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For the fangirls.





I love screaming about these beautiful idiots on the internet with you.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Sunny





The needle climbs the dial at a nerve-wracking pace. 

At uneven intervals, the number ticks higher. Sometimes jumping abruptly, then hardly budging for a few long seconds. Not nearly fast enough.

The sharp red arrow creeps closer to the right side of the gauge, but I’ve got less than a minute. I’m running out of time.

“Come on. Come on.” I swipe a bead of sweat and fight to keep my smile wide and face otherwise impassive as my audience watches.

This is it. I’ve done everything I could. Now it’s just waiting to see if all of my effort was enough.

As my last season preview video comes to a close, my active viewer count finally does it—it ticks to 1,000.

My jubilant shouts echo through the apartment as I leap from my creaky desk chair. Rainbow confetti explodes across my computer screen, accompanied by the sound of trumpets.

The upstairs neighbor thumps their floor, showering flecks of popcorn ceiling across the bed behind me as punishment for the racket. I ignore it and cackle as congratulatory messages flood my stream’s chat bar.


MyHeartisRACING: wooo!!!

GrantColbyluvrrr: Congrats, Sunny!

Mnday: It’s finally Riot Racing season! *sunglasses emoji*



My favorite comes from one of my most loyal subscribers, who began popping up in my streams last year.

Macaron91: never doubted you for a sec, sunny


I click that message so it sits above my face on everyone’s screen watching at home. “As usual, you’re too sweet, Mac. Since I met my goal…” I let loose from the air horn I purchased for this moment. The neighbors are already mad anyway, even though I'm mouse-quiet every other day of the week. “…and broke my record of most active viewers on a stream, there couldn’t be a more fitting time to share an announcement.”

I queue up a drumroll sound as the chat goes crazy. The most eagle-eyed Riot Racing fans will have guessed what's coming. They’ll have seen earlier announcements from other influencers and rumblings from the series.

“My sweet, sweet Rays of Sunshine,” I start, flourishing my hand before me. “The generous folks at Riot Racing HQ have invited me to participate in their Creator Crush at this week’s Seattle Grand Prix!”

I’ve been sitting on the news for weeks, but disbelief still buzzes through me as I recite the nature of the program. Riot Racing wants to grant the series’ most passionate creators unprecedented access to the season opener so they can share the excitement with their audiences, drawing in new fans and invigorating the existing base.

Riot is a young series, and the one that ignited my passion for motorsports. When they announced Seattle as this season's first race, my heart soared, even before learning about the Crush. Finally, a race was coming to my corner of the US. Prior, I’d had low hopes of attending a Riot race, with none of my few friends interested in spending the cash to get to one. My parents could always be roped into hanging out, but not if it involved leaving our sleepy town. I didn’t bother asking my younger sisters. Unless perfect beach weather was involved, they wouldn’t be interested.

But thanks to the Crush and the followers who value my content, it’s happening for me. Tightness grips the back of my throat. I smack a button to release another rain of confetti across the screen so I can blink away the sensation on the sly.

It’s not enough. The feeling spreads. Oh god, I’m gonna cry on stream. I play the promo video Riot sent when they invited me to the Creator Crush, buying myself a full minute.

Pressing my hands to my chest, I breathe deep and slow to calm the storm of gratitude surging through me. I have to look away from the lovely comments rolling along the side of my screen. Desperately, I search the room for a small distraction.

There’s a buckler on my bedroom wall, a small prop shield from our local renaissance fair, my favorite place in the world. It’s bracketed on either side by a family photo. The oldest is from my first visit to the fair when I was little, wearing a plastic knight's helm and sparkly fairy wings, my sisters' faces blotchy and scrunched with distaste in a double stroller. The most recent is from just last year, when I got my master’s. Comically, my mother is wearing the same oatmeal-colored sweater in both, my dad the same awkward smile. Though my sisters got slightly better at masking expressions that suggested they'd rather be somewhere else. The tiny tableau is my room’s only decoration, but staring at it gives me a quick emotional detox from the colorful pandemonium of my livestream.

