

    
            Chapter One





			“Ten laps to go.”

			Under Daytona’s megawatt lights, Beckett Adams gripped the wheel and breathed in that heady mix of hot metal, burned rubber, and gasoline. She barely acknowledged the sweat pooling in her fire suit, the nasty knot in her left shoulder, or the constant vibration of going two hundred miles per hour in a pack of forty cars. Everything came down to this moment and the next and the next and the next. Nothing else mattered but this track, these cars, her choices.

			Travis’s voice crackled through the speakers in her helmet. “The eleven’s coming up on the inside.”

			Billy Broussard. The star of Broussard Motorsports and all-around asshole. Also her replacement when his sister had fired her ten years ago, not that she cared. Still.

			Flexing her gloved hands on the steering wheel, she summoned the last of her reserves and glanced in her rearview. “I see him.”

			She pushed forward, cutting him off and picking up the draft from the car in front of her. Her tires gripped the asphalt coming around turn three, but Billy ducked in behind her. In seventh place and two wide, she couldn’t make a move without killing her momentum.

			“Do you see anything?”

			Up on the roof, Travis had a clear view of the track, along with all the other spotters. “Keep it steady.”

			She clenched her jaw. She needed an opening. The cars shifted in front of her, and she saw the way through. She surged forward.

			“Not yet.” Travis held her back.

			“Come on. I see it.” What was he waiting for? She swore as she throttled back, and the gap closed.

			“Inside, inside,” Travis warned her as Billy took her draft and came up alongside her.

			“Shit.” But there was nothing she could do as Billy stole her momentum and slipped in front of her. She held the car steady as the air shifted around it, the draft buffeting her as it readjusted to the new configuration.

			“Nine laps to go.” Her frustration mounted as seven more laps went by without a clear path for changing her fifth-place position.

			Finally, with two to go, Travis said, “Twenty-eight outside, he’s going to hit the wall. Stay sharp!”

			Off to her right, she saw the twenty-eight car scrape along the wall, smoke billowing from its back tires. She pushed through the thick of it, dodging traffic, maintaining speed, and coming out in front.

			“Nice driving! You’re in the number one slot. Billy got caught up in the smoke. He’s right behind you. Hold the line.”

			Her body ached from the constant rush of adrenaline, but her mind stayed focused. She had this. She needed this.

			“White flag, white flag.” One more lap to go. Another surge of adrenaline washed away her fatigue. Turn one flew by, turn two, the straightaway…

			“Billy’s coming up outside.”

			She blocked him.

			“Inside, inside. No, outside!”

			She reacted too little, too late.

			The car jerked as he bumped into her. She struggled to hold it in place, but it was too late, and her car swerved out of the lane, scraping along the upper wall and crashing into her nearest competitor. They bumped and bounced against each other. Beckett struggled to keep it together, but another bang from the back spun her out of control and off the track.

			She cursed as her engine cut out, and the wind shear from the cars buffeted her.

			“Are you okay?” Malcolm, her crew chief, asked.

			She closed her eyes for a minute, trying to hold off the dizziness from the spin and answered through gritted teeth. “Fine.”

			“Can you get it started?”

			She flipped the ignition, and the car roared back to life. “I’m good.”

			“Okay. You’ve got this,” said Malcolm.

			She barely listened to Travis as he led her back into the field. Too much time had passed. The race was over, and she slammed her fists against the wheel as she finished twenty-eighth. She’d lost her shot at the playoffs. Again.

			Fuming, Beckett pulled into pit road and unhooked the hose in the back of her helmet. She yanked the safety net off the window and hauled herself out of the car. She didn’t even check in with her crew chief before she pulled off her helmet and stalked across the concrete apron. She made a beeline for Billy Broussard, and before anyone could stop her, she pushed him and shouted, “What the fuck!”

			Billy staggered, then shoved her back. “What’s wrong with you?”

			“Winning wasn’t enough for you?”

			“That’s racing. If you can’t handle—” His disdain dripped off him, and she lost it. She swung before she knew what she was going to do, and he stumbled. He cradled his jaw for a second before his face hardened, and he surged against her. They scrabbled together, pushing and pulling as the whole area erupted around them.

			Arms pulled her back before she could do any more damage. Billy shouted and cursed at her. Shaking out her hand, she let them lead her away. The press surged around her, cameras, iPhones, and mics appeared in her peripheral vision. Questions flew at her. One of her pit crew leaned in and said, “We can run interference.”

