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The
night before the Budapest Grand Prix...


 


I
arch my back against the silken bed sheets as Harrison Davies runs his powerful
hands down my body. His touch sends tendrils of electric sensation racing along
my every nerve. There’s so much force locked up in that body of his—in those
tight, sculpted muscles. And yet, for all that raw power, his every caress is
measured, precise, perfect. I guess his skills on the race track do carry over
to bedroom, after all. 


“Look
at you...” he groans, letting his eyes rake along the length of me.


“See
what you do to me?” I gasp, letting my knees fall open. We’ve stripped each
other bare in this secluded love nest. For this moment in time, nothing stands
between us. 


Harrison
trails his fingertips along my tender thigh, setting my legs to trembling. “I
know you’re ready for me,” he says, “But I want to take my time.”


“You’re
going to do me in, Davies,” I moan, pushing my hands through my chocolate brown
curls.


“Maybe,”
he grins, a lock of dirty blonde hair falling across his forehead, “But I
promise you’ll love every minute of it.”


He
lowers himself onto me, catching my lips with his. His strong jaw pushes my
mouth open, and I’m drunk on the taste of him. I dig my fingers into his broad
shoulders, feeling him hard against me. Just when I think I can’t possibly be
any more fired up, Harrison lets his hand brush against the throbbing wetness
between my legs. I fall back against the bed, and he closes in on that hard,
aching, tender flesh. I close my eyes in wordless ecstasy as he rolls his fingers
across my clit, sending me racing toward bliss at breakneck speed. 


A
tremor of breathtaking sensation spills through my body, and I hold onto
Harrison for dear life. If I had my way, I’d never let him go. I want to
suspend time right at this second, right as he holds me at the peak of unimaginable
pleasure. If only we could stay here, lock ourselves up, and learn every inch
of each other’s bodies...But the waves of bliss pass through me, and time
marches onward, whether I like it or not. At least I can content myself in
knowing that, with Harrison, these moments are hardly few and far between.


“Lay
back,” he grins, “We’re just getting started.”


“Damn
right we are,” I breathe, sprawling out across the rust-red sheets, “But while
I catch my breath...”


Harrison
sucks in a quick breath of air as I wrap my hands around the staggering length
of him. His eyes blaze with want of me as I work my fingers along his rock hard
desire. I smile up at him, my body still buzzing in the wake of his expert
touch. 


“Don’t
you love a little give and take?” I ask him, tightening my grip
ever-so-lightly.


“With
you I do,” he tells me.


“Good,”
I say, “Because we’re in this together, Harrison.”


“Damn
right we are,” he growls, knocking my hands away. I gasp as I feel the tip of
him press against my slick slit. “There’s no one else I’d rather partner with.”


I
cry out as he sinks into me, making us whole together once more. 
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A Rough Start





 


My feet are racing as fast as my spinning thoughts. In a
panicked daze, I careen through the tightly packed crowd that floods the
streets of Budapest, Hungary. All around me, the cacophonous din of the
just-completed Grand Prix surges and peaks. I can’t will my mind to form a
single coherent thought—I’m too overcome. 


I can’t bring myself to glance back down at my iPhone. A
barrage of photos has just been sent to me, each and every one starring me and
Harrison Davies in various illicit situations. I have no idea who’s behind the
unknown number that sent these damning images along—I can’t even wager a guess
just now. But whoever it is was very clear about what I’m expected to do with
this new information: stay the hell away from Harrison. But if I could do that,
we wouldn’t be in this predicament in the first place.


My entire body is jerked to a stop as a vice-like grip tightens
around my arm. I whip around to see who’s apprehended me and come face-to-face
with my father. 


“There you are,” he says, a strained and terrifying smile
plastered across his face, “Where are you off to in such a hurry?”


“I...Um...” I splutter, “I was looking—”


“We need you with Enzo right now,” Dad interrupts, towing me
back through the crowd, “He’s going to have a thousand cameras in his face any
second, and he’s in no condition to be in front of the media on his own.”


“I’m actually feeling a little...faint,” I say, trying to
extract myself from Dad’s grasp.


“Siena,” he says, his voice tinged with desperation, “I know
that you’ve been under a lot of pressure, but I need you to be a professional
right now and step up. Your brother needs you. Ferrelli needs you. You’re great
at this bella, so be great at it now more than ever.”


A little burst of pride washes over me in the wake of my
father’s praise. Pushing every thought of Harrison, the photos, the world of
hurt we’ve stumbled into out of my mind, I high tail it back to the Ferrelli
camp to do some hardcore damage control.


By the time Dad and I reach the Ferrelli pocket of the F1
madness, the media has already descended. They can’t start grilling Enzo
without me there to run interference. My brother just lost to Harrison Davies,
the bad boy rookie who’s shaping up to be Enzo’s biggest rival. And quite
possibly the man I love, but no way can I think about that right now. I
shoulder through a solid wall of reporters and see Enzo up ahead beside his
car. His jaw is clenched tight, and I can see the anger billowing behind his
eyes. Time for me to step in.


“I’ll begin taking questions now,” I announce, turning
toward the sea of flashbulbs and waving hands. Dozens of voices call out my
name, and I point to the nearest reporter.


“Miss Lazio,” the wiry man begins, “This is the first race
that Enzo has lost since the season began. Can you describe the mood of Team
Ferrelli right now?”


“Never been better,” I say dryly, drawing a chuckle from the
press, “But seriously. We may not have won this particular race, but we did
come in second. By my count, that's still a fantastic outcome. And our team is
well ahead in points, so we’re not too concerned. Next question, please.”


“Was Mr. Lazio surprised to have been beaten by Mr. Davies?”
asks a young woman to my left, “Enzo seemed pretty confident that Harrison
wouldn’t be a threat during this season.”


I can practically feel the heat coming off of Enzo’s body as
his anger comes to a boil. Time to deflect, hard. 


“That’s the wonderful thing about F1, isn’t it?” I smile,
“Always room for plenty of surprises. Next question?”


“Do you think Enzo got a little too cocky for his own good?”
the last reporter presses. “Perhaps if he’d been more on guard against
Harrison—”


“Davies got lucky,” Enzo spits, “It won’t happen again.”


“That’s all for now!” I say quickly, tugging Enzo away from
the press. They clamor after us, shouting questions to our retreating backs,
but there’s no way I’m letting them goad Enzo into saying something he’s going
to regret. 


We book it to the nearest Ferrelli car and jump into the
backseat where Dad is already waiting. As we take off back toward the hotel,
we’re utterly silent. Dad is oscillating between disappointment and outrage
while Enzo simmers in his own frustration and embarrassment. Me, I’m trying to
keep a neutral smile on my face while my heart cracks into a thousand messy
pieces. Between the three of us, we’ve got the whole spectrum of anguish pretty
much covered. 


“We’ll get an early start to Moscow,” Dad finally says,
“We’ve got a couple of weeks before the next Grand Prix. Everything will be
sorted out in no time, Enzo. Never you fear.”


“Fear?” Enzo says, his voice hollow, “How can you say that,
Dad? You saw what happened out there as clearly as I did.”


“Davies snuck around you while you were distracted trying to
prevent a wreck,” Dad says crisply.


“No,” Enzo says, “Davies had the better strategy, plain and
simple. He’s not just some punk ass bad boy with something to prove. The guy
can race.”


“He can,” I say softly, my heart full of longing. I wish I
could have run to Harrison the second he crossed the finish line, been there
for his victory.


“He’s my only real competition,” Enzo goes on, settling back
into his seat, “And that means I have to destroy him.”


I feel the air leave the backseat cabin as I whip around to
face my brother.


“What...What does that mean?” I ask.


“I’ll do whatever it takes to end Harrison Davies,” Enzo
goes on, “I don’t just want to beat him. I want him out of the sport.”


“But...Enzo, why?” I ask, “Just because he’s a challenger?”


“I care too much about this sport to let assholes like him
drag it through the mud,” Enzo goes on. “F1 racers should be elite. And
professional.”


“Enzo, the only time Harrison acted unprofessionally is when
you started it!” I gasp, exasperated, “Why don’t you focus on winning the next
Grand Prix instead of plotting your revenge on Harrison Davies?”


“Your sister’s right,” Dad says.


“What?” Enzo and I chorus. It isn’t often that my father and
I see eye-to-eye.


“If you let yourself get all wrapped up in going after
Davies, all you’re going to do is tank your own chances at winning. Forget
about him, Enzo. You have to think of him as just another racer. Can you do
that, son?”


Enzo is silent in reply. He can’t help but take Harrison’s
success personally. I wonder if some deeply buried part of him knows that he
has good reason to be suspicious of Harrison Davies. The severity of my
situation rears its ugly head as I consider what Enzo would do if he found out
I was actually sleeping with the enemy. Who would he be more furious with,
Harrison or me? From Harrison, he’d have no reason to suspect loyalty, but from
me he expects the world. He can’t find out about us. Not while he carries such
a heated grudge against Harrison.


But how am I going to keep my blackmailer from outing me? I
have no idea who could possibly be behind those photos, so how can I know what
would make them tick? What I don’t understand is why, if those pictures exist
at all, they haven’t already been splattered across every blog and newscast
known to man. Why threaten me, rather than just destroy my reputation and,
well, the rest of my life? I need to figure out where those shots came from,
and who’s been trailing me around like a damned spy all this time. 


The question is, how?


I feel my iPhone buzz against my thigh as we pull up to the
hotel, but I don’t dare check it in front of my dad and brother. For all I
know, it could be a full frontal nudie shot of me straddling Ferrelli’s new
competitor. I have no idea how far this surveillance effort has already gone. I
hurry up to my room, claiming some kind of headache, and lock the door swiftly
behind me. Once I know for sure that I’m absolutely alone, I pull out my phone
with trembling fingers and see that a second batch of photos has, indeed,
arrived.


Settling down onto my bed, I open the stuffed folder and
look through the images, one by one. There we are leaving the Budapest bar,
leaving the restaurant, walking hand-in-hand. There we are in Toronto and Monte
Carlo. There we are in Barcelona, returning from the beach looking flushed and
rumpled. That’s how far these photos date back to. There are no shots of our
first night at the club together, but that’s no saving grace. I count at least
fifty images here, each more damning than the rest. Someone’s been trailing
Harrison and I since Barcelona, snapping shots of our meetings. 


If even one of these photos leaked, it would be the end of
our secrecy. The entire world would know that Harrison and I have been sneaking
around together. The gossip mills would love it, but McClain would be furious.
This is Harrison’s first season ever, it would be disastrous for him to get
swept up in a scandal. Drama may be built into this sport, but not this kind of
drama. Rivalries and strategy and suspense are all well and good, but sex
scandals only serve to undermine the prestige of the sport.


But as bad as it would be for Harrison, us being found out
would be even worse for me. I’d probably lose my job, for starters. But far
worse would be my family’s utter heartbreak if they knew I’d been running
around with our main competition. I can’t even stand to think of the look on
Enzo’s face, should he find out. I can’t let it happen, no matter what. But can
I really follow the blackmailer’s terms? Can I really just stop seeing
Harrison, once and for all?


As if on cue, a new message from Harrison pops up onto my
phone. I stare down at the tiny scrawl of text and feel my heart lodge itself
in my throat.


“You disappeared,” the text reads, “Wanted to blow you a
celebratory kiss. Proud of me?”


My pulse quickens as I stare at his words. What am I
supposed to do? Can I even respond without egging the blackmailer on? What if
whoever is doing this has access to Harrison’s phone, or mine? With a heavy
heart, I delete Harrison’s text. I can’t bring myself to respond to him, not now.
I need time to think.


I fall back onto the cushy hotel bed and let my baffled,
outraged tears begin to flow. I feel so violated. Those moments between
Harrison and I were private, our own secret world. And someone wants to use
them to hurt us. Who the hell would do something like this, and why? I may not
know for sure, but a few distinct possibilities begin to clarify in my mind. A
certain Ivy League watch dog is at the top of my shit list, that’s for sure.
And if it’s really Charlie behind all this, he’d better brace himself for when
I get my hands on him. 
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Getting To The Bottom





 


 


With no small effort, I drag myself up out of bed and start
gathering my things. I toss articles of clothing and toiletries into my
suitcase at random, unable to bring my mind fully to the task. Dad told me to
be ready to go in half an hour, and the last thing I want is for someone to
come and find me a sobbing mess. Of course, I could blame it on the fact that
Enzo placed second this go-around. Nobody would doubt it for a second, I’m
sure. 


I give my room one last once over and slip out into the
hall. We’re convening in the lobby before making the trip to Moscow, Russia—the
city that’s hosting the next Grand Prix. At least this trek will be a
relatively short one. The second we touchdown, I’ll be able to put my mind to
figuring out what on earth I’m supposed to do next. Right now, I don’t even
know if I can safely answer a text message from Harrison without getting us
both in the trouble of our lives. I just need a minute to think this all
through.


A door opens down the hallway in front of me, and a trill of
laughter spills out. I stop short as two people tumble through the doorway and
into the hall, and feel my jaw drop as I realize that I recognize them. Bex and
Charlie straighten up as they spot me, trying to suppress their giddy grins.


“What the hell...?” I mutter.


“Sorry Siena,” Bex breathes, “Didn’t meant to scare you. We
were just—”


“Packing up,” Charlie says, struggling to keep a straight
face.


“Right,” I say, feeling a hot rush of anger course through
my blood as Charlie smiles bashfully. “Packing up. I get it.”


“Are you OK, Siena?” Bex asks, “You look a little...”


“Distracted,” I offer, “You know, I am feeling a little bit
off. Can’t really put my finger on why that might be, though. What do you
think, Charlie? Any idea why I might be a little down in the dumps?”


“Um...Siena, I have no idea,” Charlie says, shooting a quick
glance at Bex, “Are you just bummed that Enzo—?”


“No,” I snap, “Wrong. Oh well. I’ll just let you two get
back to whatever it is you’re doing. I wouldn’t want to intrude on any private
moment. Or pry into your personal lives. It’s not really my style. It’s not
really what civilized people do.”


“Why don’t you get our stuff,” Bex says to Charlie, “I’m
gonna walk Siena down—”


“I’m fine on my own, Bex,” I say, a little more harshly than
I mean to, “See you love birds in Moscow, I guess.”


I charge past them, hot tears pricking my eyes. If Charlie
has anything to do with those photos, as I’m guessing he does, this is a double
betrayal. It’s bad enough that he’s probably involved, but if Bex is moony-eyed
over him all of a sudden...it’s too much. Is there anyone on this entire season
that I can trust? 


Dad, Enzo, Gus, and the other guys of Team Ferrelli are all
waiting in the lobby by the time I get downstairs. A stormy silence hangs over
them all, despite the falsely cheerful smiles they’re all wearing. Everyone is
trying to pretend like nothing is wrong after our second place finish, but
they’re doing a piss-poor job. The truth is that deep down everyone is scared
shitless about Harrison. That includes me, for different reasons, of course.


“Have you seen Charlie?” Gus asks, as I draw up to the
group.


“Oh, I’m sure he’ll be coming in a second,” I say dryly,
noting my accidental double entendre. 


Oh God...I wonder how far things have gotten between Bex and
Charlie? They must have been eyeing each other the whole time this season’s
been going on, and I never even noticed. Thinking about the two of them
together makes me incredibly sad. If everything with Harrison wasn’t about to
go to shit, I’d think it was wonderful that they were getting together. But if
Bex is sidling up to Charlie just as he prepares to ruin my chances of
happiness, then I’m going to lose them both.


Of course, there’s always the chance that Charlie has
nothing to do with those pictures. Sure, he’s the most likely suspect, but if
he really has been carrying on with Bex this whole trip, would he have the
extra time to be tailing me and Harrison? Maybe there’s someone else out there
who’s just as eager to keep us apart. Someone who’d be willing to put a
permanent stain on Harrison’s racing career if it meant breaking us apart.


“Oh no...” Dad mutters, looking toward the hotel’s entrance.


I follow his gaze across the lobby and feel my insides twist
painfully. Through the sliding glass doors strides Team McClain, with Harrison
Davies front and center. I barely notice Bex and Charlie slip in among our
number as Harrison spots us across the space. His eyes linger on me for just a
moment, but I can read the question in his eyes even from here. He’s wondering
why I’m not responding to his texts, whether I’m angry that he beat my brother,
if anything is different between us. The short answer is, of course, that
things are very different between us now. But how can I tell him that without
pissing off my blackmailer? 


The other young people of Team McClain stroll in after
Harrison. Andy and Cora walk arm in arm beside him while Sara and Shelby linger
behind, their eyes buried in their iPhones. One by one, they spot me across the
way. Cora and Andy give friendly smiles, Sara manages a little wave, and Shelby
raises her cold eyes right to mine. I watch as the faintest hint of a smile
plays across her lips—and it’s not the friendly kind, either.


Shelby. Of course. Why didn’t I think of her straight away?
She could easily be the mystery caller who’s threatening to out me and Harrison
as a couple. From the start, it was clear she didn’t like me. And she was there
that first night in Barcelona when things first started to heat up between
Harrison and I. Could she really have been trailing us from then on out,
lurking in shadows, waiting to snap incriminating pictures of us? I have no
idea. I’ve barely met the girl. Why the hell would be she doing a thing like
this? Maybe she’s carrying a torch for Harrison, and I went and got in her way?
It’s insane, but not impossible.


I look back and forth between Charlie and Shelby. Which one
of them is more likely to be behind this? Or—and this thought scares me more
than anything—what if it’s not either of them? What if some complete stranger
is out there with a batch of pictures that could ruin my life? Someone I can’t
reason with or understand, someone who’s just out to make our lives miserable.
This isn’t how I pictured things going at all. I was just starting to hope that
maybe Harrison and I could find a way to become public without inciting a shit
storm. But any chance of that seems about as likely as the Pope converting to
Judaism right about now. 


Enzo takes a swaggering step forward, snapping me out of my
panicked mind. My brother heads straight for Harrison, who breaks away from his
own pack. They walk toward each other across the marble lobby, and the rest of
us fall silent. I halfway expect them to take their forty paces before opening
fire on each other. But I have a feeling that if a duel does occur between
these two, it’s going to go down on the track, not in the lobby of some fancy
hotel.


“Heading out early, Lazio?” Harrison asks, drawing up to my
brother. The two men are almost exactly the same size. They’re both tall and
muscular, without being outrageously built. I wonder who would come out on top
in a fight, if it came to it? Oh Christ, I hope it doesn’t ever come to that. I
don’t think I could stand it.


“Just getting a head start,” my brother replies, crossing
his arms.


“Hoping to get some extra practice in before the next race?”
Harrison smiles. 


He’s ribbing Enzo, trying to piss him off. Jesus, do we have
to watch this little pissing contest right now? Sometimes even the most manly
men can act like overgrown boys. 


“I don’t really believe in being reckless,” Enzo says coolly,
“We run a pretty tight ship.”


“Yes, I see that,” Harrison says, nodding to the rest of us,
“But you know, Lazio, sometimes it’s good to shake things up a bit.”


“You call sleeping through your preliminary shaking things
up?” Enzo scoffs.


“Paid off, didn’t it?” Harrison smiles.


“It’s dangerous,” Enzo says, “All you do, Davies, is make an
already risky sport riskier for us all. It’s inconsiderate, and
unsportsmanlike.”


“But I suppose that cutting off drivers left and right and
making personal attacks is the height of acting like a true gentleman, eh
Lazio?” Harrison shoots back.


“No one’s attacking you,” Enzo says, “Don’t be so dramatic.”


“You know full well what I’m talking about. And you know
that I’m right,” Harrison says, “We both know that I’m making you nervous,
especially now that I’ve beat your ass, and you’re trying to make yourself feel
better by taking cheap shots at my family. Well guess what, Lazio? I’m not my
father. And you’re not yours. It’s just you, me, and the rest of the drivers
out there. We’re equals.”


“You are not my equal,” Enzo spits, “You’re a lucky rookie
who’s going to get his ass handed to him by the time this championship is
over.”


“You’re dreaming,” Harrison says with a grin.


“You’re deluded,” Enzo returns, “You’ll burn out in no time,
Davies. Sooner or later, you’ll crack. You’ll slip up, and the world will be
able to see you for who you really are. A no-good, womanizing, drunkard of a
racer who’ll fizzle and die out before long.”


I watch as Enzo’s words sink into Harrison’s mind. I know
he’s thinking the exact same thing as I am: he really does have something to
hide these days, but it’s got nothing to do with his father. It’s me he has to
worry about.


“See you in Russia, Lazio,” Harrison says, snapping out of
it, “I’ll be the one racing laps around your ass.”


“Keep telling yourself that,” Enzo laughs, “Poor little boy.
I remember my
first F1 series. Once you’ve got some experience, you’ll start to understand
that strategy and precision trump a movie star smile any day. You may be a
charming little bastard, but I’ve been training far longer than you have. And
that’s what counts in the end. I’m just going to sit back and watch you figure
out how inferior you really are.”


“That’s about enough of that,” Harrison says, his voice quietly
intense.


“Have I finally struck a nerve?” Enzo smiles, “Good. You
should be unnerved. You’re out of your league.”


“That’s pretty high talk coming from someone I beat this
afternoon,” Harrison says.


“That was luck, plain and simple. And you being a dirty
opportunist, of course.”


“What the hell is your problem, Lazio? You’ve had it out for
me from the start.”


“Damn right,” my brother says, “And I still do.”


“You threatening me?” Harrison asks, taking a menacing step
forward.


“What of it?” Enzo asks, edging forward himself.


“I mean to protect myself, is all,” Harrison growls, “And I
don’t go down without a fight, I’ll tell you that.”


“That so?” Enzo asks, shoving Harrison lightly.


“Damn right,” Harrison returns, shoving back with just a
little more force. 


“That’s enough!” Dad shouts, pulling Enzo away from
Harrison. 


“Come on,” Andy says, stepping forward to pull Harrison away
from my brother, “This isn’t you, mate.”


“A little friendly rivalry never killed anyone, right
Harrison?” Enzo shoots, turning back to Team Ferrelli.


“There’s a first time for everything,” Harrison replies,
storming out of the lobby.


“What was that?” Enzo shouts, as Team McClain disappears
into the hotel, “What the hell did he just say to me?”


“Stop your yelling,” Gus grumbles, punching Enzo on the arm,
“You’re acting like a teenage hot head. Let’s all just make it to Moscow in one
piece, shall we?”


Team Ferrelli goes on toward the doors, but I linger behind.
Against my better judgment, I let my eyes follow Harrison toward the bank of
elevators. He turns toward me, his eyes full of conflicted frustration. I wish
I could go to him, soothe him, make things right. But his team closes in around
him, with that horrible Shelby person in among his inner circle, and I find
myself flanked at once by Charlie and Bex. 


“Come on, Siena,” Bex says, “They’re going to leave without
us if we don’t hurry.”


I let myself be towed across the lobby by my maybe-friends,
tearing my eyes away from Harrison. This is going to be harder than I ever
could have imagined. Why was I stupid? I seriously thought that we might make
it out of this season unscathed, free to be together. What a joke. More and
more, it’s looking like whatever chance at happiness we might have had together
is sputtering out. I don’t know how to face that, don’t know who to turn to if
not Harrison. He’s the first person I’ve ever met who understands me on a level
that goes deeper than words, further than logic. And he’s the one person I
can’t talk to about this.


I follow Bex and Charlie out to Ferrelli’s fleet of private
cars. We take off toward the airport, where our private jet will be waiting to
ferry us all to Moscow. I used to take such joy in jetting around the world
with my team, but this season has changed everything. How can I enjoy myself
when everything is unraveling all around me? 


As we arrive at the airport, I feel another buzz against my
leg. More texts from the blackmailer, perhaps? I haven’t seen Charlie touch his
cell the whole ride. I whip out my phone and peer down—it’s from Harrison
again. I open up the text, making sure that no one can see its contents. 


“You seem upset,” it reads, “Did I do something wrong? I
want to see you in Moscow. Tell me that I can.”


My thumbs hover over the keypad while my brain scrambles to
come up with something to say. Finally, I settle on two simple words:


“Not now.”


I’d hate to be on the receiving end of a vague text like
that, especially with our stakes being so damn high, but what choice do I have?
I’ve got to stall until I figure out a way to fix this. Harrison will
understand, in time. 
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Russian Rendezvous





 


 


After we’ve touched down in Russia and made it to our next
hotel, I barely make it into bed before I collapse, exhausted. The emotional
toil of these past few days has finally caught up with me. I’ve never been one
to sleep in, but I don’t wake up again until noon the next day. Moscow may be a
gorgeous, fascinating city, and any other time I’d love to do a little
exploring...but today I’d rather not leave my bed, if I can help it. 


I’ve hardly been awake for a minute when I hear my phone
buzzing persistently in my purse. Groaning, I pull myself out of bed and blink
blearily at my iPhone’s screen. My stomach drops a foot as I see another text
from Harrison’s number. 


“I’m starting to get worried, here,” it reads.


I bite my lip, staring down at the message. If the tables
were turned and Harrison was icing me out, I’d probably be busting down his
hotel door by now. I hate doing this to him.


A knock on my door startles me out of my sleepy stupor. 


“C-come in,” I stutter, hastily deleting Harrison’s message
from my phone.


My bedroom door eases open, revealing my father. I wait for
him to make a judgmental remark about the fact that I’m still in bed, but
instead he remains quiet. There’s a look on his face that I haven’t seen
before. He looks anxious, and if I didn’t know better...I’d almost think he
looked sad. 


“Dad...are you OK?” I ask, as he closes the door behind him.


“What? Oh. Yeah, of course,” he says, smiling thinly, “I
just wanted to come check on you is all.”


Now I know that something must be up. My dad’s never “just
come to check on me” in my life, especially not when his mind is consumed with
an impending race. Dad wasn’t a cruel or totally negligent father, but it was
always very clear to Enzo and I that his career as a driver had to come first
in all circumstances. Luckily for us, he was winding down his time on the track
by the time our ages hit double digits. Most F1 drivers opt out of racing by
the time they hit their late thirties, and Alfonso Lazio was no exception. 


Dad was a racing wunderkind in his day, and was a
well-respected driver well before he made it big in his mid-twenties. His
whirlwind career charged ahead for more than a decade. He married my mother and
saw both of his children born while he was Team Ferrelli’s star driver. But at
some point, he decided to take on a less dangerous role in the world of F1.
When I was five years old, Dad hung up his helmet and moved on to the world of
management. He doesn’t own Team Ferrelli, but he’s one of the team’s most
influential shareholders. This way, he’s still involved with his team and
sought out for advice, but doesn’t have to get tangled up in anything he’d
rather not deal with. Mostly, he concentrates on grooming Enzo, and he’s
obviously been doing a bang-up job, at that. 


“Are you just waking up?” he asks now, sitting down at the
desk.


“Oh...yeah. Just catching up,” I say vaguely.


“Well. You’ve earned a bit of a rest,” he tells me, “I know
that this championship season hasn’t been the most peaceful.”


A hundred memories of Harrison flood my mind, unbidden. If
my dad had any idea just how exciting this season has been for me—


“You look a little flushed,” he says, “Everything alright?”


“Oh. Yep. Yeah,” I say, wanting to kick myself for blushing
like a damn schoolgirl, “Did you, uh, need me to do something? Work-related, I
mean?”


“No, no,” Dad says, a smile lifting the corners of his
mouth, “But I like that industrious attitude. You’ve always been such a hard
worker, Siena. You get that from me.”


“Thanks Dad,” I say.


“I just want you to know that it doesn’t go unnoticed, all
your effort,” he says, “I know I give you a hard time, and that I’m not the
easiest man to please, but I know that at the end of the day, I can count on
you to know what’s good for this team. Sometimes, you know better than I do. Public
Relations-wise, of course.”


“Of course,” I smile.


“Enzo’s always thought of himself as your protector, your
big old brother, but you take care of him just as well, Siena. Thank you for
that. Thank you for putting family first and keeping an eye on him.”


“Sure Dad,” I say, “But...Can I ask what the sudden praise
is all about?”


“Oh God,” Dad laughs, “I hope I’m not so stingy with
compliments that this is strange for you. Am I really that bad?”


“You’re...not forthcoming with the positive notes,” I allow,
“Not that I mind. I like to be challenged in my work.”


“I’m sorry, Siena,” Dad sighs, standing. 


He crosses the room and wraps me up in an unexpected bear
hug. I freeze for a moment, unsure of what to do. We’re a loving family, but
Dad’s never been the affectionate type. We always relied on Mom for hugs and
kisses, and Dad for tough love. I give into the sudden hug, but unease is
stirring in my gut. Something seems off, here. I just can’t tell what...


“I’m really proud of you,” Dad says, resting his chin on the
top of my head, “This isn’t an easy world for young women to get along in, but
you’re really holding your own. Even if you weren’t my daughter, I’d try and
poach you from another team in a heartbeat.”


“I enjoy it,” I tell him, pulling away and looking up into
his eyes.


“Is Public Relations where you want to stay?” he asks,
pulling me over to sit beside him on the couch.


I settle down, mulling over the question. “I mean...I think
I have a knack for it,” I tell him, “And there’s definitely a rush involved,
having the power to shape narratives and stories and all.”


“But...?” Dad asks, leading me along.


“But...I suppose the position feels a little limiting,” I
admit, “If I’m really honest...I wouldn’t mind having a little more influence
someday. There are hardly any women on the managerial side of F1, you know?”


“I figured you’d have your sights set higher,” Dad says,
looking downright elated. 


“Well, you always taught us to go after our dreams,” I say,
“I guess I was listening.”


“I guess you were,” Dad says, “For what it’s worth, I think
you’d make an excellent player in the F1 game. Your PR and marketing strategies
are brilliant, I’m sure your racing strategies would be just as spot-on.”


“I've been watching Formula One for...oh...my entire life?”
I say.


“That’s true,” Dad laughs.


“Come to think of it,” I say, “I’m pretty sure my first
memory is of a Grand Prix.”


“Really?” Dad asks.


