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			For the ones who refuse to stay in the passenger seat.
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			Shay

			I don’t hear the car coming.

			One second I’m walking, lost in my music and my own head, and the next the world lurches sideways.

			Porsche 911 Turbo.

			Recognition hits me at the same moment as the impact. I go sprawling toward the pavement in front of the vehicle. My hands shoot down to break my fall, pain streaking up my side as my hip slams into the asphalt.

			My headphones fly off my ears, the plastic shattering, but that’s not the worst part. Somehow, I’m on the road and the car is still moving toward me.

			I’ve been under plenty of cars, and on a good day, there’s nowhere I’d rather be. Nothing compares to the feeling of control, the rightness of knowing every component is doing its part.

			But it’s a lot easier to appreciate those things when the car over me isn’t in gear.

			My stomach plummets. Ground clearance on a Porsche 911 is about six inches, hardly enough for it to drive clean over me like some Vin Diesel movie stunt. Not without taking a strip of my face and tits with it. I like those parts of my body, at least enough to want to keep both intact.

			Instinct has me reaching to grasp my necklace under my jacket, the cool ring attached digging into my flesh. Is this what it was like for my parents? Their final moments before being engulfed in fire and metal—

			The burning tang of gasoline fumes cuts through my panic as the Porsche grinds to a halt. My feet are nearly under the front of the car, heat rolling off the engine and scorching my skin.

			“What the fuck?!” The exclamation, alarmed and male, comes from someone I can’t see. “Are you—don’t move the car—ah, hell!”

			Shoes scuff the asphalt. A moment later, their owner appears over me, haloed by the sun.

			I’ve never been religious, but I swear he’s an angel.

			Wavy dirty blond hair. Square jaw. Symmetrical face. Full mouth. An unbuttoned dress shirt and jeans that hug his legs to perfection.

			Do angels swear? Today they do, I decide as he holds out a hand.

			I grab for it, and he pulls me up. My feet find the pavement under me, my legs still shaking.

			“Are you hurt?” His concerned gaze drops to my hand.

			My palms are studded with gravel from the road mixed with my own blood. They don’t hurt yet thanks to the adrenaline cocktail pounding in my veins.

			“It looks worse than it is. You should see the other guy.” My bravado’s returning.

			Kind blue eyes search my face. He looks to be my age, maybe a little older, as he bends to grab the pieces of my headphones off the pavement.

			“I’m Theo.”

			I know. Everyone in this town knows him and his family, plus half the country and a good part of the planet. I start to say the words but stop just in time as I take the headphones with my good hand. “Thanks.”

			His handsome face twists with regret, as if he can repair the broken plastic with contrition alone. “I’m sorry about—”

			“Theo!” A sharp voice cuts him off.

			If Theo’s an angel, the guy leaning out the driver-side window has fallen from grace.

			Dark hair falls recklessly across a lean, impatient face. Sunglasses cover his eyes. He’s James Dean in a Porsche.

			And he’s pissed.

			Well, so am I. “You ever driven a car before?” My shout comes out like a gasp as I spin to face him, my good fist banging on the hood.

			The devil behind the wheel yanks the sunglasses off, leaning an elbow on the door. “You ever walk down a street before? The road’s not your fucking catwalk.”

			His eyes are steel blue, fringed with dark lashes and narrowed in accusation. He’s striking, like the frozen river behind my house—cool and smooth, right up until you stick a foot through the ice.

			I fist the broken pieces of headphone in my hand. “We’ll see what the cops have to say.”

			“No.” It’s one word, a low command over the purr of the car, delivered in a voice even colder and more assured than the rest of him. “You won’t tell a soul. Not the police. Not your best friend. Not whatever townie hookup gets you off Friday night. Keep this to yourself as long as you live.”

			I brush dirt off my jeans, which only makes the gravel burrow deeper into my palm. “So, not long if it’s up to you.”

			His eyes narrow as he shoves the driver’s door open.

			“You’re going to the academy?” My rescuer reaches for my book bag, which also wound up on the road, and holds it up. The “A” for Ashford Academy is embroidered on the front in white script.

			The driver’s knuckles go white on the doorframe.

			“I’ll walk you there,” Theo says, shouldering my bag as he leans toward my ear. “But let’s take the sidewalk.”
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			It’s only a few blocks to campus and its main building. I’m momentarily speechless as I lay eyes on the two-story wonder of glass and metal that’s every bit as unique as what’s inside.

			“At least they’re not Bose,” Theo offers as we head past a front parking lot toward the doors. “The headphones,” he goes on at my blank expression.

			“Right. Cheap to replace. Too bad I can’t get new hands,” I joke.

			“I’ll hook you up with new ones.”

			“Hands?”

			“Headphones.” His eyes glint. It’s probably a trick of the light, because there’s no way Theo is flirting with me.

			In high school, I was voted most likely to spend prom night covered in grease stains in her garage. I was never the person who joined sports or cheerleading or even band. Not the one who hot guys looked at like…

			Well, the way Theo’s looking at me right now.

