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​Dedication
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For the girls who were told they couldn't play with the boys—

go ahead and take their trophies.

And for those who believe that love doesn't have to be a choice

between one or the other—

this one is for the ones who want the whole team.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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Welcome back to the world of the Apex Hearts.

If you're reading this, you survived the high-speed collision that was the end of Redline. I wanted to take a moment before we dive back in to thank you for coming on this ride with me. When I first started writing Ava's story, I thought it was about a girl who wanted to race. I didn't realize it was going to become a story about five broken people learning how to be each other's home.

Slipstream is darker than Redline. The gloss of the official circuit is gone. We've left the academy and the paddock behind, and we're deep in the grit of the Shadow Circuit—illegal races through industrial cities, safe houses that smell of diesel, a team held together by loyalty and stubbornness and something that hasn't quite found its name yet.

A few things to know before you turn the page:

This is still a reverse harem romance. Ava doesn't choose. She never will. If you're new to the series, welcome—just know that "why choose" is the whole point, and the men have worked that out for themselves.

The heat level in this book is very high. All intimate scenes are between consenting adults.

Content warnings: illegal street racing, violence, kidnapping, trauma recovery, blackmail, car crashes, family dysfunction, morally grey characters doing questionable things for people they love—and four men who are absolutely feral about one woman.

If you're here for adrenaline, scorching chemistry, found family, and a heroine who refuses to apologize for wanting everything? You're in exactly the right place.

Buckle up. The lights are out, and the real race has just begun.

With love and burnt rubber,

Kiara

P.S. — That cliffhanger at the end of Redline was completely intentional. I'm not sorry. Much.
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​CHAPTER ONE: THE ASHES OF VICTORY
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The roar of the Barcelona crowd was still ringing in my ears, but it sounded less like a cheer and more like a death knell.

"Don't look back, Ava," Dante's voice was a low growl, barely audible over the screaming sirens and the frantic thrum of the motorcycle engine beneath us.

I was pressed against his back, my arms locked around his waist as he wove the Ducati through the service tunnels of the Circuit de Barcelona-Catalunya. Behind us, the world was in flames. The podium I had just stood on was swarmed by federal agents; the Sterling prototype was being seized as "evidence"; and the media was currently devouring the corpse of the Pirate Team live on every news channel from London to Tokyo.

But none of that mattered.

"His tag is still dark," I yelled over the wind, my voice cracking. I was still wearing my racing suit, the silver-and-blue fabric damp with sweat and champagne—and now, chilled by the mountain air as we broke for the hills. "Phoenix is gone, Dante. We can't just leave him."

"We aren't leaving him," Dante snapped, banking the bike so hard my knee nearly scraped the tunnel wall. "We're going to the one place they can't track us. Jax is five minutes behind on the second bike. Marcus is already at the fallback point."

We burst out of the tunnel and onto a dirt track that led deep into the Pyrenees. The sun was setting, casting long, bloody shadows across the peaks. It was beautiful and I couldn't see any of it. All I could see was the photo on my phone—Phoenix, bloodied and bound, held by ghosts in a hangar that should have been empty.

Ten minutes later, we skidded to a halt in front of a stone farmhouse tucked into a crevice of the mountain. It looked ancient, but the high-tech sensors hidden in the ivy told a different story.

Jax pulled up seconds later, his face pale, his golden-boy charm replaced by something raw and jagged. He didn't even cut his engine before he was off the bike and moving toward me. He didn't say a word. He just gripped my face in his hands, his thumbs tracing the line of my jaw as if he needed to confirm I was solid. Real. Still here.

"Marcus is inside," Jax rasped, his hazel eyes searching mine. "He's found something."

We scrambled into the farmhouse. The interior was a stark contrast to the rustic stone exterior—a glowing command center of monitors, servers, and cables that Marcus had apparently built from nothing in under an hour, because Marcus Chen didn't panic; he prepared. He was hunched over a laptop now, his glasses sliding down his nose, his fingers moving with the frantic, rhythmic precision of a man racing against a clock only he could see.

"They didn't take him to Italy," Marcus said without looking up. His voice was hollow. "They moved him to a private estate in the Alps. It's owned by a shell company linked to the Moretti board."

A ping echoed through the room. A single file appeared on the center screen.

"A ransom?" Dante asked. He had crossed the room without my noticing, his hand wrapped around the hilt of the combat knife he'd pulled from his boot. He was doing that thing he always did when the danger was real—going still. Like a blade resting in its sheath.

"Worse," Marcus whispered. He opened the file.

It wasn't a demand for money. It was a video. It showed the Sterling prototype's engine telemetry—the secret my father had died for—being uploaded into a black-market server in real time. The timestamp was eleven minutes ago.

"They're selling the tech to the highest bidder," Marcus said. "And they sent a message."

He hit play.

A distorted voice filled the room, cold and clinical, stripped of any accent or humanity.