			“No. I’ve got it.” Better to answer the questions now before they spiraled out of control. She’d learned that the hard way in her early years: control the narrative before it controlled you. Shifting gears, she took a deep breath and pushed her red-hot anger down so deep, it left her cold, then turned. The reporters surged closer, and she tamped down her need for personal space.

			She fielded a couple questions about the scuffle, giving generic answers to help them move on to other topics.

			One of the women closest to her asked, “There was a moment in the last laps where it looked like you had an opening, but you held back. What was going through your mind at that time?”

			That I need a new spotter. She bit her tongue. “I thought it was there. My spotter didn’t. I’ve got to trust my team.” She shrugged, projecting a nonchalance she did not feel. “Did I like it? Not so much.”

			Slight laughter and murmurs of agreement answered her. She responded to a few more questions about her decisions in the race before she wrapped it up. On her way back to the garage, Sally from ESPN, called out, “Do you think Billy intentionally knocked you out of the race?”

			All of her anger and frustration bubbled up, and she stopped. She’d had her fair share of bump-and-runs. There was an art to the move, a strategy behind it. She’d used it on competitors, and they’d used it on her. But Billy lacked grace and finesse; instead of a dance, it was a shove on the playground. A bully trying to get his way, not an athlete executing a move. That arrogance bred carelessness, and carelessness on the track got people hurt. She had no tolerance for that kind of bullshit. Still, she couldn’t afford to tell the truth. “Ask him, not me.”

			She walked away as the rest of her pit crew surrounded her, a wall of people shielding her from the crowd along pit road. Back in the garage, her escort peeled away. She unzipped the top half of her suit, letting it hang down her back. Through the frenzy of people and equipment, she headed straight to the hauler and the office inside. With everyone focused on loading out, she had the room to herself. She grabbed a liter of water and chugged half the bottle before she flopped on the couch, both wired and tired after four hours behind the wheel.

			Frank squeezed into the room, his broad shoulders brushing against the narrow hallway. His megawatt smile absent. Her heart sank. She hated letting him down, and every loss came with a very real financial hit.

			“Tough luck out there.” He sat next to her and patted her knee.

			Her entire year had been nothing but tough luck, a series of false starts and mishaps. If it wasn’t the car, it was the pit crew. If it wasn’t the pit crew, it was her spotter. Every time she’d worked to solve the deficiencies around her, another would crop up. She couldn’t catch a break. She turned toward him. “Listen, Frank, I need a new spotter. Travis is letting opportunities go by.”

			“Travis is doing his job.” They’d hoped that the Next Gen car would help them compete in a field dominated by well-funded teams like Broussard. Frank’s company, Hawthorn Brothers, employed thirty-five people, including Beckett. For every one of their positions, the big teams had three backups for that job. Even when they all had the same car, the same parts, the big organizations had more money and more people to solve any problems.

			Because of that, she had to take risks against those numbers. “I had it. I could have been up front on lap ten and avoided the wreck.”

			“Maybe.” He exhaled and ran a hand through his hair, his natural optimism muted.

			But she hadn’t and now they had to pay for the wreck. Still, something wasn’t right. “What’s going on?”

			He smiled, and his worries melted from his expression. “Nothing. We’ll get through this. You’ll get through this.”

			With the full weight of his personality boring into her, she almost believed him, but this year felt similar to her last year at Broussard. What wasn’t he telling her? She hadn’t won a single race the entire season. Not every driver did, but she was the only driver for Hawthorn. Without prize money coming in, sponsors picked up the slack, but sponsors liked the visibility of a win. Her father’s immense popularity in the sport still held weight, but the Adams name would only take her so far. After twenty years, she needed her reputation to stand on its own.

			Was he going to fire her? She had to say it at least to herself, even if she didn’t believe it. The fear was always there. He’d always been on her side, but ten years with no championship for Hawthorn Brothers wasn’t nothing.

			Clapping, he stood and stared at her. “Stop overthinking it. Brad’s got dinner going in the infield. Let’s go eat.”

			She shoved her worries aside and joined him. The season wasn’t over yet, just her chance to win the championship.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Beckett didn’t see Ava again until they were back in Charlotte. Malcolm said that she’d flown home early to deal with Jimmy. And sure enough, Monday morning, both Ava and Frank announced Jimmy’s “resignation.”

			Beckett hung out in the back as the news landed. An angry murmur permeated the room. More than a few of her coworkers looked at her with questions on their lips. Next to her, Jenna whispered, “Is she cleaning house?”