			Attractive people walk in and out of the front doors in groups of two or three, the Ashford logo emblazoned on bags matching the name on the front of the building.

			I bet they’re talking about important things. I bet their hands don’t look as if they were victimized by a cheese grater.

			Ashford Academy is nothing like a regular college. This elite school training drivers, engineers, and mechanics for the global F1 circuit only opens its doors to a select group of prodigies: people in their late teens and early twenties who eat, sleep, and breathe cars. Nine out of ten applicants get turned down. If you’re accepted, it means Ashford Racing Inc. thinks you have a chance in hell of helping them do one thing.

			Be the fastest on the planet.

			“I’m sorry about my brother.” Theo’s words jolt me out of my head. “He’s…”

			“A threat to public safety?”

			“I was going to say charming.” He chuckles. “So, we’ve established that I’m Theo. You are?”

			“I didn’t say.”

			“Okay, New Girl. I like a mystery.”

			More than a few passing students look over at us, whispering to one another as if the fact that we’re even standing together is news.

			Theo doesn’t notice or doesn’t care.

			“This is where I leave you.” He shields his eyes from the sun. “But you should get checked out by a nurse.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			“That sounds noncommittal.”

			“Noncommittal is my specialty.”

			He laughs before handing me my bag. Neither of us seems ready to move but I’m still looking for a reason to keep him at a distance, like I keep most people.

			“Are you going to say the same thing your brother did?” I ask finally. “Not to tell anyone?”

			He sighs. “Give me your phone.”

			I can’t think of a good reason to refuse, so I reach into my bag for it and pass it over. He types a few keystrokes before handing it back.

			“My number. If you need anything.”

			“In case I need to call Theo Ashford,” I echo, the doubt clear in my voice.

			This time, he grins. “So you do know who I am.”

			“Obviously.” My lips curve too, and somehow, I’m a little breathless. “Your name’s on the building.”

			The Ashfords represent exclusivity and speed and prestige. But one of them is standing in front of me with a disarming smile as if we’re equals. No, it’s more than that—as if the fact I’m talking to him is as much his privilege as mine.

			“I hope your day gets better, New Girl.” With a wink, Theo turns on his heel and heads for the parking lot, where the Porsche now sits in front of a Reserved sign.

			The driver’s getting out, his sunglasses back in place. I can’t know if he’s watching, but I’d bet on it.
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			Shay

			The Ashfords.

			Of the possibilities I imagined for my first day of the semester, meeting them was not on my bingo card.

			Though I’ve watched four-time F1 champion driver Luca Ashford race on screens my entire life, this is the closest I’ve come to his family. Photos and video clips hardly do Luca’s sons justice. I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful in real life.

			Shaking myself, I turn for the building and walk straight into the glass doors.

			I manage to avoid falling on my ass but catch sight of myself reflected on the surface. Brown hair escaping its messy ponytail. Lined eyes looking more haunted than edgy. Chapped lips always in need of lip balm. Thank fuck for my leather jacket—without it, I’d probably have a hole in my long-sleeved T-shirt, courtesy of the Porsche.

			“I ran into them my first day,” a slender girl with wavy black hair appears in the reflection next to me.

			“The Ashfords?”

			“The doors. They scrub them sparkly clean every hour.” She smiles, her teeth bright against flawless golden skin. “I’m Megan.”

			“Shay.” Her warmth is a lifeline. I breathe in for what feels like the first time all morning. “Is it that obvious I’m new?”

			“I clocked it fifty feet away.” Megan holds out a hand and I hold up mine. Her gaze lands on the angry red skin. “I’m guessing that’s not from the door.”

			As much as I’d like to defy Theo’s brother, I hesitate to volunteer the details to a stranger. “I fell.”

			Megan seems to accept it, opening the offending door and motioning me through. Her pink sweater billowing in the breeze, she looks as out of place as I feel.

			“I’m supposed to be in class.” I pull up my schedule on my phone.

			She looks over my shoulder. “Wait. You’re second year, like me.” She blinks, flashing bright blue eyeliner.

			There are a million questions on her face, but I only answer one. “I’m a transfer. I was taking mechanical engineering at Ohio State.”

			“Wow. Okay.” Megan looks as if she wants to press but relents. “Well, going late to class is worse than skipping, so we might as well clean that up. I’ve got Neosporin.”

			She ushers me down the hall and into a huge bathroom. “So, I can already tell you’re an overachiever. It’s your first day and I saw you talking to an Ashford outside.”

			“Technically, I’ve met two.” I extend my right hand over the sink, hissing at the sting of the cool water rinsing away the gravel. “Nice guys.”

			Megan’s lips twitch as she rummages through her bag for first aid supplies. Everything inside is pink. I even glimpse a pink torque wrench. “Theo, maybe, but not Jameson. They’re used to people falling over them. Everyone in this building wants to fuck an Ashford. You might have a shot with Theo.”

			His grin flashes in my mind, along with those dimples, that athletic body, the warmth of his hand in mine when he helped me up.

			“I’m not interested.” I ignore the little shiver that runs through me as I lay the gauze pad she passes me across my palm. The sting of pain is sharper than I expect.

