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  Prologue


The SUV idled quietly outside the feedstore, heat humming low and steady. Snow clung to the windshield edges like it couldn’t quite decide whether to melt or stay frozen. 
Bennett leaned forward slightly, elbows on the steering wheel.
Through the wide front windows, he could see her.
Katie.
She was laughing at something Ed said—head tipped back, curls bouncing, cheeks flushed with the kind of glow that came from effort, not cosmetics. Her gloves were tucked in the back pocket of her jeans. There was a streak of dust across one temple and a thermos gripped in both hands like it was the only thing tethering her to the floor.
She was a little disheveled.
She was radiant.
And she didn’t see him.
Didn’t know he was out here. Didn’t expect him. Wasn’t performing for anyone.
She was just… her.
And Bennett couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted anything more than to step inside, steal her from whatever story she was telling, and press another kiss to the corner of her mouth like it belonged there.
But he didn’t.
He sat there, hand still on the gearshift, watching the woman who had very quietly rearranged every blueprint he’d ever written for himself.
She didn’t need him.
She didn’t even need to know he was here.
But God, he wanted her to know. Not because he planned to fix her life—but because he realized just how far he’d go to build something alongside her.
Not in front of her. Not ahead of her.
Beside her.
If she’d let him.
Katie stepped closer to the counter, flipping through a clipboard. Her brow furrowed, lips pursed in concentration. He smiled to himself. That was her “no one interrupt me” face.
He remembered what her “kiss me again” face looked like, too.
And he wanted to be the one who got to see both.
The front door swung open suddenly and Katie stepped outside, hood up, thermos tucked under her arm. She didn’t notice him at first.
But then—her eyes found his.
And her expression shifted. Just slightly.
A flicker of surprise.
Then something softer.
She didn’t wave.
She didn’t run.
She just walked toward him, steady and sure, the same way she walked through every storm life handed her.
And Bennett?
He got out of the car, met her halfway. It hadn't started like this. Just two months ago she'd been all motion and deflection, determined to work three jobs and need no one. Somewhere between late shifts, quiet rides home, and more conversations than either of them expected, she'd let him in. Inch by inch. And now she looked at him as though he wasn't a detour from her future. As though he might belong in it. 
Because if there was one truth he knew now—one truth that settled into his chest and stayed there—it was this:
He didn’t want to stand still.
Not if it meant letting her pull ahead without him.
So he reached for the passenger door, opened it like it was a vow, and said:
“Need a ride, Quinn?”
Katie arched a brow.
“Depends,” she said, eyes glinting. “Can you keep up?”
Bennett grinned.
“I plan to.”
And then Katie unchained her bike, helped him put it in the back and she climbed in the SUV.