			Beckett shook her head, watching in real time as her part in Jimmy’s open defiance became crystal clear. They were looking to her, ready to revolt. Time to make good on her apology. She pushed off the wall and spoke over the din. “I know, I know. Jimmy’s been with us for a long time.” Several nods and a few agreements. “And all these changes are tough.” More vocal agreements on that one.

			She caught Ava’s questioning stare across the room, a stiff and slightly worried look, before she continued, “I feel it, too. When I get in that car, I know you have my back.” More whispers and she looked around the room, locking eyes with everyone she could. “I’m going to level with you. This weekend, Jimmy didn’t have my back.”

			She waited and let her words sink in. She watched the impact spread across the room, surprised at her influence. Had she always been their leader? Sure, she’d been part of the team, and she held the key position within that team. But she’d always thought of Frank when she spoke of leaders. “I know it’s no secret that I haven’t always been on Team Ava.” Some laughs greeted her, and even Ava smiled. She smiled back. If they could laugh about it, they could move on. “But I am now.”

			The laughter died down, and more than a few of the crew nodded, their support written on their faces. Not everyone but enough to start the change.

			Ava took over without missing a beat. “Thank you, Beckett. Now, let’s talk about Daytona. We have two weeks to rebuild this car without an engineer. It’s going to be tough, but we can do it.”

			Beckett listened while Ava laid out her plan. The specifics didn’t matter so much as the way she pulled people in with her enthusiasm and expertise. She knew what she was doing, and she liked to do it. For the first time, Beckett saw why Frank wanted to hire her. Ava truly was the brains of the Broussard operation. And she suspected that they had no idea what they had lost.

			Even with Beckett’s support, the first few days were rough. Slogging through people’s emotions while changing their minds took a lot of work. Jimmy had been the most vocal, but at least half the staff shared his view on Ava. Beckett’s own part in tearing down Ava meant she had a lot of backtracking to do.

			Gary was the first to go. He quit without notice and took Roger with him, leaving them down a mechanic with less than a week until Daytona. The garage vibe, already stressed with the pressure of getting ready, took on extra urgency. Tempers frayed, coming out in swearing and slamming equipment.

			She needed to get her own work done without getting involved in office politics, but she couldn’t leave Ava alone in the mess. No longer her aggravating boss, Ava had become her work ally. So she spent her waking hours at the garage, only leaving to go to the gym and clock time on the simulator. Even with her ramped up attendance, Ava arrived before her and left after her.

			Two days before they were scheduled to put the car in the hauler, Beckett walked into the offices and caught Ava leaving the bathroom with a toothbrush in her hand.

			“Oh!” She jumped. Hair mussed, loose yoga pants, rumpled T-shirt, everything about her screamed, I just woke up.

			Somewhat surprised at catching her with her guard down, Beckett stammered, “I…I didn’t know…are you sleeping here?”

			Ava shrugged. A whiff of mint hit Beckett as she answered, “Sometimes.”

			“Oh, I didn’t know.” But she wasn’t surprised, either. They were too understaffed. Before she could think better of it, she said, “I have a place in town if you need somewhere to crash.”

			Ava’s eyes widened, and her cheeks flushed. “Oh, uh. Thank you. I’m good.”

			Did she think Beckett was hitting on her? Mortified, she backtracked. “Right. Of course. It’s open to everyone on staff.”

			“Okay. Good to know. Great. I’m going to…” Ava shifted beside her, and they slipped past each other. Ava brushed up against her, and her skin felt hot where they touched. Beckett avoided eye contact, too afraid that Ava could see her reaction and not wanting to make it weirder. When did the halls get so tight?

			Once inside the bathroom, she exhaled and leaned against the door. What the fuck? It’s open to everyone on staff? No, it’s not. She’d never invited anyone at work to stay the night. Maybe it was too early in the morning, her own defenses down. There’d always been a spark between them, an electric undercurrent that she’d dismissed as mutual loathing. But this, this was something different. Rattled by her reaction, she poked her head outside the bathroom and checked to see if the coast was clear.

			Malcolm caught her slinking back to her office. “You okay?”

			She plastered on a smile and lied. “Just tired. What’s up?”

			“I just ran into Ava, and we were thinking…”

			
        
          
            [image: scene separator]
          

        

        * * *

      

			As the days ticked down, Beckett’s focus narrowed. Everything became the car. How it was handling, what changed, what stayed, what she could use, what she had to adjust: a series of advantages and disadvantages that factored into her race strategy. But always at the edge, Ava. Ava tapping her cheek, deep in thought, and leaving a grease mark behind. Ava taking a deep breath and clapping whenever she was ready to move on to the next task. Ava stalling for time by brushing her hair over her ear. Ava sagging against the wall and closing her eyes when she thought no one was looking.

