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			For the girls who spent so long being a toned-down version of themselves so they didn’t cause a stir, who just need to be reminded they are enough exactly as they are.

		
	
		
			1

			The morning sun streamed through the lace curtains of Savi’s childhood bedroom, painting the sage green walls in soft, golden hues. Her safe Wyoming haven was a cosy, comforting mix of past and present: posters still adorned the walls, a stack of second-hand romance books she had thrifted last week sat on the bedside table, her cherry red claw clip on top, and an open suitcase lay on the floor by her closet, half-filled with clothes from her recent trip.

			Savi stood in front of the antique gold mirror, toying with the pendant her birth mother had passed down to her, reminding her that her family downstairs were not the only people who loved her enough to make promises that had the power to change her life.

			Her fingers trembled slightly as she fastened the clasp, the weight of the day ahead pressing on her. Today wasn’t just another day on the ranch – it was the day she’d step out into the world she’d dreamed of for so long, one which had been just within reach for years and was finally hers for the taking.

			Her mum’s voice drifted up the stairs, snapping her out of her daydream. ‘Sav! Breakfast is ready and our guest is starving!’

			‘Coming!’ she called back, smoothing the front of her dress. She caught her reflection again, tilting her head. The confident young woman staring back at her looked polished, grown-up, but there was still a glimmer of the girl who used to sneak out to parties in farmers’ fields two towns over and climb trees in the backyard, showing up to dinner with muddy knees.

			Savi turned and scanned the room one last time. She spotted the photo on her dresser, the black and white chequered frame resembling a racing flag. She picked it up, her smile matching that of her eighteen-year-old self. It was from her very first race, her teammates flanking her on either side, their faces glowing with pride. She set it down carefully, grateful for the reminder of how far she’d come and how much further she had to go.

			The kitchen was bustling with activity; her dad was flipping pancakes while her mum fussed over a basket of fresh fruit, her brother moved around the kitchen pretending like he was helping while all he was doing was helping himself to the food that had already been put out on the table. Then there was their guest, sat reading the local newspaper, like the CEO of a racing organisation needed to know what was happening in a tiny town in the midwestern United States, thousands of miles away from his home.

			‘There she is,’ her dad said with a grin, flipping a pancake onto the growing stack. ‘All dressed up and ready to conquer the world of motorsport.’

			Savi blushed. ‘I have been doing that for a few years now, Dad … The IEC is just on a way bigger scale. And millions more people will know my name. But anyway, it’s just another contract,’ she sighed. That was how she had to look at it if she wanted to keep her nerves at bay.

			‘Just another contract?’ her mum echoed, setting the fruit bowl on the table. ‘Honey, this is the opportunity you’ve been working for. Don’t downplay it. The money, the reputation, the power that all comes with it. This is monumental for your career.’

			‘Don’t be nervous, Hart.’ Gabriel, her big boss and sponsor who had become part of the family, looked up from his paper and grinned. ‘I moulded you into the perfect woman for the job.’

			Savi took a seat at the table, her nerves easing slightly. Her dad slid a plate in front of her, and she took a bite of the maple syrup-coated pancake, savouring the familiar taste. She had grown up eating these on a Sunday morning, and today might be Monday, but special occasions called for special measures.

			‘You’re going to be amazing, kiddo,’ her brother said, moving to sit beside her and placing a hand over hers, squeezing it tight. ‘Just be yourself, only way less annoying.’

			‘Thanks Weston.’ She frowned at him, ‘I think.’

			After breakfast, Savi grabbed her favourite pen and headed towards her dad’s home office with Gabriel following closely behind. Her parents trailed after them, her mum adjusting the collar of her denim jacket and her dad giving her a quick squeeze on the shoulder.

			‘Come and get us as soon as it’s over,’ her dad said. ‘We want to hear everything.’

			‘You guys know I’m just signing a piece of paper and taking some photos for social media, right? It’s not even an official meeting, just Gabriel and I going into a room …’

			‘Well, you’ll be on a video call with your new team principal! That’ll be exciting.’

			‘I guess,’ Savi raised an eyebrow.

			She had met Jasper a few times, most recently when he had been trying to get her into the International Endurance Championship and onto team Revolution Racing, visiting her in the Jaehn Racing garage over the last Formula Voltz season.

			‘Let’s do this, Hart,’ Gabriel ushered her in excitedly, ‘Jasper should be waiting on the other side of the screen.’

			Her heart was beating rapidly, but she felt ready. On the old oak dining table, handed down through generations of the Hart family, lay a single document that was set to transform every aspect of her life for the better. Driving for the first all-female team in the IEC, opposite three of the biggest names in motorsport. This was what little Savi Hart had waited half her life for. Joining Savi in the all-female car, there was Kodie Gray and Miko Kajima. Two fellow IEC rookies, who were equally as sought after for appearances and interviews thanks to their fast progress in junior championships.

			Savi adjusted the cuffs of her jacket, finding comfort in the familiar rough denim under her fingertips. Her fun, Western-inspired outfits would soon be replaced once again by a racing suit, this time in Revolution Racing red. Her heart raced – not from nerves, but from the thrill of the opportunity before her. Across the table sat Gabriel’s laptop, and Jasper Kotosovski, a sharp-eyed man whose grey hair did nothing to soften his commanding presence. If she didn’t know of his kind nature and his love for his drivers, she would be petrified.

