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Chapter One

IN A LIFETIME of glamourous global adventures, Apollo Accardi had yet to experience an event more electric than the Italian Elite One Premio. It was even more enjoyable when he’d just won his family’s sacred home race in a record-breaking final lap…whilst driving for their most historic rival.

Satisfaction filled his lungs as he strode through the paddock in his iconic maroon Falco Roux racing suit and glared up at the crowd of fans waving a sea of Accardi Autosport white flags. After almost eight years since his mysterious departure from the sport, his mid-season track return last summer had shocked the world. What had started out as an impulsive favour to his friend Tristan Falco had somehow become a chance at redemption he’d never planned to take.

His team mate, Nina Roux, hadn’t been the stuck-up heiress he’d been told to expect; in fact she’d been an invaluable ally, even as she’d navigated an unexpected media storm and a personal relationship with Falco, the team owner. Apollo had steered clear of the drama for the most part and had eagerly accepted the opportunity to extend his contract. He’d taken his time, trained hard and spent last winter buried in strategy and analytics. Now, he was already halfway through his second season with Falco Roux and they had a comfortable lead in the constructors’ championship.

And Apollo… Well, he was ready finally to put one particular demon to rest. Winning the elusive Elite One drivers’ championship was every driver’s goal, one that Apollo had already achieved once, eight years ago, for Accardi Autosport. But this time it would be without his grandfather’s influence. This time, it would be on his own terms.

After years of honing his skills as a businessman, Apollo usually knew when a storm was brewing and something didn’t feel quite right. It hadn’t felt right all day, not since his grandfather had appeared in his private dressing room right before the race and asked if they could speak later—a conversation he’d been avoiding for months.

Perhaps that was the reason for the steady pulse of unease that continued to build within him as he took his seat front and centre in the press tent, shoulder to shoulder with Nina and another driver, who’d each placed second and third respectively. Apollo nodded over to where Falco sat on the sidelines alongside their team principal, Alain Roux, Nina’s older brother. The whole team had worked hard this weekend and he was looking forward to a night of celebrations ahead.

But as they all waited…and waited…he felt the tension in the room build. The murmur of voices gradually shifted from impatience to unease as the usually punctually held event was delayed by fifteen minutes, then half an hour, with no word as to what was wrong.

The post-race press conferences were pretty standard fare; journalists asked pre-cleared questions and drivers offered up answers that were in keeping with their team ethics and the public persona, usually crafted carefully by a collection of professional spinners and gurus. Gurus such as Astrid Lewis, the most coveted publicity expert in the industry. Apollo’s eyes scanned the room and found who he was looking for, her full, ruby-red lips pursed as she scanned a phone screen and adjusted the black-rimmed glasses on her pert nose.

As though she felt his gaze upon her skin, Falco Roux’s formidable PR manager looked up, their eyes meeting across the crowded tent that separated them. His body had already been thrumming with post-race adrenaline, but quickly that shifted to a familiar simmering heat under his skin. He raised one brow and then winked, and she narrowed her eyes warningly in return. He smirked and tilted his head towards the exit, and she gave her head a firm shake—a signal for him to stay put.

Astrid ruled the entire Falco Roux racing team with an iron fist and, since Apollo’s brief attempt at flirtation shortly after he’d joined the team last year, she’d taken to sending her minions to keep his escape antics in check more often than not. He was well known for hating the publicity side of being an Elite One driver, regularly sneaking away from interviews early.

He’d be lying if he said he didn’t enjoy incurring her wrath. Her tart British accent and no-nonsense demeanour had captivated him from the moment she’d walked into their first meeting and laid down the rules. Perhaps it was because she treated him like every other driver, disregarding his family’s reputation and the significant wealth he’d amassed as a businessman in his own right since stepping away from racing for the family team. But that was the usual extent of their interactions: she bossed him around from afar and he tried to ignore how enormously turned on it made him.

So he was quite surprised when Astrid stood from her seat and crossed the room, coming to a stop by his side at the long interview table.

‘Have I broken one of your rules, Ms Lewis?’ he teased, his smile dropping slightly when he took in the absence of colour on her usually pink cheeks. She laid one hand on the table and he felt his blood turn to ice, because the utterly unflappable Astrid Lewis was trembling.

‘Apollo… I need you to come with me.’ Astrid smoothed her other hand down over her black skirt, concern marring her brow. ‘I’ve been told the delay is due to an emergency. There’s an ambulance outside the Accardi motor home…it’s your grandfather.’

As he tried to make sense of her words—of why they should be told in such a hushed tone, as if she was sorry—phones began to ping across the room. The journalists in the throng followed one another in staring at their screens then immediately glanced up towards Apollo.