I focus on the gray space between the mementos until I'm sure I won't cry, then turn back to the camera.

Macaron91 has gone weirdly quiet. Normally, they can’t make it five minutes without hyping me up. I could use it, honestly.

The video ends. I swallow, smushing the tears down. I need to thank them. “This wouldn't be possible without you all and your support over the last few years. Thank you so much.”

I cut the technical effects. “The Creator Crush will feature all sorts of behind-the-scenes access, and I’m taking you with me. Plus, the program’s capstone is a short, professionally shot segment on any topic of our choice, so keep an eye out for me on Riot’s socials. Alright, we’ve got time for a few final preseason questions. Whatcha got for me?”

The viewers send a wave of sun emojis flying across the screen as their questions pour in. I take sips of soda between replies, acknowledging and considering different points made in the chat as we try to predict what this year has in store. Who will be the series champion? Will certain drivers settle their rivalries on track? Will we finally learn what’s up with the weird vibe between Marco DeFlora and Stevie Dixon?

As we talk, glowing contentment fills my chest. I adore this little community I’ve built since I began streaming my thoughts on the Riot Racing Series halfway through their first season. Now, a few years later, there are a whole bunch of Rays, as my fans adorably call themselves, who follow me on social media and join my streams.

Someone asks how Luke Boltek, my prediction to win this year’s championship, is looking, so I pop up one of his recent interviews where he comments on team Cyber Ward’s car development.

“Y’all know Jenna Bow is my GOAT,” I say at the clip’s end. “So it pains me to say it, but I think Luke’s going to catch her this year.” 

The next clip is from an interview with RJ Savo, who’s making her debut with her family’s team this year. I could stop the stream—I should; my flight is early—but the quiet that consumes this little apartment after every stream is depressing, and I don’t have the energy to fight it tonight, so I keep us going a little longer.

As I read the Rays’ different arguments about who will win races this season, I notice a trend in the chat.

I sigh dramatically. “Okay, chat. I see all of you requesting Evan Evans so you can make heart eyes at him.” I pull up an Evans interview clip so everyone can see. It's not difficult to find one. His mischief-promising green eyes and wide smile take up most of the pixels of most of the thumbnails on the Riot Racing homepage. It's abundantly clear who the media's favorite driver is. Sticking my tongue out at my camera in defeat, I hit play.

“Yeah,” Evan says, scrubbing a hand through his brown hair. He pats at one lock poking over his forehead. He's misplaced his team cap somewhere, as usual. I swear he does it on purpose to show off that hair that everyone's obsessed with. His eyes go a little crossed as he tries to see if he’s fixed it, and I snort. “Sorry, what was the question?”

The reporter happily repeats themselves, charmed like everyone else seems to be around the Panache team driver. “How’s your confidence in the number eleven car going into the season?”

Hair fixed, Evan shakes out his shoulders. The man never stops moving. “Well, Ol’ Rustbucket—” My groan at yet another stupid nickname for his car cuts out a few of his words. “...really pointy, which makes for precise diving into the corners, but that can make it unwieldy, too. Like a possum in a bounce house, if you know what I mean.”

“None of us knows what you mean,” I huff as the clip ends and cross my arms. “I don’t know what you all see in him.”

I won’t pretend I wasn’t transfixed like the rest of the masses the first time I saw Evan on a broadcast, stretching before climbing into his car. “Who is that?” I’d wondered aloud on a call with Jackie, which made her cackle with delight. She'd been following him in other racing series for years, and let me know that he made everyone react like that. My initial awe subsided quickly as he dodged hard questions and flirted to avoid explaining his errors in interviews. Most of the fandom was under his thrall, but I knew plenty of guys like him, and I was certain Evan Evans was full of shit.

“Let’s do one last question, for real this time. I need to get to bed. Riot is flying me out tomorrow for all the race week action.” My voice gets squeaky at the end. “I can’t wait to take y’all with me for all the behind-the-scenes access they’re granting us. You’ll be the first to see what I see, so make sure you’re following all of my socials and have your Streamerz notifications on.”