			‘Morning, Savi. So, this is it. The big day,’ Jasper said, smiling warmly at her. ‘Today you sign your two-year deal with one of the most prestigious teams in the International Endurance Championship and help us make history with our brand new all-female team. When we decided to add our second car, we knew we wanted you. We’ve been watching you since you started out in the smaller support races, but you have outdone yourself in Formula Voltz the last couple of years, Savi. Your performance last season speaks for itself, and we cannot wait to have you be part of our racing family.’

			Savi’s lips twitched into a small smile as she glanced down at the paper. The words swam before her for a moment, the reality of it sinking in. Her name – Savannah Hart – boldly typed at the top, alongside the team’s logo. She reached for her lucky pen, its weight solid and cool in her hand. She used it to sign anything important, and it was the same one her brother had used to sign his own contracts for the rodeo.

			‘I wouldn’t have got the start I did if it weren’t for you, Gabriel. Your belief in me as a little girl, your investment in my future and your trust in my talent,’ she said, her voice steady but tinged with emotion. ‘Every karting championship, every late night in the simulator, every race where I had to prove I deserved to be on that grid … it’s all led to this. I get to make history in part because of you.’

			Gabriel nodded. ‘But you’re not just here because of me, and you’re not here by luck. You’re here because you earned it. And if you sign, you’ll have the resources, the car, and the team to fight for the championship of your dreams.’

			She took a deep breath, her fingers tightening around the pen. The team’s logo stared back at her, a silent promise of the future she’d always dreamed of. Memories of her journey flashed through her mind: the gruelling training sessions, the moments of doubt, the podium finishes, and the roar of the crowd chanting her name.

			This contract would kick things up a notch, more than she could even fathom as she sat at a table at her family’s ranch in Sheridan, Wyoming. The world was wide, and she was about to walk into it with an open heart, an open mind, and an overwhelming desire to shape the industry for women in motorsport.

			Savi’s signature flowed onto the paper in a smooth, deliberate motion. As she set the pen down, a wave of triumph washed over her.

			‘Welcome to Revolution Racing,’ Jasper said, looking equally as proud as Gabriel.

			‘Thank you,’ she replied. ‘I won’t let you down.’

			The door to the office creaked open, and her family peered in. ‘Smile for the camera!’ her mum said brightly. Savi turned to the lens, holding the signed contract in one hand and letting Gabriel envelop her in a one-armed hug. The camera clicked, capturing a moment that would soon be plastered across the media. A candid shot, captured with love.

			As Savi said her goodbyes to her principal and stepped out into the hallway, her mind was already all over the place, envisioning the roar of engines and the thrill of the track. She’d been at IEC races before, provided entertainment for the very same crowds of fans. But she’d never truly been part of it, not like this.

			With a fire ignited in her chest, Savi walked down the porch steps and out into the fresh air, inhaling deeply. She was ready to take her place among racing legends, and forever be known as one.
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			Babysitting a heartbroken racing driver, and her new teammate, on the bathroom floor of his team’s motorhome at Spa, had not been on Savi Hart’s bingo card this race season.

			They had just spent a weekend at Julien’s, one of the other drivers for her new team, and she had somehow found herself glued to Marco De Luca’s side. She had known him since she was a junior racing driver and he was already making a name for himself in the International Endurance Championship, with their paths crossing numerous times on the weekends she drove in the support races that were meant to provide entertainment to the fans while they waited for the big guns to come out on track.

			As a result of their familiarity, she had wound up spending most of the pre-race week shenanigans playing beer pong with him as an out for her anxiety.

			It was safe to assume Savi and Marco were bonded for life after this weekend, only she hadn’t intended on being a shoulder to cry on after the alcohol had left his system and they were supposed to be back in work mode. He could have timed this better.

			‘I miss her so much,’ Marco sighed, getting a mouthful of fluffy towel as a result of being sat right next to the rail. His hazel eyes glistened with tears and while she tried to pity him, it was kind of hard given how unlike himself he was behaving. She knew he was a sensitive soul at times, and he was polite and respectful and the kind of guy you would want to take home to your parents, but this was different.

			‘Marco, I don’t know who you mean.’

			‘Esme!’ he growled, but Savi didn’t take the minor aggression personally.

			She wasn’t sure how he could miss his rival’s social media manager when she was here at the track with them. They had seen her mere minutes ago, her bright yellow Converse dazzling them as she ran down the pit lane with her camera in her hand, chasing after one of her drivers. Mind you, it was right then that Marco had bolted in here and yanked Savi by the arm, forcing her to follow him. She should’ve clocked it immediately.

			‘Wait, you and …’ she trailed off, confused as hell.

			‘Yes, me and dot dot dot.’ He threw his arms up like she was supposed to just know.

			She’d had no idea anything had gone on between them. As far as Savi knew, Esme had been on and off, or in her words, in a ‘casual entanglement’ with Thalia for the last few months. Yes, Esme was friends with Marco, but had they crossed a line?

			‘Ugh,’ Marco groaned again, this time following it up with a sniffle. He’d got himself worked up enough that his olive complexion had a hint of red to it.

			‘Why don’t you come and sit out on the sofas so you can quit eating the towels? It can’t be hygienic.’ She felt bad for laughing at his sad and sorrowful state, but how could she not? He was one of the world’s most famous racing drivers, usually so laid back and calm in every situation, and here he was, having a heartbreak-induced meltdown whilst stone-cold sober.

			‘I’m comfortable down here. It makes me feel grounded.’

			‘Oh, honey. A bathroom floor ain’t gonna cut it. You need to be in the mountains. Get some good old country air in you.’

			‘I’m no cowboy.’ Marco scowled but slowly clambered to his feet and followed her.

			‘No, you’re quite clearly a city boy through and through.’