"Signorina Sterling. You won the race, but you haven't finished the season. The Shadow Circuit is now open. If you want to see the wild one again, you'll find us in Marseille. Bring the rest of the telemetry... or bring a coffin."

The recording cut out. The farmhouse was so quiet I could hear the wind pulling at the shutters.

I looked at the three men left in the room. Dante, still coiled and dangerous by the monitors. Jax, standing close enough that I could feel the heat coming off him. Marcus, watching me over the rim of his glasses the way he always did when he was running calculations—the kind that had nothing to do with car data.

We were outlaws. No sponsors. No FIA. No team structure. No rules.

"Marseille," I said. The name tasted like copper and ash. "Tell me about the Shadow Circuit."

Dante stepped forward, his shadow falling across the maps Marcus had already pulled up on the wall screen. "It's illegal. Street racing with F1-spec engines in the heart of industrial cities. No safety gear. No marshals. Only the fastest survive, and only the richest bet."

"How do we get in?"

"You earn a slot," Marcus said, pulling up a secondary window of dark-web chatter. "The circuit has a tiered ranking system. You start at the bottom and you race your way to the people who hold the invitations. Every race is a buy-in. Every win moves you up the board."

"And the people holding Phoenix?" Jax asked, his voice carefully neutral. He was doing what he always did under pressure—managing. Holding the shape of the group when everyone else was starting to splinter.

"They're at the top," Marcus said quietly. "The Shadow Circuit is how the Moretti board launders its contingency funds. They control the top tier. If we want to reach Phoenix, we race our way to them."

The silence stretched for three full seconds.

"Then get the bikes ready," I said. My voice came out steadier than I felt. Inside my chest, everything was cold and hard and very, very focused. "If they want a show, we'll give them a riot."

No one argued. That was the thing about my team—when it mattered, they didn't waste time.

Dante moved to the window, scanning the mountain road out of habit. Jax went back outside to pull the bikes under cover. Marcus began the process of ghosting our digital footprints, fingers flying, pulling us off every satellite grid he could reach.

I stood in the center of the room, still in my racing suit, still smelling of champagne and Barcelona tarmac, and I looked at the frozen frame of that video.

Phoenix. His face was turned slightly away from the camera. There was blood on his temple and his hands were bound behind him, but even in that grainy still image, even restrained and beaten, he looked like himself. Like someone who was already thinking three moves ahead.

I pressed my thumb to the screen.

I'm coming for you, Wild One. Don't you dare stop fighting.

* * *
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The farmhouse kitchen smelled of damp stone and the industrial tang of Marcus's overheating servers. I had changed out of my racing suit into cargo pants and a dark hoodie from the emergency bag Jax had stashed at the fallback point months ago—back when having a fallback point had felt like paranoia rather than prophecy.

Dante came in while I was lacing my boots. He didn't knock, but then Dante never knocked. He filled the doorway with that particular stillness of his, the one that meant he was watching and cataloguing and deciding something he hadn't said yet.

"You need to eat," he said.

"I need Phoenix," I replied.

"You need to eat," he repeated. He set a protein bar on the table beside me and leaned against the counter, arms folded, dark eyes tracking my face with an intensity that would have unnerved me six months ago. Now it just felt like gravity. "We leave in forty minutes. If you go into that city running on adrenaline and nothing else, you'll make a mistake."

I looked at the protein bar. I looked at him.

I picked it up and tore it open. "Happy?"

"No," he said, and something moved behind his eyes that wasn't quite anger. "But I'll live with it."

He crossed the small kitchen in two steps and stopped in front of me, close enough that I had to tilt my head back to hold his gaze. There was something raw underneath his composure tonight. Something that the cold prince exterior wasn't quite containing.

"This isn't going to be like Thornfield," he said quietly. "Or Barcelona. The Shadow Circuit doesn't have rules. It doesn't have marshals or safety cars or anyone whose job it is to make sure you walk away. The people who run those races—" he stopped. Jaw working. "They don't see a driver, Ava. They see a number on a betting board."

"Then we change what they see." I held his gaze. "We make them see something that scares them more than any number."

For a moment he just looked at me. Then he reached out and caught my jaw in one hand, his thumb pressing against the corner of my mouth with a firmness that was less tenderness than it was possession—like he was trying to make an imprint. Something to hold onto while the world fell apart around us.

"Don't die," he said.

"That's your whole speech?"

"Don't. Die." He said it again, two words with the weight of something much longer behind them. Then he let me go and stepped back, the composure sliding back into place like armor, and walked out.

I sat there for a second, my hand coming up to touch the place on my jaw where his thumb had been.

Then I finished the protein bar and went to help load the van.

* * *
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Marcus had rigged a signal jammer into the back of the Renault along with the servers, which meant the four of us were pressed into close quarters with the equipment while Jax drove and the mountain darkness swallowed the headlights.

