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      Dear Pit Chasers,

      Whether you’re a die-hard Formula 1 fan or just stepping into the world of high-speed thrills for the first time, welcome to Speed Demons.

      If you already love this sport, you’ll see that I’ve poured hours upon hours into researching circuits, terminology, team dynamics, and the intricate, adrenaline-fueled world of Formula 1. I’ve watched, I’ve studied, and I’ve done my best to set the scene with authenticity. But at the end of the day, this is still a work of fiction. It’s a romance first—a story about love, passion, dedication, and the kind of unwavering devotion that defies all odds. Not every detail will be 100% accurate, and I hope you don’t get too caught up in the technicalities. Instead, I hope you lose yourself in the heart-pounding races, the stolen moments, the undeniable chemistry, the feral, unhinged desire, and the swoon-worthy romance.

      And if this is your first glimpse into the world of F1… buckle up. You’re about to experience a sport that is all-consuming, fast-paced, and full of drama, on and off the track. Welcome to the obsession!

      Now, get ready to fall in love… and maybe ruin your life over a fictional driver or two. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

      With all my love and need for speed,

      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)
      

      	
        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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        * * *

      

      OVERDRIVE is the first book in the Speed Demons series. It should be read before CLOSE CONTACT.
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        For the “good girls” who know exactly when to take control… and when to let go.

      

        

      
        … 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

      
        
          	
        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.
      

      	
        Cool-down – The lap after the race where drivers bring the car back to the pits, wind down their adrenaline, and try not to crash while emotionally spiraling. Technically it's about cooling the car. Emotionally? Debatable.
      

      	
        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. There are three practice sessions before Qualifying: FP1, FP2, and FP3.
      

      	
        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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Bahrain, Sakhir]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The world outside the garage hummed with restless energy—engines firing to life, mechanics barking orders, the sharp click of cameras from the media pen. Inside, the air was different: quieter, heavier, like the moment before a storm breaks. It made heat cling to me and sweat form on the nape of my neck.

      I tightened the laces on my fireproof boots, each pull a silent prayer to the gods of speed.

      No mistakes. Not today. Not ever.

      The world was still speculating about who Luminis GP’s second driver would be after Étienne—who they hoped would be the “comeback kid”—announced his abrupt retirement. They’d whispered names, analyzed rosters, and even thrown out Kimi’s Bertolli’s name, my teammate, as a solo driver, as though the team would fold without a second seat. As if that would ever happen.

      They had no idea what was coming.

      “Ready?” Kimi’s voice pulled me back. His grin was easy, but his sharp eyes missed nothing. He reached out, tugging me into a half-hug like we weren’t about to detonate a bombshell in front of the entire F1 grid.

      I exhaled. Showtime.

      We stepped into the pit lane together, and the world froze. Conversations died mid-sentence. Heads turned. Every driver in the paddock stilled.

      I could feel the shift in the air—the weight of their stares, the slow unraveling of realization.

      Helmet in hand, I kept my chin high, letting the midday sun catch the navy and gold Luminis GP logo on my suit. Let them look. Let them wonder.

      Kimi led us toward the cluster of drivers, most of whom I’d spent years admiring from afar. Now, I was one of them.

      My eyes caught on one in particular: Callum Fraser. Even from a distance, his piercing blue gaze locked on mine, unreadable but focused. Arms crossed. Head tilted, as if he was assessing something he hadn’t expected to see and tracking my approach. 

      A flicker of recognition passed through his expression, quick enough that I might’ve imagined it. Or maybe not.

      I tore my attention away as we reached Hiroshi Takeda and Max Schreiber from Stratos GP.

      Hiroshi’s polite smile didn’t quite hide the curiosity in his voice. “So,” he began, his words careful. “Your brother… how is he?” It wasn’t a question about Étienne’s health. It was a question about why I was here.

      “Recovering,” I replied smoothly, rolling my lips together to keep my voice steady. “Forced retirement isn’t anyone’s goal, but he’s doing well.”

      Max cleared his throat, glancing at Callum, who still hadn’t moved. The drivers were probably waiting for me to slip up, to falter, to show I didn’t belong. Well, sucks for them. They’d be waiting forever. I squared my shoulders and stepped further into the group, letting them take me in—a woman in a male-dominated sport.

      Let them doubt me. I wasn’t here to play nice. I was here to win.

      “So, how did Luminis decide on you to fill his shoes?” Marco Bianchi’s voice cut through the air, a pointed question meant to make me sweat.

      I smiled—sharp and practiced. “Simple. I earned it.”

      Marco raised an eyebrow, unimpressed. “Earned it how, exactly? F2 is one thing, but this…” He gestured at the paddock, the unspoken message clear: This is Formula 1.

      I tilted my head. “I was there when it happened. I stood by my brother’s side in the hospital, watched him wake up with memories he couldn’t outrun and fears he couldn’t shake. When he realized he couldn’t get back in the car, Henric saw something in me—a driver ready to step up when it mattered.” Henric was the Luminis team principal.