  
  Chapter 1

The Perch smelled like cinnamon, espresso, and the start of the holidays. 
Outside, the air had teeth—sharp and bright against bundled scarves and pink cheeks—but inside, the diner buzzed with heat and hometown chatter. Christmas was coming fast and Ashby Lake had fully committed to cozy chaos. Someone was always debating pie crusts versus graham cracker crusts, or whispering about who really burned the stuffing last year. Katie loved it. She even loved the noise.
She slipped behind the counter with practiced ease, tying her curls into a high bun and reaching for the navy apron that still smelled faintly of nutmeg.
“Hey, early bird,” Lara called from behind a mountain of freshly baked cranberry muffins. Lara narrowed her eyes. “You look... suspiciously chipper for a girl not even mid-way through a twelve-hour day.”
Katie just shrugged, but the grin tugging at her lips betrayed her.
 Truth was, she was chipper. Not because of caffeine or the holidays or even the muffins (though they smelled amazing), but because she'd spent the last week carving out time to be with Bennett. Stealing kisses. Talking after work when he drove her home. Meeting him during her lunch break at The Perch. 
Like how her shoulders relaxed when he asked how her day was. Or how her ears turned pink when he said her name.
She’d never admit it out loud, but she was watching the clock. Counting the minutes until she saw him again.
At 11:57, the bell above the door jingled.
Katie’s heart gave one stupid little flutter—until it sank like a stone.
It wasn’t Bennett.
Three men stepped inside, bringing with them the sharp bite of cold air and the unmistakable scent of not from here. Leather jackets, confident shoulders, and the air of people used to being watched. One of them—a tall blond with a movie-producer smile—scanned the diner until his eyes landed on Katie behind the counter.
He elbowed his friend.
And they made a beeline straight for her.
Katie’s spine straightened on instinct, her polite-customer-service expression snapping into place. Her smile didn’t reach her eyes.
“You’re Katie Quinn, right?” the blond asked, flipping his phone around and holding it out.
It was a video.
Her video.
The one from the Ashby Lake track. The black car surging ahead, tires screaming on the straightaway. Her signature inside pass at turn four. It had her name watermarked in the corner and—Katie’s breath caught—it had half a million views.
She blinked. “That’s me.”
He opened his mouth like he was gearing up for a speech, but Katie cut him off with a calm, clipped: “I’ve got a job to do. Can I get you something?”
The man paused. Just long enough to prove he wasn’t expecting resistance.
Then he smiled again, undeterred. “Three black coffees. And we’d like to talk. About racing. For real. Catch us on your break?”
They took a corner table without waiting for her response.
Katie made their coffees with clinical precision and handed them off without a word. But inside, her pulse was thudding in her ears.
They watched her work. She felt it.
Not like when Bennett watched her—curious and quiet and warm.
This was... targeted.
Predatory? No. But deliberate. Purposeful. They weren’t trying to catch her attention. They already had it.
She lasted twenty minutes before she marched over, wiping her hands on her apron with controlled defiance.
“Okay,” she said, eyes level. “What’s this about?”
The blond stood and extended a hand. “Jeff Duvall. That’s Sam Headly and Matt Lester.”
Katie shook it—quick, professional, cold.
“We saw your run at the Ashby Lake track,” Jeff said. “That inside line you pulled? That’s instinct. You don’t teach that.”
“We’re with Vortex Nine,” Sam added. “Putting together a new team for the North American circuit. Professional level. We’re looking at female drivers. Real contenders.”
Katie blinked, trying to catch up.
“I mean—we’d talked about it,” Jeff clarified. “Then your video showed up. And we stopped talking.”
Matt handed her a manila envelope—thick, with her name printed on the tab. The flap had already been unsealed.
“You’re invited to Florida this weekend,” Matt said. “Two-day trials. Timed runs, tech reviews, team interviews. We’re vetting the field fast.”
“There’s a signing bonus just for showing up,” Sam added. “Nothing shady. It’s all in the packet. Bring a lawyer. Bring three.”
Katie stared at the envelope.
She’d been handed scholarships and academic prizes.
Never this.
“This isn’t a gimmick?” she asked, her voice quieter than she expected. “You’re not just... checking a box?”
Matt’s expression softened. He shook his head slowly.
“No games,” he said simply. “You’re not a novelty. You’re a driver.”
Then, with careful gentleness, he touched her arm. Just once.
“You’re better than any of the guys we’ve seen all year,” he said. “I hope you know that.”
And with that, they nodded, dropped a twenty on the table and walked out into the snowy street—boots crunching, jackets flaring behind them like it was all part of the plan.
Katie stood frozen.
The envelope in her hands felt heavier than anything she’d carried all week.
She had tables to clear. A till to balance.
But none of it registered.
All she could see was a track in Florida. Empty. Sun-blazed. Waiting.