Phoenix's absence was its own kind of presence. He was the one who would have broken the tension with something stupid—a joke about Marcus's driving statistics, a bet about which of us would crack first. Without him, the silence in the van had edges.

"The Shadow Circuit's first tier is based in Marseille," Marcus said. He had his tablet propped on one knee, his glasses on, his voice doing the thing it did when he was translating anxiety into information. "The street races run through the industrial docks on the south side. We'll need a slot on the grid and a buy-in fee. I can source the crypto, but the buy-in is significant. If we lose the first race—"

"We won't," I said.

Marcus looked at me over his glasses. It wasn't doubt exactly. More like the particular expression he wore when he was deciding whether to argue about probability with someone who had already made up their mind.

"The car," he said instead. "I've already been in contact with a freight contact in Valencia. The Sterling is being moved in pieces through a shipping container. It'll meet us in Marseille, but it's going to need assembly. We won't have the factory setup. No hydraulic rigs, no calibrated equipment. We'll be building it in whatever space we can secure, with whatever tools we can source."

"Like my father used to," I said.

That quieted everyone for a moment.

Jax spoke from the front, his eyes on the road. "James Sterling built the first version of that engine in a rented garage in Seville with a socket set and a borrowed oscilloscope." A pause. "Phoenix told me that once. During one of those nights in the sim room when we were supposed to be studying telemetry and instead we were just talking."

The mention of Phoenix's name landed like a stone in still water. We all felt the ripple.

"He's going to be fine," Jax said, though it came out less like a statement than a thing he needed to say out loud to keep it true.

"He's going to be more than fine," I said. "He's going to be furious. And when Phoenix Kane is furious, he drives like the road owes him something." I paused. "We're going to need that when we get him back."

Dante, sitting to my left, said nothing. But his hand found mine in the dark, and he held it with the kind of grip that had nothing to do with comfort and everything to do with the specific tension of a man who had already decided what he was willing to do and was trying not to think too hard about it.

I didn't pull away.

* * *
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We hit the outskirts of Marseille at two in the morning, the city rising out of the darkness in layers—first the industrial cranes of the port, then the sodium-orange glow of the dock roads, then the smell of the sea and diesel and something else underneath it, something older and saltier and distinctly unwelcoming.

Jax found us a warehouse three blocks from the South Quay. It had been a fish-processing plant once, and the ghost of that history lived in the walls. Marcus set up his equipment in the corner furthest from the main doors while Dante ran the perimeter and Jax and I started the grim mathematics of what we actually had to work with.

Not much.

The Sterling would arrive in pieces tomorrow morning, which meant we had the Renault, our personal gear, Marcus's servers, and a single encrypted contact name that Marcus had pulled from the dark-web chatter on the way down.

"The Scavenger," Marcus had said, with the tone of someone reading a species classification for something found under a rock. "He runs the betting pool for the first-tier heat in Marseille. He's the one who controls grid access. You want a slot, you go through him."

"Where do I find him?"

"A bar called Le Gouffre. The Abyss." Marcus had paused. "He'll know who you are, Ava. The Barcelona story is everywhere. You'll need to decide whether that's an asset or a liability."

I had thought about that for the rest of the drive.

Now, standing in a decommissioned fish warehouse in Marseille at two in the morning, I had my answer.

"Both," I said out loud, to no one in particular.

Dante looked up from the map he was studying by flashlight. "What?"

"Being recognised. It's both. An asset and a liability." I looked at the map with him. "They'll know what I can do behind a wheel. But they'll also know I'm desperate. In a betting economy, desperation is a price that gets set against you." I traced the route to Le Gouffre with one finger. "So we don't lead with desperate. We lead with dangerous."

Dante studied me for a moment with those unreadable dark eyes.

"You already know how to play this," he said.

"I know how to drive," I said. "Everything else I learned from watching my father get eaten alive by people who thought they were smarter than him." I straightened up. "They weren't smarter. They were just willing to be crueller. So are we."

Marcus cleared his throat from his corner. "For what it's worth, I've already started building a false transaction history for a shell entity. If the Scavenger checks our funding trail, he'll see a pattern consistent with an independent garage team that's been operating on the margins of the European tuner circuit for eighteen months. We look like we belong here. Not rich. Not desperate. Just—"

"Hungry," Jax said, from where he was crouched over the Renault's wheel arch, running his hands along the undercarriage by feel. He looked up. "We look hungry. That's the right level for this."

I looked at the four of us—three of us, with Phoenix's absence pressing against every moment like a bruise—and thought that hungry was exactly right. Hungry and hard-edged and very, very motivated.

"Get some sleep," I said. "Two hours. Then I'm going to Le Gouffre."

"We're going," Dante corrected.

I started to argue. He met my eyes with a look that wasn't a request.

"Fine," I said. "We're going."