Shana_Girl_94 gets to it first. I read her question out loud.

“‘Any predictions for how Ev will do this season?’” I sigh and shake my head. There are over twenty drivers in the Riot series, and my people want to talk about Evan repeatedly. “Listen, I think he has an impressive bank of raw talent. I do.”

The chat’s roiling before I get going with messages like “Here she goes again” and “Hear, hear! Don’t believe the Elevans hype!”

And of course, there are many exclamations regarding how good-looking he is.

I mean, he is. Dreamy eyes, a big, goofy smile, and hair that’s always perfectly tousled. He’s white like me, but with the glow of someone who spends a ton of time outside. There’s no doubt that Panache Racing’s #11 driver is the most handsome man on the grid. Not to mention, he oozes charisma, so much so that every interviewer that talks to him eventually gets tongue-tied or starry-eyed.

“I reserve my judgment until we see how he drives this year,” I say, holding my hands up. “No matter how many times he winks at a camera, it doesn’t change the fact that he ended last season with lackluster results. Need I remind you he had five fifth-place finishes in a row? Not a bad record for some drivers, but it is for him. He didn’t catch a whiff of a podium in the second half of last season. In the other series he’s raced, he’s never had a middling streak like this, yet he acts so unbothered in the media pen. He’s all talk until he shows me otherwise.”

The emojis in the chat turn decidedly negative. Good-natured thumbs down and crying faces as the Rays insist there’s a massive upward trajectory for him just around the corner.

“There certainly is potential, especially with Seattle being his home race. It's a track he's familiar with. All I’m saying is, I’ve watched so many interviews and everyone is so enamored with him… The constant winking to the camera, the bad jokes…” I struggle to articulate my issue with Evan Evans. I chalk it up to a long, stressful week of anticipation and settle on a closing statement. “I’m not buying what he’s selling.”

The beginnings of bedlam break out in the chat as folks reference different drivers who have taken longer to hit their stride. I need to douse the embers of argument or I’ll never get to bed.

My hands fly up in a gesture of pleading pacification aimed at my webcam. “Evan needs a podium ASAP. His Panache contract is only through this season. I know you all want him around for longer than that, so let’s hope he can make good on all the potential and promises we saw last year.”

I leave it at that. I like to be real with my subscribers, but they don’t need to know why I can’t trust a man who talks a lot and seems to know exactly how extremely good-looking he is.

"Because every weekend, what?" I demand, thumping the button to allow my followers to share a brief voice message.

"These beautiful idiots show up and RUIN MY LIFE!"

My speakers crackle as the cacophony of many voices at varying internet speeds blares through them. Every time we close like this, I have to laugh with joy. What started as a frustrated expression of my stress levels after a particularly hectic race weekend my first year of streaming has become my tagline. It's a mess, and it's us.

I sign off my stream with another reminder to follow me on socials and close it out with my theme song, a punky jingle with lots of drums.

When my screen confirms the stream has ended and the camera’s light blinks off, I sag. Within moments, the beige-gray truth of my living quarters creeps in.

The apartment’s silence is deafening. It's a growing cloud, determined to press me against the wall so I can’t move… or breathe, even. I glance back at the scant mementos nailed to the wall. The wooden shield has a dragon painted on it, and I bring it back to the field that’s turned into a medieval festival every summer. This year's fair won't open for months. At least I have the racing season to occupy my free time now. The off-season for both hobbies is wildly depressing.

A silly thought flits across my mind; a wish that I could bring the shield to Seattle with me.

My snort rebounds around the sparsely furnished room. I stand and stretch, running through my mental checklist a final time.

I’ve already shoved everything I’ll need for the week into two suitcases, so I haul them to wait for morning by the front door. Even after all the lugging of laundry and toiletries, my heart races with anticipation.