			‘Hey!’ He looked genuinely offended.

			‘No need to get all defensive, Mr Monaco,’ she smirked. From the few times she’d hung out with the team, she had already established that his teammates Brett Anderson and Julien Moretz loved getting their hands dirty on their Malmedy farms, whereas Marco would rather sit on the balcony of his Monegasque apartment and watch the world go by with a sparkling water.

			‘We can’t all rock cowboy boots.’ He gestured down at Savi’s choice in footwear. Cherry-red cowboy boots with white detailing, her pride and joy. Lucie Carolan had expressed her admiration for them the second she’d laid eyes on them at Julien’s. She’d got them at a vintage store back home when she was seventeen and they were still going strong six years later.

			Savi may be about to embark on another tour of Europe and beyond in her new role as a racing driver for one of the most reputable International Endurance Championship teams, but you couldn’t take the Wyoming cowgirl out of her. It was kind of becoming her brand.

			Anderson’s thing was being the sober positive mental health rep, Moretz was the family man, she was the USA native being thrown in at the deep end and Marco … well, Marco De Luca was currently the emotional mess of the team.

			‘Right, are you done getting all emotional on me? No offence, but I came here to work and bond with the team. Not to babysit your ass.’ Savi took a swig of water.

			‘I’m done, promise. Think that was the residual weekend hangover doing the talking there. Sorry for the snapping and the dramatic as fuck sighs, not my finest moment.’

			‘You don’t say.’

			‘Oh, shit. You’re friends with Ez aren’t you?’ Marco looked like a deer in headlights, running a hand through his chocolatey curls and causing them to become even more dishevelled.

			‘Yeah, but I didn’t know about you two. Not even an inkling,’ Savi shrugged, trying to act like she wasn’t bothered.

			‘That’s because there was never really an us, Savannah. I really liked her, but she’s too caught up in her shenanigans with that girl.’

			‘Okay, first of all, you don’t get to use my government name. It’s Savi, to you. We have been over this so many times, De Luca, please. You may not know me well, but you have known me long enough and still haven’t learnt. Second, you are a millionaire racing driver with multiple world championship titles under your belt. Thalia doesn’t even have a podium win. She’s still considered a rookie after four seasons.’

			‘But she has Esme’s heart. And I don’t.’

			‘What I’m saying, Marco, is if you want her, go get her. It’s not like Thalia Kotas is here to stop you, is she?’ Savi raised an eyebrow then thought about it further, and frowned, ‘At least, I don’t think her team is here yet …’

			‘You’re right, damn it Savannah, you’ve always had a bit of a way with words.’ Marco stood up and put his hands on his hips in somewhat of a superhero pose. ‘I’m gonna get her back. I’m gonna get my Esmerelda back.’ Despite the conviction with which he said it, he stayed put, silence filling the motorhome.

			‘Esmerelda?’ Savi frowned.

			‘I was not supposed to tell you that. Fuck it, you got a pen and paper? I’ll write up an NDA.’

			‘No need, I can keep a secret.’

			‘I’ll take your word for it.’

			She sipped her bottle of water, waiting for the supposedly bold and courageous driver to get his ass into gear. Except Marco was still in the same pose, gazing longingly at the door as though Esme were going to materialise. She was going to have to give him a hard shove in her friend’s direction.

			‘Marco, if you’re going to make a grand gesture you can’t stay in this overpriced metal box forever. Come on, let’s go down the pit lane together.’ She held her hand out, coaxing him out into the unknown. ‘You’ve got this.’

			‘I one hundred per cent have not got this, but I appreciate the encouragement.’ He grabbed her water out of her hand and took a big swig, gulping it down.

			‘You’re fine, this is no big deal.’ She laughed and tugged him down the trailer steps, back towards the Revolution Racing garage. Savi watched as Marco did his best to snap out of his sad and sorrowful energy and feign confidence as he walked past his team.

			‘Were you guys getting down and dirty in the team motorhome?’ Brett gave them a once-over, earning himself a slap on the arm from Lucie, his wife and one of Revolution’s two social media managers.

			‘No, Anderson, because my heart is elsewhere.’

			‘Uh, so is mine!’ Savi defended herself, not letting Marco make it sound like she had been rejected by him back there. If they had seen the state of him, on the brink of tears over a woman, he’d be mortified.

			‘Savannah actually gave me a pep talk, and it was quite effective. Gave me a kick up the ass. I’m going after Ez.’ He continued walking out of the garage and down the pit lane, gathering a crowd as the team trailed behind him.

			‘Whatever he’s about to do, this is going to go so wrong …’ Miko grimaced, as she and Kodie rushed to follow their teammate, watching in horror as Marco marched himself into another team’s garage in the middle of their workday, uninvited, on the hunt for Esme.

			‘Can I have everyone’s attention please!’

			‘Oh no …’ Savi cast nervous glances back at her new teammates, her eyes silently screaming for help. Esme put her camera down and looked at Marco like he’d lost his damn mind.

			‘I think you might have helped get him into this mess,’ Brett grinned in response, leaning against the entrance to Eden Racing’s garage and enjoying the show. ‘I vote you don’t get him out of it. It’s been years since Mars made a fool of himself like this. About time someone took the title from me.’

			Esme ran towards them in a state of panic, bypassing Marco who still looked to be preparing his grand speech, ‘Savi, what have you done? What did he tell you?’ she whisper-yelled.

			‘I don’t know, Esmerelda, what have you done?! You broke him! The man is about to declare his love to you in front of all these people. A usually very sane, very rational man.’

