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      Dear Pit Chasers,

      Maybe in Monaco, right? 

      That was the last thing I left you with in Overdrive—a promise, a possibility, a hopeful statement between two people who were never meant to crash into each other the way they did. But if there’s one thing Callum Fraser and Aurélie Dubois know how to do… it’s collide.

      Close Contact is where everything starts to unravel. It’s where the fire between them gets hotter, messier, and infinitely more dangerous, in more ways than one. Loyalty gets tested, lines are crossed, and that Monaco promise? It becomes something harder to outrun.

      This is not a love story wrapped in a bow—it’s a continuation of Callum and Aurélie falling deeper into each other, a slow burn laced with adrenaline and heartbreak, secrets and stolen moments, truths that hurt and touches that heal. It’s literally everything I adore about writing romance set against the backdrop of Formula 1.

      The Speed Demons world is all about chaos, precision, proximity, and the fact that sometimes… love is the most reckless thing you can chase.

      Buckle up. We’re not slowing down.

      Not in Monaco.

      Not now.

      Not ever.

      With all the intensity, love, and softest ache in my heart,

      Caitlyn P. Tajon
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      Speed Demons is a high-stakes, emotionally charged romance series that explores intense themes. This series contains content that may be distressing to some readers, including:

      
        
          	
        Infidelity (not between the main characters, but it impacts their world)
      

      	
        Miscarriage, pregnancy loss, and infertility
      

      	
        Difficult family dynamics (strained parental relationships, pressure, expectations)
      

      	
        Emotional and psychological manipulation (not between the main characters, but it plays a role in the story)
      

      	
        High-pressure competitive environments
      

      	
        Relationship trauma
      

      	
        Themes of isolation, anxiety, and feeling unseen
      

      	
        Moments of panic, emotional spirals, and self-doubt
      

      

      

      This is a story of resilience, love, and devotion, but please take care while reading. Your well-being matters.
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        Rivals-to-lovers (with tension so thick you’ll need a chainsaw)
      

      	
        Forced proximity (because nothing says ‘I hate you’ like breathing the same air every day)
      

      	
        High-stakes competition (but who’s really keeping score?)
      

      	
        Worship-level devotion (read: borderline obsession)
      

      	
        Praise kink (good girl/good boy energy is strong in this one)
      

      	
        Possessiveness (protectiveness, jealousy, and a need to claim)
      

      	
        Emotional & physical surrender (the kind that ruins you)
      

      	
        Forbidden desire (the kind you know you shouldn’t want, but do anyway)
      

      	
        Soft moments hidden in all the intensity (because breaking walls down is sexy too)
      

      	
        Biting (because Callum is the type to leave his mark—literally)
      

      	
        Power plays & control shifts (AKA switch behavior, because sometimes you give in, and sometimes you take what you want)
      

      	
        A magnetic push-and-pull dynamic that results in equal parts “winning” and “losing”
      

      

      

      And, of course, spice levels that will leave you overheating more than an F1 engine in the desert.
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        No third-act breakup
      

      	
        No unnecessary heartbreak
      

      	
        No “miscommunication” trope
      

      

      

      Aurélie and Callum are both stubborn, but in the best way—the kind that makes them fight harder for each other, not run away. When they clash, it only makes them stronger. Because some love stories aren’t meant to break… they’re meant to withstand everything.

      If any of these topics makes you uncomfortable or triggers you, please do not read this series.

      I encourage all readers to review the provided content warnings before diving into the duet to safeguard their mental health. It is essential to note that nothing in this book is intended to offend, but rather, it aims to explore complex themes. The content is meant for mature audiences aged 18 and above.
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        * * *

      

      CLOSE CONTACT is the second book in the Speed Demons series. It should be read after OVERDRIVE and before FLAT OUT.
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        For the ones who play with fire, who challenge the powerful, and who never back down—until they want to.

      

        

      
        … this one is for all of you.

        XO,

        Caitlyn
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      Welcome to your crash course in F1! Whether you’re a die-hard fan or just dipping your toes into the world of fast cars and even faster drama, I’ve got you covered. Believe it or not, a Formula 1 romance is exactly what got me into this sport (Revved by Samantha Towle, if you’re curious), and before I knew it, I was spiraling down a rabbit hole of terminology, strategy, and all the chaos that makes F1 elite. So if Callum and Aurélie are about to make you fall head over heels for racing, here’s a little cheat sheet to help you keep up—because trust me, once you start, there’s no going back.

      The Ultimate F1 Cheat Sheet for the Girlies Who Get It

      (Because once you start obsessing, there’s no going back.)

      
        
          	
        Apex – The inside point of a corner where the car should ideally pass for the fastest line.
      

      	
        Backfield – The lower half of the grid. Not where you want to be, but where some epic underdog moments happen.
      

      	
        Backmarker – A driver at the very back, often getting lapped by the leaders. Think of them as background characters in the main battle.
      

      	
        Balaclava – A fireproof head covering worn under the helmet. Because safety first, slay second.
      

      	
        Box, box – The team’s way of telling the driver to pit. Basically, “Come in NOW.”
      

      	
        Chicane – A quick left-right or right-left turn sequence. Think of it as an F1 zigzag.
      

      	
        Clean air – The opposite of dirty air—when a car is leading and gets perfect airflow, making it easier to drive fast.
      

      	
        Constructor’s Championship – The season-long battle between F1 teams (not just drivers). The teams want this just as badly as the drivers want their title.
      

      	
        Dirty air – The turbulent air behind a car that makes it harder for the car behind to drive smoothly. A sabotage move, unintentionally.
      

      	
        Divebomb – When a driver yeets themselves into a corner at the last second to overtake. Big risk, big reward… or big regret.
      

      	
        DNF (Did Not Finish) – When a driver doesn’t finish the race, either due to a crash, car failure, or team drama. The worst nightmare.
      

      	
        Duel – When two drivers battle for position. Can be friendly, but we prefer it when it’s full of drama and tension.
      

      	
        Drivers’ Championship – The ultimate prize. The driver with the most points at the end of the season takes the crown. Literal legend status.
      

      	
        DRS (Drag Reduction System) – A button that lets drivers open a flap in their rear wing to go faster, but only in certain areas. Basically turbo mode.
      

      	
        Engineer – The genius talking to the driver over the radio, guiding them through the race. Sometimes helpful, sometimes triggering.
      

      	
        FIA (Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile) – The F1 referees. They make the rules and (sometimes frustrating) decisions.
      

      	
        Formation lap – A slow lap before the race starts where drivers warm up their tires and mentally prepare for chaos.
      

      	
        Formula 1/F1 – The top tier of motorsport. The pinnacle of speed, drama, and world travel.
      

      	
        Formula 2/F2 – The junior series just below F1. Where future stars (like Aurélie!) prove themselves.
      

      	
        Free Practice Session – The test sessions before qualifying and the race, where teams fine-tune the car.
      

      	
        Full Wets – Tires for heavy rain. If these are on, expect madness.
      

      	
        Grand Prix – The main event! The full-length F1 race that determines the winner.
      

