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For Sean—


Regent of my existence, sweetener of my days,


treasure of my soul, content of my heart.


“O King, live forever!”


—your Balkis
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CONTENT WARNING


This book contains a few events or references that might be painful to some readers: the illness and death of a main character’s family member during the story and nondetailed mentions of past childhood abuse. There is also explicit sexual content and profanity.
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MELBOURNE


MID-MARCH


PHAEDRA


My focus prowls over the bank of monitors, studying the telemetry. I’m in the zone. My grip on the information is effortless, light, like breathing. When the car is out and data floods in, the numbers become part of me—they flow through, and I react. The rush is gorgeous.


As one of the two race engineers for Emerald F1, I’m part of the brain, the nervous system of the team. Others may be the heart. The bones. The muscles.


And some are just dicks. I’m talking to one now.


“We’re close, Cosmin,” I say into the radio. “Push push push.”


“I thought you’d never ask, dragă,” he returns.


My face goes hot with anger. It’s his third inappropriate comment this session, despite an earlier warning. I flick a glance at our engineering director, Lars, and he gives me a shrug as if to say, Cosmin is what he is.


“You know what?” I tell Lars and our team principal, Klaus, who’s on the next chair over. “Good enough for today. I’m gonna check in with Mo.”


Klaus nods, Lars offers a little salute.


I take my headset off and force myself to lay it down more gently than fury urges, then stalk away from the pit wall.


People call my dad Mo, short for Morgan—Ed Morgan, team owner. I do too, publicly. It’s hard enough being a woman in this job without verbal reminders to everyone that I’m the owner’s daughter.


Growing up in a family that owned a NASCAR team before making the jump to Formula 1 eight years ago, I all but cut my teeth on racing slicks. I traveled the United States with my father and NC Emerald NASCAR during the season and had a STEM-focused tutor who traveled with us.


Every swinging dick on this team (as my dad would say) knows I have this job because I’m a rockstar engineer. Mathematics has been my oxygen since I was five years old. I headed for college at sixteen, had a masters by twenty-two, and went to work for Emerald in a junior position the same year. Over the decade since, I’ve earned my stripes.


I make my way to Mo’s paddock office and find him lying on the sofa. The scent of peppermint hangs in the air—he’s having another of his headaches. I gently close the door.


“Hey,” I greet as quietly as I can while still being heard over the distant scream of engines. “Why don’t you go back to the hotel? This racket can’t be helping your head.”


“I’m fine, chickadee.” He lifts the wet washrag folded over his eyes. “Session done?”


“Almost. Jakob got 1'23.081. Cosmin had 1'22.784 when I left.”


“Left? Why’d you walk away? That’s not like you.”


I stretch my back. “Ardelean pissed me off. The smart-aleck comments, the nickname. It undermines me.”


“Want me to have a word with him?”


“Definitely not. ‘Ooh, Daddy, tell the sexist dickhead not to hurt my feeeewings!’ Yeah, no. I’ll rip him a new one myself when he comes in.” I tighten the loose bun in my auburn hair and rake my bangs aside.


My dad re-covers his eyes. “First year with the team, he’s testing boundaries. But the kid’s fast—slicker than snot on Teflon. Good chance he’ll haul our asses outta midfield.”


“Hm. We’ll see.”


My dad chuckles, and I’m happy to hear it until his words follow. “Man, you are stubborn. Still won’t forgive the boy for not being that reserve driver gal from Team Harrier you lobbied for.”


I fold my arms. “I do think it’s a missed opportunity, not offering a contract to Sage Sikora when we had the chance. Emerald could’ve been pioneers in the sport, giving a seat to a woman with that kind of talent, and—”


“Phae.”


His tone is weary with a hint of stern, and I feel like an asshole for bringing it up again.


“I admire your grit, chickadee,” he says with a sigh, adjusting the washcloth over his eyes as if to remind me of his headache. “But we’re not spending over a hundred million bucks a year running this team to make a statement.”


A dozen testy comebacks spring to mind, but I know how and when to pick my battles with Edward Morgan. It’s so much easier to make Cosmin the target of my anger. Though it’d be a hell of a lot more satisfying if the guy didn’t seem to love it so much.


“Bitter pill or not, I trust you to work through these growing pains Klaus says you and our hotshot driver are having and give him your best,” my dad concludes. He lifts the rag and shoots a scold-softening, crooked smile my way. “And if Cosmin keeps sassing you, roll up a newspaper and give that pup your best good smack.”


I cross the room to press a kiss to my dad’s cool, damp cheek. “You know I won’t let you down. Need anything before I go—water, food?”


“I’m good, thanks. Dim the lights more on your way out.”


I’m striding down the hall toward the garage when Lars catches up.


“Cosmin shaved three-tenths off his lap time,” he tells me, beaming.


“What? No way.” I chew at the inside of my cheek. “The douchebag can drive—I’ll give him that.”


Lars’s expression is careful. “Try not to yell at him. Again. For, y’know, the comments earlier. Sometimes you just have to smile and let it ride.”


“Don’t tell me to smile, for fuck’s sake. Ardelean’s insufferable.”


“People love Cosmin. He’s a cut-up.”


“More like a pervy party clown.”


Lars shoves his hands in his pockets, sighing. “Listen, can I be candid?”