			‘We never even slept together! Might’ve kissed once, just once, but that’s all.’ Poor Esme looked genuinely concerned for him, as she should be.

			‘Well apparently that one kiss has ruined his life. You sure there wasn’t more to it?’

			They waited for Marco to complete his deep breathing exercises, the same ones he did before a race. Could they just get his therapist on a video call right now? This was so far from what Savi had meant when she told him to go get his girl. There were so many more discreet ways he could have gone about this. Like a text message, which was her speciality. Type your feelings, hit send and launch your phone across the room. Job done.

			‘There was. I liked him, and there was something between us. But then Thalia got in touch again, said she was ready, and I couldn’t say no to her.’

			‘Then I think it should be you dragging him out of here, not me.’

			‘I’m ready!’ They were cut off by Marco’s yell and Faith, Julien’s wife and the second social media manager for Revolution Racing, paused the music playing over the garage speakers, making the whole situation ten times more dramatic. Marco was so going to regret this when the adrenaline wore off and rumours started circling the paddock.

			‘Marco, maybe now isn’t the time,’ Savi called out to him.

			‘With Esme and I, there will never be a right time. I’ve got to say this now or else I won’t say it at all. Esme, we had something special. And I know I don’t have lady parts, but I know that doesn’t bother you. So yeah, maybe Thalia Kotas can give you everything you want, but I could give you everything you need. I’m stable, dependable, a hopeless romantic which is super obvious based on the fact I’m doing this right now, and I would go to the ends of the earth for the people I care about. Don’t throw that away over someone who can’t commit.’

			‘Mars, can we have this conversation elsewhere?’ Esme pleaded. ‘This isn’t how I want to do this, let’s go to your trailer.’

			‘Whatever you have to say to me, you can say in front of our friends. Doesn’t bother me.’

			Savi thought he should be thanking his lucky stars that there was no press around; the fans would never let this go. Then again, neither would the guys.

			‘I’m going straight to hell for this,’ Esme muttered under her breath. ‘Mars, I’m sorry. Thalia and I are good. We’re exclusive, and we’re happy, and I love her. That’s not to say we didn’t have something, because we did and I think you’re a really great guy, but I have to let Thalia in.’

			Marco stood motionless in the middle of the garage, a few of Eden Racing’s engineers looking extremely uncomfortable while others looked downright disappointed that their rival’s grand declaration had gone unrequited.

			He blinked, hard, like he was trying to place himself back into reality. ‘Well, shit. Good luck to you, Ez. Jules, we’re going back to the hotel in twenty, right? Choose me the best whisky they’ve got behind the bar. I’m taking it to my room.’ Marco walked straight back out of the garage through the back door, likely to go and hide in the trailer for the foreseeable.

			‘I’ll pay you back for it, Julien,’ Esme looked uncomfortable.

			‘No need. He deserves it after that shit show.’

			‘You crushed Mars. I didn’t think it was possible,’ Brett chuckled. ‘He’ll get over it quick, don’t worry. A few therapy sessions, a race win and a holiday and he’ll be right as rain.’

			‘I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about him,’ Savi turned to her friend with a scathing glare.

			‘Do you tell me about every guy you kiss?’ Esme challenged.

			Savi thought about it for a second and determined that actually, yes, she did. Esme was the only person who knew about Jesse. She was also the only person in the racing world who knew a lot of things about her, like the fact half the reason Savi was pursuing her racing career so hard was so her parents could keep their ranch in Wyoming.

			Or that Savi’s brother, Weston Hart, was a famous bull rider in the United States who was now paralysed from the waist down after being thrown off a bull six years ago. Another reason Savi needed this career; medical bills were expensive, and Weston’s money had run out.

			‘Yes. You owe me, I had to go full therapist mode in that trailer and now I’m going to have to do it all over again with a very different approach.’

			‘When I found him on Saturday night hiding away in the guest bedroom, he was weeping.’ Julien interjected. ‘Not crying exactly, but actually weeping like he’d sprung a leak. It was right after you mentioned Thalia in passing, in fact. I should’ve clocked it sooner.’

			‘I am a terrible person.’ Esme looked genuinely upset with herself.

			‘You can’t help who you love, Esme. Don’t stress. But Savi, you’re on damage control,’ Faith instructed. ‘Cheer him up. I don’t care how you do it but maybe consider vegan chocolate chip pancakes from room service. He loves them.’

			Savi inwardly sighed as she headed after Marco. She was supposed to be video calling Jesse tonight to catch him up on how her trip was going, but if she was still on babysitting duties, it wasn’t going to happen.

			Back at the hotel an hour later, Savi successfully intercepted room service with a stack of pancakes and, with some convincing through the door from Julien, was begrudgingly granted access into Marco’s room while he sat on the sofa and sulked. Despite his initial disgruntlement at the sight of two of his teammates, guilt plastered all over their faces, he seemed to mostly be over his embarrassment when he caught the scent of pancake batter.

			‘You did this for me?’ he mumbled through a mouthful.

			‘Got to make it up to you somehow.’ Savi sat down next to him, relaxing back into the tan leather couch and a sea of textured cushions. It would appear that when you’ve been with a well-established racing team from the start, you got some room upgrades.

			‘You’ve got a whole season for that, Savannah.’

			‘Savi,’ she scowled.

			‘I like Savannah better.’

			‘I hate it.’ She grabbed the can of non-dairy whipped cream, which she had all but physically fought for at the front desk, insisting Marco would need extra, and sprayed it directly into her mouth, as though her manners had been left back home on the ranch. It was almost enough to distract her teammate from his train of thought, his eyes dancing over her in what some might call adoration. She wondered if it was more disgust than anything else.

