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CHAPTER 1

First Loser

OF ALL THE things Dominic regretted, the oysters were at the top of the list. Not because eating shellfish for lunch in a landlocked city was asking for problems, although it was, but because he was almost certainly about to die. Oysters probably did rank on his list for a last meal, but only about eighth. Somewhere between a steak and a cheeseburger with not enough pickles.

He gripped the steering wheel. Rain battered his visor in silver pellets, the sound echoing like gunshots. The crowd was a watercolor of smeared faces. Ahead, a yellow car skidded off the racetrack, and Dominic swerved to avoid clipping its tail. Sweat clung to the nape of his neck.

His radio crackled. “How’s the car?”

“Good,” Dominic said mildly. “She says hi.”

“Hastings.”

Jeremiah, his race engineer, sounded stressed. The older man was either massaging his temples, tapping his foot, or smoking a cigarette. Perhaps a combination. Jeremiah could do all three simultaneously, as Dom had observed. He was a man of many talents.

“A lot of oversteer,” Dominic relented. “I can’t see much.”

That was an understatement. He couldn’t see a bloody thing. Las Vegas was a blur of red lights, trickling down his window, which was a shame. Vegas was one of the few circuits that ran through the city, and he would have liked to see Caesar’s Palace. But who’d expected a thunderstorm in December? Especially during the last race of the season?

Nobody.

Half the drivers were out. All nine teams were scrambling.

“Take it easy on the corners,” Jeremiah advised. “Manage the tires.”

Dom gripped the wheel. The tires had quit two laps ago; he might as well be driving on floor polish. Not for the first time, he wished that the final race was being held in Abu Dhabi like it usually was. Because you know what Abu Dhabi didn’t have? Rain. Alas, the city also didn’t have outrageous sums in sponsorship money and an American pop icon willing to come out of retirement to sing the national anthem, so here they were.

“Where are we sitting?” Dominic asked.

“P3,” Jeremiah said.

He slid into a turn. “Who’s ahead of me?”

“Capulet.”

He grimaced. Typical. His teammate was annoyingly laid-back, but Cap was fast at three things: driving, eating, and wrestling a shoe out of his dog’s mouth. Still, Cap had been struggling with his tires that morning, so Dom had expected him to be slower. Or Cap had claimed to be struggling, at any rate. You just never knew with him.

“And ahead of him?”

Jeremiah paused. “Sinclair.”

Dominic gritted his teeth. Anthony sodding Sinclair. He ought to have guessed. As much as it pained him to admit it, Sinclair was a decent driver. He was also an English lord who came from a wine empire and unironically used phrases like “jolly good,” but hey, there was no accounting for taste.

“How far behind am I?”

“About a one-second gap.” Another pause. Jeremiah was definitely smoking. “Cap is skidding a lot, though.”

Dominic sped through a turn, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. Could he catch Cap in the next lap? Probably. Sinclair was a longer shot, but if he could do it, then he’d take the Drivers’ Championship. A fire blazed in his chest.

“I can catch them,” Dominic said.

Jeremiah’s voice was wary. “Just be careful. We can’t afford for Cap to crash out.” The speaker crackled. “Hang on. Your father wants a word.”

“Dominic?” a voice asked.

Dominic floored it down a straight. “Hi, Dad. Nice of you to drop in.”

Vance Hastings was always dropping in. His father had owned Duro Stallion for ten years, and Dom had raced for the team half as long. Blatant nepotism, obviously, but on his better days he allowed himself to think he’d earned it. Morning hill sprints. Weekends at the track. A constant, grueling diet since he was six years old. Some kids played with Silly Putty, Dominic had played with a cordless drill.

“You’re a lap away,” Vance said. “Just keep focused.”

Dominic took a hard turn. “Copy.”

“We’re going to win this thing.” It sounded like an order. “Just remember, if you’re not first—”

“You’re last,” Dominic finished. “Got it.”

He slammed his foot on the pedal. The car skidded and he swore. The FIA was fucking mad not to call off the race; the conditions were beyond dangerous. But it was the last race of the season, and everything came down to this.

Duro Stallion versus Hydra Auto.

Dominic Hastings versus Anthony Sinclair.

Nobody wanted to call it off. Not until the checkered flag waved.

Spray washed over his dashboard. He could just make out the red glare of Cap’s lights, although it could have also been a one-eyed kraken for all he knew. His car was basically underwater.

“Gap?” Dominic asked.

Jeremiah’s voice was terse. “Less than a second.”

“We could win this whole thing, Jer.”

Jeremiah sighed. “Just watch the road.”

“When I win,” Dominic said, “will you get my name tattooed on your arm?”

His race engineer sounded exasperated. “Hastings.”

“Will you?”

“If you win us a championship,” Jeremiah said tightly, “I’ll get a tattoo of your whole goddamn face. How’s that?”

Dominic grinned. “You’re going to regret that.”

He barreled into a corner, turning the wheel just a little; the rain magnified every movement tenfold. He zipped past Cap, who gave him either a wave or an affectionate middle finger. Impossible to tell in these conditions.

“P2,” Jeremiah said.

Dominic gripped the steering wheel. He’d lost feeling in his fingers several laps ago, and his breath grated his lungs. Every jolt and bump rattled his teeth. One of his coaches had described driving in the rain like driving with a blindfold. He’d been wrong, though; it was more like trying to coax a rocket ship through a cluster of comets. Except that you were blind, and the rocket ship was also on fire.

Sinclair’s lights loomed ahead. They were twin pomegranates, tantalizingly close but just out of reach, like that tale his mother used to read: Le Supplice de Tantale. The Torment of Tantalus. A man forever grasping for a piece of fruit but never quite reaching it.

His frozen fingers tensed on the wheel.

“It’s not worth the risk,” Jeremiah said, anticipating his next thought. “Wait to overtake on the straight.”

A pulse pounded in Dominic’s throat. “Let me try.”

He wouldn’t have risked an overtake like that with Cap, but he’d risk it with Sinclair. Jeremiah exhaled.

“Hastings …”

He could hear the wariness in Jeremiah’s voice. Sinclair’s lights grew closer, flickering like fireflies in the darkness.

“Come on,” Dominic said. “One go.”