      	
        Grid – The starting lineup for the race. Where all the pre-race tension simmers before the chaos begins.
      

      	
        Intermediates (Inters) – Tires for light rain. A mix of grip and gamble.
      

      	
        KERS (Kinetic Energy Recovery System) – A system that stores energy from braking and reuses it for extra speed. F1’s version of an energy drink.
      

      	
        Lap traffic – Slower cars getting lapped by the leaders. Sometimes polite, sometimes a nightmare.
      

      	
        Livery – The design and colors of an F1 car. The fashion statement of the grid.
      

      	
        Lights out and away we go! – The iconic phrase the commentators yell when the race begins. Chills every time.
      

      	
        Lock up – When a driver brakes too hard and the tires stop rotating, causing a slidey situation.
      

      	
        Midfield – The middle of the pack in a race. Not leading, not last, but fighting hard for points.
      

      	
        Motorhome – The team’s luxury portable HQ where drivers eat, relax, and throw shade before and after races.
      

      	
        Out lap – The first lap a driver does after leaving the pits, before setting a flying lap. Basically a warm-up lap.
      

      	
        Overcut – Staying out longer and hoping the fresher tires pay off later. A gamble, but sometimes genius.
      

      	
        Oversteer – When the car turns too much, making it spin or slide.
      

      	
        Overtake – When a driver passes another on track. Bonus points if it’s dramatic and aggressive.
      

      	
        Pace – How fast a car can go. Saying a driver has “good pace” means they’re flying.
      

      	
        Paddock – The VIP area where teams, media, and hot drivers hang out. The heart of the F1 world.
      

      	
        Parc Fermé – The area where cars go after qualifying/race finishes. No one can touch them (except FIA officials) to make sure no funny business happened.
      

      	
        Penalty – A punishment for breaking rules. Can be time penalties, grid penalties, or drive-through penalties.
      

      	
        Pit lane – The lane next to the track where cars stop for tire changes, adjustments, and strategy calls.
      

      	
        Pit stop – When a driver dives into the pit lane for a tire change, a wing adjustment, or a strategy tweak. Blink and you’ll miss it—it’s that fast.
      

      	
        Pit wall – The area where the team sits and monitors everything during the race. Think mission control, but for speed demons.
      

      	
        Pole position – P1, baby! The driver who qualifies fastest starts at the very front of the grid.
      

      	
        Post-race cooldown room – Where the top three drivers sit, sweat, and talk shit before the podium.
      

      	
        Protest – When a team complains to the FIA about another team’s rule-breaking. It’s petty, it’s political, and we LIVE for it.
      

      	
        Push – When the team tells the driver to give it everything and go full speed. No holding back.
      

      	
        Qualifying – Where drivers compete for their starting position on the grid. The fastest lap gets pole!
      

      	
        Race Day – The moment. The drama. The speed. Sunday’s the day we live for.
      

      	
        Radio message – The conversations between drivers and their teams during the race. Some iconic, some unhinged, all entertaining.
      

      	
        Safety Car – A physical car that leads the pack when there’s an accident or dangerous conditions.
      

      	
        Slipstream – The aerodynamic boost a driver gets by tucking in behind another car.
      

      	
        Sprint Race – A shorter race before the Grand Prix that offers extra points and sets part of the grid. F1’s version of a teaser trailer.
      

      	
        Spray the champagne – A tradition where drivers pop their champagne and absolutely drench each other. A moment of pure unhinged joy.
      

      	
        Stop-go penalty – The worst penalty. Driver has to come into the pits, stop for 10 seconds, then go again. It’s giving pain and suffering.
      

      	
        Switchback – The art of the perfect comeback in racing. When a driver fakes an overtake on the outside of a corner, forcing their opponent to defend, only to cut back to the inside and slingshot past them. It’s smooth, it’s ruthless, and it’s Callum Fraser’s signature move—until Aurélie masters it herself.
      

      	
        Team orders – When the team tells a driver to let their teammate pass or to not fight them. Cue major side-eye from fans and drivers alike.
      

      	
        Telemetry – The car’s data system that tracks everything—speed, tire wear, fuel levels, even how much a driver is braking.
      

      	
        Tifosi – The passionate (and sometimes chaotic) Ferrari fans.
      

      	
        Track limits – The invisible boundary drivers love to push. Go too far, and the FIA says “nah, that lap doesn’t count.”
      

      	
        Tyre/tire degradation – How quickly tires wear down during a race. Managing tire wear is an art.
      

      	
        Undercut – Pitting before a competitor to get fresh tires and gain an advantage. Like playing chess at 200 mph.
      

      	
        Undertake – Overtaking on the inside of a turn instead of the outside.
      

      	
        Virtual Safety Car (VSC) – Slows all cars to the same speed without a real car on track.
      

      	
        Wet race – When it rains and chaos takes over.
      

      

      

      Now you’re ready to watch, scream, and fangirl over F1 like a pro. And if you suddenly start referring to random things in life as midfield or lights out and away we go, just know—you’re officially one of us.
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        AURÉLIE: OH-RAY-LEE

        Unless you’re Callum, then the second syllable is clipped short to sound like Oh-Rellie.

      

        

      
        ÉTIENNE: EH-TEE-EN

      

        

      
        DUBOIS: DUE-BWAH

      

        

      
        MARCO BIANCHI: BEE-ON-KEY

      

        

      
        IMOLA: IH-MOLE-UH
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      The hallway stretched endlessly ahead of me as I walked away from his door. Callum’s shirt was soft against my skin, the faint scent of him clinging to the fabric—a cruel reminder of what I was leaving behind.

      My pulse still pounded from Marco catching us. Callum’s words echoed louder than I wanted to admit. The way he’d touched me, looked at me like I was more than just a body… and then I’d pushed him away.

      God, I was a mess.

      When I reached my door, I fumbled in my pocket, only to come up empty. Panic flared briefly before I remembered that I’d handed my key card to the bartender last night to charge the drinks. Of course. I groaned, dropping my head back. Fine. Just a quick trip downstairs, and then I’d be in the solitude I so desperately needed. I turned on my heel and headed for the bar, trying to tuck Callum’s shirt into my denim skirt to make it look less conspicuous.

      The bar was completely empty—it wasn’t even seven in the morning—except for a bartender washing glasses.

      “Hi,” I greeted. “I think I left my key card here last night.” He gave me a knowing look, but could I blame him? Had I spent the night in my room, then clearly I wouldn’t be here right now.

      The bartender set the glasses down and walked over to the register, then held up a card to swipe it. “Room 1902?”

      I cleared my throat. “Yep, that’s me.”

      “Do you have your ID on you?”

      “Oh, yes, of course.” I scrambled to dig my ID out and handed it over. After a moment, he returned both my ID and room card back. I thanked him and scurried back to the elevators. The two minutes I’d spent down here felt too long when I just needed to be alone.

      Back in my room, I packed with mechanical efficiency, shoving clothes into my suitcase without much thought. My mind was too busy cataloging everything I needed to compartmentalize: Luminis, the growing media storm, Callum. Especially him. I zipped the suitcase shut with a sharp finality. There was no time to dwell. The only way out was through.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once I’d checked into my hotel in Monaco after nearly eight hours of travel, I couldn’t get to the gym fast enough.