“Yeah,” I say, turning toward him, “I couldn’t have been
older than four. It’s a fuzzy sort of memory, more like a dream than anything
else. It’s the day of the Grand Prix, right at the end. Mom’s got me all
dressed up in a getup that matches hers—some sporty little sundress. Enzo’s
there, practically jumping onto the track with excitement, his black mop of
hair going every which way. Mom picks me up in her arms so that I can see the
cars cross the finish line. And there’s a flash of green, and I just go
berserk. I’m screaming and pointing, going, ‘that’s my dad! that’s my dad!’
You’re neck and neck with this jet black car, but at the last second you fly
ahead of him. And the whole world just erupts into noise. We rush down to the
pit as you get out of your car, all red in the face and sweaty. I run over to
you, and you scoop me up, and I feel like goddamn royalty...”


A stifled sound pulls my focus away from my tale. Dad has
his hands clenched tightly together, trying his best to hold back...tears?


“Dad...what is it?” I ask quietly, laying a hand on his
back.


“Nothing. Nothing,” he says, sniffing loudly and sitting up
straight, “That’s just a damn fine story, Siena. Must have been during my last F2
series, before I moved on up the food chain. I’m glad you can remember me like
that. Young, and strong...a champion.”


“You’ll always be a champion to me,” I tell him, braiding my
fingers through his. “You know that, don’t you?”


“Sure,” he says, “Sure do, kiddo. Well. Anyhow. Just wanted
to...”


“Stop by and check on me?” I offer.


“Yeah,” he says, “I’m, uh, gonna go grab something to eat.
Take your time, though. Take a breather. You deserve it.”


He walks quickly across the room and leaves me alone with my
thoughts once more. I stare after my father, dazed by his behavior. My dad is
nothing if not a ruthless, unsentimental strategist. What’s with the waxing
nostalgia all of a sudden? Maybe he’s finally starting to soften up a bit in
his old age. That might not be such a tragedy. Maybe he’ll thaw enough before
the season is over to handle the news of me and Harrison?


Wishful thinking. 


All of the anxiety that’s been eating away at my nerves
since receiving those incriminating photos is rushing back into my bloodstream.
I need to relax. The only way I’m going to be able to think through this if I
can clear my mind. I throw on some skinny jeans, a white tank, and my favorite
leather jacket. With a quick swipe of mascara and a dab of rosy lip gloss, I’m
good to go. The worst thing I can do right now is lock myself up in my room and
refuse to let the world in. I’ll take a little walk around the hotel grounds.
That should clear my head right up.


I make my way through the exquisitely fancy hotel, marveling
at the elegant touches along the way. I’ve always been treated like F1 royalty,
and sometimes I forget to stop and be grateful for it. Even with all of this
personal drama, this scandal, I’m getting paid to see the world and do what I
love. It’s hard to carry gratitude in my heart when it’s already weighed down
with so much...but I have to keep at it. 


There’s a small but spotless garden behind our stately gem
of a hotel, and I slip out into it to fill my lungs with fresh air. The moment
I step outside, I feel a little better. A lot of people get lonely when they
travel, but I’ve always felt more at home on the move than static. Maybe it’s
because my childhood was split up between two vastly different environments,
but I think I’ll be something of a rambler for the rest of my life. You learn
to understand people so much more deeply when you’ve been around the world. I
wouldn’t trade that awareness for anything.


The air is just a bit nippy as I make my way through the
maze of high, manicured shrubs. This place is something out of War and Peace. I do
feel more than a little bit like the lovesick Natasha, longing for her love.
But also tempted by a man who no one thinks is good for her. I guess that means
Harrison and I have some wild sort of love story going on...I just wish ours
was a bit more Nicholas Sparks and a bit less Shakespeare.


I sink down onto a stone bench, peering up at the bright
afternoon sky. A moment of peace like this is hard to come by in my line of
work, and I mean to savor it.


“Son of a bitch,” I mutter, as my ringtone begins to chirp.
I whip out my phone and see that Harrison has once again shot me a message. But
this time, it’s only two words long:


“Over here.”


I whip my head around and feel the air leave my lungs.
Harrison is standing across the small stone walkway, wearing light blue jeans,
a bomber jacket, and the most serious expression I’ve ever seen on his face.


“What are you doing here?” I hiss.


“Look at that,” Harrison remarks, “You actually answered one
of my texts. Sort of.”


“You can’t be here. We can’t be here,” I say, jumping to my
feet. 


I try to dart past Harrison, but he catches me up in his arms.
He holds onto me firmly, looking down into my panicked eyes. 


“You have to tell me what the hell is going on,” he pleads,
“I’m losing my mind, Siena. What happened? Are you angry with me for winning
the Budapest Grand Prix? Is that it?”


“Please,” I beg, tears springing to my eyes, “Harrison, it’s
not that—”


“Did your family finally get to you? Convince you to stay
away from me?”


“No—”


“Are you tired of me? Scared of me? What? Just give me a
clue, Siena. I’m in the dark, here. I can’t stand it.”


“I just can’t see you, Harrison!” I cry, pushing myself away
from him, “I can’t be seen with you.”


“But why?” he asks, his voice as furious as I’ve ever heard
it. 


“I’ll show you,” I say roughly, whipping out my phone. 


I open up the folder of damning photos as thrust the device
his way. Comprehension dawns across his face, followed by outraged indignation.



“What the hell is this?” he growls.


“I believe it’s what they call blackmail,” I tell him.


“This is insane,” he says, eyes glued to the pictures, “This
can’t be...”


“But it is,” I tell him, “I’m sorry I shut you out. I just
didn’t know what to do. Someone’s got it in for us, Harrison. And I have no
idea when this time bomb is going to go off. What are we supposed to do?”


“I...I haven’t the slightest idea,” he says, shoving a hand
through his dirty blonde hair, “But I know what we’re not going to do. We’re
not going to let this bastard ruin us. We’ll figure something out, Siena. But
you have to promise me that we’ll figure it out together.”


I throw my arms around his shoulders and let the tears flow
freely. I can’t believe I ever even entertained the notion of letting this come
between us. Harrison wraps his arms around me and holds me close, helping me
shoulder the burden of this secret at last. I still have no idea what we’re
going to do, but at least we’re in it together. Together is, after all, exactly
where we belong. 


“It’s OK, Siena,” Harrison says, planting a kiss on top of
my head.


“It’s pretty far from OK,” I say.


“Tell me what you’re thinking. Tell me what you think we
should do,” he says, taking my hands in his.


“I think if we were smart, we’d stop meeting like this. But
I’m not feeling too smart these days,” I laugh through my tears. “I don’t think
I’m capable of staying away from you, Harrison.”


“Well, that makes two of us,” he grins.


“But I do think we should talk about this somewhere less, I
don’t know, right in the middle of the goddamn city?” I say.


“Duly noted,” he says, glancing around. 


It would almost be comical, us peering through the bushes to
see if we’ve been caught, except that it’s so damned real. 


“You don’t think...” I breathe, looking over my shoulder. 


“There’s only one way to find out,” Harrison says, stepping
around me. He darts around the corners of the green maze, his eagle eyes searching
for any unwanted paparazzi. 


“See anyone?” I ask.


“Nope,” he replies, “Maybe our mysterious friend is still on
his way here from Budapest. If only he’d stay there...”


“I don’t want to take any chances,” I tell Harrison, “Will
you meet me in two weeks Just before the next Grand Prix?”


“Two weeks?” Harrison says, incredulously.


“Don’t be a baby,” I chide, “This isn’t going to be easy on
either of us. Let’s meet somewhere in the city. Somewhere no one would
suspect.”


“How about the State Museum?” Harrison suggests.


“Look at you,” I say, raising my eyebrows, “Wouldn’t have
pegged you for the museum-going type.”


“Well, there’s still a lot that you don’t know about me,
Miss Lazio,” Harrison says. 


“I’m sure...” I reply, “The State Museum it is.”


“It’s the big red one,” he tells me. “You can’t miss it.”


“Two week’s time, OK? That’ll give us some time to think.
Try and figure out who the hell is behind all this.”


“And what we should do,” Harrison agrees. “Can I at least
kiss you goodbye, Siena?”


“Of course,” I tell him, taking his face in my hands.


We kiss deeply, daringly, hidden away from the world in the
intricate Moscow garden. I can taste the relief coursing through us both. We’re
no closer to finding a way out of this mess, but at least we’re both on the same
page once more. Between the two of us, we’ll be able to figure a way out of
this. 


“Until then,” he says, pulling away from me, “Oh, and by the
way, about that thing you said, when I put you in the cab the night before the
Budapest Grand Prix?”


“Oh god...” I mutter, “Harrison, I—”


“I love you too, Siena,” he tells me, and kisses me
passionately on the lips.


Before I can formulate a coherent thought, he’s disappeared
around the corner. And despite all the trouble bearing down on us, I can’t help
but let an elated grin play across my face. Harrison Davies, world class F1
driver and all-around perfect man, loves me. Even with all the trouble tumbling
down on us, how the hell am I to keep from smiling? 
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More House Music





 


 


My spirits skyrocket after my garden rendezvous with
Harrison. Though there’s so much in flux, so much room for disaster between us,
but I have hope again, at least. I head back into the hotel and make a beeline
for Bex’s room. I have some major explaining to do about my behavior. 


I rap lightly on her door and wait. In a moment, my best
friend appears before me, looking understandably wary. It breaks my heart,
knowing what a shabby friend I’ve been to her since meeting Harrison in
Barcelona. I have to find some way to make it up to her.


“What’s up, Siena?” she asks.


“Oh...a lot, but we don’t have to cover it all now,” I say,
“I wanted to see if you were free for a little girl time?”


“Really?” she asks, “You’re not going to go disappearing
into the night again?”


“Not in the present moment, no,” I tell her.


“OK,” she says, “I mean, I would love to spend a little time
with you.”


“Why don’t we go out, just the two of us?” I ask, “Unless
you’ve got plans...”


“None that can’t be postponed,” Bex says, “Let’s do it.”


She swings the door open for me, and I gather my tiny friend
up in my arms. Bex is the closest thing to a sister I’ve ever had, and I’d hate
for any man-related drama to come between us. We’ve been through far too much
over the years we’ve known each other to let our friendship dissolve in the
name of romance, that’s for damn sure. 


We get dolled up together, picking out dresses and
hairstyles and having a grand old time. My heart feels lighter than it has in
days, that’s just the effect that Bex has always had on me. Some of the younger
Ferrelli team members have been chattering about a club in the center of Moscow
called Zhelaniye. And with two weeks until the next Grand Prix, everyone is
feeling the urge to let loose and have a little fun. Bex has it on good
authority that a bunch of F1 people will be heading to the club tonight, and we
intend to be among that number. 


Bex doesn’t even mind not bringing Charlie along. They might
be getting awfully close, but clubbing has never exactly been Charlie’s forte.
Not unless it’s country clubbing, of course. I run my plans by my father, and
he’s more than happy to let me disappear for the night. I’m pretty sure he’s
only OK with it because Enzo and his pals are planning on going out too, but
I’ll take a little slack wherever I can get it. I start to get excited as the
sun begins to set. It’s high time I got back to having a little fun on this season.



We can hear the thumping bass three blocks away from
Zhelaniye, beckoning us toward the club like moths toward the flame. I hold
tightly onto Enzo’s arm as we approach the front door, excited to be letting
loose after so many tense and anxious days. Bex is to my other side, and I’m so
happy to be flanked by my two best friends in the world. It almost makes me
miss Harrison a little bit less, having them beside me. But the operative word
there is almost. I still ache for his company with every step we take. 


There’s a line snaking down the sidewalk away from the club
full of faces I vaguely recognize. It’s like everyone from the F1 caravan under
the age of forty has come out tonight, looking to blow off a little steam. Of
course, since F1 is such a male-dominated sport, there are plenty of young pit
crew workers and auxiliary staff out in the cold tonight. But between Enzo’s
celebrity and the fact that he’s accompanied by two lovely young ladies, the
three of us are admitted at once. Being a woman in this macho sport has its
perks, sometimes.


The second we step over the threshold of the club, we’re
swallowed up by a wall of noise and mad, swinging lights. Every wall is draped
in velvet and hung with dozens upon dozens of mirrors. A long wooden bar stands
along one wall on the ground level, and I can spot another on the second story
loft, separated by a grand staircase and overlooking the dance floor. It’s like
we’ve stepped back in time and into the future all at once. The antique touches
and pulsating house music complement each other surprisingly well. I’ve
certainly never seen anything like Zhelaniye before, and we’ve barely made it
through the door.


“Come on,” Bex says over the music, “First round’s on Enzo.”


“Naturally,” he smiles, towing me off across the club. 


The three of us sidle up to the long polished bar, and Enzo
orders us a round of dirty vodka martinis. We’re furnished at once, and I can
tell by the bartender’s shaky smile that he knows exactly who my brother is.
What else is new?


“Lazio!” someone says from down the bar. My brother and I
both turn to look, and find ourselves face-to-face with the dynamic duo of Sven
Landers and Alexi Rostov. 


“Look what the cat dragged in!” Enzo laughs, clapping Rostov
on the back. 


You’d expect all F1 drivers to be on edge around their
competitors, but these three have been through so many races together that
they’re old pals by now. They rose through the ranks together, shared in so
many victories and defeats. I wish that Harrison had been around to grow up
with them, instead of being trained in secret. Maybe then some of the tension
would be diffused between him and the other drivers.


“Typical Enzo,” Landers says, his deep blue eyes smiling,
“Hogging all the beautiful ladies for himself.”


“I think that’s up to the beautiful ladies in question,” Bex
says, holding out her dainty hand, “I’m Rebecca Bishop. Bex. Ferrelli’s
one-woman social media team. And I’d know either of you a mile away.” 


“Well I don't have Twitter but I'd love to buy you a drink,”
Rostov says to Bex, “It’s a shame you already have one.”


“Well, the night is young,” Bex winks, taking a sip of her
drink. 


“You American girls always know how to bring the party,”
Landers says.


“Italian-American,” Enzo says, throwing a protective arm
around my shoulder.


“Oh please,” I mutter, shrugging him off. I can’t help but
be a little irritated by Enzo’s easy camaraderie with these flirtatious F1 men.
How is it that he can get along with Rostov and Landers and yet be out for
blood when it comes to Davies? I suppose that Rostov and Landers are consistent
second and third place drivers. Harrison’s the only other potential number one
that Enzo’s had to think about in a long while. 


“Care to dance, Miss Bishop?” Rostov asks Bex.


“I’d be delighted,” she smiles, hopping down off her
barstool. Her sinful little black dress barely grazes her mid-thigh, and I
notice Rostov's blatant appreciation.


“What about Charlie?” I whisper to her.


“If Charlie’s allowed to still have a schoolboy crush on
you, I’m allowed to dance the night away with this handsome gentleman,” she
says, “Besides, did you hear his accent? How am I supposed to resist that?”


“Fair point,” I say. I know about being a sucker for a
charming accent, alright.


Bex and Rostov make their way onto the dance floor, and
Landers turns to me excitedly. 


“What do you say?” he asks.


“I think I’ll hang back for a spell,” I tell him, “You two
wander off and find some F1 groupies to entertain.”


“If you insist,” Landers says, sighing theatrically. 


“You OK here on your own?” Enzo asks.


“You bet,” I tell him, holding up my drink, “I’ve got all
the company I need for the time being, buddy.”


I watch as the two men disappear into the throbbing crowd,
in search of some breathless girls to woo. How did I manage to skip over being
a breathless girl entirely? I seem to have gone from dating silly little boys
to being heartsick, blackmailed, and undyingly devoted to the man of my dreams.
When it rains it pours, I suppose. 


My first martini is gone in a flash, and I find myself alone
at the bar with an empty glass. I’m dressed in a scarlet, hourglass-hugging
dress and tall black stilettos. My dark brown hair hangs in loose curls down my
back, and I’ve managed to execute the perfect cat eye makeup. I wish Harrison
could see me here. I never feel more beautiful than when he’s got his eyes on
me. Of course, I wouldn’t need this whole getup to be beautiful in Harrison’s
eyes. He likes me just as well without a stitch—


“Need another one of those?” 


I snap my eyes toward the rich voice beside me and find
myself face-to-face with a gorgeous set of light brown eyes, ringed with gold.
The rest of my bar mate’s face comes slowly into focus in the erratic light of
the club: high cheekbones, a strong square jaw, and a big, toothy, movie star
smile under a smooth wave of brown curls. All at once, I realize where I’ve
seen those features before—during countless hours of research.


“Rafael Marques,” he says, offering me his hand.


“Oh, I know who you are,” I tell him. Marques was a rookie
driver last season, but has been making quite a showing this year. He was the
driver neck-and-neck with Enzo just before Harrison took the Budapest Grand
Prix.


“And I know who you are too, Miss Lazio,” he says.


“Siena’s fine,” I tell him, “It’s nice to meet you, Rafael.”


“And you. But about that empty glass of yours...” 


“Oh. Right,” I say, “Sure, I’d love another if you don’t
mind.”


Marques waves the bartender over and gets me another drink,
requesting a whiskey neat for himself. He raises his lowball glass to me,
smiling warmly. 


“To new friends,” he says.


“Sure,” I reply.


“I hope I’m not overstepping my bounds, talking to you like
this,” Marques goes on, “I’ve just been dying to meet you.”


“Is that right?” I ask, sipping my drink, “And why is that?”


“Well, there aren’t many women holding their own as players
in this sport,” Marques says, “You’re a very impressive lady, Siena Lazio.”


“Thank you,” I say, flattered despite myself. I’m sure that
Marques noticed my runner’s ass before he noticed my deft PR strategy, but I’ll
give him points for trying.


“Are you having a good time so far this season?” he asks
politely, looking out over the dance floor.


“It’s been a little stressful,” I admit, “But I love what I
do. So.”


“I understand that,” the driver sighs, “If only we could be
content doing something normal. Safe.”


“You don’t really wish that,” I say, matter-of-fact.


“Well, no...” he smiles, “But some days, doesn’t it seem
like that would be easier?”


I let myself imagine Harrison and I leading a normal,
nine-to-five life in some small English town; couple of kids, backyard, golden
retriever...


“Yeah,” I admit, “It does.”


“But here we are,” Marques laughs, “Crazy as hell, gunning
for the rush. Living in the moment—”


“Amen,” I laugh.


“Well, in the name of living in the moment, Siena, would you
favor me with a dance?”


I stare at Marques in the semi-darkness. He’s a fine
specimen of a man; tanned, composed, charming as hell. But I’m held back from
accepting his invitation. What about Harrison? How would I feel if I knew he
was off, flirting and dancing with other women? Of course we can’t be a normal,
happy-go-lucky couple, but there’s a brand new love building up between us. I
don’t want to jeopardize that for a handsome Spanish playboy looking for a few
extra notches in his bedpost. 


“I think I’m good here,” I tell the man, planting myself
onto a barstool.


“Come on,” he urges, laying a hand on my knee, “Just one
dance, what could it hurt?”


“I’m just not really in the mood.”


“I know how to fix that,” he grins.


“Oh, really?” I scoff, “And how’s that?”


“By showing you a good time, of course. It would be my
pleasure.”


“I don’t think that would go over well, my fraternizing with
another driver,” I say, conveniently ignoring the fact that I’ve gone far past
fraternizing with Harrison. 


“Everyone else seems to be getting along just fine with that
setup,” he says, nodding toward the dance floor.


Sure enough, Bex has her arms thrown around Rostov, while
Enzo and Landers talk up a couple of girls wearing the colors of the German F1
team. Damn.


“Look, Rafael, I’m just not up to it this second,” I tell
Marques, shaking his hand off my leg. “I’d rather sit this one out.”


“You should learn to let go, Siena,” the driver says, not
the least bit rattled by my reluctance, “Enjoy yourself a little bit.”


“I’m really not fond of it when men tell me what I should
do,” I say pointedly, pushing away my barely-touched martini.


“I can tell,” Marques says, “I like that. You’ve got a mind
of your own.”


“And it’s made up to stay right here,” I tell him.


“For now,” he smiles, “But I have a feeling that I’ll grow
on you, Siena.”


“What are you, a fungus?” I ask archly.


He cracks up in response, only making me more irritated.
I’ve met a lot of drivers who defy the stereotypical cocky asshole mold, but
this Marques character is another story. I’m not a fan of his presumptuous
tone, his insistence that I don’t know what’s best for myself. This guy’s never
even met me. Who does he think he is? 


I feel my body stiffen as he sits down beside me at the bar.
I’m not about to tell the guy off—my job’s in PR, not causing PR problems for
our team. But his presence is somehow unsettling. He’s definitely not the
company I was looking forward to this evening.


“It’s criminal, a beautiful woman like you sitting by
yourself,” he says, eyes scanning the dance floor.


“I’m perfectly comfortable alone,” I tell him.


“You can’t mean that,” he says, “Don’t tell me that there’s
no man in your life? That the world is so cruel as to deprive at least one
lucky man of your love?”


“Would you cut it out with the smooth talk, or whatever the
hell that is?” I snap, “This whole Don Juan act is getting old, quick.”


“I’m only speaking my truth,” he says leaning toward me.
“And the truth is that, if you were my woman, you’d never be left to sip your
drinks alone.”


I stare at Marques, baffled by his forwardness. What is he
driving at, here? And why am I having so much trouble telling him to back off?
Those handsome features of his make it easy to ignore the noxious content of
his flowery speech. I avert my eyes from his, looking out onto the dance floor
for my brother and Bex.


But my eyes alight on someone else entirely. 


Across the crowded club, Harrison Davies stands, surrounded
by his McClain posse. And the look in his eyes could kill. Our gazes lock, and
I understand what he must be seeing. Marques is practically on top of me, our
drinks set down between our rubbing elbows. I got so caught up in his whirlwind
of charm and insistence that I nearly lost my head. 


“Let me show you how a real man takes care of his woman...”
Marques croons, brushing a lock of hair behind my ear. Even from where I’m
sitting, I can see Harrison’s gorgeous features twist into a mask of outrage.
The color rises to his face, and he seems to grow ten inches taller. I’ve
scarcely opened my mouth to tell Marques where to shove it when Harrison
charges across the packed room.


“Shit,” I mutter. 


Harrison’s upon us in a matter of seconds, furious eyes
locked on Rafael Marques’ sneering face.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Marques?” Harrison
demands.


“I’m sorry,” Marques says, standing to face Harrison, “Were
you under the impression that this is any of your business?”


“She’s clearly not interested in you,” Harrison goes on, “So
why don’t you act like the gentleman you’re clearly not and back the fuck off,
yeah?”


Andy, Cora, Sara, and Shelby appear behind Harrison, peering
around his staggering form. I watch confusion cloud each of their faces as
Harrison places himself between me and Marques. This can’t become a spectacle.
It just can’t.


“Harrison,” I hiss, “Leave it, would you?”


“He’s the one who needs to leave,” Harrison spits, “It’s men
like him who give this sport a bad name.”


“That’s rich coming from you, Davies,” Marques laughs,
“You’re not exactly a boy scout, are you? Glass of whiskey for breakfast, as
many racing groupies as you can fit into an evening’s time, unsightly tattoos
and never a proper shave to be seen—”


“You don’t know me, Marques.”


“And you don’t know me,” he returns, “So why don’t you
back the fuck off and leave me to my conquest? I was just about to get her nice
and liquored up.”


Without even thinking, I wrench my fist back and swing at
Marques’ smug face. Harrison’s arms wrap me up, holding me back from the chauvinist
pig. I swing wildly, aching to crack my fist against those pretty cheekbones of
Rafael’s but Harrison pulls me back just as my fist narrowly misses. How dare
he speak about me like that, and right in front of my face? 


“Easy, Siena,” Harrison says, “Come on, he’s not worth it.”


“What the hell is going on here?” I hear Enzo’s voice call
out. 


I look up and see that my brother, Bex, Rostov, and Landers
have returned for their drinks. It occurs to me what a strange scene this has
become. Five of F1’s top racers, a handful of puzzled teammates, and me at the
center. Boy, do I know how to make a scene or what?


“This asshole was terrorizing Siena,” Harrison growls,
nodding toward Marques.


“You were what?” Enzo says, rounding on the Spanish driver.


“Terrorizing is not the correct word,” he says coolly.


“No, harassing would be more apt,” I say, wrenching my arms
from Harrison’s grasp.


“You’d better get out of here,” Enzo warns Marques.


“Or what?” the other driver challenges, “You’ll sick Davies
on me?”


“I don’t know what the hell Davies has to do with this,”
Enzo says, “But trust me. I can cause quite enough trouble for you all on my
own.”


“Doubt it,” Marques sniffs, “But that’s adorable coming from
daddy's boy.”


“You really wanna fuck with me? You fuckin' Spic grease ball?”
Enzo says, stepping up to Marques. 


Rostov and Landers each lay a hand on Enzo’s shoulders,
holding him back, as Marques jumps up and spouts off a verbal assault in
incomprehensible Spanish.


“Easy boys,” I say, “The five of you need to cool your
goddamn shit. You want a dozen gossip bloggers to get a hold of this little
powwow? You’ll be fielding schoolyard bullshit questions for the rest of the championship.”


“The lady is right,” Marques drawls, “I, for one, am bored
stiff of you all. Until we meet again, my friends.”


The Spanish driver saunters away, leaving the rest of us
alone to stare at each other, perplexed. Rostov and Landers make sure Enzo’s
not about to fly after Marques, Bex looks on anxiously, Enzo eyes Harrison and
me, and the McClain team is completely bemused. Well, except for Shelby, that
is. She, for one, looks downright tickled.


“Well,” Harrison says, breaking the supremely awkward
silence, “Glad that’s taken care of, at least.”


“What were you doing, swooping in like that?” Enzo asks
Harrison.


“It looked like Marques was giving Siena a hard time,”
Harrison answers.


“I’m sorry. Do you two...know each other?” Enzo asks icily.


I decide that a dash of truth might be in order, here. Might
as well cover our asses as best we can.


“We met in Barcelona,” I say quickly, “I hung out with the
McClain guys at a club there.”


“You never mentioned that,” Enzo says, his brows furrowing.


“You never asked,” I remind him.


“We PR types tend to run into each other a lot,” the red
headed Sara speaks up, taking a tentative step toward Enzo, batting her
eyelashes and smiling coyly. “I’ve actually been dying to meet you since we ran
into Siena. I’m a big fan.”


“You...are?” my brother asks, astonished by the confident
beauty.


“Oh, definitely,” the blonde haired Shelby interjects,
stepping around Sara, moving toward Enzo with swinging hips, “We’re all big
fans.”


“That’s...great,” Enzo says, his eyes locked on Shelby’s
curvy form. 


A little rush of panicked anger runs through me as Shelby
locks her eyes on my brother. For all I know, she could be plotting my
professional and romantic downfall. Now she’s trying to get chummy with my
brother? This chick is hardcore. 


“Well, I don’t know about the rest of you,” Andy says
loudly, throwing an arm around Cora, “But I could use a drink.”


“I second that,” Landers says.


I look around from face to face, trying to pinpoint the
moment when this night became truly bizarre. I was just hoping for a chance to
blow off some steam with my brother and Bex. But now Enzo and Harrison are
face-to-face, Bex is being courted by Rostov, and Shelby is sidling up to my
brother like nobody’s business. Not to mention that whole episode with Marques.
It’s all becoming a little bit too much for me.


“You guys go ahead,” I say, “I’m just going to get some
air.”


“I’ll come with you,” say Harrison and Enzo in unison. I
hold my breath as their eyes lock. There’s fire smoldering behind Enzo’s eyes
as he takes in his rival.


“Just because you happened to be here to intercept Marques,
doesn’t mean you’re suddenly my little sister’s protector,” Enzo says coldly.


“Well, someone has to be,” Harrison says, cocking an
eyebrow.


“What was that?” Enzo retorts, taking a step forward, “Are
you implying something, Davies?”


“I’m not implying anything,” Harrison says, “I’m saying
outright that you were too busy trying to score some tail to keep an eye on
Siena.”


“I’ve been keeping an eye on Siena her whole life,” Enzo
spits, pulling me away from Harrison’s side, “I’ve always watched out for her,
and I always will.”


“Well. Bang-up job, buddy,” Harrison laughs meanly.


“What the hell is it to you, anyway?” Enzo asks, “I’m not
liking this sudden interest you seem to have in my family, Davies. What, are
you trying to get in good with me so I don’t beat your ass too badly in the
Grand Prix next week?”


“Oh, yes. That’s exactly it, mate,” Harrison drawls
sarcastically, “I’m so desperate to beat you that I’m picking off your
teammates, one by one.”


“I wouldn’t put it past you,” Enzo says, “You don’t seem the
type to play fair.”


“What the hell are you talking about?” Harrison says,
exasperated, “Are you just making shit up now?”


“Absolutely not,” Enzo says, placing himself between me and
Harrison, “You showing up for this season, without ever having shown your face
before in F1, was a dirty fucking trick, Davies. Everybody thinks so.”


“He’s got a point,” Rostov says.


“It’s true,” Landers agrees.


“So this grudge is about the fact that I didn’t come bearing
fruit baskets and warm wishes before jumping into the season?” Harrison laughs,
“Give me a break.”


“You don’t just come out of nowhere and try and take what’s
not rightfully yours,” Enzo says, “You haven't paid your dues.”


“Really? Because from where I’m standing, it just seems like
good strategy.”


“And on what high ground do you think you’re standing,
Davies?” Enzo asks, “Because to the rest of us, you’re lower than dirt.” 


“You’ll forgive me if I don’t take your opinions to heart,”
Harrison replies hotly, “I’m not really one for listening to egotistic
narcissists who’d rather score with groupies than look out for their own flesh
and blood.”


“Mind your own damn business, Davies,” Enzo snaps, “Siena is
mine to take care of, and certainly not yours to worry about.”


“Certainly not anyone’s,”
I cry, fed up with this little chest-pounding fiasco once and for all. “You
guys are absolutely incorrigible. Listen to yourselves, the both of you. All of
you. You think because you spend your lives speeding around in your little toy
cars that you have some kind of unearthly power over the rest of us? It’s
deluded. It’s pathetic. You’re just men.
And neither one of you has any place looking out for me, or telling me what’s
best. So why don’t you both back off, quit it with the pissing contests, and do
your goddamn job—which, last time I checked, was racing,
not constantly whipping it out to see whose is bigger.”