I putter around. Wash the lingering dishes, dust my dresser. Finally, I flop on my bed and scowl at the ceiling. Anticipation is a low hum in my chest, gradually ramping up. Lately, I’ve been like an animal in a cage here, pacing and yearning for more room. More anything. I’m so grateful that my creator work has taken off in the past year, but I can’t help but feel like I’m ready for a next step I can't see, and I refuse to leap blindly. 

I’m so fortunate, but something’s not right. Most of my time is spent at my mundane day job, which provides income more reliable than content creator money. My coworkers are pleasant. My workload is manageable.  

I live five miles from the house I grew up in. I meet my parents for dinner twice a week. My sisters even join sometimes, when they're not off with their bustling school friend groups.

I am so unbelievably lucky and blessed.

But I want so desperately that sometimes it’s hard to breathe.

I constrict my arms around a pillow, a nightly ritual that I convince myself eases the pressure in my chest.

My spiral is mercifully disrupted by the buzz of my phone.



Your live views goal has been met at last!



Jackie’s token raised eyebrow greets me in the avatar atop our text thread.



You okay? Got a little sentimental for you in the middle there.



Though I’ve never met her in person, I can practically feel the comforting weight of her arm around my shoulder.

I swipe at my suddenly runny nose and type back. The tears will demand to be released sometime. Hopefully after race week.



It was a close call.



The bubble indicating Jackie is typing appears and vanishes a few times, until finally: 



Your followers LIKE you, you know. They’re a safe place. You can cry with them.



I shoot back a barrage of green-faced nauseous emojis.

Jackie goes quiet, likely attending to some of her own content creator commitments, and I’m too restless, so I take a quick shower. After, I sit on my bed, absently running a towel over my hair, imagining all the week will bring. When I finally lay down, I check for the fifth time that I’ve set enough alarms at the correct intervals so I’ll be absurdly early for my flight. Additional distractions are hard to find.

The library book on my nightstand is a thick fantasy tome laden with battles and magic and a spicy-as-hell romantic storyline. My mind’s too scattered to focus on a plot, but perhaps some fantasizing about a handsome, scraped warrior who fought through a battlefield to find me could slow my racing mind.

And some assistance from a toy could diffuse the restless energy that zings through my body.

A sudden buzz comes from a different device. A new message from Jackie graces my phone’s screen.



And to your point about Evan… He's gotten better about answering questions lately! You’re seriously telling me you’re not interested in buying THIS?!



The accompanying photo is from Evan Evans’ most recent campaign with an underwear brand. He’s wearing nothing but a pair of briefs and a smile, his black and white racing helmet tucked under one arm, the whorled pink plume painted on the top showing under the curve of his bicep.

I can’t think of a response.

Jackie sends a GIF of a rabbit hopping around with steam coming out of its ears.

I set the phone down, stare at the ceiling, then pick it up again. I reopen the photo of Evan Evans, his pine-needle eyes sparking like he knows something I don’t.

With a huff, I open my nightstand’s drawer and pull out a vibrator, giving him one last narrow-eyed glare.

Still, the hero in my fantasy ends up having messy brown hair and a mischievous grin.








  
  

CHAPTER TWO
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Sunny





Despite being significantly faster than race cars, planes aren’t nearly as exciting. However, fate wanted to give me a run for my money today, because our pilot took the flight’s delay like a personal affront to his mother. Beyond that, I’m fairly certain everyone on the plane except me has a now tight-as-fuck connection for some life-altering event. I’ve never seen flight attendants so flustered, passengers so tense, or clouds wing by so fast. 

It’s exhilarating.

“That was stressful, huh?” A guy my age in a vest, khakis, and a fancy watch says as we’re spurted from the jet bridge into Seattle’s airport.

“Uh,” I start, realizing he’s talking to me. I’d been digging in my bag for the journal where I keep my outline of content for the week. “I thought it was fun.”

“What brings you to town?” He leans way closer than the spacious hallway warrants. I duck left, but he keeps pace with me. 

It must be obvious, given the numerous racing-themed buttons pinned to my jacket, but maybe he’s unaware. “The Seattle Grand Prix.”