I found a corner of the warehouse that was cleaner than the rest, pulled my jacket over myself, and lay down on the concrete. Above me, through the gaps in the corrugated roof, I could see a narrow strip of sky. No stars. Just the orange-grey murk of the city, pressing down like a lid.

Somewhere north of us, in a private estate carved into the Swiss Alps, Phoenix Kane was in a room with no windows and people who thought they had won.

They hadn't won.

They'd just made us angry.

I closed my eyes and started planning.
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​CHAPTER TWO: LE GOUFFRE
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Le Gouffre was exactly what the name promised.

The bar occupied the hollowed-out hull of a decommissioned tugboat that had been dragged off the water and bolted into the ground somewhere between the third and fourth docks, surrounded by enough industrial scaffolding and old shipping cable that it looked less like an establishment and more like something the city had accidentally grown. The music coming through the walls wasn't music exactly—it was bass frequency, the kind that lived in your sternum rather than your ears. The kind designed to make conversation difficult and paranoia easy.

Dante and I moved through the dock approach with our hoods low and our pace measured. Not fast enough to look like we were running from something. Not slow enough to look like we were sightseeing. We had changed in the warehouse before leaving—dark clothes, nothing with a logo, nothing that reflected light. I had my hair tucked up under a cap.

"The Scavenger runs the back corner," Dante said quietly, close enough that his voice didn't carry past me. "He won't approach us. We approach him. And when we sit down, let me set the opening."

"You want to do the talking."

"I want to set the frame. There's a difference." He glanced at me sideways. "You're the asset in this room, Ava. Every person in there is going to know your face within thirty seconds of walking in. That's useful, but only if we control what it means."

I thought about what I'd said in the warehouse. We lead with dangerous, not desperate.

"Fine," I said. "You open. I close."

He nodded once, and we pushed through the door.

The heat inside was a physical thing, a wall of warm bodies and cheap smoke and the specific humidity of a space with no adequate ventilation. The bar stretched along the curved inner hull of the old tugboat, every surface either rusted metal or scarred wood, and the monitors lining the walls showed live telemetry feeds from what I assumed were practice runs on the Shadow Circuit's prep track—the Pit, Marcus had called it. Numbers scrolled alongside grainy footage of a car taking a corner at a speed that would have been illegal in any sanctioned event in the world.

I clocked the room in the first ten seconds the way my father had taught me to clock a circuit. Entry points. Exit points. Where the weight was distributed. Who was watching the door.

A lot of people were watching the door.

Dante put his hand on the small of my back—light, barely there, but deliberate. A piece of information for anyone reading us. We're together. Don't test it.

We moved toward the back.

The Scavenger was exactly what his name suggested he'd be. Thin in the way that spoke of nervous energy rather than hunger, with skin the color of old parchment and eyes that moved in rapid, darting arcs across the room—taking inventory of everything, discarding what wasn't useful, storing what was. He was sitting at a circular table made from a cross-section of old machinery, a handheld tablet flat on the surface in front of him. He didn't look up when we sat down.

"You're late," he said, in accented English that had been worn smooth by too many languages.

"We weren't aware we had an appointment," Dante replied.

The Scavenger's eyes moved up then—slow, deliberate, the way a man looks at something he's already assessed from across the room and is now confirming up close. He looked at Dante first. Then at me. Something shifted in his expression. Not surprise exactly. More like the satisfaction of a calculation proving out.

"Sterling," he said. Barely above a murmur. "I thought it would take you longer to find me."

"We don't have longer," I said.

Dante's hand found my knee under the table. Not a warning—a reminder. Let me set the frame.

I sat back.

"We heard there's a vacancy on the Marseille grid," Dante said. His voice had dropped into something smooth and cold, a register I'd only heard him use when he was very sure of himself. "An out-of-towner dropped out of the next heat."

The Scavenger let out a dry sound that might have been a laugh. "Dropped out. Yes. That's one way to describe being retrieved from the harbor in pieces." He tilted his head. "The Shadow Circuit doesn't have vacancies in the traditional sense. It has openings for teams with the correct combination of funds, talent, and—" he paused, seeming to taste the next word, "—desperation."

"We have all three," Dante said.

"What's your car?"

"Sterling tech under a rebuilt shell," I said. I watched the Scavenger's eyes. "Faster than anything currently on your grid."

"Bold claim."

"Verifiable claim. Tell me when and where."

The Scavenger looked at me for a long moment. In the background, the bass frequency shifted, and a ripple of noise moved through the bar as someone on the monitors pushed a car through a corner that looked physically impossible. I didn't look at the screen. I kept my eyes on him.

"The buy-in for the Marseille Sprint is one hundred thousand," he said. "Untraceable. And the title to your car. If you lose, the Sterling tech stays in Marseille."

The number landed like a stone. We had nowhere near that in liquid assets. Marcus's ghost accounts held a fraction of it.

