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      Amy Marsten raced like nobody he’d ever met; and after his death during a race, never would again.

      Amy races to solve her teammate’s murder before her enemies chase her across that ultimate final finish line.
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      Max Hamby came off the pole position running hot and never let go of the lead. Fifteen of fifty laps through the Las Vegas streets, he hadn’t eased off yet. Everyone said this was his race to lose—and The Max-Hammer didn’t do that. Though the season wasn’t a third over, the media already touted him as The Unstoppable Season Champion.

      They didn’t know shit. For one thing, everybody gunned for the leader. For another, they didn’t have Amy Marsten as a teammate. She was the main reason for his success—because she kept hounding his ass. They’d finished most races this season running one and two, thankfully his one and her two. Today, he’d had a breather for the first fifteen laps because she’d gotten snarled up behind four other drivers and they weren’t letting her through.

      The drivers were near as hot for a second-place finish as they were to take his first. Times ten because debut teams were not supposed to dominate until they were old teams. First-year teams like theirs weren’t expected to finish, never mind contend.

      Tough shit, Sherlock.

      And while Amy kept them all busy in the backfield, he’d gain distance on the pack.

      Lap Sixteen, forty-four to go. Second gear around Turn One. Four, fifth, sixth as he slalomed through the next three turns. Then punching up to eighth on the Koval Ave straightaway, rocketing along over three hundred kilometers per hour. Half a klick and six seconds later, he hammered back down to second, barely a hundred kmph into Turn Five. A fast punch up to eighth, around The Sphere—the massive dome shining in the night sky with a graphic of a green flag—then down to second through the double-twist of the tight chicane going under fifty. A brief punch up the gears then down along Sands Ave, readying for the dead slow Turn Twelve.

      After that came the Vegas Strip. Two kilometers of wide-open space—he’d soon be cracking three-fifty. Two hundred and twenty miles an hour past The Venetian and the old Flamingo. Gods, but this was the best job on the planet! He’d rocket past the high-firing Bellagio fountains and the towering pinnacle of Paris’ Eiffel Tower in a blur. In the far distance, Aria’s twenty-five story LED billboard marked the end of the run and the three sharp (and slow) turns around Planet Hollywood.

      As he eased into Twelve, there she was in his rearview, her car shining in the glow of the course’s night lighting.

      Out of nowhere, Amy Marsten had broken free and now sat hot on his tail as he cleared the corner and entered the head of the Strip. He definitely had to watch the tape of how she’d pulled that off. Damn but she was good. Which would have made her seriously sexy, even without looking the way she did. That long dark hair and that long athletic body simply slayed him. Last night—was it just last night?—their hot competition on-track and hotter teasing off-track had reached some tipping point.

      He hadn’t found out how good she was in bed…because by the time they’d made it that far, they’d both been too exhausted and too aware of race day the next day. At last he knew for a fact that Amy delivered the same heat body-to-body that she gave on the track—full-bore.

      Could he have caught up if their situations were reversed? Their cars were identical, so he doubted it; the woman had seriously outperformed the car.

      Another glance back coming off Turn Twelve.

      Shit!

      He was in for it now. She was less than a second behind him. When they hit the DRS detector’s line, her Drag Reduction System would automatically unlock because she was running under that one crucial second behind, a mere fifteen car lengths at this speed. She’d gain a ten kmph advantage when she hit the switch and opened her car’s rear wing foil for the straightaway. Plenty of power to overtake him. The DRS was a reward for managing to stick so close despite the dirty-air turbulence his car kicked up through the turns. Using the smooth slipstream of the straightaway, he wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Unless…

      A real backmarker ran close ahead of him. A full lap off the pace with only a third of the race run. Not having a good day.

      He goosed his car hard, hoping he didn’t pay for it by hitting the race’s hundred-and-fifteen-liter fuel limit later. If he ran low on fuel toward the end, he’d have no choice but to lift and coast—easing off the throttle at every braking zone to save gas.

      Punching it now didn’t get him away from Amy, but he slipped within a second of the backmarker as they swept past the DRS detector.

      No need for extra power to get by. The guy knew he was outclassed and let them by along the gentle sweep of Turn Thirteen.