      I was still insanely sore from Callum, but exercising when sore was the best remedy.

      The gym was nearly empty when I arrived, the air sterile and humming faintly with the sound of fluorescent lights and elliptical machines. I skipped my usual stretches, stepping onto the treadmill and jamming the buttons with more force than necessary until the belt started moving. I needed to run, to move, to escape from Callum and the way he consumed me from the inside out.

      Skipping stretching would prove to be a mistake, but today was not about finesse; it was about outrunning demons. The rhythmic pounding of my sneakers against the belt quickly drowned out the world around me. My legs burned as I pushed the speed higher, my lungs straining with every breath. 

      I tried to exorcise the ache Callum left behind, but I could still feel the way he kissed me as if it meant something—and it did mean something. I knew that.

      No matter how fast I ran, I couldn’t outrun the voices. My ex’s mocking tone echoed in my ears, his words slicing through my resolve. You’ll never make it without me.

      I pushed harder, sweat dripping down my temples. My parents’ faint praise for me, always overshadowed by Étienne’s accomplishments, played on a loop in my head. They love me more now, I thought bitterly. Because I’m useful. I’ve stepped into his spotlight.

      All the praise he effortlessly garnered while I fought for every scrap of recognition, and yet I was expected to always be the supportive sister.

      Pain shot through my legs, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. I needed to get away. I didn’t want to be me anymore. I didn’t want to exist in the spotlight, let alone in the shadows of my brother’s accomplishments. I didn’t know my place anymore.

      Push through, I thought, cranking up the speed until my breath came in ragged gasps and my legs burned with the exertion. Yet no matter how fast I ran, the voices clawed at me, echoing hollow affirmations meant for him, never for me. Sweat drenched my skin, but it felt like failure seeping out of my pores, and still, it wasn’t enough. It was never enough.

      My lungs screamed, my vision blurred, and finally, my body gave out, sending me stumbling against the console. A gym staff member rushed over, concern etched on his face.

      “I’m fine,” I rasped, brushing him off as I grabbed a towel. “Ça va, ça va.” My chest heaved, my thoughts still spiraling. I can’t break now. Failure isn’t an option.
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      By the time Marco and I boarded the jet for Monaco, my head was replaying the morning in fragments. Her lips, her panic, that final kiss that had felt like a door slamming shut and still somehow left it cracked open. The bittersweet “Peut-être à Monaco” and explanation of au revoir over text, the feel of her body molded to mine.

      Marco lounged across from me, unusually quiet. I stared out the window until the clouds broke over the Riviera, my stomach coiling tighter with every mile closer to reality.

      “So what’s the plan?” Marco asked eventually, voice casual.

      I didn’t look at him. “It’s not about a plan. It’s about giving her what she needs.”

      He scoffed. “And what’s that? Because if it’s space, you might as well cancel your season. The girl’s got walls higher than Spa’s runoff.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      Fuck, did I know. I knew she was scared. She didn’t trust herself to be wanted without being used. I knew the last man made her feel small. And I knew exactly how she tasted when she forgot all of that.

      The memory hit me hard—her thighs clenching around my head, her nails carving into my back, her voice breaking in my ear when I made her come for the first time with just my mouth. That whisper of “Là… juste là,” as if she didn’t even realize she’d said it aloud.

      My cock stirred just remembering it. I shifted in my seat. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it since. It wasn’t just the way she came; it was the way she looked at me after, as if she didn’t know whether to believe the things I’d said, as if it physically hurt to let someone care for her.

      She’d kissed me with desperation, but her body had clung to me like it knew I wasn’t a threat and it didn’t want to let go. And when we were tangled in the sheets afterward, I’d traced the freckles on her shoulder like they were constellations. Maybe if I memorized enough of them, I’d understand the map to her heart.

      I couldn’t stop seeing them now.

      I’d spent years chasing wins and women who blurred together. But her? She wasn’t blurred. She was burned into me.

      When we landed, the weight of the week ahead settled on me like ballast. Monaco was beautiful but brutal. The press was already circling like vultures, and the second we stepped off the plane, the flashes started.

      “Heads up,” Marco muttered beside me, holding up his phone. “They’ve already clocked her leaving your hotel room.”

      He turned the screen toward me. 

      

      
        
        FRASER AND DUBOIS: MORE THAN RIVALS?

      

      

      

      The post had a pap shot of Aurélie in the hotel lobby. In my shirt.

      A twinge of guilt shot through me. “That’s exactly what she didn’t need.”

      “Could be worse,” Marco said. “They could’ve caught you in the bar. Or⁠—”

      I cut him a look, but the corner of my mouth twitched. Because yeah. It had been that good.

      We ducked into the waiting car, and just as the door shut, my phone buzzed with a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Aurélie

      

      
        Landed safe. Thanks for earlier… for everything.

      

      

      

      

      

      No fluff, no emoji, no overthinking. Just her reaching out. I exhaled through my nose, letting the tension bleed out just enough to text back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Anytime. See you on the track, Dubois. [image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      

      I meant it.

      Let the press speculate. Let the team talk. Let the whole season go up in flames around me. I’d still be right here. Fighting for her, because somewhere between that first pre-season testing session and last night, Aurélie Dubois had become the only finish line I gave a fuck about crossing.

      And I wasn’t walking away.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Monte Carlo, Monaco]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Auri]
        

      

      The Luminis conference room may as well have been a battlefield, though the weapons here were words and glances rather than bullets. The team bosses and PR reps sat across from me, their laptops open to frozen TikTok frames. Their faces were masks of professionalism, but the judgment in their eyes was unmistakable.

      “We need to address this,” one of the PR reps began, her tone clipped. She turned her laptop around, and the video began to play.

      The montage was brutal.

      Clips of me in the lobby the morning after the race in Italy, disheveled and wearing Callum’s shirt, played first. The logo on the corner of the fabric was unmistakable, a damning detail I’d overlooked but tied us together in the public eye. Then came shots of Callum celebrating his win, the same logo visible as he hugged his team. The edits grew more invasive, cutting to workout clips my PR team had posted. A slow-motion shot of me arching backward in a pilates move faded into a grainy video of Callum kissing a nameless blonde woman—which gutted me. The narrative was clear: we were a real-life enemies to lovers trope.

      I clenched my fists under the table, my nails biting into my palms.

      “This kind of attention isn’t good for the team,” one of the bosses said, his voice measured but firm. “It’s a distraction. It was supposed to be a rivalry. Not… whatever the hell this has turned into. We need answers, Aurélie.”

      My pulse thundered in my ears, but I forced my voice to remain steady. “The fans’ imaginations are running wild. None of this violates my contract, and my personal life is just that—personal.”

      “Perception matters,” another boss interjected. “Especially when your seat is already… under review.”

      The words hit like a freight train. “Under review?” I repeated, my voice sharpening. “I’ve only DNF’d one race, and I’ve placed in the points every other race. We’re already two places higher in the Constructor’s than last year.”