"And the payout for a win?" Dante asked, his voice betraying nothing.

"The winner receives the pooled stakes plus a private audience with the Director at the end of the season's first tier." The Scavenger folded his hands on the table. "The Director is the only individual who controls access to the upper circuit. He is, by extension, the only individual who can tell you where your friend is being held."

There it was. Not buried, not obscured. He knew exactly what we were here for. He had probably known before we'd walked through the door.

I felt Dante go very still beside me.

"Done," I said.

Dante's hand tightened on my knee—sharp this time, a real warning—but I held the Scavenger's gaze and didn't walk it back.

The Scavenger smiled, thin and satisfied. "The Sprint is in thirty-six hours. The staging area is at the South Quay at midnight. If your car isn't grid-ready by then—" he spread his hands, "—the slot goes to the next team on the waitlist, and your buy-in is forfeit."

He tapped something on his tablet and pushed it across the table. A grid registration form, fields already auto-populated with a team designation—GHOST ENTRY—and a chassis number that corresponded to nothing in any official database.

"Welcome to the Shadow Circuit, Signorina Sterling."

* * *
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Dante didn't say anything until we were two blocks from Le Gouffre, in a narrow service lane between two warehouses that smelled of old fish and machine oil. Then he stopped walking.

I stopped too.

"You committed us to a hundred thousand we don't have," he said. His voice was quiet. That was always the tell with Dante—when he got very quiet, he was very angry.

"I committed us to a race we can win," I said. "Marcus can source the crypto from the circuit's own betting pool. If we enter ourselves as a dark-horse through a secondary account before the Sprint goes live, we can—"

"That's not the point."

"Then what's the point?"

He turned to face me fully. In the dim orange light of the service lane, with his hood pushed back and his jaw set, he looked less like the cold prince of Thornfield and more like what he actually was underneath all of that—a man who was very frightened and had no idea what to do with it.

"The point," he said carefully, "is that you agreed before we knew if the plan was viable. You didn't look at me. You didn't pause for two seconds to consider that I might have been about to negotiate a different structure. You just—" he stopped. "You went around me, Ava."

"I closed the deal."

"You bet everything we have on a thirty-six hour window."

"Phoenix is—"

"I know where Phoenix is!" His voice cracked on it, just slightly, and the fracture was so unlike him that I went quiet. He turned away, one hand pressed flat against the corrugated metal wall of the warehouse. The muscle in his jaw worked. "I know where he is. I know every hour he's there is an hour the Morettis are taking something from him that we can't give back. I know that. I am not made of stone, Ava, regardless of what you think."

I watched him. This was the version of Dante that almost no one saw—the version that existed in the gap between the armor and the man wearing it. I had only ever seen it a handful of times, and each time it felt like being handed something fragile.

"I don't think you're made of stone," I said.

He didn't answer.

"I think you run calculations," I continued, stepping closer. "I think you build plans and contingencies and you account for every variable you can see. And I think that when someone moves faster than the plan, it feels like losing control, and losing control feels like losing him."

A long pause. The city moved around us—cranes, distant traffic, the bass frequency of Le Gouffre still faintly audible two streets away.

"Don't psychoanalyze me," Dante said, but the edge in it had gone soft.

"Don't try to out-negotiate me in a room full of criminals," I replied.

He made a sound that was almost a laugh. Not quite. He turned back to look at me, and the anger had burned down into something more complicated—the particular expression he wore when he was deciding how much of himself to give away.

He crossed the distance between us in two steps, his hands coming up to frame my face, his thumbs pressing into my cheekbones. Not gentle. Present. Like he was grounding himself.

"If something happens to you on that track," he said, very quietly, "I will burn this entire city down. You understand that. You know that about me."

"I know that about you," I confirmed.

"And you still—"

"I still get in the car, Dante. Every time. Because that's what I am." I held his gaze. "You knew that before any of this started."

He looked at me for a long moment, his thumbs tracing the line of my cheekbones. Then he kissed me—not the desperate, claiming kind of kiss he usually defaulted to under pressure, but something slower and more deliberate, like he was making a decision rather than taking something. I felt it in my spine. The particular weight of a man deciding to trust something he couldn't control.

When he pulled back, his forehead rested against mine.

"Thirty-six hours," he said.

"Thirty-six hours," I agreed.

* * *
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The Sterling arrived at dawn.

Not in one piece—nothing about this was going to be in one piece—but in a freight container that had been rerouted through Valencia under a false manifest declaring its contents as industrial filtration equipment. Marcus had tracked it to a warehouse on the north end of the dock district, and when Jax and I cut the container seals and swung the doors open, we stood for a moment in silence at the sight of what was inside.

My father's engine, disassembled into components and packed in foam cases, looked like the world's most expensive puzzle.

"All right," Jax said finally, pushing his sleeves up. "Let's build a car."