			“If your heart or panties are set on Jameson,” she misreads my comment, “you’re out of luck. Unless you’re driving at least a V8 engine, big brother won’t give you so much as the time of day.”

			Ice blue eyes appear in my mind without permission.

			“If you’re smart, you’ll stay out of their way.” Megan grins. “Tell me you’re a smart girl, Shay.”

			“Can I get back to you?”

			She laughs and hooks an arm through mine as she leads us back into the hall. “I knew we were going to be friends.”

			Surprise has me blinking. Her easy acceptance throws me nearly as much as getting hit by the Porsche.

			It’s politeness, not interest, I decide. People are not my strong suit. I’ve always had trouble reading them, understanding what they want, what I should want from them in return. Cars are predictable. They feel like home.

			“I’m going to walk you around the building. Then we’ll grab terrible coffee and I’ll get you to your second class. Thank goodness you’re technical track, like me,” Megan says. “I can tell because engineers look at a car like it’s a puzzle.”

			“And the drivers?”

			Her eyes sparkle, or maybe it’s the blue eyeliner. “They look at a car like it’s an animal to tame.”

			There’s nothing subtle about Formula 1. It’s a sport that pits the twenty fastest drivers in the world against one another in ungodly fast cars. Picture teams of the most brilliant engineers, designers, and mechanics, all financed by the deepest pockets.

			They do it at demanding tracks in glamorous locations, with millions of fans.

			Still, every one of those drivers and engineers had to start somewhere.

			Ashford Academy is exactly that kind of place.

			The building is somehow even more beautiful inside than outside. It’s shiny and modern, full of glass and pale wood. Doors off the main hallway lead to classrooms and labs, most of which appear to be occupied.

			“We’re one of the only schools that has both drivers and engineers. PR touts it as a new model of education blending science and sport. Really, though, it’s a talent incubator for ARI’s empire.” Megan launches into tour guide mode.

			“Ashford has a racing-federation-sanctioned track at the ARI F1 garage about ten minutes west of campus.” She points out a massive window cut into the side of the hallway toward the manicured greens outside.

			“Driver candidates get their licenses through sim hours, safety exams, and races.” She sounds like she’s reading off a brochure as we pass another open door with a dozen new, state-of-the-art sims inside.

			“What’s down there?” I ask. The hallway intersects another wing, this one even wider with lockers flanking either side.

			“Garages. For mechanical classes and special projects.”

			Megan shows me how to find my classes and tells me where to park once I get my pass so I can skip the awkward bus trip that let me off eight blocks away.

			She walks me down the garage hallway to another that doubles back in the direction we came. We wind up in an open space that’s huge, round in shape, and taller than the rest of the building.

			“This is the atrium. It’s an F1 fan’s wet dream,” she says.

			It’s definitely mine.

			The vaulted ceiling is filled with skylights that let sun slice down to decorate the marble floor. Benches line the perimeter, and a few students occupy them. The walls are decorated with memorabilia and televisions with video feeds from past races.

			On a pedestal in the middle sits an F1 car. I don’t need to look at the plaque beneath it to know it’s Ashford Racing’s first world-championship-winning car. Even motionless, it steals my breath. Although the technology and chassis design have changed in the past two decades, it feels unnatural to see it contained like this, on display instead of on the track.

			A huge image on one screen shows this year’s team standing around their race cars. Front and center is driver turned CEO Luca Ashford, an arm each around two men in fire suits.

			“I’m sure you know ARI’s drivers,” Megan prompts.

			I nod. “Navarro is first in the driver’s championship standings. Dekker’s fallen back.”

			Of the twenty total drivers across ten teams in F1, ARI’s are top shelf. Between the two, I prefer Dekker. While he’s not the flashiest driver, he consistently scores points and podiums, and always brings his family on the road with him.

			“It’s the worst numbers game of any pro sport. Thousands of potential drivers competing for twenty seats. Most of them will never see the inside of an F1 car.”

			“And the Ashford brothers will?” I think of Theo and Jameson.

			“No guarantees, but they have a head start.”

			We end our tour in the dining hall, where students are pouring through the doors. A glance up at the clock tells me the first class has let out.

			“Those are the drivers.” Megan points to tables opposite us, occupied by attractive, intense-looking students. “F1 is supposedly a team sport—drivers working with the engineers and mechanics and strategists—but if you ask them, they don’t need us.”

			My attention is pulled to the far entrance as the Ashford brothers stride in with the kind of slow-motion confidence that needs its own soundtrack.

			Theo is ahead, running a hand through his blond hair. Looking every bit the dark prince, Jameson follows. They take seats on the far side of the dining hall with other drivers.

			Some people are talked about like possibilities, others as certainties. No one needs to tell me what category I fall into, or that the Ashfords are the chosen ones. You don’t end up in the driver’s seat of a multimillion-dollar car by accident.

			Megan shows us to a table with two other technical students, who introduce themselves as Raj and Zane.

			“I trust everyone’s up on the Ashford summer holiday drama,” Megan starts.