“No way! Me too.” He adjusts the zipper’s height on his vest, like the exact position could signify his peak masculinity. “I’m being featured as a creator for it. They flew me out and everything.” He smirks, and it’s like the movement is directly attached to my eyebrows with an invisible string. They slam down. 

“No way. Me too,” I say blandly and fish out my journal so I can review it as soon as I get to baggage claim.

Well, as soon as we get there, because apparently this guy is my peer.

“Oh… cool! So we’ll be at the same hotel. Maybe we could get a drink or something.” 

“It seems like they’ve set us up with a pretty packed itinerary. I’m Sunny, by the way.” I stick out a hand.

“Uh, right.” His grip on my palm is limp. “Adam.”

I check the time. “Well, Adam. I don’t know about you, but I want to get to the hotel ASAP so we stay on schedule. Keep up if you can.”

My dismissal is effective, evidently, because he stammers and gives me space.

I sniff and refocus. They’re like piranhas, some of these dudes. They realize they’re conventionally attractive, notice that you might be conventionally attractive enough for their needs, and they swoop in.

After grabbing my luggage, I park myself at the arrivals screen and try to determine how my delay affects my and Jackie’s plan to meet upon landing. My phone is being stubborn about reconnecting to cell service, so I’m not sure where she is.

A familiar, warm voice that seems to grate only on me winds through the carousels.

I groan. On a huge screen taking up most of the closest wall, they’re playing an ad for some travel insurance that’s bagged Evan Evans as a spokesperson. I roll my eyes through the hokey tagline he delivers with gusto. 

“Like you’ve ever needed travel insurance a day in your life,” I mutter.

A force made of densely-packed joy, sarcastic comments, and dark blonde hair barrels into me. Arms band around my middle. My name is sung in my ear with all the energy of a Christmas carol.

I shriek and hug Jackie back, Evan's ad forgotten. We’re a ballistic ball of glorious girlhood in the middle of the terminal, jumping up and down. “It feels so good to hug you!”

She simply squeals back. I fumble for my phone and snap a selfie, posting to my story with the caption: MEET YOUR INTERNET FRIENDS!

In a flash, Jackie shares it to her story because I get an alert that @carJackiex has tagged me. She added her own text: CAN CONFIRM: @alwayssunny is a real person!

We haul our bags out of the airport and into the fresh air and call a rideshare. Throughout, the speed and volume of our chatter doesn’t cease and surely overwhelms the driver, but Jackie and I have been internet friends for nearly two years, and no amount of phone calls can make up for in-person interaction.

“Can you believe when we met,” Jackie starts, “I hadn’t even launched my channel and you had, what, fifty followers?”

I stretch my legs. “The good old days in the motorsports forums.”

“And now we’re going to see the actual team garages up close!”

“And ride in a real Riot car,” I add. “Interview people who run the show—engineers, organizers, team principals…”

“Drivers,” Jackie adds, head bobbing so fast it looks like it hurts.

“And ride-alongs,” I repeat. “We get to watch pit stop practice… We get to do segments from the press set!”

“AND RIDE-ALONGS!” 

I drop my head to my hands for what must be the hundredth time since Riot Racing’s media team reached out. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

Jackie nudges my arm and points.

We gasp as the driver pulls up to the fanciest hotel I’ve ever seen. We tip generously as an apology to his poor eardrums.

The gasping and pointing continues into the hotel lobby, which is all black stone and elegant chandeliers, with a real fucking race car parked and cordoned off in the middle of the floor.

An imposing woman in a maroon pantsuit passes us, flocked by a small team of assistants taking notes as she recites a checklist.

“Is… Is that…?” I stammer.

“Yeah.” Jackie’s response is near-breathless as we ogle Riot Racing's CEO.

She passes us with her small entourage, good-naturedly shaking hands with the passing team principal of the Cascade racing team.

Jackie tugs my sleeve and jerks her head, and both our jaws drop as we spot the two Benji drivers ordering coffee in the corner.