We had thirty-four hours by then. Jax divided the work with the efficient ruthlessness of someone who had rebuilt racing machinery under pressure before, which he had—more times than I could count, in the back rooms of Thornfield when the official mechanics had gone to sleep and we were still chasing a half-second improvement at two in the morning.

The chassis was the first problem. The Sterling's original bodywork was too recognizable—the silver-and-blue livery was currently on every news channel in Europe under the headline SEIZED EVIDENCE. We needed a shell. Something that looked like it belonged in this world.

Jax sourced it from a salvage yard two streets over. A wrecked GT3 that had met its end on the Marseille docks under circumstances nobody seemed willing to explain, its frame intact but its bodywork a patchwork of collision damage and improvised repair. He stripped what he needed in ninety minutes while I started on the engine installation with Marcus guiding me through the electrical integration from his workbench.

"The cooling system is the critical point," Marcus said, not looking up from his monitor. He had a headset on and three feeds running—the satellite sweep, the dark-web chatter about the Sprint, and the engine diagnostic screen. "The Sterling was designed for a climate-controlled pit environment and a team of six. We have a fish warehouse and four people. The ambient heat from the dock is going to affect the manifold pressure. You'll need to compensate in real time."

"How much compensation?"

"I won't know exactly until she's running. I'll feed you adjustments through the comms."

"Marcus."

He looked up.

"Tell me the range. Best case, worst case."

He held my gaze for a moment, making the calculation. With Marcus, there was always the version he wanted to give you—optimistic, manageable—and the version that was actually true. He had learned, over the months at Thornfield, that I wanted the true one.

"Best case, you're making micro-adjustments every thirty seconds and the engine runs clean throughout. Worst case, the manifold spikes in the second half of the race and you're nursing the power output to prevent a seizure." A pause. "Worst case is manageable if you're disciplined about the line."

"And if I'm not disciplined?"

"Then we came all this way to fish the Sterling out of a Marseille drain." He pushed his glasses up. "Be disciplined."

I went back to the wiring.

Dante didn't work on the car. This surprised me for approximately four minutes before I understood what he was doing instead. He was sitting on a crate at the warehouse entrance with a handheld device Marcus had configured, running surveillance on the dock approach. Every vehicle that slowed near the warehouse. Every pair of eyes that lingered too long on the building. He was running the perimeter the way he'd been trained to run it—by his father's people, years before he understood what his father actually was.

Around noon, when Jax and I were deep in the suspension geometry, Dante brought food. He set it down without ceremony—bread, cured meat, something in a waxed wrapper that turned out to be a hard cheese—and went back to his post.

Jax looked at the food, then at Dante's retreating back.

"He's scared," Jax said quietly, so only I could hear.

"I know."

"He doesn't know what to do with scared. So he feeds us and watches the door." Jax picked up the bread. "It's almost sweet."

"Don't tell him that."

"God, no."

* * *
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By the time the sun went down, the car existed.

It wasn't beautiful. The mismatched body panels gave it a rough, assembled-from-the-wreckage look that wasn't entirely inaccurate. The paint job—matte black, applied by Jax with a roller and a prayer—had dried unevenly in patches. The front splitter was a piece of salvaged aluminum that Jax had riveted on and sealed with high-temp epoxy, and it would need three hours to fully cure.

But the engine ran.

When I turned it over for the first time, all four of us went quiet. The Sterling's voice was unmistakable—that specific frequency, that note that sat somewhere between a scream and a song. It sounded wrong in this place, in this body, surrounded by the smell of a fish warehouse and the distant noise of the docks. It sounded like something that didn't belong.

Good. That was exactly what it was.

"She'll do," Jax said, and I could hear in his voice what it cost him to be that understated about something that had taken everything we had to build.

I climbed into the cockpit. The seat had been pulled from the GT3 wreck and it didn't fit my frame the way the Sterling's custom seat had, but I adjusted the harness until it was tight enough. The steering wheel was ours—Marcus had saved it from the original car, tucked in a foam case, one of the things he'd grabbed in the thirty seconds he'd had at the Barcelona paddock before the FIA moved in.

My hands settled on it and something in my chest unclenched slightly.

Dante appeared at my window. He had his hood down and the warehouse light made him look tired in a way I wasn't used to seeing—like the carefully maintained surface had started to thin.

"How does she feel?" he asked.

"Like a fighter who's been in too many bouts," I said. "But still standing."

He nodded. His hand came up and rested on the door frame, and for a moment he just looked at me in the car—in my element, in the machine, in the place where I was most myself—with an expression I couldn't fully read. There was the possessiveness. There was always the possessiveness. But there was something underneath it that was closer to awe, and Dante wore awe so rarely that it always startled me when it appeared.

"Six hours until we need to stage," he said.

"Then I'm going to sleep for four of them," I said. "And you are too."