      The silence that followed was deafening. No one met my eyes. My stomach churned as the realization sank in: they really were considering replacing me.

      “I’ll handle the media,” I said finally, my tone clipped. “I’ll put the rumors to rest on Media Day.”

      The meeting ended, but the tension lingered, a suffocating weight pressing down on me as I left the room.

      I locked myself in my hospitality suite in the garages, plopping onto the small couch to give myself a moment to breathe. Then I opened social media to watch the videos in private, trying to garner a semblance of how to move forward.

      I’d been right. My seat was in question and not guaranteed. And if I wanted to stay in F1 next year, I had to find a way to salvage this.

      Every clip in this newest wave of fan edits, every insinuation, was a blow to my professionalism, to the reputation I’d built with blood, sweat, and tears far removed from the bedroom.

      A string of French curses flew from my mouth. I had been so fucking careful! I kept it private, ended it after one night, and this is what I fucking got in return?

      I didn’t cry. I wouldn’t give them that, but my fingers shook as I tossed the tablet across the couch. For one night, I let myself need something—someone. And the universe punished me for it.

      Well, fuck that. I wouldn’t need anything or anyone again.

      I curled into a ball, wincing when my legs protested the movement. My body still ached from the treadmill incident yesterday, the ghost of that collapse lingering in my limbs like an aftershock. My knees throbbed. My ribs felt tight every time I took a deep breath. I’d pushed myself too hard, again, and not just on the track or in the gym. I’d been pushing myself for months—years, even. Pretending I didn’t want things, that I didn’t need anyone.

      Now my heart was splintered in ways I didn’t know how to stitch back together.

      Callum had been a balm I didn’t ask for, a fire I didn’t expect to find comfort in. His hands, his mouth, the way he’d looked at me as if I was the only thing in the world worth fighting for. I hated how much I wanted that to be true, how much I still wanted to run back to him.

      But intimacy didn’t keep you safe. It kept you vulnerable and unraveled.

      I wasn’t here to be unraveled.

      I pressed the heels of my palms into my eyes until the pressure hurt, then dragged in a shaky breath. No more weakness. No more yearning. No more letting my body override my brain.

      The team could paint me as the villain. They could twist the narrative all they wanted. I’d give them a show.

      I wasn’t Callum’s. I wasn’t anyone’s.

      Let them find their perfect puppet. I’d give them a season to remember—and then I’d vanish so fast, they’d feel the whiplash.
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      The Monégasque sun bounced off the chrome and marble of the city, turning every surface into a mirror and every breath into a warm gust of decadence.

      It wasn’t race day—not yet, but Monaco didn’t need a green flag to show off. Today was the fan experience day—a sponsor event with cameras, chaos, and exclusive access. The kind of thing only Monaco could make feel like the Met Gala.

      We were parading through Monte Carlo on an open-air flatbed truck—basically a float without all the ridiculous decorations—all dressed in our livery kits for the week. It was a PR stunt disguised as a celebration. And everyone was watching.

      It should’ve been a rush. Monaco always was. The scene here was always an addicting combination of new and old money. And if you had enough of it, you blended right in, no matter how humble your beginnings. It always made me feel like I’d made it, that I’d earned my place in this world, that all my parents’ sacrifices weren’t for nought.

      It was technically my home race—only because I lived here, not because I was born here. There was no Scottish Grand Prix, no nostalgic return to the Highlands, no waving my country’s flag like some kind of hometown hero. Vanguard’s headquarters weren’t even in a country on the F1 calendar, tucked in the mountains outside Salzburg, so this was as close to home turf as I’d get. 

      And somehow, Aurélie had always been close. France and Monaco weren’t even separated by a proper border. We’d probably spent the past few years living within a couple hours of each other—same climate, same streets, same skyline—never realizing we were destined to collide.

      But instead of soaking it in, I was looking for her, as always.

      Two days. That’s how long it had been since I’d watched her walk out of my hotel room in Imola, leaving behind a silence that’s still fucking echoing.

      She was near the front of the truck, caught between the two Red Bull drivers who looked entirely too smug for their own good. Her Luminis polo was light blue instead of navy this week—part of their Monaco limited edition kit—and tucked into a pair of khaki shorts that did absolutely nothing to help my self-control. Her name was stitched across the chest in pale gold, delicate and loud all at once. She looked like a sun-drenched weapon.

      I, on the other hand, was in Vanguard’s inverted colors—red over black instead of the usual black over red. It was the same kit I’d worn for the Vogue shoot last year, and if they were trying to make me look like a villain, well… they fucking nailed it. 

      I couldn’t take my eyes off Aurélie. Her hair was clipped up off her neck, cascading like a blonde waterfall and exposing the soft curve of her spine. She looked tan, tense, and somehow… like the world’s most irritated tour guide.

      And I ached. I didn’t know how I could miss a person so much when she was technically right there, but I felt it like a pulled muscle you couldn’t stop testing. I especially didn’t know how I could miss her when she wasn’t mine in all the ways I wanted her to be.

      I made my way over before I could think better of it, cameras be damned. The closer I got, the goofier the smile threatening my mouth. She hadn’t noticed me yet, but that was about to change.

      I lifted my hand, leaned in, and let my fingers lightly skim the small of her back—just enough to tease, but not enough to get caught on camera. There were at least three lenses pointed in our direction, but I didn’t care.

      “Your tattoo’s showing.”

      She jumped as if I’d set her spine on fire, whirling on me and smacking my arm hard enough to make the Red Bull drivers next to us blink. “You dick,” she hissed. “Don’t say that out loud!” The sun caught all the green hues in her hazel eyes as she turned to adjust her shirt.

      I grinned. “Relax. Your shorts are covering it. Mostly.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “My parents could be watching this broadcast. I swear to God, Fraser, if they ever find out I have a tattoo there because of you⁠—”

      “I’ll write them a formal apology,” I said, still grinning like an idiot. “Dear Monsieur and Madame Dubois, sorry your daughter has immaculate taste in ink placement.” She rolled her eyes, but her cheeks flushed, and fuck if that didn’t undo me a little.

      I leaned in and lowered my voice just enough for her alone. “Also, sorry she’s a little slut.”

      Her gasp was instant. She whipped her head toward me, scandalized, and God, I lived for that fire in her eyes. “Callum!”

      I winked. “You said it first, remember?”

      She was full-on blushing now—furious and flustered and stunning—and it took every ounce of self-control not to drag her into my lap right there on the back of the truck. Yeah, this was entirely too dangerous to do in public. We were only inches apart now, the hum of the crowd loud and close. She turned toward the screaming fans and started waving, slipping back into PR mode like a pro.

      Her next words were quiet, just for me. “Thought we agreed to keep our distance.”

      I stepped in just enough that my shoulder brushed hers. “We also agreed to lie to ourselves and call it just one night. That didn’t stick either.”

      She didn’t look at me, but the corner of her mouth twitched. I watched her wave again, all graceful, professional, and untouchable, but I saw the tightness in her jaw and the defeat in her shoulders.

      I fucking hated it.