“Don’t talk to me like that in front of him,” Enzo hisses in
my ear, “I’m your brother. I do
know what’s best for you.”


“Bullshit!” I exclaim, “You’re all a bunch of clueless
little boys, you know that? God. To think that people actually look up to you.
It’s laughable.”


“Why don’t we go get some air?” Harrison suggests, crossing
to me.


“I’m fine on my own,” I snap, “You all enjoy the rest of
your evening.”


I turn on my heel and storm away from the huddle of drivers
and teammates. I hear a murmur rise up as I make my exit. I’m sure my outburst
has most of them raising their eyebrows, but I couldn’t keep silent any longer.
Between Marques’ presumptuous advances, Harrison’s unthinking interference, and
Enzo’s posturing, I’ve had it with the theatrics for the night. All these
racers think they’re gods, masters of the universe. But I, for one, am through
letting their whims dictate my life. 


Looking back over my shoulder, I see that the group has
fallen back into partying. Bex has gone off with Rostov once more, Landers and
Sara are chatting at the end of the bar, and Andy is dancing with Cora. I stop
in my tracks as I see Shelby’s crown of blonde curls bobbing right in front of
Enzo. She’s practically sitting on his lap. Her tactics don’t make any sense to
me. Is she actually interested in my brother, or is there something more
malicious behind her actions? 


I feel a hand on my arm and whip around to find Harrison
standing beside me.


“Come on,” he says, tugging me toward him.


“What are you doing?” I hiss.


“Taking you out of here so that we can have some privacy,”
he says.


“Are you crazy? There are people everywhere.”


“Really, Siena, I don’t really give a shit,” he says, “I
can’t let you storm out of here, furious with me. We need to figure a few
things out.”


“Not here. Just...come on.”


I shake him off my arm and whirl away, tears stinging my
eyes. For what it’s worth, he lets me make it out of the club before hurrying
right after me. I dart across the street, away from the snaking line of people
waiting to get into the club. Harrison stays right on my heels, following me by
a pace or two until I duck into a narrow alleyway. We slip into the shadows, finally
away from prying eyes. I lean back against the brick wall and cover my face
with my hands, biting back bitter tears.


“Hey,” Harrison says, his voice a quiet growl, “Siena, come
here...”


I collapse against him as he takes me in his arms. I’m
beyond the point of crying now, but my shoulders shake with frustrated anger.


“This is such bullshit,” I say through gritted teeth, “Look
at us! Hiding out in some alley like a couple of criminals.”


“I know. It’s fucking miserable,” Harrison says, cupping my
chin with his hand.


“You’re not exactly making matters better,” I tell him,
stepping away from his embrace, “Why did you have to fly off the handle in
there?”


“Pardon me?” Harrison says, “Are you actually angry with me
for getting that asshole to lay off?”


“I would have been just fine on my own, Harrison,” I tell
him, “I’ve been taking care of myself for twenty-five years without your help.
I know how to shake off a creep.”


“You can’t blame me for losing my temper,” Harrison says,
“He was all over you.”


“I can absolutely blame you!” I exclaim. “You’re a grown
man. You need to learn how to control yourself. Have you forgotten about the
hundred pictures of us that could come out at any minute if our blackmailer
sees us together again?”


“Of course I haven’t forgotten,” Harrison snaps, “I’ve got
just as much to lose here as you do.”


“Then what were you thinking, racing to my defense like
that?” I demand, “If that’s not a tip off that something’s been going on
between us—”


“I was thinking,” Harrison growls, “That the woman I love
was in trouble. And I’m not going to apologize for wanting to take care of
you.”


“I’m not—”


“Maybe we should really take these weeks away from each
other,” Harrison says, “No more of these chance meetings. I’ll see you in front
of the State Museum in a week’s time. Until then, don’t you worry. You won’t
see hide or hair of me.”


“Harrison—” I say, reaching for him. But he slips back out
of the alley before I can catch him, leaving me alone once more. Deflated and
confused, I make my way back toward the club. Time to make good on that second
martini, after all. 
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I bury myself in work for the next several days, hoping to
distract myself from the increasingly awful shit storm swirling all around me.
Rising up six in the morning and heading out to a secluded cafe in a far corner
of Moscow to research, I manage to steer clear of anyone related to F1. I claim
exhaustion and impending illness and bow out of evening excursions, and keep my
door tightly barred against visitors. The only person I actually want to see
right now is Harrison. And since he refuses to see me for an entire two weeks,
I’d rather just be alone.


Luckily, there’s always plenty of work to be done for Team
Ferrelli. It’s a bottomless well to draw from. In this age of digitization and
instant access, PR is both a nightmare and an exciting challenge. With so much
of our private lives becoming open to the public through social media and the
Web in general, there’s a lot more potential for something to come along and
really derail even the best attempts at good behavior. And don’t I know it. 


I’ve been crafting Enzo’s public persona since I was brought
onto the team after graduation. He’s always been a pretty easy driver to
manage, in that respect. The face he shows to the public is composed and
conservative, professional and sportsmanlike. Sure, his private indulgences may
not be as clean and shiny as all that, but those transgressions are easy to
divert the media’s attention from. At least, it’s been easy in the past. But
this season, my brother’s become more difficult to handle than ever. He’s
always had a temper, but he’s getting worse and worse at restraining it these
days. 


This is the first year that Enzo really has a shot at taking
first place. From the start of this season, the awareness of that fact has been
changing him. He’s cockier than ever, not afraid to look like a hot head in
front of the press. But more worrying is his behavior on the track. He’s become
reckless with his advantage, bordering on careless at times. And it’s only
getting worse with every passing race. The old Enzo would never dream of
cutting another driver off unnecessarily, or threatening to drag a personal
feud onto the track. As I scramble to dust off Enzo’s public image, I start to
really get nervous about the impending Grand Prix. Would he really be so
vindictive, so stupid as to mess with Harrison on the track?


I shake off the question, unable to face it. I have to
believe that my brother is better than that. It’s the only way I’m going to
make it through this Grand Prix with my nerves even remotely intact. For the
first time in about three hours, I look up from my computer screen, taking in
the small, quiet Moscow cafe. It’s so peaceful here, so quaint. Sitting here,
alone at my little table, deeply immersed in my work, I can almost forget that
this sport is so much more to me than a job. God...what I wouldn’t give to be
able to go home for the night after a good day’s work. I glance toward the
barista behind the counter longingly. Maybe he’s got the right idea. 


With a heavy sigh, I close my laptop and begin to gather my
things. I’m just about to stand up and pay when a flurry of fuchsia settles in
across the table from me. 


“Not so fast,” Bex says, crossing her arms. 


“Jesus Christ,” I exclaim, startled by her sudden presence.
“When did you—How—?”


“I followed you here, obviously,” she says, flicking a
blonde curl off her shoulder. “You’ve been a ghost for the last three days,
Siena. I had to get creative with my tactics.”


“I’ve just been really busy with work, Bex,” I tell her,
leaning back in my chair, “I was trying to find a little peace and quiet to get
ahead with—”


“You can’t lie to me, Lazio,” she cuts me off, “You forget
that I’m not your best friend these days, I’m also your coworker. I know how
much work there is for us to do, and I know you well enough to know your ‘I’m a
dirty liar’ face from a mile away. You're sunk, my darling.”


“So what is this, then?” I ask, a bit more harshly than I
mean to, “Some kind of interrogation? What do you want from me, Bex?”


“I want you to tell me what’s been going on with you since
Budapest,” she says, “You’ve been locking me out ever since the last Grand
Prix. I’m so worried about you, Siena. I can tell that something’s gone to shit
and all I want to do is help. Will you let me help you?”


“I...I don’t know if you can,” I finally say, my throat
thick with swallowed tears.


“At least let me in,” Bex urges quietly, “Whatever’s going
on, you shouldn’t have to shoulder it alone. Come on. This is what best friends
are for.”


“It might not be safe to tell you,” I say, lowering my
voice.


“Why the hell not?” she asks, “What do you mean, not safe?”


“There’s just...a lot of sensitive information involved,” I
say carefully.


“What, are you afraid you can’t trust me?” she asks, he eyes
shining with hurt.”


“It’s not you I’m worried about,” I tell her.


“I don’t understand, Siena.”


“The situation I’m in might be...sort of linked to someone
you’ve been spending a lot of time with,” I say, trying my best to be diplomatic.”


“What? Who have I...” comprehension dawns across her pretty
face, “Are you talking about Charlie?”


I nod wordlessly.


“You’re angry that I’ve been seeing him. I should have known
that. I mean, I know it weirds you out a little bit, but I didn’t think you’d
actually mind—”


“Bex, it’s not that. I don’t mind at all, you two hooking
up. You’re both adults, aren’t you? Normally I’d be thrilled to see you two
pair off.”


“But then why aren’t you? Why have you been so closed off to
us since I told you we were spending time together?”


“Things have gotten complicated,” I tell her.


“No shit,” she shoots back, “But how complicated?”


I lock eyes with my best friend as my mind scrambles. I’m
dying to tell her what’s been going on, to get the weight of my secret struggle
off my heart. I just have to let her in.


“Okay,” I start, clasping my hands on the table, “You have
to promise not to lose your shit and start threatening to end some bitches.”


“I will promise nothing of the sort,” Bex says without
missing a beat.


“Fine,” I say, taking a deep breath, “The situation between
Harrison and I...There’s this sort of...We may be...”


“What?”


“...Compromised,” I say softly.


“Oh God...” Bex breathes, covering my hands with hers, “Bex,
did your brother find out? Your dad?”


“Not yet,” I say, “But Bex, they could find out any second,
the way things are going.”


“Tell me everything,” she says.


“Back at the Budapest Grand Prix,” I begin, “Just as the
race was ending, I got a text from an unknown number. It was a picture message.
A gallery message, rather. About fifty pictures of me and Harrison together.
Kissing, holding hands, all of it. And just one line of text: ‘Stay away, or the world finds out’.” 


Bex’s jaw drops, her eyes wide
with shock. “You’re being blackmailed?” she whispers.


“So it would seem,” I say. “I got
a second batch, too. Someone out there has dozens and dozens of pictures of me
and Harrison, just waiting to go out to the press. Shit, if one of those photos
leaked, I’d be sunk. But a hundred?” 


“I’m so sorry, Siena,” Bex says,
squeezing my hands, “You must be terrified.”


“Terrified, angry, violated, you
name it,” I tell her, my eyes welling up, “I don’t understand why someone would
want to hurt us this way. We’ve never done anything wrong. It’s not fair.”


“I know, I know,” Bex says, “It’s
bullshit. Not to mention illegal as hell. I mean, someone’s been stalking you,
Siena. Using these pictures to control you.”


“I hadn’t thought of that,” I say.


“But wait,” Bex says, her brow
furrowing, “What does this have to do with Charlie.”


“Come on Bex,” I tell her, “Don’t
make me say it out loud.”


“You don’t think...?” she says,
letting go of my hands, “Siena. You can’t possibly think that Charlie Spano
could be behind something like this.”


“Why not?” I challenge her, “If
anyone would have reason to try and keep Harrison and I apart, it’s him.”


“Siena, I’m sorry that this is
happening to you, and you know that I love you more than my own family...But
that is absolute bullshit.”


“What?”


“We all know how much Charlie
cares about you,” she goes on, “But you’re forgetting about the one great love
of his life. Team Ferrelli.”


“Yeah, but—”


“Why on earth would be threaten to
rat you out to the press, knowing what it would do to your family? To the whole
team?”


“I didn’t—”


“He loves you, Siena. He always
will. And I’m not talking puppy love, crush-level nonsense. You’re like family
to him. He would never stoop this low. He would never do anything to hurt you.
Can’t you see that? Charlie isn’t doing this. I just know it.”


I feel myself blush and drop my
eyes from Bex’s. God, I never even considered the fact that Charlie might not
even be interested in me romantically anymore. How presumptuous to assume that
he’d lose his mind over me being with someone else, enough so to put the team
in jeopardy? How could I have accused him of this in my mind without even
pausing to check myself. Sure, he’s been pissing me off this entire season with
his over-protectiveness and needless badmouthing of Harrison, but he’s still
Charlie. My Charlie. The boy I spent every summer of my childhood playing with.
The guy who was my constant shoulder to cry on during our teenage and college
years...The man who may very well be falling for my best friend in the world
right at this moment. I’ve been so horrible to him, all these weeks. 


“I feel like such an idiot,” I
say, letting my face fall into my hands.


“You’re panicked, it’s
understandable,” Bex says, “But you’ve got to start looking at Charlie for who
he actually is, not who you’ve built him up to be in your head.”


“I know. I will,” I say, “Are you
two...How is it going?”


“Really well, actually,” she says,
“I’ve never been with someone who could make a world class driver like Rostov
seem like second best, that’s for sure. We just understand each other, I guess.
I don’t know how to explain it.”


“You don’t have to,” I tell her
with a smile, “That’s so wonderful, Bex.”


“It is...” she says, unable to
hide a smile of her own, “I never in my life would have guessed that he’d be my
type, but...here we are.”


“I’ll apologize to him, I tell
her, “I promise.”


“That would be good, I think.”


“I’m so sorry, Bex,” I say, “I’ve
been such a terrible friend.”


“You couldn’t be that if you
tried,” she assures me, “What you’re going through...it’s gigantic. I’d go a
little nuts too.”


“I just...I don’t have any idea
what to do,” I tell her.


“Harrison knows about it, I’m
guessing?”


“We found a minute to debrief.”


“Not the fun kind of de-briefing,
I take it?”


“Ha, ha.”


“Seriously though,” she says,
“What have you guys decided to do?”


“Nothing, for now. We’re going to
meet again in a week, after we’ve had some time to think. Until then I just
have to stay away, I guess.”


“So that’s why you’ve barricaded
yourself up,” Bex says.


“Pretty much.”


“Does Harrison have any idea who
might be out to get you?” she asks, looking around the tiny cafe. “Can you
think of anyone else?”


“I sure can,” I tell her, “You
remember the blonde woman from Team McClain, Shelby?”


“The one who spent the other night
attached to Enzo’s arm?” she asks.


“The very same. She’s been an ice
queen to me since the minute we met in Barcelona. She also happens to be one of
McClain’s social media managers. Every time I’ve seen her since these pictures
arrived, she’s looked like the cat who swallowed the canary.”


“Why would she do something like
this?” Bex asks.


“She’s probably carrying a torch
for Harrison or something,” I shrug.


“If that was so, why would she be
willing to destroy his career?”


I’m at a loss. “Well...Maybe...”


“Could it be that you’re
threatened by this Shelby person, where Harrison is concerned? Perhaps you’re
projecting a little bit...?”


“No,” I say quickly, “If you could
see the looks she gives me—”


“I don’t think you can base a
whole lot on looks, Siena.”


Damn. She’s totally right, of
course. Charlie and Shelby both care too much about me and Harrison
respectively to be such easy suspects. A new fear begins to churn in the very
core of me. As awful as this whole thing is, there’s something still comforting
about the devil you know. Could a total stranger really be orchestrating this
whole thing? I can’t totally get behind Bex’s dismissal of my two possible
guilty parties, but she's right—I need to start thinking bigger. Who knows how
far this really goes. 


“Siena,” my best friend says,
leaning her elbows on the table, “Have you...have you thought about taking
matters into your own hands, here?”


“What do you mean?” I ask.


“I mean...telling your family that
you’re seeing Harrison,” she says, “Before some gossipy expose does it for
you.”


I let out a loud bark of laughter,
causing the few other cafe patrons to turn around and scowl in my direction.


“You can’t be serious, Bex,” I
say, lowering my voice again, “Tell my dad and Enzo? What, so they can skin me
alive?”


“Sure,” Bex shoots back, “Why
not?”


“Because they’d be furious!” I
exclaim, “They’d disown me.”


“They wouldn’t,” Bex insists, “And
they’ll be a lot more angry if they find out about this from someone else,
rather than from you.”


“You can’t honestly be suggesting
that I sit the two of them down and come clean,” I say.


“That’s exactly what I’m
suggesting.”


“That...is absolutely insane,
Bex.”


“Why?”


“Because...You don’t understand.
What I’ve been doing is high treason. I’ve been going behind my family’s back
to see a man they don’t approve of. A man who my brother’s coming to despise
more and more by the day. And not only that, but I’ve put the team in a
terrible position. It’s the conflict of interest to end all conflicts of
interest.”


“Siena,” Bex says, “What do you
think your other options are, here?”


“I...I honestly have no idea. I’ve
only been thinking as far as the next hour, the next day."


“Well, what exactly is your end
game?” she asks, “Are you planning to call it off with Harrison and go your
separate ways?”


The very thought makes me sick to
my stomach. I shake my head no.


“Then are you willing to let this
blackmailer expose you once you give up and see each other again, alone?”


“Of course not.”


“Then there’s really only one
thing you can do,” Bex says, “If you really care about Harrison, and I know you
do, you have to be honest with your family. What else is there? You can’t just
stop seeing him. I know you can’t. You can’t carry on in secret forever—”


“Why not?”


“Oh, please,” Bex says, “You’re
the worst liar that’s ever lived. Even if this blackmail thing hadn’t come down
around your ears, you absolutely would have given yourself away. You’re too
sweet to lie well.”


“I’m in PR, Bex.”


“But even there, you don’t lie.
You bend the truth a little. So, bend the truth a little with your family. I’m
not saying you need to go and tell them every juicy detail about your and
Harrison’s sexcapades. All they need to know is that you’ve become involved.
Say that you met in Barcelona and have been...chatting, ever since. Say that
you really like him, but wanted to tell them before pursing anything so that
they weren’t blindsided. Sure, it’s not the whole truth, but it’s a lot closer
than what they’ve got at the moment.”


“They’re still going to flip out,”
I tell her.


“Maybe,” she says, “But you can’t
help that. Their grudge against Harrison is their own damn fault. You know full
well how these F1 guys get. It’s not your fault they decided to make Harrison
public enemy number one just because he’s an amazing racer. Once you’ve told
them the truth, they can’t stop you from making your own decisions. You’re a
grown woman, Siena. This is not out of your control, even if it may feel that
way.”


“You’re right,” I tell her, “It is
in my control.”


“Are you going to do it, then?”
she asks.


“I’ll...think about it,” I say.


“You should do more than think
about it, Siena,” Bex cautions, “I’m telling you, this is your only option. And
you’re running out of time. Sooner or later, this unknown asshole is going to
pull the trigger and blow your cover wide open.”


“Thanks for the reassurance,” I
drawl.


“You don’t need reassurance right
now,” Bex tells me, “You need a kick in the ass. Talk to your dad and brother.
Please.”


“Okay,” I say quickly, wanting to
get off this particular subject as soon as possible, “Okay, I’ll tell them.
When the time is right.”


“I can’t believe you’ve been going
through this alone,” Bex says, “This past week must have been hell for you.”


“It was that,” I laugh sullenly,
“Is is that.”


Bex comes around to my side of the
table and wraps me up in her arms. I soften against her tiny body, giving her a
tight squeeze. God, it feels good to talk about this. Especially to someone who
isn’t afraid to give me a little tough love when I need it. Bex has always been
in my corner, whatever it means in the moment.


“Come on,” she says, “Let’s get out
of here and bring you back into the world of the living, shall we?”


“I really can’t go back out
tonight, Bex,” I say, letting her pull me to standing all the same. “Running
into Harrison at that club could have been catastrophic.”


“We’ll just hang out at the hotel
then,” she says, “Let me buy you a drink. Pretty please?”


“Only because you asked so
nicely,” I smile. 


We leave the cafe together, hand
in hand. It’s only been a week or so since the bottom fell out of my world, but
it feels like forever that I’ve been guarding this secret from everyone but
Harrison. Already, I feel ten pounds lighter. And Bex’s idea to let my dad and
Enzo in on my relationship with Harrison...it’s terrifying, but intriguing.
Could that be the way out of this mess after all?


Bex makes a beeline for the bar
the second we arrive back at the swanky hotel. It’s still early in the evening,
so the dining room isn’t terribly crowded. We sit together at the
mostly-deserted bar, and Bex orders us a couple of vodka cranberries. I happily
accept my drink and clink my glass against my best friend’s.


“I don’t know what I’d do without
you, Bex,” I tell her.


“That makes two of us,” she winks.



I scan the elegant dining room,
checking to make sure that there are no unsavory characters lurking around.
That night at Zhelaniye was such a shit show that I’m nervous to see any
of my racing contemporaries at all. I’m just about to turn back to Bex, my
sweep completed, when my eyes alight on Enzo’s face, far across the room. He’s
sitting facing us at a corner table, a wide grin splayed across his lips. And
he isn’t alone, either. Opposite him sits a woman—I can’t see her face from
where I’m sitting. But as she shakes out her blonde mane and lets a trill of
laughter escape her throat, I know at once who Enzo is dining with. It’s
Shelby. 


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I breathe.


“What?” Bex asks, whipping around to follow my gaze. “Oh
dear...”


I’m on my feet before I have a moment to think, ready to
storm over there and give them both hell.


“What are you doing?” Bex hisses.


“Just saying a friendly hello,” I reply, through gritted
teeth.


“Siena, I don’t think that’s a good idea—”


But I’ve already plunked my drink down on the bar. I march
across the space, Bex right on my heels. As we bear down on Enzo’s table, his
eyes flick up toward us. His smile stays entirely intact, a fact that only
serves to annoy me more. 


“Hey, girls!” Enzo says happily, “Care to join us?”


Shelby glances over her shoulder and catches sight of us. A
slow grin lifts the corners of her lips as she takes in my furious expression.


“Siena,” she says, her voice bright and cheerful, “I’m so
happy to see you! You ran out of the club so quickly that we didn’t get a
chance to catch up.”


“I know, it was really a low point of my life not getting to
chat with you,” I say, “Can I please have a minute alone with my brother?”


“Siena, we were just about to order,” Enzo tells me.


“This is important,” I say, planting my feet, “If you’d be
so kind, Shelby?”


“Well...” the blonde drawls, shooting Enzo a quizzical look.


“I’ve been meaning to quiz you about your hair care
regimen,” Bex says to Shelby, “Come have a drink with me?”


“Fine,” the British bombshell sighs, rising up to join Bex,
“I’ll be back in a minute, Enzo.”


I wait until Shelby and Bex are out of hearing range before
I sink heavily into the now empty chair opposite Enzo.


“What the hell gives?” I demand.


“I could ask the same of you,” he says, “I was in the middle
of a date!”


“No. False,” I say, “You are not on a date with that woman.”


“Actually...”


“She’s from McClain,” I tell him, “You know, the team you’ve
had it out for this entire season?”


“I don’t have it out for McClain,” Enzo says, crossing his
arms, “It’s just Davies who’s on my shit list.”


“Are you serious?” I ask, staring at my brother, “You’re
seriously going to sit there and tell me that you have no qualms about taking
someone from McClain out on a goddamn dinner date.”


“No qualms at all,” Enzo smiles.


“Despite the fact that Shelby happens to be a maniacal bitch
who hates me?” I continue.


“What the...You two don’t even know each other!”


“We know each other well enough for my taste,” I mutter,
“Enzo, you don’t understand. That woman is awful.”


“How is she awful, Siena?”


I bite my lip, stalling. I can’t exactly tell Enzo why it is
that I can’t stand Shelby. I can’t tell him that she might be onto me and
Harrison, might even be the person plotting my professional ruin. But if she
really is the anonymous picture texter, what is she doing with my brother? Is
she hunting for even more dirt on me, through him? 


“I know you’re just being
protective of me,” Enzo says, taking my hand on the table, “But I’m a big boy,
Siena.”


“But a boy all the same,” I
mutter, standing to go.


“Are you angry with me?” Enzo
asks.


“You’re just becoming someone I
don’t know anymore, Enzo,” I tell him, “Someone I’ve never even met.”


I stalk across the dining room,
back toward Shelby and Bex. The English beauty sees me coming and lowers
herself down off my stool. We cross paths at the center of the room and pause,
sizing each other up.


“I’m onto you,” I tell her, “I
just want you to be perfectly clear about that.”


“I haven’t the slightest idea what
you’re talking about,” she says lightly.


“I don’t know why you’re dragging
my brother into this mess,” I plow on, “But I swear to God, if you hurt Enzo or
his career—”


“Oh relax,” she drawls, “Your
brother is safe with me. Why so touchy, Siena? There are lots of other drivers
on this season. Surely you of all people could learn to share Enzo?”


My blood runs hot as Shelby
flashes me a quick smile and steps around me toward my brother. I watch her
sway across the floor, my mind reeling madly. What the hell did she mean by
that last jab? Did she just reveal to me that she’s my mystery spy, or am I
just reading way too much into her cattiness? 


One thing is for sure, though.
Enzo taking a McClain woman out on a date changes the name of the game a bit.
It’s clear to me now that the problem with me and Harrison being together isn’t
an issue of McClain vs. Ferrelli, it’s all about Lazio vs. Davies. It’s my
brother’s ego I have to worry about, plain and simple. But if he’s courting
Shelby all of a sudden, how will he be able to make a case against me seeing
Harrison? Maybe this is a blessing wrapped up in some strange, baffling
disguise. 


I sit down next to Bex once more
and take a long sip of my drink. 


“Well,” she says, “This just got a
lot more interesting.”


“Tell me about it,” I say. 


“Kind of pokes holes in the theory
of her carrying a flame for Harrison,” Bex points out, “Maybe she’s not your
blackmailer at all, huh?”


“I’m not so sure, Bex,” I say,
eyeing my brother and Shelby across the room, “But whatever she is to me or
Enzo, I’m going to find a way to use it to my advantage.”


“So you’re really going to do it?
Tell your dad and Enzo the truth?”


“As soon as I work up the nerve,”
I tell her, “There’s no reason my brother should get to do whatever he wants
with whoever he wants while I sneak around. It’s time for this double standard
nonsense to end.”


I may be talking tough, but the
thought of coming clean still terrifies me. How can it be the right thing and
yet feel so risky? 











[bookmark: six]Chapter Six


Crushing News





 


 


Before I know it, the day before
the Moscow Grand Prix has arrived. The preliminaries and qualifiers have all
been raced, and tomorrow the race itself will go down. Tensions ran high on and
off the track as the practice laps unfolded. There were no outright moments of
confrontation, just a lot of icy silence. Usually, there’s an excited sort of
camaraderie among drivers and teams. But for the past couple of days, things
have felt very formal. Far too formal for what is, in the end, a great big
sporting event.


I’ve been doing my best through
the past few days not to drink in the sight of Harrison too obviously on the
track. Who knows—my lovesick puppy eyes could be the final straw for our
blackmailer. Anyway, we’re set to meet this evening in front of the State
Museum. Then, I’ll be able to feast my eyes on him all I want. And my hands,
and my mouth if we manage to find somewhere private enough...


I’m in my room, pulling together
an outfit for my rendezvous with Harrison. Despite the high stakes, these
illicit meet ups are sort of thrilling. It’s like one of those old
movies...except of course that those always wrapped up with a happy ending. Who
knows if Harrison and I will get that lucky?


Having pulled on my favorite pair
of skinny jeans and loose cropped tee shirt, I weave my hair into a side braid
and grab my coat. Just as I’m about to wrench my door open, it swings into my
room. I jump back, surprised, as Enzo strides across the threshold. We haven’t
said too much to each other since I found him schmoozing that Shelby woman, and
a cool silence falls between us now.


“Where are you off to?” 


“Nowhere,” I lie.


“You were heading out the door,”
Enzo says.


“Did you need something?” I ask
him, deflecting hard.


“I don’t,” he tells me, “But Dad
wanted me to come find you. He said there’s something he wants to talk to us
about.”


“Right now?” I ask, desperation
gnawing at the edges of my mind.


“Yeah, right now,” Enzo says,
“Seriously, Siena, where do you have to be?”


“I’m just...I was...”


“I think it might be serious,”
Enzo says, shutting the door behind him, “Dad’s been acting weird as hell
around me lately.”


“Actually...he’s kind of been odd
to me too,” I say, crossing my arms. 


“Well, we should go hear him out,”
Enzo says, “If you can spare a moment, of course.”


“Don’t be an asshole,” I say,
brushing past my brother and yanking open the door. Whatever Dad has to tell
us, it probably won’t take too long. He’s a man of few words, that one. I’ll
listen to whatever he has to say, then go and meet Harrison at long last. No
problem at all.


Enzo and I step into the elevator
together. I realize, as the doors slide shut, that this is the first time in
weeks we’ve been truly alone together. The sudden closeness is a little
startling. I glance Enzo’s way, saddened that my brother’s coming to feel more
and more like a stranger to me these days.


“What’re you staring at me for?”
he asks, cocking an eyebrow.


“I’m not staring,” I mutter,
crossing my arms.


“You’re still mad at me, huh?” he
sighs.


“Why would I be mad at you, Enzo?”
I ask coolly.


“Oh, come on,” he says, “You’ve
been giving me the silent treatment since you saw me with Shelby the other
day.”


“Who you spend time with is your
business,” I say, “I don’t presume to dictate who you sleep with, Enzo.”


“Who said anything about sleeping
with her?” he grins.


“Please,” I say, rolling my eyes,
“You’ve been on at least one date with her. And you’re you. So that means you’re
sleeping together.”


“What a low opinion you have of
me, Siena.”


“No lower of an opinion than you
have of the women you date,” I shoot back.


“Rough,” Enzo says, the corners of
his mouth turning down.


“I’m just a little sick of this
double standard bullshit,” I say, “You go through women like Kleenex, but my
love life has been policed since my first date in the eighth grade.”


“What do you want, Siena? You’re
my little sister. Dad’s little girl. We’re just trying to take care of you.”


“By dictating who and what I
should want?” 


“By trying to keep you away from
men who will hurt you.”


“Don’t you understand? When you do
that, you are men who hurt me, Enzo.”


“Don’t say that,” he mutters.


