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			For Lucy, who once asked me if she could have outer space when she grew up. I can’t promise all of outer space, but this bit’s definitely for you.

		

	
		
			
				
				1

			

			There’s an art to crashing a Formula Zero racing ship in a way that doesn’t kill you. Madeline Clarke is as close to mastering that art as it gets, but this is becoming a bit much, even for her.

			The race is going as smoothly as it can (given that Elemental Machines’ ship is a box of shit with wings this year) until she goes to angle her thruster shells to take on a vertical loop during lap forty-nine and the shells stay stubbornly locked in place. Frustration spikes through her as she pulls up hard to compensate, and for a second it works—she clears the first part of the loop—but she knows it’s not sustainable. There’s an awful rumble-whine of tension as she hits full inversion, the strain of machinery under pressure, and an alarm blares as her trajectory becomes irreversibly compromised.

			Managing a Formula Zero crash is mostly about controlling your reactions. The steps get drilled into every young pilot from day one: kill the power unit, take your hands off the controls, go limp, and stay calm. Fear doesn’t factor into it. Fear can’t factor into it.

			She gets the power unit shut off just after the apex of the loop, but that’s all she has time for. Physics is physics, even in an artificial zero-grav environment, and momentum carries her forward. The nose and bottom of her ship slam into the track as it starts to bend, and the impact’s hard enough to make her vision gray out even with thick, clear gel flooding up from under her seat to distribute the blow. She rebounds. Hits another section of track, and another. Hears the shriek of metal tearing apart. Loses all sense of orientation as she spins and spins and spins.

			The motion eventually stops. Her heart hammers hard in her chest, and her breath comes in choppy gasps.

			The art of walking away from a crash really comes into play in the immediate aftermath. Turning the engine off, getting your hands clear, staying loose and calm—that’s the science of surviving impact. The art happens after, when it’s just you and whatever remains of your ship. There are a million ways for machinery to have crumpled around you and become compromised. There are dozens of components that could burst or catch fire. There are nineteen other ships on the track; the danger of secondary collisions is real.

			Your team and trainers will give you a lot of advice about what to do in those hazy seconds, but in Clarke’s experience, it comes down to how quickly she can unscramble her brain. She starts big and works her way down to the details.

			She’s alive. Her entire body hurts. Her vision is blurry. There’s a voice, low and tense, cutting through the ringing in her ears.

			“Clarke?”

			Amira. That’s Amira Bahtri, Clarke’s race engineer, on the radio. She sounds stressed.

			“Clarke.”

			It’s not Clarke’s vision that’s blurry, she realizes. There’s something smeared across her helmet. She reaches up with shaky fingers to swipe at her visor.

			Crash gel. Right. It would’ve drained immediately after the ship stopped moving, but it’s still clinging to every surface. She manages to clear enough of it away that she can see, but the ship must’ve come to rest upside down. All she can make out past the safety bars that ring her cockpit is the vibrant gold of the beacons that mark the track.

			It’s close enough to touch, and Clarke’s dazed enough that she tries. She stretches—

			—and stifles a scream when trying to get her left elbow above her shoulder sends a lance of sharp, hot pain all the way down her arm.

			“Clarke!”

			“I’m okay,” Clarke mumbles, hugging her arm back into her torso and fighting the bile trying to climb up her throat. “Arm’s hurt. I think I’m blocking the track.”

			“You are, partially,” Amira says, relief coloring her voice now that Clarke’s responding. Pilot biometrics are streamed real-time during a race, so they would’ve known Clarke was alive, but there’s a lot of space between alive and talking coherently. “There’s a double yellow flag, and a safety ship coming out.”

			Good. That’s good. All the other ships will have to slow down, giving Clarke time to get herself clear of this mess. The anxiety scrabbling at the back of her skull eases off somewhat as she cranes her head around, looking for an exit strategy. Her field of vision is limited between the visor, neck brace, and the cage of safety bars, but she can just see out the side of the cockpit.

			Flickering orange light. Faint, compared to the track’s gold, but getting stronger.

			“Clarke, the bottom of the ship is on—”

			“Fire,” Clarke croaks. “Yeah. I know.”

			Fear finally kicks in. Clarke smashes it down ruthlessly. Freezing up is not an option, and that’s what she needs right now: options. She says as much over the radio.

			“You’re upside down against the track, so you can’t eject. You’ll get blown into the barrier,” Amira says with forced calm. “Can you push yourself far enough away manually to get out?”

			The ship weighs 902 kilograms, but that doesn’t matter in zero G. Keeping her injured arm tucked close to her body, she reaches up with her other hand. She can get her fingertips past the safety bars, but only just. She pushes against the track. The ship shifts, barely.

			“Not sure I have the leverage,” she wheezes. The harness is digging into her shoulders as she strains up out of her seat against it, sending waves of nauseating pain through her whole left side.

			There’s a beat of silence before Amira says, voice tight, “The emergency team will be there in twenty seconds.”

			Clarke gives her own beat of silence to make sure what she’s about to say is accurate and that she can say it without her voice shaking. “Not sure I have twenty seconds. The fire’s getting hotter. I can feel it.”

			She’s going to die here. Every shallow breath that passes without an answer from Amira confirms it. There’s a miniature interstellar-class kickdrive seven inches behind Clarke’s spine, and when the flames reach it, Clarke is going to die. On the track. Just like Connor.

			The fear comes back, and this time, Clarke lets it. If she’s going to die, she might as well be honest with herself about how it feels, and it’s terrifying on a visceral level.

			“Okay,” Amira says. “We’ll try to—what the hell is—Grayson, control your pilot—”

			Clarke’s not sure if it’s ironic or pathetic that the last few seconds of her life will be spent listening to her race engineer yell at someone else’s race engineer. At Julian’s race engineer, no less. Maybe it’s neither ironic nor pathetic, actually; maybe it’s just fitting. It still feels unfair, though, and she’s opening her mouth to—to—she doesn’t know, ask Amira to tell Clarke’s family that she loves them or something, but her ship rocks to the side before she can get the words out.

			“What was that?” she asks, still desperately scraping at the track with her gloved fingertips. She can’t see anything, just orange and gold and shadows, and Amira’s end of the radio is distant, unintelligible shouting. “Amira? What’s going on?”

			The ship rocks again. It keeps going this time, rolling fully onto its side, and then boots drop onto the nose of her ship.

			“Eject!” Julian Casperi, Clarke’s childhood best friend turned professional rival, shouts at her. His helmet is off, sweat-drenched dark hair on his forehead, eyes darting over Clarke’s ship, the track, the fire. His voice is muffled through Clarke’s helmet and the ringing in her ears, but she hears him. “Now, Clarke, move!”