			“Looks like you two have figured things out.” Frank sidled up beside her as she watched Ava and the crew load the car into the hauler for Daytona.

			“What do you mean?” Had he seen her staring?

			He gave her a look at her defensive tone. “This. It feels almost pleasant in here.”

			She looked around, no longer laser focused on Ava, and saw the relaxed faces and heard the easy laughter. Minus a few people, it felt like the old days. She grinned. “I guess so.”

			He patted her shoulder. “Thank you.”

			“It wasn’t me. Really. Ava…” She told herself she was trying to fix the staffing issue she’d helped create, leading by example. Bringing Ava in on all the side conversations, checking in with her every day, making sure she got coffee and pastries. From her first day at Hawthorn, Beckett had had a general awareness of Ava’s presence in the shop, if only to avoid her. Now, she couldn’t stop tracking her whereabouts.

			She shrugged and said, “What can I say, she knows her stuff.”

			Without Jimmy’s interference, the car handled the way Beckett expected, and she qualified for a sixth-place start. By the time race day arrived, her world was only the track and the cars around her.

			As she climbed in, Ava came over and shouted above the roaring engines. Beckett tapped her helmet in the universal sign for, “I can’t hear you.”

			Ava slapped her arm and gave her a thumbs-up. Beckett shrugged and crawled in. Ava’s voice crackled over the radio. “Bring it back in one piece.” The intimacy of hearing her in her head flustered Beckett, and she almost missed her turn to pull out.

			Shaking the distraction off, she left pit road and merged onto the track. She moved to and fro, getting her tires warmed up as she made minor adjustments. When Malcolm shouted, “Green, green, green,” she gunned it, and her world narrowed to her car and the cars around her. For two hours, she held her own, dropping and regaining position but always within the top ten.

			“Ten laps to go.” A weird sense of déjà vu crept over her as she faced the same scenario from her last trip to Daytona.

			“Billy’s coming up on the inside.” Yep, same situation. She could see the line that would lead her to third place.

			“I got him.” She blocked him on the inside, but he slipped past her on the outside and locked her in.

			“Fuck. Travis, I need an opening.”

			“Not yet.”

			“Damn it.” She watched as car after car roared past her. In thirty seconds, she had dropped to the middle of the pack. She couldn’t be trapped back here with so little room to move. She inched forward. “Travis?”

			Ava came over the radio. “I need you to hang tight.”

			“What the fuck? No.” She had this race. She scanned for another opening. There, she moved into position.

			Ava shouted, “Beckett! Trust me. It’s not good up there.”

			Travis called out, “It’s the Big One!”

			“Shit!” She gripped the wheel harder as he guided her through multiple car crashes before coming through the debris and smoke unscathed.

			Travis said, “Eleventh place. Keep it steady, and you’re home free.”

			She stewed the whole way about Ava’s interruption. She would have been on the other side of the crash if Ava hadn’t held her back. She pulled into pit road after the last lap, frustrated and upset. What the hell was Ava thinking? She got halfway across the pit before the reporters swarmed her.

			“It looked like you were poised for a third-place finish. What held you back?” Cora pushed the microphone toward her.

			My boss. She kept her temper in check and shrugged. “The Big One. It always happens.”

			She answered the rest of their questions automatically, her mind already on the conversation she needed to have with Ava.

			She waited until they were back in the garage before she found her talking with the tire changer. “What the fuck?”

			Ava’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

			“You can’t bust into the radio like that.”

			Ava glanced around at the growing audience and nodded toward the hauler. Beckett stomped after her. She turned in the tight hallway, and Beckett almost ran into her.

			Beckett took a step back; Ava was too close. Again. First in her head and now in her space. She couldn’t think with her so close. She blurted out. “I can’t have you in my head out there.” That was not what she wanted to say.

			“In your head? Do you mean the radio?” Confusion wrinkled her forehead.

			Having lost control of her thoughts, she grasped at her question. “Yeah.”

			Ava huffed. “Well, I wouldn’t have to if you’d listened to your spotter.”

			“I listen.” She grumbled as she lied.

			Ava didn’t call her on it, and Beckett couldn’t argue anymore without looking like a total asshole. Ava sighed and rubbed her forehead. Her mask slid a bit, and Beckett saw the circles under her eyes.

			All the fight drained out of her, but she had to have the last word. “Fine. But for the record, I could have taken him.”

