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  Chapter 1: SILVERSTONE

  
  




The Silverstone Circuit smelled like burning rubber and possibility. Viktor Rostov pulled his helmet on, feeling the familiar weight settle against his skull—a second skin he’d worn for over a decade. Through the visor, the British Grand Prix qualifying session stretched before him: fifteen corners, 5.891 kilometers, and sixty thousand spectators who’d paid to watch men dance with death at two hundred miles per hour.

He was good at this dance.

“Radio check, Viktor.” His engineer’s voice crackled through the headset.

“Loud and clear, Marcus.” Viktor flexed his fingers against the steering wheel, the carbon fiber warm beneath his racing gloves. “Let’s put it on pole.”

The lights went green.

Viktor launched from the pit lane, the engine’s scream drowning out thought. First sector: clean. Copse Corner approached—a sweeping right-hander taken flat in sixth gear, the moment where champions were separated from the merely talented. Viktor had taken Copse flat four hundred and twelve times in his career. Lucky number four-thirteen.

He touched the brake.

Nothing.

The pedal hit the floor with sickening ease, no resistance, no bite. Physics took over: 180 miles per hour, forty-seven tons of G-force pressing him into the seat, and a corner he couldn’t possibly make.

Time fractured.

Viktor’s hands moved on instinct—jerked the wheel right, aimed for the gravel trap instead of the barriers. The car bit sideways, rotated, began its violent negotiation with momentum and mass. The world tumbled: sky, gravel, sky, advertising boards, sky. Metal shrieked. Carbon fiber exploded into expensive confetti. The halo device—that titanium ring above his head that he’d once called ugly—kissed the ground and held.

Then silence.

Viktor hung inverted in his harness, tasting blood, hearing nothing but his own breathing and the distant wail of safety vehicles. He inventoried his body: fingers moved, toes flexed, neck intact. Lucky number four-thirteen indeed.

The marshals reached him within seconds. “Don’t move, don’t move!”

“I’m fine,” Viktor said, already unclipping his harness. He was always fine. That was his gift—the ability to walk away when others didn’t.

They extracted him carefully, professionally. He waved to the crowd as cameras swarmed, playing the part because that’s what Viktor Rostov did. The invincible Russian, grinning through another near-miss, another story for the highlight reel.

But as the medical car pulled up, Viktor’s eyes caught something in the crowd.

A figure. Tall. Dark coat despite the July heat. Standing perfectly still while sixty thousand people surged and gasped and pointed. Not cheering, not filming. Just… watching.

Their eyes met across the distance.

Viktor felt something he hadn’t felt in years: a cold thread of unease, thin and sharp, sliding between his ribs.

Then a marshal blocked his view, and the moment passed.

The medical center cleared him within an hour. Concussion protocol, routine checks, the usual dance. Viktor’s team principal, Roberto, arrived with the grim expression of a man calculating insurance premiums.

“The brake line,” Roberto said without preamble. “Hydraulic failure. Complete loss of pressure.”

“It happens.” Viktor shrugged, already mentally filing the crash away with all the others.

“It doesn’t happen to you, Viktor. Not like this.” Roberto pulled up photos on his tablet: close-ups of the brake assembly, the severed line. “Look at this wear pattern. See how it’s concentrated here? Mechanics say it’s… unusual.”

Viktor studied the image. The line had failed at a single point, the metal fatigued in a way that looked almost intentional. Almost.

“You think someone tampered with my car?”

“I think we need to investigate.” Roberto’s jaw tightened. “You have rivals, Viktor. People who’d benefit from you not qualifying today.”

Viktor laughed, though the sound felt hollow even to him. “This is racing, Roberto. Not a spy thriller. Lines fail. That’s why we have backup systems.”

“Which also failed.”

The cold thread returned, sharper now.

“Run your investigation,” Viktor said finally. “But I’m racing tomorrow. Assuming the car’s rebuilt.”

“It will be.” Roberto stood, then hesitated at the door. “Viktor? Be careful. Please.”

After he left, Viktor sat alone in the medical center, staring at his hands. They weren’t shaking—they never shook—but he could still feel the phantom steering wheel, the moment of helplessness when the brake pedal offered nothing but air.

Through the window, he could see the paddock, teams scrambling to prepare for the race. And beyond them, near the entrance gates, a figure in a dark coat walking away. Slowly. Deliberately.

Viktor watched until the figure disappeared into the crowd.

That night, in his hotel room, Viktor dreamed of Copse Corner. But in the dream, when he looked up from the wreckage, the figure in the dark coat was standing right beside the car, looking down at him through the shattered carbon fiber.

Waiting.

He woke at 3 AM, heart racing, and couldn’t fall back asleep.

The next morning, they found no evidence of sabotage. The brake line failure was officially ruled a racing incident—rare but not impossible, a confluence of stress factors and metal fatigue that happened to align at the worst possible moment.

