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To all those who learned to drive within the fire.

And to those who, even at the edge of the curve, chose not to let go of our hands.
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In Monaco, speed is a luxury.

Fear is a sentence.

And the truth is the wildfire that no one can extinguish.

Max is Cinexa’s elite driver, but inside the cockpit, he isn’t racing against the clock—he is racing the ghosts of Geneva. A survivor of a fire that destroyed his past, he uses adrenaline as anesthesia for the guilt of being alive. To the world, he is invincible. To himself, he is a man waiting for the final impact.

Lara is the chief engineer capable of reading Max’s soul through telemetry. She sees truths in his heartbeat that no algorithm was ever meant to access. When Victor Vance—Cinexa’s cold and ruthless architect—decides to turn Max’s trauma into a mass biometric experiment, Lara becomes the only possible glitch in a system too perfect to be human.

Between the glamour of Monte Carlo, multimillion-dollar yachts, and the unforgiving asphalt of the track, a forbidden alliance is born. Lara must rebuild Max’s mind before the system ejects him. But as they plot to sabotage Victor’s empire under the lights of the Grand Gala, na inevitable threat looms:

The experiment does not end at the finish line.

And the next target has already been marked in Barcelona.

“At the edge of the curve, the only thing holding me together is you.”
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Chapter One — The Ghost in the Rearview Mirror
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The scent of Monte Carlo was expensive.

It was a carefully calculated blend of sea breeze, high-octane fuel, and the sweet—bordering on vulgar—perfume wafting from the yachts anchored in the harbor. It smelled like old money, silent bets, and victory served in crystal flutes.

But for Max, none of those scents existed.

The only smell that pierced through his helmet, ignoring filters, technology, and distance, was the stench of burning rubber.

The smell that came before the disaster.

Inside the cockpit of the Cinexa single-seater, the world shrank down to two things:

A sliver of visibility ahead,

And the brutal roar of the V6 hybrid engine vibrating against his ribs.

The car didn’t just move—it roared.

Max felt the chassis’ vibration climb up his spine, hammering his teeth, making his heart beat out of sync. Every ripple in the Monaco asphalt was transmitted without mercy, as if the car had no suspension, only intent.

There was no comfort there.

There never was.

“Tire pressure stable. Temps are okay,” the engineer’s voice crackled over the radio, far too neutral for a circuit like this.

Max didn’t answer.

He never answered when he was like this.

Sainte-Dévote was approaching.

The first turn.

The curve that separated the living from the naive.

Max downshifted.

The jolt of deceleration threw his body forward, the seatbelt straps digging into his chest like invisible hands trying to stop him from moving. The world compressed. Air fled his lungs. Blood was forced into all the wrong places.

It was there—in that millisecond of pressure—that the trigger pulled.

In the metallic reflection of his visor, he didn’t see the blue and white barrier.

He saw orange.

The fire of Geneva.

The French Riviera sun flickered out like a broken lightbulb. The engine noise vanished, replaced by the sharp crack of exploding tempered glass and a muffled scream—a scream he had been trying to forget for five years, without success.

Heat crawled up his neck.

The sweat beneath his racing suit became thick, sticky, almost organic. The metallic tang of fear mingled with the rubber.

In the rearview mirror, he didn’t see the other drivers fighting for position.

He saw a motionless silhouette.

Victor Vance.

Standing before a locked door.

The flames rose behind him, dancing on the walls like a private performance. Victor didn’t run. He didn’t scream. He didn’t try to help.

He just watched.

“He’s not going to stop...” Max whispered to himself, his knuckles turning white inside his suede gloves.

The telemetry screamed numbers.

Survival instinct begged for the brakes.

But the guilt...

The guilt weighed more.

The guilt of surviving while others were left behind. While Mia’s brother screamed for help. While bodies became statistics. While Victor walked away unscathed, clean, intact.

On the climb toward the Casino, where any mistake cost far too much, Max did exactly what he shouldn’t.

He floored it.

The car responded with violence. The rear end broke loose, dangerously kissing the guardrail. The world tilted one degree past acceptable.

It wasn’t pole position he was looking for.

It was silence.

Only at the edge of death did the noise of conscience fade. Only there, where everything could end in one miscalculated second, did the past seem to lose its grip.

“Max, we’re seeing na abnormal spike,” Lara’s voice broke through the radio.

Clean. Technical. Strangely real.

“Your heart rate jumped forty beats in three seconds. What’s happening?”

He didn’t answer.

The question wasn’t asking for data.

It was asking for presence.

Max closed his eyes for a microsecond—long enough for it all to end, if he wanted.

The void opened up.

If he crashed now, the pain would finally stop.

“Max!” Lara’s voice rose na octave. Professional neutrality gave way to something more dangerous. “Answer me. Now.”

He opened his eyes.

The Monaco asphalt snapped back into existence. The narrow turns, the walls looming too close, the shimmer of the sea in the background. But the reflection of the fire still danced in the corner of his vision, insistent as a promise.

Victor Vance wouldn’t let him escape.

“I’m fine,” Max lied, his voice low, too controlled to be true.

There was a brief silence on the radio.

“No,” Lara replied. “You’re not.”

He imagined her face in the pit garage. Eyes too sharp. Brow slightly furrowed as she analyzed charts that weren’t supposed to tell that story.

“Your lap times are good,” she continued, “but your braking is off. You’ve come in too late on three consecutive turns.”

“I’m testing the limit,” Max said.

“No,” she repeated. “You’re crossing it.”

The engineer tried to intervene. “Lara, the data—”

“I’m looking at the data,” she cut him off, without raising her voice. “And I’m hearing what it isn’t showing.”

Max swallowed hard.

“You want me to lift?” he asked, knowing the answer.

“I want you to stay alive,” Lara said. “We’ll adjust the rest later.”

The word alive hung suspended between them.

Max gripped the steering wheel.

“Sometimes...” he began, then stopped.

“Sometimes what?” she pressed.

He didn’t answer.

He finished the lap. And another. And another. Always a bit further. Always flirting with disaster.

In the pit, Victor Vance watched the monitors with clinical interest.

“He’s fast,” he commented, like someone evaluating na investment. “Fear has always been na excellent fuel.”

Na aide nodded. “But unstable.”

Victor smiled. “Instability generates interesting data.”

On the radio, Lara returned. “Max, box this lap.”

“Negative,” he replied automatically.

“It’s not a request,” she said, firm. “It’s a technical order.”

There was a pause.

“You don’t boss me around,” Max muttered.

She took a deep breath before responding.

“No,” she agreed. “But I’m the only one here who gains nothing if you destroy yourself.”

Silence.

Max pulled into
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