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      Thank you to my cousin (and cousin-in-law) for showing me that people getting married in Vegas isn’t just something which only happens in the movies! Wishing you many years of happiness!

      

      To the family members who passed away during the writing of this book, you are deeply missed.
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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The race weekend plan didn’t include waking up married to the rival rookie driver. What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas, right?

      

      

      
        
        Ethan

      

      

      Ethan St-Pierre is used to living in his brother’s shadow, but now he has no other option but to shine on the racetrack… and keep the St-Pierre legacy alive.

      Sharing his rookie season with his biggest rival shouldn’t be that difficult. They only have to interact on racetracks—and that’s plenty, thank you very much—but now sponsors are suggesting joint photoshoots with Maggie. Their rivalry is fuelling sales, sparks are flying, and Ethan wonders if there’s something more behind their shared, sizzling glances captured in photographs.

      

      
        
        Maggie

      

      

      Maggie Hoffsommer is the first female race car driver with a chance to win the Drivers’ Championship and prove her critics wrong.

      Her surprise debut at Kestrel Racing caused a media frenzy; her repeated pole positions and podium finishes created turmoil in the paddock, but the greatest shock is the one Maggie experiences when she wakes up married to Ethan St-Pierre in Vegas… and he suggests they give it a go? He’s the steamy distraction on track, putting everything she’s worked for in jeopardy. How can she consider staying married to him?

      

      
        
        This season, they have nothing left to lose but their hearts. Will Maggie and Ethan’s competitiveness put what they desire most at risk?

      

      

      

      The Rival Hearts is book #2 in the Racing Line Series. Each book can be read as a stand-alone, but they are interconnected. This is a high-octane contemporary sports romance filled with open-door spice, swoon-worthy moments, and a guaranteed happily ever after.
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      This story is meant for readers aged 18+ as it contains explicit sexual content, profanity, alcohol consumption, gambling, and topics that may be sensitive to some readers.

      

      For more detailed information and a full list of triggers, please visit: www.annenikolaiken.ca/content-warnings

      

      Please note that the list contains spoilers to Ethan and Maggie’s story. If you decide to read on, proceed with caution.
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            AUTHOR’S NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      Bonjour Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up my book! Before you settle into the paddock, I wanted to let you know that The Rival Hearts is written in Canadian English for Ethan’s chapters and in US English (with a sprinkling of German and Italian) for Maggie’s chapters.

      Canadian English combines UK English (flavour, travelling, grey), US English (realize, tire, aluminum), and sometimes non-English words, like the French-Canadian word toque (a knitted hat). Spelling variations don’t necessarily indicate a misspelled word; though sometimes typos slip through the editing process. Authors and editors are only human, after all.

      As the paddock is an international workplace, some characters use words and phrases more commonly heard in their part of the world. While I aimed for authenticity with these terms, a few might be inaccurate or missing.

      A glossary can be found on the next page and a more extensive one is available on my author website: www.annenikolaiken.ca/glossary-terms-and-slang

      Welcome to the Formula World Elite Series One (or Series One) grid! For trademark and commercial licensing reasons, familiar names like Formula One and NHL aren’t used in The Racing Line series. Instead of the Stanley Cup, the North American Professional Hockey League awards the Lady Goodheart Trophy. And as an alternative, the Champion Hockey League (CHL) is called the Eurozone Professional Ice Hockey Association (EPIHA).

      This story follows fictional racing teams within a fictional international motorsport racing organization. Changes to Grand Prix circuits and schedules are deliberate creative choices.

      Please don’t let this pull you out of this high-octane romance—Maggie and Ethan’s story is well worth it.

      
        
        Bisous,

        Anne

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GLOSSARY: TERMS & SLANG

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Motorsports Terms

      

      

      
        
        Apex: the midpoint of a corner driver’s target for the fastest lap time.

        Balaclava: a lightweight and fireproof head covering worn under a helmet.

        Box: short for pit box, a term used to tell drivers to come into the pits (as “Box, box,” has a distinctive sound that is easier for the driver to hear over the sound of an engine).

        Chicane: a series of corners (either S or Z-shaped), taken at slow speed to make the circuit safer, also offers great overtaking opportunities.

        Cockpit: where the driver sits in a race car.

        DRS: Drag Reduction System, an adjustable rear wing that can open for faster speed (must be within one second of another car during a race to use it).

        Flags: yellow = danger on track, red = session suspended, blue = lapped cars must let faster cars through, chequered = end of a session, be it practice, quali, or a race.

        Formation Lap: the lap right before the race starts, to allow mechanics and teams to leave the grid safely.

        Halo: a safety structure protecting drivers inside their cockpits, resembling a horseshoe.

        Marshals: volunteers who make sure the sessions run smoothly on the track.

        Paddock: a restricted area behind the pits. It houses the teams’ motorhomes or hospitality units, technical staff, catering, and media.

        Parc Fermé: a French term meaning “closed park.” An area where officials keep cars after qualifying to prevent any pre-race modifications.

        Pit Wall: a section of wall in the pit lane where teams monitor their drivers’ and cars’ performance on track.

        Pole Position: first spot on the grid at the start of the race.

        Practice: sessions during race weekend allowing teams and drivers to understand the circuit, track conditions, and set up their cars for qualifying and the race.

        Qualifying (or Quali): a three-part knockout session that determines the starting order for the Grand Prix. Known as Q1, Q2, and Q3 for short.

        Reconnaissance Lap (or Recon Lap): a lap before the race starts where drivers test their cars and verify everything is functioning.

        Race Engineer: a team member responsible for monitoring the technical aspects of the race car and liaising between the driver and the team during a race.

        Reserve Driver / Test Driver: a substitute race car driver that fills in when one of the two main drivers are sick, injured, or collected too many penalty points. They mostly work with the team in the simulator (sim) to collect data, help during race weekends, and usually competes in other Formula championships.

        Rookie Test Driver: a junior category driver who fulfills a team’s mandatory test drive during Free Practice 1 sessions.

        Safety Car: an official vehicle sent onto the track after an incident or poor weather conditions. Making the race cars slow down and the track safer for marshals and medical teams to do their jobs.

        Stewards: a panel of racing officials that act as the sport’s referee, investigates incidents and apply penalties as needed, and make sure that teams and drivers follow the rules.