Viktor Rostov qualified eighth after his backup car was prepared. He finished the British Grand Prix in fourth place, collected his points, and told the press it was just another day at the office.

But late that night, alone in his motorhome before flying to the next circuit, Viktor pulled up the crash footage on his laptop. Watched it frame by frame. And there, in the background of one shot—just for a moment, barely visible in the crowd—was the figure.

Standing still.

Watching.

Viktor closed the laptop and told himself he was being paranoid. Racing did this sometimes, made you see ghosts in the margins, made you question the randomness that separated survival from tragedy.

He was fine. He was always fine.

That was his gift.
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The yacht was named Audacity, which Viktor found perfectly appropriate. It belonged to a Swiss pharmaceutical executive who collected race cars and racing drivers with equal enthusiasm, and tonight it hosted thirty of Monaco’s most beautiful people celebrating Viktor’s pole position for tomorrow’s Grand Prix.

Viktor stood on the aft deck, champagne in hand, the Mediterranean stretching black and infinite beneath a sky full of stars. He’d qualified first for the Monaco Grand Prix—the crown jewel of racing, the track where legends were made. Tomorrow, he would navigate those narrow streets at speeds that made sane people recoil. Tonight, he was invincible.

“Viktor!” Claudette appeared at his elbow, model-tall and magazine-beautiful, her laugh like wind chimes. “They’re bringing out the oysters. Fresh from Brittany, apparently. Come.”

The dining table had been set on the main deck: white linen, crystal glasses catching candlelight, arrangements of orchids that probably cost more than Viktor’s first car. Twenty people settled into chairs while servers circulated with platters of crushed ice bearing dozens of oysters, their shells pearlescent under the lights.

Viktor took three, squeezed lemon over them, felt the cold brine slide down his throat. Perfection. Everything tonight was perfection.

“To Viktor!” Someone raised a glass. “Fastest man in Monaco!”

He accepted the toast with practiced humility, though inside he glowed. This was what he’d worked for—not just the speed, but this moment, this recognition, this feeling of having conquered something unconquerable.

The conversation flowed around him: gossip about other drivers, speculation about tomorrow’s race, talk of summer plans in Ibiza and winters in Gstaad. Viktor ate another oyster. Then another. The world sparkled at its edges, everything sharp and bright and exactly as it should be.

Around 11 PM, his stomach cramped.

Just once, sudden and vicious, like someone had reached inside and twisted. Viktor excused himself, headed for the yacht’s bathroom, thinking perhaps he’d eaten too quickly.

The cramp came again, harder. Then nausea, rising fast.

He barely made it to the toilet before his body rejected everything—the oysters, the champagne, the carefully prepared dinner. Again. And again. Until there was nothing left but bile and the horrible understanding that something was very wrong.

“Viktor?” A knock on the door. Claudette’s voice, concerned now. “Are you alright?”

He tried to answer but another wave hit him. His vision blurred. The bathroom tilted sideways.

The next hours fragmented into nightmare pieces.

Paramedics arriving at the yacht. Someone saying “food poisoning” and someone else saying “no, this is worse.” The ambulance ride through Monaco’s streets—the same streets he’d dominated hours earlier, now seen through a haze of fever. The hospital’s fluorescent lights drilling into his skull. Doctors speaking rapid French. An IV needle sliding into his arm.

“Severe bacterial infection,” someone explained in English. “Dehydration, electrolyte imbalance. Another hour and…”

They didn’t finish the sentence. They didn’t need to.

Viktor drifted in and out of consciousness, his body simultaneously burning and freezing. In the lucid moments, he understood he was seriously ill. In the others, he dreamed of racing through Monaco but the track kept changing, corners appearing where they shouldn’t be, walls closing in.

At some point—3 AM, maybe 4—Viktor opened his eyes.

The hospital room was dark except for the monitors’ glow. The IV dripped steadily. His mouth tasted like chemicals and death.

And in the doorway, silhouetted against the corridor’s light, stood a figure.

Tall. Dark coat. Perfectly still.

Viktor tried to speak but his throat was raw. Tried to sit up but his body wouldn’t respond. The figure didn’t move, just watched with a patience that felt older than the Mediterranean outside.

Their eyes met.

Terror flooded through Viktor—primal, irrational, the kind of fear that existed before language. Not fear of the illness, but fear of the figure itself. Of what it represented.

“Help,” Viktor croaked. “Someone—”

He blinked, and the figure was gone.

A nurse rushed in seconds later, responding to his heart monitor’s alarm. “Mr. Rostov! You’re awake. Try to stay calm.”

“There was someone,” Viktor whispered. “In the doorway.”

The nurse checked the corridor, shook her head. “No one’s there. You’re hallucinating from the fever—it’s normal. Your temperature is 40 degrees. We’re working to bring it down.”

She adjusted his IV, checked his vitals, offered soothing words in accented English. Viktor let himself be comforted, told himself
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