			‘Yeah, well I like hanging out with people who stop me doing stupid shit in the name of love, but we can’t always get what we want.’

			‘Marco –’ There it was again, that feeling that she was out of her league here.

			‘Nope. I was feeling pretty vulnerable, Savannah, which you knew, and you stood back and watched as I poured my heart out to your best friend, who you know is in a stable, happy relationship. Pretty shitty move if you ask me.’

			She could have defended herself. She could’ve told him that he was already worked up when she reached him, or that she did make a weak attempt to stop him. But truthfully, Savi liked this side of her new teammate. The media always got the soft, gentle Marco De Luca, but turns out he had some bite. That, she could get on board with.

		
	
		
			3

			‘Red is your colour.’ Marco’s hushed voice in Savi’s ear caused her to jump, her heart racing more than it had when she’d almost spun out on the track during testing. That had been Marco’s fault, too. He’d got in her way and had the cheek to laugh over the radio.

			‘Why are you in my trailer?’ she snapped.

			He leaned against her closet door while she pulled her socks on. ‘I’m your buddy for race week. So you can treat me like your own personal fountain of knowledge, take all your stress out on me …’ Marco smirked like he wanted to add more to that last part. Perhaps she was imagining it, or maybe he really was attempting to flirt. Regardless, she was going to ignore it. They didn’t have that kind of dynamic in their relationship.

			Savi slammed the door to her shoe cupboard. ‘I don’t need a buddy.’

			‘Has the big boss not spoken to you?’

			‘About … ?’ She looked at him quizzically, because of course Jasper had spoken to her. Countless times over the last few days. But clearly, somewhere along the line their team principal had failed to fill her in on something.

			‘He’s matched you, Miko and Kodie up with Julien, Brett and I to guide you through your first season with the team.’ He grinned. A genuine, enthusiastic smile that threatened to piss her off even further.

			‘Great, my team principal is playing cupid.’ She rolled her eyes, more so at his obvious enthusiasm, and shooed him out of the way so she could finish putting the last of her things in the closet. ‘I don’t need a buddy, Marco. I may be a rookie in this championship, but I have been a racing driver for a number of years. You’ve seen me in the support races, might I add. Watched my name rise to the top of the leaderboard. I know the drill by now.’

			Marco smirked again, eyeing her up and down. ‘You haven’t driven for Revolution Racing before. We do things a certain way round here.’

			His fixated gaze on her was making her feel very hot and bothered but she put it down to anxiety, something she had struggled with for years. ‘I’ve had a lot of in-depth talks with the socials team. I know what Faith and Lucie are expecting of me. The PR team, too.’

			‘Savannah, let me do my job.’

			He looked irritated now too, and it gave her a thrill. Savi had always been up for a challenge, and she performed better when she had a point to prove. ‘Let me do mine.’

			With a blasé glance over her shoulder, she hopped down the steps of the trailer and left him standing there with his hands on his hips. Less of a superhero pose this time, and more of a pissed off co-worker vibe.

			Savi played the role of sweet, wholesome country girl in front of the cameras, fans and her bosses but her friends and family knew she had some fire in her. She never would’ve picked an equally sweet and wholesome Marco De Luca as her equal, but the way he had looked at her in her race suit had made it quite clear she hadn’t given him enough credit.

			She was happy with Jesse, and she definitely didn’t see Marco in that way, regardless of his European charm and effortlessly good looks, but if she could get him riled up and frustrated with her, it would create one hell of a race out there.

			‘Ready, girls?’ She joined Miko and Kodie outside the conference room, where they were standing with Julien and Brett. Matching red and zebra stripe racing suits on, other teams milling around nearby and talking animatedly.

			The outside of the conference room could be compared to a zoo; everyone talking at once, yelling across the crowd and exuding chaos, and the atmosphere inside would be the same. The drivers may switch into professional mode, but it was the media who would start acting like animals to get the stories they wanted out of them.

			 Despite this, everyone looked raring to go. Hadn’t anyone warned them there would be an onslaught of invasive questions and borderline harassment from the media? Savi had done this before. She knew what to expect. But her rookie teammates were inexperienced and had only just started racing a couple of years ago. Daddy’s money and a private school education couldn’t buy them a backbone.

			‘Oh! Is Marco your buddy?’ Miko looked excited, her long dark hair swishing around her shoulders. You wouldn’t catch that girl with her hair up unless she was putting her race helmet on. She’d got lucky with Brett as her glorified tour guide slash babysitter, and Savi couldn’t help but think that Brett was more suited to her own personality. Sarcastic, always cracking jokes. Jasper’s foresight hadn’t been the best here.

			‘Something like that,’ Savi shrugged, catching the way Brett tried to hide his grin behind his hand. ‘Can I help you, Anderson?’

			‘No, no. Just … Lucie warned us about you.’

			‘What?’ Savi frowned. She thought she’d been getting on well with the socials team.

			‘She didn’t say anything bad about you, at all. Sang your praises, in fact. She just said you were fiery. So, God only knows why the boss paired you up with baby Mars.’

			‘Oh, someone agrees!’ She high-fived him, although from the sudden one-sided flirting and lust-filled gazes she had been on the receiving end of just now, she could safely say there was nothing baby about Marco De Luca.

			‘Agrees with what?’ Marco appeared behind her, almost managing to murmur into her ear for a second time today. Only this time, it didn’t send shivers down her spine, it just wound her up. She wasn’t in the mood, given the hell they were about to walk into.

			Savi crossed her arms, ‘You and me, we don’t work.’

