing. All the team logos were
gone, all the windows were dark, and all the doors were locked. A
For Sale sign was the most prominent feature, a fact that
had my boss, Keith Benneti, in an uproar. He wanted the track, but
Jordan refused to sell it to him. To say there was bad blood
between them was an understatement. I hated seeing the lack of life
on that side of the track, but I was the only Benneti who felt that
way. The “bad blood” between the owners had infected the rest of
the team as well.

In contrast to the emptiness,
the Benneti side, on the left of the track, was bustling with life.
I could hear the whining of power tools and engines, could see
people walking around inside the open garage bay doors. It was just
another day at work, but somehow, it all felt different.

With a reluctant sigh, I
turned my bike toward the Benneti garages and prepared myself
for…well, for anything. There was a nauseous feeling in my gut as I
approached the place that used to be my sanctuary. Okay, maybe
sanctuary was a stretch. The other guys on the team had been
reluctant to embrace me as a full-fledged member, and even now, it
seemed they still had some lingering resentments.

Keith had found me on the
streets a little over a year ago. I had no idea how he’d heard
about the street racing, and I’d never seen him at an event after
that night, but he’d been impressed, and had offered me a spot on
his team afterward. With one stipulation, of course—I had to give
up street racing. For good. Not because he cared if I was doing
something illegal like that, but because he hadn’t wanted to invest
a bunch of time and money in me, just to see me banned from the
sport. If Keith only knew that I hadn’t entirely given it up last
season, he would have gone ballistic.

But he hadn’t found out, and
he’d given me everything I could have ever asked for—a roof over my
head, a motorcycle to ride around town, another motorcycle to race
with on the track, and even spending money. It was difficult for me
to feel so indebted to one person—my childhood had taught me that
was an all-around bad idea. It helped to keep reminding myself that
Keith was ultimately only interested in helping Keith. He wanted a
champion, and he believed that could be me.

All the lavish attention
Keith placed on me had severely pissed off my teammates, and
whenever they’d gotten a chance, they’d done everything they could
to take me down a notch. I could almost feel some of the bruises
they’d given me. It hadn’t helped matters any that they’d also
suspected I was tampering with bikes to win, thanks to Hookup, who
actually had been tampering with bikes. Asshole. He’d gone
way too far this time. Cutting him out of my life completely was
one of the best decisions I’d ever made. Besides dating Kenzie, of
course. The crash I was in last season had smoothed things over
with my teammates, though—since I obviously wouldn’t let myself get
hurt if I was the saboteur—and they were sort of civil now.

Rodney and Maxwell waved
hello when they saw me pull up outside of the garage. “Hey, Hayes,”
Rodney said. “You see the new girl yet? Hot damn, that is one fine
piece of ass. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to keep my mind on the
race with that behind me.”

Two very opposite emotions
hit me at the same time. A knot of anxiety tightened my stomach so
hard I was sure I’d be sore in the morning, and a surprisingly hot
flash of anger swept through me. Since neither of those would help
me deal with this asshole, I forced myself to respond with a joke.
“What makes you think she’ll be behind you?”

Maxwell snorted and held out
his fist to me. I grudgingly bumped him, when all I really wanted
to do was sock Rodney in the face. Why was I feeling protective of
her? Felicia had never needed me to be her bodyguard; she could
take of herself. And besides, I didn’t owe her anything—she’d
left me.

Turning my back on the guys
and my dark thoughts, I headed for the garage. While I kept a calm
smile on my face, an internal chant was repeating through my brain:
Don’t let her be here, don’t let her be here. I just wasn’t
ready to see her. Now, or ever.

A quick peek around the space
told me the coast was clear. Nikki wasn’t here yet, but that wasn’t
too surprising, since she was often late. She was one of the best
mechanics I’d ever seen, though. She used to be Kenzie’s, and I
felt a little bad for swiping her, but Nikki had needed a job, and
she hadn’t wanted to leave the track. Keith had been all too eager
to snatch her up. My guess was he’d expected her knowledge of the
Cox side of things to give him some miraculous insight, something
our side didn’t already know. So far, there had been no new
discoveries, but Nikki was a genius with a bike, and I was glad she
was helping me.