        Team Principal: the boss of the racing team, in charge of daily operations, overseeing the team’s factory, and ensuring that everything runs smoothly on race weekends.

      

      

      
        
        German Terms

      

      

      
        
        Auf wiedersehen: a formal way of saying goodbye.

        Danke / Vielen Dank: thank you or thank you very much.

        Dummkopft: an idiot.

        Entschuldigung: sorry in a formal setting, otherwise ‘sorry’ is commonly used.

        Es tut mir so leid: I’m so sorry.

        Gegner: an adversary or rival.

        Genau: exactly or that’s right, sometimes used as a conversation filler for stating agreements.

        Glück / Viel Glück: to wish someone good luck.

        Gute Nacht: Good night

        Guten Tag: a more formal way of saying hello.

        Hallo: Hello.

        Handy: a cell phone.

        Ich liebe dich: I love you.

        Ja: Yes.

        Nein: No.

        Scheiße: a German swear word for shit.

        Sehr gut: Very good.

        Sehr schlecht: Very bad.

        Sehr schön: Very beautiful.

        Speck: bacon.

        Tschüss: Bye, see you later.

      

      

      
        
        French / French Canadian Terms

      

      

      
        
        Bien/Très bien: good or very good.

        Bonjour: hello, good day.

        Bonne nuit: good night.

        Bonsoir: good evening.

        Hockeyeur: a hockey player.

        Je t’aime: I love you.

        Marmotte: a ground hog.

        Merci: thank you.

        Merde: a French swear word meaning shit.

        Non: no.

        Ostie: a French Canadian swear word for damn.

        Oui: yes.

        Quoi: what.

        Salut: hi or hello.

        S’il vous plaît: please.

        Texto: a text message.

      

      

      

      
        
        Canadianisms

      

      

      
        
        Canuck: a nickname to describe a Canadian (but some Canadians might take offence if non-Canucks use it).

        Eh: usually put at the end of a sentence or question for emphasis.

        Housecoat: a bathrobe.

        Muskoka chair: a chair used at the cottage, Americans call it an Adirondack chair.

        No, for sure / No, yeah, for sure: means definitely.

        No, yeah: means yes.

        Runners: a pair of sneakers or running shoes.

        Toque: from French Canadian word, tuque, a knitted winter hat (outside Canada it’s called a beanie).

        Washroom: the American equivalent is bathroom or restroom, and loo in the UK.

        Yeah, no: means no.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          ETHAN
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      Mikołajki Rally Circuit, Masurian Lake District, Poland

      

      I floor it through the last canopy of oak trees. My car flies over the next bump on the dirt road and lands in the deep ruts from all the other rally cars who’ve driven the track before me.

      On my left, my cousin James flips his notebook to the next page. The rally car is a British model, and after four races I’ve gotten used to driving on the wrong side of the car.

      “Sheep turn,” James says, giving me the nickname for the next corner—the last turn of the circuit.

      Smiling at the sheep drawing on the hay bales, I slam on the brakes. My fingers brush the tape with the #5 on my steering wheel, twisting it to get the correct entry angle.

      The turn isn’t as smooth as I’d like it to be. It’s not my Series Two car—I’ve had years of practice to enter my turns’ apexes just right in that one.

      This entry was too fast. My tires almost brushed the barrier.

      The car drifts like it’s on snow. I shift in my padded seat, while James hangs on to his notebook, swearing.

      All these past few days’ work won’t mean fuck if I don’t reach the finish line.

      Focus! Don’t think about Series One.

      Dust flies in through the open windows as I hit the throttle and glimpse the first of the three finish line gates. The sunlight hits the windshield and glitters off the cars spectators parked in farmers’ fields. The TV crews film us zooming towards the finish line in our British racing green Fairbrass rally car.

      I’m annoyed it’s not painted in St-Pierre crimson.

      Now is not the time to think about what could have been.

      I have a drive.

      Just not in Formula World Elite Series One.

      And I have my cousin beside me, co-driving.

      It could be worse.

      It has been worse.

      Breathe.

      I suck in dusty air and cough.

      “I’d pat your back, but we’re coming up to your braking point.” James glances at me, then at our marker by the road.

      I swallow the dirt, hoping Paweł didn’t drink all the water while he waits at the finish line.

      Concentrate on the road. Only a few metres left and this rally will be done.

      I look straight ahead at the crowd waiting for us. Maggie, with her golden hair coiled around her head, is standing there. I do a double take, and the car lurches to the opposite side. What’s she doing here?

      The gravel flicks onto my windshield.

      “Watch it!” James shouts. “We’re almost there!”

      Fuck!

      Don’t think about Maggie fucking Hoffsommer and her Series One race car seat.

      I blink and look again. That spectator isn’t her.

      My rival’s last social media post clearly showed Maggie with her family in Germany. Kilometres away.

      “Whatever you’re thinking about. Stop it!” James is gripping his seat—the notebook falls at his feet.

      I breathe out and regain control of my skidding car.

      Focus, don’t be an idiot when it comes to Maggie.

      We go under the second gate.

      “Yes! We finally made it!” James smiles as we pass under the last one. He leans down to pick up his notebook.

      Sighing in relief, I brake in front of the TV crews and photographers waiting for us at the finish line.

      “Heard you talking about sheep on the onboard?” Spencer, a journalist for The Sporty Canuck, asks, leaning in and holding his microphone inside our cockpit.

      “Yeah, we didn’t hit the hay bales,” James jokes.

      “Hey! I wasn’t gonna!” I laugh.

      “Glad you didn’t. Congrats on third place, eh,” Spencer says.

      I turn to the camera. “Thanks to whoever drew the sheep!”

      “I’m sure someone will let them know. All right, boys, go park up and see you at the ceremony.”

      The adrenaline is still rushing through my veins, I turn to my cousin and we fist bump, grinning.

      I wave at the tiny dashboard cameras. “Hi, Mom!”

      James snorts. “Hi, Aunt Trisha!”

      Laughing, I put the car back in drive and park in our designated spot.

      “Great to have you as a co-driver, navigating these roads.”

      “Ouais! Had lots of practice, Dad kept getting lost in the St-Pierre factory, so I drew him a map,” James says. “Shit! That’s going on the onboard, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe?” I laugh. “But that building is a maze. Uncle Marcel is better at race strategy, and you at navigating.”