“We died,” I say. “We must have. The taxi crashed, and for our efforts in advocating for women in motorsports, we’ve been sent to racing heaven.”

I tear my attention from a group of Manta team mechanics loading into an elevator as we’re approached by a woman in a Riot-branded polo, who I recognize from their marketing team. 

“Jackie and Sunny, welcome!” She extends a hand. “You’re the first of your group to arrive. Cooper here will get you situated.”

We learn that the attending creators have been split into groups of four, each with a Riot intern assigned to keep us on schedule. With some nervous mumbling, Cooper hands us welcome packets and room keys and gives a hurried rundown of where food can be found. My head starts spinning. Can adrenaline kill a person? Do I need to see a doctor? Is it safe to be this excited for such an extended period of time?

Our bags are whisked away and we’re ushered into a small ballroom to wait for the other creators to arrive. There’s fresh coffee and a racing movie on the projector screen, so Jackie and I settle in.

Some time later, we’re both entranced by an infamous crash scene when a warm voice drawls. “Ladies, please tell me you’ve been assigned to group three.” Jackie and I erupt into squeals again and jump from our seats to hug Gael, another creator friend of ours. We tousle his dark, shaggy hair and exclaim over the mathematical symbols he got painted on his nails for the special occasion.

“How was your flight?” He had the longest travel day of the three of us. He lives not far from Jackie in Pasadena, but was visiting family in Mexico and flew directly here. By the time we’re done recapping, everyone else has arrived.

But the fates giveth and taketh away, because our group of four is rounded out with bro-ey Adam from the airport, who won’t stop asking Cooper to find him a phone charger.

After much blustering, a charger is found, the larger group of creators is circled up, and we’re subjected to a few hours of expectation setting and icebreakers.

Jackie is debating whether or not to try and sneak one of the Riot staff fifty bucks to assure she gets the chance to interview Lex Gotham when I spot a clock and realize it’s later than I would have guessed, and even though I feel like I could make it the whole week on adrenaline alone, I’m setting myself up for trouble if I don’t get at least some sleep.

My eyes are drooping when it seems like they’ll finally release us to our beds before the rest of the week’s chaos commences. Cooper gives our small group another rundown of the week, as if I haven’t already memorized the schedule.

“All of your Riot team interactions will be randomized,” he intones, making me think he rejected Jackie’s bribe, “to assure you get exposure to as many teams as possible. But you’ll be with your small creator group all week.”

Jackie hugs Gael and I close, and awkwardly reaches one arm further to pat Adam on the shoulder. “Talk about a dream team!”

“Speaking of dreams,” I hedge. “I still need to publish some content before bed, so I’m turning in.” I bid our little group goodnight and worry that I’ll barely have the energy to kick off my sneakers before collapsing into bed, but remembering what comes in the morning helps me make it through my work and brushing my teeth.


      [image: ]“I know there are a lot of newbies here, so let’s review a little Riot Racing 101.” While my audience originally began with a group of other die-hards like me, I love that people are getting into Riot and coming to me for information. Over the past few weeks, I’ve been posting short segments with bite-sized details about the series, encouraging viewers to stick around for the full slate I’m sharing this week, which will cover Riot’s workings in depth. I spin a little, looking for decent lighting in the dim garage we’re all waiting in. I grimace. This is the best I’ll get, so I look back into the camera.

“There are twelve teams of two drivers—so twenty-four drivers total—and sixteen to twenty races a year. Points are awarded to the top fifteen finishers, and the higher you finish, the more points you get. Wins and podiums at races are a big deal, but drivers are also aiming to accrue the most points over the season, both for their team and themselves. The team championship, for which points from both drivers are counted, is the one with all the prize money that helps a team advance its technology and performance for the following season. But the driver’s championship is where the bragging rights lie. That's what these drivers really want, and it's what can make this competition the spiciest.”

I duck under the arm of another creator walking and talking, and move to a quieter part of the room.