I trudged upstairs to go hit
the gym while I waited for her; I preferred Nikki to fully examine
my bike before I took it out. When I got to the second floor, I
passed by Keith’s office on the way to the gym. His door was open,
and I heard my name being called as I walked by. “Hayden!”

Stopping, I twisted to the
doorframe. “Yeah?”

My heart sunk when I looked
inside. Keith was sitting behind a massive oak desk that probably
weighed close to a thousand pounds. He had on his signature aviator
sunglasses, even though he was indoors, and was rockin’ a pretty
impressive pair of muttonchops. He was flipping a pen in his hands
and giving me a smile that reeked of amusement. The source of his
amusement, and my discontent, was lounging on a couch perpendicular
to the desk. Felicia. My lungs compressed to nothing as I stared at
her. She looked exactly like the eighteen-year-old girl I
remembered—the eighteen-year-old girl who had run from me, leaving
four insufficient words behind as the only explanation. I can’t
do this. Her thick hair covered her shoulders in dark curls,
and her cool, dark eyes watched me like a raptor. I wasn’t sure
what she expected from me, but I knew what she’d get from me:
nothing.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Keith
said, bringing my attention back to him. I still hadn’t taken a
breath yet, so I couldn’t respond. In my silence, he said, “You
left the party so early yesterday, I didn’t get a chance to
personally introduce you to our newest rider, Felicia Tucker.”

Hearing her name out loud was
like having a hot poker jabbed in my eye. What the hell was she
doing here? She rose from the couch and walked over to me with a
roll to her hips that I knew very well. “We know each other,” she
said over her shoulder to Keith. To me, she added, “It’s good to
see you again, Hayden. It’s been too long.” A flash of pain crossed
her face, and a visible ache was in her eyes. Was that regret? I
didn’t want to stay to find out.

I inhaled a much-needed
breath and focused on Keith. “If you need me, I’ll be in the gym.”
Turning, I immediately left the room. Fury made my feet fast, but
not fast enough. The sound of jogging footsteps told me someone was
following me…she was following me.

“Hayden! Wait!” I didn’t. If
anything, I started walking faster. There’s nothing I want to
hear from you.

Her hand reached out and
grabbed my arm, stopping me. “Wait!” Enraged, I spun to face her.
Being so close to those deep eyes and pouty lips flooded me with
mixed emotions. Why did you leave? Fuck it. I didn’t
care.

Yanking my arm away, I bit
out, “Don’t touch me. You don’t get to touch me anymore.”

Her hand was shaking as she
dropped it to her side. “You’re right, I’m sorry.”

Her voice was just like I
remembered, smooth and sweet like honey. It pissed me off even
more. “I don’t know why you’re here, but let’s get one thing
straight right now…I don’t want anything to do with you.”

“Hayden…” She took a step
toward me, and I instinctively took a step back.

“I’m serious, Felicia. When
you left, you closed a door.” Closed it, doused it in gasoline,
then struck a match and set it ablaze. “It’s not reopening,” I
stated.

Her dark eyes grew misty. “I
know, and I know I messed up. I just want a chance to explain,
that’s all.”

Raising my hand, I shook my
head. “There’s no reason for you to explain. There’s no reason for
you to say anything. So don’t. Don’t talk to me, don’t come near
me, don’t even look at me. We’re done.”

I started to move away, and
she stubbornly refused to listen to my simple instructions. She
grabbed my hand, and damn if the memory of holding her didn’t
instantly resurface at feeling her tender touch. “I know you’re
mad, but just hear me out. There was a reason I—”

Ripping her hand away, I
tossed it aside…just like she’d tossed me. With a cold smile on my
face, I quietly told her, “I’m not mad, Felicia. I just can’t do
this.”

Contempt dripped from my
voice as I repeated her goodbye back to her, and her face fell at
hearing it. The tears in her eyes finally dripped to her cheeks,
and, not wanting to see her pain, I angrily pushed passed her.

I’d thought it would make me
feel better to toss those words in her face, but it hadn’t. I just
felt empty. Maybe I wouldn’t ride today after all. Maybe I’d just
go home. But if I did that, Nikki would tell Kenzie I hadn’t come
in, and then she would wonder and worry. I didn’t want to stress
Kenzie out about this; she had enough on her plate with her family
ignoring her and her current lack of employment. And there was
nothing here for her to worry about anyway. Like I’d told
Felicia…we were done.