      [image: ]Katie stood behind the counter of the diner, her apron smudged with flour and espresso grounds, but her hands—those were trembling.
The manila envelope sat open beside her, the top page angled just enough for the bold letterhead to catch the light. Vortex Nine Motorsports. Below that: clauses, signatures, travel arrangements, and at the very bottom of page one…
$5,000.
Just to show up.
Katie stared at it like the number might blink out of existence if she looked too hard. But it didn’t. It held steady. Solid. Real.
“This can’t be real,” she whispered.
She slid the packet back into the envelope with care, tucking the corners in neatly like that might help her make sense of it. Then she flattened the flap closed with the side of her hand, trying to smooth the panic flat.
The bell above the door chimed.
Katie looked up—
—and there he was.
Bennett.
Tall, steady, wrapped in his usual wool coat, dusted lightly with snow. His scarf was pulled loose, his hair windswept, cheeks pink from the cold. His gaze swept the room once, then landed on her with quiet precision.
His mouth curved up at one corner—that subtle, familiar smile that always made her feel like she was the only person in the world who could cause it.
He raised two fingers.
Roast beef.
Katie gave a quick nod and turned away, but she could feel his eyes on her. Not in a heavy way. In that Bennett way—seeing more than she wanted to admit. And she knew, without question, that he could tell something was off.
Katie moved through the sandwich prep on autopilot. Bread. Mustard. Sliced roast. Sharp cheddar. Her hands knew what to do. But her chest was tight, her pulse still skipping like tires over gravel.
She added the side salad, made the espresso, and took a breath.
You can’t keep this to yourself. Not this. Not today.
She walked to his table and placed the tray down. But instead of walking away, she stood.
Still.
Rooted.
Bennett looked up, immediately alert. His brow furrowed the slightest bit—just enough to ask the question without saying it.
Katie cleared her throat.
“Could I… get you to take a look at something?”
His expression shifted. Sharpened.
“Of course,” he said gently. “How can I help?”
Katie didn’t answer right away. Instead, she reached into the deep front pocket of her apron and pulled out the envelope like it might explode.
She held it between both hands.
“They came in today. Three men. Said they were from Vortex Nine. They… gave me this.” Her voice caught. She set the envelope down carefully on the table between them.
“But I don’t know if it’s real,” she continued, her voice rising in pitch. “And you look at contracts all the time, right? I mean—I don’t know if this is legit or just some weird stunt or—”
Her words were spinning out. Spiraling.
And then—his hand. Warm. Sure. Covering hers.
“Hey,” Bennett said, his voice quiet but firm. “You’re okay. I’ve got you. Let’s take a look.”
Katie’s breath hitched.
She nodded.
And for the first time since those men had walked into the diner, she let herself sit down.
Across from him.
Across from calm.
Bennett picked up the envelope with the kind of reverence he usually reserved for blueprints and old books. He didn’t tear it open. He didn’t joke. He just looked at her for a long moment.
Katie Quinn—hands still, eyes wide.
Braver than she knew.
But something in her posture—the tension between fight and flight—twisted inside his chest.
Because if this was real, and it looked real, then Katie could be gone by the weekend.
And Bennett Rhodes wasn’t ready for that.
He wanted this for her. She’d earned it with grit and grease and goddamn fire.
But selfishly, painfully, he also wanted her to stay. She was anchoring him in ways he hadn’t even realized he needed.
And now she was poised to fly.
He opened the envelope and unfolded the first page.
Katie watched him—no fidgeting, no mask. Just watching. Waiting.
And Bennett knew, right then, that he wasn’t just looking at a woman weighing her options.
He was looking at a woman standing on the edge of something enormous.
Something life-changing.
Something beautiful.