      “Glad Vivian suggested this.” James pulls out a cloth and cleans his glasses from the racetrack grime.

      “Yeah, me, too.” I pull off my helmet, sweat dripping down my face.

      Then, once he’s put his glasses back on, he adds honestly, “Racing with you and Fairbrass has been a great experience.”

      It’s not a Series One car, but it’s the closest to the feeling I’ll get as someone else is in the second St-Pierre seat. Again.

      And despite how this year started, this isn’t a bad place to be.

      A podium finish.

      It means a lot to be surrounded by people who supported me through this tough year—even if it’s not the same paddock I’ve worked so hard to reach. My rally team is a nice second home.

      “Hey! There he is!” Paweł, the other Fairbrass driver, knocks on the dusty windshield, smiling at me. His blond hair gleams in the sunlight, and for a moment it reminds me of Jasper. “Like the taste of a rally podium?”

      I blink at the accent, so different from my brother’s. It pulls me back to the present. “That’s a weird thing to say, but yeah, I do.”

      He laughs. “The most important part is being behind the steering wheel—who cares which car it belongs to!”

      It might not matter to him—but to me.

      Yeah, it does.

      A lot.

      Then I remember why, and my throat constricts.

      I swallow and shake my head. Concentrate on the smell of oil. On the way this padded seat feels. On the hustle of the rally circuit⁠—

      “Where is he?” Cédric shouts in the crowd gathering around the podium finishers. “Mazurek? Seen Ethan?”

      My friend points to me, still sitting inside the car.

      “There’s a phone call for you.”

      “Phone call? Tell them I’ll call them back. Podium ceremonies and all that.”

      Cédric shakes his head. “It can’t wait.”

      My personal trainer says it in the tone of voice that I know who he’s talking about. He doesn’t need to confirm it, but he does. “It’s your father.”

      I press my lips together, unbuckle my seat belt, and step out.

      “I’ll keep the others busy,” James says, patting my shoulder.

      “Thanks.”

      What does he want?

      I brace myself on the hood before taking the cell phone from Cédric’s hand.

      “Ethan? That you? Can’t believe I had to call your personal trainer.” My parental unit’s voice fills the air. A shiver of dread runs down my spine. “Why aren’t you already at the office? I sent you a texto.”

      Because my cell phone was in the service park with my mechanics.

      Because I was working.

      Because you haven’t called since—I clear my throat. “Who’s at the office? It’s summer break… I’m in Poland.”

      He exhales sharply. “Poland? Why the fuck are you in fucking Poland? Get your ass over to Montréal.”

      “Why?” My grip tightens around Cédric’s phone, the cool metal digging into my fingers.

      “Meeting at St-Pierre’s home headquarters at 9 a.m. tomorrow.” His voice leaves no room for negotiation.

      A cheer from the crowd cuts off whatever Steve is saying. “—What the fuck are you doing? Is that a party?”

      “It’s a podium celebration.”

      “During Series One summer break?” Steve huffs. “There are no podium celebrations. What club have you gotten yourself into? Much too young to drink.”

      I stare at the screen which reads Boss Man.

      I’m twenty-two! The legal drinking age in Québec is eighteen! Okay, nineteen across the border in Ontario… but I’m still older than that. “It’s the rally circuit, Steve. The Mikołajki race.”

      Steve tsks. “Not last I hope.”

      “I’m no Paweł Mazurek, but yeah, I didn’t finish last. Thanks for asking⁠—”

      “Tell Uncle Steve I said hi!” James cuts in, giving me a worried look.

      “James says⁠—”

      “I heard. Always nice talking with James,” he says in the voice he used with Jasper.

      The crowd’s cheers disappear as sadness replaces the adrenaline circulating through my body.

      “Ethan, get yourself on a plane.” Steve hangs up.

      Paweł raises an eyebrow as I hand Cédric his cell phone back. “Maybe you’ll end up in a Series One car by the end of the summer break?”

      I snort. “In my dreams.”

      “Dreams can sometimes come true.” Paweł shrugs, then looks at the rally cars around us. “It might not be Series One, but it’s still great. Still smell that petrol and the open countryside.”

      “Except in Monaco,” James points out.

      Paweł laughs. “No, it smells like money.”

      “I’ll find us some tickets home—save me some champagne,” Cédric says.

      “Wait, does that mean you won’t celebrate at my family’s farm?” Paweł asks.

      “Ah… We’ll see when the earliest plane ride is. All our stuff is at your parent’s. So I guess we can have one.”

      “Excellent!” Paweł grins. “Can’t leave the Mazurek household without drinking Wsciekły pies. And some extra for your trip.”

      “We’re not flying private,” Cédric adds, scrolling on his phone. “Not in our travel budget. And we need to leave on time, no Polish goodbyes that take an hour to exit the front door. We have a tight schedule.”

      “Bugger.” Paweł frowns. “Then drink up the champagne before you fly! No promises Babcia will listen to the last part, though.”

      Cédric shakes his head.

      “Ethan! Pawelek!” The wall of journalists shouts their questions at me and the hometown favourite.

      Smiling, I answer, “Thank you, I’m looking forward to the next round in this championship. If you’ll excuse me… there’s a bottle of champagne with my name on it.”

      “More like mine!” Paweł shouts, but gives me a bottle to shake.

      Grinning, I spray my rally team, especially James and Cédric. We laugh, hug, and take selfies. But all the while, I’m wondering what it would feel like if this was in a Series One paddock wearing a St-Pierre Racing team suit.
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      St-Pierre Racing Historic Offices, Québec, Canada

      

      I walk down the hallway featuring the St-Pierre Racing team’s logo—maple leaves and tires—everywhere. Instead of going right away to the conference room, I want to say hello to my grandfather before meeting the board.

      The team’s factory and main headquarters might be in England, but my grandfather still likes to dabble in team admin from the historical Canadian HQ here in Downtown Montréal.

      I haven’t heard of anyone being sick, but maybe that’s it? As the reserve driver, I’m usually asked to sub in, and Erin, the team’s PR, probably had to keep everything under wraps.

      That’s all the team thinks I’m good for since I’ve been passed over twice.

      I’m so much better than that. This weekend proves it.