			There’s no time to be surprised. Julian’s given her an option that isn’t dying trapped under her ship, and Clarke takes it. Her seat detaches with a jolt of propulsion behind it. Julian snags her by the five-point harness the instant she’s clear, rips the air tube connected to her helmet out of its socket, braces his feet against the mangled fuselage, and launches them away from the wreckage. Clarke focuses on keeping her limbs close so she doesn’t impede their progress. She has to use her right arm to keep her left from flopping around.

			She also focuses on not vomiting.

			Julian aimed well. He catches them on the wing of his own ship and releases Clarke so he can climb back into his cockpit and jam his helmet on. Clarke gets with the program enough to snag one of his safety bars with the toe of a boot and uses it to reel herself in. It’s awkward and painful as hell, and she winds up with her knee pinned between her seat and Julian’s hull, but she gets her right elbow locked around the bar.

			Julian looks up at her as they get moving. They can’t talk to each other with their helmets on, not over the collective roar of the fire and Julian’s engine competing with the wailing sirens of the incoming emergency team, and Clarke can’t see Julian’s eyes through his visor, but there’s a distinct tilt to his chin as he checks to make sure she’s hanging on while he flies them out of the blast zone.

			Amira ends a string of creative, multilingual swears. “You’re okay?”

			“Left arm’s a mess,” Clarke says, relief starting to cascade through her. “Shoulder, I think, or collarbone. But I’m okay. The ship is—”

			Clarke’s ship doesn’t completely explode. The kickdrive is shielded, to mitigate collateral damage in just such an event as this. But the atmospheric pressure that’s been mounting suddenly snaps with a sound like the sky splitting in half, and a wave of force rips Clarke away from Julian’s ship. The airbags built into the sides of her seat deploy and she goes limp again, calling on every minute she’s spent getting flipped around in a multi-axis trainer so she doesn’t puke in her helmet as she tumbles in what feels like all directions at once.

			She’s still spinning when the airbags start popping. She comes to a sharp halt in the next second, and she can’t hold back the groan that tears out of her chest. Hands wrangle the deflating airbag material out of the way, making space for a yellow-suited medic to start cutting her out of her harness.

			“Talk to me,” the medic says, loud and clear through Clarke’s earpiece. Amira must have patched him onto the Elemental channel.

			“Gonna throw up,” Clarke says honestly.

			This is an on-planet track, one that cuts in and out of the heart of a city. Clarke’s lucky. If they’d been off-planet, up in the vacuum of space, removing her helmet wouldn’t be an option. The air on Mars is breathable after centuries of atmoforming, though, so the medic helps Clarke get her helmet off just in time for her pre-race meal to make a second appearance.

			It puddles and clumps in midair. The medic produces a bag from a belt pouch, shakes it out, and neatly traps the vomit inside.

			“Clarke?”

			That’s Amira again. Clarke swallows against the appalling taste in her mouth. “Yeah?”

			“We’re going to have to retire the ship.”

			Clarke mutes her mic so her hysterical laughter won’t be recorded. Julian got them around a bend in the track before the explosion, so she can’t see the wreck with her own eyes anymore, but there are massive screens projected along the course so spectators on the ground and in the surrounding buildings can watch. The one she’s got the best angle on right now is showing her ship’s corpse, billowing blue-black smoke through the foamy clouds of suppressant being dropped on it by another emergency team. Definitely not the type of damage the crew can repair in time for Clarke to finish the race. She hates this year’s ship, but guilt still pangs through her, thinking about how much work the team will have to do to rebuild for next week.

			It’s her fifth Did Not Finish of the season. Eleven races in, only thirteen to go, and it’s already her fifth DNF. Elemental was supposed to be competitive this year. Clarke was supposed to be competitive this year.

			The medic has a small propulsion system strapped to his back. He flies Clarke to the waiting ambu-ship. Just before he closes the doors behind them, Clarke sees Julian hovering along the side of the track.

			Clarke waves. Julian turns the nose of his ship forward and flies away. Clarke lets her head fall back against her neck brace and closes her eyes.

			Shit.
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			“Well, that was certainly exciting!”

			Julian levels the offending reporter with the flat glare he’s become infamous for. “Delphine’s win? I don’t see how that was exciting. Pretty expected, actually, if you ask me.”

			“I can understand losing to me would be getting dull for you at this point,” says Delphine Hart, winner of today’s race and reigning interplanetary champion. “But we should give the people what they want, no?”

			“Sorry, just, that’s not what I meant,” Silver Sight says, speaking louder to be heard over the chuckling. He shifts his gaze to Clarke, and Clarke knows it’s rude to focus on people’s physical appearances but he’s had both his eyes replaced with full metallic implants and really does look like the villain from a kids’ show she used to watch. “Clarke. What happened out there?”

			Clarke’s left arm is in a sling. She went to Medical while the race finished, and her broken collarbone isn’t broken anymore, but the limb is swollen and tender. She would give anything to be in bed right now, but there’s a clause in every pilot’s contract about doing the post-race press conference when tapped.

			Clarke’s media persona is carefully cultivated. It’s easier for her to be approachable, humble, and dedicated when her entire skeleton doesn’t feel battered, though, so she lifts the microphone to her mouth and says, blunt, “Wasn’t it obvious? I crashed. Again.”

			There’s a burst of tense laughter, cut through by someone coughing loudly at the side of the room. It’s Naomi, who manages PR for Elemental. She arches a no-nonsense eyebrow when she sees that she’s caught Clarke’s attention.

			That eyebrow means miserable things for Clarke, like another of those day-in-the-life-style interviews where she has to let a reporter follow her around for twenty-four hours. She brings the mic up again. “There was a mechanical failure headed into the vertical loop. It was unexpected and unrecoverable. I’m grateful to the emergency teams for mobilizing so quickly, and Amira for talking me through it, and Julian for intervening when he did.”

			She gestures at Julian as she says his name, and he looks up from fiddling with his own mic to give her a short nod.

			They’re seated at opposite ends of the couch, Delphine in an armchair set a bit apart. That’s how these press conferences always go: winner in the armchair, and the two other pilots the press most wants to talk to on the couch. Clarke’s never been in the armchair, but she’s willing to bet it’s more comfortable than the couch.

			“Things could’ve ended very differently today,” Clarke continues. “Incidents like this remind all of us to be careful.”

			“It’s your third big crash this season, and you lost a friend in a crash just a few years ago,” the reporter says. “Did you need another reminder?”

			Clarke goes cold everywhere but her face, which heats up so quickly that sweat beads at her hairline. More than one person sucks in a breath, and more than one person looks at Naomi. Most team PR people won’t let the press talk to their pilots like that.

			Naomi frowns, but doesn’t say a word.

			Clarke takes a sip of water to buy time, pretends it doesn’t feel like swallowing sand. Pretends she didn’t hear the reference to Connor. “No, I didn’t need another reminder. I was being careful. Like I said, it was an unexpected mechanical failure.”

			“Not your first of those this season, either.”