      “You look like you were made in heaven,” I murmured, letting the words drip like honey. “Fait au paradis.”

      She stilled, her breath catching so subtly I might’ve missed it if I hadn’t been waiting for it. Then she tilted her head slightly, eyes still on the crowd, and whispered, “You’re not supposed to know what it means.”

      I smiled and finally looked at the crowd. “I do. Almost fluent, remember?”

      A full beat of silence passed before she said, soft and dangerous, “You really are a menace.”

      I chuckled darkly, resting my hands on the railing, feeling the cool metal bite my palms. “You haven’t even seen the worst of it.” As the driver’s parade rounded the harbor and the crowd roared louder, I waved like I was doing my job, but all I could think about was her.

      And the fact that fait au paradis wasn’t just a tattoo anymore. It was a fucking declaration.

      “But a menace who knows where to find the best pistachio lattes in Monte Carlo. It’s a seasonal flavor.”

      She uncrossed her arms slowly, eyes narrowing like she wasn’t sure whether to be suspicious or amused. The wind whipped some of her long wayward strands, and they brushed the exposed skin of my biceps. I remembered the feeling of her hair dragging across my thighs when she rode me.

      Fucking hell, Fraser. 

      I swore sometimes I was a goddamn masochist. Why the fuck would I think about that right now?

      “That’s random,” Aurélie said, and a small smile fought its way across her face. It was radiant, and my heart pounded. What was it about this woman that had me in a chokehold?

      “Is it?” I tilted my head. “Thought you might want to go get some tomorrow. Post-Media Day treat.”

      “What, so you can interrogate me about my tattoos and destroy my last shred of privacy?”

      “No,” I said, quieter now. “So I can see you smile like you did before we woke up on Monday.”

      She rolled her lips together, hesitating as she leaned her forearms against the railing. “I only seem to smile like that when you’re involved.” Her expression shifted and her shoulders dipped slightly, lips parting, as if she hadn’t meant to confess that. I didn’t want her to retreat into herself.

      “Auri—“

      “You messaged me once,” she said, her voice softer than I’d ever heard it. “After Shanghai. You sent a message about pistachio croissants and said you saw them and thought of me.”

      I blinked. That wasn’t flirting. That had been… instinct. Desire, want, longing—I didn’t know how to name it back then.

      “That’s the café I want to take you to,” I murmured.

      She looked down at her hands. “That message meant more than you probably realized.” Her voice cracked, barely above the noise of the crowd, but it hit me like a gut punch. There was a beat of silence before she added, “It was my birthday.”

      The air went still.

      Fuck.

      “I didn’t know,” I said, guilt coiling instantly in my gut. But I should’ve known, right? There should have been posts, acknowledgements… anything.

      She gave the tiniest shrug. “No one did. Or they did and didn’t care.” She forced a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Étienne and I share a birthday, obviously—the tenth of April. Guess who got the birthday wishes and all the attention? I didn’t get a single birthday wish from the team, barely any acknowledgement from my family.” She shook her head.

      My throat constricted. I wanted to reach out and pull her into my arms, but we were out in the open, and thousands of fans were waving and screaming at us. We both took a moment to wave and offer fake smiles. Then she sighed and turned to me, leaning her hip on the railing. I shifted to face her, crossing my arms over my chest. Her eyes dipped to my arms, and she bit her lip.

      I glanced down, trying to see what she was distracted by, but I came up empty. When I looked at her face again, I groaned. “Jesus, Auri, you cannot look at me like that in public.” It was a mumble, for her ears only. 

      She sucked in a breath and snapped her eyes to mine. And suddenly all I could think about was her entire body glowing that post-orgasm color.

      “I wasn’t—I didn’t mean—mon Dieu,” she stuttered. “You’ve just got those… forearm ropes.”

      I blinked. “Forearm ropes?”

      She winced. “No, wait. That’s not right. That’s not the word.”

      “Oh, it’s exactly the word now.”

      Her face went red and she did this adorable little stomp that totally went with the whole pissed-off tourist look she had going on. It also made Marco and Kimi look over at us from their spot on the other side of the truck. They grinned like the idiots they were. I wanted to flip them off but wasn’t in the mood to deal with a fine from the FIA over it.

      Because this was a serious sport and should be treated as such. Their words, not mine, because here I was, lusting after this five-foot-three woman of a driver and thinking about how good she looked when she came screaming my name.

      “Merde. No. I meant veins. Veins! I don’t know why I said ropes. That sounds... pirate-y.”

      A laugh burst out of me. “You called my veins pirate ropes. You’re flustered.”

      “I panicked!”

      “You always panic when you’re flustered,” I said, taking a tiny step closer.

      “I do not,” she seethed, turning away from me.

      “You do. It’s adorable. And you only fuck up English when you’re flustered, which, evidently, only happens when I’m around.”

      Aurélie huffed. “I’m going to push you off this truck.”

      “Try, love. I’ll drag you down with me.”

      “I spent the night in my flat in Paris,” she continued, eyes locked on the water as the truck rolled along the marina. “No calls, no gifts, no flowers. I bought myself a cupcake and ate half of it by myself after…” She paused and sniffled. “After singing to myself. And then your text popped up, talking about pistachio croissants, and for a second…” She swallowed hard. “For a second, I didn’t feel invisible.”

      I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until she looked up at me again, her eyes glassy but steady. I don’t think I’d ever hurt for someone else as much as I had at this moment.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, voice low and sincere. “For all of it. You deserved better. That day. Every day.”

      “You didn’t even know,” she whispered.

      “I should have, but I only went on Instagram that day to message you. If I’d taken a second to scroll… I would have known.”

      Her lips parted slightly, like she didn’t know what to do with that.

      My hand was still brushing hers. I could’ve taken it, held it. God, I wanted to, but we were on a fucking F1 sponsor float surrounded by half the sport, all the drivers on the grid, and every brand rep with a lens, so I didn’t.

      Instead, I said, “Next time your birthday comes around, we’ll celebrate properly. Pistachios and all.”

      She huffed a soft laugh, but it cracked in the middle. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      “You better.”

      Just like that, I was fucking ruined again, because she wasn’t invisible to me. She never had been, and I’d never let her feel that way again, even if I had to smile through every fake PR stunt Monaco could throw at us.
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      I didn’t mean to get so vulnerable, but Callum has a way of bringing that side out. It was a nice change—but not exactly the right setting for it, and definitely not the right time. We were halfway up the hill overlooking the harbor, the Monte Carlo sun bouncing off every polished surface. My phone buzzed every few minutes with updates from the team, the back of my neck damp with sweat and tension. I was still grappling with the meeting I’d just gotten out of with the officials, and flirting with this man—this beautiful, smug, maddening man—was the last thing I should be doing.

      But… he’d started it. And I’d never been great at following the rules, anyway.

      “So, what’s with the outfit?” he asked me suddenly, eyes sweeping over me. In the Monaco daylight, they matched the color of the sky—so damn beautiful and captivating. It wasn’t fair for him to look this way.