Jeremiah sighed. “It’s your goddamn funeral.”

A rush of triumph filled him. “Thank you.”

Dominic slammed down on the pedal. The car shot forward. White spray pelted him, and he took a deep breath, guiding the car into the turn. Inside or outside line? He calculated the angle, where Sinclair would go.

Then Dominic moved.

He shot past Sinclair, and the crowd roared. Some cheered. Some booed. Not that it mattered; adrenaline sang through his body. His radio crackled.

“That’s P1. Bloody well done, mate. Great driving.” Jeremiah tapped keys, presumably checking whether he was about to spin out and die. “Half a lap to go. And it’s all clear air from here, so try to create some distance.”

“Copy.”

Something hit the back of his car.

Dominic swore, fumbling blindly for the steering wheel. Colors burst: red, green, blue … For a terrifying moment, he wondered if this was it—if he was about to decimate both his spine and career on national television—and then the car stopped moving. He was still on the track, he realized; he’d just spun. Sinclair sped past, and a rush of fury filled him as he kicked the car into gear. Bloody typical of Sinclair. He was like a child in a sandbox; if he couldn’t make the biggest tower, then he’d smash yours to pieces.

“Did you see that?”

“I saw,” Jeremiah said.

The steering wheel dug into his fingers. “What the hell is he doing?”

“The race stewards are looking into it.”

Blood roared in his ears. “He needs to give back the position.”

“Just focus on the drive, Hastings.”

Dominic gritted his teeth. Oh, he would.

He pushed the car until it trembled. He’d lost seconds—precious seconds—but Sinclair’s taillights were back in sight. Good. He was going to make Anthony Sinclair regret ever taking up this sport.

Dominic moved closer. His radio crackled.

“Careful,” Jeremiah warned.

Dominic ignored him, pushing the car faster. Faster. He was drawing level with Sinclair now, close enough that his nose could have kissed the other car. They were hurtling down a straight. The checkered flag loomed in the distance, and the crowd roared as they gunned toward the finish line.

He moved left. Sinclair blocked him.

He swerved right.

Sinclair blocked him again.

White-hot fury filled him. For fuck’s sake. How was he meant to get past Sinclair if the bastard wouldn’t budge a goddamn inch? The finish line hurtled toward them. Fifty meters. Twenty. Dominic veered toward the wall. His heart pounded against his breastbone, so hard that it was painful.

Fine.

Sinclair wouldn’t give him any room?

He’d make room.

Dominic hurtled toward the wall. Jeremiah’s voice was a roar.

“Hastings.”

There was the sound of grinding metal. Dominic closed his eyes. The car let out a high-pitched whine. Sparks flew from the right side, falling like exploding stars. The metal frame of the car shuddered as he struck the wall, and then he was rotating, rotating, the world a children’s carousel of colors. His jaw cracked together. He was going to die. He was going to die, and all of it would be for nothing, and his last meal would be those bloody oysters, which had honestly been subpar at best—

His car shot forward.

The checkered flag waved.

The crowd let out an ear-splitting roar. Doughy faces melted together, half-obscured in rain. Standing. Cheering. Pain shot through his left wrist, but it was masked by the crushing, all-consuming joy.

“Did we win?” Dominic demanded.

Static filled his earpiece. His car hobbled toward the grandstands.

“Jeremiah?”

“You won,” Jeremiah said flatly.

Dominic closed his eyes. Something swelled in his chest, expanding into an aching balloon of happiness. “So we did it. We have the championship.”

A pause. “No.”

“What?”

“We don’t have it,” Jeremiah said.

Dominic’s mouth was dry. “But I thought …”

“The stewards,” Jeremiah said tonelessly, “are giving you a five-second time penalty. For unsafe driving.”

His chest tightened. “Where does that put us?”

A pause. “Fifth.”

It wasn’t hard to do the math. He’d been agonizing over them for days. Even if Cap placed second, that would mean …

“Sinclair took the championship,” Dominic said, and the words were bitter as coffee grounds.

Jeremiah didn’t respond.

He parked the car. A hubcap came loose, skittering across the track like a nervous animal. He felt light-headed from the force of the race.

They’d lost.

Hydra Auto had taken the Constructors’ Championship.

“Sinclair hit me,” Dominic said. “That’s why I retaliated. He hit me first.”

Sweat trickled down his jaw. There was a long pause.

“We’ll discuss it later,” Jeremiah said.

Dominic removed his helmet. Rain stung his hot cheeks. His wrist throbbed from yanking on the wheel. He’d lost the Drivers’ Championship, and he’d cost his team everything. No trophies. No glory. He stared down at his broken mirror; it was lolling drunkenly to the side, like a flower wilting in the rain.

Anthony Sinclair sprang onto the hood of his car. The crowd bellowed as he pumped his fist, his grin slicing through the rain. Slowly, Dominic clambered out of the car, chancing a look toward his team garage. His father was half-obscured by a large green umbrella, holding a glass of undrunk champagne. Their eyes met.

Vance held his gaze for one heartbeat.

Two.

Dominic looked away. His chest tightened.

No words were necessary. The disappointment was written all over his father’s face.
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CHAPTER 2

Drive Me Away

SIX WEEKS LATER

COLD SILT AND river water blew off the Seine, scattering old newspapers along cobblestone bridges. A woman stamped out a cigarette, concealed beneath a striped awning. A man hawking I heart Emoji PARIS hats stopped a pair of tourists, silhouetted against the twisted metal tower that pierced the heavy gray clouds.

Dominic turned down a leafy avenue, passing by indistinguishable white stone buildings. He’d spent his teenage years at a boarding school in England, but he knew the seventh arrondissement well. His mother’s fingerprints were all over it: collecting bread from the bakery, flipping through pamphlets at the art gallery, fingering the stem of a lipstick-marked wineglass …

He climbed the six floors to his father’s penthouse. The door was unlocked, which meant that either Vance had been expecting him or Vance’s latest twentysomething conquest had been careless on her way out. The penthouse smelled of designer perfume and lemon-scented floor polish.

Dominic knocked on the door to his father’s office.

“Come in,” Vance called.