  
  Chapter 2

Katie couldn’t sit still while Bennett read. So she went back to work. 
But there was way Katie Quinn could stand calmly behind the diner counter—topping off coffees and organizing biscotti jars—while Bennett read a multi-page racing contract with the intensity of a man reviewing international ceasefire terms.
Every time she glanced over, he was still reading.
Like this was just another clause in a corporate deal or a structural integrity report on a bridge that might collapse. His brow furrowed slightly with each new page, lips pressed in focus, fingers curling tighter on the paper when he hit the fine print.
By the fifth glance, Katie had chewed the inside of her cheek raw.
By the sixth, she nearly frothed someone’s cappuccino with the steam wand still on lock.
She muttered a curse under her breath and tried to concentrate—on milk temps, on countertop crumbs, on anything other than the man sitting at a table, reading a document that could change the rest of her life.
When she finally made it back to him—tray empty, towel slung over one shoulder like a shield—he looked up.
His expression was unreadable.
But his smile? It was careful. Like he was holding something heavy.
“It’s a solid offer,” Bennett said, his voice quiet.
Katie sat.
She didn’t mean to. Her knees just… folded. Just gravity, emotion, and shaky adrenaline finally catching up with her.
She stared at him, breath short, like she’d misheard.
Not maybe. Not we’ll see. Not sounds fake but okay.
Solid. Offer.
Her name was typed at the top of the contract. Her driving stats listed below like she was already someone. A real racer. A candidate worth considering.
Katie Quinn. Trial Run Invitee. Vortex Nine Motorsports. $5,000 engagement incentive.
Her.
She inhaled sharply. 
She reached across the table and touched his arm—just once. A squeeze. A silent thank you. A reflex more than anything else. Because Bennett had helped steady her when she couldn’t catch her breath, and that mattered more than she could say.
Then, she stood. 
“I can’t go,” she said.
The words came out low, but certain. Bennett blinked once. Not in shock, he knew her too well for that. But the way his eyes tracked her as she turned away? That landed.
Katie moved to step back into the safety of routine, of espresso machines and mop buckets and things she could control.
But before she could escape, his fingers brushed her wrist. She stopped. Not because he held her there, but because it was him.
“Katie,” he said, quiet and steady. “This is big.”
She stayed still.
“This could be the start of something real. Something… bigger than Ashby Lake.”
His voice didn’t rise. He wasn’t trying to convince her. But there was a tremor in his restraint. Something aching and true.
“I know you’ve got shifts. I know you’ve got the market and the winter feed orders and—everything else. But this?” He gestured to the envelope still sitting in the middle of the table. “This isn’t just a weekend. This is a door.”
Katie didn’t turn around. Because if she looked at him, saw that hope in his eyes, that belief—she’d fall apart.
Because if she admitted that she wanted it…
It might mean leaving. Not just the job. Not just the diner or the feed store.
Him.
She nodded. Once. A silent maybe. A soft I know.
Then she slid the envelope carefully back into the deep front pocket of her apron. 
Bennett let her go.
But he didn’t stop watching her.
And as she moved behind the counter again, pretending everything was fine, he stared at the space her hand had just touched on his arm. It still burned.
That’s when he knew. This wasn’t just fear.
This was the beginning of something neither of them could control. 
Because if she went—
She might not come back.

      [image: ]By the time her lunch shift ended, Katie had wiped the same espresso ring off the counter three times. Burned her thumb steaming chai for a tourist. Overfilled the compost bin. Smiled too brightly at a customer who told her she “looked tired.”
All the while, the manila envelope in her apron pocket pressed against her like a hidden weight. Not paper. Not possibility.
Pressure.
She couldn’t think straight.
Vortex Nine. A team. Florida. $5,000. Tryout.
The words looped through her head like a bad pop song on repeat. She kept seeing their faces—their calm assurance, the confidence in their pitch. The way the tall one had squeezed her arm before leaving, like the whole thing was inevitable.
Like the offer was already hers and all she had to do was say yes.
But Katie didn’t live in a world where yes was that easy.
Yes came with cost. Yes meant missed pay. Yes meant… wanting.
And wanting?
That was dangerous.
She wanted the speed and the spotlight and the roar of the engine and the flash of cameras and the proof that she was good enough for more than just side gigs and scraped-together paychecks.
She wanted to win.
But she didn’t know how to reach for it without everything else slipping through her fingers.