"I'll sleep after—"

"Dante." I held his gaze. "Four hours. You're no good to me running on nothing. Phoenix is no good to us if we get him back and we're too broken to function."

A long moment. He looked like he wanted to argue. Then he looked like he'd run the calculation and found it came out the same way it always did when I pushed back on something he knew I was right about.

"Four hours," he conceded.

Marcus was already asleep on a camp mat in the corner, his glasses folded on his chest, his face finally still. Jax was doing a last check on the rear suspension, but when I climbed out of the car and caught his eye, he tilted his head toward the corner where the sleeping bags were laid out and gave me the small nod that meant he'd be there shortly.

I lay down on the concrete with my jacket folded under my head and listened to the dock settle into its nocturnal rhythms—the creak of cables, the low groan of a vessel adjusting to the tide, the distant, percussion-heavy ghost of the music from Le Gouffre.

Dante lay down beside me. Not touching, but close. After a minute, in the dark, his hand found mine the way it had in the van—not comfort, not softness, just contact. The specific kind of contact that meant: I'm here. I'm with you. Don't go anywhere I can't follow.

I turned my palm up and held on.

Six hours. The Sterling was built and running. The Scavenger had our slot. Somewhere in the Swiss Alps, Phoenix Kane was counting on us to be the fastest thing on a Marseille dock at midnight.

We were going to be.

I closed my eyes and let the sounds of the harbor fill the dark, and I didn't let myself think about the drawbridge until I absolutely had to.
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​CHAPTER THREE: THE LEAP OF FAITH
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The South Quay at midnight looked like the end of the world had decided to throw a party.

Thousands of people lined the makeshift barrier—old shipping cable strung between dock bollards, not exactly a safety wall, not exactly a suggestion either. They wore hoods and masks and the kind of anonymous, untraceable clothing that said we're all agreed this isn't happening. The air smelled of burning rubber and salt water and the particular diesel-heavy thickness of a port that never fully slept. Somewhere behind the crowd, a generator was running, and its low, mechanical heartbeat underscored everything.

I sat in the cockpit of the car we hadn't named and watched the grid take shape around me.

There were eight cars in the Marseille Sprint. To my left, a reinforced SUV with Balkan plates that had been modified so aggressively it barely qualified as a road vehicle—steel plating over the windows, a push bar across the front that had clearly been used, a driver visible only as a silhouette behind glass dark enough to be one-way. To my right, a Japanese tuner stripped to its absolute skeleton, the turbocharger glowing orange where it pressed against the bodywork, hissing like something alive.

The rest of the grid was variations on the same theme. Machines built for one thing, by people who had decided the rules didn't apply to them.

We fit right in.

"Oil temp is reading clean," Marcus said in my ear. He was stationed on a gantry above the start line, his tablet running the car's telemetry through a private encrypted feed. "The epoxy on the front splitter is cured. Jax's weld on the rear subframe held the pre-race stress test. She's as ready as she's going to be."

"What's the track like?"

"I've pulled footage from the last three Sprints through the dark-web archive." I could hear him scrolling, tapping. "The first mile is the shipping container corridor—single lane width at the narrowest point, concrete walls on both sides. There are drainage grates across the road surface in four places. Missing iron covers in two of those. If you drop a tire into the gap, the axle shears." A pause. "I'll call the grates as they come."

"Okay."

"The second mile opens up into the dock road. That's where they'll fight for position. It's wide enough for three cars abreast but the surface is oil-contaminated. Be careful on the power."

"And the bridge?"

A beat of silence that told me everything about how Marcus felt about the bridge.

"The drawbridge over the South Canal," he said finally. "They don't close it for the race. It operates on its standard automated schedule. By the time the lead cars reach it, the gap between the two leaves will be approximately ten feet and opening."

"Ten feet."

"At race speed, the window is about two seconds wide. Too slow and the ramp angle causes the suspension to bottom out. The impact shears the axle." Another pause. "Too fast and you clear the gap but you don't have road left to brake before the final hairpin."

"What's the number?"

"Two hundred and forty kilometers per hour. Hold that speed through the approach and the launch geometry works in your favor."

"And if something changes on the approach?"

"Then I'll tell you," Marcus said. "And you'll adapt. Because that's what you do."

I held onto that.

Dante's voice came on. He was positioned higher up, on a crane gantry that gave him a sightline over the first two sections of the track. "The Balkan driver in the SUV has done this race four times. He doesn't race for position—he races for elimination. His record is three wins and one disqualification for ramming a competitor into a container wall."

"Charming."

"His preferred move is a late lunge on the entry to the corridor. He'll try to pin you against the left wall before you hit the first grate." I heard something careful in Dante's voice, something that was managing itself very deliberately. "Don't let him get alongside you off the line."

"I won't."

"Ava."

"I won't, Dante."

Jax was the last one in. "Rear wing angle is set. I've put two extra rivets in the splitter as insurance." A pause that had a different texture to it—not data, not tactics. "You've got this, Ace."