“Could I stop you if I wanted to?” I wave an arm grandly. “Have at it.”


He clears his throat. “You’re being too free with the pro-Sage-anti-Cosmin stuff. Mo and Klaus made the choice, and the ink is dry. But your resentment is like … a thing. Everyone feels it. And don’t think the press wouldn’t have a field day with a ‘girls versus boys’ war. Race-day radio comms are public, so it’ll be more than just the team noticing tension pretty soon.”


Our watchful head of communications, Reece—the woman in charge of PR and media relations—has essentially told me the same thing.


I keep my face neutral as I try pivoting to another point of contention. “That’s in the past. I’m over it, seriously. It’s Ardelean’s lack of respect that bugs me. The faux-flirty back talk. It’s—”


“Trust me, you need to ignore that. I’ve already heard people joking around in the garage, saying your annoyance with Cosmin is the result of, uh …”


My jaw goes hard. “I’m not entertaining any sexual tension gossip, thanks. I acknowledge that most women find F1 Dracula irresistible, but I’m not one of them.”


Since the era of ’76 world champion James Hunt, few drivers have puffed the panties of female fans like our swaggering new acquisition. Last year, Cosmin Ardelean drove for a team that couldn’t find its own ass with both hands and GPS, and his pretty face was still everywhere in the media.


Lars shrugs with a weak smile. “All right. Don’t kill the messenger.”


“Copy,” I grumble, walking away. “Understood.”


I duck into a conference room and grab a bottled water from the mini fridge. When Cosmin’s car rolls in, I wait long enough for the fawning to die down and for that dipshit to climb out of the cockpit, and then I head to the garage.


Our new golden boy is talking with a pair of mechanics while combing his fingers through hair the color of blond sand strewn with amber. It’s hair most women would kill for. He doesn’t deserve it, much like his stupidly long lashes and plump lips with a perfect Cupid’s bow. When his hair isn’t sweaty and helmet-squashed, it’s a tousled dream that’d be in effortlessly beachy waves if it were long.


Cosmin. Fucking. Ardelean.


I sink my hands into the pockets of my black slacks—we all wear the same style of hideous middle-aged-dude pants with the green polo bearing the team’s logo—and cross to where the summit is happening.


“Hey there, Legs,” I direct at Cosmin when there’s a pause to cut in. “I need a word.”


He thinks I call him this because he’s tall—just shy of 188 centimeters, which is like six foot two. What he doesn’t know is that I call him “legs” because in the body of the team, this peacock may be the movement, but he’s far from the brains and sure as hell not the heart.


I recognize the PR value in a good-looking, charismatic driver. For the team’s sake, I want Cosmin Ardelean to be so magnetic that the press can’t stop talking to him, guys buy the pricey sunglasses he wears and the beer he drinks, and women douse the men in their lives with Cosmin’s cologne. Sponsor cash is what oils the gears in a Formula 1 team.


We all want a championship for Emerald, full stop.


But for my own amusement? I wouldn’t mind Ardelean being taken down a few cocky pegs by tripping over his feet and stumbling into dog shit, preferably after asking out the woman of his dreams and being publicly shot down.


His black-flecked blue-gray eyes hold a smug glimmer as he looks over at me. “You like my time? 1'22.486. How’s that for a push?”


“Congrats on doing your literal job,” I reply, bored. “You guys done here? Let’s talk.”


“Beautiful.”


God, I’m already so sick of how he says that. It’s like he learned English with a Romanian-to-bullshit dictionary. Among the things it taught him: “beautiful” is a synonym for “yes,” and every woman should have a goddamned pet name.


I stalk toward the hallway. I assume he’ll follow, if for no other reason than to stare at my ass, despite the universally unflattering cut of the team blacks.


In the conference room I was just in, a couple of aero techs are talking, gnawing on sponsor-supplied gluten-free granola bars.


“Gents,” I announce, “I need the room.”


They look confused until Cosmin follows me in, at which point their expressions imply they know why I want to be alone with him. Thanks to the heads-up from Lars, I now have to assume everyone thinks I’m carrying a torch for F1 Dracula.


Great.


I close the door behind the exiting men and turn to find Cosmin with the fridge open, taking his sweet time to search for the perfect water bottle. I refuse to let it needle me, staring at the back of his dumb head until he’s done.


He reclines against a table in the exact place I was standing while waiting for the car to come in. It bothers me, his being in precisely the same spot. It’s as if he knows. Like he’s taunting me, touching me.


He cracks the cap and drinks, Adam’s apple dipping, gaze unflinching, a faint smile on his lips.


“Can I help you, dragă?” he asks after a breath.


“Yeah, perfect—let’s start with that. What does it mean? Is it Romanian for ‘bitch’ or something?”


His eyebrows draw together. “What the shit? No.”


The accent is not unattractive, I reluctantly concede. His words come out like Wot the sheet? and it’d be cute if he weren’t a total fuckwad.


“It is like, ‘dear’ or ‘darling,’ ” he goes on to explain. “A simple word.”


“Gotcha. Not appropriate. Unless you’re gonna come up with cutesy-pooh Romanian endearments for every man on the team, knock it the hell off.”


He nods, looking down as if trying for humility. But I notice he also doesn’t agree.