			Accountability, Naomi has stressed with Clarke. You’re one of the faces of Elemental. There’s a team of hundreds behind you, but when things go well, you get all the glory. When things go wrong, you get all the blame. If you can’t take that—

			I can, Clarke has said, and she’s meant it every time. She just didn’t think that things would go this wrong, this often.

			There are three clear groupings of Formula Zero teams. Provenance, whom Delphine flies for, and Julian’s Chronicle Racing have been at the front of the pack for the past several years, trading the team and individual pilot champion trophies among themselves. There are four teams historically at the back of the pack who might put a pilot on the podium every now and then, but lack the budget to do so consistently. The remaining four teams are in the middle, jockeying for third place and the hundreds of millions in additional funding it brings.

			Elemental Machines is supposed to be a mid-pack team, one lucky streak away from being right up there with Provenance and Chronicle, but neither Elemental’s ships nor pilots have been performing the way they need to. Elemental finished sixth out of ten in the team championship last year. Clarke finished ninth out of the twenty pilots, her teammate Matthew eleventh. They’re on track to do even worse this year.

			It’s not Clarke’s fault that her shells jammed today, or that the dampener crapped out in Rio de Janeiro, or that the power unit froze in Copernicus, but no one wants to hear Clarke shift blame. Accountability.

			“You’re right, it’s not my first challenge of the season,” Clarke says. “I’m working closely with our technical team, and I’m committed to improving. Elemental deserves better, and I’ll do whatever it takes to be better.”

			Two couch cushions away, Julian makes a disgusted noise in the back of his throat. His mic is still in his lap, so the sound doesn’t get picked up, but Clarke hears it. Delphine does, too, going by the chastising look she shoots him.

			It’s a special kind of mortification, being humiliated in front of one’s idol. Delphine, at twenty-nine standard, is six years older than Clarke and Julian: enough of an age gap that they never competed against her in the youth circuits, but not so much of one that she felt untouchable the way some of the more senior pilots did. It took Clarke multiple preseason F0 social events to be able to hold a semi-normal conversation with Delphine now that they are, in theory, peers.

			“I think I speak for everyone when I say we’re just glad you’re okay, Clarke,” says a different reporter, smoothly covering the silence left behind by Clarke’s rote words. “And Julian, it was quite a bold move on your part to not wait for the safety ship.”

			…Julian did what?

			“I saw the yellow flag and slowed accordingly, but I was already in front of the safety ship by the time it deployed,” Julian says, nonchalant. The bright lights cast his angular features in profile and bring out the bronze of his skin and the loose curl of his black hair. “I didn’t break any rules.”

			“The FIC clearly felt that you didn’t follow the spirit of the rule, since they penalized you five positions.”

			Naomi coughs again. Clarke schools her face back into something that hopefully looks less gobsmacked, but she feels like the dumbfounded expression was justified.

			She’d seen footage of the crash in Medical. It was unnerving to watch, especially when all the ships that had been behind her went rocketing past and she was left alone at the bottom of the loop. That’s when the yellow flag came out, telling all the other pilots to slow down and stop trying to overtake one another, and the safety ship was deployed immediately after. The safety ship normally comes out at the front of the pack, right on the nose of whoever’s P1 (in first place), and everyone has to stay behind it and in the same order until it leaves the track. But Julian was P1 at the time, and he didn’t slow enough for the safety ship to deploy in front of him.

			It’s a nearly unforgivable breach of decorum. If Julian wasn’t the only pilot to give Delphine a run for her money in the past few years, he probably would’ve been disqualified. But the competition between him and Delphine is the hook that Formula Zero’s riding to mind-boggling levels of viewership and sales, so instead he just gets knocked back five places in the final rankings. Perks of being Julian Casperi, Clarke supposes.

			“The Fédération Interplanétaire de les Courses and I have different interpretations of the rules,” Julian says, the Terran French name for the Interplanetary Federation of Racing rolling smoothly off his tongue, and Clarke’s jealousy spikes further. Julian’s a colony kid, born and raised in one of the settlements on Jupiter’s moons, but he’s lost the accent and now sounds like a native Terran. Clarke’s Martian and sounds Martian, no matter what language she’s speaking.

			“Your interpretation is different than everyone’s,” Delphine says, rolling her eyes. “Sometimes I wonder if you have a different rule book out there past the belt, and Val just never bothered to give you the one the rest of us use.”

			“I didn’t,” calls Valentina Dumond, Chronicle team principal. “I like him better like this.”

			There’s scattered laughter before the next question, which brings everyone back to familiar territory by getting into the points gap between Delphine and Julian. Silver Sight tries to circle back to Julian getting Clarke out of her ship, but Val steps in with a curt “We’re here to answer racing questions from racing journalists. If your question is not about racing, you will be asked to leave.”

			Clarke is exhausted and stiff by the time they’re released. She didn’t get a chance to cool down properly after the accident, and sitting still for so long has made her muscles lock up. She makes it to the back hallway, then props herself against the wall to take a fortifying breath.

			All she has to do is get to Elemental’s garage. She can collapse in her prep room until it sounds like the team is mostly packed up outside, then go to the hotel and just…stop functioning until tomorrow.

			She peeks back into the main room. Naomi left twenty minutes ago, when it became clear that Clarke wasn’t going to get any more questions, and Yves almost never comes to press, but maybe Amira’s here? Or anyone from Elemental, who could help Clarke stagger to relative privacy without making any more of a fool of herself?

			No luck. Lots of faces she knows, but no one from the team.

			She turns back to the hall, steeling herself, and recoils when there’s suddenly a person standing half a step away. Their hands shoot out to steady her, one gripping above her right elbow and the other ghosting over her sling before landing on her hip.

			“Saints, Julian, make a sound when you move,” Clarke gasps, heart thundering in her ears at the surprise and his sudden proximity.

			Julian releases her the instant she’s stable but stays close, like he doesn’t trust her to keep her balance. “What happened out there?”

			“I already answered that question from Silver Sight.”

			“Silver Sight?”

			“The reporter. With the eyeballs.” Clarke tries to wave at her own eyes, but accidentally uses her bad arm and ends up doubled over with pain.

			“You’re hurt.”

			“No kidding,” Clarke deadpans. It comes out on a hitched wheeze.

			“No, I mean—you’re in pain.”

			“I’m fine.” Clarke forces herself upright, suppressing a wince.

			“Sure you are,” Julian says, and silence falls between them. It feels precarious, as silence between them so often does these days. They only spend time together when it’s mandated by their jobs, and every second of that time needs to be filled and scripted, otherwise they end up at each other’s throats.

			A rude So did you need something, or…? is on the tip of Clarke’s tongue, but Julian did pretty much save her life earlier. “Thank you. For what you did on the track, after I crashed. I already confirmed that Yves isn’t going to push for you to be fined for touching another team’s ship, so—”

			“What’s going on with you?” he interrupts, low and intense. Everything about Julian is intense. He does things fully or not at all. It makes him a great racer, a loyal friend, and a pain in the ass.