      I glanced down at my outfit. I was in my baby blue special team kit, khaki shorts, and white sneakers. It was simple and work appropriate for the event today, and I wanted to be comfortable. “What’s wrong with it? Do I… do I not look okay?” 

      Oh, God. If a man was pointing out my clothing choices, I was royally fucked and had lost all sense of fashion. I didn’t deserve to be in the public eye like this.

      “You look like a tour guide.”

      Of all the things he could’ve said, that was what he went with?

      I blinked at him, then down at myself again. Now all I could see was an off-duty museum intern giving free tours of disappointment. Go figure. That seemed to be the story of my life. And now I was filled with a near crippling sense of insecurity.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, trying to sound casual, but something about the way his eyes dragged over me made my skin burn. And not from sexual tension, but from embarrassment.

      He tilted his head like he didn’t mean to offend me, as if the words had tumbled out of his stupidly pretty mouth before his brain caught up. “Just… you’re usually in jeans or a skirt. This is a different look. Like you’re about to offer a walking tour of Monte Carlo.”

      I stared at him. How had this man earned a reputation of being a playboy? Oh, right, he was so attractive, he probably barely had to utter a word before women were spreading their legs for him. The thought made me scowl, because I knew just how smooth-talking and filthy his mouth could be, and that was what he decided to compliment me with? Scratch that, this wasn’t a compliment. This was a joke. It had to be.

      “Sorry I didn’t show up in thigh-highs and a come-fuck-me smile. Next time I’ll bring the heels and a laminated map in case it rains.”

      Callum’s eyes widened just a fraction, as if he realized he’d fucked up and wasn’t sure if I was about to eviscerate him or laugh. Which, fair, because yeah, that pissed me off. I was happy to see him, but not if he was going to insult me.

      Before he could decide how to respond, Kimi appeared at my side like an agent of chaos summoned at the perfect time. “You two look like you’re having a good time,” he announced, slinging an arm across my shoulders and leaning dramatically on me. “Didn’t realize Vanguard and Luminis were doing a merger.”

      Marco joined from the other side, grinning like the cheeky asshole he was. “They’re both too pretty. It’s a distraction. The FIA is going to fine us all for hazardous levels of sexual chemistry.”

      “No sexual chemistry here,” I quipped flippantly.

      Callum’s gaze slowly tracked Kimi’s arm, and I saw the flicker of something in his eyes. Not anger, and not jealousy, exactly. Just... something sharp and possessive that made my stomach flip.

      “Right.” Marco snickered. “And the sky isn’t blue.”

      I rolled my eyes and shoved Kimi off me with a laugh. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

      “Nope. Not with us all being stuck on this float,” Kimi said, tousling my hair like a little sister. I swatted at his hand.

      “Don’t touch. My hair takes me forever to do.”

      Kimi scoffed. “Such a girl.”

      I caught Callum watching the interaction with a weird expression—part amusement, part storm brewing behind his eyes. An idea popped in my head, and I decided to be a little diabolical.

      Grinning at my teammate, I made a whole show of checking Kimi out in his matching team kit. He had filled out since we were teenagers, and he was attractive, but we’d always been like siblings. We practically grew up together. “This color looks good on you. It really brings out your eyes.”

      “You’re such a flirt, Dubois,” he teased, winking at me and running a hand through his hair.

      I tilted my head. “Maybe. And for the record, I’m not a girl, Kimi. I’m a woman now. Don’t act like you haven’t noticed.” I batted my eyelashes at him, and Kimi’s light brown eyes widened. “C’est dommage que tu ne sois pas mon type… sinon, je t’aurais déjà embrassé.”

      It’s a shame you’re not my type… otherwise I’d have kissed you already.

      Callum choked. Like, actually choked. I looked over just in time to see him doubled over and coughing, and Marco rubbed his back sympathetically.

      “So romantic, Dubois. And here I thought the French were passionate people.” Kimi gave me a knowing look.

      I shoved at his chest. “We are. We practically invented the term. Fuck off if you disagree.” Kimi smirked and folded his arms across his chest.

      “You good, mate?” Marco asked, chuckling, and I smiled like a fucking maniac. He deserved it.

      “He’s fine,” I said quickly before Callum could recover. He is on my shit list currently. My voice came out syrupy sweet, dipped in mischief and just a little venom. “Maybe a bit… overwhelmed that I know how to flirt. You know, since I apparently dress like a tour guide.”

      Marco gasped and took his hand off his friend’s back, looking offended on my behalf. “Tell me you didn’t say that to her.”

      I crossed my arms. “He did. It’s a wonder he’s ever gotten laid at all, the way he talks to women.”

      Callum blanched, looking as though he’d just been run over by the entire float, while Kimi and Marco cackled.

      “Fucking hell,” Marco wheezed. “You’re ruthless.”

      “She’s feistier than usual today. Is that because of Fraser?”

      “No,” I snapped, because I didn’t want them to think my mood was all because of Callum. It wasn’t, but no one needed to know about all the pressures I was facing. “It’s Monaco. Brings out the drama in everyone.”

      Callum opened his mouth to speak, but then the crowd roared, sweeping us into another round of waves as cameras flashed like fireworks. Somehow, through all of it, I felt him next to me—his silence, his heat, his stare.

      God help me, I wasn’t ready to be near him, but I didn’t really want to be anywhere else.

      We were sandwiched between Kimi and Marco, leaning against the railing, and our hands touched.

      “Auri, I didn’t mean what I said⁠—”

      “Ça va bien, Fraser. All good,” I interrupted, not in the mood for half-baked apologies today. I didn’t look at him as I said, “Guess it’s true what you said. Ladies should always finish first, but if you keep opening your mouth like that, you’ll be lucky if you get to finish at all.”

      Then I turned and walked to the other side of the float, needing the fucking space I asked for to begin with so I could put all these stupid goddamn rumors to rest.
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      Media Day in Monaco was all glitz and ego. Luxury yachts bobbed behind barricades while designer sunglasses glinted beneath the sun. Drivers mingled with celebrities, cameras flashed, and every smile looked expensive. Even the air smelled like a rich peoples’ playground.

      And yet, all I could think about was damage control.

      As I navigated through the crowd, I spotted Kimi and sidled up next to him, plastering on a polite expression.

      “Smile for the camera, love,” a reporter chirped, snapping photos as she passed.

      “Charming,” I muttered under my breath. Love doesn’t sound the same when it wasn’t coming from Callum.

      Kimi chuckled. “Dubois, you disappeared on the float yesterday. You good?”

      “Mmhmm,” I said, distracted, eyes scanning for the biggest reporter pack. The heat didn’t help my rising irritability. My skin already felt too tight.

      “Good. Hey, I wanted to ask about—” he started, but a voice snagged his attention. He shot me an apologetic look and turned away.

      I moved on, threading through bodies and finally making it to the press pen. It reeked of perfume, sweat, and desperation—as though all of Monaco had crammed itself into this one glittering square of hell.

      “Here comes trouble,” a teasing voice called out. I turned and found Callum leaning against a wall, Marco beside him. That same stupidly attractive smirk was on his face, and I couldn’t stop myself from picturing him between my thighs, even though I was still annoyed by his tour guide comment yesterday.