      I bunch my fingers into a fist and knock on my grandfather’s office door. My eyes linger on the gold plaque next to it: Victor St-Pierre, founding president of St-Pierre Racing. Along with a few other family members, he holds shares in my family’s racing team, but that didn’t stop his son—my parental unit—from picking two other drivers over me.

      “Oui?” he says through the door.

      I exhale. My hand relaxes as I open the door.

      "Capitaine Papy, do you have a minute?” I ask in French.

      “Yes. Yes, come in, Ethan!” He stands up straight and greets me warmly with a hug. His grey hair is brushed back, and his green eyes like mine are smiling. But I’m confused why he isn’t using my childhood nickname. The meeting is in the conference room; he doesn’t need to be so formal yet. “How was the rally?”

      I grin. “Good, I finished on the podium. The competition was fierce, though.”

      “Bien. Très bien. How is Cédric?”

      “He’s doing well.”

      My grandfather nods. “He’s enjoying his time away from the Series One paddock?”

      I chuckle, knowing the answer is no… but I don’t want to cause Cédric problems, so I answer, “Yes, but he’s happy to be back home.”

      “There’s nothing like being home, eh?”

      Smiling, I nod and glance around. A few framed photographs and vintage Grand Prix posters from the year my grandfather won his championship line the wall. Then my gaze falls on everyone in the room, and my smile freezes.

      I’m glad I’m wearing the latest garb Mom insisted I wear from Fritz & Otto, it makes me look more grown-up and professional. I plant my dress shoes more firmly into the plush crimson carpet.

      This meeting is as far from casual as one can get. And even if it’s not in the conference room—it can’t be about replacing a sick Series One driver for a race weekend.

      People I’ve known most of my racing career are around the table. St-Pierre Racing’s Team Principal, Ross MacPherson, my sports manager, Dean, team lawyers… even my Uncle Marcel, the racing director.

      My mouth feels dry.

      “Please sit.” My grandfather switches to English and indicates the only free chair around the table. “Let’s begin. Everyone is here now.”

      Swallowing down my nerves, I sit in the crimson velvet chair, and rub my sweaty hands against the armrest’s soft fabric.

      “I have some news,” my grandfather says. “Regarding your future.”

      The first metaphorical shoe drops.

      “You’re not sick, are you?” I lean forward, gripping the armrests.

      “What?” he says, taken aback. “No, no, I’m fit as a fiddle. That broken leg healed nicely.”

      “It’s good news, Ethan,” Erin says from across the table, and by the way she’s looking at me, she’s figuring out the best camera angles for social media.

      What the fuck is going on?

      My emotions have been on edge all year. I’ve worked on them in therapy months ago, but my fingers dig into the padded armrest all the same. “If it’s good news, why are you all staring at me like that?”

      “Are you telling him or should I?” Ross asks my grandfather.

      “I will. I was the first St-Pierre to race in Series One and I told all those that came after me. It’s a tradition now.”

      I blink. Not understanding.

      My grandfather turns to me. “What I’m trying to say, Ethan, is you’re going to be racing for my team—our family team.”

      I’m gonna what?

      “That’s if you want to, of course…” my uncle adds when I don’t answer right away.

      “Of course, I want to—but what about Roy Miller? He’s currently driving as your number two driver alongside Sydney McKinnly.”

      It’s too good to be true.

      I must have pushed myself so hard during the rally’s Power Stage that I’m now hallucinating the moment all race car drivers dream about—I must have not heard correctly, I can’t have just been given a chance to compete at the highest level of motorsport.

      Me? In Formula World Elite Series One?

      Ross shuffles the paperwork in front of him. “To answer your question, Ethan, well… you know your father. Before I left the UK, he mentioned something about giving you five or six races to score points. If not, he’s quite interested in the Series Two driver currently leading in the points this season, Archie Nottingham.”

      “Ah…”

      There’s the other shoe.

      I look at the closest poster—my grandfather’s first win during his spectacular season against great drivers like Sir Richard Thornley and João Luminosa. Against all odds, he won a Drivers’ Championship.

      Since I was little, I’ve always wanted to do the same, but…

      My grandfather follows my gaze. “You know, when I first started racing, I was a reserve driver who was lucky enough to sub for the great Tony Moore when he got ill, and I finished top of the midfield! What I’m trying to say is… You know this year’s car. You’ve tested it at the factory and at the test circuit. You’ve had great results. And the feedback you’ve provided helped Sydney score major points this season.”

      I notice he doesn’t mention Roy, or Eddie, who was fired first.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, knowing what my father’s answer was five months ago. “You went with other drivers as your first choice the other times.”

      A collective groan goes around the table.

      Ross massages his temples. “Listen, Ethan, I know this year hasn’t been easy for various reasons, but⁠—”

      “Remember what I taught you on the racetrack? You can do this,” my grandfather cuts in.

      “Look at your rally results and your Series Two Championship win,” my uncle Marcel adds.

      “Yeah…” I breathe out, remembering everything that happened between those two events, and I don’t want to. “Where’s Steve? Shouldn’t he be here for this as the owner of the racing team?”

      “Part-owner. Though he likes to forget that fact with the media,” my grandfather corrects. “And he had business in Europe to conduct.”

      I snort. “I’m not surprised.”

      He gives me a knowing look. “My son might not be here, but I am, and I’d like to see you sign your first Series One contract.”

      I blink. “My first?”

      “Well, I’m hoping it’s not the last. I quite enjoy having St-Pierres racing in St-Pierre cars.”

      Ross looks at me, then at the papers in front of him. “So, Ethan… what do you choose?”

      “I think we all know, don’t we?” my grandfather holds out a pen for me to use.

      “Yeah… There’s only one answer.”

      When I grasp it, I know it’s no ordinary pen—it’s the pen. The one I used to pretend to sign important stuff with Jasper as kids. The same one my brother signed his Series One racing seat contract with.

      On the sliver of wood from my grandfather’s winning car, embossed gold is his name and race car number.

      Victor St-Pierre.

      #73.

      I swallow back the bittersweet emotions.

      “I miss Ti-Cabochard, too,” he says in French. My grandfather’s nickname for Jasper because he was stubborn as fuck.

      I suck in a breath. “Yeah…”

      Jasper wouldn’t hesitate.

      I bring the pages to me and sign my name—Ethan St-Pierre—everywhere the sticky notes indicate with a one-time world champion’s fountain pen.