			She misses him so much that she feels physically ill, sometimes. Especially when she’s standing right in front of him, looking across the chasm between them, and has to take a step back from the edge so she doesn’t fall in.

			She summons a bland smile. “Just some bad luck. Strategy decisions that didn’t pan out the way we’d hoped. I’m working on it.”

			His brow creases. “I’m not a reporter. You don’t have to give me the company line.”

			“You’re worse than a reporter. You’re the enemy.”

			“Elemental’s not good enough for us to be enemies.”

			He’s right, and they both know it. It still stings. And where Julian’s concerned, Clarke’s never been capable of not retaliating when provoked, so she gets right up into his face and snaps, “Then what are we? Because you’ve made it really clear that we’re not friends.”

			Julian’s eyes darken to a brown so deep it’s like looking into the void. “I’ve made it clear? You’re putting this on me? If you would just—”

			“If I would just what?” Clarke demands, threading her words with indignation to hide the underlying pain of having this dredged up again. “We’ve had this conversation eight thousand times, and nothing has changed, and nothing is going to change. Thank you for saving my life. Good night.”

			She takes a step. Julian’s blocking her path to the exit, but he moves to the side and lets her leave. He always lets her leave. It’s what’s defined their entire relationship. Clarke always pulls back, and Julian always lets her, and somewhere along the way the line they wouldn’t cross turned into a chasm that can’t be bridged.

			She’s familiar with the weight of his eyes on her back as she walks away. It doesn’t make it any easier to bear.
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			She opens the side door to the last rays of artificial sunlight. Mars gets light and heat from the natural sun, but the manufactured atmosphere humanity introduced to make the air breathable when they moved here centuries ago blocks a lot of both. The solution was a retrofitted space station in permanent orbit, providing light and warmth and all those happy emotions humans get when they feel the sun on their faces.

			Clarke’s not feeling happy emotions at the moment, even with the manufactured star she grew up under touching her skin with gentle fingers.

			The paddock—the meticulously arranged rows of team garages/hospitality suites, FIC offices, and press corrals—is in the early stages of being broken down for transport to the next race site. Everywhere Clarke looks, staff are loading storage crates, strapping bits of equipment onto liftpads, and attaching tracking beacons to everything that moves. A Formula Zero season is a logistical nightmare, with millions of moving parts that get torn down, shipped, rebuilt, used, and torn down all over again three times a month. It’s a complicated but familiar dance. Clarke walks slowly down the center strip of the paddock, trying to let the routine nature of it soothe her.

			“Madeline.”

			There go Clarke’s wispy threads of calm. Only a handful of people call Clarke Madeline. None of them are supposed to be here today, and only one of them actually could be here, inside the paddock.

			She pastes a small, resigned smile on her face as he catches up. “Hi, Anders.”

			Anders Dalsing turns heads anywhere he goes, but especially at an F0 event. He’s a former pilot for Elemental, and while he never won the individual championship, the team won twice during his tenure. He’s recognizable on sight for most of the people working here, and he waves and returns friendly hellos until they’re farther down the paddock (it’s organized by ranking in the team championship bracket, and Elemental’s currently in seventh). Only then, when the crowd has thinned out, does he speak to his only child.

			“You’ll come home with me tonight.”

			Home for Anders is half a hemisphere away, in Elysium Planitia. It’s where people with stupid amounts of wealth keep palatial estates. Clarke can count on one hand the number of good memories she has at Anders’s house.

			She blows a lungful of air out through stiff lips. “I was planning to spend the night in the hotel and come out tomorrow with the media team. I’m supposed to check in with the doctor again in the morning.”

			“There are better doctors in Elysium. I already cleared it with Yves.”

			“Anders.” Clarke swallows the irritation coating her tongue. “I’m an adult. This is my job. You can’t—”

			“It’s done,” Anders says, holding the door to Elemental Hospitality open and ushering Clarke inside, like she’s the guest and he’s the one who belongs here.

			He might have a point, she thinks, catching sight of their reflections in the glass door as they pass.

			They look nothing alike, Anders Dalsing and Madeline Clarke. Anders has wavy blond hair, bright green eyes, and a golden undertone to his skin. Clarke, on the other hand, is a carbon copy of her mother: straight brown hair, dark blue eyes, pale skin that freckles if there’s a sun out anywhere in the same time zone. They have the same nose, maybe, but you’d never guess they’re father and daughter. And with Anders looking perfectly put together and Clarke looking like—well, like she got into a high-speed accident and almost died earlier today—Clarke knows which one of them she’d say appears more at home in Elemental’s sleek hospitality suite.

			Yves Gagnon, Elemental’s team principal, is the only person in the lobby. He’s got two holoscreens pulled up out of the café table he’s sitting at, a third linked to the cuff on his wrist, and appears to be in three separate conference calls across the devices. He looks up when Clarke and Anders enter, says a brisk “Stepping away for a moment,” and pauses the video feeds, leaning back in his seat with a tired smile. “Anders. When you messaged earlier, I didn’t think that meant you were getting on a ship yourself.”

			“She crashes that badly, I’m two hours away, and you don’t think I’ll show up?” Anders drops into the seat across from Yves. “Honestly, I’m hurt.”

			Yves’s grin turns wry. “And how many members of the press just happened to get a glimpse of the concerned father on your way through the paddock?”

			“If they did, who am I to stop them from sharing what they saw? Madeline, go get your gear. I’d like to be back in the air within the hour.”

			Clarke goes. She pushes back against this sometimes, against her father and Yves treating her like a child or talking about her like she’s not in the room, but she doesn’t have it in her tonight. The comedown from the crash was rough, yes, but the verbal spar with Julian is what’s really doing her in right now. Short though it was, every interaction with Julian unearths emotions she’s been trying to keep buried, and mentally shoveling the dirt back into place is exhausting.

			The rest of the hospitality level is dark and empty. Clarke makes her way to the stairs and down to the garage, keeping her posture straight and her face blank until she closes the door to her prep room behind her.

			There’s not much to a pilot’s prep room at the back of a paddock garage. There’s a couch, a small desk, enough floor space to do agility and reflex exercises, and a tiny bathroom. Her bag is sitting on the couch, packed and waiting. She sits down next to it, suddenly so tired that she considers tipping over and falling asleep until Anders remembers she exists again.

			There’s a knock at the door. “Clarke?”

			“Come in, Matthew.”

			Matthew Agresta, Clarke’s fellow Elemental pilot. Thirty years old, solid in the seat, easygoing personality. He used to fly for Enclave, but Yves brought him over last year to be a “stabilizing, experienced influence” for Clarke. It doesn’t seem to be working out, if you ask Clarke. Not that anyone at Elemental asks Clarke about team strategy. Or for her input on the ship. Or much of anything, really.