I went to the gym like I’d
told Keith I was going to, and worked out my aggression on the
punching bag in the corner. An hour later, when I went back
downstairs, I threw on a casual, no-care-in-the-world smile for
Nikki. If Kenzie asked her about today, Nikki would tell her I was
fine. And I was. Absolutely, completely, and totally fine.

For the rest of the day, I
managed to live in a delusional bubble where Felicia didn’t exist.
When she was nearby, I purposely avoided looking at her. When she
was speaking, I purposely avoided listening to her. It was like a
black void of nothingness spawned to life whenever she was near,
drawing in everyone around her until she left. Maybe it wasn’t the
best way to cope with things, but it worked for me. Avoiding her
even helped me race—running from her was easy when I was flying
down the road—and I scored the best times I had since my
accident…something I probably shouldn’t mention to Kenzie. I didn’t
think hearing that I was racing well without her would make her
feel good.

When I left the track for the
day, I was exhausted. Exhausted but hopeful. I’d found a way to
deal with my newfound reality. I had a plan. Now I just needed
Kenzie to believe in my plan, believe in me, then maybe
Felicia coming back wouldn’t change a damn thing.

The minute I got back to my
apartment above Keith’s garage, I texted my girl. ‘Hey babe, I’m
done for the day. Want to come over?’

I knew what her answer would
be before she even gave it. ‘Not really. Want to come over
here?’ Now that I was no longer in a cast, Kenzie avoided
Keith’s house like the plague. I didn’t blame her. After some of
the things she’d told me about Keith and her mom having an affair
behind Jordan’s back, I probably would have avoided Keith too.

Telling her I’d see her soon,
I stripped off my clothes and headed to the shower. Once I was
refreshed and dressed, I hopped on my bike again. Keith was in the
driveway when I left. He watched me leave with a frown, but he
didn’t say anything. He didn’t approve of me dating his worst
enemy’s daughter, and was only tolerating it because he was hoping
Kenzie would convince Jordan to sell the track to him. That might
work, if Kenzie and her father were on speaking terms. Regardless,
I didn’t care what Keith thought about Kenzie. He was my boss, not
my father, and if he wasn’t going to fire me for dating a Cox—a
fire-able offense when I’d first started racing for him—then he
could keep his opinions to himself.

Kenzie lived in the heart of
Oceanside, in a modest one-bedroom home. When I’d first found out
she was the daughter of a racing champion, I’d expected something a
lot…grander. But Kenzie was a simple girl at heart, and I loved
that about her. Her passion revolved around racing; it was all
she’d ever wanted to do. God, I hoped she’d had some luck
today.

Pulling my bike into the
driveway, I turned it off and nearly ran to her door. It hadn’t
been the best day, and I really needed to see my girlfriend. I rang
the doorbell to the tune of “Silent Night.” It annoyed Kenzie to no
end when I rang Christmas carols, but I think she liked it too. The
door was pulled open long before I finished the song, and Kenzie
was standing there in loose cotton pants and a tight Cox Racing
T-shirt. God, she looked amazing, and now that I knew her so well,
I could easily spot the uniqueness that made her completely
different from Felicia. Seeing her was like walking outside into
the fresh air after being cooped up in a stagnant room all day
long—I could finally breathe again. Her long, dark brown hair was a
mess of wavy curls, wild and untamable, just like her spirit. Her
creamy skin was perfect, flawless, and her deep brown eyes danced
with delight at seeing me. And irritation.

“I really wish you’d stop
doing that,” she murmured, a half-smile on her lips.

I knew she meant the rhythmic
ringing, but I couldn’t resist playing with her. “Staring at you
like you’re a meal I want to devour? Sorry, can’t do that. You’re
just too damn appealing.”

Stepping into her house, I
wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her into me. She gasped
at the sudden movement, then smiled and laced her arms around my
neck. As she gazed at me, I saw a flurry of emotions dance across
her face: humor at my comment, desire at my words, interest, love,
happiness, and a trace of…concern, fear. She would probably never
say it, but she’d been worried about me going to the track today.
Worried about me being around my ex all day. I needed to find a
balanced way to convince her that she had absolutely nothing to
worry about without sounding like I was overcompensating for
something.