‘A heart attack? Enzo Accardi?’ A young woman in a crisp white Accardi team shirt breathed, then with a sob clapped a hand over her mouth. The exit of the tent opened and the faint flash of blue lights appeared, briefly casting a glow over everyone’s faces.

‘Is it true? They’re saying he didn’t make it,’ a reporter called out.

Apollo rose from his seat, his chair hitting the wall with a crash. He was hardly aware of his own body before he began to push through the crowd towards the side entrance. Warm summer air filled his lungs before he took off at a sprint as dread filled his gut. It wasn’t him; it couldn’t be. His grandfather was indestructible.

The closer he got to the Accardi team’s headquarters, the blue lights grew stronger. A single ambulance sat outside, the doors open wide. Two paramedics sat on chairs nearby, looking utterly defeated. As he neared them, one stood up, a look of pity on his face as he recognised Apollo. He hardly registered the man speak, the words, ‘Sorry,’ and ‘He’s gone,’ vaguely seeping into his consciousness.

No. He felt his world slow down to a stop, a lifetime of memories taunting him: his grandfather taking him to the track for the first time to escape his parents’ loud screaming matches; his grandfather lifting him onto his shoulders after his first trophy win. When it had felt as if no one else had had any time for him as a child, Nonno had been an ever-present force, criticising him, pushing him, infuriating him, loving him. It was only later, when Apollo was an adult, that things had started going wrong between them.

‘Apollo.’

Vibrant green eyes etched with concern moved into his line of sight, pulling him out of his frozen stare. He looked down and saw that she’d followed him, his prickly English rose with her seriousness and calm. She was the opposite of him in every way and yet, when her hands covered his, the warmth of her touch calmed him.

‘I’m getting us out of here, okay? Don’t move.’

She formed a barrier with her small frame between the crowd and him, something that might have seemed humorous to him any other day. Instead, he remained still, studying how she gestured with one hand to someone in the crowd and tapped furiously on her phone with the other. Her eyes met his, strong and steady, and he clung to their green depths; to the perfect slant of her nose and the arched bow of her lips.

He clung to all that he knew to be steady and true…because, if Enzo Accardi truly was dead, then everything in his life was about to change.





Being a seasoned crisis PR management expert in the most competitive and dramatic league in motorsport, Astrid Lewis had seen her fair share of scandals on and off the track. Her colleagues often joked that she could sway the entire world’s media with one stern look and, truthfully, she had never met a reputation or situation that she couldn’t fix. But, as she stared at the video that had begun playing on her phone screen, she felt a whisper of self-doubt coil in her stomach.

Rain battered the windows of the hired car as she adjusted the designer spectacles on the bridge of her nose. ‘This is…not what I expected when you called in a Code Red, Tristan.’

Tristan Falco’s face seemed to become even more serious from where she’d minimised their video call in the corner of her screen. ‘Our star driver has just cancelled his contract in the middle of the season. I’d call that a high-priority emergency, Astrid.’

From what she could ascertain from the grainy footage, the clip had been captured some time during the aftermath of yesterday’s funeral, at which the entire Accardi family had been in attendance, including Apollo. She cleared her throat, ignoring the now familiar frisson of butterflies in her stomach at the sight of their star driver, stony-faced as he pushed his way through a throng of paparazzi.

The Accardis were practically royalty to their Italian following and their patriarch’s death had brought the entire country to a standstill with an outpouring of grief. The biggest names in racing had flocked to the north of Italy over the past few days to pay their respects at a sombre funeral ceremony that Astrid had watched on live stream from her London home.

‘One of the Accardi cousins was ranting on social media,’ Tristan sighed. ‘The man was drunk, openly accusing Apollo of being glad the old man is dead, that their estrangement was what killed his grandfather.’

‘That’s low, even for them.’ Astrid shook her head.

‘Apollo is refusing to take calls and I was already halfway to Buenos Aires when I was notified about him trying to break his contract. I need you to fix this.’

She pulled up another photo from the funeral, this one of Apollo standing next to his father, Santo Accardi, a world-famous actor. His mother, renowned film director, Leona Hart, had also been in attendance, despite their messy public divorce more than two decades before. Apollo had inherited the best of both of his parents’ good looks, with his Grenadian mother’s dark complexion and his Italian father’s chiselled jawline.

She stared at Apollo’s tight expression on her screen a little longer than necessary. Even in grief, the man was far too good-looking; perhaps that was why Astrid always felt uneasy in his presence. The few times she’d found herself alone with him in the past year, she’d found herself tripping over her words. His gaze always seemed to feel a little too intense; it was as if she could feel the heat of it upon her skin. Which was completely ridiculous, of course; she knew that. She’d long considered herself immune to the charms of the wealthy athletes she represented, but something about Apollo had always made her feel… .off-balance. So much so that she’d actually taken to avoiding in-person meetings with him, opting instead to send other members of her team.