His father sat behind a desk. Dominic didn’t bother to glance around; the office never changed. Leather-bound books lined the walls, accompanied by framed photos from Vance’s racing days. A small silver trophy held expensive-looking pens. His father, too, was unchanged: Vance’s graying hair was combed, and a golden ring glittered on his left hand. Dominic eyed the wedding ring. He’d never understood why his father still wore it, although he could hazard a guess: for the good PR, perhaps, to make Vance look like a family man.

“You wanted to see me?” Dominic asked, in French.

Vance nodded. “Take a seat.”

His father spoke in English: the language of business, as he often said. It was part of the reason Vance had changed his surname from El Hamdaoui to Hastings when he emigrated to England forty years ago. “Nobody can pronounce Hamdaoui,” Vance had told him. “It’s just easier this way.”

Dominic sat. Vance pushed a black velvet box toward him.

“Here.”

Dominic didn’t move. “What is it?”

“Open it.”

Warily, Dominic did. A large watch nestled between the velvet folds, and his stomach knotted. This wasn’t an ordinary watch. It was a costs-more-than-most-people’s-yearly-salary watch. He looked up.

“It’s not my birthday.”

Vance waved a hand. “Can’t a man do something nice for his only son?”

“Thank you,” Dominic said.

The lemon polish smelled stronger in the office, somehow; it was irritating his throat. Dominic looked down at the velvet box. His father only ever bought him presents when there was bad news. I’ve had to cancel our fishing trip. I’m away for your birthday. Your mother died. Things like that.

Dominic shut the box. Perhaps they were making Cap the priority driver for next season. That would be a kick in the teeth, but fair enough after Vegas. His father would need to punish him somehow, if only for the sake of appearance.

“Now,” Vance said. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine.”

A lie. Dominic had spent two weeks in a sling, followed by weeks of intense physiotherapy; he’d broken two bones in his left wrist. The injury had healed, but if he never saw another stress ball it would be too soon.

“Good. I’m glad.” His father steepled his hands. “There’s something that I wanted to discuss with you.”

Ah. So the watch had been a bribe. “Okay.”

Vance picked up a pen. Set it down. It was as close, Dominic thought, with rising unease, as he’d ever seen his father come to fidgeting. “Unfortunately, the team has decided not to renew your contract for next season.”

It took a moment for the words to penetrate. A strange ringing began in Dom’s ears. The room felt uncomfortably small, like an itchy wool jumper. This was a joke, right? It had to be a joke. Perhaps this was his father’s real punishment: to frighten him into obedience.

“Because of last season?” Dominic asked.

“That’s part of it,” Vance allowed.

“What’s the other part?”

Vance paused.

Dominic gripped the armrest. He burrowed deeper into himself, deep, deep, deep, plunging down to the bottom of the well, where only sharp stones and cold-blooded fish and half-forgotten memories lived. His face was impassive. He felt impassive. Nothing could touch him here.

“We need a better driver,” Vance said. “Someone who can win a championship.”

Not a joke, then. Dominic set his jaw. “I can win a championship.”

“The stunt you pulled last season—”

“I wanted to win,” Dominic said, and it was a testament to his urgency that he spoke over his father, which he couldn’t remember doing before. “I wanted our team to win. That’s what I was trying to do.”

“By steering into a wall?” Vance frowned. “This isn’t bloody NASCAR. It shouldn’t have worked. And even though you didn’t die”—his voice indicated that he’d been mentally selecting flowers for Dominic’s funeral—“it still cost us the trophy.”

“I took a risk.”

“You lost us two championships and incurred three million pounds’ worth of damage. That’s what you did.”

“I won the race,” Dominic said, and he hated that he was resorting to everything short of begging. Hell, he might have tried that too, but he knew his father would view it as a weakness. “If it wasn’t for that time penalty, we’d have taken the whole thing.”

“You could have tried a safer approach.”

“Trying doesn’t matter,” Dominic said. “Winning does. At any cost.” You taught me that, he added silently.

Vance held up a hand. “Enough. We’ve already finalized the paperwork. There’s no use arguing over it.”

Dom’s throat was dry. “So you’re sacking me.” Silence stretched out, broken only by the noise of the television. “Who are you replacing me with?”

“This isn’t the time or place to discuss it.”

“Just tell me,” Dominic said, although he already knew. He’d known from the moment his father brought up the subject. Still, the words were a gut punch.

“Anthony Sinclair. His data is better across the charts. He wins more races. Crashes fewer cars. Ultimately, that’s all it came down to: who’s more likely to win the championship. And Sinclair’s the better driver.”

Dominic’s pulse thundered. “And Jer?” Vance looked at him blankly, and Dominic squeezed his hands together. It was an effort to keep his voice even. “Jeremiah Phipps. My race engineer. I’ve been working with him for years.”

“Oh.” Vance flipped through the papers. “We’ve had to let him go. The team can’t have a race engineer who doesn’t know how to keep our drivers in line.”

Dominic’s stomach tightened. He thought of Jeremiah’s fortieth birthday party, the twin eight-year-old girls who had giggled, studying him shyly from behind a chair. Christ. The man had children. Was Jeremiah at least given a severance package? But his father wouldn’t care, he thought dully, a weight settling in his stomach. People called him “The Spider” for a reason. They were all just flies, trapped in his sticky web.

Vance was the kingmaker. The puppeteer of Formula 1. He’d given up a short but promising racing career at twenty-six and spent the next thirty years plowing down people with the same ferocious determination he’d once barreled down a track.

Trying to fight Vance was like trying to tear down the sun: There was no point, and you’d burn yourself trying.

“How many people know?” Dominic asked. “About my severance?”

“The shareholders,” Vance said. “Anthony Sinclair. And I told Capulet this morning.”

So Cap knew. Dom supposed he should feel hurt, but he didn’t, of course. You could only get so close to your teammate. Sure, they’d been out for dinner, or laughed over Cap’s spray tan when they were filming a sauna advert, but did that change anything? They were like two chicks in a nest: At some point, you were going to have to shove the other one out.

And Cap had got there first.

“Look,” Vance said, “I understand you might be feeling … frustrated. That’s perfectly natural.” Vance’s phone dinged, and he picked it up. “But our cars have become collateral damage, and that’s not fair to the team. Would it help to go away over the break? Spend some time at a resort? It might help you work through your … feelings.”