			Matthew leaves the door cracked open a sliver and leans against the desk. “How are you doing?”

			He’s not the first person to ask, or even the first to ask like they genuinely care. She talked to her mom while in Medical. Her support crew were all clamoring to get eyes on her. Thierry, another pilot she’s true friends with, sent multiple demands for updates once the race was over. Matthew’s the only other person who understands the mental shitstorm that comes with being a pilot for Elemental Machines, though.

			“I’m here,” Clarke says, after far too long of a pause. “That’s what I’ve got for right now.”

			Matthew nods. He’s dressed in Elemental merch, hair tucked up under a light blue cap. He’s probably been ready to leave for hours, but he stuck around to check on Clarke. “Anything I can do?”

			He’s a good guy. Nice. Too nice, sometimes, Clarke thinks. Not cutthroat enough for this sport. “No. Thanks, though.”

			“You going to be okay for Lion’s Head?”

			That’s the next race, a week from now: Lion’s Head Cascade. It’s the traditional last site of the first half of the season. After Lion’s Head, it’s mid-season break, a chance to regroup and recover before tackling the remaining twelve races.

			Lion’s Head is a beautiful track. It’s also dangerous, and Clarke doesn’t trust her ship.

			Clarke’s not sure she trusts herself at this point. Matthew’s got the same ship she does, minor setup differences notwithstanding, and he’s only DNF’d once so far this year. He hasn’t been placing well, but at least he’s getting across the damn finish line.

			“I have to be okay.” Clarke stands up and collects her bag. “It’s Formula Zero.”

			“It’s Formula Zero,” Matthew echoes. He walks with Clarke as she leaves the room, pacing her step for step. “I was thinking, during break—there’s that design meeting for next year’s ship. What if we met up beforehand to talk about our ideas? I know Yves doesn’t always—I mean, it’s not that he doesn’t listen to you, but it sometimes seems like he’s more receptive to me, so I thought that—I promise I’m trying to be helpful, not condescending, please stop looking at me like that.”

			“I’m not looking at you like this because of you,” Clarke says, trying very hard not to cry. “I’m looking at you like this because I’m not invited to the meeting. There’s nothing on my calendar from the team over break except the normal media days, and standard training when our shutdown’s over.”

			Matthew looks distinctly uncomfortable. “I’m sure it was just an oversight?”

			“No, it wasn’t.” They reach the hospitality level and stop around the corner from the lobby. Yves and Anders are still talking, voices light and casual. “My contract expires this year. You don’t invite a pilot to talk about next year’s ship unless you’re planning on that pilot being around to fly it. They’re not renewing me. I’m getting fired.”

			“That’s one possibility,” Matthew says, trying to smooth over having accidentally brought this to light. “And it’s always a possibility with the jobs we have, but it really could have just been a mistake. Ask Yves.”

			It’s good advice. She needs to know, one way or the other, and she doesn’t think Yves will lie to her face. But getting it confirmed is a body blow she can’t take tonight, and definitely not in front of her father.

			She’ll ask after Lion’s Head. And if Elemental doesn’t want her anymore, she can have that identity crisis by herself during break while the only team she’s ever wanted to fly for leaves her behind.
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			When Imogen Clarke got pregnant with Anders Dalsing’s child unexpectedly, she told him he could be as involved or as uninvolved as he wanted to be. His response was to send papers terminating his parental rights along with a substantial sum of money to keep quiet about the situation. Message very much received, thank you.

			Clarke grew up knowing who her biological father was and that he wasn’t interested in being anything other than her biological father. Imogen always told Clarke that she could give racing a try if she was interested or not, that she didn’t owe Anders either participation or refusal, and Clarke was happy to exist in that ambivalence until a friend had his eighth birthday party at a go-kart track. She fell in love with racing the instant she felt that tiny motor rumble.

			The friends she made in the sport knew who Anders was (he was at the peak of his career around then), but they didn’t know that he was her father. Some of them had relatives who were in racing, too, and she saw the pressure and the teasing they endured. She told Julian and Connor, once she knew she could trust them, but otherwise she kept her mouth shut and pointed at her stepdad when people asked who her father was.

			When Elemental offered Clarke a rookie contract in F0 after a few years in one of the lower circuits, her first thought was that Anders had realized who she was and pulled strings to give her the opportunity. It turned out that he hadn’t, but she’s never quite been able to forgive him for tainting what should’ve been one of the best moments of her life, even though he had nothing to do with it.

			She doesn’t feel bad about the misdirected resentment. He’s done plenty of other crap in the nearly two years since for Clarke’s opinion of him to solidify based on personal experience.

			Case in point: She could’ve gone to bed early last night in a hotel, seen one of F0’s doctors this morning, then ridden halfway around the planet with the media team mostly leaving her alone. Instead, Anders critiqued every aspect of Clarke’s performance during the flight, she spent half the night unable to sleep because she was too busy thinking about how badly she always sleeps here, and then Anders’s personal physician arrived at the crack of double-dawn to make displeased faces at her bruising and ask if she wants something more powerful for the pain.

			Clarke doesn’t want painkillers. Forced to watch Anders showboat as a proud parent, Clarke wants a drink. Or six.

			“Two racing simulators in the home office, huh?” asks Sara, who runs all of Elemental’s social accounts and moderates what Clarke and Matthew post to theirs. “For a retired pilot, some might call that—”

			“Obsessed?” Anders cuts in, laughing. The room has enormous windows looking out over the property; sunlight, real and fake, floods in to line everything in gold. “That’s one of the milder words that’s been used to describe me.”

			“I’ve used stronger words just this morning,” Clarke adds from the doorway. It’s only true if you count what Clarke’s been thinking within the confines of her own skull, but this is who they are for the cameras. Anders plays the father making up for lost time, teaching his long-lost child everything he knows, reentering the racing world with grace and self-deprecation. Clarke plays his headstrong daughter.

			Notice how it’s more about Anders than it is about Clarke? Yeah, Clarke noticed, too.

			Sara wears a ring on each finger that controls a thumb-size, flying camera. She twists and flicks like the conductor of a symphony orchestra while working, sending the cameras to new vantage points while monitoring footage live on the implant behind her left eye.

			She directs two of the cameras to Clarke now. “What was the problem this morning? A little too overbearing after last night’s incident?”

			Sara’s great at asking questions that get her the answers she wants, so she can piece together the narrative that will do best. Clarke appreciates that about her. “You have no idea. It’s like he’s never seen someone crash before.”

			“It’s different when it’s your kid,” Anders says. “I think I might still be having the heart attack that started when I got the call yesterday.”

			Sara clacks all the rings on her right hand together, something she’s explained drops a mark in the recording she can easily find later for editing. “I wouldn’t say you ‘got the call.’ It implies that you weren’t watching the race live.”