“Adaptability is the key to success in the Riot series. With a variety of track types and race conditions throughout the season, the team, including mechanics and engineers to strategists and drivers, that consistently excels is most likely to clinch the championship. And—”

One of the marketing people pops up in the corner of the room with a bullhorn, desperately trying to garner the attention of a dozen creators filming content.

“That lesson in adaptability is serving me well so far, Rays, because they have us running around all week, and I can’t wait to show you what’s next. Stay tuned.” I post my video. Jackie clings to my arm and hops up and down. She’s gripping Gael so hard on her other side that his hair flops around from her jostling.

The Riot crew must have wanted to start the Creator Crush with a bang, because the very first activity is ride-alongs. After breakfast, they bussed us to the track to watch a safety presentation and hastily climb into custom racing suits. Best of all, current Riot racers will be driving us, when promotional hot laps like this are usually assigned to reserve drivers or retired series stars.

I run trembling fingers over the race suit. My race suit. Bright red with yellow accents to match Riot’s sunburst logo. They even printed our names across the waistline like the drivers have. Jackie and I aren’t squee-ing now, too overcome with nerves and emotion over what’s about to happen.

An engine roars to life somewhere beyond our room, and my heart leaps into my throat. The noise is beautiful and so much louder than I imagined.

“Oh my god.” Jackie’s words are a breathless squeak. “That never gets old.” Unlike me, she’s at least been to races before, though never with this much VIP access.

My voice wouldn’t sound much better, but I’m too excited to speak anyway. I do my best to pay attention as we’re reminded of safety procedures, but I’m going to explode if they don’t let us out of this garage soon.

Years of fandom, focus, and work have led to this. The entire week will be a dream, but this could easily be my only opportunity ever to experience a ride in one of these cars. This very well could be the best day of my life.

More engines fire out in the pit lane, causing the closed garage doors to vibrate.

Gael tugs at his earring, his always-present, good-natured smile faltering. “I wasn’t scared… until, well, right now.” Behind them, Adam fiddles with his smartwatch, but his downward glance doesn’t hide how his pale features have gone a little green. Even Jackie looks pallid beneath her SoCal tan.

Cooper clears his throat. “They had us do it a few days ago. It’s not so bad. It’s like a roller coaster, but, you know, without the rails.” He swallows, then waves the safety brochure around, giving us a chance for one last peek.

Gael raises an eyebrow. “The rails that the roller coaster cart is attached to? The ones made of industrial steel that keep the carts from flying off into free air? Those rails?”

Cooper blushes a red deeper than his auburn hair and freckles. “Y-yes. Those ones.”

“It should be just a few more minutes,” someone calls.

I reach for my phone, but Jackie grabs my wrist. "If you insist on believing that this is the the only race weekend you'll ever attend, you better spend some time living in the moment! You're giving the Rays plenty of insight."

I itch to jot down the content ideas burgeoning in my head with every passing second, but concede to Jackie's point. I've already posted more than any of the other creators. We were all encouraged to come into the week with a specific focus for our content. I’ve opted for entry-level Riot knowledge with the aim of bringing new fans to the sport. Gael has a physics background and is diving into the science of race cars. Jackie’s opted to focus on the women involved in the series. We met online when I fangirled over her piece highlighting that Riot’s safety team is almost entirely women. With a grin, I notice more than half of the creators at the Crush are women as well. Jackie’s picked up on it too, and quickly pulls out her camera and pans over the flock of us, finishing with me. I wave and stick my tongue out.

“Given all our hard work,” she says, “it’s no wonder we’re tired of hearing that we only like this sport for the hot drivers.” She rolls her eyes and posts the clip to her social stories, her face flushed with adrenaline.

“There's some merit to that, isn't there?" Adam asks. I have no idea what angle he’s brought to the program. I haven’t seen him record anything, and a quick creep of his socials revealed that he’s popular for something to do with sports betting. “There are some girls who only like the sport for the drivers.”