      “Okay, I think that’s everywhere, right?” I look up from the last page.

      “Yes, I believe that’s everything,” Dean says, going over the papers before handing them to the racing team’s lawyers.

      “And if you could look over here, Ethan?” Erin says. “We need content for socials when we announce it.”

      I smile, hoping my thoughts about Jasper won’t show up in the photos.

      “Welcome to the St-Pierre Racing Team as our new Series One driver,” Ross says, shaking my hand.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Ross scratches his neck. “Yeah, I guess you can call me sir if you want… You’re no longer our reserve driver. And Sydney doesn’t call me that.”

      “He’s your cousin-in-law. Of course, he won’t.” I chuckle and give the pen back to my grandfather, but he’s doing something on his cell phone, a moment later, my phone and Erin’s ping.

      “Photos of this momentous day.” He grins.

      Ross chuckles. “I’ll see you at the factory.”

      My grandfather hugs me. “Go enjoy the rest of your day. I don’t know what you had planned, but maybe this bottle of champagne will go with whatever you’re doing.”

      I clasp the expensive bottle to my chest. It’s as big as the ones drivers receive when they finish on a podium. It feels special.

      “Merci, Capitaine Papy.” After thanking him, I close the door behind me and take a deep breath.

      My life is in constant change this year.

      I’m a Series One driver for my grandfather’s team!

      I can’t believe it!

      Down the hallway, Cédric is sitting on a bench, tapping his foot as he waits. His gaze shifts from bored to being concerned when he spots me. “So, was it good news or bad?”

      “Good! It’s good news, Céd!” I glance at the Magnum bottle I’m clutching. I don’t want to drop it on the carpet.

      “Good?—Is that champagne? What did Big Boss tell you?”

      Grinning, I hold it up. “You got me in good shape for the Series Two season, and for the rally championship—Now, you’ll need to get me in top form for the rest of Series One season!”

      “What? That’s great, man!” He shoots up from his seat and engulfs me in a hug. “Told you the hard work would pay off.”

      “Watch the champa⁠—”

      “Sorry!” He pulls away, looking genuinely happy. “Awesome! Let’s go celebrate at Chez Louis!”

      I bite back a smile. “If only we could. We have to keep the news to ourselves until Zandvoort.”

      Cédric’s enthusiasm falters, but nods in understanding. “Okay. Then we celebrate in private. Your place or mine?”

      “What kind of question is that? It’s the same hotel.”

      He shakes his head. “Stupid question, your hotel room is bigger. Does that mean you’ll continue that rivalry on track?”

      Frowning, I press the elevator button. “Is there another option when it comes to Maggie Hoffsommer?”

      “She’s hot. Once upon a time you even thought so.”

      I stare at him in disbelief as the doors slide open. “Have you forgotten about Series Three? I can’t have the hots for someone who does that to my race car.”

      Cédric shakes his head and steps inside the elevator. “No, but she’s one of the top racers this season. And Zandvoort will be your first race. I don’t expect you to race against her for a podium finish. Though points in your first race would be sick!” He clasps my back. “We’re going back to Series One!”

      “Yeah, points would be awesome. But competing with Maggie again requires a bigger champagne bottle.”

      He grins. “We never did finish that drink the Mazureks gave us.”

      “You packed it?” I laugh.

      “His grandmother insisted.” Cédric shrugs.
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      Düsseldorf, North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany

      

      I don’t visit my hometown as often as I’d like with the busy race calendar bringing me to all the corners of the globe. I've never understood that expression—a globe is round and doesn’t have corners. It’s like a tire. If it were square, it wouldn’t do me any good on a racetrack.

      As much as I miss my job when I’m on vacation, I’m going to miss spending my days with my two best friends, Layla and Nelli, even more.

      This week, Düsseldorf is basking in the summer heat. The trees are bright green. The windows are sparkling and decorated with colorful flower boxes. And while we admire swans swimming in the lake, Omas are shouting at us to get out of the way as they zoom on their bikes. It’s nice being home, even if it means being on a plane this evening, so I’m back in my own bed in London and ready for a gym session with Eva tomorrow.

      Today, I’m walking with Layla to get lunch, while Nelli is keeping our spot in the park. Layla is wearing a yellow sundress, and a Kestrel Racing tote bag over one shoulder, which is stuffed with a sketchbook and travel-sized art supplies kit, always on the lookout for inspiration.

      As we wait to cross the street, her long, dark hair flows behind her in the summer breeze, while my stomach gurgles.

      “Man, I’m hungry!”

      “You sound like such an American today,” Layla teases, pulling on my high blond ponytail.

      “That’s because I’m half-American and half my pit crew comes from the States. I don’t speak German much these days.”

      Layla shakes her head. “I don’t understand why Eckhart Racing didn’t choose you for a seat. Then we’d be able to hang out us more often as you’d be in Germany.”

      We’ve had this conversation hundreds of times before, since I signed my rookie Series One contract. I might have raced for Eckhart’s junior team, but Rudi and Bonus Dad weren’t going to kick out one of their two points-scoring drivers for a rookie.

      My stomach gurgles again.

      She laughs. “We’re almost there.”

      “Still doesn’t change the fact I should have packed more snacks.” I pat my pockets and frown. “I guess I already ate the extra energy bar…”

      She snorts. “Of course you’re hungry. The amount of calories you burn for your job is insane!”

      “What is insane is you didn’t tell me until I came to visit that you have an art show!”

      “I was waiting for confirmation first,” Layla says, steering me away from campus and down a side street, before smiling. “Ah, there it is!”

      “So this is the famous Café Aylan?”

      “It opened after you moved away,” Layla explains as she pushes open the door—and the welcoming smell of roasted chicken, garlic, and freshly made French fries fills my nose.

      My stomach approves.

      The place is surprisingly empty, and I’m not complaining about it. “Great! No queue!”

      Layla rolls her eyes. “Magda? What do you want? Nelli wants a salad.”

      I scrunch my nose. I have so many of those during the season. “Something that says ‘summer break.’”

      “That’s not on the menu,” the tall guy behind the counter says.

      I look from him to the board above the grill. “Why so many choices? They all look so good!”

      “We do have a special combo meal,” he suggests, smiling at Layla. The guy looks like he belongs in a movie, with his slicked black hair, golden skin, and jade-green eyes. “Or I can prepare the usual?”