      [image: ]“Hey, Katie?”
She turned at the sound of Lara’s voice, already halfway through untying her apron as she headed for the back hall.
Lara stood by the staff door, her phone in hand, expression sheepish.
“Lisa just called in,” she said. “Her kid’s got the flu. Any chance you could cover the evening shift?”
Katie didn’t even pause.
“Of course.”
Lara hesitated. “You’ve already done six hours. And weren’t you at the feed store this morning?”
Katie gave her best approximation of a tired shrug and smiled through the fatigue.
“Yeah. But loans don't pay for themselves. And you’re short-staffed.”
She didn’t mention the envelope. 
She clocked back in without hesitation.
Saying yes to another shift, to refilling napkin holders and pulling espresso shots and making things run smoothly—
This was safe. Known. Containable.
And right now, Katie Quinn needed something to make sense.
Even if it broke her a little more every time she said yes to the wrong thing.






  
  Chapter 3

By the time Katie clocked out, she was wrecked. The kind of ache that lived in your bones and turned muscle into lead. But her mind? Her mind was not done. It buzzed. 
Low-voltage anxiety vibrating through her nerves. 
She shoved her arms into her coat, fingers clumsy, and dragged her bike out into the wind. The wind bit through her jacket like a mouthful of broken glass, scraping her cheeks until they stung.
The sky was starless.
Her breath curled in the air like smoke. She didn’t wait to warm up. She didn’t even glance at the street.
She just got on her bike and went. The first pedal stroke was sluggish. The second burned. But by the third, her body remembered. Remembered what it meant to run.
She flew down the gravel lane, tires chewing frozen earth, each breath scraped down her throat like snow-soaked sandpaper. Wind ripped at her coat. Her scarf whipped like a banner of defiance behind her.
Still, her thoughts screamed louder than the wind.
What if.
Words she didn’t let herself have. Katie Quinn didn’t deal in maybe. She did schedules. Double shifts. Paychecks and bills.
She did what is.
But tonight, her thoughts slipped. To the what ifs:
The offer was real?
She said yes?
Was she good enough—not just lucky, not just local legend good, but actual, high-octane, headline-worthy good?
No.
No, no, no.
That wasn’t part of the plan. Her plan was safe. Bulletproof. One cautious step at a time. 
And then came Bennett.
Wonderful, maddening Bennett.
The man with intense eyes and quiet confidence who kissed like he’d waited years to do it. Who never pushed—but never let her go.
She hadn’t planned for him. And she definitely hadn’t planned for this.
The bike groaned beneath her as she pushed harder. Her thighs burned. Her chest seized. Her nerves lined up like engines on the grid, tense and humming, ready to burn. Each breath fogged the frozen air. It was the only thing she trusted. 
Not necessary, just something to consider.
This line
What if.
Words she didn't let herself have.
Love it.
It tells us exactly who Katie is.
The ending
Tonight, for the first time...
She wasn't afraid to ask.
What if I let myself want this?
Perfect.
That lands much harder than earlier drafts because you earned it.
Bennett's section
This also reads cleaner.
I laughed at:
like it was a live grenade.
and
The kind of confident that didn't ask permission because it already assumed the answer was yes.
Great characterization in one sentence.
Tiny typo
Bennett pulled up Katie's video again.
Should be
Katie's
One sentence I'd trim
This:
He'd seen it live. On screen, it looked almost mythic.
I'd almost just say:
He'd seen it live.
On screen, it looked almost mythic.
Flows a little smoother.
Jealousy
This section is much healthier now.
Earlier versions leaned closer to possessiveness. This version keeps it human.
And she'd be alone.
is actually the emotional core.
The jealousy that follows feels believable because it grows out of concern rather than ownership.
My favourite paragraph
This one:
And he knew if you really loved something, you didn't chain it down.
 You helped it fly and maybe you asked if there was room for you in the passenger seat.
That is very Bennett.
It's romantic without becoming saccharine, and it quietly tells us why Katie is safe with him.
Ending
This made me grin.
And maybe?
A carry-on bag.
Because Florida?
Just got very interesting.
It's a fun release after all the tension. It also gives the chapter optimism instead of ending on anxiety.
Overall
I think this chapter now has a really satisfying shape:
 Katie spirals internally. 
 She reaches a quiet moment of possibility. 
 Bennett independently reaches the exact same conclusion from the opposite direction. 
 Both characters are moving toward the same future without realizing it. 
That's elegant storytelling.
I'd call this about a 9.5/10 chapter. The remaining polish is mostly sentence-level rhythm rather than structure. More importantly, it doesn't feel overwritten anymore. The emotion is still there, but now it has room to breathe. 📚✨
She welcomed the pain. Needed something physical. Something real.
Because everything else? It was slipping.
Her discipline, her grip on the world, on herself, was loosening.
She wasn’t allowed to hope. 
By the time she reached the farm, her body shivered like a fence wire in a windstorm. Her fingers barely worked. Sweat clung to her skin under her thermals, even as the wind froze her cheeks.
She rolled into the dark barn, muscles screaming, lungs raw. She dismounted like every joint hurt.
She leaned against the barn door, letting her breath fog the cold air. Her heart still raced—but it was quieter now. 
The envelope was still in her bag. It hadn’t disappeared.
And neither had the question. She didn’t have an answer.
Not yet.
But tonight?
Tonight, for the first time—
She wasn’t afraid to ask.
What if I let myself want this?