“Next order of business,” I press on. “Your cheeky sass over the radio? Not cool. I’d like to be able to use the word ‘push’ without you firing back some junior-high sex joke.”


“I only said, ‘I thought you’d never ask.’ If you heard something provocative”—he tilts his mouth—“that might be you.”


My hands grip the table edge. I notice him notice, and it annoys me enough to hit below the belt.


“Okay, look, you horny cliché. I get that you think you’re ten pounds of brilliant in a five-pound sack because of the job you did last season with the bucket of bolts you drove for Team Greitis. Debut year in F1. Huzzah.”


I lean in and enunciate as if talking to a child.


“You may be a better driver than I am, but I’m smarter than you. Don’t cross me, or I won’t rest until your Transylvanian ass gets busted back down to F2. Or better yet, no one will give you a seat, and you find yourself hawking protein shakes on late-night infomercials.”


I tap the center of my chest.


“Smarter. Than. You. I was doing calculus and rebuilding engines for fun when you were still wetting the bed.”


For a moment I think I’ve gotten to him. There’s a hardness to those blue eyes. Points, me.


He smiles. “I’ve made a lot of beds wet …” Pushing off the table, he strolls to the door with infuriating leisure. “But not for that reason.”
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MELBOURNE


RACE DAY


COSMIN


My eyes skim the track, the traffic, making micro-adjustments. The engine’s roar is the blood coursing through my veins. I’m in the zone, my control firm and organic. I don’t fight the car. It’s my body and breath. We flow together, and the rush is incredible.


“Ortiz has a botched pit stop,” Phaedra tells me over the radio in her no-nonsense tone. “You’ll be ahead at pit exit.”


“Copy.” A jet of adrenaline flares in my chest, like a coal that’s been blown on.


Her voice again, smooth and natural, like she’s living in my head: “P5 in sight. Bring it home, Legs.”


Mateo Ortiz is still in the pits, and a psychological shiver goes over me as I pass the exit. Fifth place sharpens from a hazy mirage to steel-cold reality.


I was not born for this, but I was made for it.


First race with Emerald: TEN. FUCKING. POINTS.


My teammate, Jakob, landed P9—two points. I like Jakob. Nice kid, though uptight. Twenty-two, already married, and it’s certain Inge is the first and only girl he’s had. He refuses to enjoy the extracurricular benefits of our career. Absurd. That’s like owning a mansion and living in one room. Champagne would only touch Jakob’s stern lips if someday it’s poured over him on the podium. He’s a reliable, top-ten-finishing workhorse—consistently in the points—but not championship material.


For me? The podium is so close I can taste it, with a strong car under me this year.


Communications manager Reece gives me a bracing clap on the shoulder as we walk toward press gathered outside the corral. She has a critical eye and misses nothing. If cool, composed Team Principal Klaus is Emerald’s father figure, Reece is a demanding mother who doesn’t suffer a fool. Her personality is as direct as her style—short hair, no makeup, quick eyes. She speaks seven languages (including Romanian) and sometimes reminds me of my elder sister, Viorica. They’re both nearing forty.


Reece scans the group with her uncanny ability to untangle a dozen comments at once. “That’s Natalia Evans,” she says near my ear, pointing at a brunette in purple. “New reporter from Auto Racing Journal.”


I give the journalist in the skirt suit a once-over. “I will talk with her first.”


“Don’t tempt me to muzzle you, Cos,” Reece warns.


“They love when I flirt.”


“And you love when you flirt.”


I flash a grin. “Everybody wins.”


The brunette is stunning. Midthirties, tall, hourglass figure, eyes like a cloudless sky, irises ringed in black that matches her lashes. I check her left hand—bare—as she adjusts one earring, fingertips brushing her neck. Subconsciously, she’s imagining my hand there. Moving lower. Undressing her.


Perhaps I’ll spend tonight between those thighs.


“Cosmin! I have questions,” she says, tapping her voice recorder.


I lean on the metal fence and send a wink her way. “I have answers, iubi.”


Combing a hand through my hair, I take a drink of water. She watches the straw in my mouth, and as I remove it, I lick my bottom lip. I know the steps in this dance so well I could do it blindfolded.


“Let’s move straight to the good stuff,” she begins.


I cock one eyebrow. “I’m all for that.”


“Excellent. So. First grand prix, double-digit points. You’re looking good.”


“Glad you noticed.”


“Are you worried it could’ve been luck? Mateo Ortiz had a heartbreaking twenty-three-second pit stop. Akio Ono and Anders Olsson suffered mechanical failure DNFs. João Valle and Drew Powell, taken out by a collision. Was the fifth-place finish your magic, or merely attrition?”


This just got less fun. I may have to spank her for it later.


I drop my gaze with a smile. “That’s racing. Sometimes you hunt opportunity down, sometimes it shows up with an apple in its mouth. When those circumstances arose, I was the one in the position to take advantage.” I lean closer. “It’s not the tool, but how well you use it. And I’m an exceptionally skilled craftsman.”


She smirks. “Oh?”


“That, iubi,” I say, tapping the back of her hand, “is a promise.”


Reece touches my elbow, pointing at a short man in chinos. “From the Herald Sun,” she prompts.


I tip my head in the man’s direction, still looking at Natalia. “Everyone wants a piece of me. If you’re hungry for a second slice, I’m at the Park Hyatt. Nine o’clock in the lounge?”