      “The usual?” I turn to Layla, eyebrows raised in question.

      Blushing, she places a strand of hair behind her ear. “Maybe⁠—”

      The door chimes with incoming customers murmuring variations of: Is that her?’, ‘I think it is!’, ‘Should we ask her to sign this?’

      “How do you do that?” Layla looks over her shoulder. “We just got here and there’s already a line of fans waiting for your autograph.”

      “Perks of being the first female Series One driver, I guess?” I shrug and take the first pen and paper shoved my way. “Good thing we’re taking the food to-go.”

      Layla nods. “I’ll order. You sign whatever that is. Is the usual okay?”

      “Ja.” I don’t know what the usual is, but it must be good if he knows her orders.

      Layla leans against the counter to be heard over the fans who are sharing hometown anecdotes.

      I grin at them. “Glad you are all happy I’m scoring points… No, I’m only here for a short time, I need to head back to the factory to prepare for the next race… Yes, the Zandvoort race will be exciting!”

      “Sorry!” Layla walks towards us holding up the bag. “Magda, food is ready.”

      I sign the last item and thank them for their support. I’m glad these fans were happy to see me. Some days in the paddock, the comments certain guys let slide while I’m walking nearby⁠—

      My fists curl as the restaurant’s door closes behind us.

      The walk back to the park goes faster as we seek shade from the midday sun. Almost everyone else has the same idea. The park has filled up since we left. Nelli is sitting on a blanket with blue and orange geometric shapes, texting someone. She’s put her brown hair into a chignon, and is wearing a light-blue T-shirt and beige shorts from my sponsor’s summer collection. When she sees us, she quickly slips it back into her purse with a sigh. “Why do dating app messages just turn into disappointing dick pics?”

      “Cornelia, really!” I laugh, sitting next to her.

      “Well, you don’t need those apps, but for the rest of us…” Nelli shrugs.

      Layla places the paper bag featuring a chef’s hat, crescent moon, and döner kebab logo between us. “Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Can’t believe we won’t be doing lunch for a while…I’ll miss this!” Nelli says, taking the salad container from the bag.

      “Why is my last best friend in the city moving so far away?” Layla asks.

      “Oh, please, Berlin is a four-hour train ride away.” Nelli rolls her eyes. “And we have video calls already scheduled because of Magdalena’s schedule.” Nelli turns to me, her mischievous greenish-blue eyes sparkling. “So any news about our favorite Australian driver?”

      I stare at her. “Why are you bringing him up?”

      “His comments on your vacation photos? Hang on, let me show you on my Handy!” She pulls out her phone and shows me my latest post: me and Bonus Dad running along the Rhine River. Me in a Kestrel T-shirt, him in a München’s football club’s.

      I sigh. “Nothing is going on. I’m too busy with this year’s Series One Championship.” I reach for my lunch. “Archie’s just being a good friend.”

      “Too bad. He’s hot!” Nelli says, dreamily.

      I sigh, unwrapping my chicken döner kebab. “So are most of the drivers on the grid.”

      “True. Don’t you find it weird not to be on track with the Canadian this year?” Nelli asks.

      I frown. “What does Ethan St-Pierre have anything to do with how my season is going?”

      “You haven’t crashed your car.” Nelli shrugs before digging into her tomato, onion, and pomegranate salad.

      “That was in Series Three!” I say. Why do people always bring this up? I have that question asked enough by the media; I don’t need my best friends reminding me.

      “Still. Made it more interesting.”

      “Are you saying that the first season with a female Series One driver is boring?”

      Nelli shrugs. “You know, I’m more interested in the WAGs and behind-the-scenes stuff.”

      “And the stats!” I cut in.

      “And since you’re not doing the friends with benefits thing with Archie. The next best topic is your racing rival, Ethan.”

      Layla finishes swallowing and adds, “Technically, the Canadian can no longer be her racing rival because he’s not on the Series One grid.”

      “Thank goodness for that!” I munch into a juicy piece of chicken covered in garlic sauce. So lecker! So tasty!

      “Heard he did well during the rally in Poland over the weekend,” Layla adds.

      I look up, surprised. “You keeping tabs on my Series Two rival?”

      Layla looks at me sheepishly. “My parents brought it up when they were talking to Walter.”

      I frown. “Why is Bonus Dad talking about Ethan to your parents?”

      “No idea.”

      “Since it’s the end of the summer break, you must have news, right?” Layla asks.

      I shake my head.

      Nelli pulls out her color-coded drivers’ standing spreadsheet on her phone. “How are you still on a trial basis? You just passed Rodrigo—your teammate in the points—for the Formula World Drivers’ Championship!”

      “He has more experience. It’s normal Kestrel offered him a multi-year deal to switch over from Seabolt. And I didn’t win the Series Two Championship last year.” I take a French fry and dip it into the sauce.

      “You were the vice-champion. Runner-up should count,” Layla counters.

      “And you got a drive—not Ethan,” Nelli adds.

      I swallow with difficulty. I worked hard for my seat, regardless of what happened at the start of the season. “Still, I know it’s not personal. My team principal said if it were up to him, I’d be in that seat next year. But Brett is not the team owner—Jason is. And they need to keep the team’s sponsors happy, too.”

      Brett van der Zee had also said to focus on what I can do: drive the car, score points, keep my nose clean… and don’t annoy his wife too much. She’s been my personal trainer since the junior categories.

      Layla shakes her head. “To think the press said you wouldn’t last an entire season! Look at where you are in the points! I can’t believe that Isla Montjoye would write an article being critical about having a rookie driver at a rookie team and is glad Kestrel hired Rodrigo, a more experienced driver. Shouldn’t she be more encouraging of women in motorsports?”

      “She’s just jealous her brother’s racing team got sold and Maggie’s driving for the new owner,” Nelli says. “It would help with the media and fans’ opinions if they decided about next year.”

      “I know…” I’ve been improving in the car all season, but it hasn’t stopped Kimberly, my PR, from telling me I have to do better in the second half of the season if I want to impress the board of investors and keep my Kestrel seat.

      It’s annoying Rodrigo isn't getting the same media treatment. He's a few years older than me, but as far as teammates go, he’s been great, even defending my driving skills and mentioning that both Kestrels are doing well in this year’s championship… and even after I passed him in the points during the last race.