“It’s the truth,” I say, “As much
as it may hurt to hear it.”


“Why is this just coming up now?”
Enzo asks.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, you’ve never had a
problem with us being protective before. Why is it suddenly some big deal?”


“Because...Because I’m twenty-five
years old, and I want to start—”


“Is there someone you have your
eye on? Someone you don’t think we’d approve of?”


I stare blankly at my brother.
This little meeting with my dad could be the perfect time to tell them that I’m
seeing Harrison Davies. I can’t let on that I’ve already been his lover for
weeks, that would ruin the timing of this little confession entirely.


Luckily, the elevator doors slide
open just in time. I hurry out of the car with Enzo on my heels and turn down
the hall toward Dad’s door. As we draw up in front of our father’s suite, the
door swings open before us. Dad is standing there waiting, a brave smile
twisting his otherwise grave expression. It’s the look he wore when he came to
see me the other day, only more pronounced. What in the hell could possibly be
going on here? 


“Good. You’re here,” Dad says,
stepping aside to let us into the room.


“Are you OK, Dad?” Enzo asks. 


“Come in, have a seat,” our dad
responds, evading the question entirely.


I make my way further into the
room, a cold dread beginning to blossom in my gut. It’s hardly five o’clock in
the afternoon, but a full bottle of whiskey stands open on the coffee table
with three glasses flanking it. Whatever it is Dad wants to talk about, it’s
clearly something that’s going to need liquid reinforcement. I wish I could
stop time in its tracks, hold off whatever it is I’m about to hear forever.


“Breaking out the good stuff,”
Enzo observes, trying to crack through the stifling tension that fills the
room.


“Only the best for you two,” Dad
replies, moving toward the table. 


Enzo and I sit side by side on the
couch as Dad pours out three generous whiskeys. He hands us each a glass and
takes one for himself, raising it to us. I notice with alarm that this amber
liquid sloshes slightly as his hand trembles.


“To family,” he says, his voice
thick, “And mine, most of all.”


We raise our glasses to our lips
in unison, and the burning warm liquid offers me a brief moment of comfort. I’m
not usually one for straight liquor, but it sure hits the spot right about now.
I wrap my hands around my glass, bracing myself for the worst as Dad settles
into an arm chair opposite us. 


“So?” Enzo says, “What is this all
about, Dad?”


“I...Jesus,” Dad sighs, “You know,
I had this whole speech planned out, and now it’s completely gone out of my
head.”


“Did something happen with the
team?” Enzo asks, “We’re all still gainfully employed and all, right?”


“Of course,” Dad laughs, “Ferrelli
would never get rid of a Lazio, that’s for certain.”


A brief twinge of relief passes
through me at that. For a moment, I was worried that Dad was about to call me
out, tell me that he’s already learned of my affair. 


“Is something going on with Mom?”
I ask, casting around in the dark, “Is everything OK between you two?”


“As fine as it’s ever been,” Dad
replies, “She wanted to be here for this, really. But you know how she is. She
can’t even watch the races, she gets so nervous. I don’t blame her for being too
upset to come now.”


“Come for what?” Enzo urges, “Come
on, Dad. You’re killing us, here.”


An alarmed look passes over Dad’s
face. He can’t put this off any longer. Instinctively, I grab for Enzo’s hand,
all argument between us forgotten for the moment. He laces his fingers with
mine, giving my hand a tight squeeze. Don’t worry, that little bit of
pressure says, Whatever it is that’s about to happen, we’re going to get through
it together. Dad takes a sip of his whiskey
and looks up at us, eyes misty. 


“There’s no easy way to begin
this,” he starts, “But there’s something I haven’t told you kids that’s come to
a head. I’ve uh...Well, there have been some health concerns that I may not
have mentioned.”


“Health concerns? Your health?” I
ask.


“Please, let me get through this,”
Dad says, “The truth is, I got some news a couple of months ago that I didn’t
share with you two. My doctor, he ran some tests at my physical right before
the season started. I didn’t want to burden you guys, not as we were about to
head into another championship. But the way things have progressed...I can’t
keep you in the dark any longer. It wouldn’t be fair.”


He takes another long sip of his
drink, and I join him. I’m having trouble forcing air into my lungs, and Dad
hasn’t even gotten to the heart of his admission. 


“What kind of tests?” Enzo asks,
“What did they find?”


Dad looks up at us, looking
hopeless and heartbroken. He takes a deep breath and gazes down at the hotel
carpet.


“The tests...they were recommended
by an oncologist,” he says, “I’d been having some symptoms, some issues.”


“They tested you for...cancer?” I
ask, my voice hollow.


Dad nods wordlessly.


“And they came back—they came
back—?” Enzo stutters.


“Positive,” Dad all but whispers.


The grounds seems to give way
beneath me, and the foundation of my world falls away. The world grinds to a
halt all around me, and every minute detail of this moment stands out in high
resolution. Enzo, frozen stiff in denial and anguish, our half-empty whiskey
glasses clenched in our fists, and of course my father—head bowed in sorrow. I
know that this is a scene that I will remember for the rest of my life. 


All at once, the world speeds back
up, the sound rushes back in, and I’m flying across the room into my father’s
arms. He pulls me tightly against him as I throw my arms around his shoulders,
holding my tears in with all my might.


“Don’t worry Dad,” I whisper, “I
know it must be scary, but we’re here for you. We’ll get you the best care
possible. You’ll be able to beat it. You’re a winner, you’ll win this too.”


“Oh, Siena,” Dad says, his voice
choked, “My girl...I’m afraid this is one match I’m going to have to lose.”


“What are you talking about?” Enzo
asks, “You can’t just give up, Dad. What the hell are you talking about?”


“By the time they found out,” Dad
says, stroking my hair, “It was already too late.”


“Slow down,” Enzo says, refusing
to hear him, “Found what?”


“The tumor,” Dad says, “It started
in my lungs, but it’s traveled, son. They gave me a year, tops.”


“That’s plenty of time to do
something about it!” Enzo exclaims. 


“No, Enzo,” Dad says, “It’s spread
too far. It was inoperable by the time we knew it was there.”


“What about radiation?
Chemotherapy?” I ask desperately.


“Siena, we were just about to
start a season when I found out,” Dad says, “How could I have gone in for all
that? Besides, none of my doctors could even guarantee that it would work. Why
would I spend the last year of my life miserable, locked up in some hospital,
instead of doing what I love with my children?” 


“You mean you had a chance?” I
ask, standing in front of my father.


“Barely,” he replies, “It was
never a choice for me. This is the best treatment I could have asked for. Being
on the road, watching Enzo sweep this season.”


“But you might not even see the
end of it,” Enzo says, his voice choked.


“Maybe not,” Dad says, smiling
sadly, “But you will. You’ll see so many more seasons too, Enzo. Both of you
will. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, once you knew the truth. My
entire life is wrapped up in this sport, and I want to know that the Lazio
legacy will be carried on after I’m gone.”


“Of course it will be,” Enzo says
furiously, “You trained me to be the best. I’ll keep on winning in the Lazio
name. You have my word.”


“Thank you son,” Dad smiles, “But
there’s another Lazio I want to see succeed as well. Siena, you know that I’ve
become one of Ferrelli’s primary shareholders, right?”


“Of course, Dad,” I say.


“Well,” he says, taking my hands
in his, “I’ve written up a new version of my will that names you the
beneficiary of those shares.”


“Wh-what?” I sputter.


“When I pass away,” Dad says,
“You’ll become a shareholder of Ferrelli. One of the most influential
shareholders. You’ll be able to contribute to decisions, shape the sport from
the top, just like you’ve been talking about. You two will keep this team on
top. Hell, you’ll probably make it ten times better, if you work together. I
know that this doesn’t make my news any easier to hear, but I wanted you to
know that you’ll be taken care of when I’m gone. Even if I can’t be here to
take care of you...”


His voice cracks, rending my heart
in two. I take my father’s face in his hands and plant a kiss on his
deeply-lined forehead. Enzo crosses the room and stands behind Dad’s chair,
laying his young hands on the older man’s shoulders. The tears finally begin to
fall from all our eyes, as we stand together, silent in our overwhelming grief.
For now, there are no more words. There is only our little family.


I don’t know how long we stay
there together, but before I know it, the sun has set. It’s not until Enzo
switches on the lights that I realize how late it’s gotten. A shock of alarm
charges through me as I realize my mistake. I completely forgot about meeting
Harrison at the State Museum. He must have thought I stood him up. 


I have to go to him, tell him
what’s happened. But how can I leave my father’s side now, and to see a man who
he can’t abide? I realize all at once that I can never tell them about me and
Harrison, now. I missed my opportunity to save us, to save our one shot at
being together. 


A fresh wave of tears washes over
me as I sit with my family. All of a sudden, I find myself with far too many
things to mourn the impending loss of. 











[bookmark: seven]Chapter Seven


Salvaging


 


 


 


I cradle my phone against my ear, heart hammering as the
line rings endlessly. Pick
up, I pray in desperation, please
pick up...


I’ve only just arrived back at my own room at the Moscow
hotel, after so many long, tear-soaked hours spent with my father and brother.
The instant I find myself alone once more, it’s clear what I must do next. I
have to talk to Harrison. I have to tell him that I didn’t mean to blow him off
this afternoon, that I want nothing more than to see him. He has to know that I
failed in telling my family about us, that things have taken a turn for the
absolutely dire. I need his help, I need him to hold me. I just need him. 


My breath catches as the line finally clicks, and I hear
Harrison’s voice on the other end of the call.


“You don’t have to explain,” he says, his voice hollow.


“Harrison, thank God—”


“I’m not the brightest guy in the world, but I know what it
means when a woman stands me up,” he says, “Really, Siena, I’m trying to
respect your wishes here—”


“The only thing I’m wishing right now is to be with you,” I
tell him, my eyes welling up once more. You’d think that I’d be all out of
tears, after this afternoon. 


“I don’t understand,” Harrison says, “Why didn’t you come to
see me? I waited in front of the museum—”


“Something came up. Something...huge,” I say, struggling to
get the words out. “Please, I can’t do this on the phone. Tell me where we can
meet.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes. Absolutely.”


“We could be seen.”


“I don’t give a shit.”


“OK,” Harrison says, “Give me ten minutes.”


He hangs up the phone, and I sink down onto my bed in
silence. I know, rationally, that it’s insane to meet Harrison tonight. I
should be staying far away from him, now more than ever. But to keep away from
him at a time like this, to deprive us both of the only comfort we’ve ever known,
is absolutely insane. In the face of my father’s catastrophic news, I can’t
bring myself to care about blackmail or scandal. My heart and body know what
they need, and trump my reasonable mind every time. I need Harrison right now,
just as I know he needs me. 


In no time, a text message arrives on my phone with the
address of a hotel just outside the city limits. There’s no time to lose. I
gather a few belongings and wrench open my door, not even bothering to clean up
my makeup-streaked face. I book it out of the hotel, hurrying lest anyone catch
a glimpse of me departing. I don’t want to field questions and sympathies from
any well-meaning teammates, I don’t want to get wrapped up in petty social
nonsense. I want to disappear, to go and be with the man I love...to feel the
slightest whisper of comfort in this horrible moment of my life.


I manage to locate a cab and slip into the backseat before
anyone realizes I’m on the move. We tear off into the night, leaving the
elegant hotel behind. I close my eyes in the backseat, my thoughts spinning
madly. The seconds crawl on, feeling like hours as we soar away from Moscow.
Finally, we pull up in front of a tiny, hole-in-the-wall inn. I throw a handful
of Russian currency at my driver and step out onto the curb, hurrying inside. 


Behind the tiny reception desk is a weathered old man
wearing a chunky sweater and a stoic expression. I force my lips into a smile
as I approach.


“I’m looking for a man who’s just checked in,” I tell him.


He gives me a suspicious once-over, and I realize how insane
I must look—tear-stained and rumpled, desperate and wrecked.


“I don’t like funny business happening in my hotel,” the man
tells me, “If you’re up to something unseemly—”


“I’m not a hooker,” I say, my voice harsh and rasping, “It’s
just been a long day. Give me a break.”


“Okay, okay,” the man says, “I’m sorry, Miss. I don’t know
anything. A man check into room three. Blonde man. Very tall. Is this who you
look for?”


“Yes,” I say, “Thank you.”


“I hope you feel better,” the man says halfheartedly as I
hurry away up the rickety staircase toward Harrison’s room.


An old wooden door sporting a brass number three stands just
down the narrow hall. I approach and rap my knuckles gently against the door.
My entire body is trembling with exhaustion, anticipation, and worry. As the
door eases open, the first thing I see is Harrison’s face peering down at me.
There’s not an ounce of resentment or anger to be found in his expression. The
flood of relief I feel upon seeing him carries me across the threshold,
straight into his arms. He takes me in, pulling me close as he eases the door
shut and locks it tight.


For a long moment, we simply stand there together, wrapped
in a tight embrace. I can’t will my mouth to form words of explanation, not
just yet. I just need to take in the feel of Harrison’s body against mine, the
tight, hard muscles and sinew beneath my hands. Standing here with him, I can
almost forget for a moment the torrential downpour of awful news that’s come to
drown me. How can a world that is cruel enough to tear my father away from me
still offer up such a wonderful blessing as Harrison Davies? 


Harrison plants a kiss on the top of my head, pushing me
straight over the edge. The tears begin to roll down my cheeks, losing
themselves in the fabric of Harrison’s black tee shirt. He holds me ever closer
as my shoulders begin to shake, and doesn’t ask a single question as I weep. All
he does is hold me—and that’s all I need in the world. 


My legs feel so weak, I can barely keep myself from sliding
down onto the hardwood floor. Harrison feels the strength leaving my body and
all but carries me across the tiny, antiquated room to an old four poster bed.
A gauzy canopy stretches over top of us as we settle down on top of a heavy
quilt. I curl up onto my side, and Harrison lowers himself down beside me. I
press my back against his firm chest, and his arms encircle me. He rests his
cheek against mine, and I feel the warmth of his breath on my flushed skin.


“Can you tell me what’s happened?” he asks, as my tears
finally subside.


“Oh, Harrison,” I moan, “Where do I even begin?”


“Start at the beginning,” he suggests.


And I do. I tell me everything that’s been weighing on my
mind these past few weeks, months, even. I walk him back to our first night in
Barcelona, tell him about the guilt that’s been eating away at me since his
rivalry with Enzo first reared its ugly head. I tell him about my frustration
at having him, and my brother, and every other man in my life tell me what’s
best for me. I describe my terror at being discovered, ousted by our blackmailer,
and how violated I feel having someone threaten us this way. I tell him about
my suspicions concerning Charlie and Shelby, my anxiety about Bex and Enzo
spending so much time with my possible suspects. 


“Why couldn’t you tell me all of this this afternoon?”
Harrison asks, kissing my cheek, “Were you just afraid to come see me in
person? Or did something stop you?”


I draw in a deep, rattling breath and turn to face him. His
eyes are full of wary concern, and as much as I hate to bring this horrible
news back to the present moment, he has to know what’s going on.


“It’s my dad,” I whisper, reaching for his hands, “He’s
sick, Harrison.”


“What do you mean, sick?” he asks softly.


“I mean, he called me and Enzo into his room this afternoon
to come clean. Just before the tour started he found out...he was diagnosed
with...”


“Take your time, baby,” Harrison says, stroking my hand with
his thumb.


“He has cancer,” I whisper, as if saying the words quietly
might make them any less true, “It started in his lungs, but it’s spread. They
couldn’t operate, it had advanced too far by the time they found it. And he
won’t go through chemo or radiation. At this rate, by the end of the season...he
might already be gone.”


Harrison doesn’t say a word, he simply gathers me up in his
arms. We’re silent for a long while, our bodies speaking the volumes we can’t
bring ourselves to. I know that Harrison must be feeling his own empathetic
grief for his father. He knows what it’s like to lose a parent. But Harrison
couldn’t stand his father. And I...Well, we’ve always butted heads, but I love
him. There’s never been anything more important to me than family. And now mine
is on the verge of falling apart.


“Siena, I’m so sorry...” Harrison finally says, “Whatever
you need from me, it’s yours. If you want me to stay away so you can be with
your family, I’ll do it. But if you want me here—”


“I want you here,” I tell him, “I need you here.”


“Then here I am,” he says, brushing my hair away from my
forehead.


“I was going to tell them,” I groan, “Before my Dad dropped
this on us. I was going to tell my dad and Enzo that I was seeing you, before
it got out some other way. I just couldn’t work up the nerve. I missed my one
chance.”


“Baby—”


“I should have told them,” I say, “I should have been honest
from the start. Why did I have to lie?”


“You were trying to protect their feelings,” Harrison says,
“Just like your dad was trying to do by keeping his diagnosis to himself.
You’re all just trying to look out for each other, to be the strongest and
bravest of the bunch. But maybe the time’s come for you all to lean on each
other a little bit more.”


“But I can’t tell them about us now,” I insist, “With dad
sick and all? And it’s not just that. He told me this afternoon that he’s
grooming me to be his replacement on Team Ferrelli. If he...when he...passes
away, I’ll take his place as a majority shareholder. I’ll really be part of the
team then.”


“Oh...” Harrison says, at a loss.


“So you see my predicament?” I smile sadly.


“Our predicament,” Harrison corrects me, “Make no mistake,
Siena. We’re still in this together. Now more than ever, I’m not going to let
you shoulder this on your own. Whatever I can do to help, just say the word.”


“I just...I don’t know what to do, Harrison,” I tell him,
“Tell me what I should do.”


“Whatever feels right,” he says, “Not nice, not polite. But
right.”


“I want to be honest with my family,” I say, “I want to be
there for my dad, I want to step up and become a part of the team. And I want
you to be there with me through all of it.”


“Then we’ll just have to figure out a way to make that
happen,” Harrison says.


“But how?” I ask, exasperated, “How can we come clean
without making some dreadfully big deal about it?”


“I have no fucking idea,” Harrison laughs, “You’re the PR
genius, aren’t you?”


I look up at him, a little spark of an idea glimmering in my
mind. I hadn’t even thought of putting my professional brain to work on our
little dilemma before. What if I came at this whole, messy situation like I
would a PR emergency?


“Harrison,” I say, pulling myself up on my elbow, “You might
just be a genius.”


“Tell me something I don’t know,” he grins.


“Seriously,” I say, the gears of my mind spinning, “What if
we’ve been approaching this all wrong? What if, instead of living in fear of
being exposed, we let the world find out about us on our own terms?”


“Do you think we could make that work?” Harrison asks,
propping himself up on a muscled forearm.


“I don’t see why not.”


“This isn’t exactly the ideal moment, is it?” he presses,
“With your dad—”


“It was never going to be the ideal moment,” I say, taking
his hands in mine, “Us being together was never going to be something that
people would accept off the bat. But think about it, Harrison. If we’re ousted,
we look like a couple of liars and sneaks. But if we make our relationship
public, we look like mature adults trying to do the right thing.” 


“I don’t know, Siena,” Harrison says.


“What are you worried about?” I ask.


“Besides your family’s ire and my team’s outrage?” he
laughs.


“How can any of them hold it against us if we’re honest?” I
ask, “It made sense for us to keep this a secret at first, Harrison. We thought
this might be a fling, we thought we’d never even see each other again after
that first night in Barcelona. For fuck’s sake, I thought you were some
anonymous pit crew member when we first met. But it’s been months, Harrison. And
in these past few months, I’ve stopped thinking of this as something fleeting.
I want to be with you, Harrison. And not in secret, either. I want to be able
to spend all of my time with you, to share your victories and help shoulder
your defeats. I need you in my life, always. I love you. I think I may have
loved you from the start.”


“I love you too, Siena,” Harrison says, taking my face in
his hands, “And I’ll follow your lead on this one. If you think getting out in
front of it is the best idea...I trust you. Work your PR magic on this thing.
If we could be together for the entire world to see...that would just be
perfect. I don’t want to hide what we have any longer. The rest of the world
can just deal with it.”


“I’ll take care of everything,” I say, running my hands down
his rock hard chest, “We’ll get through this, you and me. It’ll all be for the
best, you’ll see.”


“The only thing I see right now is my gorgeous woman sitting
right in front of me after far too long,” Harrison says, his voice rasping lustily.
His tone sends ripples of excitement skirting across my skin. It’s been weeks
since we’ve been able to touch each other, hold each other. He’s right—that’s far too long. 


“God, I’ve missed your hands on me,” I tell him, laying back
on the bed.


“You don’t have to tell me,” he says, running his fingers
down my side. “I can’ believe I’ve managed to stay away from you at all. All
I’ve wanted to do these past couple of weeks is break down your door and carry
you away.”


“What am I, some kind of damsel in distress?” I laugh,
stretching like a house cast under his expert touch. 


“Not even remotely,” he says, tracing a fingertip from my
collar to my navel, “That’s why I knew I could stand these two weeks. I knew I
could trust you to take care of yourself. To help me find a way to take care of
us.”


“That’s more like it,” I smile, arching my back as Harrison
swings a leg over my body. I’ve missed the weight of him on top of me so
badly—that comforting, warm presence. Right here, with Harrison, is where I
feel safe. It’s where I feel at home.


“I know you better than to think you need rescuing, Siena,”
Harrison says, his full lips just inches from mine. “But at the same time...I’m
glad we’re finally getting around to rescuing each other.”


He presses his lips firmly against mine, and a rush of
warmth spills over my entire body. Our mouths move together, our tongues
glancing against each other. He tastes even sweeter than I remembered. I bury
my hands in his sandy blonde hair, pulling him closer and closer to me. He grabs
my wrists, pinning them above my head. I let out a gasp as his lips leave mine,
find the sensitive skin of my throat. He trails long, deep kisses all across my
skin, working his way down little by little. 


“I love knowing how good I make you feel,” he growls,
tugging at the neck of my tee with his pearly whites.


“I can tell how you love it,” I say, pressing my hips
against his stiff manhood. 


“Can you blame me?” he laughs, releasing my hands, “I could
never get enough of you, Siena. Never.”


His strong hands slip under my thin cotton tee shirt,
drawing the garment up over my head. He tosses the shirt away and runs his
hands along my bare torso. waves of goosebumps arise in the wake of his
fingers, and he grins to see them. 


“You know exactly how to touch me,” I breathe.


“Good,” he says, popping open the button of my jeans,
“Because it’s all I want to do.”


He tugs at my skinny jeans, sliding them down off my thighs
and calves. I plant my feet on the soft quilt as he tosses the jeans away,
letting my knees part before him. With his eyes glued to my nearly naked form,
he rips the black tee shirt up over his head and snaps open his belt buckle. He
shucks off his light denim blue jeans and kneels over me. His black briefs are
no match for the massive length of him. 


“Did I do that?” I laugh, nodding toward his ever-stiffening
member.


“You know exactly what you do to me, Siena Lazio,” he says,
lowering himself onto me. 


I rake my nails along his broad back as he brushes his lips
against first one breast, then the other. Reaching around my back, his fingers
deftly unclasp my bra, and he closes his teeth around one lacy black cup,
pulling the garment away from body. I moan, delighted, as he closes his lips
around my hard, tender nipple. He flicks the tip of his tongue against the
erect little peak, cupping my ample breasts in his hands. I can feel my own
desire throbbing between my legs as he bites down, just hard enough. 


“I want to feel your mouth all over me,” I tell him.


“Oh, I think I can handle that...” he says, sitting back on
his knees. 


He hooks his fingers into the band of my skimpy black thong
and, ever-so-slowly, slides it down my trembling legs. Tossing my panties away,
he plants his hands on my knees, easing them further apart. I let him spread me
open, loving the way his eyes drink me in. 


“Wait,” I say, reaching for him. “I want to see you, too...”


The corners of his mouth twist upward as he catches my
drift. Standing on his knees, Harrison lowers his briefs down over the firm
swell of his ass, letting me see the full, pulsing length of him once again.
It’s all I can to do keep from pulling him down on top of me at once. I want so
badly to feel full of him again, but more than that, I want us to take our
time. 


As if reading my mind, Harrison pushes back on my knees,
titling my hips up toward him. He threads his arms beneath my bent legs and
brings his lips to the skin just above my knee. A shudder runs through me as I
fall back against the bed. 


“Easy now,” Harrison smiles, letting his kisses travel
further and further up my thigh, “I’m just getting started...”


I shove my hands through my hair as I feel Harrison’s lips
caress my sensitive skin, and spread my legs further. I want to offer myself up
to Harrison, to be entirely in his hands...and lips...and just about everything
else. 


He plants his hands on my inner thighs, raising his lips to
the hollow that dips beside my hip bone. His lips touch down against that
shallow valley, and I can feel his breath against my throbbing sex. He trails
his tongue across the mound just above where I want to feel him, teasing me
mercilessly. 


“Please,” I gasp, “Please, Harrison. Let me feel you—”


But my words trail off into a wordless moan as Harrison runs
his tongue along the length of my wet slit. He flattens his tongue against me,
running it over my pink flesh. I grab handfuls of bedding, twisting the layers
in my quivering fists. With each pass, Harrison’s tongue goes just a bit
deeper, a bit further. His hands press gently, opening me further still. I can
feel my hard, aching clit exposed before Harrison’s expert mouth...and I know
that I’m a goner.


He lowers his mouth to my sex once more, taking that raw bundle
of nerves in his firm lips. I cry out as pleasurable sensations roll along every
inch of my body. Harrison traces slow, perfect circles around my clit, rolling
it beneath his tongue. My mouth falls open in a wordless moan of bliss. He
flicks the very tip of his tongue against me, again and again, sending little
shockwaves down to the tips of my fingers and toes. And just when I’m sure I
can’t handle any more powerful pleasure, I feel Harrison’s hand brush against
me. I gasp as he slides two thick fingers inside of me, stroking my soft, silky
flesh. It’s almost too much for me to stand.


“Harrison,” I whisper, “Baby, I’m gonna—”


“I know,” he growls. 


He wraps his lips firmly around my clit, and I feel his
fingers deep inside of me. With a single, perfectly-placed flick of the tongue,
he sends me over the edge. I come for him, sensation barreling through me,
lighting every nerve on fire. I writhe against him as the orgasm overwhelms me,
and he’s not about to let up. He kneads and strokes me through every passing
wave of pleasure, until I fall back against the bed in a haze of feverish
bliss. 


I blink up at him in the dim light, my eyes wide. “That was
you just getting started?” I pant, amazed.


“You bet it was,” he says, running his hands through my
curls. 


“Good,” I say, “Because I’m just getting revved up myself.”


I wrap my hands around his hard, throbbing length, drawing a
low moan from his scruffy throat. It’s a miracle I can ever fit this man inside
of me, huge as he is. Keeping my hands firmly around his stiff shaft, I ease
him down onto the bed beside me. I roll away from him, pressing my back against
his chest as he wraps his arms around me. I work my fingers up and down the
thick length of him, hearing his breath come hard and fast in my ear. Gently, I
raise my hips and press myself against him once again—letting the very tip of
my graze against that tight circle of muscle where no man has ever felt me. 


“Jesus, Siena...” Harrison groans, “You just keep surprising
me...”


“What can I say?” I breathe, “You make me
feel...adventurous.”


I guide Harrison’s hard length to my wet, trembling sex. I’m
not quite ready to brave that uncharted territory just yet, but that doesn’t
mean I’m done with him for the night. Not by a long shot. He’s poised against
me, right against where I want to feel him most. With a deep breath, I press
back into him, impaling myself on his stiff member. 


“God...” he breathes, rocking his hips against me, “You’re
so fucking tight, Siena...”


I gasp as he drives up into me, and I bring my thighs even
more tightly together. I’ve never felt him this way before, and the newness is all
the more thrilling. I reach back for him, grabbing onto his firm, sculpted ass
as we buck against each other. 


“The things you bring out in me, Harrison...” I moan.


“I love that,” he tells me, “I love it when you tell me just
what you want.”


“Yeah?” I ask, pulling him deep and holding him there.


“God, yeah,” he says, “There’s nothing that gets me going
like that.”


“In that case,” I say, turning my face toward his, “Why
don’t you flip me over?”


His eyes blaze with excitement at my frankness. “Gladly,” he
growls.


I suck in a quick breath as Harrison digs his fingers into
my hips and rolls me onto my stomach, swinging a leg over the rise of my ass
and kneeling over me once more. He runs his hands down along my back, as I
raise myself up onto my hands and knees. I glance back over my shoulder, taking
in the sight of him poised against me. I shake my curls across my back, my
shoulder blades standing tall. 


“Do you have any idea how incredibly sexy you are right
now?” he asks me.


“Why don’t you show me?” I reply.


My head falls back against my shoulders as Harrison presses
himself into me. He drives up into my core, so deeply that I could swear he’d
go right through me in another moment. I’ve always been so vanilla when it
comes to sex that it feels incredibly daring, having him take me like this. But
there’s something about Harrison Davies that levels all my anxieties and hang-ups.
With him, I know exactly what I want. And what I want right now is to feel him
just like this. 


I lower myself down onto my forearms and let a surprised cry
escape my throat as Harrison drives even deeper into me. I’ve never felt so
much of him, it’s almost overwhelming. But I meet his every pass, pressing back
into him as he moves deeper into me, slowly and deliberately as ever.


We begin to pick up speed as I lose myself in the moment. I
don’t even notice as he lowers his hand to my sex. But as soon as his fingers
find my clit once more, I’m done for. He rolls the tender area between his
fingers as we move wildly against each other, the full length of him barreling
into the deepest places within me. 


“I’m right there,” he growls, “I’m so close, Siena...”


“I want to come with you,” I gasp, “Please—”


My wish is his command. As Harrison rears back, he traces a
firm, perfect loop against my clit. He thrusts up into me, his member colliding
with that elusive spot inside. I bury my face into the nearest pillow and
scream out my bliss as I feel Harrison come deep inside of me, filling me up
inch by inch. He steadies himself against me with both hands as we ride our shared
high together. A wave of ecstasy pours over us like rain as the moment slowly
passes. Spent, Harrison lowers himself down next to me, pulling me into his
side.