Vance said feelings the way that most people said warts, or chronic case of chlamydia. A sour taste rose in his throat.

“I’m fine.”

Vance went back to typing. “I know a wonderful little spa in Brittany. It’s got a beautiful view of the mountains.”

In other words, the PR team had done some research on spas and decided on one that couldn’t possibly be mistaken for a rehab clinic. “I’m okay. Really.”

“I’d pay for it,” Vance said.

His fingers tightened on the armrest. “I don’t want to go to the resort.”

“Well,” Vance said, “if you change your mind, you know how to reach me. Oh, and I’ve prepared a statement about your retirement from the sport.” He pushed some paper across the desk. “Go over it with your press team. Make any changes you want.”

Dom stared. “I—what?”

Surely he’d misheard. Vance’s fingers flew over the screen.

“You won’t want to race in a midfield car. It’d be like trading in a vintage Dom Pérignon for a pouch of apple juice. In fact—” His phone rang. “Sorry. I need to take this.”

Right. Conversation over, apparently. “Go ahead.”

Dominic rose, crossed the room, and shut the door behind him. He could hear his father’s voice drifting through the wood, followed by a warm laugh. Was he speaking to Sinclair? Probably. They had only five weeks before the next season started. Details would need to be hammered out, especially with a last-minute signing.

Dominic looked down at the paper. It was two pages, neatly double-spaced and branded with the Duro Stallion logo. He wished the words would blur together, but he was a sucker for detail and he read each one: I hereby announce my retirement from Formula 1 … long list of people to thank … eager to pursue other opportunities outside the sport. He crumpled the paper in his fist.

Yeah. Fuck that.

Of course his father wanted him to retire. If Vance Hastings didn’t own an asset, then he wanted it eliminated. He could recall watching a medieval war film together, where the Scottish king had set fire to the ramparts as the English army approached. “Better to burn your own castle,” Vance had said approvingly, “than to let your enemy take it.” Then again, Dominic thought bitterly, his father had once stood in this same office and claimed that he would give anything to protect Dominic’s career. Whatever is necessary, Vance had vowed, which, as it turned out, was a load of bullshit. His father was a businessman first. Always would be.

Dominic tipped his head back. A photograph of his mother stared out from the opposite wall. Colette Hastings clutched a fur hat, beaming on an ice rink in front of the Grand Palais. The photograph had once hung in the kitchen, although his father must have taken it down.

He looked away, then took out his phone.

First, he sent an email to his accountant instructing him to transfer an obscene amount of money to the account of Jeremiah Phipps. Tell him it’s a severance package, Dominic added. Or that he’s won a contest; I don’t care which one. Just make it believable. Jer had a lot of pride; he’d never accept the money if he knew where it had come from.

His grip on the phone tightened.

Right. There had to be another seat available; Duro Stallion was the best team on the grid, but he could go to one of their rivals. Who was taking Sinclair’s seat at Hydra Auto? But no; Bo Zheng, the team principal, was in his father’s pocket. He’d never risk hiring Vance’s estranged son. But maybe Polski Ram would. Or even Asteri Stag, who’d scouted him four years ago.

Dominic began dialing.

Six minutes later, he’d received four rejections. All polite but firm: We don’t want you. He lowered the phone, exhaling. Shit. The stunt he’d pulled in Las Vegas must have really fucked with his credibility. But what about Viper, Hydra Auto’s feeder team? It was a major step down, sure, but Bo wouldn’t have a direct say in who that team hired. Or—?

Dominic paused.

Or.

Or.

An idea sparked. He scrolled back through his messages, his thumb hovering over a name. No. That was mad. He’d have to be certifiably insane.

And yet …

Dominic punched the number, held the phone to his ear. The person answered on the third ring.

“Hello?”

“Ranya.” Dominic closed his eyes. “It’s Dominic Hastings.”

There was a long pause. “How did you get this number?”

“Google,” Dominic lied.

A drill whirred. Ranya sighed. “Not that it isn’t a pleasure, Hastings, but I’m in the middle of something—”

“Don’t hang up,” Dominic said quickly. “You’ll want to hear this. Trust me.” He switched the phone to his other ear. “When can you meet today?”
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CHAPTER 3

Full Throttle

IF YOU ASKED Juliette if she was often late, she would have said that lateness often happened to her. Train delays, a faulty car engine, trousers that split as she was dashing out the door … She’d even been late to her own birth, arriving four minutes after her twin brother, Capulet. Still, Juliette was prepared to admit that—this morning—there was nobody to blame but her own idiocy. And, possibly, whatever company designed her alarm clock.

“Move!” she called.

Startled students leaped out of her path. Her footsteps echoed off the stone. A low buzz of voices carried over the fields, and Juliette doubled her pace, ignoring the burn in her thighs. Damn. They were starting without her.

She broke into a sprint.

Left. Right. Another left. She’d lived at this Scottish castle for eleven years; nobody knew the training academy like she did. She darted through the kitchens—upsetting a tower of cream puffs—and then burst through a small door. The track loomed ahead, a twisting serpent of asphalt, along with a set of risers. Thirteen drivers stood on the track with helmets in hand. Juliette fetched up near the tallest one, who gave her a look of astonishment. Or a look of astonishment for Baz, at any rate, which was the twitch of an eyebrow.

“Where were you?” Baz demanded.

Her friend was facing forward, his brown hair mussed with wind. The cold January air had whipped color into his cheeks. Or he was nervous. Impossible to tell with Baz.

Juliette pulled on her balaclava. “Overslept.”

Baz’s eyebrow inched a fraction higher. “You didn’t set an alarm?”

“No,” Juliette said mildly. “Thought I’d enjoy the adrenaline rush.” She shot Baz a look. “Of course I set an alarm. It didn’t go off.”

“I called you,” Baz said. “Twice.”

Juliette glanced at her phone. There were indeed two missed calls, spaced about two minutes apart. “Weird. My ringer’s on silent.” She pocketed the phone. “You didn’t knock?”

“Didn’t have time.” Baz’s gaze flicked sideways. “Frederick bloody Von Galen was kicking up a fuss in the mess hall. Apparently, a first year ate the last piece of bacon. It would have come to blows if someone didn’t step in.”