      I made sure to wear a flattering pair of jeans today but still wore my sneakers. He could fuck off if he expected that every time he saw me.

      “Did you come up with that all on your own?” I retorted, trying for nonchalant, but it came out brittle. My mind was elsewhere, torn between the rumors about my seat and the email from a top team requesting a meeting. It should’ve been a beacon of hope, but instead, it felt like a lifeline slipping through my fingers if I didn’t address the media soon.

      “Still mad at me for yesterday?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t know. Still think I look like a fucking tour guide?” Yeah, that was pure venom in my voice, and I did not care.

      He tilted his head, lips twitching with amusement. A lock of hair fell forward, and my eyes latched onto it as if it could save me from the media shitstorm I was about to endure. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Dubois. Rough night?” His voice was too smooth. It didn’t belong in the sea of voices surrounding us.

      I forced a tight smile, my mind racing with a hundred thoughts at once. “Just preoccupied, Fraser. You know how it is.” It seemed so much nicer to slip away to a private corner with him and let him work the tension out of me. And then I was reminded that I was still walking with a limp from the strain I’d put on my body this week and thought better of it.

      “Ah, yes, the crushing weight of brilliance. Must be hard.” His tone was laced with sarcasm, but there was an underlying edge to it that made my pulse quicken.

      “At least I don’t go looking for it like you seem to do so effortlessly,” I fired back, unable to resist the urge to engage in our usual banter despite my muddled brain.

      Marco gave a low whistle. “Now, now, children. Save it for the track.”

      I was about to make a witty remark back to the two of them when I saw him in the crowd.

      My ex.

      Bile rose in my throat and sweat immediately broke out on the back of my neck and upper lip. I swiped a trembling hand across my face, forgetting about the makeup I’d put on, trying to erase the physical reaction.

      His familiar smile cut through the crowd. He was here, watching. Why? My chest squeezed as panic surged, my thoughts spiraling. Is he here to find a replacement for me? To plant seeds of doubt in Luminis? Mon Dieu, I couldn’t breathe. I could barely see. I became hyper-focused on him—the man who I’d gotten over romantically, but the pain of his words stayed with me every day.

      He was here. He wasn’t supposed to be here. F2 didn’t race here this weekend. Why was he here?

      “Dubois?” Callum stepped closer to me, breaking my line of sight. He briefly glanced over his shoulder where I was looking and frowned. “What’s wrong? You actually do look like you’ve seen a ghost. Are you okay?”

      “Yep. All good here.” I ducked my head around him, trying to catch another glimpse.

      Sure enough, he was still there, his light brown hair streaked with gray, his facial hair gruff. I could see the depths of his black eyes from here, the same look in them that used to make me shrink without him even speaking.

      No. He doesn’t have power over me anymore.

      Something warm and firm was in my hand now. I swallowed, trying to force the panic down. I couldn’t do this, not here. Not with all these people around. I glanced down, realizing I was clutching Callum’s forearm hard enough that my knuckles were white. I wrenched my hand away like he’d burned me.

      “Seriously, Dubois, what’s going on? Talk to me.” Callum’s voice felt foreign, my brain splintering as it tried to process that both he and my ex were here. Sweat dripped down my spine, and my heart hammered in my chest. Fuck, I might throw up.

      “He’s right, Dubois. You okay?” Marco asked, also stepping closer.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Please go away. Please. When I opened them again, my ex was walking toward me, all confident and smug with a team principal flanking him.

      Merde.

      I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t remember why I was even standing here.

      “Dubois—” Callum’s voice was gentle, but it didn’t help. Rational thought flew out the window when my ex fixated his predatory gaze on me, and I was sent right back into the toxicity of our relationship. 

      “You’re mad,” he said, disgust dripping from his voice. “You think anyone would actually take this seriously? You’re a joke, Aurélie. A pretty face in a fast car. That’s it.”

      The old poison was fresh again, winding through me. He was a narcissist, and his gaslighting had fucked me up in the head. I wanted to get back at him. I wanted to show him he couldn’t control me anymore, that I’d moved on.

      Without thinking twice, I turned to Callum. “Kiss me.”

      His eyes widened in shock, the sun catching all the shades of pale blue. “What?”

      “Kiss me,” I repeated, my voice wavering. “Please.”

      His voice dropped, sharp with alarm. “Aurélie, there are cameras. You can’t be serious.”

      I flinched. My composure fractured a little more. He didn’t know—didn’t mean it like him. It didn’t matter, though. I’d already slipped into the memory, into the shame, into the months of being someone’s secret. The wound had already reopened, bleeding insecurity into every corner of my already fragile mind. I wasn’t even sure if I was in the right headspace to get in a Formula 1 car this weekend.

      I couldn’t fall apart here. I just needed to reclaim the narrative, set the story somewhat straight, and put on a fake smile. I’d been doing it my whole life.

      My breath hitched, and I stumbled back a step, shaking my head to clear the haze of panic and pain.

      “Auri—” Callum’s voice softened, but I couldn’t look at him. Not now, when I was seconds away from crumbling in front of everyone. My eyes darted to Marco. Callum would ask questions I couldn’t handle right now, but Marco wouldn’t overthink it. And right now, I needed simple. I needed control.

      Before I could talk myself out of it, I turned, grabbed him by the shirt, and kissed him. Hard. It wasn’t soft or sweet—it wasn’t meant to be. It was raw and desperate, my way of screaming, “Look at me now. You don’t own me anymore.”

      Marco stilled for half a second before kissing me back, his hands finding my waist. His mouth was gentle, almost friendly. It lasted only a moment, but it felt like a lifetime. I pulled away as fast as I’d lunged in, and the whole press pen fell silent before exploding in camera flashes.

      And just like that, I was no longer prey. I was a fucking spectacle.

      That was one hell of a way to show the world that I wasn’t with Callum like they thought, though I wished it was him I had kissed instead. It should have been, but here he was, protecting our peace in a way that I clearly wasn’t, and all because my ex had found a way to infect my mind again.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” Marco murmured, his voice low enough that only I could hear.

      My chest heaved as I stepped back, releasing him. My gaze involuntarily flicked toward my ex. His smirk had slipped, replaced by a dark, calculating glare that sent a thrill of vindication through me.

      The satisfaction around us exploded in a frenzy of shouted questions.

      Oh, yeah.

      “Dubois! Is this a love triangle?”

      “Callum, what’s your reaction to this?”

      “Marco, are you and Callum fighting over her?”

      One glance at Callum showed a look akin to a deer in the headlights. His jaw clenched, his gaze flickering between me and the sea of cameras. Guilt wound through me, but I couldn’t focus on that right now. The chaos was deafening, but my focus was suddenly sharp. The cameras were on, the questions flying, but for the first time in days, I felt in control. I could either let them write the story for me or take the pen back. My pulse steadied, and with a deep breath, I rolled my shoulders back and turned toward the media pen, walking forward until I was front and center.