			“Theo partying in the Riviera again?” Raj leans in.

			“A pregnancy scare. Twins,” Megan confirms.

			“He got a girl pregnant with twins.” Zane sounds doubtful.

			“No, I heard he got twins pregnant. It’s been taken care of, and no one will ever be the wiser.”

			“Jameson punched a paparazzo in Monaco.”

			I try to keep up as gossip flies around the table, feeling as if I’m on the outside looking in. My gaze drags toward the oldest Ashford. He’s taller. Cooler. Utterly confident. It must feel good to have your future all but promised.

			“What’s he like?” I can’t resist asking. “Jameson, I mean.”

			“He’s twenty-two, just over a year older than Theo.” Zane plays with the collar of his shirt. “Impeccable record ever since he raced karts. Never makes a mistake behind the wheel.”

			Except he did this morning.

			Jameson Ashford’s eyes land on me from across the room and I feel it. The scorching cold. A pretty girl next to him tries to get his attention, finally pulling at his arm before he acknowledges her.

			“They couldn’t be more different.” I force my attention back to our table.

			“Well. You know what they say,” Megan goes on. “They’re only half brothers. One of them is…”

			“Illegitimate?” Raj offers helpfully.

			Curiosity tugs at me.

			“Theo seems kinder.” My attention finds him again and Megan laughs.

			“Oh, he’ll still eat you alive. You just might enjoy it more.”

			His number burns a hole in my phone.

			I’ve dated a handful of guys, but it’s always been more about curiosity than connection. Sex might be a diversion, but it’s also underwhelming. It’s possible I’m just bad at it, though I’ll give the guys their share of the credit, too.

			Or maybe I’ve never met someone I felt compelled to be closer to in that way. In every way.

			“Before you worry about missing their pretty faces”—Megan interrupts my thoughts—“there’s an applied strategy class—tomorrow and Thursday—that both techs and drivers have to attend.”

			“Have to?” Zane challenges.

			Raj leans in. “Going to class matters more to the engineers than the drivers,” he explains. “We’re the ones who need to stick out all three years and get good grades if we want our degree. The drivers are just here to get their licenses and catch the eye of an F1 team.”

			“So it’s more like an audition,” I say.

			He nods. “They don’t need to stack accreditations. They need to win.”

			All too soon, it’s time for the next class. I find myself sitting with Megan, Raj, Zane, and a couple dozen other students as the instructor runs through first-week-of-school admin.

			“If you ace my class, along with the others, and graduate, the best of you have a hope of working on an F1 car,” he informs us at the end.

			It sounds like a dream.

			What I haven’t volunteered is that I’m not here to pursue a career in F1. I need to be local, and my aspirations are more practical. In a few years, I’ll be spending my days fixing Subarus and Toyotas, not tweaking high-performance engines.

			The rest of the morning I take notes, trying to focus despite the throbbing in my hand. After class, I’m on the way down the hall when a voice has me pulling up.

			“New Girl.”

			I turn to find Theo Ashford smirking and leaning against a fountain, looking like a sexy Cheshire cat. “How’s the hand?”

			“I heal fast.”

			“Good. Around here, that’s very good.”

			His stare sends sparks of anticipation through me. Damn, it’s like his attention gets converted to dopamine at a cellular level.

			“Why are you talking to me?” I blurt. “Is it because your brother ran me over and you want me to keep your secret?”

			“Or because I like you.”

			Murmurs draw my attention. A few people look toward Theo with curiosity, adoration, or undisguised lust as they pass us.

			“Doubtful. Apparently, you’re some kind of god and I’m merely mortal.”

			When he throws back his head and laughs, it’s a fascinating sound, warm and rich and way too affecting. Before I can get too caught up, my phone rings.

			“Boyfriend?” Theo asks as if he might care.

			My nose wrinkles as I see the number. “Dad.”

			“He must be proud of you being here.”

			It’s my turn to laugh.

			“I wish.”
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			Shay

			My new schedule is a choreographed dance.

			Get home from school. Stash my books. Lie to my dad about where I’ve been and where I’m going.

			At least I was spared the last part tonight. After getting home from campus, I found my dad passed out on the couch in our two-bedroom house, his foot elevated at the end. I tucked a blanket around him, quietly showering and grabbing leftovers from the fridge before swiping the overdue bills from the mailbox and hiding them before I headed out again.

			The drive takes twenty minutes in the dark. My vintage Mustang rumbles under me, the deep forest-green paint flashing along the edge of the hood as I pass beneath the streetlights. The ’67 Fastback is temperamental, but I love it. It’s one thing in my life that no one can touch.

			When my adoptive dad gave me the car for my sixteenth birthday, I insisted we fix it up together. It was a thrill using my own tools—the wrenches with padded handles, the custom welded breaker bars—to bring it back to life one piece at a time.

			I might not have inherited his genetics, but I got my love of cars from him.

			The ARI garage is humming when I pull up. I type my code into the keypad by the door, the Ashford “A” above the nine digits.

