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James

The engine revving beneath my body. The wind whipping around the car. The concrete of the street roaring underneath the tires. I lived for that moment. The moment when my car nosed just beyond my competitors. Broken street lamps raced by and rundown buildings blurred in my peripheral. I shifted. Lurched. Felt the car groaning underneath me as I pushed it to its limits. That was the thing about racing. Knowing when to throttle it and knowing when to back off. The key wasn’t the car. It was the competitor. When someone got cocky, they backed off. And my job was to stroke their ego. Get them to think they were winning before I throttled it. In my racing experience, I found that it took twice as long to get a car to giddy-up than it did to slow down. Rather than starting off strong in the beginning and relying on my car to do the work, I played a psychological game that sunk my opponents every time.

And X was no different.

The roar of the wind around me was euphoric. I shifted gears, easing off the clutch just enough to feel the car lurch into what I needed. I pressed the gas pedal down. I kept my eyes in front of me. I watched my car approach X’s. I watched the nose of my car surpass his. And when I knew it was safe to look over, I tossed my gaze out the window and watched the panic roll over his features.

He needed to be afraid. He needed to be panicking. Because I’d just beaten him, and it had nothing to do with the cars we were driving.

Racers like X were easy targets. It was the up-and-coming racers that were harder to beat. The newcomers didn’t have the go that men like X had. X thought he was unstoppable. Unbeatable. His reputation spoke for itself, and the intimidation that came along with it kept the newcomers at bay. No one dared to question him because of his experience. Because of the races underneath his belt. Because of his perfect record.

He didn’t win because of his car.

He won because of the psychological game behind his reputation.

I saw the finish line. I heard X’s engine rev. I watched his face ease back into my peripheral and I knew it was time. I eased the clutch down and shifted into the last gear I needed. I felt my foot press the gas pedal down as far as it would go. The woman at the finish line waved her white T-shirt in the air. Her tits bounced around and her thick legs poked out from beyond a scrap of denim that could hardly be considered shorts. Her eyes were wide as saucers, but not because we were coming in hot.

But because I was coming in first.

The second my tires raced over the finish line, I slammed on my breaks. I whipped my car around, skidding to a stop as burning rubber filled the air. It was my favorite smell. Second only to the smell of a woman’s scent after filling her with myself. I drew in a deep breath and watched as X came to a stop beside me, anger written all over his features.

I’d won the race by three feet. Beaten the unbeatable Alex ‘No Last Name.’

And now? His pink slips were mine.

“How the fuck did you do that?” X asked.

He slammed out of his car as I coolly slipped out of mine.

“Where’s the nitrogen canister?” he asked.

“You’ve been watching too many movies,” I said, grinning.

“Pop this fucking hood. I want to see what’s underneath.”

“I’m not popping anything until you hand over your papers.”

“I’m not giving you a damn cent,” he growled.

“Then maybe you should have thought about laying down rules for this race before you got ahead of yourself.”

I leaned against my car and crossed my arms over my chest. X was tall. A towering six-foot-four. Well, he didn’t tower over me. He only had me by a couple of inches. But he towered over most everyone else. He was a broad-shouldered son of a bitch, too. Intimidating asshole. If I was in the business of being scared of anything, I’d be wary of him. He was covered in tattoos that poked beyond every hem of his clothing. They trickled up his neck. His tattoo sleeves ran all the way down the tops of his fucking hands. He probably had his entire damn back covered in them, too. And his race winnings were boasted about on his fingers.

On the gold and diamond rings he wore on every single fucking finger he owned.

“So, are you going to pay up?” I asked, grinning.

X snarled at me as my grin grew to a broad smile.

“Wouldn’t want to go back on your word in front of all these people, would you?” I asked.

I held out my hand, steady and unwavering. X’s eyes fell to it before he took another step toward me. The crowd gasped. The woman at the finish line who had waved me down as the winner with her beautiful rack yelped a little bit. That caught X’s attention. He whipped his gaze over to her before licking his lips. He’d probably meant to take her as a spoil of war. Toss that thick beauty over his shoulder and fuck her while proclaiming himself the winner of the night.

Not tonight, sweet cheeks.

With a rumble of his voice and words I didn’t catch, he stalked over to his car. He reached through the rolled-down window and opened the glove compartment, pulling out what I needed. The pink wafted in the breeze as he crumpled the paper in his hand, then held out his fist for me. Such a child. Such a spoiled little sport. Then again, I shouldn't have expected any other kind of behavior from him. I reached my hand out and watched him drop the ownership papers of his infamous race car into my hand.

The state of the papers didn’t matter, however. Not to me, not to the state, and not to the person I’d ultimately sell it to.

After all, a man needed some cold, hard cash in his life.

“You won’t get away with this,” X said.

“Nothing to get away with. I challenged you to a race, you laughed in my face. Then you accepted and laid out your own terms. Racing for pink slips, no road rules applicable. Though it really is a pity you’re such a sore loser. I figured with your reputation, you’d take this like a man,” I said.

He lunged at me just before my best friend, Reggie, jumped between us. He placed his hand on X’s chest as I folded up the papers and slid them into my pocket. X shoved Reggie’s hand off his chest before putting his finger in my face, and my eyes rose to meet with the behemoth of a man standing in front of me.

Who was acting like the biggest spoiled brat alive.

“I don’t know who the fuck you are, but you can rest assured no one will ever know. You have my car, but that doesn’t mean you’ve won. By the time I’m done with you, the only thing you’ll have left is the underwear I’ll make you piss in,” X said.

I nodded my head and drew in a deep breath. “You hear that, Reggie? He’s going to make me piss myself.”