			Ava grinned with a feral light in her eyes, and Beckett shivered for reasons that had nothing to do with winning and losing. “I have no doubt. And it will be glorious when you do.”

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Ava drifted in that liminal space between awake and dreaming. One moment, Malcolm, Travis, and Beckett were hashing out their strategy for COTA, and the next, she snapped open her eyes to an empty office. Sitting on her couch had been a mistake. “Shit.”

			Her door slowly opened, and Beckett walked in carrying a cup of coffee. She smiled and handed her the cup.

			Ava took it and inhaled. Not the shop coffee. She sipped and closed her eyes. Hazelnut with just a bit of milk and slightly sweet. A soft spot opened in her chest. Beckett knew her order. “Where’d you get this?”

			“Muriel’s. I asked how you liked it.” She sat next to her.

			Of course. Really, how silly that she cared if Beckett knew her order. “How long was I asleep?”

			Beckett shrugged. “Long enough for me to go get you coffee.”

			She groaned and covered her face. “I’m sorry.”

			“No need to apologize. We should talk.”

			She braced herself. Although her relationship with Beckett had improved since LA, her personality shifted with location. Off the track, Beckett brought pastries and coffee. She asked about people’s kids and their hobbies. She listened to feedback and pitched in wherever she was needed. But on track, she was abrasive and argumentative. She ran roughshod over her spotter and yelled at her pit crew for simple mistakes. Ava had had to break into the line in Daytona to get her to avoid the Big One. In Atlanta, they’d lost position because of too many pit stops over a loose lug nut, and she’d had to step in before Beckett lost her shit. She kept waiting for track Beckett to show up at the garage.

			“You need an engineer.”

			Ava relaxed a little bit but not completely. “I’m trying.”

			“You can’t keep this up.” Beckett waved around her office, but Ava knew what she meant. She lived almost full-time at the garage, and Beckett knew, even if they didn’t talk about it.

			Ava exhaled. “I know.”

			“Who’s on your short list?”

			“Declan Hughes.”

			“Never heard of him.”

			“That’s because she’s a Formula 1 engineer.” Or was. She’d quit a few years ago.

			Beckett’s skepticism was obvious. “Formula 1? You think she could handle NASCAR?”

			She laughed. “The misogyny or the engineering? She’s dealt with both.”

			Beckett smiled. “I see your point. So what’s the issue? Why haven’t you called her?”

			Ava shrugged, avoiding eye contact. “It’s complicated. We haven’t talked in a while. We had a falling out.”

			Beckett bumped her shoulder. A gesture she assumed to be friendly but just made her more aware of how close she was sitting. “Did you fire her too?”

			“No, not exactly.” She’d never worked professionally with Declan. But she’d gone to engineering school with her. Ava had been the rational pragmatic, and Declan had been the passionate innovator. They’d shared a love of racing, but only Declan had been recruited into that world. Ava had gone on to get her MBA. Still, they’d kept in contact until three years ago when Declan had quit.

			Ava’s cheeks flushed. She still burned with shame about the last time they’d talked. “She told me I was wasting time playing second fiddle to my father. I was angry.”

			Beckett whistled. “Wow, okay. So either a good friend or a complete asshole.”

			“Good friend. And as it turned out, she was right.”

			“Is she a good engineer?”

			“The best.”

			“Better than you?”

			Ava preened at the acknowledgment but conceded the title. “Better than me.”

			“Then you should call her.”

			Resigned to swallowing her pride, Ava said, “I will. Now can you get Travis and Malcolm back in here?”

			Beckett nodded at her coffee. “Think that’ll keep you awake?”

			She hefted it. “I’ll do my best.”

			Later that afternoon, Ava called Declan’s father and left a message for her. The next day, her phone rang with an unknown caller.

			Declan got right to the point. “My dad says you’ve been looking for me.”

			She smiled at the sound of her voice. “I quit Broussard.”

			“Good. I told you he was wasting your time.”

			She hunched her shoulders. “You told me I was wasting my time.”

			Declan snorted. “Same thing.”

			“Not really.” She clenched her jaw and took a deep breath. The old argument flared inside her, but Declan refused to take the bait.

			“Is this why you called me?”

			“No.” She forced her shoulders to relax and filled her in on the last six months, starting with her brother becoming co-owner.

			Declan listened, only commenting once. “Your brother’s an idiot. Glad you got out.”

			She laughed and told her about Frank’s offer and her time at Hawthorn Brothers, ending with the firing of Jimmy.

			“Sounds like a cluster.”