			“MacDonald. You’re five minutes late,” calls Keane as I step inside.

			“I’m sorry.” It’s on the tip of my tongue to mention I put in a full day on campus, but I don’t want to give our shift supervisor any excuse to send me home.

			In the break room, I open the locker with my name on it. My dad’s name, technically, and his locker too. Inside are photos and stickers from F1, artifacts of his career spent working for ARI.

			No less prominent are photos of me doing things he was proud of. Losing both my front teeth at once so I whistled for an entire month when I spoke. Making my first pancakes, which I forgot to add eggs to but he ate them with a smile anyway. Getting my driver’s license while he paced in the back of the DMV, wringing his hands the entire time.

			Dad’s only ever been based here at headquarters, in contrast to the traveling engineers and mechanics who work on the F1 grid. Each week, the mobile city builds their garages, kitchens, and data centers at a new track to race Thursday to Sunday. Then they tear it all down and go to a new country. It’s glamorous and grueling.

			When I burst into his world sixteen years ago, Dad was a race car mechanic without the first clue what to do with a little girl. We figured it out together.

			The first time I went into our home garage, I wanted to know what all the pieces were that made up a car. How they fit together. What made them break and what made them fast.

			Dad would try to shoo me out, but I always snuck back.

			I shrug out of my jacket and hang it up. In the smudged mirror inside the locker door, the necklace around my neck glints in the fluorescent lights overhead.

			“Keep working on this.” Keane gestures to the aluminum chassis in the corner housing a direct-injected Mecachrome V6 engine. It was damaged in a race before the summer break but wasn’t a high priority to fix.

			“What’re you working on?”

			“Something above your pay grade.” The shift supervisor has ten years on me but looks even older with his full beard and crinkled eyes. He waves before disappearing through a door I’ve never noticed—probably leading to a different section of the garage.

			When Ashford HR called the house to tell Dad he couldn’t take the medical leave he requested after his knee replacement surgery, there was no room for the anger I felt knowing he’d worked there his entire life, yet there was no protection for him when he needed it.

			I did what I had to do: promised the shift would be covered.

			I didn’t volunteer that it would be a different MacDonald showing up to work for a month.

			Now, I pop an antacid from the roll in my pocket before reaching for my headphones only to remember they’re broken. I grab a seat and get to work fixing the F2 car. It’s a standard make, and I know what parts go where.

			At night, the garage at headquarters is quiet and climate controlled. These vehicles get shipped off to races, then shipped back when they fail. We don’t see the excitement of the track, but we make what goes onto it.

			It’s peaceful. Here, I can block out my dad’s bills. The emptiness I feel when I think about the parents I barely knew. I can figure out what’s wrong and set to putting it right.

			Engines make sense. A car doesn’t try to hide why it’s broken. With a little patience and skill, you can always, always put one back together.

			“What you’re doing is gonna come out,” Bo, one of the other mechanics, grunts as we both head for the break room a while later.

			“Only if you say something,” I counter as he digs cigarettes from his locker while I fix a coffee. “Keane hasn’t.” I’m grateful our shift supervisor’s had my back so far.

			The TV in the corner is on, the volume turned down to a low buzz, replaying footage from last weekend’s race at Monza in Italy. F1 recently came back from its summer break. There’s fallout from the previous race in Zandvoort, and Dekker is giving an interview, an ARI media person at his side.

			“Your performance has fallen behind your teammate since the break,” the broadcaster notes. “Were there changes to the car that would account for this? Or is it simply an issue of your teammate having a better feel at this point in the season?”

			Dekker’s usually lighthearted, but his lips thin. “No. I’m at least as fast, and I’ll prove it at the next race.”

			Unease ripples through me at the interviewer’s implied dig and Dekker’s defensiveness, but I shake it off. There are always storylines coming out of the summer, and it’s usually just media trying to get attention.

			I turn away from the TV and follow Bo outside to the railing that overlooks the on-site racetrack. Part of the industrial complex that makes up their Michigan headquarters, the ARI garage is close enough to Detroit to get shipments to and from the airport.

			“How is the old man?” Bo asks, the end of his cigarette glowing in the dark.

			“Getting pissy. I didn’t realize his knee replacement would leave him with such a sparkling personality.”

			“Sounds about right.” He snorts. “Thought you were supposed to be back in college this fall? Some fancy engineering degree.”

			I lean both arms on the railing. “I was. But he needed surgery and I couldn’t see him taking care of himself while he recovered.”

			Bo takes a long drag. “He wouldn’t want you working here.”

			“He wouldn’t want us to lose our house, either,” I counter. “One day, we’re going to open our own garage. It might not be as thrilling as working on race cars, but he’ll be able to take a holiday once in a while. And it’ll give him a retirement in another decade.”

			“Your dad on board with this plan?”

			Not entirely. “He said as long as I finished college first.”

			Bo nods. “He’s lucky to have you.”

			“I’m lucky to have him.”

			He’s everything to me. What I know of my birth parents is limited to a few memories and an account of how they died. Even that’s patchy and my dad doesn’t like to talk about it.