			“People understand that I’m a busy man, Ms. Cohen, but sure. Ready?”

			“Ready.”

			“It’s different when it’s your kid. I think I might still be having the heart attack that started when I saw the flames.”

			Clarke hates this. Understands it. Hates it.

			The initial concept for this visit was Anders-focused with a few cameos from Clarke, but Sara’s adamant that after yesterday, the fans are going to want to see more of Clarke being okay. She follows them from room to room as the tour proceeds, dutifully commenting on this piece of artwork or that trophy, and practices rotating her shoulder without wincing when the cameras aren’t looking.

			“I think that just about does it,” Sara says when they make it to the kitchen where a chef droid is setting up a meal that they’ll pretend Anders and Clarke made together. Naomi, who’s been taking a call outside for most of the morning, comes in from the patio. “We’ll do the questions about the rest of the season over lunch, and then we’ll be out of your hair.”

			“Sounds good,” Anders says, taking up position at the counter. He picks up a knife to chop something on the cutting board. The chef droid swoops in, replaces that knife with one better suited to the task, and swoops out again.

			Sara clacks her rings. “It’s no secret that Elemental’s season hasn’t gotten off to the start everyone had been hoping for. Anders, do you think there’s still time to turn it around?”

			“There’s always time,” Anders says. Naomi plants a hand in the middle of Clarke’s back and pushes her toward the stove, miming that she should pick up a spoon and stir whatever’s cooking. “Half a season is just that, half a season. With the right upgrades to the ship, and if Madeline starts performing the way I know she can, there’s no reason Elemental can’t course correct and still come out of this in third or fourth overall.”

			He doesn’t have to say aloud that Elemental’s so far out of the running for first or second that it’s not even worth talking about. Championships are won by points, which are awarded on a sliding scale from P1 to P15 each race (no points for the five people who finish last). Both your team’s pilots have to consistently be finishing near the top if you want a shot at winning the team championship. Based on the dominance Provenance and Chronicle have shown this season, it’s highly unlikely that any other team could raise the trophy.

			Highly unlikely, but not impossible. That’s part of what makes Formula Zero exciting. Back-of-pack teams will start to get mathematically eliminated from winning the championship in the second half of the season, but for now, it’s still all up for grabs. And in a sport where the difference between finishing second and third in the team bracket means a massive funding differential for next year, every point matters.

			Clarke, at present, has 28 points. Matthew has 31. Julian has 153. Delphine has 163.

			“Is that the advice you would give Yves?” Sara prompts.

			Anders scrapes his cutting board into a bowl. “I’m just a talking head, so I’m not sure I’m in any position to give a team principal advice, but if I was going to, yeah. The ship needs work, and Madeline needs to improve. No pilot likes hearing that they need to do better, because we’d all love to think that it’s the ship’s fault, but it’s a mix.”

			“If you’ve got concrete suggestions, I’m all ears,” Clarke says, poking at the pan. “I’m hearing a lot of ‘Clarke needs to do better,’ but not much ‘here’s how Clarke can do better.’ ”

			“Madeline,” Anders says, chiding.

			The annoyance that’s been building behind her sternum all morning abruptly reaches a breaking point. She slaps her spoon down. Sauce splatters onto the pristine backsplash. “What? It’s true. You and Yves are happy to tell me I’m screwing up, but not how, or how to fix it. If you can help me, help me, don’t tell me that you can help me and then not—”

			Sara clacks her rings. Naomi purses her lips. Anders looks at Clarke like she’s a disappointment.

			She deflates. “Sorry.”

			“It’s fine,” Sara says, a touch too quick. “But maybe make a joke about how this is going to be a fun topic for lunch conversation? Or bring it back to the racing sims in Anders’s office, like say he can give you pointers there after you’re done eating.”

			“Sure,” Clarke says, and feels her cloud of misery grow just that much darker.

			

			—

			Anders finds her on the patio later, after Naomi and Sara have retreated to their guest bedrooms to finish up some work before dinner. There’s a balcony overhead. Clarke keeps moving her chair to stay in the shade as the fake sun lowers itself toward the horizon.

			“What do you know about Elemental’s ownership?” Anders asks, not waiting for Clarke to look up.

			Clarke toggles between minute engine setup differences on her holoscreen, a small workspace projected out of the cuff around her wrist that also contains her universal Link ID credentials and serves as an all-in-one communication device. She owes Amira a final answer soon, so the part of the team that’s with her ship en route to the next track can start making changes tomorrow morning. “Forty-eight percent shareholder, fifty-two percent some private citizen whose name I’m not important enough to know and only ever votes by proxy. Why?”

			“You should be aware of the environment you’re operating in.”

			Clarke locks in her choice, collapses the screen into her cuff, and turns her attention on Anders. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Anders gazes out into the distance. There’s a city skyline not too far from here, and the angled red plains of unterraformed landscape beyond. “You don’t have to respond to every statement like it’s a personal attack.”

			“Call it learned wariness with how you approach my perceived shortcomings. What do you know about Elemental’s ownership that I don’t?”

			The silence is one Clarke recognizes: Anders trying to decide what information to divulge, lording over her that he knows something she doesn’t. Clarke holds her tongue, refusing to give him the satisfaction of asking again even as the itch of curiosity grows.

			He does know things she doesn’t. It’s why she puts effort into maintaining a decent relationship with him, why she tries not to let the depth of her conflicted feelings toward him show. He and Yves are friends, dating back longer than Clarke’s been alive. They talk regularly. Whatever Yves’s plans are for Clarke, Anders probably knows them.

			He wouldn’t tell her, if she asked. Anders and Yves are part of their own little club, and neither of them care about Clarke beyond what she can do for their legacies in the sport. Until Yves wants Clarke to know, Anders won’t tell her, so there’s no point asking. But this—there’s something about Elemental’s leadership that Anders wants her paying attention to.

			“Ownership can’t be happy about the team’s recent performance,” Clarke says, irritated that she’s been reduced to guessing but not willing to lose the chance to learn something that might help her. “It’s been decades since Elemental’s last championship, and years since the team’s been truly competitive. We’re not keeping up with the other mid-pack teams in terms of technical development.”

			If there was a single camera in the vicinity, Anders wouldn’t let Clarke say something negative about Elemental without correcting her (He’s allowed to criticize the team. She’s not). But it’s just the two of them, so he simply nods. “And if you were the majority owner of a team that was steadily falling behind their peers, what would you do?”

			Bring in new leadership, which Clarke absolutely cannot say to this man who is good friends with Elemental’s leader. There are some others in the mix—a director of operations, a technical director, a racing program director—but Yves is the team principal. Ultimately, success or failure rests on Yves’s shoulders. If he can’t get the job done, ownership should be looking for someone who can.

			Clarke goes for something inoffensive and middle-of-the-road. “Depends, I guess.”