      [image: ]Bennett didn’t wait. He barely got through the front door. Coat still half on. Boots dripping salt-stained slush onto the mat. Laptop booting before he even reached the kitchen counter.
Vortex Nine.
He remembered the name, stamped bold across the envelope Katie had handed him like it was a live grenade. He remembered the faces from racing articles he had seen. Three men. All smiles. Too smooth. The kind of confident that didn’t ask permission because it already assumed the answer was yes.
Bennett’s jaw tensed as he pulled up the team’s official site.
A rotating banner showed cars mid-drift, drivers in branded jackets, bold fonts and louder engines. A sleek video popped up—engine noise, cheering crowds, champagne and fire suits. This wasn’t a scam. It wasn’t some greasy amateur crew looking to make headlines on a stunt.
They were real.
Hungry.
Funded.
And they were expanding.
Bennett opened three more tabs. The headlines rolled in fast.
“Vortex Nine Places Top Three in Charlotte”
​ “Vortex Looks to Expand Roster for 2026”
​ “Whispers of a Female Driver—Game-Changer or Gimmick?”
He clicked that article. Katie wasn’t named. But the language was telling. Hints of someone “rising from regional circuits,” someone who had “caught the attention of the scouting team with an aggressive inside pass.”
He didn’t need to guess. He knew that pass. Bennett pulled up Kat'ie's video again.
There she was, slicing through the track like it was born beneath her wheels. She took the inside line like it owed her money. 
He’d seen it live. But on screen? Something about it was mythic.
She didn’t just drive. She was fearless. 
She has to go, he thought, sinking into his chair.
She had to try.
He wanted that for her. More than anything. But still, he kept scrolling. Bios. Names. Faces.
Jeff Duvall. Sam Headly. Matt Lester.
Their grinning headshots stared back at him. Sun-kissed, smug, polished. The kind of guys who wore designer shades indoors and still made it to the VIP lounge. Bennett didn’t see anything sinister. No lawsuits. No scandals. 
If she made it, Katie would travel with them. On their turf. Their track. Their schedule.
And she’d be alone.
Bennett’s hand fisted around the mouse before he realized he was gripping it.
The spike hit fast and hard. 
Hot. Unapologetic. Real.
He could see it too
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