She was by no means a coward, but she also was not a saint. Apollo was a flirt, and a damned good one at that. She wasn’t foolish enough to think that his flirtations were anything more than another passing moment for him, but for her, they lit up something needy and foolish inside her that she’d long thought buried. He was a distraction she could not afford, and yet here she was, pulling up alone outside his palatial Lake Como estate.

With two famous parents and a billion-dollar sports fashion empire of his own, Apollo was the kind of household name that didn’t require much PR. The man never seemed to rest.

‘The real boss is being called in to clean up this mess, I see.’ Nina Roux appeared over Tristan’s shoulder. ‘I thought you promised your kiddo that you’d take the month of August off?’

Astrid took in the easy familiarity between her boss and their second-seat driver. It was hard to believe it had been only a year since the scandal that had resulted in them falling in love during the last Elite One summer break.

‘I am taking it off, once I sort this out.’ Astrid frowned, thinking of how disappointed her son Luca had been that morning when she’d said she needed to make just one more quick trip for work. He loved his cool young nanny Jem, but had been eager for quality time with his mummy. ‘He wasn’t happy, but I’ve bribed him with unlimited tours of the transport museum when I get back.’

‘Six-year-olds are so easy.’ Nina laughed, the other woman clearly remembering her own recent experience of the little boy’s fascination with museum tours and collections. Nina, being autistic like Luca, had a special connection with him, something Astrid was very grateful for.

‘Almost seven now,’ she corrected, remembering she still had to decide on a birthday gift for her not-so-baby boy. They’d been to every exhibit in England at least once but the London Transport Museum was his current favourite. Sadness welled within her when she remembered his stony face as she’d explained she had to leave. He was very selective about when he chose to use verbal communication, but boy, could he cut her down with just a look. She would happily take him to the museum every single day to make up for breaking her promise.

‘Can you fix this, Astrid?’ Tristan asked. ‘We can’t lose him right now.’

‘The guy is just grieving in his own way,’ Nina said, a frown marring her dark brow. ‘Everyone acts out of character or loses it in a crisis. Except maybe Astrid, of course.’

Astrid pursed her lips in a weak attempt at a smile, trying and failing not to remember the only night she’d ever acted out of character—a time when her own inner chaos had led her to lose herself in sensual abandon with a mysterious stranger—and the permanent reminder she’d been gifted from it. No one knew the truth of how she’d come to be a single mother—heavy emphasis on ‘single’. Of course, she wouldn’t change a thing, but still she looked away as her boss turned to whisper something into his fiancée’s ear that made the other woman instantly blush. The easy intimacy made something twist momentarily in Astrid’s chest before she quickly pushed it away.

Tristan eyed her with curiosity. ‘If you’d rather be with Luca, of course Nina and I can change our travel plans and return.’

Astrid sighed, knowing that Luca would be fine if she worked an extra day to sort this out. She had vast experience in pulling drivers back from poor decision-making in the heat of a crisis. She recalled Apollo’s reaction on the day his grandfather had died: how lost he’d looked; how she’d wished she could shield him from the camera flashes and cruel questions.

‘I can fix this,’ she said finally. ‘You pay me because I’m the best at handling temperamental racing drivers. Leave Apollo Accardi to me.’




Chapter Two

ASTRID SLAMMED THE door of the horrendous taxi behind her and hoisted her petite overnight bag onto her shoulder, gripping her briefcase in the other hand. While the flight from London to Milan had been relatively straightforward and pleasant, everything since her arrival had been utter chaos. A baggage handler strike had caused massive queues, with her private chauffeur having a breakdown and no replacement being available for hours, so she’d eventually capitulated and booked a taxi, thinking, how bad could it be?

Pretty bad, it had turned out. The man had had her clinging to the door handle as he’d careened around every back road from the city out to the picturesque little lakeside town where the Accardi family brand had been born, a town that was currently in the peak of the summer tourist season. All of that, only to make it to the gates of the address Tristan had provided to find a crowd of photographers and a trio of bullish security guards preventing her entry. She’d shown her PR credentials, and they’d eventually cleared her entry on their ear pieces, but her taxi was not allowed in, so she’d been forced to haul her small overnight bag and briefcase up the mile-long gravelled drive—in five-inch heels, no less.

Her chest heaved with a mixture of exertion and outrage as she rounded a cherub-filled fountain and looked up at the façade of an impressive lakefront villa that she was pretty sure she had seen before in a movie.