			‘Just as well we’re not getting married then, ain’t it Savannah?’ His Italian accent, which she had grown rather fond of, had a weird twang to it all of a sudden.

			‘I’m sorry, was that meant to be my accent?’ she shot back.

			‘It’s time to go in.’ Kodie shoved Savi through the door before they could cause a scene.

			The girls headed straight for the stage while the guys lined the back wall, alongside Jasper and the socials team. As the only all-female team in the entire IEC, the Revolution Racing girls had a spotlight on them this season and it made Savi nervous. She had to make a name for herself all over again in a new championship, and it meant answering questions and avoiding conversations she had managed to steer clear of over the course of her career so far.

			Privacy was a privilege most drivers weren’t entitled to, especially when they were put in rooms like this where all the attention was on them and it was their job to provide stories and headlines. Savi kept her brother’s identity under wraps for a multitude of reasons, but there had been a couple of reporters who had been paid to keep quiet over the years. Journalists who were desperate to get a reputation for the dirt they could dig up, but valued the money her team’s lawyers could offer more.

			If people really wanted to know every detail of her life, they could probably figure it out with a deep dive on the internet but for the most part, thanks to cheques and the good graces of people in her hometown and in the rodeo circuit, she had been able to maintain that privacy when it came to her family.

			As the first reporter stood up from her seat, clutching her microphone and recording device, Jasper shot them a supportive thumbs up.

			‘Savi, this first one is for you. It is widely known you had offers from multiple teams this season. What made you choose Revolution Racing over and above the others?’

			Savi had to fight to keep the sarcasm at bay as she whipped up an Oscar-winning answer in record time. Obviously it was the money primarily, but she wasn’t going to say that. ‘Not only are they consistently at the top of the leader board with very few mistakes and strategic misjudgements,’ she nodded at her boss, ‘but thanks to their incredibly fast growth on social media in recent years, I could see that this team puts their relationships first.’

			‘Could you expand?’ The reporter smiled, encouraging her to keep going.

			‘Well, their bond is next level, and I wanted in on that. When you’re on the road for so long and your whole life revolves around your job, you need to be in a team where everyone has your back. I’m also very easy going, and as much as I am a professional, I want to be able to have fun with it. Nobody does that better than Revolution Racing.’

			The reporter nodded politely and moved on to Miko, while the rest of the team gave Savi a silent cheer from the back of the room. She sat back and let the others have their time answering questions, chiming in when necessary, and waiting patiently for the more personal ones.

			Then she spotted him, his tortoiseshell frames perched on the end of his nose in that same precocious way they always did. The reporter who had been at her first-ever press conference years ago and seemed to have a personal vendetta against her. Hugo Schmitt, ego the size of Jupiter, zero manners and a serious problem with boundaries. He had made it his mission to find out every single detail of her personal life, although she did have to laugh at his lack of knowledge regarding her dating history.

			Her team back then had paid him off so he didn’t reveal too much about her family, but since her new team didn’t know, they couldn’t protect her from him. She knew she should’ve listened to her agent when he’d told her to come clean to Jasper.

			Mr Schmitt all but yanked the microphone from the moderator, itching to fuck up Savi’s day and attempt to humiliate her again. For the first time in a while, she worried he might succeed.

			‘Savannah, what do your family think about you abandoning them to chase your dreams?’

			There it was. A personal attack thinly veiled as an innocent question, meant to get a reaction out of her. Family was a sore spot for Savi, because her parents and her brother didn’t choose this life. They wanted no part of the media attention that came with her career, the invasive nature of journalists and the lack of respect for what they had been through.

			It was bad enough when Weston had hit the big time, and they’d had camera crews trying to sneak onto the ranch to capture behind-the-scenes footage of the rodeo’s newest star. Savi was much younger then, but she had seen the stress it had caused and how much worse it all got after his accident. Constant headlines, rumours on social media and letters from crazed fans. She was determined to keep them very far away from all of this, and she wasn’t going to let this one man and his cheap, tacky suit get in the way of that.

			‘I don’t think I’ve abandoned my family at all. I had a childhood dream and did exactly what you said, chased it. They’re very supportive of my career. I’m sure the families of every driver on the grid feel the same way.’ She resisted the urge to shrug, which was code for I win. That was the thing; whatever negative things he had to say about her choices in life were simply untrue. He could have an opinion, but it wasn’t fact.

			‘What about your brother? Is he not jealous?’ He stared her dead in the eye, refusing to waver. Savi glanced around at her teammates who looked confused, just like every other journalist in the room, as if they hadn’t got the memo.

			She would tell her team one day, but today was not that day. It was too soon, and she didn’t know if she could trust them just yet. While Savi clenched her jaw and tried to re-centre herself, for a split second she debated letting it all out in the open and then holding everyone hostage in the conference room until they’d signed NDAs. Except they didn’t have time for that, and there were at least six other teams who were yet to give their own interviews.

			Schmitt would come off far worse if he exposed Weston’s identity. Savi and Wes had decided between them very early on to keep their familial connection a secret. At first, because she didn’t want to ride his coat-tails and have opportunities handed to her as a result of his own sporting success, and then later, after his accident, because he didn’t want pity. He had enough people feeling sorry for him, he didn’t need anyone comparing him to his kid sister who was still able to do the job she loved while he was stuck back home in Wyoming with hordes of medical bills.

			‘My brother understands what it means to want something so badly that you would give up everything. He encourages me every day to live my life the way I want to while I can.’

			There was more confusion radiating from her team, but when she looked over at Jasper there was an underlying sense of understanding. Recognition for the fact she was making an active choice to hold things back from him.