			“On?”

			“You’d have to make a choice. Are you going to stick it out, have faith in your organization and the path you started down however many years ago, or are you going to shake things up and try something new?”

			He turns to face her. “Is that all? Those are your only options?”

			Shit. Clarke’s missing something. She’s failing this impromptu quiz, and Anders doesn’t give credit for attempts. Bizarrely, she wishes Julian were here. He has a deeper understanding of the politics at play in F0, and would probably see in a heartbeat what Anders is getting at. “You could do nothing, I guess, but that’s functionally the same as the first one, so—yeah, those are your options. Both are risky, in their own way. There’d be a lot of factors to consider.”

			“Are you a factor?”

			“What?”

			“Have you done enough, as a pilot, to make yourself a factor in how Elemental’s ownership should proceed? Have you proven that they can build a future around you?”

			Embarrassment rushes in her ears. “It’s only my sophomore season.”

			“In Julian’s sophomore season, he came within forty points of taking the championship from Delphine.”

			It’s a low blow. Not an original one, not something Clarke hasn’t heard (or thought) a million times before, but it’s more brutal coming from the mouth of the man who provided half her genetics. She’s never needed his approval, but sometimes she can’t help wanting it, and moments like this make her hate herself for being so weak.

			“We have different teams,” she tries. “Different machines. It’s not the same.”

			“Clearly,” Anders says, a dismissal and a condemnation all in one, and leaves Clarke alone on the patio once more.
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			There are two types of pilots who fly for Formula Zero: those who excel at on-planet racing, and those who prefer off-planet tracks.

			On-planet courses go over, around, and through cities on Earth, Luna, and Mars. They’re hairpin turns between the eightieth floors of skyscrapers and tight loops around bridges. On-planet racing requires precision, dexterity, and the innate ability to judge exactly how fast you can take each element of the course without losing control.

			F0 had exclusively on-planet courses for the first couple decades it existed. Then one team looked at their ship, which would be capable of flying in hard vacuum with just a few adjustments, and all the available space in the void, and thought, If we can, shouldn’t we? They invited a bunch of roller coaster designers and some astrophysicists to a weeklong retreat, plied them with alcohol, and came out of it with a proposal for off-planet tracks.

			That team was Elemental Machines, and Clarke is an off-planet racer.

			Off-planet racing is a beast all its own. The paddock is a space station, the course gets built around it, and because the designers don’t have to respect the physical landscape of a city, the track moves during the race. After every lap, the race director changes something: the angle of a turn, the length of a straightaway, the number of cutbacks in a chicane. There’re a finite number of variables, and the teams get a chance to practice them all ahead of time, but it’s thrilling to start a new lap not knowing exactly what lies ahead.

			Clarke finds it thrilling, anyway.

			“Doesn’t matter how many times we do this, it’s still weird,” Thierry says, standing outside Clarke’s bay in the Elemental garage and peering down the pit lane, toward the wall of silvery light that divides the pit, garage, and paddock from the vacuum that surrounds Lion’s Head Cascade track. “I could just walk through that, and I’d be dead. There’s nothing stopping me.”

			“Common sense?” Amira offers from her spot at the engineering station, the long row of computers down the middle of the floor dividing Clarke’s and Matthew’s halves of the garage. “No, sorry, forgot who I was talking to.”

			“Hey, I’m not the one who actually likes racing out here.” Thierry steps back into the garage with a shudder. “Clarke’s the lunatic. I’m having a situationally appropriate reaction of fear and awe.”

			“You don’t have to like it, you just have to fly in it six times a year without looking like you’re going to crap your pants. You might want to do something about that, by the way.”

			Thierry scowls and tosses himself into the chair next to Clarke. “I don’t have to put up with this.”

			“Wish you were putting up with it somewhere else,” Amira says. She’s one of the only other people still hanging around this late on a Friday night, tinkering before tomorrow’s qualifying session.

			Race weekends all follow the same rhythm. Thursday is media, Friday is practice, Saturday is qualifying and lower circuit races, and Sunday is the F0 Grand Prix. It’s equal parts exhausting and exhilarating, and Clarke usually lands firmly on the exhilarating side during off-planet weekends when she can toy with the edge of being reckless and really open up her kickdrive on straightaways, but all she feels now is a growing sense of apprehension.

			It’s not the track. The track is amazing. Lion’s Head Cascade gets its name from the artificial starfall constructed at the far end of the course, which throws dazzling, ever-shifting light across the turns and inversions. It’s possibly Clarke’s favorite of the off-planet sites. She placed third here last year, earning her first (and only, so far) F0 podium.

			If she could trade this year’s ship for last year’s, the one she did so well in, she’d probably feel a hell of a lot better. She actually proposed that earlier this week, when the team met up at Elemental Headquarters on Luna to prep for the weekend. Amira backed the suggestion, but Yves said no. Not enough time for the crew to brush up on the old model, he’d said. We can talk about it again after break.

			Clarke doesn’t want to wait until after the break. She doesn’t want to fly out into the beauty of the cascade in a ship she doesn’t feel confident in. The team rebuilt it after the disaster at Tiresias, wholly replacing almost the entire back end of the ship, and it handled fine during open practice today, but practice only shows so much.

			“Seriously,” Amira continues, jabbing at Clarke with her elbow. “It’s one thing for you to bring your spy into our house, but does he have to be so loud?”

			“I’m not loud,” Thierry protests, offended. “And what would I be spying on? The secret to how Elemental keeps failing in new and exciting ways?”

			“Thierry,” Clarke chides halfheartedly.

			“The spy has a point.” Amira pushes her glasses up into her mass of gray-streaked dark hair and rubs her eyes, then looks at Clarke through her fingers. “Is it helping you to have him here? I can call security.”

			“It’s helping,” Clarke says while Thierry squawks at the empty threat. “Thanks.”

			It really does help, having Thierry around. Clarke didn’t make many friends in F0 last year (Yves and Naomi strongly encouraged Clarke to bond with only Matthew, not pilots from other teams, and Clarke came in with a chip on her shoulder regardless), but when Thierry Allaire joined Enclave Alpha this year for his rookie season, he fell in with Clarke like a bonus younger brother to the biological one she already has. Pilots aren’t supposed to be in one another’s garages during race weekends, but Amira usually lets it slide. It helps that Thierry’s impossible to dislike.

			Thierry yawns and drops his head onto Clarke’s shoulder. The chairs at the engineering station are not designed for that; he has to stretch one long leg out across the next stool over to keep from toppling both of them to the ground. “Are you almost done driving yourself nuts? I want to sleep.”

			“No one’s making you stay,” Clarke points out.

			He cracks one eye open, a slit of hazel and white against his dark brown skin. “You just said I’m helping! And I don’t trust that you’ll go to the hotel at a reasonable hour if I don’t personally escort you there.”