			She laughed again, heartened by the ease with which they slid back into their friendship. “It sort of is. But…” Time for the pitch. “Do you remember when we used to daydream about the kind of team we wanted to field?”

			“Yeah.” She drew the word out, wariness creeping into her voice.

			“This is that team. There’s some building to do, but we could do it. Together.”

			“No. I’m done,” she said before Ava had a chance to finish. But that was her tell. She liked speed but hated to be rushed. If she took her time deciding, almost nothing in the world could change her mind, but if she spoke quickly, she didn’t really have a reason yet. Ava could still win her over.

			“Just come to Austin this weekend. I’ll pay. We’ll go out to dinner, and you can tell me how right you were about my dad.”

			Declan chuckled. “I was.”

			“I know I should have listened to you.” That was probably as close to an apology as Declan would get.

			“Well, you did. Finally.” She’d said yes without saying it.

			“I’ll send you details.” Ava only hoped Beckett’s track behavior didn’t scare her off.
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        * * *

      

			Later that week, Ava picked Declan up at the Austin airport. “Do you want to check in at the hotel?”

			“No. Take me to the track.”

			Ava talked her through the car and the changes they’d made to the standard setup. Declan asked all the right questions. As they pulled past the security and into the infield, Declan finally asked, “What about Beckett? How is she to work with?”

			“Well, she’s a racer.” Which meant she understood the car better than a driver, but that didn’t begin to cover the intricacies of working with her. So Ava gave her a bit more: “She’s competitive and smart.”

			“I looked her up. She worked for your father. Did you two overlap?”

			She parked the car and looked over. “Actually, I fired her. She couldn’t get out of her own way.”

			“What’s changed?”

			“She’s older, more mature. She’s also hungrier and willing to put in the work.” She got out of the car, and Declan followed.

			“Uh-huh. What aren’t you telling me?”

			Looking around, Ava lowered her voice. “She’s a fucking menace to the crew. And I can’t change that until I have time to work with her. And I can’t do that and deal with the car.”

			“Sounds complicated. Is she worth it?” Declan opened up a tin of mints and popped one in her mouth.

			“Yes.” She’d better be because Ava had put all her eggs in this basket. If Beckett didn’t win, they’d all be out of a job in the next three years. She read the financials and could see the writing on the wall. Hawthorn Brothers needed a championship just as much as Beckett did.

			“Guess I should meet her.” Declan waded right into the garage chaos, introducing herself to Malcolm and Travis before going over to the pit crew. Within minutes, she had gathered them around the car and listened to them walk her through their work. Ava had lived in garages all her life, but Declan called them home.

			Beckett came up beside her. “That her?”

			Ava nodded, unable to look away. Declan rested a hand on the hood and looked up at her.

			“She’s shorter than I was expecting.” Beckett’s tone sounded harsh. Almost critical.

			Ava glanced at her. What was up with her? Prerace jitters? Whatever it was, Ava would nip it in the bud. “She’s not any taller than you.”

			Beckett shrugged. “Well, the way you talked about her…”

			“Come on.” Ava tapped her shoulder, and they went over.

			Declan reached out her hand. “Declan Hughes.”

			Beckett shook her hand. “Nice to meet you. Ava says good things about you.”

			“Does she now?” Declan teased her.

			Crossing her arms, Beckett said, “So are you here to stay?”

			Declan shrugged. “Not sure. Guess that depends on you.”

			Ava almost rolled her eyes. These two peacocks preening in front of her. But the moment Declan had touched the car, Ava knew she had her.

			Beckett grinned, all cocky driver now. “Well, stick around, and you’ll find out.”
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        * * *

      

			Declan joined Ava in the tower as the drivers left pit road. She handed her a headset and offered her a chair. She shouted over the roar of forty engines. “How does she do on road courses?”

			Knowing she’d miss half of what Declan was saying, Ava flipped a switch and pointed to her headset.

			Declan understood and slipped hers on.

			With an open mic between them, she answered. “She does better on the ovals, but she’s won four in her career. Not here, though. Watkins twice, Sonoma once, and the Roval. But she’s averaged a top fifteen finish across her career.”

			Declan glanced out at the field. “She’s starting eleventh or twelfth?”

			“Fourteenth, actually.” She picked up a tablet and handed it to her. “Let me show you what we’ve got.” With an eye on the race, Ava walked Declan through the car analytics. Beckett ran really well gaining and maintaining an eleventh position. COTA was only sixty-eight laps, so they’d planned to do a single pit to keep the momentum.