      At the head of The Strip, the DRS indicator lights on his steering wheel blinked green and there was a chirp inside his helmet. He’d done it. Now he and Amy were evenly matched down The Strip. She might catch him in the hard turns around Planet Hollywood, if he let her—which he wouldn’t.

      Already up in eighth gear, he punched the DRS control under his left thumb.

      He could feel the change as the DRS shifted hydraulic pressure up into the after section of the rear foil and opened a slot. The foil lost some of the downward pressure that kept the car pinned to the pavement. Less drag, higher speed.

      Together, he and Amy were going to crack the track record for speed—three-fifty, three-fifty-five…three hundred and sixty kmph. Track record! Sharing that with her? No complaints. They were teammates and now lovers. At least he hoped they were; a single night might not mean anything more than an aberration. But then again, it might.

      Eleven seconds later, he slowed for the triple twist of Turns Fourteen, Fifteen, and Sixteen.

      Or he tried to.
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      Not getting rid of me so easily. Amy sat three car lengths back and one meter to the inside of Max’s car—the side he’d expect her to try to pass on—as they hurtled toward the end of the Strip. She’d made her way to being the Number Two points holder by never doing the expected, a detail the other drivers weren’t catching onto yet.

      Max maintained the perfect line to block her through the Planet Hollywood turns. No slipping past him—this time.

      Delaying as long as possible, she came off the throttle and began dropping gears. The car hunkered lower to the pavement as the DRS slot in her rear foil snapped closed. That increased the drag, pinning her car down for best maneuverability through the turns.

      Max pulled away from her.

      That shouldn’t be possible.

      The slight bucking of his car as he dumped gears should have slowed his car. And, like hers, that slowing should have disengaged the DRS.

      But she could see his rear-foil remained split apart—could see the Vegas lights right through it. Without its downward drag, he was still going far too fast to make the corner. Just as her top skill was doing the unexpected, the Max-Hammer pushed the envelope like no one else. He’d certainly pushed hers last night, in glorious ways she couldn’t wait to try again, but this was crazy even for him.

      In fact, his car was riding so light, that his downshifting hadn’t slowed him much either.

      Max was meticulous, never a wrong move on (or off) the track. That’s what made him so formidable, both on (and off) the track.

      Yet this time, he oversteered into the corner, kicking out his back end until his rear wheel skimmed against the right-side barrier. The concrete divider did what it was supposed to. Rather than his momentum punching horizontally, it was redirected upward, at least for his right-rear wheel. With the rear lifting, his nose caught the pavement like a knife point. The combination of forces sent Max’s car into a vertical flat spin like a giant shuriken throwing star. Still moving two hundred klicks too fast to make the turn, his car vaulted aloft, slicing through the upper safety fence as easily as air.

      As she took the turn, Max shot off the end of the course.

      He passed over the heads of the crowd. People on the ground plastered themselves to the pavement as he flew by. They would later comment that they distinctly heard the transmission downshifting even as he tumbled through the air. Pedestrians crammed on the walking bridges over West Harmon Ave and Las Vegas Boulevard dropped to the concrete in a tangled mass like they were having a group orgy.

      The arc of Max’s flight was descending when he struck the bright lights of the towering Aria billboard. He hit in the center of one of the scantily clad male dancers advertising some show.

      By the time Max’s car embedded itself in the sign, Amy had raced out of sight along the Harmon Street backstretch. Through the last turn, the double yellow flag was just half-raised when she flashed past the Start/Finish Line. The safety car pulled out of pit row so close in front of her own that she almost rear-ended it.

      Far behind her, the two-hundred-and-sixty-foot-tall, sixty-foot-wide billboard teetered.

      Then, as the male dancer images peered out above and below his car embedded in the face of the electronic billboard, the spraying fuel from the shattered car exploded into flame. It lacked sufficient force to affect the damaged structure itself. But the overpressure of the fireball bursting upward along the high face proved to be too much—like a giant finger it nudged against the high face of the teetering billboard. Almost gracefully, the top two-thirds tipped, slowly at first but accelerating quickly until the massive structure landed like a giant flyswatter onto the crowd who were only half untangled from each other's embraces.

      Most of them would never move again.

      And the Max-Hammer would never again set Amy Marsten’s pulse racing for the heavens.
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