A figure steps into my peripheral vision.


“Nat!” Phaedra leans over the fence, and she and the reporter hug. “What do you think of our leggy libertine here?” she asks Natalia, giving me a backhand slap to the stomach.


“I think he’s going to be disappointed at nine o’clock,” Natalia replies. “And your description was spot-on.”


I might be able to camouflage my annoyance if Phaedra weren’t watching for it like a cat with her green gaze fixed on a mouse’s den.


“Aww, Legs.” Those naturally candy-pink lips tilt, and her little nose with its smattering of freckles wrinkles. “Did you think you were playing with her? Natalia was playing with you.”


“Clever girls.” I give Natalia a level stare. “Shame—I had quite a story to share with you over a bottle of wine.”


Her eyes narrow in consideration, and she throws a chummy arm around Phaedra. “These boys do hate to lose, Phae. And you and I were going to hang out tonight anyway. Let’s all have a drink in the lounge. We’re in the same hotel—why not?”


Phaedra looks alarmed. “Hells to the nope. Negative. I thought we were going to binge Peaky Blinders and raid the minibar?”


“Just one drinkie,” Natalia tells her in a tone like it’s settled. “It’ll be fun.”


She saunters off to interview Jakob, and the Herald Sun reporter heads my way.


“It would appear we have a date,” I tell Phaedra. Putting my lips near her ear, I add, “Wear white.”


She recoils, frowning. “Oh, suck it. Even if I gave two shits what you think, I don’t own white clothes—they get filthy. Who the fuck wears white?”


“Good girls who don’t mind getting filthy.”


“Is there anything you can’t turn into a double entendre?”


“You’re pouting because I outsmarted you.”


She snorts. “You have to get up pretty early in the morning to outsmart me.”


“For you,” I tell her, “I’d stay up all night.”
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MELBOURNE


PHAEDRA


“Here—it’s yours now,” Natalia says, shoving a piece of clothing at me when I open the door of my suite. “It’ll look amazing on you, but my boobs are too big.”


I shut the door and follow her in. “Poor baby. What other problems do you have? You eat pastries all day but can’t seem to gain an ounce? You have orgasms too easily?”


“Haha. Seriously though—try it on. I bought it at L’Habilleur when I was in Paris, and c’est très chic, but I feel self-conscious wearing it.”


“Cry me a river.” I hold it up for inspection. The fabric is heavenly. Soft and clinging, with a deep crisscross front. “I can’t wear this tonight. It’s white.”


Natalia sits on the bed and adjusts the strap on one heel. “Why not? Planning to get sloshed and dribble all over it?”


“F1 Dracula told me to wear white. I’m not letting him think I wore this on his order.” I fling the closet wide and peruse my options. “I’m the one who tells him what to do.”


“I doubt he’d remember he said it. He’s like a fountain spraying out flirty comments. Try it on! You know I have a great eye.”


I whip off my CAMP SOH-CAH-TOA trigonometry tee and toss it at Nat, who ducks, laughing. She goes to the minibar and gets a tiny bottle of Courvoisier, then takes a bowl of chocolate-dipped strawberries from the refrigerator.


“Things are fancy up here on the top floors,” she says around a mouthful of fruit. “You know what’s in the fridge in my room? Mini Babybels and bottled water.” She cracks open the cognac and downs half.


I adjust the shirt, staring into the vanity mirror. It’s true I don’t own anything white—mostly because I assumed it’d make my pale, lightly freckled skin look weird. To my shock, white is divine on me. The cut of this shirt is magic: my waist looks tiny and my barely B cups are uncharacteristically alluring.


I turn to Nat and hold my arms out awkwardly. “Eh?”


“It’s sexy as hell. It’d help if you weren’t standing all stiff and pained, like you’re waiting to be sprayed down with delousing agent in a Siberian prison.”


“You know I’m more comfortable in jeans and T-shirts.” I grab the hem of the shirt to remove it.


“Don’t you dare!” Nat barks. “You look fantastic. If you schlump down to the lounge in a baggy nerd-shirt and ripped jeans, I will scream.”


“I don’t wanna play dress up! Especially not around the ‘randy rookie’—as they called that oversexed idiot last year.”


She lifts one expertly groomed eyebrow and pops another strawberry between her red-painted lips. “You can wear the ripped jeans, but with that shirt.”


“That’s ridiculous.”


“Hello—who understands fashion? Moi. The combination of an elegant Paris boutique shirt and jeans that look like you’ve had them since your teens—”


“I have had them since my teens,” I cut in.


“—will be very stylish. It says to the world, I’m refined enough for this gorgeous shirt, yet devil-may-care enough for threadbare jeans.”


I rotate to look in the mirror again. “Fine. But I’m not putting on makeup.”


“A touch of mascara,” she asserts. “Your green eyes are one of your best features. Ooh, and a dab of lipstick—those bee-stung lips need advertising.”


“I’m not for sale.” I pull my shoulders back and twist forty-five degrees, checking out everything the shirt is doing for my figure. “And if I were,” I add under my breath, “he couldn’t afford me.”


Team Principal Klaus is waiting to get into the elevator as Nat and I step out on the first floor. Near him is a starstruck blonde half his age, staring up at him as if a map leading to the Holy Grail is projected on the side of his head.