			During the pit, Ava groaned as she watched Michael jump over the wall a half second before he should have. The violation was called immediately, and they lost a lap. Beckett never recovered from that loss and ended up in second to last.

			Pulling into the pit, Beckett hopped out of her car and started shouting.

			“Fuck.” Ava tossed her headphones on the table and hurried down. She shouldered Beckett away from Michael and put her hand on Beckett’s chest. “Back off.”

			Reporters swarmed in, cameras and mics ready to pick up whatever was said. Ava dragged Beckett back to the garage and into the hauler. This tiny hallway was becoming their go-to spot for cooling down.

			Beckett fumed. “What the fuck? He needs to go.”

			“No one’s going anywhere. He made a mistake.”

			“So there’s no consequences for unprofessional behavior?”

			Ava only just stopped herself from laughing as Beckett threw a very unprofessional temper tantrum. Rather than shut her down, she let her shout it out until she petered into self-recrimination.

			“I can’t catch a break. I don’t know why I keep fighting. Maybe I should admit that I’m done.”

			Ava put her hands on Beckett’s face. “Hey, listen to me. It’s the third race of the season. You’ve got time. Not much but you can do this.” She shook her. “We can do this. Okay?”

			Beckett closed her eyes and inhaled. “Okay.”

			“Now, I need you to go back out there and apologize to Michael.”

			Beckett sighed. “All right.”

			Ava followed her and hung out toward the back of the garage as Beckett patched it up with Michael.

			Declan walked over, the headset slung around her neck. “Looks like I’ve got the easy job.”

			Across the way, Michael started to laugh at something Beckett said. She needed to get her split personality under control before they lost any more people.

			“When do you want me to start?”

			Ava exhaled. “How does tomorrow sound?”

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			Declan’s first test with Beckett came at Phoenix, when she went into turn three, and her back end started to slide. She gripped the wheel and adjusted her strategy. Another trip around the track with the same slide on the same turn and she called into the pit. “Where are we on the tires?”

			Malcolm answered, “Not yet. What’s up?”

			“I’m running a little loose in turn three.” Phoenix was hard on tires, and the warmer the track got, the faster they wore out. Tire wear caused the car to drift up the track and fishtail on the corners. That fishtail was costing her spots.

			She’d started the race at sixteen and clawed her way up to fifth. If she could hold on to this position going into stage two, she’d have a chance to collect more points. Reggie, Billy, Christopher, and Denny were in front of her in that order. Reggie had clinched the pole position and had left all of them in the dust from the beginning. She didn’t think she had the stamina to overtake him. His car was running too well.

			Her conversation with Ava reverberated in her head: “Let’s take a conservative approach. You don’t win, but you finish in the top ten of each stage. Short of winning, I need you to finish and finish as well as you can.”

			Travis spoke in her ear, “Denny’s making a move.”

			She glanced out the back. “I see him.” She held on to her place, blocking Denny and keeping her car in check. “I’m going to try to hold it until stage one ends.”

			“Roger that,” Malcolm replied.

			She finished stage one in fifth place. She pitted and had them tighten the rear for her. She ran through stage two, keeping her fifth-place spot. With twelve laps to go, the car loosened up again. She managed to hold it to come in fifth again for stage two, but her strength was flagging from trying to keep the car from fishtailing on the turns.

			In between stage two and stage three, she pulled into the pit, and the crew swarmed around her, checking oil and changing tires. Malcolm jogged up to her window. Over the roar of pit road, they spoke into their headsets. “It’s too loose.”

			Malcolm turned as Declan ran up to them. “What’s going on?”

			“I can’t hold it anymore. I need you to tighten it up.”

			Declan made a face. “I don’t think that’s going to work.”

			Angry and exhausted, she lashed out. “I don’t care. I can’t drive it. Fix it.”

			Declan frowned and stepped back. Ava came down, and Beckett watched them talk it out. Declan shook her head and pointed behind her. Ava glanced at her for a second and nodded.

			Declan ran back and waved at Malcolm. “Do it.”

			Beckett waved at Ava, who just nodded. They made the adjustments, and everyone stepped back. “Go, go, go.”

			Back on the track, the car handled better, and Beckett pushed it into third. Her confidence grew with each lap. Winning was in her grasp. She matched each of her opponents’ maneuvers, but with three laps to go, the front started to drift toward the wall. She dragged it back, but the damage was done. Five cars flew past her. She continued to lose spots as the car drifted up the track on turn three. She finished in twelfth place.