			‘You didn’t come from money, did you? Not like your teammates here.’

			‘No, I didn’t,’ she frowned. ‘But money doesn’t buy talent, and you can’t get into an industry like this, a championship as big as the IEC, without it.’ She wanted to say more in defence of Kodie and Miko, but she didn’t want to be labelled as difficult. She was already treading in dangerous territory and Savi was not a difficult person.

			Schmitt narrowed his eyes at her, getting frustrated that his victim of the day had an answer for everything. Not only did she have years of media training, but so did her entire family. She knew all the right things to say. ‘Do you ever feel guilty?’

			‘I’m sorry, for what exactly?’ she pushed, almost wishing she hadn’t. This could be it. The follow-up question that tore it all apart.

			‘Your parents would have spent a lot of money on your karting lessons and travel expenses over the years. If they weren’t very well off, wouldn’t they have struggled?’

			‘I got lucky. I was sponsored by someone in the industry and my lessons were free. That’s no secret, the world knows that the CEO of this championship gave me the opportunity so many kids dream of. But my parents gave me the most important thing of all, their time and their love.’ Savi looked over at Gabriel Lopez, her knight in shining armour and the man who got her here. He was practically bursting with pride.

			‘Hmm. No more questions,’ Schmitt huffed, sitting back down. It took a lot to shut that guy up once he got going, but despite his slight dig at her teammates, he didn’t have any more to say to them. Probably didn’t want to contend with the potential legal issues that came with going after such a big racing team.

			There were a couple of questions about Miko’s father’s investment in the team, and Kodie’s education, but they handled them well. On the outside, at least. Most drivers were good at coming across as balanced and level-headed on the outside, in front of the cameras and the media and in situations where it mattered, while their emotions worked overtime and they were fighting constant battles on the inside.

			She could see it in her teammates; there was only so much they could take from the tortoise-emblazoned moron, listening to their friends and colleagues take hit after hit and try to defend themselves and the mistakes or choices they had made. Kodie looked particularly miffed as they got up from their seats, shuffling out of the room like the life had been sucked out of them.

			‘I hate that guy,’ she muttered. ‘Just because my family has money, it doesn’t mean I can’t drive a fucking car. And I’m fast, too. Bet he drives a Fiat.’

			Brett joined them as they reached the door, ‘He’s definitely a Smart Car kind of bloke. The kind who drives way below the speed limit and cries when he goes over a speed bump.’

			She tried to engage, to laugh at their jokes and pretend what happened in there hadn’t bothered her at all. But the anxiety had well and truly set in, and Savi couldn’t get away from them fast enough. ‘I’ll catch you guys later, I’ve got some things I need to take care of.’

			She said her goodbyes, barely giving anyone a chance to respond, and darted across the paddock, slamming the trailer door shut behind her. Her heart was beating rapidly, heat rising up through her body while she tried to stop her hands trembling.

			She couldn’t stand this; the way she became detached from her body and had to claw her way back to reality. Her chest ached and she knew she’d lost total control over herself. This happened a lot, and it didn’t matter if she dealt with it alone or in a room full of people, it was never any less embarrassing. To know there was nothing she could do about it made her feel weak. Anxiety attacks, she could handle. The warning signs were there, and she had time to put a stop to them, focus on her coping mechanisms and ground herself before they took over. But the panic attacks? She didn’t know they were coming until it was too late.

			She was mid-panic attack when Kodie and Miko flung the door open, worry etched across their faces as they studied her battling her own body.

			‘Savi?’ Miko knelt in front of the sofa she was perched on and placed a hand on her knee, while Kodie put an arm around her, squeezing her tight.

			‘What’s up, Sav?’ Miko smoothed her hair down for her, tucking it behind her ears so it didn’t get stuck to her wet cheeks.

			‘I just hate talking about my family. It’s nobody’s business.’ And yes, that did unfortunately include her teammates no matter how lovely they were. ‘I don’t know why they can’t stick to questions about the job.’

			‘He was a dick,’ Miko agreed. ‘But what’s this all about?’ She gestured to the mess Savi had made of herself in the few moments that she’d managed to escape an audience.

			‘I get anxiety around interviews, because of questions like that.’ She was even uncomfortable now, talking about it. Her whole face was burning red, and the nausea was rising in her throat. Savi didn’t do this, ever. She didn’t break down in front of near strangers but here she was, crying to her teammates before the first race had begun.

			‘Have you … seen the team therapist yet? Talked about this? Maybe bring it up to Jasper, too? He can have the moderator ban questions about your family, if that’s something you aren’t willing to talk about publicly,’ Kodie suggested.

			‘You can talk to us, too,’ Miko added. ‘Don’t feel obligated, but we’re your teammates. Built-in best friends, sisters. Whatever this is, you haven’t got to bottle it all up. We’re sworn to secrecy, Savi. Promise.’

			‘Thanks, girls.’ She swallowed roughly and reached forward for her water bottle. ‘I just honestly don’t know that I’m ready to disclose my family issues with anyone. It’s not just my story to tell.’

			‘Oh … okay.’ Kodie squeezed her shoulder, sounding somewhat disappointed. ‘Makes sense. Do you need a second, or do you just want to get up and crack on?’

			‘How’s my face?’ Savi sniffed and wiped her tears away, calming her breathing down. She didn’t want this to be her reputation in the team, she wanted to be reliable and strong and let Kodie and Miko know they could depend on her to take them to victory, that she wasn’t going to crumble. This wasn’t a good look so early on.

			‘Flawless, as always,’ Miko smiled.