Juliette glanced down the line to where Frederick Von Galen stood, holding his helmet to his chest as he sang the national anthem. His bleach-blond tips shone in the watery sunlight, and he was wearing a pink rubber bracelet. He had a lovely baritone for someone who was—and this was objectively speaking—evil incarnate.

Her eyes flicked to the stands, where hundreds of people packed into the rickety seats, sporting cardboard signs and cameras. Juliette scanned the first row, but the crowd was a blur of faces.

“Are they here?”

Baz nodded. “Over there.”

She followed his gaze to where her family sat. Her mother was speaking to her father, who was sporting a Shakespeare T-shirt that said, I PUT THE LIT IN LITERATURE. Her eldest brother, Benvolio, was blowing on a beverage that was almost certainly black coffee. Her sister, Rosaline, gave an enthusiastic wave.

“Capulet?” Juliette asked, although she already knew where her twin brother would be, and the grimace on Baz’s face confirmed it.

“Doubt he’ll get leave. They’re testing soon.”

Juliette looked away. Obviously Cap would be preparing for Bahrain. You couldn’t exactly miss preseason testing when you drove for the best Formula 1 team. Not that she spoke to her brother much about racing, because that inevitably led to discussing his teammate. And the idea of discussing Dominic Hastings …

Her stomach tightened.

No.

Not thinking about that.

The anthem ended. Drivers flocked toward their cars, exchanging good-natured slaps and fist bumps. Juliette pulled out a sleeve of biscuits from her jacket pocket. Baz looked at her as if she’d produced a severed head.

“Are you eating?”

She popped a biscuit into her mouth. “I missed breakfast.”

Baz ran a hand over his face. Freckles of blue paint decorated his fingers. “I can’t believe you’re eating shortbread right now.”

“Technically,” Juliette said, “they’re Viennese whirls.” She extended the sleeve. “Want one?”

Baz shook his head. “I’m good.”

He pulled at his sleeve: the only sign of his nerves. She’d become accustomed to looking for it over the years, usually before public speeches or doctor appointments. She’d only seen Baz cry once, on the first anniversary of his parents’ death. Even Baz’s breakup last year hadn’t been enough to shake him. But the sleeve pulling … that was a giveaway.

Baz pulled at the other sleeve. Juliette crumpled the biscuit wrapper.

“You’ll do well.”

Baz dropped his sleeve. “So will you. You’re the best driver on that track.”

Juliette shoved the wrapper into her jacket pocket. It was just like Baz, she thought, to try to reassure someone else when he was nervous. “I guess we’ll see.”

Baz paused. “Hey, Lettie?” He nodded at the stands.

She followed his gaze. A ripple of movement went through the crowd. Someone wearing a baseball cap was jostling down the front row, attempting to steer a yellow Lab that was happily snatching at people’s popcorn. A warm feeling spread through her chest.

“He came.”

Baz gave a small smile. “I thought he might try.”

From the stands, Capulet gave her a thumbs-up. He was flushed, as if he’d run the short distance from the car park, and he looked on the verge of saying something when his dog Clyde lunged for a woman’s purse. Juliette turned away, fighting a smile. The marshal gave a signal, and she squeezed Baz’s shoulder.

“Good luck.”

Baz nudged her. “You too.”

Juliette started for her car. Goldilocks, as she’d affectionately deemed it, primarily because of the navy-and-gold exterior that all Taurus cars shared; the academy models were smaller than the F1 versions—topping out at about 210 kilometers per hour—which made them easier to drive.

Allegedly.

“Marchmont,” a male voice drawled. “Nice of you to join us.”

Juliette didn’t bother to turn. “Von Galen.”

She hopped in the vehicle. Frederick leaned against the hood. His pink rubber bracelet read BE KIND, and Juliette suppressed a snort. “This is why women never win races. You’re always late to the track.”

Juliette started the car, feeling the familiar hum of the engine. Frederick leaned closer.

“Let me guess,” he said. “You got distracted by some fancy shoes?”

Juliette jerked her head. “Your car’s that way.”

“Or shiny jewelry?”

God. The least he could do was be creative. “Here’s an idea,” she said pleasantly. “Move. Or I’ll run you over.”

Frederick smirked. “Second place isn’t bad. As a woman, you’ll be lucky to finish at all.”

Juliette’s voice was sweet. “I’m sure most women feel that way around you.” She started the engine. “Three seconds. Then I’m driving.”

Frederick eyed the car warily. For a moment Juliette thought he might protest just to mess with her, but the marshal gave the last signal and Frederick zipped up his race suit. “I’ll wave at you in my rearview.”

He disappeared toward his car. Juliette exhaled, flexing her fingers on the wheel. Sweat pooled in her balaclava. Bloody Von Galen. He’d been a thorn in her side for eleven years now, but it would all be worth it after today.

One light flickered on.

Two.

She pulled down her racing goggles. The hum of thirteen cars filled the air, a swarm of agitated bees.

Three lights.

She’d been competing against these men since she was eleven years old. She knew how to beat them.

Four lights.

Third place, she thought, wasn’t a terrible place to start. She just had to overtake Baz and Frederick. Then she’d win.

Five lights.

For the first time, Juliette let herself consider it: winning the race. Becoming a Taurus driver. She’d be the first female driver in F1 history. Everything she’d worked for came down to this.

The lights went out.

Juliette barreled forward. Navy-and-gold cars whizzed around, sending up smoke. She pushed her car hard into the first turn. Baz was an incredible driver, but he hesitated at the beginning; if she was going to overtake, it had to be now.

She shot to the left. Baz made to block, but it was too late.

Juliette soared past. The crowd roared.

She slammed on the throttle. The force of it rattled her teeth, and she could feel her muscles screaming in protest. One lap passed. Two. Five. They were racing for ten laps—about a sixth of an actual race—which left little time to overtake.

Juliette passed the finish line.

Seven laps. Three to go.

She needed to get into first place now.

Frederick Von Galen came into view. He was careening around a corner, his tires burning dark paths in the track. Unsurprisingly, he’d knocked out two drivers already; Frederick’s racing style could best be described as “feral dog snapping at your heels before it attacks.” He snuck up and then lunged.