			She passed her helmet off to one of the crew and walked right into the press tent. She answered questions on autopilot, variations of, “There’s always next week,” and “We did as well as we could.” Truth be told, she could have done better, and that was what pissed her off.

			If Declan hadn’t run her so loose, she could have grabbed third for both stages. She came back to the garage and thanked the crew for a good job. She headed to the hauler for some postrace privacy.

			Declan held the door open and nodded. “Good work out there.”

			She walked by and muttered, “Could have been better.”

			Declan froze. “Excuse me?”

			Beckett turned to her. “You heard me.”

			“If you have something to say, let’s hear it.” Declan’s tone put her on edge.

			“I think the results speak for themselves. That car was too loose.”

			Declan scowled. “There was nothing wrong with that car.”

			“I languished in fifth place before you finally fixed it. I shouldn’t have to tell you how to do your job.”

			Declan laughed.

			Beckett seethed. “Something funny?”

			“Do you think you’re the first driver who tried to bully their way in my shop? This track eats tires. You know that. You needed a loose setup to balance that. I’m sorry you couldn’t figure out how to drive it.”

			Her face burned, and she clenched her fists. “I placed better in the third stage than in those first two.”

			Declan crossed her arms, all arrogant and smug. “And as soon as those tires started to wear, you lost it.”

			Her anger boiled over, and she opened her mouth, but Ava intervened. “Okay. Let’s take a walk.”

			Beckett resisted, but Ava stared right at her, a “fuck around and find out” look on her face. Still angry but rational enough to see the warning in her eyes, Beckett backed down.

			Ava handed her a water bottle and led her away. “Let’s get you something to eat.” Inside the hauler, Ava rummaged in the fridge. “Do you want ham and cheese or roast beef?”

			Beckett leaned against the wall, her arms crossed. “Roast beef.”

			Ava grabbed two sandwiches wrapped in butcher paper and walked to the office. Handing her a sub, she waved her in.

			Ravenous after four hours behind the wheel, Beckett dropped to the couch and ripped into the sandwich. She’d eaten most of it before she looked up. She barely swallowed before she asked, “Aren’t you gonna eat that?”

			Ava shook her head and passed it over. “It’s for you.”

			As her hunger subsided, her emotions settled, and her anger petered out. Disappointment took its place. Phoenix should have gone different than it had. She’d won it last year with a less organized crew. They’d done everything right, and still, they’d lost. “We shouldn’t have run the car so loose.”

			Ava opened a bag of chips. “You agreed to this.”

			“That was before I was on the track. Things changed.”

			“And we changed for you.” She plucked a chip from the bag.

			Ava had. Over Declan’s protests. That should count for something, but Beckett couldn’t let it go. She put her sandwich down and wiped her hands. “Well, it didn’t work.”

			“Didn’t it? You’re still in the points range we wanted for this race.”

			“But I didn’t win.” And that was what really sucked. She’d come in expecting better and gotten worse.

			Ava leaned in close enough that Beckett smelled her perfume. “No, you didn’t. But you did good today. I know it’s not what you wanted. But that was your best race of the season. You know that, right?”

			She didn’t feel it. But Ava’s earnestness reached through her frustration and cut through the noise in her head. Maybe that was why she said, “I know.”

			





    
            Chapter Thirteen





			“How do you feel about guns?”

			Ava looked up from her desk. Declan walked in with a bag of pistachios in her hand. She tossed a couple in her mouth and offered Ava the bag.

			Ava took a handful. Declan and Beckett had made peace after Phoenix, but Beckett’s on-track persona sometimes overcame her off-track personality. She wouldn’t be surprised if the friction between them flared up again. “Should I be worried?”

			Declan sprawled on her couch. “Nah. Nothing like that. I want to do a team building exercise before Vegas. Nothing too brainy or trust fall bullshit. I’m thinking paintball.”

			Something competitive that had them work together. “That’s a good idea. Who do you have in mind?” She gestured at the bag of nuts, and Declan passed it over.

			Declan rattled off the entire racetrack roster. “But I started thinking it would be really cool if everyone went. Marketing, logistics, everyone. Shake it up a bit.”

			“And bring them together. You want me to run it by Frank?”

			Declan crunched a nut. “That’s why I’m here.”

			Frank embraced it wholeheartedly, even setting aside a full workday so everyone could participate.

			The day before the event, Beckett caught her in the parking lot. “What’s this about a mandatory team building exercise?” Her sunglasses obscured her expression, and her flat tone gave nothing away.

			Even though their relationship had hit a smoother patch, Ava wasn’t always sure which Beckett she was getting. “Don
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