Admittedly, Klaus is an almost-silver fox. Forty-five, toweringly tall, rich, obsessive about his workouts. And with that brand of aloofness women find captivating—like he’d be doing you a favor to fuck you.


To the world it seems like arrogance, but I know him well enough to recognize that he refuses to let anyone get close ever since his wife died five years ago. He finds a different girl at every GP and—according to gossip—tells them he can’t exchange contact info due to “security protocol.”


Hilarious. Maybe Klaus’s disposing of women as if they were coffee pods is the last gasp of his midlife crisis, before he gets into model trains or bird-watching. But I’d still put my money on grief.


Klaus gives me what models call a “smize.”


“Good evening, Schatzi,” he says, using the fatherly nickname he’s called me for years. His gaze moves to Natalia. “And?” he prompts, raising his eyebrows at her while the blonde glowers in the background.


“Natalia Evans,” Nat says, offering a frosty smile. “From Auto Racing.”


The blonde clears her throat, holding the elevator door open as it tries to close.


“Have a lovely evening,” Klaus directs at me. “Delightful meeting you,” he tells Nat before stepping into the elevator.


She turns away and steams off toward the bar so quickly I have to trot to catch up.


“Whoa there, speedy. Where’s the fire?” With a smirk, I add, “Oh, I know. The fire was six foot five and standing by the elevator.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Klaus is pretty hot,” I taunt. “I saw you giving him the eye.”


“Who?”


I grin. “Quit with the act. You looked like you either wanted to murder or devour him—I can’t figure out which.” I inspect her face. “Have you guys already met? You’re blushing.”


She stops just shy of the lounge entrance and plants one hand on her hip. “Yes, I’ve met him. Months ago in Abu Dhabi. And he was very rude.”


I give a skeptical squint. “Klaus Franke? Are you sure we’re talking about the same guy? He’s totally Captain Suave—I can’t picture him being rude to you. What happened?”


“He’s just …” She presses her lips together, frowning. “Egotistical.”


“Psh! Girl, you’ll have to get used to big egos in this sport. As for Klaus, he owns forty percent of Emerald and could afford to buy his own planet if he wanted to, so the guy might have a little attitude, sure.”


“Whatever.” Nat sweeps her dark hair over one shoulder with a careless gesture and proceeds into the lounge. “There’s your ‘randy rookie,’ ” she says, pointing at Cosmin.


“He’s hardly mine,” I mutter.


As we walk up, he’s doing the “turning water into whiskey” trick—transferring the different-density liquids between two shot glasses—for a woman who apparently flunked high school physics and thinks he’s a sorcerer.


The woman’s pixieish face is framed by a hairdo that should’ve been left in 2012 along with Mayan doomsday calendars and fingerstache tattoos. Her rapt smile wilts as we walk up. If this is a competition, she knows she can’t beat Natalia, who’s disgustingly beautiful.


“Ladies, welcome,” Cosmin greets us. “This is Abby.” He gestures at 2012 Girl, who gives a grudging wave. Swiveling on the barstool, he nods in Nat’s direction, telling Abby, “This is Miss Evans. And the woman in white”—he seems to emphasize the color, though it could be my imagination—“is the team owner’s daughter, Miss Morgan.”


My jaw clenches with the insult.


Really, dickhead? Not your race engineer—just Mo’s kid? And exactly why are we being introduced as if we don’t have first names, like Depression-era schoolmarms?


Cosmin’s eyes linger briefly on Natalia, who’s poured into a velvet dress so short that if she dropped her purse, she’d have to kick it home. She looks like a million bucks. And contrary to Nat’s assertion that I’m all kinds of edgy in this ensemble, I’m pretty sure I look like a teenager who shoplifted everything from the waist up.


He eyes my shirt, his expression bordering on smug. He remembers, damn him.


“Nat made me wear it,” I blurt in a tone not unlike the Ally Sheedy goth in The Breakfast Club, passing the buck with “Claire did it!” after her makeover.


There’s not enough scotch in this lounge to drown the humiliation.


As his gaze drops to my black Converse, I question the wisdom of having insisted on them. But after Nat screeched “You look like a Wookie!” to bully me into submitting to eyebrow tweezing, the shoes were the hill I was ready to die on.


I give Abby a tight smile and motion to the bartender, ordering a double Glenmorangie on Emerald’s tab. Cosmin’s focus returns to Abby. He places his hands—long-fingered and strong—over the stacked shot glasses, then glides them apart. He’s really working it. Which is absurd, because he doesn’t have to—his angel face alone would get him anything he wants. But he seems to take pure pleasure in Abby’s delight at the “magic” trick.


The bartender brings my drink and I sip it, enjoying the singe on my tongue.


Natalia—seated between Cosmin and me—has her phone out and is studying a message. Her lips compress in her thinking way. She darkens the phone and turns it over, then snatches it back up anxiously and rereads the message, like a kid summoning the courage to peek under the bed for monsters one more time.


I crane my neck in an attempt to spy the short text—which appears to be from an unnamed number—and she stuffs the phone into her purse with a growl.


Beside Cosmin, Abby emits a yelp of surprise, giggling as she slips off her barstool and stumbles. He puts a hand beneath her elbow to steady her, then leans to talk with her quietly.