Juliette’s smile was grim. She doubted he’d like it much in reverse.

She lunged. He blocked.

Frederick twitched to the left. A classic bluff; he did that just before he went right. Her heart sped up. True to form, Frederick dove right, and she stomped down on the gas pedal, her fingers choking the wheel. Just a little more—

She shot past.

Frederick made an angry hand gesture, and she bit back a smile.

Good. Let him sweat.

Juliette shifted gears. The finish line was drawing closer, racing up at speed. Her eyes burned. She was actually going to do it. She was going to become a Taurus Formula 1 driver. The first female Formula 1 driver to earn a full-time seat in history, the first woman to—

Something blew.

Juliette swore. Smoke choked her lungs. Red lights flashed up on the screen, and the car came to a shuddering halt. Frederick flew past, punching his fist in the air. The crowd roared.

Numbness swept through her.

He’d won.

He’d actually won.

She guided the car toward the garage, unable to bring herself to look at the stands. She could imagine Cap leaning over to explain it to her dumbstruck parents. Must have taken a corner too fast … yeah, the way it bounced and then gave was definitely the rear suspension … Her family would be kind about it, of course, but that was the problem. The Marchmonts were fixers. Lost your job? Have a cup of tea. Going through a divorce? Here’s an ice cream. Sadness was treated as an affliction that could be cured, and just for now, she wanted to stew in self-pity.

She parked in the garage, her hands trembling as she switched off the engine. God, what a mess. How had she even blown the rear suspension? If she hadn’t known any better, she would have said that it had been—

A terrible thought occurred to her.

No. That wasn’t possible.

Was it?

She leaped out of the vehicle. A young mechanic in an oil-speckled uniform sprung to his feet, hastily setting down a House & Garden magazine. He looked at Juliette in alarm as she started for the wall of tools. “What are you doing?”

She selected a wrench. Weighed it in her hand.

Fuck it. That’d do.

Juliette dropped to her knees, working off the chassis. The mechanic picked up a juice box, possibly to lob it at her as a distraction. “Stop!” He looked around, although for whom, she didn’t know. It was only them in the garage. “You can’t touch the cars. It’s against the—”

“Jules?” a voice called. “Are you in here?”

Cap stepped into the garage. His baseball cap shadowed his face, his blue eyes hidden behind sunglasses. Still, Juliette didn’t need to see her brother’s face to register his concern; he was doing a poor job of hiding it. Clyde trotted in after him and unceremoniously began dismantling the nearest toolbox. The mechanic let out a cry, leaping for the tools.

“What are you doing?” Cap asked.

Juliette set down the wrench. “Someone fucked with my car.”

“Call off your dog,” the mechanic said desperately, attempting to wrestle a box of shims out of Clyde’s mouth. “And your friend, while you’re at it.”

Cap surveyed her. If it was anyone else, Juliette thought, they might chalk up her outburst to being a sore loser. But her brother just looked thoughtful. “How do you know?”

“A hunch.” Juliette dug around the car. “I felt the suspension give, and— Ah!” She drew back her hand, triumphant. “There’s the little bastard.”

“What is it?”

“The wishbone.” Juliette nodded at the V-shaped titanium. “You see how the leading arm is damaged?” She ran a hand over the bent metal. “It’s almost like someone struck it with a …”

Her eyes fell on a hammer.

Cap circled the car, assessing. “It could have just broken.”

Juliette frowned. That was possible. Titanium was strong, but not infallible; if she’d hit the curb at an unusual angle and then braked heavily … But she hadn’t.

Not once.

“No.” It was the mechanic who spoke. He was kneeling as he patted Clyde, holding a drool-covered box. “Do you know how much each part of that car is worth? We rigorously test everything.” He was pale as he looked at the bent wishbone. “I don’t understand. I checked the car yesterday and it was fine.”

Juliette rose, her ears ringing.

Oh, she understood perfectly.

This was sabotage. And she knew damn well who’d done it.

“Knock, knock,” a cheerful voice called.

She turned. Frederick Von Galen pushed his way into the garage. His bleach-blond tips were sweaty, and a bottle of half-drunk champagne was tucked under his arm. So he’d officially won, Juliette realized hollowly. Of course he had.

“Oh, dear,” Frederick drawled. “Car problems?”

He leaned against the hood. Juliette’s fingers twitched.

“You did this.”

She felt as if she were watching the scene from far away, like a spectator in the stands. Frederick smirked.

“Did what?”

Juliette balled her hands into fists. “You know what.”

Tampering with her car. Rigging the race. And wait, hadn’t he sat next to her at dinner last night? He could have even switched her phone to silent.

Frederick leaned closer. “And what if I did?” A smug little smile played around his mouth. “You’ll never be able to prove it.”

White-hot rage filled her.

She had the sudden urge to smack him, which was exactly what Frederick wanted, of course. The academy would give her the boot, which would really put a damper on any career prospects. Robert Von Galen—Frederick’s father—was the head of race strategy at Toro Significa, the feeder team for Taurus; if she attacked his son, she might as well cut up her driving license.

Frederick was still smirking, leaning against her car as if he owned it. Slowly, Cap removed his baseball hat, and the mechanic made a choking sound, releasing Clyde’s collar. The dog gave a bark of delight and pounced on another box of tools.

“Holy shit,” the mechanic breathed. “You’re Capulet Marchmont.”

That got Frederick’s attention. He spun around, and his shit-eating grin vanished. “Capulet. I was just taking the piss. I’d never actually …” He glanced at the broken wishbone. “I didn’t touch her car.”

Cap crossed his arms. “Oh, I believe you.”

“You do?”

“Sure,” Cap said. “You strike me as a smart man, Von Galen. I bet you only touched the hammer. You probably even wiped your fingerprints off the handle.” He removed his sunglasses. “But that’s my sister you’re fucking with. And if I need to place a call to the director of Taurus, then I will.”

Frederick gripped his pink bracelet. “It’ll be your word against mine. And my father’s on the board.”

“Well,” Cap said. “I guess we’ll see.”

Baz stepped into the garage, his eyes flicking between the three of them. “What’s going on?”