			A car wheels onto the track from a different part of the garage.

			“What Keane’s been working on all week.” Bo nods to the car.

			Sure enough, our supervisor steps out and confers with a driver before the car goes out on the track. Keane watches from farther down the railing as the car picks up speed. My heart accelerates with it.

			It’s beautiful. A silver chassis, smooth fenders, sleek curves. It flies around the track.

			I hear the tires light up the pavement, smell the rubber laid down on the road with each pass.

			My fingers grip the railing. “Is that what I think it is?”

			“Next year’s F1 model,” Bo confirms. “Association made some changes to regulations and everyone’s playing catch-up.”

			The car sails past. “It looks fast.”

			“Not fast enough.” Keane’s voice edges into my thoughts as he moves next to us. “New season starts in six months, and we need more speed if we’re going to compete with Ignite. They’ll be the team to beat.”

			My knuckles are white on the railing beneath the bandages on my palms. “And if we can’t get more speed out of it?”

			Keane clears his throat. “Corporate might start laying off mechanics.”

			His words cut through my haze of awe.

			Firing mechanics. Like my dad.

			I’m feeling sick as the car rolls to a stop in front of the garage, its driver shifting out in a smooth, athletic motion.

			I know who it is before he takes off the helmet.

			Jameson Ashford’s dark hair shines under the fluorescent track lights and the nearly full moon overhead. His body is dangerous—his muscles clear through his suit and every movement precise. Aggression leashed in service of performance.

			Of course it had to be him driving like the car was built for him. He carves up the track, putting his car in exactly the right position.

			It’s one more reminder that this world runs on selection, not merit. People like him are chosen. People like my dad and me scrap our way into the edges. We’re the last ones to earn a seat at the table, the first to be cut.

			One of the most vivid memories I have of my mom is her reading me a story about a princess locked in a tower and promised to a haughty prince to save the kingdom.

			I told her I’d pick the dragon every time. Entitled pricks have always been my least favorite brand of asshole.

			I’m preoccupied enough I barely notice when another man walks out onto the track and says something sharp to Jameson, stabbing a finger at his chest.

			Luca Ashford. Though I’ve never seen him in person, I recognize him immediately.

			His long wool coat obscures most of his suit, revealing leather shoes that aren’t designed for the dirt. He has the same build as his son, but where Jameson is icy cool, Luca is all fire.

			Luca raises his voice, angry.

			I wait for Jameson to snap back. Instead, his shoulders tense and, eventually, he nods.

			Though reading people might not be my strong suit, the relationship between them looks anything but easy.

			I’m leaning over the railing, straining to hear details of their conversation, and perversely grateful we’re close enough to see their faces.

			Which I would’ve done well to remember when Jameson turns this way.
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			Shay

			Jameson Ashford cannot see me. He’ll recognize me, and he’ll end my future without a second thought.

			The Ashfords are too important to care about my dad, but not too important to ruin him—and me—if they decide to.

			I double over, ducking behind the railing and tugging the hat down over my face.

			“What’s wrong?” Keane prods.

			I search my brain and blurt the only thing I can think of. “Cramps.”

			Both men groan in sympathy, or maybe it’s the sudden desire to be anywhere but here.

			“Might have a couple leftover Percocet from when I split that tooth last year,” Bo grunts.

			I would laugh if I wasn’t panicking. “I don’t need Percocet. But thanks.”

			When I risk a glance up again, Jameson’s walking toward the parking lot with his father as mechanics wheel the car back toward the garage. My dad might not be the only person I need to worry about finding out what I’m up to.

			I think about it all night and into the next morning when I get to campus, using my new parking pass to park in the lot in the back designated for people whose names didn’t make the building facade.

			“Did you hear?” Megan drops into the seat next to mine as we wait for our first class to start, waving her phone in front of me. “ARI’s second F1 driver is out.”

			I blink, scanning the headline: Ashford Driver Fired in Middle of Season.

			The air evaporates from my lungs. “But Dekker was on a long-term contract.”

			“They’re saying he violated it. Didn’t get enough points to meet his performance requirements.” Raj claims the seat next to Megan, and Zane the one next to him.

			This is massive news, the kind that will rock the entire grid. A driver with Dekker’s reputation racing for the world’s most famous team getting cut in the middle of the season is shocking. It’ll change the face of F1 for the rest of the year or more.

			“That for me?” Megan nods to one of two coffee cups I set on the writing desk attached to her seat.

			“I stopped at The Junction on the way to campus. You said you didn’t like the coffee in the dining hall.”

			It’s such a small gesture, but she beams. “Thanks. You’re the sweetest.”

			I manage a smile in return but caffeine feels trivial in light of this ARI revelation. The entire class is buzzing with it.

			I thought I knew from the media how callous Luca Ashford was, but this throws me. If he’s this impatient with his drivers, he’s probably one step closer to firing mechanics like my dad.

			I’m still thinking about it as the professor in our racing strategy class walks in. I’m surprised to see it’s a woman in her fifties, with gray hair pulled back in a short ponytail. As she arranges her books on the lectern, Jameson and Theo Ashford enter, locked in conversation with a few other drivers.