I don’t know how much time passes before we finally catch
our breath. Slowly, I roll myself over to face him, trailing my fingers along
his muscled, tattooed arms. I wish I could fall asleep beside him once again,
but it just won’t do tonight. The Moscow Grand Prix is tomorrow, and we’ve both
got to be up early to greet the day. 


“Tell me what our game plan is,” Harrison says, meeting my
gaze.


“Give me a couple of days to get a story together,” I tell
him. “I’m going to be speaking to the press soon to give them the news about
Dad. We’ll sneak our story in along with it. A good old fashioned news dump.”


“Think that’ll work?” Enzo asks.


“Sure,” I tell him, “Nobody’s going to care that we’ve been
spending time together when Alfonso Lazio is...” I feel myself getting choked
up, and shake my head to dispel my sadness. 


“Oh, Baby...” Harrison says, planting a kiss on my forehead,
“I’m so sorry...”


“I just don’t even know how to think about it as a fact
yet,” I tell him, “I just wish he’d told us. I wish we could have made a
decision as a family, you know?”


“He was just trying to protect you. Like you were trying to
protect him by keeping us a secret,” Harrison points out.


“Like father like daughter?” I suggest.


“Precisely,” Harrison says.


“That’s not a bad spin, come to think of it,” I sniff,
“We’ve always been private people, after all. I can work with this, PR wise I
mean. We might just pull this off, Harrison. We just have to jump on it, before
someone beats us to the punch.”


“Agreed,” he says, giving me a swift kiss, “We should get
back to our teams. Don’t want anyone worrying.”


We toss our clothes back on and kiss goodbye. I take my
leave just before Harrison, skirting through the lobby when the old concierge
has his back turned. We’re so close to being through with this blackmail
nightmare, I want to be as safe as possible. And once this ridiculous scandal
is taken care of, I can concentrate on what’s really important: my father. I
need to be there for him right now, with an open heart. I’m so glad that
Harrison will be able to stand by me through whatever’s to come next. With him
beside me, I might actually be able to face my father’s fate. It won’t be easy,
and I know it’s going to hurt like hell, but I’ll have Enzo and Harrison to
help me. And in that sense, I’m luckier than most. 
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Race Day





 


 


I wake up the next morning feeling invigorated and downright
excited. It’s amazing what a good roll in the hay will do for your worldview, I
guess. It’s the morning of the Moscow Grand Prix, and for the first time in
what feels like forever, I can’t wait to get to the course. 


Growing up, F1 races were the highlights of my year—but this
season has been so fraught with conflict and indecision. Today is the first
time in a long while that I feel something akin to the charge I knew as a
younger girl on race day. I feel uninhibited and weightless, ready for whatever
the day throws my way. And while I certainly credit Harrison with some of this
new energy, I think what’s really got me smiling is the idea of finally, at
long last, letting my family in on my little secret. It’ll feel so wonderful to
finally be honest with them.


In no time at all, I’m dressed and ready in my race day
uniform: tight jeans, leather jacket, black tank. I smile to myself as I
appraise my appearance in the mirror. This whole ensemble has me looking every
inch Harrison Davies’ girl. What’s that they say about couples coming to look
like each other over time? I run a daring red streak of color over my lips and
draw up curls up into a high ponytail. I feel confident, sexy, and unafraid of
anything. It’s time to stop cowering from life, time to start living at top
speed.


It isn’t until I’m standing in front of the mirror, grinning
at my own reflection, that my memory starts up like a kick drum. I feel the
breath catch in my throat as I cast back beyond my wonderful night with Harrison,
back to my father’s hotel room. Sudden tears surprise me as the dark truth of
our circumstance settles in around me. Part of me was hoping that Dad’s news
would disappear overnight, that I would wake up this morning and realize I’d
dreamed it all up. But no such grace arrives to save me. My dad, Alfonso Lazio,
F1 champion and legend in his time, is dying.


I sink down onto the floor, overcome with warring emotions.
How can I be so heartbroken for my father and so elated at the prospect of my
future with Harrison all at the same time? Thank God I don’t have to give any
press conferences on either subject today. I still need time to make sense of
all this. I need to find some way to wrangle the chaotic, conflicting elements
of my life and bring them all into harmony with one another.


Right. Easy as pie, then. 


“Siena?” I hear Bex call from beyond my door.


“Hey Bex,” I call, swallowing my tears, “Come in.”


She slips into my room, rocking two inch red stilettos and
daring white jeans. Her blonde hair is blown out and gorgeous, she’s definitely
getting the hang of this F1 chic thing. The smile on her lips wilts as she
catches the look on my face.


“What is it, sweetie?” she asks, crossing the room and
taking my hands in hers.


“Oh, no,” I moan, “You can’t be nice to me right now, I’m
going to cry all of my makeup off if you are.”


“Well, now I don’t have a choice,” she says, pulling me over
to the bed, “Come on. Tell me what’s up.”


“I don’t know where to begin, Bex,” I say, my voice
trembling.


“Did you any Harrison have a falling out?” she asks softly,
“You weren’t around last night, I noticed. Were you guys together?”


“Oh, we were together alright. But we certainly weren’t
fighting.”


“I see,” she grins, “So what, are those tears of happiness
then?”


“Not exactly,” I say quietly, “I was actually supposed to
meet Harrison earlier in the evening, but my dad...wanted to talk to me and
Enzo. Good old family meeting, I guess.”


“Did he call you out about Harrison?” Bex asks, her eyes
wide.


“Honestly, I wish it had been that instead,” I say.


“Jesus...” Bex breathes, “It must have been really bad,
then. Did something happen? To someone in your family? Is your mom OK?”


“Mom’s fine. It’s...my dad, Bex. He’s been keeping something
from us since the season started. Some, uh...medical stuff.”


Bex doesn’t say a word, she simply gives my hands a squeeze
and waits for me to continue. I draw in a deep, steadying breath. “He’s sick,
Bex. He found out just before the season started. Said he didn’t want to worry
us, but now it’s too late to do anything...”


“Is it serious?” she asks, scooting closer to me on the bed.


“About as serious as it gets,” I tell her, “Lung cancer.”


“Oh God,” she utters, throwing her arms around me, “I’m so,
so sorry.”


“It doesn’t even feel real, yet,” I tell her.


“I’m sure.”


“I just can’t believe he didn’t tell us. He’s made all these
decisions by himself. Operating was never an option, but he opted out of any
treatment at all. Bex, we could lose him before the season’s even over.”


“Is that why he’s only been working with Enzo this season,
instead of dealing with the other owners and management? To save what energy he
can?”


“I guess so. He’s got it all figured out. Bex, he told me
that he’s leaving me his entire ownership share of the team when he...he...”


“Wow,” Bex breathes, “That’s...huge, Siena.”


“I know. I haven’t even begun to think about what that means
yet. I just can’t process all of this at once.”


“No, of course. But, you saw Harrison after you found out,
right?”


“Yeah, I did.”


“So he knows, too?”


“Well, I had to tell him. It sort of changes our time table,
a bit.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, I can’t wait much longer to tell dad and Enzo
what’s up. I know it would have been better to let them know right away,
certainly before Dad told us about...you know. But now I need to time it just
right. Get the public to focus on what’s actually important, supporting my dad,
and let me and Harrison’s affair become the minor news story it should really
be. It’s not like Enzo’s going to have the energy to give a shit about some
made up rivalry when Dad is sick.”


“You’re probably right...” Bex says, “So, when are you going
to tell them, then?”


“Over the next couple of races,” I reply, “Then, we can let
the news trickle out once Dad and I have had our press conference about his,
um, condition.” 


“Sounds like a plan,” Bex replies, “I’m proud of you, Siena.
I know it’s not going to be easy, being honest with them, but it will be so
much for the better in the long run. How else are you and Harrison going to get
married and have lots of gorgeous babies, after all?”


“You’re incorrigible,” I tell her, resting my cheek on her
slim shoulder. I thank my lucky stars for about the millionth time that Bex is
on this tour with me. It’s one thing to have the man in my life at the ready to
comfort me, but there’s nothing quite like your best girlfriend’s advice when
shit really hits the fan. 


There’s another light knock on the door, and Bex goes to
answer it. When she swings open the door, I see Charlie standing there, looking
nervous. 


“Hey,” Bex says warmly, “I was just about to see if you
wanted to grab some coffee.”


“Bex!” Charlie stammers, “Hey. I was. Um...I wanted to see
if Siena had a moment to talk. Alone.”


“I’m not her babysitter,” Bex replies good naturally,
“Siena, you up for another tête-à-tête before we head out?”


“Um...” I murmur, reluctant to be alone with Charlie. We
haven’t really been on speaking terms since I received those illicit photos.


“It’ll only take a minute,” he assures me.


“Well. Yeah, OK,” I agree, moving across the room to the
window.


“See you guys downstairs,” Bex says, laying an affectionate
hand on Charlie’s arm, “You take cream, no sugar, right?”


“Exactly,” Charlie says, smiling. Bex closes the door
quietly behind her and leaves Charlie and I alone at last.


I gaze at my old friend across the room, my heartstrings
twisting painfully. Charlie and I have known each other since we were born. Our
mothers, F1 wives to the core, would tote us around to events and play dates as
a team. So many of my first memories include Charlie Spano and his family.
We’re both Team Ferrelli kids, have been for life. It’s strange to feel so
distant from him, now. 


“You look upset,” he says, keeping his distance.


“There’s a lot going on with me right now,” I tell him, “I
can’t really give you much information, but—”


“It’s OK, you don’t need to,” he says, “I actually just...I
came here to apologize, Siena.”


The room sways a bit as I stare at him. What does he have to
apologize to me for? Is he about to come clean as my blackmailer? I swear to God,
if he was behind those photos, I’ll have him singing soprano so fast—


“I’ve been an asshole,” Charlie goes on, “I let what I
thought was jealousy get the best of me, and for that I’m very sorry.”


“What exactly are you referring to, Charlie?” I ask, fighting
to keep my voice level. I’m torn between wanting him to tell me he’s the
blackmailer so we can put the issue to rest, and knowing that I’ll be
heartbroken should he actually be responsible for those photos.


“I mean...everything, Siena,” he says, shoving his hands
into his pockets, “For the way I’ve treated you, since we were kids. I’ve been
groomed to be your watch dog since before I can remember, you know? Everyone’s
always been telling me to look out for you, that we’re supposed to end up
together, that you’re the perfect girl for me.”


“Yeah? I’ve been hearing all that my whole life, too—”


“But you didn’t buy into it,” Charlie says, “I did. I let my
parents, and the team, the entire F1 world tell me how I should feel. I was
just trying to make everyone happy. I’ve been telling myself my whole life that
I’m in love with you, Siena, and it’s not exactly a lie. But the truth is, I
love you like you’re my own flesh and blood. My sister. It hasn’t been jealousy
driving me this whole time, it’s been protectiveness. That’s why I’ve been so
weird and intense this tour, I’m trying to force myself into this role our
families have given me. But it’s just not how I feel, it's not who I want to
be, Siena.”


“You’re saying...you aren’t interested in me, romantically?”
I ask.


“No...No, I’m not,” Charlie tells me.


“That’s...wonderful!” I laugh, crossing the room in three
long strides and hugging Charlie tightly as I can. After a faltering moment, he
returns my embrace. 


“I knew you’d be relieved,” he begins, “But what—?”


I can’t tell him, of course, why his admission has me so
thrilled. This means that he’d have no real reason to try and set me and
Harrison up to fail! Sure, he’s still a Ferrelli loyalist, but team spirit only
goes so far. I don’t know anything for sure, but my gut tells me that I was
wrong to ever think Charlie would do something so sinister. He’s a boy scout,
for god’s sake. My best guy friend in the world. I should have known better
than to suspect him. 


“You’re like a brother to me too, Chuck,” I tell him, pulling
away, “Only took us twenty-five years to sort this out, huh?”


“Well, I guess I had a little bit of help,” he says.


“What do you mean?” I ask.


“Well, lately, I’ve been figuring out what it means to
really fall for someone,” he says with a grin.


“Oh my God, of course!” I exclaim, “You and Bex?”


“That’s right,” he says, “Or, me, anyway. I’ve never met
anyone like her before, Siena. I don’t really know if she feels the same way—”


“But she does,” I tell him, clapping my hands together,
“Don’t you see the way she looks at you?”


“I guess it felt like too much to hope for,” Charlie laughs.


“Don’t be crazy,” I tell him, “You guys would be great for
each other. She’ll put that ego of yours right in place when need be, and
you’ll rein in that devil-may-care thing she does if it gets out of hand.”


“I guess you’re right,” Charlie smiles, “You really think
she’s into me? As more than a season fling, I mean?”


“No offense, Spano,” I say, laying a hand on his shoulder,
“But you’re much more the marrying type than casual fling material.”


“I have no problem with that,” he says, “But thanks, I
guess?”


“You’re welcome,” I say, “And...You know, I’m sorry too. I
know I’ve been pretty harsh with you this season—”


“Yeah, just a little,” he says sarcastically.


“I was just taking my frustration out on you,” I tell him,
“I can’t really go into specifics, but I’ve been making things a lot harder on
myself lately than they need to be. I guess I was kind of projecting stuff onto
you. I’m sorry.”


“Don’t worry about it,” he says, “Just put in a good word
for me with Bex and we’ll call it even. Now come on. I believe we’ve got a race
to watch.”


Charlie and I head downstairs together and meet up with Bex.
As I watch them, I’m at once relieved and a little saddened. It’s wonderful that
they’re hitting it off so famously. What could be better than having my two
best friends get together? But at the same time, I feel a little lonely, seeing
how easy it is for them. If only Harrison and I had that luxury.


Still, no time to dwell on things I can’t change. Our past
circumstances have already been written, it’s only the future that we can
control. I try to imagine how all the different mysteries at play in my life
right now will resolve, in the end. But between Dad’s illness, my secret with Harrison,
the outcome of the season, and the whims of our blackmailer in play, it’s just
too much to guess. I know for certain that it’s not going to be rainbows and
sunshine, but I can’t help but hope for a silver lining, all the same. 











[bookmark: nine]Chapter Nine


Pulling A Win





 


 


The rest of the team has already assembled by the time Bex,
Charlie and I make it to the course. Our corner of the sprawling F1 ecosystem
is buzzing with activity as the race draws ever closer. Dad is standing off to
one side of the frenzied effort, looking out over the course. I go to him and
wrap my arms around his waist without saying a word. He looks down at me and
smiles sadly. We don’t need to say anything about yesterday’s revelation. He
knows that I’m here to support him, how dearly I love him. 


“Where’s Enzo?” I ask.


“In his trailer,” Dad replies, “I think he wanted a little
time alone to clear his head.”


“That’s odd,” I say, “He usually feeds off the energy of the
team right before I race.”


“I know,” Dad says, “But what with the, uh, extenuating
circumstances...maybe he needs a little more peace and quiet than usual.”


“That makes sense,” I say. Surely, Enzo’s headspace is going
to be different today, what with the news we’ve just gotten. “Do you need
anything, Dad?”


“I’m fine, Siena,” he says, “Don’t you start treating me
like an invalid, now.”


But as I give him another quick squeeze, I can’t help but
wonder if his firm chest is starting to feel a bit less muscular, if his body
feels just a little smaller than usual. I give him a kiss on the cheek and
hurry off to get a lay of the land, see how the other teams are doing.


I set off alone through the teeming space, surveying the
drivers as they prepare for another race. Landers and Rostov are chatting
animatedly as their pit crews make sure their cars are in ship shape. And just
beyond them, at the heart of the McClain camp, Harrison surveys his speed
machine, a wide grin on his face. Even after all these weeks, the sight of that
face takes my breath away every time I catch sight of it. I’m just about to
raise my hand and wave when I feel the sudden presence of someone behind me. A
hand grazes the small of my back, and I whip around, furious. A familiar pair
of light brown eyes look down at me, full of mischief.


“Hello, Siena,” Rafael Marques drawls, “You’re looking
stunning today, as ever.”


“Should you be prepping yourself for the race, Marques?” I
ask, ignoring his unwanted flattery, “You could stand to do a little better,
you know.”


“I’m feeling pretty good about today, actually,” he says, “I
was just hoping that you might wish me luck before we start.”


“Drive safe,” I tell him. I may loathe the guy personally,
but I make a point never to wish ill upon any driver. They’re tempting fate
enough as it is without any bad vibes coming from me.


“Care to seal it with a kiss?” Marques asks, taking a step
toward me.


“Not on your life,” I tell him, “Enzo gets a good luck kiss
on the cheek. I’m saving the rest of my good luck for him.”


“Huh. How interesting,” Marques says, rolling his eyes.
“Well, I’m sure I’ll see you after the race, Siena. I’ll be the one guzzling
down champagne after I win.”


“That sure is a lot of confidence for someone who has yet to
take first,” I point out.


“What can I say?” Marques laughs, “I’ve got a good feeling
about today, is all.”


He struts away from me, blowing a kiss in my direction. I
bat the unwanted smooch away and hurry back to my own camp. Something about the
Spanish driver’s manner has me on edge. After the way he behaved at the club
the other night, I already know full well that he’s no gentleman. But something
about his gleeful attitude today, his cockiness about the race that has yet to
be run...it just makes me uneasy. All I want is to get back to my own people
before the race starts, watch as my two favorite drivers take off. Either Enzo
or Harrison is bound to take first again, the way they’ve been racing. I’ll
call that a win-win. 


“Where’s Enzo?” I ask Charlie and Bex as I make it back to
our post.


“I think he’s just about to head to the pit,” Charlie says.


“What?” I exclaim, “But I haven’t wished him luck yet! Enzo
never starts a race without his good luck kiss on the cheek from me.”


“He’s probably a little preoccupied,” Bex says pointedly.


She’s right, of course. How can I expect my brother to keep
his head on straight when he’s dealing with my Dad’s news and the task of
winning his next big race? I need to remember that he’s just one person, as
much as he’d be the first to say otherwise. I can’t imagine the pressure he
must be feeling to live up to my dad’s wildest expectations this year, of all
years. 


 “You might still be able to catch him before he goes,”
Charlie says. “The race doesn’t start for a few minutes or so.”


I dart away from my friends, over to the pit where the rest
of Team Ferrelli mills about. I cast my eyes around for Enzo, but he’s nowhere
to be found. By rights, he should be consulting with the pit guys, making sure
that everything is good to go before the race begins. He must really be buried
deep in his thoughts if he’s still hanging out in his trailer.


Just as I draw to a stop by the emerald Ferrelli racer, a
loud crashing sound catches my attention. I whip around to see Enzo storming
out of his trailer, his face a stormy red. He looks harried, not at all
composed, and absolutely livid. I watch as Dad and Gus try to approach my
brother, and gasp as Enzo pushes them away. How could he be so dismissive of
Dad at a time like this? My brother looks like a man possessed, a wild animal
ready to bite the head off whoever comes near first. As my brother stomps
across the pit toward his car, I hurry over to intercept him.


“What the hell is up?” I ask, planting myself between Enzo
and the vibrant green car. “You can’t treat Dad that way. Not after—”


My stomach turns over as my brother’s eyes land on me. The
seething disgust I see there sends a wave of nausea through me. Never in my
life have I seen such a look on my brother’s face, especially not when he has
his eyes on me. 


“Enzo, what’s wrong? Did something happen?” I ask, “Is it
Dad? What—?”


“Get out of here, Siena,” Enzo growls.


“Wh-what?” I stammer. I reach for my brother, but he smacks
my hand away, none too gently. The sting of his fierce strike is nothing
compared to how hard his anger hits me in the gut. His fiery gaze is locked
onto my face, his mouth a straight, furious line. 


“You shouldn’t be here,” Enzo growls, “If you don’t know how
to conduct yourself, you have no business being a part of this, Siena. Now get
out of my fucking way.”


“I’m not letting you get in that car like this,” I tell him,
planting my feet. 


“You’ve got no say in the matter,” Enzo roars, “You have no
right to a say, Siena. Get out of my face, this second.”


“Enzo?” Dad calls, finally catching up with his son, “Did
something happen? What’s the matter with you?”


“Oh, nothing at all is the matter with me, Pops,” Enzo
fumes, “I’m just a little distracted, is all. A little bit unsure of what the
fuck universe it is we’re living in...”


“You’re not making any sense,” Gus says gruffly, taking Enzo
by the shoulders.


“Well, that makes just about everything,” Enzo spouts
nonsensically. He shoves his hands through his jet black hair, his chest
heaving.


“I know you’re probably upset about what I told you
yesterday,” Dad says, trying to calm Enzo down.


“It’s got nothing to do with that!” Enzo roars. “All of you,
just leave me alone. I can’t look at any of you. It’s just too fucking much.”


“Enzo...” I say softly, swallowing hot tears, “Talk to me—”


My brother lunges toward me, and I leap away. I look toward
him, eyes wide. He really looks like he could strike me right now. 


“What the hell has gotten into you?” I demand.


“Siena,” Dad says to me, “Go get your brother some water
from his trailer. Or a goddamn tranquilizer dart, whichever you find first.”


 I rush away, baffled by my brother’s behavior. The race is
just about to begin, and he’s in a total state of crisis. My stomach is
churning in the face of Enzo’s outrage. Why did it feel so personal? Surely, I
could never do anything to inspire such rage in my brother. He’s got to be
lashing out about something else. All that rage couldn’t possibly be directed
at me.


Darting into Enzo’s trailer, I start looking around for
something, anything, that might calm him down. I grab a water bottle, a towel,
a paper bag. Hell, I’d bake him a cake on the spot if I thought it would soothe
his mood before the race. He can’t take off, as angry as he is right now. Who
knows what could happen if he got behind the wheel of a Formula One car? A big
part of this sport is mental. Racing lap after lap in a heaving metal
exoskeleton at triple digit speeds can get to a person, after all. If Enzo’s
head isn’t in the game, he shouldn’t be racing at all. Period. 


I look around the small space, searching for a clue about
Enzo’s behavior. Everything seems perfectly in its place, here. There are no
signs of struggle, nothing out of the ordinary. What could have set him off
like that? He’s not the kind of guy to lose his cool under pressure. He gets
nervous, sure, but those weren’t nerves back there. That was pure, white hot anger.
Is he just railing against the universe for dealing us such an awful hand with
Dad’s diagnosis? Or could something else have happened since I saw him last...


Just as I’m turning to leave Enzo’s trailer, I hear a little
chirping sound from under a heap of discarded clothing. It’s Enzo’s text tone.
I turn toward and spot the device as it lets out a second little sound,
indicating that another message has been received. His phone is half-buried on
the couch, flashing insistently. Maybe Enzo’s been fighting with that horrible
Shelby person? A heated volley of texts would certainly explain why he’s so
steamed up. I cross the room and snatch up Enzo’s phone, peering down at the
screen with warring curiosity and wariness. 


It takes a moment for my eyes to focus on the screen. The
dimness of the trailer is a bit of an adjustment after the bright light of day.
But as I’m finally able to see the newest message that’s arrived on Enzo’s cell
phone, I drop the device in horror. The screen splinters into a thousand shards,
obscuring the image that’s plastered there—a single photo of me and Harrison,
locking lips in the Moscow garden behind our hotel. 


Enzo
knows.


I snatch the phone back up, peering through the cracks. My
eyes haven’t deceived me one bit. A perfect, devastating close up of the two of
us blooms across Enzo’s screen. Feverishly, I look back through his texts.
Image after image of me and Harrison are catalogued here, each more illicit
than the last. And every single photo has arrived by way of that same goddamned
mystery number. The unknown blackmailer who’s out to ruin everything I care
about. 


A wild cheer goes up from the stadium beyond Enzo’s trailer.
The racers must be moving into position. That means that the Grand Prix is
about to begin. I sprint out of the trailer, dropping everything I’d gathered
for my brother’s sake. I make tracks toward the pit, running as fast as my feet
will carry me. I have to explain myself. I have to tell him that I’m sorry,
that he has every right to be angry. I can’t let him start this race without
knowing that I was going to tell him the truth. I was. 


But I’m too late. By the time I make it back down to the
pit, I see that Enzo’s already gone. Dad and Gus stand together, looking across
the track with crossed arms. Sure enough, Enzo’s car has moved into pole
position, the spot he’s secured once again after yesterday's preliminaries. I
have the mad urge to run across the course, throw myself in front of Enzo’s
car, anything at all to get him to stop. But I know it’s useless. There’s no
way I can get his attention now without derailing the entire race. He’s going
to run this thing, as furious as he is. And there’s nothing I can do to stop
him.


 


A flash of ruby distracts me as the second car rolls into
position. There, right beside Enzo, is the bright red race car that carries
Harrison Davies. The man who Enzo has just discovered to be my lover. Of
course, he placed second in the qualifiers. That means the two of them are
starting the race side by side. Harrison has no idea that Enzo’s just
discovered us. I watch as my lover raises a hand to Enzo in a friendly wave. I
can practically feel the ice-cold, venomous glare that Enzo returns. This goes
beyond a fictional rivalry, a narrative constructed to entice drama-hungry race
fans. This feud just became real in Enzo’s mind. And Harrison is completely in
the dark about it. 


“Dad!” I scream, racing to my father, “Why did you let him
go?”


“Have you met your brother?” Dad shoots back, “What choice
did I have?”


“But he’s a mess,” I insist, “We’ve got to—”


“Don’t worry about your brother,” Dad says, putting an arm
around my shoulder, “He’s a consummate racer, Siena. If he thought he couldn’t
handle a race, he’d say so.”


A jolt goes through me as the announcer heralds the start of
the race. I look on in horror as the score of F1 cars roar to life, engines
ripping deafeningly, sending a thick cloud of exhaust up into the clear blue
sky. This can’t be happening. I have to stop them. I have to go to Enzo and
explain myself, beg his forgiveness for having kept such a secret from him. If
something happens to him—if he’s too distracted to drive, too angry to keep
from crashing...how could I ever live with myself? There has to be some way—


But the flag comes down, and the race is underway. The cars take
off in a pack, and I’m too late to do a damned thing. 











[bookmark: ten]Chapter Ten


Race To The Death





 


 


I stand paralyzed in the midst of utter chaos. The cacophony
of roaring engines and screaming fans is drowned out by the pounding of my own
heart. Each car on the track seems to be moving in slow motion as I look on,
fearing the worst. It’s like my every cell is digging its heels into the
ground, trying to keep the earth from spinning onward. But it’s a useless
endeavor—I’ve missed my chance to keep this race from happening. Whatever goes
down next is out of my hands.


Enzo’s emerald green car easily secures the inside track,
having rocketed into the race from pole position. But Harrison’s car pulls up
right alongside Enzo’s, already giving my brother a run for his money. The rest
of the pack fills in around the only two drivers I give a damn about today, and
I lose sight of my boys. In a rush, the world surges back into real time. In a
haze of sound and fury, the cars disappear around the first turn in the track. 


“At least his driving is under control, unlike his temper,”
my dad grumbles to Gus, “See, Siena? Nothing to worry about. Hey—Siena! Where
are you going?”


There’s no time to stop and explain myself to dear old dad.
Not now. I take off like a shot through the pit, ducking around moving parts
and hassled technicians. There’s no way I’m going to get a direct line to Enzo
at this stage in the game. I can’t reason with him while he’s tearing around
the track, he could lose control. I need to intercept my brother the second he
pulls into the pit, I have to get him to hear me out, even for a second. 


“Hey! Siena!” 


“Watch out!”


“What are you doing down here?”


I hear the harried voices of Ferrelli’s pit crew members
barking all around me, but I’m not about to let them boot me out. I’m Siena
Lazio, dammit—daughter of Alfonso Lazio, sister of Enzo, and soon to be one of
the owners of the team itself. I have just as much right to be here as anyone
else, more even. 


But just before I can hurdle over a spare tyre, a strong
hand closes around my arm, and I turn to find myself face-to-face with Gus. His
usually amiable face is stern and clouded.


“You’re going to get yourself hurt if you don’t cool it,” he
tells me.


“You don’t understand—”


“Hell if I don’t! You think the rules don’t apply to you,
just like your brother and father. But this is still my pit, Siena. And I won’t
have you getting yourself hurt on my watch.”


“Let go of my arm, Gus,” I shout over the riotous noise.


“Not on your life,” he says, “I don’t know what’s gotten
into you and your brother today, but whatever it is, you need to settle it some
other time. Do you know how dangerous it is for you to be underfoot down here?”


“Underfoot? Please don’t talk to me like I’m still a child,
Gus. I’m a part of this team, too. Why doesn’t anyone treat me like I am?”


“Because you insist on getting involved on your own terms!
If you’d just do your job and leave it at that—”


“How could you let him get into that car, Gus?” I cry,
wrenching my arm out of his grip, “You’re supposed to be in charge around here.
You’re supposed to keep him safe.”


“He’s as safe as he ever is, Siena,” Gus says, exasperated,
“Just look.”


I turn to the gigantic screen that hangs above the track.
The cars may be out of sight, but their progress is transmitted through the
towering monitor. On the other side of the course, Enzo’s holding onto his
lead. His car hugs the inside track steadily, and the other cars are hanging
back—even Harrison’s. He’s whipping around the course at breakneck speed, but
it doesn’t seem like he’s driving erratically. His steering and control are
perfect as ever—or so it seems from where we’re standing now. 


“See?” Gus says, “He may have a temper, but he can drive
through anything. Everything’s going to be OK.”


“Everything’s always OK until it’s not,” I tell him.


“This has been an emotional season for your brother,” Gus
tells me, “With your dad’s condition—”


“You know about that?” I ask.


“I’m your father’s best friend. Of course I know. You should
cut your brother some slack. He’s got enough to deal with right now.”


I don’t say another word to the Ferrelli manager. My feet
carry me as close to the track as I can get without leaping onto it. I keep my
eyes glued to Enzo’s car as lap after lap goes by. F1 races are incredibly long
affairs, but the laps fly past. Time loses all meaning as I wait anxiously to
steal my brother’s ear for a moment. His temper on the track is like a ticking
time bomb. If one little thing doesn’t go his way out there, it could all be
over.


It isn’t until a quarter of the race has gone by that I
start to become aware of anxious murmurs in the pit around me. The pit crew
members stand around, looking anxiously out onto the track. Dad and Gus are
standing side by side, wearing almost identical grimaces. 