The nickname landed the way it always did. Phoenix's name for me, used by Jax in the way that meant: he should be here. He would want you to hear this.

"I know," I said.

The start signal for the Marseille Sprint wasn't a light. It was a cold, electric-blue flare that someone set off from the top of a container stack—a single burst of chemical light that turned the dock white for half a second and then vanished, and in the silence it left behind the race had already started.

* * *
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I dumped the clutch and felt the Sterling's torque try to rip my arms from their sockets.

The rear tires screamed against the dock concrete, fighting for grip on a surface that had been covered in rubber deposits from three previous Sprint events and was now closer to ice than tarmac. I felt the back end step out—not far, not terminal, but enough to make my hands work on the wheel, counter-steering by instinct before my brain had consciously processed the slip.

The Sterling bit.

We surged forward and I was already in second, third, the engine note climbing through its registers in a way that was deeply familiar and completely wrong for this place, this frankenstein body, this dock air thick with salt and diesel. The engine didn't care. It screamed the same way it had screamed in Barcelona and at Thornfield and in every simulation Marcus had run, because the Sterling engine had been built by a man who understood that the machine should be louder than everything around it.

Hi, Dad.

I was in fifth place off the line, which was better than expected given our grid position. The Japanese tuner had launched clean and was already four lengths ahead, turbocharger spitting blue fire into the dark. The Balkan SUV had done exactly what Dante said it would—lunged late off the line, aiming to take the inside of the first corridor approach—but I had anticipated it and taken the line early, putting the wall on my left and leaving no room.

The SUV driver hadn't liked that.

He was right behind me now. I could see his headlights in the mirror, filling it completely, and I knew from the footage Marcus had pulled that he wasn't going to back off. He was going to wait for the first grate.

"Two hundred meters to the corridor entry," Marcus said. "First grate is forty meters in. Left side of the lane. I'll mark it."

The corridor came up fast—two walls of stacked shipping containers, rust-streaked and massive, with barely enough room between them for the car and about six inches on either side. The crowd noise cut off the moment we entered, replaced by the compressed, deafening echo of the Sterling's exhaust bouncing off the steel walls.

"Grate. Now. Left."

I moved right by six inches. Felt nothing. Clean.

"Good. Second grate in eighty meters, right side—"

The impact from behind hit before Marcus finished the sentence.

Not a tap. A deliberate, full-weight ram from the SUV's steel push bar directly into my rear bumper. The car lurched forward, the steering wheel kicking in my hands as the rear end tried to step out in the confined space. I had approximately one second before the wall came up.

I didn't brake. I accelerated.

It was the only option—braking in that space with a two-ton armored vehicle pushing from behind was a guaranteed impact with the container wall. Accelerating bought me distance and reset the gap. The Sterling responded with the immediate, savage urgency of an engine that had more power than the body around it could comfortably use, and I shot forward, the SUV's push bar connecting with nothing but air.

"Second grate!" Marcus shouted.

I was already past it. Right side, clean.

"P4," Marcus said, breathing again. "The tuner is ten lengths ahead. There are two cars between you and him."

"The SUV?"

"Right behind you. He's not backing off."

I could feel him back there—the pressure of his headlights, the specific aggressive gravity of a driver who treated other people's vehicles as obstacles to be removed. The corridor was ending. In twenty meters it would open into the dock road and the geometry would change entirely.

I had to shed him before the bridge. On the approach to the drawbridge there was no room for a vehicle that wanted to push me off a ramp.

"Jax," I said. "The bump-and-run. What's the rear bumper rated for?"

A brief pause. "Honest answer?"

"Always."

"One solid impact at low speed. What you're thinking is going to damage us too."

"Acceptable," I said.

"Ava—"

"Acceptable, Jax."

The corridor opened into the dock road and suddenly there was space—wide, oil-slicked concrete under the sodium lights, the harbor on the right and a line of warehouses on the left, and three cars ahead of me fighting for position with the elegant savagery of drivers who had nothing left to lose.

I moved left. Then right. The SUV followed every move, matching me, staying glued to my rear quarter like he was trying to tell me something.

I let him get almost level.

It was a small gap—a fraction of indecision, or what I made look like indecision—and he took it. He pulled alongside, his armored flank coming level with my door, and that was when I did it.

Not a ram. A tap. A perfectly calibrated touch of his rear quarter with my front corner, just enough weight at just the right angle to unsettle his rear tires on the oil-contaminated surface. In a car that heavy, with that weight distribution, an unexpected slip at speed didn't resolve itself the way a lighter car could.

The SUV stepped out.

His recovery was good—better than I expected—but it cost him two seconds and half a lane of space, and two seconds was all I needed.

I was through.

"P2," Marcus said, and I could hear something in his voice that he'd never admit to out loud. "The tuner is four lengths ahead. You have approximately one
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