“That’s enough, Wolf,” Reggie said.

“You should listen to your little ni—”

Before I knew what was happening, my hand was around his throat and his body was pinned against his own damn car. My fingers tightened around his windpipe as his hands wrapped around my forearm. I felt Reggie trying to pull me back. I felt X kicking out his legs, trying to get out of my grasp. No man was ever a match for me. No matter how big or how tough. No man trained the way I had as a child. Normal men worked out in gyms. Men like X had memberships to seedy gyms in back alleys so they could lift weights and do crunches and call themselves big and bad.

My gym was yanking my mother’s abusive fucking boyfriend off her body by his throat.

“Off. Now,” Reggie said.

The sternness of his voice pierced through the fog of my anger. I looked down into X’s eyes and saw them fluttering closed. So much for the big, bag, big cheese racer of Los Angeles. The man was nothing but a damn pussy. I released my grasp on his neck and he slid to his ass, gasping for air in front of the crowd. I looked up and took in the stares of the people surrounding me. Their jaws agape. Their eyes wide. Their looks on me wary. I looked down at the molten rock of a man at my feet, sputtering and gasping as he cradled his throat in his hand.

“You’re a fucking dead man, you hear me?” X gasped.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here,” I said.

I reached into my pocket and tossed Reggie the keys to my car. He started to say something, but I shot him a look. I knew what X was about to call him. I’d heard Reggie called it more times in this damn sport than anything else. But no one had a right to call him that simply by the tone of his skin. Yes, Reggie was dark. He made jokes all the damn time that if it weren’t for the whites of his eyes, no one would see him coming in the night. But he was the only one allowed to make jokes. He was the only one allowed to say anything like that around me.

No one else.

And certainly not men like X.

Without another word, I slid into the driver’s seat of X’s car and sped off. I left the crowd behind as Reggie followed me, and the two of us headed back to my apartment. I already had ideas as to who I was going to sell the damn thing to. Who I could get the most money off of for it. We raced through town, blazing past yellow lights and routing ourselves around the red ones. I careened and weaved through traffic, blazing past cops that didn’t dare attempt to pull us over.

That shit was practice for me. Outrunning cops in their pathetic vehicles.

We skidded to a stop in the parking lot of my rundown apartment complex. The place was disgusting, but it was home. I slammed out of my car and watched Reggie get out of his, my blood pressure still elevated from my encounter with X.

“You should’ve let me kill him,” I said flatly.

“Can’t become a professional racer if you decide to murder someone,” Reggie said.

“He had no right to—”

Reggie held up his hand. “Love ya for it, but it wasn’t necessary. Had he said it, it would have given me a right to break his nose.”

I chuckled. “Sorry to rob you of your glory moment.”

“Men like X deserve it, honestly. The issue with them is they are also men of their words.”

“And...?”

“That threat he made against you doesn’t sit well with me,” he said.

“Reggie, you worry too much.”

“James, if I didn't worry about you, you would’ve been dead a long time ago.”

“Worrying is a waste of time. Especially if you’re worrying over people who have no want or reason to change,” I said.

“We talking about someone else here? Or are we still on the subject of you?”

I ground my teeth together, trying to push the memories of my childhood away.

“Anyway, what are you going to do with this car? It’s a nice car,” Reggie said.

“That your way of saying you want it?” I asked.

“Not with the type of threat that came with it. I’m good, thanks.”

I shook my head. “X is full of hot air. You know this.”

“I wouldn't be so sure about that. If there’s any man on the planet that keeps his word, it’s an entitled white man.”

“Well, to answer your question, I’m pretty sure I’m going to sell it.”

“I should have known.”

“You know, after I race it a few times,” I said.

Reggie sighed. “And the plot thickens.”

“What do you think I should do with it, since you don’t seem to be a plan of my bright ideas?”

“I’m never a fan of your ideas. This isn’t anything new.”

I chuckled. “Well, unless you’ve got something to bring to the table, then stop judging what I come up with.”

“Trust me, I never will,” he said.

“At least I can count on you for something.”

“Want me to take a look at the thing? See what’s going on under the hood?”

I slipped the keys into my pocket. “You know I trust no one else with any car I’ve got. You’re the best damn mechanic I’ve ever seen in my life. But tonight, we celebrate. You can take a look at it tomorrow.”

“I want to look at it before you race it, Wolf.”

“And trust me, Reggie. You will. Just not tonight,” I said.
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Nicolette

I gazed out at the track from our glass-covered nest. V.I.P. It was the only way my father did anything in his life. Closed off from the peasants and sitting high in the sky. Like he was some sort of important figure in the world. My father wasn’t important. He wasn’t even interesting. He owned a race track. A race team. That was it. The luxurious private booth he had set aside for race day was meant for one purpose only: to kiss the asses of sponsors that would line his pockets with hundreds of thousands of dollars. The entertainment for the day was solid. Champagne raining down by the gallons. Little trays of snacks and bite-sized morsels that would barely soak up the alcohol. That was how my father got people to open their pockets. Getting them just drunk enough to fall for his charms before they cut him a check. My father was almost as good at schmoozing rich bitches as I was at racing.

Almost.

“My God, I hate racing season,” my mother said.

“What was that, Beatrice?” my father asked.

“Nothing, Jeffrey. Just taking in the view,” my mother said.

Yeah. The view of the bottom of your champagne glass.

She tossed them back, one by one. Just opened her throat and poured the liquid into her stomach. My mother hated racing. Always had. But she tagged along with my father to show her support. Not that it mattered behind closed
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