“What?” I say, turning toward my dad, “What’s wrong?”


“He should have come in by now,” Dad mutters, his brow
furrowed. “That was the strategy we agreed on. But he just keeps moving.”


My chest tightens as I whip my gaze back around in time to
catch Enzo soar past the pit at top speed. It’s almost as if he’s in the race
alone, he’s outpaced most of the other cars by so much distance. There’s only
one other car that’s neglected to drop back yet—and of course, that car belongs
to Harrison Davies. Harrison’s gunning for Enzo’s first place spot, and Enzo is
not about to back off. Not today, of all days. Not when he’s just discovered
that Harrison’s been whisking his little sister away in the dark of
night...regardless of the fact that his little sister was more than happy to
go. 


“Give him space, Harrison,” I whisper, my fingernails biting
into my palms, “Don’t do anything stupid...”


But of course, the two of them are too far off to hear my
pleas. They probably wouldn’t heed them even if they heard me. They soar on
past, racing laps around the other cars. Just when it seems that they’ve
reached the peak of their baseline speeds, they seem to pick up the pace even
further. They’ve both decided that they’re going to take home first today. And
I don’t want to know what extremes they’re both willing to go to make that
happen. My head is absolutely swimming with anxiety and fear, but I refuse to
look away from the race. No matter how lightheaded or fearful I get, I need to
be on hand when Enzo pulls into the pit. 


“Finally,” Gus sighs, as my brother gets ready to soar into
the pit for a spell.


I hold my breath as Enzo and Harrison simultaneously
disperse, way too far into the race for anyone’s comfort. They break off from
their trajectories in almost perfect unison and head off to their respective
pits. As the vibrant green car screeches to a halt before us, pit crew members
fall upon the vehicle like a swarm of worker bees. As I lunge toward my
brother, Dad steps in my way, blocking me.


“Leave him alone Siena,” he cautions me, “Your worrying
isn’t going to do him any favors now.”


“Dad, I have to talk to him,” I plead, “You have to let me—”


“He knows what he’s doing,” Dad interrupts, “He’s been
racing incredibly so far, whatever mood he might happen to be in. If you
interfere now—”


But I don’t stick around to hear the rest of his
protestations. I tear past my father and push my way through the thick crowd of
pit technicians. The smell of sweat and exhaust overwhelms me as I battle my
way to the side of Enzo’s car. I place my hands firmly on his ride, planting my
feet lest any crew members try and shake me off. I watch Enzo’s dark eyes swing
my way as I latch onto his car, holding on for dear life. I’m almost scared
speechless by the furious anger that smolders behind his dark gaze. I know for
a fact that my brother’s never been this angry with me. I just wish that he
would let me explain.


“Enzo!” I scream, knowing he can barely hear me over the
chaos that surrounds us. I’ll just have to hope that he can read my lips and
know my heart “Enzo, I’m sorry. Please be careful,” I shout, “We can talk about
everything after the race, just please keep your head on straight. You’re doing
an amazing job, just don’t do anything stupid out there. I love you so much. I
would never do anything to hurt you.”


His mouth moves furiously for a moment, but I can’t make out
what he’s said.


“What?” I scream, squinting to read his lips.


“You already have,” he repeats, his gaze freezing the blood
in my veins. 


He tears his eyes away from me, having decimated me with
three little words. I take a quivering step back from the car, numb in the wake
of Enzo’s dismissal. With a mighty roar, his engine kicks up to full strength
and carries him away from me, back onto the track. I hope for a second that
he’ll just finish this race without incident. That would be enough of a
blessing. I don’t care if he wins, as long as he makes it through unhurt. But
when Enzo sails back into the race from his pit stop, something crucial has
changed.


Harrison’s taken the lead. 


“No...” I breathe, backing away from the track, “Harrison,
no...”


But no amount of wishful thinking can derail the course of
events unfolding before my eyes. Harrison is soaring around the track, his car
hugging the inside track. He’s unseated Enzo from that coveted spot, and I know
that he’s not going to give up easily. Harrison has no idea what state of mind
Enzo’s in, no reason to think that he might need to be more careful than usual.
He’s got his eyes on first place, and there’s no way he’s going to back down.
Why should he? In his mind, this is just another race. He has no idea that
Enzo’s just discovered us. No idea that he should be afraid for his life.


Around and around they go, Enzo gunning to close the
distance between him and Harrison. My brother inches up little by little, and I
can practically feel the heat from his outrage scorching along the track. Only
one of them can come out on top, here, and I’ve completely lost track of who
I’m even rooting for anymore. I don’t care which one of them wins, as long as they
both make it through OK. That’s the only sort of victory I’m interested in. 


By the time the final laps of the Grand Prix are underway,
Enzo’s almost entirely closed the space between his and Harrison’s cars.
They’ve outpaced the rest of the pack by a long shot. Rafael Marques has taken
third place, but he’s too far back to pose any sort of threat to Enzo and
Harrison. Landers and Rostov are vying for fourth and fifth place, but no one
can be bothered to keep an eye on them, what with the drama unfolding at the
head of the pack. Harrison and Enzo are practically on top of each other. My
heart is lodged in my throat, but the closer they come to the finish line, the
more relieved I feel. So far their driving has been remarkably even. No dirty
tactics, nothing. Maybe I misjudged the situation? I should give my brother
more credit where credit is due. What kind of a lunatic would he have to be to
endanger himself over—


“Look out!” I screech, as Enzo veers sharply toward Harrison
on the track. 


The sudden attack comes out of nowhere, and a collective
gasp goes up in the stands. Harrison drops back, trying like hell to avoid a
collision. Enzo roars into Harrison’s abandoned spot, stealing the lead back
with the most aggressive move I’ve ever seen him make. Enzo’s car jerks wildly
as he takes the lead—he’s lost some of his control in his eagerness to get back
in front of the race. 


Harrison is not about to let Enzo get away with playing
dirty. He abandons decorum and decides to take on my reckless brother. The red
car swings around and draws even with its green rival. Enzo and Harrison are
racing neck and neck, barreling ahead at an insane speed. They’ve left behind
any consideration of safety or predetermined strategy. Harrison’s looking for
an opening, trying to get back into the lead. It’s clear that he’s trying to
win without engaging in any more foul play. Is he holding back for my sake, I
wonder?


With a sudden burst of speed, Harrison surges forward. He
must have been preserving this burst of momentum just in case of emergency.
It’s clear that Enzo wasn’t counting on Harrison’s secret reserve. The world
slows back down to a crawl as Harrison inches past Enzo, moving up beside him
little by little. Harrison is on the verge of securing himself a first place
victory, fair and square.


That is, until Enzo loses patience with the sight of
Harrison edging up to take away his lead. In a fraction of a second, my brother
lets go of every rational thought, every precaution and measure of safety. He
wrenches his car mightily to the right, just as Harrison is about to pull ahead
once and for all. The nose of the green car catches its red competitor straight
on, slamming right into its side. It’s a point-blank collision, the moment that
every F1 driver, fan, and loved one hopes never ever to witness.


And yet, there it is.


Time slows to a sinister crawl as Harrison and Enzo’s cars
slam together, crunching sickly in an eruption of metal and glass. The impact
spins Harrison out across the track, and he struggles to gain control of his
vehicle. But Enzo doesn’t even have that option. At once, his car turns onto
its nose and flips over, skidding across the track toward the concrete barrier.
Harrison loses his fight against momentum just as Enzo succumbs to his own
inevitable trajectory. In one moment that will be blazed into my memory for as
long as I live, the two cars slam against the unforgiving wall. The grating
crash that rings out through the air is absolutely unearthly, and for a second,
I tell myself that I must be having some surreal nightmare. What I’m witnessing
can’t possibly be true.


But reality floods in with the incredulous gasp of the
spectators. This is really happening. The edges of my vision begin to darken as
the scene before me dissolves into chaos. Blaring sirens ring out across the
track as emergency vehicles join the race cars on the track. Dark, oily smoke
begins to billow up from the site of the crash, cloaking the scene beneath the
crisp blue sky hanging overhead. A frenzied murmur rises up from the stands as fans
crane their necks to get a good look at the wreckage. Around me, the Ferrelli
pit goes into panic mode, and I feel my limp body get jostled out of the way.


Before I can even say a word, I slip into dark, dreamless
unconsciousness. Faced with the ultimate worst case scenario, my mind and body
can’t stand to carry on. I’m vaguely aware of the other cars that race on ahead
of the wreck, but can’t even begin to register something as inconsequential as
the outcome of a race right now. I don’t even feel myself hit the ground as the
pit uncoils into chaos around me, rallying for Enzo. If I’m lucky, I’ll wake up
from this terrible dream, emerge unscathed on the other side...but no amount of
wishful thinking can fix this. Nothing can ever make this OK—my legs give out
beneath me, and as I finally pass out, that is the only thing in the world I
know to still be true. 











[bookmark: eleven]Chapter Eleven


Awake In Hell





 


 


For a moment, just before I open my eyes, my mind is
peaceful. I must be asleep in my hotel room, I reason. I’m about to begin
another day on the F1 circuit, wrangling press and shaping narratives like the
professional I am. Everything in my mind is calm, and even, and
unremarkable...that is, until I finally crack open my eyes. 


I sit up like a shot, looking wildly around the unfamiliar
room. Where the hell am I? What the hell is going on, here? The space around me
is white and sanitized, lit by harsh white light and not at all like my
decadent hotel room. I must have passed out after the crash. Oh my God, the crash...I
think frantically. I have to find out what’s happened to Harrison and Enzo.


“You’re awake,” I hear, as shaking arms enclose me in a
tight embrace. 


“Bex?” I say, pulling away from my best friend. I stare,
bewildered, down into her tear-stained face. “What’s—Where—?”


“We’re at the hospital,” she tells me, smoothing down my
hair, “You hit the floor after the wreck. I’ve been keeping an eye on you.
You’re OK, hun, you just got totally overwhelmed. I don’t blame you, of
course—”


“The wreck...” I breathe, the sterile room spinning around
me. I level my eyes at my best friend, knowing full well that in a moment, she
might also be the bearer of the worst news I’ve ever heard. “You have to tell
me what happened.”


“It was bad, Siena,” Bex whispers, her chin beginning to
quiver. “But they were out so far ahead of the others that no one else got
caught in the wreck. So that’s something. Marques took first. Rostov and
Landers came in right behind him—”


“I don’t care about stats right now,” I cry, “Harrison and
Enzo. They’re both...they’re not...” I trail off, unable to even form the words
that express my darkest fears. My blood turns to ice as Bex struggles to catch
her breath.


“They’re alive. Both of them,” she finally tells me, “I
thought, we all thought the worst. When they were finally pulled out of the
wreck, we thought for sure they’d be gone. You should have seen their cars, the
way they got ruined against the wall. It’s a miracle that either of them is
still with us.”


“They’re alive...” I say, forcing deep breaths into my
lungs.


“Yes,” Bex tells me, “Somehow, by some miracle, they’re both
alive. A little worse for the wear, sure—”


“I have to go see them,” I tell her, trying to get to my
feet. “I have to see for myself that they’re OK. What if something’s changed—?”


“Not yet,” Bex says, pulling me back down onto the cot.
“Just wait a minute, Siena.”


“Why? I have to make sure they’re being taken care of.”


“What are you going to do, burst into Harrison’s room and
throw yourself at him? Go rail at Enzo for causing the wreck in the first
place? This is a touchy situation, Siena. It has to be handled with care. And I
don’t mean from a PR perspective, I mean from a human perspective. What is your
plan right now?”


“I don’t know,” I admit, “I just...I want to see them.”


“You need to get your head on straight first,” Bex tells me.
“The next couple of hours are really important. Enzo and Harrison are both
going to be out of their minds with anger and fear and who knows what else. The
media’s going to be waiting outside for some kind of statement. You have to
have an even head about Harrison and your brother. You have to get your story
straight. Maybe say it was all an accident?”


“I can’t believe Enzo would do something like this...” I
mutter, burying my face in my hands, “I mean, I get that he’s mad at me...”


“Enzo?” Bex asks, “Why would he be mad at you?”


“Because he found out about me and Harrison,” I groan, “Just
before the race. Someone sent him those pictures of us. I went into his trailer
and saw them on his phone. All of them. My unknown asshole stalker decided to
let him in on my little secret right before the Grand Prix.”


“Oh my god...” Bex whispers.


“I tried to keep him off the track,” I say wildly, “I tried
to stop him, honestly I did. But he wouldn’t listen. And Dad and Gus kept
trying to tell me that he was OK to drive. He could hardly look at me, he was
so furious. I swear, I’ve never seen him so angry. Especially not with me...”


“You think he planned on wrecking Harrison?” Bex asks. “You
think that he was just looking for an excuse to try and hurt him?”


“I have no idea,” I say, “I think in the state he was in,
Enzo could have been capable of anything at all.”


“Do you think those pictures went to anyone else?” Bex
presses. “Do you think the rest of the world might be about to find out about
your secret?”


“They were on his phone,” I tell her, “Someone wanted him to
know, specifically. It’s not like they’re plastered across the internet. Have
you seen any tabloid covers starring yours truly today?”


“Not yet, anyway,” Bex says.


“Shit,” I mutter, rising shakily to my feet, “Shit, shit...”


“Now’s your moment, Siena,” Bex says, taking my hands in
hers, “Your dad’s in Enzo’s room now. Your brother was knocked out for a spell,
but he’s awake now. He’s a little battered, a concussion but he’s going to be
just fine. Go in there and come clean to them, before anything else happens.
It’s the only move you've got left. Tell them exactly what’s been happening
between you and Harrison, the whole truth. It’s not perfect timing, but it’s what
you’ve got to work with. It’s now or never, baby girl”


“OK,” I tell her, “I’m going. Shit, I guess I’m really going
to do this.”


“Don’t let them shout you down,” Bex tells me, as I hurry
out of the room, “Stand up for yourself, Siena. Stand up for you and Harrison.”


“Harrison,” I say, turning back, “He’s—?”


“Still out cold, I think,” she says quietly, “Banged up, but
not broken. But let the doctors worry about him for now. Go and see your
family. Make things right as best you can.”


I nod once and tear off through the hospital, in search of
my dad and brother. My hands are trembling terribly as I search through the
labyrinthine hospital. Raised voices and charging feet seem to careen all
around me as I make my way along. I finally manage to corner a doctor and get
set in the right direction. I arrive at my brother’s hospital room and peer
through the narrow window set into the door. 


Enzo is sitting up in bed, a huge bruise blossoming across
one side of his face. His back in hunched, but he’s upright and alert. He’s
speaking adamantly to my father, who listens with rapt attention. Whatever
they’re talking about, neither of them looks comfortable or happy in the least.
It certainly doesn’t seem like the ideal moment to intrude, but I must. Without
knocking, I push open the hospital room door and step over the threshold.


Their eyes snap toward me as I straighten up, suspended in
the doorway. The expressions on my father’s and brother’s faces are almost
identical. They look angry, and hurt, and none-too-happy to see me.


“So. You’ve already told him,” I say to Enzo. 


“Showed me, actually,” Dad says. 


He’s holding Enzo’s phone is his hand. And through the
spiderweb of cracks in its screen, I can spot Harrison’s smiling face beside my
own. For a long moment, not one of us can speak. I came here to be honest, to
finally let my family in on this secret I’ve been keeping for so long. But now
that the moment has arrived, I have no idea how to relate the last couple of
months to them. How can I tell them how much I care about Harrison without
breaking their hearts?


“Have you come to try and explain yourself?” Enzo asks, his
eyes boring into me. “Because I can assure you, neither or us is interested in
your excuses.”


“I’ve come to explain the situation,” I correct him. “If
you’d just let me—”


“It seems pretty cut and dry to me,” Enzo says, fury boiling
in his every word. “Pictures speak a thousand words, Siena. And with all these
photos, I think we’ve already got a goddamn novel on our hands.”


“I was going to tell you about us,” I say, “Really, I was. I
wanted to. I was trying to find the perfect moment—”


“To tell us that you’ve been fucking Harrison Davies behind
our backs?” Enzo demands.


“Enzo!” Dad rasps, “Don’t speak about your sister that way.
She’s made a mistake, but that doesn’t mean you can—”


“It’s the truth, isn’t it?” Enzo goes on, “Are you or are
you not sleeping with Davies, Siena? Tell the truth, for once.”


“Why bother asking questions that you know the answers to?”
I say softly. Enzo’s mouth falls open at my blunt answer, and I press forward.
“It’s not as simple as all that, Enzo.”


A cruel laugh escapes my brother’s throat. “I’m sure it’s
not, Siena,” he says, “I’m sure you have some wonderful justification for your
behavior. You’re a professional spin artist, after all. But I’m telling you
right now, there’s nothing you can say that will make this OK. What the hell
were you thinking, getting involved with him?”


“I was thinking that I’d met someone I enjoyed spending time
with. Someone who could understand me—”


“He’s the enemy,” Enzo spits.


“He’s the competition,” I correct him heatedly, “You made him the
enemy because you were afraid he’d steal the championship you decided was
rightfully yours. You
have been picking fights with him since he showed up on the track. You were the
one who caused the wreck this afternoon and almost got yourself and Harrison
killed. So don’t sit there and lecture me about justification and spin, Enzo.
You’re not in the right here, brother. Not by any means.”


“Enough, both of you,” Dad says, pulling himself to
standing. “How the hell did the two of you get to be such stubborn, immovable
hot heads?”


“Well, we are your kids,” I remind him.


“Siena, I think your brother and I do deserve an explanation
here,” he says, ignoring my jibe, “I’m trying very hard to be rational about
all this. If this gets out, we’re all going to get dragged into it. All of our
careers are going to be impacted. So please, give us a story that we can
actually work with, here.”


“You’re not just going to disown me on the spot?” I say,
only half kidding.


“Tell us what happened,” Dad insists, “Please, Siena. You
owe us that much.”


I look back and forth between my brother and father, wishing
there was an easy way to have this conversation. But no one ever said that the
truth is supposed to be easy.


“It started in Barcelona,” I begin.


“Yeah. We know that much from the pictures,” Enzo scoffs.


“Are you going to let me do this, Enzo, or just keep raining
scorn down on me?”


He holds up his hands, gesturing for me to continue. I take
a deep breath and carry on.


“Charlie and I were out at this open air nightclub, and
Harrison came over to introduce himself. Offered to buy me a drink. Charlie got
huffy and left, but I stayed. I met Harrison’s friends, some other McClain
people. This was before Naughton’s crash, so Harrison hadn’t had his big debut
yet. I figured that he was just some McClain pit guy. He told me he worked for
McClain, but never what his job was. I mentioned that I worked for Ferrelli,
but I never told them in what capacity. I never even told them my last name. I
thought it would just be one night of hanging out with their group, a couple of
drinks, but Harrison and I really hit it off, before we even really knew who
the other was.”


“But surely, Davies would have known your face,” Dad says,
“He would have been studying his competition, even if we was just a backup
driver. He must have known exactly who you were, before you even introduced
yourself. He could have seen you walk into the bar and known right on the
spot.”


“Maybe,” I allow, remembering that Harrison admitted to
knowing who I was even from that first night. But I don’t like Dad’s
insinuating tone, here.


“Don’t you think it’s possible he sought you out to mess
with me?” Enzo asks harshly. “I mean, why else would he have approached you out
of nowhere? That’s not how normal people behave, Siena.”


“And I suppose he tampered with Naughton’s car and caused
his crash to become McClain’s main driver, right?” I shoot back angrily, “I
guess that his interest in me was based solely on the fact that I’m your
sister, and couldn’t possibly have to do with the fact that we make a good
match. Grow up, Enzo. Not everything’s about you.”


“I just think you’re giving Davies a whole lot of credit
where it’s not due,” Enzo says.


“And you’re not giving him any,” I say, “You don’t even know
him, Enzo.”


“OK, so the first night you didn’t know that Harrison was a
driver. But then, you must have figured out who he really was pretty quickly
once he did move up the McClain food chain, yes?” Dad prompts.


“Yeah, it became apparent pretty quickly after Naughton
crashed,” I say. 


“You realized who he was, but you continued to see him?” Dad
asks.


“Well, yeah,” I say, “We were enjoying each other’s company,
and I didn’t think there was some ironclad rule about not hanging out with
other teams and drivers. Enzo flirts and sleeps with others team’s members and
groupies all the time. Sorry to burst your bubble, but this is not an
unprecedented thing, me and Harrison. At first, I thought this would just be a
little season-long fling, a couple of dates under the radar, no big deal. I
didn’t think it was worth making a big deal of, back when I thought it would
just be a casual little thing.”


“But then the spat between Davies and your brother
happened,” Dad goes on.


“Exactly,” I say, averting my eyes from Enzo.


“And you still didn’t break it off with him,” my brother
says, “Even after you saw that there was bad blood between us. Even when you
knew that I couldn’t stand the guy, that he was a good-for-nothing son of a bitch.
That was weeks ago, Siena. And you’ve been carrying on with him all this time,
doing god knows what—”


“Why not?” I cry, “Why should I have broken it off with
Harrison after your little playground squabble with him? Why should my life be
dictated by your every whim, Enzo? That’s how we’ve done things since we were
kids. The entire family’s always revolved around you. My life has always
revolved around you. Excuse me for putting my own wishes before yours. Excuse
me for following my heart, just this once.”


“Can you even hear yourself?” Enzo laughs meanly, “Following your heart?
Please tell me you’re joking. He’s using you, Siena! He’s using you to get to
me, to boost his own reputation. Stealing away a Lazio from Team Ferrelli would
make him look like the biggest badass to ever hit F1. He’s not your knight in
shining armor, he’s not your soul mate, he’s a dirt bag. I thought you were
smarter than this, Siena. I never thought you were the kind of girl who’d be so
fooled by a pretty face. You’re lucky that someone sent me those pictures so
you can finally understand what’s at stake if you don’t back off.”


“I know full well what’s at stake,” I tell him, my entire
body vibrating with anger, “I saw those pictures long before they arrived on
your phone.”


A moment of silence falls heavily upon the hospital room.


“You...knew that someone had those photos? Since when?” Dad
asks quietly.


“Since Budapest,” I tell him, “An unknown number sent them
to me after Harrison won there. I—”


“You didn’t say anything. Even then?” Dad asks.


“No,” I tell him, “Because at that point, I was honestly
considering calling it off with Harrison to protect us. All of us.”


“But instead, you’ve put all our reputations, all of our
careers in jeopardy,” Enzo says, “You think anyone will be able to take you
seriously if this comes out? You’ll just be another one of Harrison Davies'
girls.”


“I don’t see it that way,” I say crisply.


“Bullshit,” Enzo says, “I call bullshit, Siena. You know
that everyone will think of you as just another F1 slut if they find out you’ve
been sleeping with—”


An agonized cry rips out of Enzo’s throat as the back of my
hand collides with his bruised cheek. I stare down at him where he sits on the
hospital bed, clutching the side of his face and looking up at me in surprise.


“Don’t you dare speak to me like that,” I say, my voice full
of fire, “I’m not your employee, Enzo. I’m not some sniveling, know-nothing
little girl. I’m your sister. I don’t need you to look out for me, I don’t need
you to tell me how to live my life. I don’t even need your approval. I wanted
to tell you about this so that we could figure out how to get past it as a
family. Clearly, you’re not capable of thinking about this like an adult. Your
little stunt—”


“There is no getting past this,” Enzo tells me, standing to
tower over me, “You kept this from us. From your own flesh and blood. You knew
that your fling with Harrison Davies would hurt us, and you kept it up behind
our backs. With everything that’s going on with the tour, everything Dad’s
going through? How could you be so selfish?”


“I kept trying to tell you, wanting
to tell you” I insist, “But how could I bring this up, after we found out that
Dad...That Dad’s...”


“Dying,” my father finishes my sentence, “You can say it out
loud, Siena. You’re going to have to learn how to soon enough.”


His frank words cause Enzo and I to fall silent, retreat to
our own corners of the argument once again. For a moment, the three of us sit
without speaking, struggling to find light in this dark hour. Suddenly, our
close knit family seems so far apart. This is the first time in my entire life
that I fear I’ve isolated them forever. No spat or disagreement has ever been too
huge for us to overcome together, but this...?


“You and Davies have both been suspended from the next
race,” my dad finally says to Enzo, “Word came while you were still coming to.
That kind of behavior has never been permitted on the track. And you know that
full well.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Enzo says, shaking his head, “It was
Davies who instigated—”


“Don’t you dare,” I mutter.


“Might as well hunt down a silver lining if we can. This
will give us some time to come up with a statement about my condition. That has
to come out eventually, after all,” Dad goes on, “We can say that you were upset
about the news, Enzo, and that’s why you lost your cool today. Distract from
the real issue at hand. No need to go public about Siena’s indiscretions.”


“Indiscretions?” I say, incredulously, “Dad, is that really
what you think?”


“It is, Siena,” he tells me sadly, “I don’t know a better
word for your actions. You’re not some naive little waif. You knew that this
could ruin us.”


“But why does it have to be like that?” I plead, “We’re just
people, at the end of the day, all of us. Don’t you think it’s ridiculous to
let this sport control our lives like this? Why do you two have to hold onto
some insane grudge against Harrison? He’s really a good person, and he cares
about me. That should be enough for you.


“Unless you’re in love with this person,” Dad interrupts, “I
don’t see how you could even think of...” but he trails off, seeing the look on
my face that I’m trying so desperately to hide. “Siena...No,” he says.


“You can’t possibly have fallen in love with Harrison
Davies,” Enzo says, his anger giving way to bafflement, “That’s absolutely
impossible. He’s the furthest thing from your type in the world.”


“I don’t know what else to say,” I tell them, “I just wish I
could make you understand. I’m not trying to hurt you, or betray your trust, or
double cross the team. Ferrelli has been my family my entire life, and I love
you both and Mom more than anything in the world. But I...I love Harrison too.
Completely. I don’t think that I can bear to say goodbye to him. That is the
truth I’ve been keeping from you. That’s what I need you to know, above all.
And ultimately, that’s what I need you to accept. Because if you can’t
understand that, and be happy for me...Well. I just don’t know what I’d do.”


My dad crosses the room and takes my hands in his. His eyes
soften, and he suddenly looks about ten years older. There’s a stirring of hope
in my heart, an almost imperceptible flutter. Is he about to give me his
blessing, and end this nightmare once and for all?


“Thank you for being honest with us,” he says, “I do
appreciate it, Siena. Even if it’s far too late.”


“What do you mean, too late?” I ask softly.


“I know you think you love this person,” Dad goes on, “But
he almost got your brother killed today. He’s not a good man, Siena. I could
never condone your being with him. That’s my
truth. If you insist on carrying on with him, against my clear wishes...I don’t
know how I could accept that. Forgive you for that. I’m not sure how we could
even go on working for the same team, if you were to betray us like this. I
know that’s not what you want to hear, but—”


I don’t stick around to hear anything else. Before either of
them can stop me, I tear out of the hospital room, back into the maze of the
floor. I will my tears to retreat back into my eyes, refusing to cry over my
family’s stubborn unwillingness to respect me—to respect that love that I’ve
managed to find in this world. It’s not worth it. I should have known better
than to think that they’d suddenly think enough of me to let me make my own
choices. To them, I’ve never been anything but a little girl. A helpless little
girl. But that’s not me, anymore. And they just have to accept that. 


Instead of turning back toward the room I woke up in, where
Bex is probably still waiting for me, I set off deeper into the mess of rooms and
hallways that make up the hospital. Despite my family’s warnings and
criticisms, there’s only one person I want to see right now. One person who can
remind me of who I really am. 


“Excuse me?” I say to a passing hospital employee, “Can you
tell me where Harrison Davies’ room is?”


The orderly jabs his thumb to the right, and I take off down
the nearest hallway. A door at the end of the linoleum stretch is open just a
hair, letting out a thin sliver of bright light. I all but sprint down the
corridor, stopping to peer through the crack in the door. Sure enough, Harrison
is lying in his bed, attended only by his best friend, Andy. The sight of
Harrison lying there catches me like a blow right below the ribs, knocking the
wind out of me. A deep gash runs across his eyebrow, just barely missing his
eye. He looks to be sleeping, more or less in one piece. But seeing that
dynamic, powerful body so still and spent is almost too difficult to bear.


Slowly, I push open the door. Andy looks up and smiles, just
a little sadly. He rises to his feet and crosses the room, laying a comforting
hand on my arm.


“I’m glad you’re here,” he tells me. “I’ve been sitting with
him since they got him stabilized after the wreck. He was asking for you,
before he fell asleep. Don’t worry, nobody heard but me.”


“How is he?” I ask Andy, sidling into the room and closing
the door behind me.


“Well. He’s been better,” Andy says, managing a small laugh,
“Smacked his head pretty good, but the safety equipment held up, for the most
part. He’s sitting the next race out with your brother. I guess they really
don’t take kindly to horseplay on the track. That should be enough time to
heal, at least anyway. Any sprains or bruises will take care of themselves.”


“But no permanent damage?” I ask.


“Not unless you’re including the blow his ego,” Andy says.


“Could I maybe...have a minute with him?” I ask.


Andy’s face clouds with indecision. “Someone could see you,”
he tells me, “It doesn’t seem like the best idea, Siena.”


“I know,” I say, “But I have to talk to him. If someone
happens upon us, I’ll say I’m here to apologize from Team Ferrelli for Enzo’s
behavior.”


“Not sure if anyone would believe that Enzo Lazio was
apologizing,” Andy scoffs. “After that stunt he pulled today, I’m not sure why
anyone would give him the benefit of the—”


“Be careful. That’s my brother,” I say, “He may be a
hotheaded asshole sometimes, and he might be the most stubborn man to have ever
walked the earth, but he’s still family.”


“Don’t worry, I know a little something about that kind of
loyalty,” Andy says, eyeing Harrison pointedly. “I’ll leave you two alone. Make
it somewhat quick, though. I’ll stand guard at the end of the hallway, make
sure no media types wander in here. Only doctors and nurses, I promise. OK?”