Juliette swallowed; if she spoke, she was going to cry, and she refused to give Frederick “I’m a prize dickhead” Von Galen the satisfaction. “Nothing. I was just congratulating the winner.” Her smile was barbed. “Even if he is a piece of shit.”

Baz frowned, his gaze flicking toward the damaged car. He exchanged a loaded look with Cap. It was the same look they’d exchanged over countless Christmas dinner tables and summer barbecues. A look that said “yes, it is exactly what you suspect and I will fill you in later.”

She looked away. Technically, she’d met Baz first, on their first day in class. He’d been dumped at the academy unceremoniously by his grandfather, who’d taken one look at the eleven-year-old child he’d been saddled with and bolted for Magaluf, armed with Baz’s meager inheritance and a taste for whiskey and women.

“But it’s cool,” Baz had said, reaching for a pencil. “I got a scholarship to the academy, so it worked out.” After that, Baz had begun joining the Marchmont family for Christmases and summer holidays; he and Cap had bonded over a shared love of pub quizzes and darts, and now they texted every day, which was great for them. Lovely. Really. She was in full support.

Still. At moments like this, she wished they’d stop exchanging furtive glances and do something helpful, like assisting her in murdering Frederick Von Galen and then hiding his body in the Scottish woodlands.

Frederick dropped his voice to a murmur. “No need for insults, sweetheart. There are better ways to put that pretty little mouth to use. If you want to find out what winning tastes like …” His hot breath tickled her ear. “You know where my room is.”

Juliette pulled a face. Honestly. Gross. “Come on.”

She steered Baz and Cap out of the garage, marching them toward the castle. Baz glanced over his shoulder. “What was that about?”

Juliette stripped off her gloves. “He tampered with the rear suspension on my car.”

“What?”

“That’s why it blew.” She doubled her stride. “He must have broken into the garage last night.”

Baz exchanged a look with Cap. “You have to tell someone.”

Her mouth tightened. “No.” She rounded on Cap. “And you won’t say anything either. Not to anyone.”

Cap’s eyes narrowed. “Why not?”

Something tightened in Juliette’s chest. A good question. Why not? Because she’d never wanted a ladder when Cap and Baz were climbing trees. Because she wanted to do as many press-ups as Baz could, to drink as many beers as Cap could. Because, she thought with dark humor, she had the borderline insane desire to prove that she could do anything a man could do. Even if it killed her.

“I don’t need their pity,” Juliette said. “I can become a champion on my own.”

Baz rubbed his forehead, muttering something distinctly uncomplimentary. “Dios mío, Lettie. You always do this.”

Cap sighed. “So damn stubborn.”

Juliette frowned. “I’m not—”

“Juliette!” a voice called.

They turned. A man stood outside the castle. He wore a crisp gray suit, his expression stern, and her stomach dropped. Headmaster Simmons was meant to be at the trophy ceremony. The fact that he was beckoning her over …

Yeah.

Not good.

“My office.” The headmaster’s voice was clipped. “Now.”
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CHAPTER 4

First of your Kind

“IF THIS IS about the cream puffs,” Juliette said, “I can explain.”

They were hurrying down the corridor, their footsteps echoing off the stone floors. Simmons moved surprisingly quickly for a man of seventy. Even so, she hadn’t quite appreciated his cardiovascular stamina. He moved like a squirrel on cocaine.

“Let me guess,” Simmons said dryly. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Juliette took a left. “It was an accident.”

The headmaster raised an eyebrow. “I see. And I suppose this is like the time the golf cart in the lake was an accident.”

“Sir—”

“Or the haggis in my office.”

“That was on purpose,” Juliette allowed. “But it was Burns Night.” Also, the boys had dared her, and she’d been thirteen.

Simmons pinched his lips together. It was a facial expression that Juliette had become intimately acquainted with since she’d arrived at the academy. Unlike most racing academies, Taurus offered full-time boarding to students. An experimental approach. Or, at least, that’s how the racing scout had sold it to her parents when he’d spotted ten-year-old Juliette on the go-kart track.

“Our students live racing,” he’d explained. “In addition to studying a regular curriculum,” he’d added hastily, spotting her mother’s TO TEA OR NOT TO TEA flask, “which includes a robust range of English literature. Our students are anywhere from eleven to twenty-five. Some even stay with us up to undergraduate level.”

Her parents were sold on the free tuition. Juliette was sold on the free chocolate biscuits. Anyway, Cap had joined a prestigious racing program the year before, and she couldn’t stand how large their bedroom felt without him. Taurus had offered her admission, and she’d begun the following autumn.

Juliette glanced at the headmaster, who was still doing the stern-lips-pressed-together look. Bet Simmons heartily regretted extending that invitation.

He pushed open the office door. “Inside, Marchmont.”

Juliette started inside, and then halted.

Holy shit.

Ranya Silva sat in an armchair.

The woman in question looked up. She was shorter in real life, her shiny dark hair swept back in barrettes. She wore a navy skirt and a pair of designer flats that looked like they cost more than a month’s rent. A golden cane leaned against the desk. Juliette watched, stunned, as Ranya raised an eyebrow at Simmons.

“This is her?” Ranya held up a hand. “Wait. Stupid question. There’s just the one female driver at the academy.”

The headmaster grimaced. “I’ll leave you to it.”

Simmons shut the door with a click. Ranya poured a second cup of tea. Even her nails, Juliette observed, were perfect.

“Right,” Ranya said. “Introductions. I’m—”

“I know who you are,” Juliette interrupted, and then wondered if that was rude.

Everyone knew who Ranya Silva was. She was a legendary Sri Lankan driver, the first woman in motorsport to drive a Formula 1 car (albeit for only a few races as a reserve driver in 1997, but even so). Hell, Juliette had a poster up of her in her childhood bedroom. She could recall trying to fight through a crowded pit lane to get Ranya to sign it after the British Grand Prix.

Ranya was also the first female team principal in history. She looked after the Toro Significa F1 team, the feeder team for Taurus. And if Ranya wanted to speak with her …

Juliette’s heart pounded so fast that she felt sick. Don’t get too excited. She might just want to chat.

Too late.

She was definitely going to throw up.