			‘Well then, I’ll crack on. Thanks, ladies.’

			Shaking herself out, she let Kodie lead the way out of the trailer, her hand not even on the door handle before it rattled, and she jumped backwards. ‘Who the f—’

			‘Savannah?’ Marco’s head poked through the gap. ‘Can I have a moment alone with Savi please, girls? I fear I might have pissed her off earlier.’

			Her teammates looked between his guilt-ridden face and her rosy, blotchy one and waited for her to give the go-ahead. She nodded, with an eye roll for dramatic effect. They hurried out and let Marco in, giving Savi about three seconds to pull herself together enough that he wouldn’t know anything had been wrong in the first place.

			‘What’s up, De Luca?’ She crossed her arms, wishing she could just get a few minutes alone around here. She’d been at the track for three days and the only time she’d had to herself was when she’d been asleep. Even then, she’d be lying if she said Marco ignoring her for that short time after the Esme ordeal hadn’t kept her up at night. Her own emotions were proving too much today, she wasn’t sure she could handle his, too.

			‘About the buddy thing …’ He was coming across as incredibly shy and much more like the Marco she had been witness to before that night at Julien’s. ‘I get it. You don’t want to be babysat. So, with that being said, if you want me to go to Jasper and tell him this isn’t going to work, that I have an issue with it, I will.’

			She felt awful. Yes, it would be fun to have a bit of rivalry out on track, but that was possible without making Marco feel like his help and guidance weren’t valued. Savi still had a lot to learn, and there was a lot she didn’t know about this championship and its inner workings. While she wasn’t the type to admit that, it wouldn’t hurt to let Marco in. A smidge.

			‘One demeaning comment or mild insult and I’m kicking off. That includes about my cowboy boots.’ She was even wearing them now. Jasper hadn’t given them a uniform as such, just asked that they keep it work-appropriate and wear their race suits in the garage. So of course, for press day she had paired a red Revolution Racing shirt with a white, tiered miniskirt, her red boots, and a red bow in her hair.

			‘As long as you don’t start walking around in a cowboy hat too, I will keep my mouth shut and try to remember that you do sort of know what you’re doing and have been behind the wheel of a race car hundreds of times before you signed with us, and won championship titles before, even if they weren’t quite as impressive as winning the International Endurance Championship.’

			Savi bit her lip and eyed the coffee table where her trusty black hat sat waiting. She had only left it in the trailer because she’d been in a rush after Marco had irritated her earlier, otherwise it would have been firmly planted on her head for the first day of media duties.

			‘I should’ve known.’ He feigned genuine disappointment, picking it up and placing it on his head. ‘Do you actually wear this, like … in public?’

			‘Please take that off your head immediately.’ She snatched it back from him and blushed, memories of four summers ago coming back to haunt her.

			‘Okay, sensitive about the hat. Noted.’ He smirked at her again, but in her head, Marco’s smirk was replaced with Jesse’s. The owner of said hat.

			He had been wearing it the summer they met at the Sheridan County Fair and less than six hours later, she’d been wearing it on her own head while they … she … never mind. That saying, wear the hat, ride the cowboy? Well, that had been the start of her and Jesse’s journey. A journey which she feared may be about to end during the most important summer of her life.

			Marco De Luca was no cowboy, and he was definitely no Jesse Montalvo. That cowboy hat wasn’t his to wear.

		
	
		
			4

			Savi was all dressed up in her Revolution Racing race suit and she felt like a million bucks, even if she’d had to abandon the cowboy boots for the day to meet health and safety standards. The adrenaline that had been coursing through her veins since she woke up that morning only heightened when Jesse’s name appeared on her phone screen for the first time all week in bold, white letters, her favourite photo of him staring back at her.

			‘Hi, baby.’ His deep, gravelly tone sent shivers down her spine. ‘How’s my superstar?’

			‘I’m good, better now I finally get to hear your voice.’

			‘You can hear my voice any time you turn on a country music station on the radio, darlin’.’

			‘You know that’s not my Jesse, that’s the Jesse Montalvo the rest of the world gets access to. The shiny, polished version.’

			‘Ah, yeah, I forget you like it rough.’ She could practically hear the smirk in his tone, and she went weak at the knees.

			Jesse Montalvo, her secret boyfriend of four years, was a global country music sensation. Born and raised in Story, Wyoming, just twenty minutes away from Sheridan, he was one of few people who had ever made it out of the state and been launched into stardom before he could legally drink. Savi was close behind him.

			He was touring North America, so he’d been singing love songs to everyone but her and she had been wrapped up in pre-race season preparation. They hadn’t seen each other for four months, and there was only so much they could do over video calls and texts. It had been four years of hiding in the shadows and pursuing their dreams, the trials and tribulations of a long-distance relationship still not quite destroying that spark they’d had when they first met.

			Even now when there was so much pressure on her shoulders, he was there as her safety net, reminding her where she came from and how hard she had worked to get there. If anyone could make her believe she deserved this, it was him.

			‘How’s the tour going?’ She never liked the answer to that question. He always told her how incredible it was to do something he was so passionate about, and she knew what that was like. That wasn’t the problem. The problem was she had never been part of his world, and he had never been part of hers. Not when it came to work. It always left a bitter taste in her mouth.

			‘Well, I get a whole two weeks off come Sunday morning …’ His voice trailed off like he was more annoyed than happy about that.

			‘Since when?!’

			‘Since the arena in South Carolina got flooded and we had to reschedule. My stupid ass donated thirty grand to help fix it and now they’re not sure they can fit me into their schedule, so I’m
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