			Theo looks like he just rolled out of bed, probably not alone. His hair is messy and his shirt is unbuttoned, his bright eyes full of mischief and humor. I take a second to enjoy the view. His brother could be on his way to a photo shoot, his shirt perfectly tailored, not a hair out of place. Or maybe to a funeral, judging from his grim expression.

			Theo nods to the professor, a sheepish smile on his handsome face, and takes a seat in the second row. Jameson claims the end of the row. Probably in case he needs to make a quick escape to mow down more unsuspecting women.

			“I’m Professor Vogel.” Her voice carries a light European accent. “If you think I’m going easy on anyone because of your course load or your name”—her gaze lands on the Ashfords—“you’re mistaken. You want to work on the fastest cars in the world? The Ashfords have the fastest car on the grid.”

			“Not the fastest,” I say under my breath, thinking of last night.

			Jameson cuts a look this way, as if he heard me.

			“Are there questions?” Vogel asks, scanning the crowd.

			A hand goes up from a guy a few rows ahead of me. “What’s happening with Dekker?”

			“Who’ll get the seat?” someone from the driver’s side asks.

			Vogel’s arms fold. “I can’t comment on ARI decisions. This is a racing academy. I suggest you focus your attention on learning and forget the gossip.”

			Excited murmurs start up.

			I raise a hand.

			“Yes, Miss…”

			“MacDonald. Shay.”

			I swear her lips purse. “Miss MacDonald.”

			“How can we help make them faster?” A few chuckles go up and I ignore them. “That’s what everyone wants, isn’t it?”

			Theo Ashford grins in my direction as if I said something charming. Jameson’s gaze lingers on me. I feel it down to my toes.

			“You wanna go fast, I’ll help you out,” a guy near Theo tosses.

			“Shut your mouth, Knox,” Megan says, too low for him to hear across the room. “God knows where it’s been.”

			Raj shushes her and Zane just shakes his head.

			“You don’t have the first clue what it takes to put together a race car.” Jameson Ashford shifts back in his seat, but somehow it feels like aggression, not retreat. His jaw is razor sharp, his lips pressed into a hard line as he stares me down. “You’re some math nerd who squeaked through on an entrance exam.”

			A hush falls over the lecture hall.

			The heat in my stomach is the kind no antacid can touch. Knox’s lewd comment was irritating, but this high-handedness from the rich asshole who drove into me is worse.

			You won’t tell a soul. His words from yesterday come back, whispering along my brain like poisonous fumes.

			“You’re right. I do like numbers.” I pause. “Like six-forty. The horsepower of a Porsche 911 Turbo.”

			Jameson opens his mouth, but I speak first, rattling off specs I know by heart.

			“Two-point-five seconds. That’s how long it takes to get from zero to a hundred.”

			I’d never talk this much about myself, but quoting car stats in front of the class feels easier.

			“Last but not least, six inches.”

			I’m on a roll now. Everyone’s watching but a freight train couldn’t stop me.

			“The maximum ground clearance. Although I’d say yours is…” I hold up my hand, eyeing the distance between my spread fingers. “Smaller.”

			The classroom erupts with hollers and gasps.

			“Enough!” Professor Vogel shoots us both a look and returns to her lecture.

			Jameson stares holes in me for the rest of the hour.

			When class wraps up, Jameson is out the door first, flanked by his posse.

			Theo walks over to my row. “Were you waiting for the right moment to call my brother’s dick tiny?”

			“No,” I admit. “It just happened.”

			His eyes crinkle. “Well, it was the most entertaining class in recent memory. Thank you.”

			He disappears out the door after his friends.

			“That was legendary,” Megan crows.

			“It’s going to come back to bite you.” Zane’s checking his phone with one ear on our conversation.

			Raj shakes his head. “Are you afraid of anything?”

			“Spiders. Terrified.” I don’t have to fake the shudder.

			For my eighth birthday, I wanted to spend the entire weekend in the garage in a tent with my stuffed animals. I woke up with a spider on my face and screamed so loud my dad thought I’d lost a limb.

			Megan packs up the pink notebook and pens into her Ashford bag. “What are you doing tomorrow night?”

			“Sleeping.” My body aches from the accident and all my shifts. Dad has the night off, which means no one’s expecting a mechanic at the garage. I’m planning a scalding hot shower, to rest my injured hand, and face-plant into my bed for at least ten hours. It’ll be heaven.

			“Incorrect. The Ashfords are having a party. It’s Theo’s birthday and Luca’s out of town.”

			“I doubt I’m invited.”

			“The whole school is invited. It’ll be a bigger deal if you don’t go. Especially given how Theo keeps looking at you,” she continues.

			A ripple of awareness hits me as I shoulder my bag. Given the choice between drinking and smoking pot and flirting with cliquey assholes, I’d rather be under a car. Still, part of me is curious.

			“Don’t you want to check out the Ashfords’ mansion?” Megan dangles the possibility in front of me.