With a peaceful smile on my
face, I lowered my lips to hers. “I missed you,” I whispered, right
before our lips connected. It was fire, passion, heat, and need
when her soft skin met mine. I wanted more, wanted a deeper
connection, wanted to scoop her into my arms, toss her down on her
bed, and explore every inch of her. And before the night was
through, that was exactly what I was going to do. But not yet. It
might seem fueled by something else if I took her now. I needed to
wait until she was assured that today had meant nothing to me.

“I missed you too,” she told
me when our mouths finally separated. With a sigh, she gave me a
final kiss, and retreated from my arms. I watched the joy in her
expression fade as she closed the front door.

“How did today go? Any
leads?” I asked, crossing my fingers for a bit of good luck. Kenzie
needed to ride, just as surely as I did.

She sucked a plump lip into
her mouth as she shook her head. “I called half a dozen teams, and
they all said the same thing: ‘We’ll let you know.’”

Smiling, I walked over and
grabbed her hands. “On the bright side, that’s not a no.”

Lifting an eyebrow, she
deadpanned, “That’s not a yes either. I also tried calling my
father and my sisters. Dad wouldn’t even pick up. Theresa was as
frosty as ever. She told me I was a horrible person for hurting
Dad, then she hung up on me. Daphne bitched me out for twenty
minutes straight. She wouldn’t let me get a word in edgewise.” A
fiery look ran through her eyes. “I know I hurt Dad when I chose
you over racing…over him…but they’re all taking it to the extreme.
They’re acting like I’m intentionally trying to be cruel or
something, but I’m not…I just want to be with the person I
love.”

I knew she meant that, and I
knew she honestly believed she’d made the right choice by choosing
me, but sometimes I wondered, and worried. Her father had pulled a
lot of strings to get her rejected by nearly every racing team.
He’d probably called in every favor he had, all so he could get
Kenzie to end things with me. Why he hated me so much I wasn’t
sure, but I was also beginning to believe it wasn’t really about me
anymore. He was proving a point—no one crossed Jordan Cox and got
away with it. Not even his own daughter. I should have a word with
him. Several. But not until Kenzie had finally gone over there and
spoken to him face-to-face. It was time for her to confront her
father.

I opened my mouth to tell her
something positive, although I had no idea what I could say to turn
that problem around. Like she knew what I was trying to do,
Kenzie swished her hands at me. “But I don’t want to talk about my
family right now. I want to hear about your day. How was… How were
your times?”

By the slight pause and wary
tone, I knew she really wanted to know about Felicia. God, that had
to have eaten her up all day. It would gnaw at me, if our positions
were reversed. In my head, I would have played out multiple
intimate fantasies of the two exes reconnecting. I’d be a
basketcase waiting for an answer—waiting for my world to fall
apart. I didn’t want Kenzie to feel that way, didn’t want her to
not know where she stood with me. And because I also didn’t want
her to know that I’d raced better today than I had in a while, I
answered a question she hadn’t asked. “Felicia approached me this
morning, wanting to talk…and I told her that I had nothing to say
to her, ever, and politely requested that she never talk to me
again. And if she tries to anyway, I’ll tell her the exact same
thing again. I have no desire to hear anything she has to say.
Ever.”

My voice came out a little
impassioned on that last part, and I cringed as I watched a light
flush spread over Kenzie’s cheeks. Her breath increased, just a
little, and her eyes were wide as she stared at me. I hoped she was
just trying to process everything I’d openly, unprompted, confessed
to her, and I hoped she wasn’t wondering about the heat in my
voice. I’m not hiding anything from you, Kenzie. You’re the one
I love. I promise.

“She wants to talk to you?”
she finally said, her voice quiet. “But you don’t want to hear her
out? You’re not curious?”

She was trying to feel me
out, figure out my exact feelings toward my ex. But there was
nothing to suss out; I didn’t have feelings for Felicia, just
regrets. “Nothing she has to say is going to change what she did.
She abandoned Izzy and Antonia when they needed her the most.”

“And you,” she softly added.
“She abandoned you too.”

A strange sensation started
growing in my chest; it was like a maddening irritant lodged under
my skin, unreachable, unfixable. Yes, she’d abandoned me
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