Gael’s eyes are slits, and Jackie’s cut to me. My jaw pops open. A smoking retort builds in my throat like dragon fire. She holds up a hand, not in need of our assistance. “If that’s the case, that’s a perfectly fine reason to be a fan of something,” she starts. “But clearly, it’s not true for anyone in this room, right? Not a speck of eye candy to be seen.” She looks him up and down.

“Er, right.”

Finally, the garage doors heave up and cloud-muted daylight floods in.

Happy to leave Adam’s dumb ass behind us, I drag Gael and Jackie into the pit lane after the rest of the group. We’re a jumble of appendages and phones trying to see everything at once.

Tarmac stretches off to our right, abuzz with personnel. Out here, the engines’ rumbles are joined by the chatter of strategists and the whir of mechanics’ tools. More than twenty double-seater Riot cars wait for us in a neat line, matched by color, next to their corresponding team’s garages. 

“Holy shit,” I breathe. 

Cooper takes my elbow so I keep pace with the others. My feet move, but my brain is fully occupied processing the smell of fuel and rubber, the whoosh of wind and clank of metal, the flashing color of team liveries as we pass their garages. There's the gray of Cascade Capital, the pale red for Savo, the…

“And uh, here we are.” Cooper seems somehow more nervous than usual, practically shaking as he pushes a helmet into my hands.

Dreams coming true do a weird thing to your perception of time, apparently. My brain needs to catch up. My hands shake as I lift the helmet to eye level. 

It’s black and pink with white detailing.

I stare in horror. There’s a fifty percent chance I’m paired with Grant Colby…. The half of Panache’s driver pairing that I’ve not spent copious minutes shit-talking online. The helpful voice in my head fizzles. This is the garage on the right. There’s a second black and pink car to my left, where Jackie stands. Only one Panache driver is always in the garage on the right.

My toes scrape the pit box, like some deep instinct wants me to run. Cooper steadies me and pries away my phone before stepping away, his arms already full of tripods and miscellaneous gear from the other three in our group. He’s going to capture video for us while we're on track. He mutters something that sounds like, “Just know that I didn’t pick your partner for today.”

Oh god. I risk a glance at Jackie. She’s standing with—god damnit—Grant Colby, who looks beyond confused because she’s cackling at me so hard she’s likely to piss her race suit.

It’s happening. I thought I’d avoid him easily this week, with the way the media and fans follow him in a near-constant parade. Surely, no other driver has less time or desire to participate in the Crush?

It’s okay. I’m okay. I can hoard a few seconds to breathe and compose myself…

“Sunny Waite!” That voice again. It’s much richer in person, way better than hearing it over a TV’s speaker or, on one occasion, imagined breathing harshly in my ear in the dark, dealing out dirty commands and praise. My traitorous head wants to snap his direction at his call, like I’m one of the countless moonstruck, lovesick fans he’s hypnotized.

Evan Evans is laughing at me.

At a speed I assure myself is perfectly casual, I look up into the fate I’ve foolishly tempted. There’s a very clear reason for my critique of Evan, and all that reasoning slips from my brain in the moment’s chaos. My gaze catches on his name emblazoned across the race suit at his “slutty waist,” as my followers call it, which makes his shoulders seem broad, even though he’s got the trademark slight race car driver figure. His arms are crossed. The veins on one tanned hand taunt me. My eyes trace up to the prominent muscles of his neck, which all drivers have to protect themselves from the G-forces of high-speed turns.

That goofy grin is way wider than the pictures ever showed, and his eyes are joyful and as green as a patch of four-leaf clover. 

Cameras are a menace for hiding how attractive he truly is.

Even when he’s laughing at me.

I force a tight smile. This is fine. This is FINE. The Rays will be STOKED at the irony, and let’s be real, I’m probably some nobody content creator to him. There's no way he knows what I’ve said. He’s just laughing at the look on my face. He has no reason why it’s there.

The most beautiful—and loud—of the Riot Racing idiots, Evan Evans, throws his arms wide and yells for the entire damn race track to witness, “I hear you’re not buying what I’m selling!”
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