			Clarke’d bristle at the implication that she’s not responsible enough to put herself to bed the night before she has to race, but he’s got a point. Not about Clarke not going to sleep on time, but about there being nothing else Clarke can do to impact the weekend’s outcome. She’s been studying track variables since dinner, but the sunlamps space stations use to promote healthy circadian rhythms have almost gone dark and her brain is saturated with ship specs and course variable possibilities.

			“Yeah, okay,” she says, logging out. “Let’s go.”

			Lion’s Head Cascade started as a tourist attraction. A company built the starfall and a small, resort-style space station with a few dining options. As it grew in popularity, the demand for lodging and shopping and other leisure activities increased, so they started adding on to the original structure.

			These days, Lion’s Head is roughly the size of Terran Manhattan. Very few people live on Lion’s Head who aren’t staff, but when the station is close to capacity for a big event (like a Formula Zero race), there are almost two million on-station, and another quarter million or so on ships docked at good spectator viewing points around the track. There are decks on the station that never really sleep, casinos and clubs and restaurants open at all hours, but Formula Zero booked up whole hotels in one of the quiet zones. Clarke and Thierry meander through a green space on their way there, Terran trees and Martian crystal flowers and Lunar shrubbery all reaching toward the overhead panels that give the illusion of sky at dusk.

			“I chatted with Julian for a minute at pilot roundup,” Thierry says after a few minutes of silence.

			Clarke has a lot of experience not reacting outwardly when F0 people drop Julian’s name around her. She puts up her inner walls, bracing for whatever comes next. “Oh?”

			“He thinks you’re mad at him.”

			Cracks appear in Clarke’s walls at the implication that Julian’s putting Thierry in the middle. “Did he ask you to talk to me about this?”

			“No! I just—” Thierry chews on his lip. The overheads shade further down, switching to a full night scene featuring twin moons. “He mentioned it. That’s all.”

			Clarke pushes her anger away with both hands. “I get that you’re trying to help. And if you’re hanging out with him, that’s great—I’m not about to tell you who you can and can’t be friends with—but you can’t get involved in the me-and-Julian thing.”

			“Are you ever even going to explain what the you-and-Julian thing is, though?” Thierry wheedles. “Because some days you’re worse than Delphine and Oliver.”

			“You take that back right now,” Clarke says, only half joking. Oliver Bright is Delphine’s partner pilot at Provenance. They used to be married, but their divorce was finalized between this season and last. It was not amicable, despite the Provenance PR team working overtime to make it seem like it was. “We’re perfectly civil compared to them.”

			“A lack of open hostility does not a pleasant work environment make,” Thierry says, leading the way out of the green space and into the hotel sector, where aerotrains in gravity tunnels offer quick transport to the hotels. Elemental and Enclave are in the same hotel, so they share a train. Thierry seems to be done talking for the night, tipping his head against a seat and closing his eyes, but something he said is eating at Clarke.

			“Julian really told you that he thinks I’m mad at him?”

			“This is me not getting involved,” Thierry says, pointing a finger at his face.

			“I’ll give you a free pass, for the next five minutes. What did he say?”

			“Something about a fight you got in after the press conference last race?”

			“It wasn’t a fight.”

			“Did you or did you not call him your enemy?”

			Clarke is both embarrassed that she said it and ticked at Julian for repeating it. “Yeah, but it’s—he is. We all are.”

			Thierry opens his eyes. “We’re competitors. There’s a difference. And I know you know that, because you’re friends with me, and our teams are way more directly competitive with each other than either of us is with Chronicle. If you can manage it with me, you can manage it with Julian.”

			“You and me don’t have years of history.”

			“No, because you and Julian were so wrapped up in each other—and Connor—when we were all in Juniors that you barely noticed the rest of us existed.”

			He’s teasing, but it sends a bolt of shame through Clarke. “I’m sorry. I never meant to make you feel like—”

			“Oh, stop. I didn’t pay attention to the kids who were younger than me, either,” Thierry says as the train glides to a halt. The doors open, letting Clarke and Thierry out into the lobby of their hotel. There are a handful of people scattered about in pairs and trios, all in F0 colors. “My point is that I think you still care about him, because I don’t see how you could not after everything you’ve been through together. And right now he kinda thinks you hate him, and that’s hurting him, so you should do something about it.”

			They walk toward the elevators. Clarke tries to shove her thoughts into order, but she wasn’t planning on having to grapple with this today. Her brain’s full of tomorrow’s qualifying rounds, her unpredictable ship, and the state of her contract. “It’s not something I can just fix. Every time we try to talk, it hasn’t gone well. Historically.”

			Thierry rolls his eyes as his elevator arrives. “You were friends for more than ten years. You were friends across the damn asteroid belt when he was still living in the colonies. Don’t tell me you can’t have a conversation with the guy.”

			Clarke’s heart twists, thinking of those days before everything got complicated. “We’re not those kids anymore.”

			“Well, good.” Thierry steps into his elevator, pivots on his heel, and gives Clarke a devious look. “Because my next suggestion is to just sleep with him already and get it out of your system, but that only works now that everyone’s an adult.”

			“Thierry!”

			“What? It’s what I would do. Gotta break the tension somehow. Okay, good night!”

			The door closes on his cheery farewell. Clarke resolutely keeps her face turned toward the elevators so no one can see the shocked heat in her cheeks until her own lift arrives and she can scurry out of sight.

		

	
OEBPS/9780593956700_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Titles by Meredith Lanzen


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Chapter 1


						Chapter 2


						Chapter 3


						Chapter 4


						Chapter 5


						Chapter 6


						Chapter 7


						Chapter 8


						Chapter 9


						Chapter 10


						Chapter 11


						Chapter 12


						Chapter 13


						Chapter 14


						Chapter 15


						Chapter 16


						Chapter 17


						Chapter 18


						Chapter 19


						Chapter 20


						Chapter 21


						Chapter 22


						Chapter 23


						Chapter 24


						Chapter 25


						Chapter 26


						Chapter 27


						Chapter 28


						Chapter 29


						Chapter 30


						Chapter 31


						Chapter 32


						Chapter 33


						Chapter 34


						Chapter 35


						Chapter 36


						Chapter 37


						Chapter 38


						Chapter 39


						Chapter 40


						Chapter 41


						Chapter 42


						Chapter 43


						Chapter 44


						Chapter 45


						Chapter 46


						Chapter 47


						Chapter 48


						Chapter 49


						Epilogue


						Acknowledgments


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						iv


						v


						vi


						vii


						viii


						1


						ix


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			


		
	











OEBPS/images/9780593956700_cover.jpg
:MEREDITH LANZEN E

A NOVEL -

, ' v " “A triumph of a
&7 o G ‘ . P | sports romance.”
el < —Simone Soltahi











OEBPS/images/002_Formula_9780593956694_all_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593956700_title_page.jpg
*

// mormuila