Ranya held out a cup of tea. Juliette took it, settling in a chair.

“I watched your race,” Ranya said. “You’ve got good instincts.”

“Thank you.”

Ranya stretched out one leg. “I’ve tracked your progress through the academy, you know. Very impressive. The most gold ribbons out of everyone in your year.” She took a sip. “Your brother’s a driver too, isn’t he?”

Juliette nodded. “Cap drives for Duro Stallion.”

“Do you come from racing stock?”

Juliette shook her head. “My parents are theater directors. They met staging a production of Romeo and Juliet.”

She watched Ranya put it together: their strange names, the Shakespeare T-shirt that her father was wearing … Even her family dogs were called Hamlet and Ophelia. Further proof, she reflected, that her parents really shouldn’t have the authority to name living creatures.

At least her parents had spared her the indignity of having a brother named Romeo.

Small mercies.

“So you’re a self-starter,” Ranya said. “I like that in a person.” She took another sip. “Shame that Taurus is taking the Von Galen boy on as their second driver. You deserved that place.”

Crushing disappointment filled her, although she should have expected it. There was no way to prove that Frederick messed with her car, which meant that it was her word against his. If she complained, she’d only look bitter.

“Frederick is a good driver. I’m sure he won’t disappoint.”

Ranya’s dark eyes observed her. “You struggled at the end.”

This, Juliette thought, must be how it felt to swallow her pride. Couldn’t say she liked it. “My rear suspension blew.”

“Interesting,” Ranya said. “You look tired. Late night?”

Juliette shrugged. “Couldn’t sleep.”

“Any reason?”

“Adrenaline. The usual.”

“I see,” Ranya said slowly. “Do you know that we keep cameras in our team garages? There’s a lot of expensive equipment in there. Wouldn’t want anything to get stolen.” Her dark eyes were unreadable. “Our security team told me something interesting. Apparently a driver snuck into the garage yesterday and spent all night fiddling with a car. It looked as if he was sabotaging another pupil.”

The clock ticked. Juliette looked down at the cup of tea. Her heart had migrated somewhere into the region of her throat. Was this a test? Had Ranya been sent to make sure she’d stay quiet? God, she hoped not.

“But you knew that already,” Ranya observed.

Juliette hesitated. “Yes.”

Ranya leaned forward. Outside, the distant fanfare of the trophy ceremony rose, but she didn’t seem to notice. “And you didn’t come forward?”

Juliette shrugged. “Frederick had already won the race. I didn’t see the point.”

“In telling the truth?”

Juliette’s smile was wry. “Who would believe me?”

For a long moment, nobody spoke. Birds squawked outside, fighting over ketchup-smeared cartons of chips. The trophy ceremony had ended, leaving only the rustle of wind through the trees. Ranya set the teacup down.

“How much do you like racing?”

Er. “What?”

“How much,” Ranya said evenly, “do you like racing?”

Juliette had the oddest urge to laugh. Where to begin? “I spent most of my childhood sleeping in a race car bed. If that answers your question.”

Ranya looked satisfied, as if Juliette had provided the correct answer on a math test. “I want to offer you a position on Toro Significa. Taurus’s feeder team.” She paused. “Not quite as glamorous as Taurus, but it’ll give you a chance to compete on track. And you can work your way up after this season.”

Juliette blinked. “I—what?”

“We have a seat available for the upcoming season. I’m offering it to you.”

She stared. The words wouldn’t penetrate. Toro Significa was the worst team on the grid, but it was still a team. And if Ranya was offering her a position …

Blood roared in her ears.

Fucking hell.

“Is this a joke?”

Ranya’s dark eyes were assessing. “I’m not saying that it’ll be easy. F1 cars are bigger than what you’re driving. Harder to control. They’re complex machines, and the learning curve will be difficult.” She swiveled her cane. “If you can’t get to grips with it after a few races, then I’ll pull you. Is that clear?”

“You’re being serious,” Juliette said. She was gripping the teacup so hard that the pads of her fingers burned.

“I’m being serious,” Ranya said.

“Where do I sign?”

Ranya rose, leaning heavily on her cane. “We’ll do the paperwork on the plane.”

“The plane?” Juliette echoed, rather stupidly, because her brain seemed to have vacated the premises.

Ranya produced lipstick, seemingly from nowhere. “We fly to Bahrain next week. Preseason testing starts the week after that, but there’s a drivers’ dinner beforehand. The press will want to speak with you.”

“Right,” Juliette said, as if it was a perfectly normal thing to jump on a private plane and fly to a different continent. Perhaps it was.

“Here.” Ranya slid a contract across the table. “You can read it over the next few days. Do you have a lawyer?”

Juliette laughed, then paused. Oh, good lord. Ranya was serious. She tried to imagine a lawyer sitting in her parents’ thatched cottage in Kent, drinking her mother’s rose-and-hibiscus tea out of a chipped TAMING OF THE BREW mug. Admittedly, her parents had begrudgingly accepted the occasional financial gift since Cap started racing, but the idea of having a fancy lawyer on speed dial …

Yeah.

No.

Juliette glanced down at the contract. A figure was bolded at the top, and she was suddenly glad that she’d finished her tea because she might have choked. “Is this my salary? Before tax?”

“After.” Ranya frowned. “Is it not sufficient?”

“No, I …”

Juliette stared at the figure. She knew what Cap made, but foolishly she hadn’t realized that midfield drivers made a good chunk of cash too. Her academy stipend covered a decent amount, but this?

Bloody hell.

She could buy a small private island with this.

“It’s sufficient,” she said weakly. “I’ll look over the rest while I pack.”

“Good.” Ranya swiped on some lipstick. “I’ll meet you outside in thirty minutes for some preliminary publicity photos. Wear something less …” Her eyes flicked over Juliette’s race suit. “Sweaty.”

“Got it.”

Ranya shook her head. “The first of your kind. We’re going to do great things together, Juliette Marchmont.” She turned and walked to the door, her cane tapping against the floor. “Oh, and one more thing. We’ve confirmed your teammate. We’ll brief the media this afternoon, but I wanted you to hear it first.”

Juliette waited. Her palms were sweaty. She’d been following the news, obviously; half the students at the academy had placed bets on it. Would it be the
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