I take another swallow of scotch and eye Natalia, who’s digging her phone out as it buzzes with a second message.


“Who’s texting?”


“No one,” she insists. “Wrong number.”


Her tone is too innocent. I’ve got her.


“Oho! I knew it.” I make finger guns at her. “It’s a guy, right?”


The screen lights up a third time. I grab it before she does, instigating a near wrestling match as she fights to get it back. I wing the phone away and she jabs my armpit.


“Oooh,” I purr. “So mysterious.”


“Knock it off!” She snatches the phone back. “What’s wrong with you? Are you thirty-two going on thirteen?”


The comment stings just enough. “Why are you being secretive?” I snap.


Her look is lofty. “Apparently you don’t understand the difference between secrecy and privacy. Aren’t you supposed to be some big genius?”


“Wow, Nat.” I gulp more of my scotch, shaking my head. “Very nice.”


It’s familiar ground between us, but still a jarring ride. When she’s in a bad mood, she’ll mock my intellect, and I’ll mock her for being selfish or shallow. Fourteen years of friendship and we’re like an old married couple. Fortunately, I love her more often than I want to throttle her.


We stare each other down, trying to decide whether to go for blood or laugh it off. Behind her, I see Cosmin get up and walk away with Abby.


“Ardelean!” I call out, grateful for the distraction. “Where are you going?”


Oh, shit. Why do I care?


He turns, holding up one finger to indicate he’ll be right back, and I shrug like it doesn’t matter anyway—just curious; nothing to see here.


I sip my drink, watching with conspicuous patience as Nat’s thumbs fly over the keyboard of her phone.


“Phae.” She puts a hand on my knee.


“Oh, shit. What?”


“Don’t get mad, but I’m gonna bail. Something’s come up.”


“What the hell? No. Not cool. Don’t you dare leave me here with that schmuck.”


She surveys the room. “It would appear the schmuck in question has left. You can go back upstairs and watch TV and order room service like you wanted.”


“I was planning to do that with you,” I protest.


She stands. “If I don’t see you again before Bahrain in two weeks, we’ll definitely get together there. Hold still …” She pinches my cheeks to bring color into them. “You look so cute—like Emma Stone’s grumpy cousin. Weaponize it! Talk to other humans.” She gives me a side-hug before clicking away on her high heels.


After a few minutes of unsuccessfully trying to look blithe and confident as I sit alone with a drink, I throw back the last of my scotch and stand. I leave a cash tip for the bartender, then head for the elevators.


As I pass the hotel’s front doors, I happen to look out at the loading area. Cosmin is holding the back door open on a sedan with the Ola rideshare logo. Where the hell is he going?


He ushers Abby inside, then closes the door before passing a wad of cash through the front window to the female driver. He raises one hand at the car in a static wave as it pulls away.


Huh.


Normally I’d applaud someone gallantly arranging for a drunk woman’s cab ride home, but it was more satisfying to think of Ardelean as a shitbag.


As he turns, I take a stumbling step back, nearly falling on my ass.


He breezes through the automatic doors. “Waiting for me?”


“Hardly. I was going to my room.”


He’s wearing a suit that shouldn’t look good on anyone—jewel green with a peach open-necked shirt and no tie—and before I can stop myself, the scotch on my tongue has given him a compliment.


“Nice suit. Did you get it at the Riddler’s yard sale?”


Wait, no. Not a compliment. Remind me never to drink a double on an empty stomach.


He lets the comment go without clapping back, possibly because his phone is ringing. The muffled tone is familiar, and as he pulls it from his pocket, I recognize it’s Bowie’s “Fame.” I struggle to keep my face impassive. Because David Bowie is my favorite musician of all time—I went into full-scale mourning when he died—and this douchebag is not allowed to like him too.


I scowl at the phone, but not for the reason Cosmin clearly thinks.


He thumbs the button to silence it. “I wasn’t going to answer it.”


“Whatevs—it’s fine. As I said, I was leaving. Nat had to go.”


“I know.” He straightens his cuffs. “I saw her get into a car with someone.” Lifting an eyebrow with a mild smile, he heads for the lounge.


Damn him, the bastard knows I’ll follow. I trot to catch up. “Wait, do you have gossip?”


He pulls out a chair on a two-top table and invites me to sit, then seats himself across from me. “I don’t miss details, dragă.”


“Okay, quit being coy. Who was Nat with?”


Playfully following a whorl in the tabletop’s glossy wood with a fingertip, he pauses just long enough to be maddening, then angles a sly smile my way.


Where’s that rolled-up newspaper my dad mentioned? Someone needs a smack.


He wants me to beg, but I’m not giving him the satisfaction. I fold my arms. Challenge accepted.


Face propped on one hand, he stares back. The sight of his strong fingers framing that chiseled jawline is distractingly pretty. Ugh.


“Your friend left with Klaus.”


My eyebrows jump. “Holy shit. Really? Huh. What did—”


A server interrupts us, bringing a carafe of water. Cosmin requests a few appetizers: nuts, fruit, hummus with bread. Things I routinely eat in the paddock dining room. I’m not sure if it’s creepy or impressive that he’s noticed.


I gnaw at my lip, pondering Cosmin’s disclosure as he orders for us. After the server walks away, I ask, “Did either of them say anything—Nat and Klaus?”