			A party is objectively a bad idea, especially after the scene I caused in class. I need to fly under the radar. Get my education and get out. But maybe if I go, Theo Ashford will be there, sexy grin and all.

			And that just might be worth losing sleep over.
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			Choosing clothes for the party is harder than I expected. Theo Ashford spends his summers on European beaches with models. I’m way out of my depth.

			“You look hot,” Megan says from the driver’s seat when she and the guys pick me up, eyeing my black leggings and heeled boots paired with my leather jacket. Raj echoes his approval.

			“It’s very ‘cat burglar chic,’ ” Zane corrects from the back seat as I slide into the front.

			It’s too late to second-guess my clothing choice. I flipped through my closet for something without grease stains. A little mascara and lip gloss and I looked like a woman at least a few hours removed from the garage. Whatever my mom didn’t pass down to me, I got her curves.

			“Any statement from Dekker?” Megan’s attention flicks to the rearview, where Zane is swiping on his phone.

			“Nothing public. He’s probably too busy getting drunk and hoping he’ll wake up and find out it was all a bad dream.”

			“Or maybe he lawyered up.” Megan cuts me a glance.

			“ARI’s still tied for first in the team championship. And Navarro’s having a good season. Does Luca really think a reserve driver will help them?” Raj muses.

			“I don’t know.” I think back to the other night at the ARI garage. “Luca seems like someone who only cares about winning.”

			When we get to the Ashfords’ mansion, we’re greeted by flashing lights outside the gate.

			“Cops?”

			Zane follows my gaze. “On Ashford payroll.”

			We head up to the house, if you can call it that. The sprawling manor is all columns and stone. I expect to see a gargoyle or two, but there’s nothing when I head in the doors.

			Megan said the entire school was invited, and there must be a hundred unfamiliar faces at least. The girls are in short skirts and heels. The guys in dress shirts and shoes that probably cost more than our mortgage payment.

			A massive chandelier takes up the foyer, highlighting a double staircase. Like at school, photos line the walls. Unlike the ones on campus, there’s a uniformity to these. It takes me a moment to put my finger on it. They’re all win pictures. At the center of each photo is a trophy, an award, a bottle of champagne mid-spray.

			No sweat or blood or sacrifice. Only the prize matters.

			“Please tell me you didn’t come to the party to look at twenty-year-old pictures,” Megan chides.

			But my eyes find one photo in particular, a group of men and a woman accepting an award. I squint to make out the faces.

			“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen!”

			Theo Ashford’s cocky voice rips my attention away. Our host appears at the top of the stairs, barefoot and grinning. His shirt hangs open, rolled at the sleeves like he’s headlining a rock concert.

			“Thank you all for coming. I hear it’s all downhill after twenty-one, so I’m glad we can have this last time together.”

			A drunken chorus goes up.

			“Before going any further, we have an important tradition.”

			That’s when I notice Jameson, a shadow at his brother’s back in a collared shirt and dress pants. If Theo’s a sexy rock star, Jameson’s giving Dracula: prince of darkness, terrible sense of humor, not above sacrificing small animals in service of living his best life.

			He scans the crowd and jerks his chin once. Four drivers from school join the Ashfords on the stairs.

			“Where?” one asks.

			“Harmon Ave.” The road in front of the house.

			Theo’s gaze lands on me, warming appreciatively. “You came.” The slow scan down my body makes me feel like maybe I’m not underdressed after all.

			The guy who gave me a hard time in class, Knox, follows Theo’s gaze.

			“Look. It’s the girl who wanted to get some.” He leers. “I’ll let you ride with me, baby.”

			He’s closer to me than Theo is, and when he reaches out to grab my waist, I’m too startled to stop him. His breath smells like liquor, and his grip is surprisingly firm. I try to pull away, but he holds fast.

			Disgust and apprehension twine in my stomach. It’s not fear of him hurting me, but fear of being out of control. Of not acting on my own terms.

			The next second his hand is gone. Someone new steps between us.

			Jameson Ashford.

			The back of his shirt brushes my lips and I inhale sharply, the scent of Knox replaced with Jameson’s subtle cologne.

			He fists Knox’s shirt to lift him up on his toes.

			“What the hell, Jamie?” Knox tosses, unrepentant.

			Jameson lifts a flask out of the guy’s pocket. He turns it upside down and shakes, finding it empty.

			“You know the rules. Get the fuck out.”

			Quiet falls over the crowd. Someone’s cut the music, every eye in the room on this showdown.

			When Jameson releases his classmate, Knox slinks off, muttering. I wrap my arms around my body, hating the relief I feel, the confusion hot on its heels.

			Knox was drunk. So? It’s a party.

			That’s when I realize both Ashfords look surprisingly lucid. What are they about to do that they have to be cold sober for? A deeper foreboding sets in.

			“Shotgun,” Megan explains, suddenly at my ear and pulling me back toward her. “It’s a race. The drivers each pick a girl, and she rolls the dice. Whatever turns up is how many shots she drinks before getting in the car. The passenger side, of course,” she goes on at my expression.

			“My big brother’s right. The birthday
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