It was no secret that Elite One racing drivers had wealth, but the sprawling Lombardy estate seemed to be on a whole other level of ostentation. She found herself letting out a little, ‘Woo,’ as a butler opened the arched double front-door and descended the steps to greet her, white gloves and all.

‘Come in, quickly,’ the elderly man said, his melodic voice completely at odds with the deep scowl that dominated his face.

Astrid frowned as she was hurried inside to a grand hall with marble and gold gilt everywhere she looked. She didn’t have much of a chance to take it all in, however, as a trio of beautiful women dressed in black descended the grand staircase at the end of the hall in a fit of giggles. She recognised one of them as a model she had managed for an Elite One clothing campaign a number of years before, and tipped her head in brief greeting. The women’s heels clicked along the tiles, smiles fading as they caught sight of her and the butler, who was evidently even less amused by their appearance than he had been at Astrid’s.

‘Scusate, guests may only exit by water taxi.’ The butler gestured wildly with a thoroughly Italian hand gesture. ‘One moment, signorina.’

‘Apollo is expecting me,’ she lied confidently, adjusting the strap on her briefcase with an air of impatience. ‘If you can just point me in his direction.’

The man hesitated a moment, but Astrid raised one delicate brow and waited. To her relief, he sighed and rattled off brief directions before guiding the other women through a set of double doors, leaving her alone.

Either the old man’s directions were off or the hallways in the grand villa were moving of their own accord, because Astrid quickly found herself in another identical hall with no clue where she was. The sound of loud music floated from somewhere in the house like a ghostly siren’s call. A look inside the first open doorway showed a scene of utter chaos with a small crowd of people apparently sleeping upon floor cushions and sofas, whilst almost every available surface was covered in champagne bottles and glasses.

‘Is he hosting a funeral or a bachelor party?’ Astrid muttered to herself as she stepped round a trail of clothing and what appeared to be confetti strewn along the next hallway. More evidence of heavy partying emerged through a long glass window that looked out onto a modern indoor pool and cabana area filled with even more bottles of expensive alcohol. One man lay asleep on a lounging chair, completely nude except for a swathe of white faux fur around his shoulders.

From a PR point of view, this was an utter disaster for a man who was being accused of celebrating the death of his famous grandfather. Still, not the worst party aftermath she’d been subjected to in her career. This might explain Apollo’s impulsive decision to break his contract; wealthy drivers often let loose during breaks in their gruelling training regimes. This industry was a pressure cooker of sorts. But Apollo had been raised in this world, in a powerful family where appearances were everything. He should know better—a harsh truth she planned to inform him of immediately before they got to work cleaning up this mess.

The music grew louder as she reached a new wing of the house and she followed, finding herself on a mezzanine level that looked down upon a second indoor swimming pool. This one was Olympic length and ran alongside a fully fitted, glass-walled commercial gym. A curved staircase led her down to the ground floor of the bright space, the source of the pounding rock music now undeniable.

A man emerged from the far end of the pool and Astrid jumped, realising she was looking at the broad expanse of Apollo Accardi’s famously muscular back. Not that she had memorised his body; it was just hard not to recognise him with the rather distinctive tapestry of swirling tattoos that decorated his rich brown skin. The music drowned out any hope of him hearing her, so she was forced to pursue him through a series of rooms filled with high-tech training equipment, her breath heaving in her lungs.

She passed through, noting an expensive electronic simulation racing set-up was paused, the screen showing the new track layout for the next race, one month away in Monaco. So typical of an Elite One driver to throw a raging party in the wake of a family funeral, but still spend the next day training harder than any other athlete.

But all thoughts swiftly left her mind when she entered the next room to find the man himself braced over a large steel bath tub, muscles rippling in the midday light that streamed in from the glass-domed roof above. Mouth dry, Astrid cleared her throat to announce herself and fought not to squirm when dark eyes pinned her in place.

She knew the ice bath he was slowly lowering himself into was to reduce muscle pain after heavy training and competitions. She knew this because racing drivers were her speciality, but Apollo… . She never could figure him out. Even now, with his eyes raking up her body in a slow assessment, she felt her skin prickle with awareness and had to resist the urge to cover her chest…just in case her treacherous breasts gave her away through the secure padding of her bra.

‘Astrid.’ His husky voice was a low growl as he submerged himself fully into the icy water without so much as a shiver. Still not breaking eye contact, he steeled his jaw. ‘If you’re here to babysit me some more, I’m afraid you’ve travelled for nothing.’

‘Babysitting is not an option, now you’ve already made your mess. I’m here to clean it
































OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Booklist



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Note to Readers



		Contents



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Epilogue



		About the Publisher











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/cover.png
\\V - N
.. 'DRIVING THE
“BILLIONAIRE

WILD

Amanda Cinelli





OEBPS/images/pub.png