      I just want a renewed contract at the end of the year. I enjoy driving my Kestrel race car too much.

      “Are there any napkins?” I ask. “This delicious garlic sauce is getting everywhere.”

      “Ja.” Layla pulls out a napkin, then stops before she hands it to me.

      I lean over. “Is that a number in between gibberish handwriting?”

      “It’s not gibberish! It’s Turkish writing—poetry—though it’s not the easiest handwriting to read…” When Layla angles the paper in the sunlight, a blush creeps up her cheeks.

      “So the guy at the counter has a crush on you? Asking you out on a date?” I peer closer, even though I can’t read any of it. “What have I missed since I’ve been away?”

      “Loads, apparently.” Nelli also leans closer. “What does it say?”

      “Maybe…” Layla folds the napkin and places it in her tote bag. “We have pleasant exchanges when I grab lunch there—what? I don’t go every day. I alternate between their place, the Italian around the corner, and packed lunches.”

      “Does he have a name?” I take a bite of my fry.

      “Um…” Her face blushes deeper.

      “Ja?” Nelli insists.

      Layla looks towards the water and swimming swans. “Ozan… which means ‘poet.’”

      “Seems appropriate. What does it say?” I ask.

      “It’s a passage from Layla and Majnun. You know, the epic love poem.”

      “That sounds romantic,” Nelli sighs.

      Layla frowns. “It’s not. He’s my brother’s friend…”

      “And what does Deniz think of this?” I focus my gaze on my friend, a slow smile spreads across my face.

      “I haven’t told him. Because nothing has been going on.” Layla bites into her döner.

      “Wait? Deniz’s friend, the actor?” Nelli's fork hovers over her salad.

      “What actor?” I turn to her.

      Layla sighs. “Ozan is studying to be an actor. I don’t want drama. Racetracks are drama, brother’s friends are drama, but the quiet corner of the art department’s studio is not drama.”

      “An artist and an actor still sound romantic,” Nelli says, finishing her salad and closing her container.

      “And Ozan makes amazing food. You should marry him!” I add.

      Layla laughs. “Stop! I’m not marrying anyone until I’ve finished my degree!”

      “So that’s what? Three semesters?”

      Layla leans over to peer at our friend. “What about you, Nelli? Any new messages?”

      Nelli looks at her phone and scrunches her nose. “Not promising… Who knows? I might meet someone handsome in Berlin. What about your love life, Magda? You never really answered.”

      I frown. “I did answer.”

      Nelli reaches over and grabs a French fry from my bag. “Not satisfyingly enough. So Pommes frites tax.”

      “I have a championship to maybe win. That’s my love life at the moment, my Kestrel race car.” I definitely need to prove to everyone I should be in that seat next year. The small-points difference between the top three before the summer break is weighing heavily in the championship battle.

      “I know that’s not what you really want,” Layla says, looking at me sadly. “You want what your mother and Bonus Dad have.”

      I roll my eyes at my half-brother’s nickname for Walter Loritz, team principal at Eckhart Racing. “I don’t want a team principal.”

      “No, you’d prefer a driver or a mechanic,” she says. “You’d have the same schedule.”

      “And close proximity in the garage,” Nelli adds.

      I shake my head. “None of the drivers on the grid interests me in the slightest.”

      Layla laughs. “None?”

      “Not the current driver setup, maybe,” Nelli says.

      I frown and close my bag before Nelli can pinch another fry. “Don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      Nelli shakes her head and reaches into Layla’s bag, then keeps ruffling through it. She peers down inside. “There’s only one we’re talking about.”

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Dessert?”

      “Oh! I forgot to order some!” Layla says.

      “Don’t worry, I brought dessert!” I say, reaching into my Düsseldorf-themed tote bag.

      My friends look up at me, shocked.

      “Wait! You finally learned how to bake?” Layla asks.

      “Let’s not get too excited.” Nelli rests a hand on Layla’s arm.

      “Hey! I’m not that bad at cooking!” I pull out a tin. “But don’t worry, I didn’t bake it. Bonus Dad did.”

      “Thank goodness!” Nelli’s voice fills with relief.

      “I’ve made improvements to my baking!” I chuckle.

      “Tell that to our local pastry chef. I think he’s never recovered from that workshop,” Layla counters.

      “That might explain why the sign suddenly turned to close yesterday when I walked by,” I say.

      “Or that he asks when you’re in town when Eckhart places an order with him!” Layla laughs, picking up a piece of apple strudel.

      “Tell Walter these are divine!” Nelli says after taking a bite.

      A Turkish pop song chimes from Layla’s bag, she glances at her phone. "And I have to go back to my summer job.”

      I stand up and brush off the crumbs. “And I have a plane to catch.”

      Nelli takes the tin. “And I have a new message to reply to. If it’s another of those awful pics, at least I can enjoy apple strudel… in the sunshine.”

      “They can’t all be awful!” I shake my head.

      “Do you want to look?”

      “Nope!”

      Layla interrupts, “I’m so glad Kestrel didn’t move their factory to the States. A transatlantic voyage is too long!”

      “But a short two-hour plane ride from London is just perfect,” Nelli says.

      “And for those of us who don’t have Cornelia’s budget, don’t forget to make a pit stop here when you’re feeling continental,” Layla says. “Oh! And speaking of forgetting. Here’s Kaleb’s tea order. How much tea does that guy drink? I thought Americans preferred coffee…”

      “Perfect! Danke!” I take the Turkish apple tea box from her and place it in my bag. “Tschüss!”

      We hug goodbye.

      I head into the second part of the season motivated to show the world I’ve earned my seat.
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      St-Pierre Racing Team’s HQ, Buckinghamshire, England

      

      In the atrium, I’m crouching in front of the open glass door of a large, custom-made display cabinet housing the history of the St-Pierre Racing team for all visitors to admire.

      “Careful with that,” Mick, the head of security, says beside me, as I pull out the oldest memorabilia.

      “As if I’d drop Capitaine Papy’s helmet,” I huff, lifting the vintage helmet from the crimson velvet case as if it weighs more than it actually does. It’s more of a mental weight—the memories from my childhood.

      “Put it on here.”

      “Why?” I ask, looking at the second helmet that shouldn’t be there, swallowing.