I nod as Andy makes his way out of the room. Stepping
lightly, I cross the space and settle into the chair beside Harrison. For a
moment, I simply let my eyes rest on his gorgeous face. By now, I know the
sight of him sleeping so very well. He usually looks so peaceful when he’s at
rest, like a greek statue in repose. But now, even as he lies still, I can
sense that he’s in pain. Unbidden, so many memories starring this beautiful
face come to mind: the first time I laid eyes on him, the first time we fell
asleep beside each other, the first time he told me that he loved me. We’ve
been through so much already—I refuse to let this be our last memory together.
With a deep breath, I lay my hand on his muscular, tattooed bicep and give a
gentle little squeeze.


“Harrison?” I whisper, “Baby, can you wake up for me?” 


His eyelids flutter just a bit, and I can’t help but smile. 


“Harrison, it’s Siena,” I go on, “Please wake up.”


With much effort, he manages to crack open his eyes, peering
up at me in the bright fluorescent light.


“Siena...Am I dreaming?” he asks groggily, “No...You’re not
wearing a rubber nurse’s uniform and carrying a whip. This must be real life,
after all.”


“Always with the jokes, this one,” I say, brushing the
blonde hair off his forehead and planting a kiss there. He winces a little as
my lips brush the skin beside his cut.


“Got a little banged up, I guess,” he says.


“No kidding,” I reply, “Are you in a lot of pain?”


“Not too much, actually. They’ve got me on pretty good
painkillers. Hope I didn’t scare you too badly back there.”


“I may have passed out for a minute,” I tell him, “It wasn’t
exactly the easiest thing in the world to watch. But right now, I’m far more
worried about you.”


“You kidding?” he laughs, “I’ve been in bar fights that’ve
messed me up more than this.”


“Remind me never to frequent bars with you again,” I say
dryly. 


“I hope that’s not a serious suggestion,” Harrison replies,
“You know how much I enjoy taking you out on the town.”


“I don’t know if it’s a real suggestion,” I tell him, taking
his hand in mine, “Harrison, what happened this afternoon...it was my fault. It
was all my fault.”


“What do you mean, Siena?” he asks, “That’s crazy. How could
it—?”


“Enzo found out about us,” I say softly, “Someone sent him
those pictures. He got them just before the race started. I found out too late
to stop him. Honestly, baby, I tried to talk him out of racing. I knew he
wouldn’t be able to control himself if you got too close. You have to know I
did everything I could.”


“Shit,” Harrison growls.


“That’s why he went after you,” I tell him, “That’s why you
both almost got killed. And he told my dad before I could stop him. I just came
from talking to them both in his room.”


“Your father knows too?” Harrison asks.


I nod silently, letting the dire nature of our situation
sink in. 


“They told you not to see me again,” Harrison says, “That’s
it, isn’t it?”


“That’s exactly it, yes,” I tell him.


“And yet...here you are,” he continues, “So, what does that
mean, Siena? What’s our next move here?”


“It means that I’m...I’m at a loss,” I tell him, “I have no
idea what I’m doing, Harrison. All I know is that today, the two people I care
about most in the world were put in grave danger because I don’t know how to
make a goddamn decision. And I’m not OK with that. This can’t go on, whatever
feud there is between you and Enzo. But whatever I do next, I’m going to end up
hurting someone I love. Hell, I’ve already done that. I’ve hurt all of you,
everyone I care about. I just don’t understand why I keep fucking everything
up. ”


“Don’t say that,” Harrison says, resting his hand on my
cheek, “You’re not some inconsiderate fuck up, Siena. You’re the most
brilliant, compassionate, responsible person I’ve ever met. You live for the
people you love, everyone can see that. Whatever you decide you want going
forward, just remember—only you can decide what to do next. Not me. Not your
brother or your father. It’s your life to lead.”


“But Harrison,” I tell him, “The life I want to lead...is
ours. Not just mine. I need you to help me, here. I need us to come to a
decision together.”


“Is that really what you want, Siena?”


“Yes,” I tell him, “Like it or not, you’re on my team now. I
need someone else to be on this crazy ride with me. And I need it to be you.”


“I...I’m so glad...” Harrison trails off.


“Is that how you feel too?” I ask, taking his big hand in
mine, “Do you want to come at this together Harrison, as a team?”


“It could ruin you, a scandal like this,” he says.


“It could ruin you too,” I remind him, “But it could also be
the one thing worth dashing our careers for. Don’t you think so?”


“Oh, I certainly do think so,” Harrison grins, “I don’t
quite know if I’m the get married and settle down type—”


“I’m not asking you to be,” I tell him, “I’m not asking you
to throw in the towel, resign, any of that. All I’m asking is that you stand
beside me. Can you do that, Harrison?”


“It’s all I’ve wanted to do from the start,” he says, “I’d
be proud to be yours, Siena. Proud for the world to know.”


“Well, that makes two of us,” I smile.


“It’s going to hurt like a bitch when the rest of the world
finds out,” Harrison tells me, stroking my hand with his thumb.


“Not if we do it on our own terms,” I say hopefully.


“Even then,” he insists, “The media can be ruthless. You
know that. When my dad started to lose control of his life, they were
merciless. I’m sure they’d give me the same treatment, should this get out of
hand.”


“Then we’ll make sure it doesn’t,” I tell him, leaning in
close to his bedside. My curls fall down over my shoulders, brushing against
the crisp white sheets.


“And your family?” Harrison asks.


“They have to learn to respect me as a person,” I insist,
“It doesn’t surprise me that they’ve never learned, to be honest. I’ve never
demanded it of them. I’ve always done what they’ve asked and required of me.
I’ve never opposed them, never told them that they’re wrong. Of course they
don’t know what to do with me, now that I’m standing up for what I really want.
But they’ll learn. They have to learn. I just hope...I just hope it doesn’t
come too late.”


“For your father, you mean?” Harrison asks.


“Yes,” I say softly, feeling the hot prick of salty tears
once more, “If he passed away furious with me...I don’t know what I’d...”


“Hey, hey—” Harrison says, reaching up to brush away my
sudden tears, “That’s not going to happen, baby. Come here,” he says, patting
the hospital bed beside him.


“Really?” I laugh through crying.


“Sure,” he says, “No better medicine than being in each
others’ arms, right?”


I kick off my race day boots and gingerly lower myself onto
the bed beside Harrison. I settle into the crook of his arm, curling up against
that hard chest of his. Even here, in this sterile and harsh setting, I can’t help
but let my hands run over his firm pecs, his sculpted biceps. The power his
body has over mine, that mine has over his, can’t be muted by even the most
extreme circumstances. I rest my cheek against the tattooed skin of his
breastplate, listening to his steady, even heartbeat. 


“It’s on me now,” he says, his chest vibrating with every
word.


“What do you mean?” I ask, throwing an arm across his
defined abs.


“You’ve done your part, trying to convince your family that
I’m not a scumbag,” he goes on, “But from me, all they have is evidence to the
contrary. I need to step up and be your partner in this. I’ve never let anyone
fight my battles for me. Why should I start now?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say.


“If we want this to work, if we want your family to accept
your being with me, then I need to show them who I really am. All your family
knows of me is that I’m the son of an alcoholic asshole, a hot shot racer who
came out of nowhere, and the guy who’s trying to take the championship from
your brother and steal Ferrelli’s crown princess from under their noses.”


“Watch who you’re calling princess,” I say.


“You know what I mean,” he replies, “What I’m saying is that
I need to...God, I hate to even say this out loud...I need to play nice with
your brother, be the bigger man, no offense.”


I let an uncomprehending laugh slip out of my mouth, “Do you
honestly think you’re capable of that?” I ask.


“For you, I would try anything,” Harrison tells me, “I have
to go to your father and brother. I have to tell them, somehow, that I’m not
what they see me as. They have to know that I’m a good person. Beneath the
boozing and the smoking and the unfortunate chain of girlfriends in my wake is
a man who wants to do the right thing. You can see that, Siena. Now I just need
to make them see it, too.”


“How do you plan on doing that?” I ask. 


“I managed to charm you, didn’t I?” he grins, “Maybe all the
Ferrelli’s will be susceptible, in the end.”


“You didn’t charm me, asshole,” I smile back, “You were just
yourself. I fell in love with you, but that doesn’t mean I tripped.”


“Tell me what I have to do to get them to like me,” Harrison
urges, “Coach me. Help me to make them see.”


“And then, once they’re convinced, we’ll go public?” I ask.


“I think we’d better,” Harrison says, “But if your family’s
already won over, it won’t be a scandal. It’ll be a human interest story.”


“Harrison Davies, you are full of surprises,” I say, a broad
grin spreading across my face, “You’re really willing to put on a happy face
and make nice with my brother?”


“I’ll do my best,” he says, “That’s all I can promise.”


“Then that’s all I’ll ask,” I tell him, bringing my hand to
his sharp, stubbly chin. 


He turns his head and plants his full lips against my palm.
A snaking spark of sensation runs up my arm at once. Even the most chaste of kisses
from Harrison sets me off. I turn my body toward his, pulling myself up until
I’m looking straight into his gorgeous blue eyes. How I could ever tear this
man from my life is beyond me.


“I was afraid you’d died,” I whisper, pressing my forehead
to his.


“Are you kidding?” he says gruffly, circling his strong arms
around me, “What business would I have dying with you here? I’ve only just
found you, Siena. I’m not going anywhere.”


“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I warn him.


“Fair enough,” he says, “Then how’s this? I’ll love you as
long as I live. That’s something you can hold me to.”


I haven’t a single word of reply for so huge a phrase. The
only thing left to do is kiss him. I run my hands through his sandy blonde
hair, making sure not to graze his stitched-up skin. Slowly, gently, I bring my
lips to his. His mouth meets mine, and we connect as we have so many times
before. How many kisses have we shared in our few short weeks together?
Hundreds? Thousands? And each one feels distinct, new, revolutionary. 


A low groan rumbles through his chest as I let my tongue
slide against his. The flavor of him dances across my taste buds, sending deep
pangs of longing rippling through my core. I bear down, kissing him as deeply
as I can. 


“Easy Siena,” he breathes, holding tightly onto my hips,
“I’m a little bit busted up, remember.”


“I’ll be careful,” I tell him, bringing my eager lips to his
stubbly throat, “I promise. I just want to make you feel better.”


I close my lips against his neck, and feel his fingers grip
my hips even tighter. My eyes dart toward the hospital room door, but there’s
no one to be seen. Andy promised to keep watch, after all. There’s no one here
but Harrison and me. 


“Siena, what are you doing?” he asks as I slip under the
hospital blanket beside him.


“Just relax,” I tell him.


“Will this hurt?” he asks, as I lay my hand against his
thigh.


“Maybe,” I tell him, letting my touch wander up along his
leg. 


He keeps those brilliant blue eyes trained on me as my
fingers brush against him, finally finding his manhood. I gasp as I feel that
he’s grown hard just from kissing me. My fingers find their way around the
surprising girth of him.


“You're insatiable,” I whisper, nibbling on his earlobe.
“Here you are in the hospital, and still you can’t wait to have me again.”


“Can you blame me?” he groans, as I work my hand down the
stiffening length of him.


“Not at all,” I say, pivoting on the bed.


I come to standing on my knees above him, keeping everything
below our waists covered by the thick hospital blanket. But I don’t give up my
grip on Harrison's manhood. I let my thumb glance against the tender of tip of
him, feeling a shudder run through his entire body. His hands close around
great fistfuls of bedding as I work him closer and closer to the edge. 


“Am I hurting you?” I ask breathlessly, tightening my grip
ever-so-slightly.


“Not at all,” he breathes, reaching for me. 


His hands have my jeans unbuttoned in record time, and I
lean over him, steadying myself with one hand as the other strokes him with
abandon. He slips his strong hand down the front of my jeans, pushing aside the
thin fabric of my panties. I stifle a cry as his fingers move against the
wetness of me, sliding up inside of me at once. 


We lock eyes as we send each other spinning up into the
dizzying heights of bliss. I bring my lips to his once more, feeling his tongue
slip into my mouth just as his fingers move within me. I want to feel as much
of him as I can, everywhere. 


As if reading my thoughts, Harrison moves his hand away and
yanks me toward him. I plant my hands above his shoulders on the bed as he
pulls me against him. My eyes close blissfully as his manhood parts the silky
flesh between my legs, driving up inside of me where I want so badly to feel
him. I lean back, taking him even further inside of me. My fingers bury
themselves in my hair as we move together, slowly and gently. I have to fight
not to let myself get too revved up by every pass. We have to go easy on each
other now. The forced evenness of our lovemaking only serves to turn me on even
more. I would stay here for hours, if I could. 


I let my head fall backward as Harrison sinks deeper into
me. Steadying myself on top of him, I force my eyes to focus. I have to keep my
wits about me, even now. My gaze falls upon the far wall, just above the sink.
For the briefest second my eyes linger there, and a bright, brief glare of
light catches my attention. I can’t place the strange sight at first. If I
didn’t know better, I’d think it was...


A camera flash. 
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I whip my head around wildly and freeze as my gaze locks
onto the most unwelcome sight imaginable. There, framed in the narrow window of
the hospital door, is a face I’ve never seen before: a young man, wearing a
white coat and a broad grin, has a smart phone poised before the glass pane. The
device is pointed straight at us, capturing Harrison and I in the act. For a
moment, I’m too shocked to even move. I can’t take my eyes off the person who’s
been making our lives a living hell for weeks. Stalking us. Setting us up to
crash and burn.


“Siena?” Harrison says, placing a hand on my waist, “Baby,
what—?”


 Scrambling off of Harrison, I jab my finger toward the
door. Harrison’s gaze follows, and his eyes turn to stone. I watch his strong
jaw tighten furiously as he takes in the sight of our blackmailer, here in the
flesh. I can feel his every muscle rallying, ready to go in pursuit of this
horrible person. But I can’t let him do that. 


He’s just gone through a terrible wreck. His body is more
fragile than it’s ever been, and any little strain could put him out of even
more races. Right now, this is up to me. I press Harrison’s shoulders back
against the bed, forcing him to sit down as best I can. It isn’t easy, given
the white hot fury pulsing through his every ripped muscle. Hurrying to dress
myself, I come to standing and square my shoulders. 


“You stay,” I tell Harrison, turning toward the door, “I’ve
got this.”


As I look on, our personal paparazzo lowers his phone,
looking smugly satisfied. He lifts a hand in a mocking wave, and dares to give
me a little wink. That does it. I take off like a mad woman in pursuit of this douche
bag. All glee drains from his face as I come flying at him, tearing across the
hospital room like a bat out of hell. He disappears from the window, taking off
down the hall. I wrench open the door and swing out into the hallway. 


The man is booking it across the linoleum tile, his
smartphone clutched in his greasy paw. His white coat whips behind him like a
cloak. I wonder who he stole it from to get past Andy? At the mouth of the
corridor, I see Harrison’s best friend keeping watch. Our blackmailer must have
told him that he was a doctor. More like a gigantic fraud, not to mention a
criminal. 


“Andy!” I shout, racing after the photographer. “Andy, get
him!”


The burly man turns toward the sound of my voice, just in
time to take in the scene unfolding in the hallway. In a second, he
understands. He places himself in the center of the hall, balling his hands
into fists. He’s like a solid brick wall—there’s no way anyone’s getting past
him. Our stalker panics at the sight of Andy, scuttling to a sloppy halt. But
I’m not taking any chances, here. Not with this monster of a person.


I barrel on ahead toward him at full speed, lowering a
shoulder. My entire weight slams into the guy as I tackle him onto the cold
hard tile. His smartphone goes flying out of his grasp as I land on top of him,
pinning his shoulders to the tile. The device slams against the wall,
shattering into a dozen pieces. As the metal and plastic confetti from the broken
phone scatters across the hall, I look down into the face of my own personal
demon for the first time. 


He’s just a kid. There’s barely even any peach fuzz on his
baby soft cheeks. I’d guess that he’s about twenty years old, and even that’s a
generous estimate. His tanned skin, brown eyes, and mop of messy curls remind
me more of a boy band member than a conniving blackmailer. The white coat he
sports is clearly too big for him, a shabby disguise at best. I’d almost feel
sorry for the kid if he wasn’t wearing such an ugly, cocky look on his face.


“Who the hell are you?” I demand, as Andy comes running over
to where I’ve got the kid pinned down.


“Just a man who’s trying to do his job,” the youngster
replies. His English is a bit accented, but I can’t place the inflection.
Something European, to be sure. 


“You’re not a man,” I all but spit, “You’re just a kid. A
kid who’s in way over his head, I might add. Do you have any idea who you’ve
been messing with, here? What are you doing wrapped up in this bullshit?”


“Enjoying myself quite a bit, at the moment,” he says,
daring to move his hips lustily against me.


I stand up sharply, disgusted. Andy takes the kid by the arm
and wrenches him up to standing, pinning him none-too-gently against the wall.
I stare at him, hands on my hips. It takes every ounce of willpower I possess
not the clobber the kid for his insolence, but I refrain. We’ve already got a
blackmailer on our hands. The last thing we need is an assault charge to really
land us up shit’s creek. 


“Who’s this louse?” I hear Harrison ask from down the hall.


I turn and see him making his way slowly toward us, still in
his hospital gown. He’s moving slower than usual, clearly in pain at having
stood up at all. I should have known he wouldn’t sit patiently as this asshole
made a run for it. That’s certainly not in his makeup.


“I’m not entirely sure who he is,” I tell Harrison as he
comes to stand beside me, “Right now, he just looks like some punk ass kid
making trouble for the sake of it.”


“Give me a break,” the boy laughs, “If I was just some punk
ass kid, you’d have no reason to come sprinting after me. Nice tackle, by the
way. Your brother teach you that?”


“Don’t talk about my brother,” I warn him, “Who exactly do
you think you are? You think that stalking people is funny? You think blackmail
is something that the law is going to take lightly?”


“Which law, lady?” he laughs, “Last I checked, we’ve been in
about ten different countries so far on this tournament. Are you really going
to go through all that trouble to get me a slap on the wrist? Because that’s
all I’ll get, and you know it. Those pictures of mine haven’t been published. I
haven’t done anything seriously wrong.”


“You threatened us,” I spit, “You stalked us and tried your
best to intimidate us.”


“Actually, my boss was the one who did most of the
intimidating. I’m just trying to do the job I was hired for. Plain and simple. Surely
you appreciate enterprise? Isn’t that what everyone wants of us millennials
nowadays? You should be proud of me, if anything.”


“Who the hell are you working for?” Harrison asks, taking a
menacing step toward the boy. Even injured, he’s an imposing mountain of a man.



“That’s not a very nice way of asking,” the boy says,
clicking his tongue. I have to place my hand on Harrison’s chest to keep him
from lunging at the blackmailer.


“Are you some kind of gossip blogger? Do you work for of
those lame tabloid sites or something?” I ask.


“Don’t you think your romance would already be public is I
was?” he counters. 


“Then what the hell is your deal, mate?” Harrison growls,
“What do you stand to gain from this bullshit?”  


“Just some cash, really,” the boy shrugs, “I’m just a modest
worker, Mr. Davies, looking to make an honest living.”


“Honest?” I scoff.


“You know what I mean,” the kid says. 


“If you’re not a reporter,” Harrison goes on, “Are you with
one of the advertisers? One of the teams? Or is this a personal vendetta?”


“Why would I ever tell you that?” the boy laughs, “It’s not
like you’re going to come after me legally. That would be far too much of a
headache for just about zero payoff. I’m not giving up the name of my employer,
so you should just—”


“Harrison!” I scream, as my lover’s fist collides with the
boy’s stomach with a nauseating thud.


“Tell us who you’re working for!” Harrison shouts, cocking
his fist back again.


“You hit me!” the kid moans, gasping for air, held up only
by Andy’s arm.


“You’re gonna get a lot worse than that if you don’t spill,”
Harrison growls.


“That’s enough,” Andy warns, “You’re not doing us any good with
that, Harrison. The kid’s not going to tell us who sent him.”


“Some sensible talk, finally,” the boy sniffs, “Now, would
you mind getting your hands off me, you big lug?”


Andy shoves the photographer away from him, but we keep the
boy nice and penned in between us. I’m not ready to let him walk away, not just
yet. I glance toward Harrison and feel my stomach tighten as I see the look of
shrouded pain on his face. That punch may have felt good to him in the moment,
but he can’t be straining himself too much in his current condition. We don’t
know how bad his injuries really are, after all. Any false move could turn his
wreck into a disaster, even after the fact. He needs to take it easy and leave
this to me—if only I could make that happen.


“I bet we can offer you more money than what you’re getting
now,” I tell the boy, “That is, if you’d be willing to supply us with a name.”


“Siena!” Harrison hisses through gritted teeth, “We’re not
giving him a cent!”


“There’s no way you can offer me more than what I’m raking
in now,” the kid says, observing the shattered pieces of his phones
ambivalently, “Shame I had to lose those photos, though. They would have been a
nice touch.”


“Tell us what you want, then,” I say, “What’s it going to
take for you to destroy those pictures and tell us who you’re working for?”


“You’re delusional,” he tells me, “You’re assuming that I’m
secretly some good guy, looking to do my part for the world. News flash, lady.
In real life, the bad guys come out on top. I’m in this for all the wrong
reasons, and your sense of justice isn’t going to change my mind. So, if you’d
kindly let me get on my way, I’d happily be going right now. Unless, that is,
you have any other imaginary chips you’d like to try and throw at me? Maybe you
can hit me again, give me a couple of black eyes to show off to the rest of the
press?”


I stare wordlessly at the little twerp, appalled. “Go then,”
I tell him, taking a step back.


“What?” Harrison says, “We’re just going to let him walk out
of here? I don’t even get to hit him again?”


“Not today,” I say, “He’s right. There’s nothing we can do
to make him give up a name, or stop what he’s doing. You can’t fix nihilistic
asshole, after all. But know this, kid. We will come out on top here. I don’t
know who you’re working for, or what your boss’s game is, but we’re going to
beat him at it. You just mark my words.”


“Whatever,” the kid says. “See you around, sexy weirdos.”


With a sickly smile, he shucks off his stolen coat and lets
it fall to the floor. He whistles a little tune as he turns away from us,
sauntering off down the hallway. He’s right that we can’t go after him right
now, but with his totally illegal stalking and blackmailing, he’s just as
helpless against us as we are against him. Neither side can act yet without bringing
a whole mess of bullshit down on everyone involved. 


“I’m so sorry,” Andy groans, shoving a hand through his
hair, “I thought he was an intern or something. I shouldn’t have let him past.”


“You didn’t know,” I say, laying a hand on his arm, “It’s not
like we were exactly making things easier on ourselves in there.”


“I so don’t want to hear about that right now,” Andy
grumbles.


“I can’t believe we let him just walk out of here,” Harrison
says, “That little bitch—”


“Shh...” I say, heading back down the hall, “Let’s at least
talk about this inside, yeah? Did you hurt yourself, throwing that punch?”


“Maybe,” Harrison grumbles, holding onto his side, “But it
was worth it.”


“We’ll see about that,” I say, wrapping an arm around his
waist. He leans into me as we make our way back to his room. Despite the world
of trouble we seem to be stuck in, I’m still so happy to support him, to figure
out a way through this mess together.


One by one, the three of us file into the hospital room. But
before we do anything else, I know there’s one more person I need on this. I
whip out my cell and punch in Bex’s number. She picks up on the first ring,
worried sick after I disappeared from my own little room. I tell her where we
are, and ask her to book it across the hospital as fast as she can. In no time
flat, she slips into Harrison’s hospital room, looking relieved.


“Way to vanish on me, Siena,” she grumbles, “You really
don’t make the whole keeping-watch thing easy, do you?”


“Afraid not,” I say, closing the door behind her, “But I’m
glad you’re here. This is Andy, Harrison’s buddy from McClain. And of course,
you know Harrison Davies.”


“How’s it hanging, boys?” Bex asks, planting a manicured
hand on her hip. How she manages to look gorgeous and put together under
fluorescent lights after a day like today is beyond me.


“I’m married,” Andy blurts out.


“I’m Bex,” my best friend winks, “Now does someone want to
tell me what the hell is going on here?”


“Our blackmailer showed up and caught me in Harrison’s
hospital room,” I tell her, “It was just some punk kid behind the camera.
Clearly, whoever is trying to undermine us didn’t want to get his own hands
dirty. Or her own hands. I have no idea...”


“Shit,” Bex breathes, “Did you get any information?”


“No,” Harrison says, “But I did land a good punch.”


“Stupid move,” I grumble.


“Yeah, yeah...” Harrison replies


“It’s something, anyway,” Bex says. “Wish I could have
gotten a good hit myself. He deserves it, the little low life.”


“His phone got destroyed, so he doesn’t have any pictures of
us from this afternoon. But he was still hunting photos down, so the shit storm
doesn’t seem to be over just yet,” I say. “Whatever he and his boss have
planned, it doesn’t stop at turning my family against me. Something else is in
the works here, something bigger.”


“Right...” Bex continues, “If the goal was just to get your
brother upset, no more pictures would be needed.”


“My dad knows too now,” I tell her, “So there’s that.”


“Jesus,” Bex sighs, “With everything that’s going on with
him...”


“What’s going on with him?” Andy asks.


“He’s sick,” I say simply, not wanting to dwell on the
subject, “And now Dad and Enzo are leaning on me to break it off with
Harrison.”


“But that’s not an option?” Bex asks.


“That’s not an option,” Harrison and I say in unison.


Bex smiles at us, shaking her head. “Love birds. What are
you gonna do?”


“Something’s coming with those photos, I just know it,” I go
on, “The question is, what are we going to do about it?”


“Well, what do you want to do about it?” Bex asks.


“I want to tell the world to mind their own business,” I
say, exasperation, “I want to tell them that we’re not their soap opera to
watch with bated breath,” I say.


“Then why don’t you do that?” Bex poses.


“Wh-what?” I sputter.


“Why don’t you two make a statement about your
relationship?” Bex goes on, “You know that it’s only a matter of time before
people find out. Tell them that you’re not interested in F1 drama, that there’s
more to life than what team you happen to root for. Tell them you fell in love
and saw beyond racing politics, that you’re committed to each other. Give them
a love story they can fall in love with themselves and no one can touch you.” 


Harrison and I trade glances. Bex is making a whole lot of
sense to me, right about now. But there’s one thing I can’t wrap my head
around.


“What about my family?” I say.


“If you spin your love story the right way, make the world
adore you, then your team will have to get on the same page,” Bex says with a
mischievous grin, “They don’t want to look like a bunch of curmudgeons trying
to squash young love!”


“OK,” I say, “But even if they play our game, what if their
hearts aren’t in it?”


“Well...that is another thing entirely,” Bex says, “One that
you’ll have to fix in private. Only you can bring them around to liking Harrison
as a person.”


“I think I should be able to help with that as well, if they
give me a chance,” Harrison puts in.


“Great,” Bex says, “Then it’s settled. You two are going to
go off together, work out a story, and present it to the media before Harrison
runs his next Grand Prix.”


“Sure, no problem,” I mutter, sitting down on the edge of
Harrison’s bed. 


He looks up at me, sweat beading on his forehead. He’s
looking worse for the wear every minute. Jumping his bones was probably not the
best recovery strategy. I need to be more careful around him, learn to control
myself. It won’t be easy, but he needs to get better and get back into the season
before too much time passes. He and Enzo will be OK if they only have to miss
one race. The teams will need time to get them new vehicles anyway. But any
more time than that could really screw them. 


“Could we have the room for a second?” Harrison asks,
reaching for my hand.


“Can we leave you alone for two seconds and trust that
you’re not going to screw yourself into a coma?” Andy shoots back.


“You’ll have to take your chances,” Harrison says.


“Come on Andy,” Bex says, laying a hand on the burly man’s
arm, “Buy me a cup of shitty cafeteria coffee, won’t you?”


Andy averts his eyes from Bex’s pretty face and hurries out
of the hospital room, blushing furiously. I have to swallow a smile, despite
the seriousness of the situation. My best friend is irresistible after all.


When they’re gone, I turn anxiously to Harrison. Even after
all these weeks, I can’t help but feel a little thrill at the sight of his
bare, tattooed chest peeking through the hospital gown. It’s not many men who
could make wearing a glorified sheet seem sexy. But then again, my love is
something of a rare specimen. He tucks his hands behind his head with a deep
sigh and stares up at the ceiling with those arresting blue eyes of his.


“Can I get you anything?” I ask him quietly.


He glances down at me, perched on the side of his bed, and
gives me a smile that could light up the entire city of Moscow.


“I’ve got everything I need right here,” he tells me,
squeezing my hand.


“I’m going to let you get away with that disgusting display
of sappiness, but only because you might have brain damage,” I say, arching my
eyebrow. I secretly love his sappiness, of course, and the fact that I’m the
one who inspires it in him.


“Thanks for that,” he laughs shortly.


“No problem,” I smile. “So, what’s our next move? How do you
want to do this?”


“I’m going to need to get off the trail for a while.
Recuperate,” Harrison tells me, “I thought I’d head back to London. The championship
tour will be in London the race after next anyway. Lucky timing, right? I can
get myself rested up and be ready to start training again the second they ship
my ride over.”


“Right,” I say, forcing myself to smile. I don’t like the
thought of Harrison going off by himself to get better while I accompany my
family to our next stop. I should be with him while he heals, helping him. “The
next grand prix is in Belgium,” I go on, “Enzo will probably want to hang out
at our place in Italy until his suspension is over. I guess we’ll just have to
hold tight until we’re in the same city again, you and me.”


“Siena,” Harrison says, looking at me intently, “I don’t
want to be in different places. Ever again. I want you with me while I get over
this little bang on the head. Would you...Would you come to London with me?”


I feel my mouth fall open in surprise. “Come with you?” I
ask, “Harrison, how would we ever explain that to people?”


“You can say...you’re there doing research for the next
Grand Prix,” Harrison offers, “Say you’re working out a PR strategy for Enzo
and you’re gauging public opinion on the ground.”


“You evil genius,” I laugh, “Where the hell do you come up
with this stuff?”