      I held up my hand. “Enough.” The questions died. “Now that I have everyone’s attention. Enough is enough. These rumors and social media videos are out of hand. Fraser and I are competitors, nothing more. The same goes for Bianchi.”

      “Then why the cozy mornings in the lobby, eh?” a voice called out from the crowd.

      “This is exactly what I mean. You see me in a man’s shirt, and suddenly I’m not a driver. I’m a scandal.” My voice rose with each word. “I’ve been in the points all season. I deserve to be here just as much as the other nineteen drivers on the grid. But one DNF, and suddenly my seat is in question.”

      The cameras clicked furiously as I continued, the weight of every injustice I’d faced as a female driver fueling my words.

      “I get it. I’m in the spotlight and will face a lot of scrutiny from our millions of fans, but I’m a human just as the rest of you. All of us drivers are, so when rumors like this spread, it hurts our careers and impacts us deeply. And because of this gossip, I risk losing my seat for next year. I am the target of these baseless allegations while Fraser stands unaffected. Ask yourselves why that is.” I paused and took a deep breath.

      “If I were romantically involved with Fraser, I wouldn’t have kissed his teammate, and the only reason I did that was to get your attention.” I gestured toward Marco, who shrugged and offered a cheeky wave. I didn’t dare look at Callum.

      A murmur rippled through the press pit, but I wasn’t finished. I hoped this was enough for Luminis. “The double standard is glaring. If I were a man, none of this would be happening. But because I’m here, because I’m succeeding, you want to tear me down. This isn’t about gossip. This is about how women are treated in this sport.”

      I took a step closer to the cameras, my voice rising with conviction. “This is sexism at its finest. I’m happy to talk more about this issue if any of you want to report on it.” Silence in the crowd. I offered them all a curt smile. “That’s what I thought. Take a look in the mirror. Call a spade a spade.”

      I stepped back from the wall of microphones held by a multitude of reporters. Then, as if on cue, the questions started again, louder and more frantic than before. Some of them scribbled in notebooks furiously; others stood stunned and silent. Most were shouting follow-up questions and grappling to get closer with their microphones.

      I didn’t acknowledge any of them. I turned and walked away.

      Marco stepped aside to let me pass. “It’s just a kiss,” he murmured. “Unless you want it to mean more.”

      I rolled my eyes and kept walking, but Callum was there watching. His expression was unreadable, blue eyes locked on me. I didn’t stop, didn’t look back. My chest ached like I’d cracked something open and left it on display.

      Still. This time? The narrative was mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Auri]
        

      

      The moment I stepped into my private driver suite—tucked behind the Luminis garage, designed for pre-race focus and post-race comedowns—I let the door swing shut behind me, plunging the space into near darkness. It wasn’t much more than a glorified dressing room with a small couch, a vanity, a shower, and just enough space to breathe. But right now, it felt like the only place in the world where I could fall apart without an audience.

      I didn’t bother flipping on the lights. I couldn’t face the sterile brightness, not after the day I’d had. The last thing I wanted was to face was my reflection in the glossy windows or see the hollow version of myself that had walked out of the media pen. My body felt like a live wire—tense, overstimulated, and fraying at the edges, as if I’d just stepped out of the car mid-lap, adrenaline still flooding my veins with nowhere to go.

      My feet moved on autopilot toward the small couch in the corner, my refuge. I collapsed onto it, the cushions barely soft enough to support the weight of my exhaustion, the scratchy upholstery pressing against my skin, grounding me. But it wasn’t enough. A headache pulsed at my temples, the dull ache growing sharper with every shallow breath I took.

      Muffled voices carried through the thin walls, rising and falling from the mechanics and engineers. I recognized their tones—familiar, usually professional—but something was different now. There was laughter, the kind that had my ears straining to hear.

      “She’s been trending all day. Have you seen the videos of her stretching in the gym?”

      “Oh, yeah,” another voice chimed in, snickering. “Back arched, sweat dripping. I didn’t think Dubois had that in her.”

      “She’s got it all right,” someone else added, low and suggestive. “Never really noticed before, but she’s got a hell of a body under that suit. Maybe if she put more effort into racing instead of… whatever that was, we wouldn’t be mid-pack.”

      “Come on, now. She’s been on the podium. I’d just like to see her on top of me rather than on top of there, you know?”

      The laughter grew louder, and my throat tightened until I could barely breathe. My team—the people who were supposed to have my back, to see me as a driver—were dissecting me like I was nothing more than a spectacle. A body. A joke. All from some stupid fucking TikTok videos. It was absurd, humiliating. The kind of thing that went viral not because of my skill or effort, but because someone thought my body was fair game for public consumption.

      “She’s probably loving it,” the first voice said. “All that attention. You know how women are⁠—”

      I bolted upright, my chest heaving. The tears burned hotter, my breathing ragged as I pressed my fists into my thighs. They didn’t know I could hear them. That was the worst part. This was their truth, laid bare in a space they thought was safe.

      They didn’t see me as their equal. They didn’t respect me. They celebrated me when I brought points and laughed about me when I wasn’t in the room.

      I stumbled to the mini fridge, my hands shaking as I grabbed a water bottle and pressed it to my forehead, trying to calm the storm inside me. But the damage was done. Their words echoed in my head, louder and crueler with each repetition. My fight at the press conference, the speech, the kiss—it was all for nothing if this was how my own team saw me.

      Luminis was a joke. Between them wanting to replace me despite battling for third in the World Driver’s Championship—WDC—and now this? Fuck them all if that was what they chose to latch on to—not the speech, not the stand I’d taken, but some voyeuristic clip taken out of context.

      I sank back onto the couch, clutching the water bottle to my chest as if it could hold me together. The darkness pressed in around me, and I felt completely, utterly alone.

      Tears burned at the back of my eyes, and I let them fall, hot and relentless, streaking down my face. I didn’t bother wiping them away, because what was the point?

      The sound of my own sobs filled the room, harsh and guttural, making my head throb worse. I curled into myself on the couch, as though I could fold away from the weight of their judgment, their dismissal. The fight I’d shown earlier—the defiance and control—felt like it had been wrung out of me, leaving only the broken pieces behind.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how long I stayed there, lost in the darkness, before I pulled myself upright and reached for my phone. Its light was harsh against the shadows, and I squinted, barely able to make out the notifications cascading down the screen. My eyes were tired and strained, as if I’d been blinking against the sun for hours.

      My name was everywhere. #AurelieStandsUp had taken over social media, and videos of my speech were being shared at breakneck speed. The comments flooded in—some supportive, others not.

      
        
          
            
              
        @f1fangirl25: You don’t have to be a fan of racing to respect what Aurélie did today. Standing up for women in a male-dominated sport? That’s badass.

      

      

      

      

      

      A small smile crept across my face, bittersweet but genuine. My words had meant something to someone. They’d sparked a conversation, a movement even, far beyond the paddock. For the first time since stepping off the stage, I felt a flicker of pride.

      But it didn’t last.

      
        
          
            
              
        @trollololol69: Classic move from a true man-eater. Distraction tactics in the championship battle by kissing Fraser’s teammate. Dude clearly has feelings for her, and she’s fucking
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