      Marco blinked, caught off guard. Hiroshi and Max shifted, their race boots scraping against the ground as the rest of the setup crew bustled about.

      “Luminis made a choice,” I continued. “They gave me a shot. I took it. Now I’m here, and I don’t intend to waste it.”

      Marco opened his mouth to respond, but Callum spoke first.

      “I guess we’ll see soon enough, won’t we?”

      The challenge was subtle, but it was there, and damn, his subtle Scottish accent had my cheeks warming.

      I met his gaze without flinching, narrowing my eyes slightly without responding. Yeah, I guess we will.

      His chin lifted, just barely, before he turned away.

      I pivoted, surprised to find that without my noticing, the engineers had lined the cars up in a V shape, cameras already flashing, shutters clicking, crews directing each driver to pose a certain way.

      Kimi and I retreated toward the sixth row, where our cars gleamed beneath the Bahraini sun. My fingers skimmed the cool metal, tracing the bold lettering of my name above the Luminis insignia.

      Mine.

      A shadow shifted, the hairs on the back of my neck rising. When I turned, Callum Fraser was already watching me from the front row. But his stare wasn’t a surprise, per se. It was something else. Calculating, maybe, as though I was a puzzle he’d almost solved, but not quite.

      I just gave him a wary smile, blinking against the heat shimmer between us, and turned. Henric’s voice echoed in my head, sharp as ever. Smile big. Look pretty. Be bold. Give the media what they want, and you’ll be a star.

      Right. I could play the game.

      So I did.

      The flashes went off like fireworks, cameras capturing a moment the world would analyze for weeks. But I wasn’t here to be watched. I was here to drive and make a legacy for myself.

      They would all see that very, very soon.
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      Pre-season testing was routine. It was where engineers worked their magic, where drivers shook the rust off, and where journalists speculated about every tweak, adjustment, and rumor. But for me, it was all noise. This wasn’t the stage for champions. It was a dress rehearsal.

      I stood at the edge of the Stratos GP garage, arms crossed, watching the pit lane come alive under the Bahraini sun. My team, Vanguard Racing, was already in a rhythm, setting up the car that would hopefully take me to five consecutive world championships. I should have been focused. I should’ve cared.

      Instead, my gaze drifted to the Luminis GP garage.

      The mystery. The unknown.

      Luminis had kept their cards close, refusing to reveal who would fill Étienne Dubois’s seat. The media frenzy was relentless—names tossed around like confetti, each theory more ridiculous than the last. I didn’t care much for rumors, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious. Étienne had been good. A real contender. Whoever they’d chosen to replace him had big shoes to fill.

      “Who do you think it’ll be?” Marco asked, breaking me out of my thoughts. My teammate—and my best friend—leaned casually against the wall, tracking the same garage.

      He and I were a dream team. Two world champions in the fastest cars on the grid, dominating year after year.

      “Does it matter?” I replied, keeping my tone indifferent. “They’ll be midfield at best.”

      Hiroshi snorted. “You’re not even a little curious?”

      I was, I just wasn’t going to say it. Luminis wasn’t a threat—not yet. Yet something about Luminis’s silence felt intentional. Calculated. Either a bold move or a desperate one.

      And then they stepped out.

      My breath stilled. Not in shock. Something deeper. Recognition.

      Kimi Bertolli I recognized immediately—tall, confident, that stupidly easy grin across his tanned face. Half-Italian but born and raised in Finland, he was a driver with a lot of potential in a mediocre car. But the figure beside him⁠—

      The first thing I noticed was the way she walked, hips swaying gently, confidence set in her shoulders.

      It was like she already belonged here. Like the cameras, the desert weather, the weight of it all didn’t touch her. Helmet dangling from one hand, shoulders squared against the scrutiny, sunlight catching on her golden blonde braids as they swished against her back.

      My pulse fucking jumped.

      A hundred moments flickered through my mind like an old reel of film. F2 podiums. Post-race interviews. A stolen glance across the paddock when our leagues shared track weekends. Her name etched beside mine on championship trophies.

      Aurélie Dubois.

      It didn’t feel like a realization. It felt like confirmation—like my brain was just now catching up to what my gut had figured out years ago.

      “What the hell?” Marco muttered.

      I said nothing. Just stared.

      “Guess that answers the mystery,” I finally murmured, keeping my voice even, but inside I felt a fuck ton of turmoil. It felt surreal to have her right fucking in front of me after all this time.

      Marco turned to me, eyebrows raised. “You knew?”

      “No,” I said. “But I should have.”

      The words tasted wrong. Because I had known, just not in the way Marco meant.

      I’d followed her career for years. Watched every win, every loss, every brutal comeback. No favors. No shortcuts. I watched because I respected her. Because she was really fucking good. Because she’d fought her way to the top. 

      And now, she was here.

      She stopped to shake Hiroshi’s hand, answering their questions with steady ease. Her voice was smooth, thick with a charming French accent. I should’ve looked away. Focused on my team. My car. Literally anything else but how gorgeous she was.