“Not to me. But I overheard an exchange as he helped her into the car. He said, ‘I owe you an apology,’ and she replied, ‘Is that worth more or less than a thousand euros?’ ”


“What the hell? Weird.”


Cosmin pours water for us, then raises his glass. “To a successful season.”


“Shouldn’t this be champagne?” I tap his glass with mine.


“You’ve had enough already.”


My hand freezes. “Um, excuse you?” As I speak, I listen for tipsiness. Nope—clear as a bell. Mostly. “Based on what?”


His smile unfurls and snaps into place like a mainsail. “Based on how much you’ve been looking at my lips.”


I pause only a second before walking to the bar and ordering another scotch. I lean on my elbows while I wait, knowing his eyes are on me. This is why I’ve kept this pair of jeans, despite their state of deterioration: they make my ass look incredible.


Let him eat his heart out over what he’ll never have.


I strut back, drink in hand. Appetizers are on the table. I ignore Cosmin and scoop up hummus with pita, enjoying how the flavor combines with the sweet grapes and booze, then tip a handful of Spanish almonds into my face and crunch like a post-hibernation bear.


He puts an olive in his mouth. I’m avoiding them because I know they’re the type with pits, and the thought of spitting the pit out and inciting some crass comment is too much.


I try not to notice the way his lips move as he works the olive around. When he extracts the pit, the motion is so controlled and delicate that it’s honestly annoying. I could never look good doing something so fundamentally unsexy.


I take a sip of my water, then poke bits of almond from a back tooth with my tongue. Definitely not looking cool and sexy. Probably a lot more like a sock puppet.


I inspect the grapes, avoiding his eyes. “So, back to Natalia and Klaus. You didn’t hear anything else?”


“No. But tonight I had an inkling Miss Evans did not wear that dress for me—the way she watched the door after arriving, as if hoping to see someone.” He gingerly sinks his fork into a chunk of melon. “Now we know who, yes?”


Drunk Me is slightly into the way he pronounces “inkling.”


Wot the sheet is wrong with me?


Cosmin takes a grape from my fingers. “I also know you wore that shirt for me.”


The spite-scotch was a disastrous idea. My brain futilely tears through attic steamer trunks full of bitchy-clever replies.


He holds the grape between his teeth for a moment before it disappears into his mouth. At least I think he does. Though it may be a boozy time lag, combined with anger and my inability to stop looking at his lips.


Points, asshole.


If I were braver, I’d take off this stupid white shirt and mic drop it onto the table before sashaying away. But it’d be just my luck if the press got a pic of that: “Emerald F1 Embroiled in Melbourne Stripper-Frolic Scandal.”


I stand and scoop the almonds into one hand and snag a bundle of grapes in the other, exiting without a backward glance.


In the elevator up, I’m gnawing grapes directly off the cluster—every bit the shit-faced Roman emperor—when the random guy who’s riding with me chuckles.


“Need somebody to peel those for you?” he asks.


I examine him, a little bleary-eyed. He’s definitely admiring the cut of this shirt. His shirt’s not bad either, frankly, hugging a torso with weightlifter-y muscles that aren’t really my jam, but look good on him.


For a second, I contemplate being a different person for a few hours and letting him peel my grapes and everything else.


The doors open at his floor. He steps out and offers a hand for me to follow.


With my elbow, I prod the close button. Because I’m not that person, and my life won’t let me forget it.
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My sister, Viorica, looks tired, but I know better than to say so. Last time we had a video call, I made some comment to that effect—purely because I’m worried about how hard she works for Vlasia House, the Ardelean Foundation children’s home—and it was lucky for me there were nine thousand miles between us. Rica is quite sensitive about being thirty-seven.


I’ve learned so much from her over the years. At times this has been painful—she can have a hot temper when provoked, which little brothers tend to do. She was fourteen when our parents died in a car crash and we were taken in by Andrei Ardelean. He was not a good man—cruel, in fact—though he was willing to throw much of his considerable fortune into my education and childhood karting career, starting at age five.


To Viorica he was a monster. I didn’t understand the extent of it at the time; I was so young. Now I know. And though he is dead, I still fight him. I fight his sharp edges, which are part of me. His arrogance, his manipulativeness.


Some days I can’t look in the mirror, and I repress a bitter laugh when people comment on my beauty. I only see the ugliness of my uncle’s face staring back at me.


I start our conversation—speaking in our native tongue—with a compliment.


≪You have done amazing work, Rica. The garden expansion is beautiful.≫


She rubs the bridge of her long, straight nose.


≪Thank you. But what Vlasia House needs most is a modern heating system—the third floor is so cold in winter—and that will be expensive. We already took such a big financial hit with the new roof.≫


She sips her tea. The video connection is good today—I see the steam rising from her cup. Behind her, she’s framed by the tall antique bookshelves in her office.


“Let us switch to English—I should practice,” she says.


“Of course.”


“The grant we secured last year, though large, didn’t go as far as I’d hoped.” Her tone is oddly clipped when she adds, “Next week I am approaching a potentially generous new donor.”


“Would you like for me to be there?”


“I prefer to manage it myself.” Before I can request further detail, she asks, “When do you visit next?”


“Before Baku. But you seem to be changing the subject.”


Her scoff tells me my intuition is correct.