      “Sorry, Ethan, but those are the rules, even with the cleaning staff,” Mick says. He relocks the cabinet and pockets the key with his large brown hand, then places the helmets gingerly on the cart. As we walk in the hallway, he peers down at me with interest. “How was the rally this weekend? Missed it, same time as Briarsgate’s football match, I’m afraid.”

      I grin. “Good, scored some points. Maybe stood on a podium.”

      He laughs. “Glad to hear it.”

      I open the conference room door for him, and Mick places my brother’s and my grandfather’s helmets gingerly on the table. “Thanks, Mick.”

      “Hey, kid, good to see you,” Henry, the designer, says, opening his laptop. “Grab a seat, Ethan.”

      “Thanks.” I turn to Dean, who’s brought in all my junior category ones from the car. “You’ve seen these helmets for years. Do they fit the St-Pierre Racing Team vibe?”

      My manager, who’s in his mid-fifties, studies me with his piercing blue eyes before replying, “Of course, but more importantly, what fits your Series One vibe?”

      “He’s right,” Henry says. “It’s the only place on your kit to show your personality. You only get your debut Formula World Elite Series One helmet once. After that, it’s special livery days or collabs with sponsored events. What do you want people to think when they see you in the paddock at Zandvoort?”

      Good question…

      I take a deep breath, looking at the photo on the meeting room’s wall. Jasper is in a karting suit holding a trophy, smiling like the sun. I remember that day. The first time we raced go-karts in the Montréal suburbs. It was my brother’s birthday party, and I was lined up next to James, while Jasper had his best friends Raj and Zak tailing him.

      What colour was my first helmet? Red? Blue, maybe?

      Even if I was just tagging along for the day. We both discovered we loved speed. Feeling the go-kart zooming on the asphalt was one of the best sensations I’d ever experienced. After my first lap, I—like Jasper—was hooked. I pull up the picture on my phone.

      Red.

      My smile falters at the colour.

      A lot has changed since then. I’ve trained and stepped on podiums, and lost races, but nothing prepared me for the hole my brother’s death left behind.

      I breathe out through the now familiar prickling behind my eyes.

      Ostie, don’t cry! Not now.

      “Take your time, Ethan,” Dean says. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      I reach for the helmet Jasper had worn at the Canadian Grand Prix last season. The one we both said we wanted to win one day when we were both Series One drivers.

      A race he’s never won or have a possibility to win ever again.

      I breathe in.

      I focus on the helmet. Maple leaves in St-Pierre’s team colours, crimson and white with black outlines and an additional one down the middle, same as the bright blue stripes on his car which help the team identify Jasper’s car when zooming down the racetrack. Very Jasper to add a splash of neon with the maple leaves.

      I trace the outlines on the smooth surface.

      I exhale slowly.

      The day we’ve—I’ve been dreaming about for so long has arrived.

      I’m a Series One driver.

      I’m going to drive a Formula World Elite Series One car in Zandvoort. Thinking about it is bittersweet, and my chest hurts like I’ve been punched, something I haven’t felt so keenly in weeks.

      Will this ever get easier?

      I look up from my brother’s helmet. “Can we add a blue maple leaf to remember Jasper by?”

      Henry nods, his eyes softening with understanding. “Of course.”

      I try to blink away my emotions, but I’m not fooling anyone. This is supposed to be a happy day, choosing my first ever Series One helmet design.

      On the table, there’s a blank one staring at me. The unfinished surface has so many possibilities, just like any race that hasn’t started yet. Just waiting for the lights to go out and cars to zoom towards Turn 1.

      I’ve dreamed about it for ages. I have sketches and sketches of designs. They aren’t the best in the world—I can’t draw for fuck—but they always have certain elements, like maple leaves and a beaver.

      I breathe out and place Jasper’s helmet back on the table.

      “What helmet design do you want, kid?” Henry asks.

      “I have some ideas.” I spread my amateur drawings on the table next to his laptop.

      He picks them up. “Okay, I can work with this.”

      After a few minutes, he turns the screen around to show a graphic design program, and 3D helmet at different angles. Seeing my sketches for the first time created by someone who can actually draw is special.

      I study the helmet. “Can we tweak it a bit?”

      Henry changes the blue tone of the leaf and adds more details to the beaver. “How about this?”

      “It’s so cool!”

      Jasper will love it!

      I shift my weight on the hard office chair and look over my shoulder to the couch to ask my brother what he thinks like I’ve always done. Since forever.

      The couch is empty.

      My breath catches.

      How have I not gotten used to this? It’s been five months! I bunch my fists.

      “You okay, kid?”

      I take another deep breath and nod. “Yeah.”

      This will get easier. It’s better than when it first happened.

      I focus on the screen and my new helmet design instead.

      It’s a privilege to do this.

      My brother would be happy that I’m finally driving fast cars. He was my top supporter from the beginning. Not having him here today is plain wrong, but at least I’ll have his memory with me when I race.

      The helmet on the screen has a red maple leaf with my #92, on one side and my brother’s #29, on the other, and a stylized beaver on top.

      “The design is perfect,” I say.
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      Circuit Zandvoort, North Holland, Netherlands

      
      “What are you looking forward to in the second half of the season?” I overhear Ryan asking fans in the paddock. His expression turns from eager to challenging as he spots me. “Do you think the Hoffsommer girl has a chance of winning the championship?”

      “No, her teammate is better. She’s taking a man’s spot in that garage.”

      Ryan nods. “Agreed. And what⁠—”

      I rein in my frustration at those words and jog away.

      It’s not worth the media frenzy if I stop and tell Ryan Cantellow what I think of his conversations.

      I’ve got sponsors to think of.

      I’ve got a team.

      I’ve got a seat, for now, and⁠—

      “Maggie? Can I get your autograph?” a young girl—karting age—stops me.

      And I’ve got fans like her.

      I smile for the photo, sign my name Maggie with #58, my race car number, then hurry toward the conference room in the main paddock building.

      By the time I arrive, my mind has quieted, but the room is loud, packed with drivers and media. The rumor circulating in the paddock is St-Pierre Racing will announce their newest driver today. Again.

      Many names have been thrown into the mix since Steve St-Pierre sacked their latest driver, Roy Miller, during the summer break. Sure, that driver didn’t have Jasper’s talent behind the wheel, but Roy had performed better than Eddie Choquette—the first replacement driver earlier this season—and
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