“I spend my days hanging around a brilliant, gorgeous woman
who inspires all kinds of thoughts in this simple brain of mine. Most of the
thoughts are dirty, honestly.”


“You want me to come stay with you for the next...two
weeks?” I ask, hardly daring to believe it, “You know the London Grand Prix
isn’t for two weeks?”


“I’m aware,” Harrison says, “Do you not want to—?”


“No! It’s not that,” I say quickly, “It’s just...Since we
met, we’ve been a pretty strictly hotel room and backseat sort of couple, you
know? This whole affair of ours—”


“Is that how you think of what we have?” Harrison asks, “An
affair?”


“You know what I mean,” I tell him, “We haven’t had a very
traditional relationship so far. It’s just strange to think of living together,
now. Even for a little while. After all the scandal and intrigue—”


“You think that you’ll get bored, coming to stay with me?”
Harrison asks.


“I highly doubt that,” I laugh, “I’m just...I’m sorry. You
caught me off guard, is all. I can’t imagine how I could sell that to my family
without them getting suspicious. To say nothing of the fact that we’re one
illicit photo away from becoming the next big tabloid sensations.”


“Just forget I asked,” Harrison says, “I didn’t mean to make
you uncomfortable, Siena.”


“Harrison...” I say, “Come on. You’re taking my reaction the
wrong way. Don’t you think I’d love to come play house with you while you get
better? I just don’t know how I’m going to swing it.”


“I don’t want you to swing anything,” Harrison tells me, “I
just want you to be there with me. I want you to see my home, my city. I want
to behave like the man you deserve to be with. You shouldn’t be in a hotel room
and backseat kind of relationship, Siena. You’re more to that than me. You know
that, don’t you?”


“Of course I do,” I tell him.


“Then let me show you,” he urges, laying a palm against my
cheek. “Come to London with me. We’ll figure out our next move there.”


“I’m just not sure...”


“What about us has ever been sure?” Harrison challenges me,
“You’ve been taking risks with me since the night we met. I’m asking you to
keep it up. This is never going to be some simple, uncomplicated relationship.
You know that. We don’t need to tiptoe around that fact anymore. I’m so sick of
hiding this away for some bullshit sense of propriety. I just want you, Siena.
All the time. Always. Say you’ll come with me.”


“I’ll...” I begin, trying to sort through the flurry of
emotions running through me, “I’ll talk to my family. See if I can throw them
off the scent. That’s all I can promise right now, OK? I’m going to do my best.
I want to come with you, Harrison. I want to know what your real life is like.
I want to be a part of that life. I just want to step lightly, here. This means
too much to me to fuck it up now.”


“OK,” Harrison says, “I trust you, Siena. Do what you have
to do.”


“I love you. You know that, right?” I ask him, drawing his
hand down to my lap.


“I know,” he replies, pulling me gently down onto the bed
beside him. “I love you too.”


I stay with him for longer than might be wise, just curled
up against his side. It’s so hard to keep my hands from wandering all over his
body, but after our little incident earlier, I'm sure it’s for the best. The
crazy thing is, it’s enough just lying here with him. Feeling his firm chest
rising up and down against my cheek. It almost feels like we’re approaching
normal, as we lie here together. It might not be so bad, spending the next
couple of weeks at his place. Learning what it feels like to share a life with
him. Visions of movie nights and takeout curry come galloping into my mind as I
try to imagine what a normal life with Harrison Davies might look like...or is
that just a contradiction in terms?


After long hours, I finally say goodbye to Harrison. It
isn’t easy, prying myself from his side, but I promise to call him the minute I
know what I’m going to do next. I leave and head back to Enzo’s room, but not
before Harrison makes me promise to try and shake off my family and join him in
London for the month. He makes a compelling case, lying there half naked. Those
bare biceps of his alone are very persuasive.


Just as I arrive back at Enzo’s room, my brother and father
are gathering up their things, ready to head back to the hotel. It would seem
that Enzo’s scrapes from today’s wreck are not quite as bad as Harrison’s, and
I’m glad for it. My brother may have brought the accident on himself, but of
course I’m happy that he barely got scratched.


“We’ll leave for Italy in the morning,” Dad says as we pile
into the Ferrelli private car. “As odd as it might be to say, this whole thing
is rather well-timed.”


“What do you mean?” I ask, staring sullenly out at the city
of Moscow as it flies by.


“I don’t know how much longer I can stay on the road this
season,” Dad says, “I’m starting to feel it, you know. The fatigue. The aches.
It’s getting harder to breathe. That horrible cough is finally starting to take
hold...”


“Oh, Dad...” I whisper, taking his hand in mine.


“No, no. None of that pity bullshit,” he grumbles, “I’m just
trying to be practical, here. When I get back to Italy...Well, I might just
have to stay there.”


“You could make it to a few more cities Dad,” Enzo
encourages him, “You’re as strong as an ox.”


“I was,” Dad says sadly, “But not these days my son.”


I bite my lip, trying to keep from crying. Dad’s going home
to settle into the final stage of his life. To be with my mother as his life
draws to a close. I can’t even grasp what this really means. He’s hardly shown
any signs of sickness since he told us about his diagnosis. But lately, even I
can see that he’s getting worn out. Worn down. Sitting out the rest of the
tournament is probably the only way he’ll see the end of it. 


It’s still impossible for me to fully take in the fact of my
father’s sickness. It was sprung on us so quickly, and in the midst of so much
else, that I’ve had no time at all to process. On the one hand, I’m grateful to
be distracted from the fact of Dad’s cancer. But on the other hand, I know that
I can only hold off my grief for so long. And when it finally hits me full
on...I don’t know how I’ll be able to stand it. 


What am I supposed to do now? Continue on with my plan to go
to London, be with Harrison while he recovers? Or go to Italy with the family
and sit by my father’s side as the cancer takes hold of his body? I don’t know
which of the men in my life needs me most, now. Which one I’m supposed to take
care of. My father’s always been the most important man in the world to me. But
now...?


“I was thinking, Dad,” I begin, my voice shaking almost
imperceptibly, “It might be a good idea for me to keep up with the tournament
on the ground. From a PR perspective.”


“You mean, keep traveling with the rest of the teams?” Dad
asks.


“Not to Belgium,” I say, “Since we’re not racing in that
Grand Prix, I mean. It might be a waste of energy. I thought I’d go on ahead to
London. Start doing research, shaping the narrative among the local press. That
kind of thing.”


“You want to go to London?” Enzo asks, “But London is
terrible. It’s foggy, and expensive, and drab as hell. You love the house in
Italy. The whole team will crash there for the month. Charlie, Gus, Bex, the
whole crew. It’ll be just like vacations were when we were kids.”


“But we’re not kids any more, are we Enzo?” I ask, “We’ve
got work to do. And I think I could do mine better if I went on ahead to
London.”


“I trust your judgment Siena,” Dad says, “You don’t want to
be cooped up with us, anyway. Your mother will probably be worrying up a storm,
as ever. You should get out while you still can. We’ll be fine in Italy, and we
can meet up with you in London in a couple of weeks.”


Enzo stares at me long and hard. I don’t even have to look
at him to know that he’s scrutinizing me, looking straight through me. Why do I
get the feeling that he knows exactly what I’m up to, scampering ahead to
London without my family? My team?


“You should do whatever you think is best,” he says, his
voice hard and quiet, “I’m sure we will
get along just fine without you.”


His casual dismissal cuts me to the quick. He knows me too
well to be fooled into thinking that I’m giving up Harrison without a fight.
And right now, I’m sure he’s well aware of the choice I’m making by not going
along to Italy. What I don’t know is exactly how much he hates me for that
choice.


I make a beeline up to my hotel room the second we’re back.
I’ve finally come to my decision about London. Closing the door tightly behind
me, I whip out my cell and punch in Harrison’s number—the only one I have
committed to memory. He picks up immediately, and the sound of his voice puts
my raw heart at ease.  


“I was waiting for you to call like a bloody school boy,
perching by the phone,” he drawls. “You’re making me soft, Lazio.”


“Funny, I thought I did just the opposite,” I say, smiling
into the phone.


“Did you talk to your family?” he asks, refusing to beat
around the bush.


“I did,” I answer.


“And?” Harrison asks.


“And they’re going back to Italy through Enzo’s suspension.
My, uh...My dad probably won’t leave again for the rest of the tour, once he’s
there. He’s starting to feel his symptoms. You know.”


“Oh, Siena...” Harrison says, “If you want to be with him—”


“I will, in time. And he has plenty of people surrounding
him,” I say, “You, on the other hand, need some company. And I need to be with
you, right now. I want to be with you.”


“I want that too, more than anything.”


“It’s settled then,” I tell him, “I’ll be seeing you in
London, Mr. Davies.”
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A Split Allegiance





 


 


“Are you sure you won’t reconsider?” Charlie asks, pouting
dramatically as the Ferrelli jet sidles up the runway.


“I’m sure. This is for the best, Charlie,” I tell him.


We stand together in the airport terminal, far away from the
bustle of baggage and team members scrambling for a seat on the plane. Team
Ferrelli is headed to Italy for a little R and R before the London Grand Prix.
But despite the fact that they’re shipping off to relax, the tension in the air
is thick. Missing one race won’t kill Enzo’s point count, but it’s hardly
something that anyone can be happy about. Right now, my brother and Team
Ferrelli are both in first place while Harrison and McClain hold second. But
those outcomes were forecasted from the beginning—it’s third place that has
everyone in a tizzy.


After the Moscow wreck, Rafael Marques secured first place,
moving ahead in points above both Sven Landers and Alexi Rostov. Marques is a
relatively new driver himself, and no one had him pegged as a contender this
year. But he’s quietly been racking up the points along the season so far. If
anything goes wrong and Enzo or Harrison is forced out of another race, Marques
might be able to unseat them for good.


“You don’t really think Marques will take the Luxembourg
Grand Prix, do you?” I ask Charlie, thinking aloud.


“I don’t know, Bex,” Charlie says, “He’s a sneaky one. I
barely even noticed him moving into third place. And he’s a decent driver too.
Not the fastest, but an opportunist if I ever saw one.”


“And a disgusting, arrogant chauvinist,” I say, rolling my
eyes.


“Ah, she’s sweet talking me!” says a rich voice from behind
us. 


Charlie and I turn and spot Rafael Marques making his way
across the terminal, flanked by teammates and admirers. I feel my face fold
into a scowl at the sight of him. Marques has never said two words to me that
didn’t make me want to punch him in the throat.


“What did I tell you about the Moscow race, eh?” Marques
says, coming to stand before me and Charlie. “I took first after all. Wish you
could have been there to share in the champagne.”


“I was a little busy making sure my brother wasn’t dead,” I
drawl, “He’s doing fine, by the way. Thanks for your concern.”


“I knew he’d be fine,” Marques sniffs, “He caused the wreck,
after all, he was in control of it. Damned foolish thing to do, if you ask me.
And very peculiar, intentionally crashing into another driver for no reason at
all. Don’t you find that strange, Siena?”


“What are you driving at, Marques?” I snap.


“Just that it’s curious,” he smiles, “Very curious. Anyway,
we must be off. Have a few press appearances in Luxembourg lined up. Everyone
wants to talk to the man who’s going to win this tournament out from under your
brother, apparently.”


“Get a grip, Marques,” I say.


“Gladly,” he sneers, moving his hand mockingly toward my
ass.


“Hey,” Charlie growls, knocking the driver’s hand away,
“Watch your step, buddy.”


“I’m sorry. Who are you?” Marques asks Charlie, smiling
condescendingly. 


“I’m Charlie Spano. Son of Augustus Spano. Friend of
Siena’s.”


“Awfully protective, for just a friend,” Marques sniffs,
“Not like I give even the slightest shit. See you around, my darling.”


“God, I hope not,” I say to his retreating back.


“What an ass,” Charlie says, shaking his head. 


“Don’t worry about him,” I say, “Just take care of my dad
and Enzo for me while I’m in London, OK?”


“Of course.”


“And do your best to keep an eye on Bex as well,” I wink,
“Think you can handle her?”


“I’m up for the challenge,” Charlie grins, “That’s about as
much as I can promise you.”


“Did someone call for me?” Bex asks, bounding up beside us.
Her arms are loaded with airplane snacks of every shape and form.


“Just wanted to say goodbye,” I tell her, wrapping my arms
around the candy mountain she’s lugging around. “Have a good time in Italy.”


“Have a good time in London,” she says pointedly. 


We can’t talk much about my decision to stay with Harrison
while Charlie’s here. I made Bex promise not to breathe a word of my
relationship with McClain’s top driver to Charlie. Even though it would be hard
to imagine that he’s behind those illicit pictures at this point, you just
never know. I don’t want to take any chances with Charlie liable to fly off the
handle over my secret.


I give Charlie a quick hug and watch him make his way onto
the tarmac with Bex. Just as they’re about to disappear from my sight, I watch
as he cups her hand in his. The sweet gesture almost breaks my heart for
wanting to be with my own man, as soon as humanly possible. All I need now is
to say goodbye to Enzo, and then I can be on my way to London. I look around
the terminal for him, hoping to catch his ear before he leaves. When my eyes
finally alight on that brother of mine, I let my eyes roll mightily. He’s
standing across the long terminal from me, deep in conversation with a certain
voluptuous blonde. 


“Yo! Enzo!” I shout across the lofty space. 


My brother manages to rip his eyes away from Shelby,
McClain’s resident social media whiz. He gives me a quick wave and turns back
to his lady friend, undeterred. I spot a few other McClain team members milling
about—their jet must be leaving from here as well. I want to make sure to catch
a glimpse of Harrison setting off. If we’re both seen at the airport this
morning, people will be less likely to imagine that we’ve headed off to be
together. 


I look on in disgust as Enzo pulls Shelby into an embrace.
They kiss as passionately as any long lost lovers in the movies. What the hell
is this girl up to? I still haven’t dismissed that she too, might be
responsible for my blackmail after all. She’s got no business in my brother’s
bed, that much is for sure. Enzo finally detaches himself from a tearful Shelby
and makes his way over to me. 


“You’re going to see each other in two weeks,” I remind him,
“Do we all really need to watch your gross PDA?”


“Are you trying to lecture me on decorum, little sister?”
Enzo snaps.


“Don’t throw that in my face every time I speak,” I tell
him.


“Sorry,” Enzo says, “It’s just awfully ironic, I guess.”


“Will you take care of Dad for me?” I ask, ignoring his dig.


“Sure,” Enzo says, “At least one of us will be there for him
in his hour of need.”


“I’ve got work to do. Dad understands, and if anything
happens I can be there in a quick plane ride.”


“Oh please,” Enzo spits, “We both know why you’re going to
London, Siena. It’s to spend time playing nurse with that cocky pretty boy of
yours.”


“Keep your voice down,” I warn.


“Oh, I will,” Enzo says, “I’m ashamed of you for being with
him. I wouldn’t want anyone else to know. So please, for the love of god, try
and be discreet while you sleep with the enemy. You owe all of us that much,
especially Dad.”


“Why are you being so cruel about this?” I ask him, “Why
can’t you at least try and see things from my point of view?”


“Because you betrayed me, Siena,” Enzo says, “We’ve always
been best friends. Partners in crime. And you kept this from me.”


“Are you just upset that there’s another man in my life?
Someone else to be my best friend?” I ask.


“Of course not,” Enzo snaps, “I’m just embarrassed for you,
Siena. You could do so much better than that dumb jock.”


“One day, if you give him a chance, I think you might really
grow to like Harrison,” I say to Enzo.


“That, my dear sister, is positively delusional,” Enzo
sighs, “But I can’t stop you from throwing yourself at him, so...be careful.
Don’t do anything stupider than you’ve already done.”


“Goodbye to you too,” I say, as Dad appears across the
terminal.


We go to him, each taking an arm. He shakes us off like
gnats.


“Don’t treat me like a little old lady,” he grumbles.


“Sorry, Dad,” we say in unison.


“Will you at least swing by the house once Enzo’s back in
the tournament?” Dad asks me, “Since I won’t be tagging along on the trail, I
mean.”


“Of course, Daddy,” I say, wrapping my arms around him. I'm
alarmed to see how much smaller he’s already become. “I love you.”


“Come on, plane’s waiting,” Enzo says, carting my dad away
from me. I watch the pair of them make their way outside to the jet and climb
on board. 


And that’s when I spot Harrison.


He’s strolling across the lobby toward his own jet,
entourage in tow. Andy and Cora follow along behind him while Shelby and Sara
chat animatedly to each other off to the side. As they head off onto the
runway, Harrison flicks his eyes in my direction. Those baby blue beacons tell
me that we’re all clear, that it’s time for me to go, too. I turn on my heel
and march out into the bright daylight. There’s a train with my name on it—a
train that’s going to take me to London. It’ll be a long trip, two days at
least, but what’s waiting on the other side will be more than worth it, that’s
for sure. 
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I’ve always been fond of train rides. As a kid, when we’d
spend time in Italy, I loved nothing more than visiting our neighboring towns
and cities by train. I’d plant my little hands on the glass, my nose
practically pressed up to the window, and watch as the country rolled along
before me. Italy is a beautiful place, the sight of which I’d know in a
heartbeat. However, the trip from Moscow to London is more exciting than any
other trip I’ve taken. The landscape is unfamiliar and new, I’m all alone, and
I have a gorgeous man waiting for me once I arrive. The tension of wanting to
be with Harrison once more, not to mention the scintillating daydreams that
flow into my mind in his absence, is almost too much to be borne. I can’t help
it. It’s just what he does to me. 


When we finally arrive in London, I all but skip off the train.
In a heartbeat, I’ve hailed myself a black cab and am cruising through the
winding streets. Having spent so much time in New York, now being in a city
that’s not built on a grid is overwhelming to me. But despite Enzo’s warnings,
London is far from the foggy, drab mess he described. The city is sunny and
staggering beautiful, with the new and the old blending together to create
something entirely unique to behold. The cab whisks me along to Kensington, the
neighborhood Harrison calls home. My heart is hammering as we draw up to the
curb before an incredible town house. 


“Here we are, Miss,” the cabby chirps, “Have someone waiting
for you?”


“Oh yes,” I tell him, passing what is probably way too much
money through the window, “Do I ever.”


I step out onto the sidewalk as my cab driver grabs my bags.
On wobbly knees, I make my way up the polished staircase and pause before the
thick oaken door. I’ve just raised my hand to rap on the door when it swings
open before me and Harrison Davies is revealed.


“There you are,” he says, his voice rasping and lusty, “Get
in here, you gorgeous thing.”


I happily oblige, falling over the threshold of the town
house and straight into Harrison’s waiting arms. He stiffens almost
imperceptibly as I squeeze onto him.


“Sorry, sorry,” I splutter, “Still recovering, right?” 


“Still recovering, to be sure, but nothing to be sorry
about,” he says, pulling me into the townhouse and closing the door snugly
behind me. 


I let my eyes trail all along his tall, perfectly-balanced
body. His dark wash blue jeans and charcoal gray tee shirt are the epitome of
simple stylish. I don’t know how he manages to look so good in the least
assuming clothes imaginable, but hey—he’s quite a special guy. And when I
finally lift my eyes back to his, I see right quick that he’s preoccupied with
my shape, too.


“How can two days feel so long?” I ask, running my hands
through his dark blonde hair.


“I’ve missed you so much,” he says, pulling me into a long
embrace, “Did you get here OK? Did anyone see you?”


“Not that I know of,” I say, “But I’m almost beyond caring
at this point. All that matters is that we’re finally here, together...In your mansion. Thanks for
the heads up.”


“It is not a mansion,” Harrison insists, looking around.


“Palace, then?” I ask, “Estate, maybe?”


“Whatever it is, it’s yours for the next two weeks,” he
tells me, “Or however long you’d like it.”


I look around the pristine, polished home of Harrison
Davies. With his bad boy persona, I’d expected something far less...put
together, that’s for sure. I wasn’t hoping for stripper poles and coke residue,
but this place is downright classy. The decor is sleek and minimal, which is a
wonderful contrast to the home’s elegant architecture. It’s funny, but this is
the sort of place I always pictured myself ending up. Not to be presumptuous or
anything...


“You must be wiped,” Harrison says, looking down into my
admittedly tired eyes.


“You’re the one recovering from a car wreck,” I remind him.


“I guess we could both stand to relax a little,” he smiles,
“But I think I have an idea.”


He grabs my hand in his broad, strong mitt and leads me
across the foyer, up the beautiful staircase. My lungs have to work overtime to
keep up with my excited anticipation at scaling the steps to Harrison’s second
story. 


“I still can’t really believe I’m here,” I laugh, as we
climb the stairs. “If you had told me when we met in Barcelona...”


“I know,” Harrison says, looking back at me over his
shoulder, “It’s completely mad. But that’s what you do to me, Siena. You make
me a mad man.”


I pause on the stairs, tugging him back down to me. “If this
is madness, I don’t mind too much,” I tell him, my voice low.


In an instant, Harrison’s shifted me toward the staircase
wall. My back is pressed up against the ivory surface, and his beautiful eyes
are hard on mine. He takes a step toward me, pinning me to the wall with his
powerful hips. I plant my foot on the stair above us, letting him press in even
closer toward me. 


“What happened to relaxation?” I ask, draping my arms over
Harrison’s broad shoulders.


“It’s overrated,” he tells me, lowering his lips to my neck,
“God, I’ve missed the taste of you. The sounds you make. I’ve missed feeling
you beneath me, Siena. I’ve just missed having you here.”


“I’m here now,” I say breathlessly, letting my fingers dig
into his back just a bit. 


I’m glad that I chose to wear a simple pair of skinny jeans
and white tank today. There is so little separating my body from Harrison’s.
And here, in his home, we don’t have to worry. We don’t have to make excuses or
rush back to our own hotels. It’s just me and him for however long we please.
The thought is dizzying.


“Here’s what I think,” Harrison says, kissing along my
collarbone as he leans into me, “I think that we shouldn’t do anything but fuck
for the next week.”


“I can get down with that,” I laugh, closing my eyes as I
feel Harrison’s tongue run along the neckline of my shirt. I want to feel that
tongue everywhere again.


Harrison plants his hands on the wall above my shoulders,
pressing his body up against mine. I can feel how hard he’s already gotten,
feel him growing against my thigh with every passing moment.


“So tell me,” I breathe, grinding my hips against his
stiffening member, “How many women have you brought back to this place?”


“Honestly?” Harrison asks.


“Honestly,” I say.


He brings his mouth to my ear, closing his teeth down around
my earlobe. “Honestly...” he begins, “You’re the first woman who’s ever been
inside of this house. Apart from my mother and the occasional cleaning lady
that is.”


“Yeah, right,” I say, shoving him playfully away.


“I mean it,” Harrison insists, catching my wrists and
pinning them over my head, “I’m a motel, bar bathroom sort of lover, Siena. Or
at least I was until a certain someone wandered along.”


“You mean you’ve never...anywhere in here?” I ask, looking
around with wonder.


“That’s right,” Harrison says, running his hands down along
the sides of my body.


“Well then,” I say, taking his stubbly jaw in my hands, “We
have a lot of surfaces to cover, don’t we now?”


With a grin, Harrison scoops me up and plants me right there
on the stairs. My mouth finds his as he kneels before me. Our tongues seek each
other fervidly, glancing and gliding and entangling. I kick off my kitten heels
and spread my legs, letting Harrison’s hands move down along my thighs. I lean
back on the stairs, my hands whipping my tank up over my head. Harrison tears
off his tee shirt and crawls up to me. The feel of his bare abs against my
torso is warm, familiar...and so divine I could scream. 


He kisses me deeply, earnestly, like he’s making up for lost
time. I arch my back and unclasp my own bra, tossing it away over the railing.
Harrison rips himself away from his kiss and lets his eyes take in the sight of
me, sprawled topless on the stairs before him. It’s too much for the man to
handle. He cups my ass in his strong hands and pulls me toward him, popping open the button of my jeans with one flick of the
wrist. 


Harrison slides my jeans and
panties down my legs, and all at once I’m naked before him. I pull myself up to
sitting on the smooth wooden staircase, shuddering at the illicit feel of
letting him see me here. As many times as we’ve had each other, each moment
with Harrison still feels new. I can feel my clit throbbing, aching for want of
him as he whips open his belt and discards his jeans and briefs.


“God, baby...” I whisper, my eyes latched onto the
staggering length of him, “How do I ever even manage to take you?”


“I have my ways,” he grins, kneeling on the steps before me.


I cry out as he lowers his mouth to my wet slit in one quick
motion. My mind spins as I feel his tongue part my pink flesh, licking along
the whole of me. 


“Oh...Harrison...,” I gasp.


He presses my knees back, opening me to him even more. I
groan as his lips close around my hard clit, sucking at the tight little bundle
and sending ripples of sensation through my entire body. I buck my hips against
his masterful mouth, wanting nothing but to feel as much of him as I can.


“I love making you feel good, Siena,” he growls, tracing
tight little circles all around that aching button. “I love knowing that I can
make you come in an instant.”


“I hope you take longer than that,” I gasp, “I wish we could
stay like this forever.”


“So do I,” he says, running his fingertips across my
sensitive inner thighs, “The things we would get up to...”


My legs begin to tremble at the mere thought of it. I let my
knees fall open, right there on the staircase.


“Come here,” I command, grabbing onto his hips and pulling
him toward me.


He raises himself up to me, kissing me hard as he poises his
stiff member against me. I let out an ecstatic moan as he drives into me,
pinning me down onto the hardwood stairs. I wrap my arms around his shoulders
as he sinks deeper, wasting no time at all. Again and again we press into each
other, bucking wildly there on the stairs. I bite my lip as I feel him going
deeper and deeper, parting me on his hard, pulsating rod. 


Daringly, I swing my legs up over his shoulders, a feat that
surprises even me. Harrison pauses a moment, amazed, looking down at me with
hunger and wonder both. I tilt my hips up, balancing against his sturdy body.
I’ve never had a man like Harrison, and certainly never like this. I take a
deep breath and wait to feel him again. 


“Jesus!” I gasp, as Harrison pounds into me, “How can you go
so deep? I can feel you all the way through me.”


“I love seeing you like this,” he groans, pulling me ever
closer to him, “I swear, Siena, you’ve got me right on the edge...”


“I’m there too,” I tell him, planting my hands on his rock
hard abs, “I want to come with you, baby...”


“The way you talk...” he says, his eyes closing in bliss. 


“But, I want to see it,” I tell him, leveling my dizzy gaze
at him, “Come on my stomach. My chest.”


“Are you sure?” Harrison asks, his teeth gritted.


“I’m sure,” I breathe, “Please...”


Harrison leans into me, my legs pressed up. He rears back
and barrels up into me, colliding with that spot inside that is the key to my
bliss. A huge roiling wave of sensation crashes over me, and I scream out my
ecstasy to the high ceilings above us. A low groan rips out of Harrison’s
throat, and I feel him slip out of me. A gushing warmth spills across my belly
and breasts, covering me. I let my head fall back against the stairs as we lose
ourselves to each other,  succumbing to this most intense of moments. 


His body relaxes against mine on the stairs. For the longest
time, we can’t bear to say a thing. Finally, he turns to me, the corners of his
mouth lifted into a smile.


“Guess we should get you cleaned up?” he says.


“Only if you carry me,” I moan.


“That can be arranged,” he says.


In one swift motion, he’s caught me up in his arms. Harrison
carries me up the stairs like a bride over the threshold.


“Where are we going?” I ask dreamily.


“I have a marble bath tub with your name on it,” he tells
me.


“Dear god,” I moan, “You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?”


“Only in the most humane way possible,” he laughs, and
carries me up and away.
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 The next weeks unfolds just the way we planned it. We turn
our phones on vibrate, leave the computers shut down, and simply enjoy each
other. In every way. Sure, there’s the occasional take out order, but for the
most part it’s just me and Harrison—enjoying some long overdue privacy at last.


The time winks by in a heartbeat, and soon our week is over.
McClain’s told Harrison that his new car will be ready today, and he has to get
up to start practicing. I roll out of bed as the sun comes up and put coffee on
in the kitchen. Already, this place is starting to feel like home. I’ve
resolved to visit Italy for a couple of days this week to check on my dad, so I
relish every minute of his new morning routine. Harrison hasn’t even stirred
yet when I set the French press to boil and head over to the front door to grab
the newspaper. 


I
wonder if we should have scones or biscuits for breakfast, I muse
sleepily, pulling my robe around me as I step out onto the porch. 


A blinding blaze of flashbulbs assaults my eyes the moment I
swing open the heavy, wooden front door of Harrison’s town house. For a moment,
I’m paralyzed, unable to move a muscle. Camped out in front of Harrison’s home,
our home, are
two dozen reporters and photographers, each screaming over the rest. 


“Miss Lazio!”


“Over here, Siena!”


I can’t stop staring out at the unexpected swarm of press.
Can’t put one foot in front of the other to beat a quick retreat inside.


“Siena, do you feel you’ve betrayed Team Ferrelli by having
an affair with Harrison Davies?”


“Miss Lazio, do you know who took the pictures that have
been plastered all over the papers today?”


I stoop to pick up today’s newspaper, and sure enough, there
we are. Front page, above the crease: me and Harrison, a half dozen photos of
us. A goddamn collage, really, tracing our entire relationship so far. And
above the photos, the headline reads, “Romeo and Juliet of Formula One Tangled
in Tawdry Tryst”. 


I feel a strong hand yanking me back over the doorway. The
voices of the clamoring reporters are silenced as Harrison slams the front door
shut. He grabs the newspaper away from me, looking down at the headline in
horror. 


“They’ve found us...” he breathes, eyes glued to the front
page.


“How much do you think they know?” I ask, fearfully.


Harrison opens the paper, and a full two-page spread
featuring the two of us is revealed. We trade bewildered glances, entirely at a
loss.


“I’m guessing they know plenty,” he says quietly.


I can’t look away from Harrison’s blue eyes as the reporters
call and shout for us outside. 


“What are we going to do?” I ask, my voice trembling.


But for once, neither of us has the slightest idea. 


 


 


*THE*END*
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