“It’s something about this donor, isn’t it?”


Her nostrils flare in annoyance. “I have it under control, Cosminel,” she replies flatly, using the diminutive to put me in my place.


I can’t resist goading her a little by pretending to hide an indulgent smile at her sternness. “As you wish.”


Her phone rings, and she looks down at it.


≪I must take this,≫ she says, gliding back into Romanian. ≪Good luck this weekend.≫


≪I will do my best. Good night, Rica.≫


I drop my phone on the bed and walk to the window, admiring the bay, the lights of the city on the other side reflected along the edge like neon teeth. My own reflection is faint, as if underwater. Viorica isn’t the only one who looks tired.


I change into workout clothes, then grab water, a towel, my phone and wireless headphones, and a pouch of sponsor-supplied energy gel before going down to the fitness center.


I already had a workout earlier with Guillaume, my physio. But when my mind is restless, troubled, I need something less structured. If no one’s waiting for a machine, I’ll run on the treadmill for an hour, escaping into music.


I incline-run through a Cage the Elephant album—a band my best friend Owen’s American girlfriend told me about—thinking of home and Vlasia House, and whether I should take a few days to fly to Bucharest before the Chinese Grand Prix. I’d like to be with Rica for the meeting, to see what is troubling her that she thinks she must hide.


I’m walking back to the elevators when I spot Phaedra coming down the hallway from the women’s fitness center. Her hair—a reddish brown that reminds me of the cover of an antique book—is pinned up with damp wisps flying free. Her cheeks are pink from exertion, and the disheveled hair and flush of her face makes me wonder if she looks like this after sex.


She’s wearing a long, baggy unzipped hoodie that hangs past her hips like a dressing gown. I wonder if it belongs to a boyfriend. Is she dating? The woman is such an enigma—I know nothing about her, other than the small clues I’ve hoarded like magpie treasures.


She’s staring at her phone, rubbing her neck with a towel. I wait in front of the elevator door. Her shoes bark against the floor as she startles to a stop inches from me.


Standing this close, I notice how short she is—maybe 160 centimeters, five foot three. Her personality makes her seem taller. At this proximity, I see how easy it would be to lift her. Her clean-sweat smell reminds me of hot metal. I want to feel how perfectly my face would fit against her neck. I imagine her salt on my lips, her arms clasping me, slender hands moving up my shirt, fingers aligning in the valley of my spine.


“Good evening, dragă. Nice to see you. What are you listening to?”


She darkens the screen, expressionless. “A podcast.”


I could see she’s listening to David Bowie’s Diamond Dogs. My question was merely an opening, a courtesy. Is her overt lie a dare? It’s a shame, because I want to ask which is her favorite song on the album.


The nostrils of her freckled nose twitch. “Why do you stink like cough syrup?”


“The energy gel. Not a good flavor—it’s meant to be cherry. You want to taste?” I tip my head as if angling for a kiss.


Her look is icy. “You can keep your lips—and your opinions about the flavor of our sponsor’s product—to yourself, thanks. You’ll pretend it’s ambrosia even if it tastes like Satan’s asshole. God help us if someone posts a pic of you sucking on anything else.”


The elevator arrives, and I open a hand for her to precede me. I push the button for Emerald’s floor. The doors shut. I plant my feet, clasping my hands behind myself as if standing for a publicity photo.


A thought rises in my mind: already I’m so used to posing, I’ve almost forgotten how to be at ease in my body. This might be what every day is like for a woman.


I glance at Phaedra, and her eyes shift away.


“You must be relieved,” I say, “that there’s a separate gym for women downstairs.”


“No. I think it’s stupid and backwards.”


“Oh?”


“Like, ‘Don’t worry, li’l lady!’ ” she drawls in an American cowboy accent, “ ‘I’ll save you from the dreaded male gaze!’ It’s fucking absurd.”


I shake my head, perplexed. “Do women want this ‘male gaze,’ or don’t they? It seems you are always complaining about the problem.”


“Thanks for your vote of confidence on me being the spokesperson for all womankind,” she says with sarcasm. “No, I don’t want men staring. What I resent is men deciding I need to be hidden for my own protection in a separate gym. I can defend myself, thanks. If some douche-canoe is gawking, I’ll tell him, ‘Quit it or I’ll stick a fork in your eye.’ ”


“I’ll ask Javier in catering to hide the forks. And I know the slang use of ‘douche’—”


“You must hear it enough,” she mutters.


“—but why the addition of ‘canoe’? This is a small boat.”


“It’s a more colorful version of the same thing.”


“As for not needing the protection of men, I understand your resentment of condescension—”


She snorts. “Really?”


“—but I disagree. It should not be the responsibility of a woman to defend herself from men. The men need to do better.”


“It’s like you’re trying to miss my point. Is this a language thing?”


“I went to UK schools, and my English is excellent. How’s your Romanian?”


“Also, it’s pretty goddamned rich, having a narcissistic playboy attempt to teach me feminism. You’re a complete fucking sexist, and you know it.”


“I’m old-fashioned in some respects and quite progressive in others.”


“A week and a half ago, you introduced me to that bar bimbo as your boss’s daughter, ‘Miss Morgan,’ not a goddamned engineer.”


“Did you say ‘bimbo’?” I scoff. “Which of us is sexist?”
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