      But I didn’t, because when she finally turned, when her gaze lifted, when those golden-green eyes locked onto mine—my stomach clenched.

      She looked different here. Sharper. Fierce. Like she was ready to take on the world. I realized that now included me.

      Marco pushed away from the wall to introduce himself, but I stayed put. I didn’t trust myself to move. Not when all I could think about were all the post-race interviews she’d given, breathless and flushed.

      Oh no. Not now, Fraser.

      I think I said something to her, but I wasn’t sure. I was distracted. By her. Fuck.

      “Guess we’ll see how she handles a real car,” Marco said, skeptical as ever, rejoining my side.

      “She’ll handle it,” I muttered before I could stop myself. He shot me a look, but I didn’t elaborate. I knew she would. I knew it like the shape of every apex, the sound of my engine, the feel of the win.

      And for the first time in years, I felt the thrill of something I hadn’t experienced in a long time.

      Not just competition.

      Something else entirely.
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      Hot asphalt and high-octane fuel filled the air—a heady mixture that grounded me in the moment. The distant roar of engines reverberated through the Bahrain paddock the next day, each throttle blip a reminder of the power I was about to harness.

      I adjusted the collar of my fireproof race suit, the fabric snug against my skin. My heart hammered in my chest, but my hands were steady as I secured my blonde braids beneath the balaclava. Pulling on my helmet, I felt the world narrow to the visor’s frame—a tunnel leading straight to my future.

      The weight of expectation pressed heavily on my shoulders, but I welcomed it. This was what I had worked for—what I had dreamed of since the day I first gripped a steering wheel. Even so, doubt crept in. I’d always pictured making it to Formula One purely on merit. And while my accolades spoke for themselves, I knew luck had played its part too. 

      The whispers would follow me. Could she handle it? Did she deserve it?

      “Ready for this, Aurélie?” a race engineer, Lucas, asked over the team radio, his French accent softened by years on international circuits.

      “Born ready,” I replied, injecting confidence into my voice.

      The garage buzzed around me, mechanics finishing their checks, engineers reviewing final telemetry. My fingers flexed at my sides, the urge to climb into the car clawing at me. Not yet. Almost.

      Across the paddock, I could feel eyes on me. The other drivers were watching. Judging. Doubting.

      Except for one.

      Callum Fraser stood near his car, arms crossed, gaze unmoving, assessing, calculating. That look made me feel like he already had his answer about me, long before I’d even turned a wheel in Formula 1.

      My body reacted so viscerally that I nearly reared back. Blood heating and nipples tightening, I tore my gaze away, exhaling slowly. It didn’t matter. He didn’t matter. I didn’t need the approval—or attention—of a four-time world champion.

      I approached the sleek silhouette of my car—the deep navy and gold livery calling to me like a siren. The car was a masterpiece of engineering—sleek, coiled with potential. My name, A. Dubois, gleamed above the Luminis insignia, and a thrill sparked in my chest.

      Gripping the halo for support, I executed the well-practiced maneuver of lowering myself into the cockpit, legs first. The carbon fiber seat molded to my body, tight and unforgiving, a custom fit crafted from scans and adjustments over the past weeks. The engineers began strapping me in, pulling the harnesses taut across my shoulders and hips. They moved quickly, securing my HANS device and ensuring my safety checks were complete. I flexed my fingers in my gloves, settling into the rhythm of preparation, the buzz of the garage fading into background noise.

      “Steering wheel,” one of the mechanics said, handing it over.

      I attached it to the column with a satisfying click, the array of buttons, dials, and paddles familiar yet daunting. The wheel was a nexus of control—brake bias adjustments, differential settings, ERS deployment—all at my fingertips.

      “Radio check,” Lucas’s voice came through clearly.

      “Clear,” I replied, eyes already scanning the wheel’s display that I’d spent weeks memorizing.

      “Telemetry is live. We’ll start with an out lap to check systems. Take it easy, no need to push yet.”

      “Understood.”

      I glanced at the digital display on the wheel—engine modes, tire temperatures, fuel levels—all within optimal parameters. The cockpit was stifling, but I welcomed it. It was part of the ritual.

      “Fire up,” Lucas commanded.

      I pressed the ignition button, and the engine roared to life behind me—pure mechanical power. The vibrations coursed through the chassis, settling into my bones. I felt connected, part of a larger entity built for speed.

      Mechanics signaled that the path was clear. I released the clutch paddle gently and applied a touch of throttle, the car rolling forward smoothly. Navigating the tight confines of the garage, I emerged into the pit lane, the sun blinding for a moment before my visor adjusted.

      “Pit limiter on,” Lucas reminded.

      “Engaged,” I replied, ensuring I didn’t exceed the 60 km/h limit.

      As I drove down the pit lane, teams and crew members turned to look—a mix of curiosity and skepticism evident even through their visors and headsets. I kept my focus ahead, mind clear.

      “Pit exit is clear. Track temperature is high—watch for reduced grip in the first few corners,” Lucas advised. It was unseasonably hot.

      “Copy.”

      Crossing the pit exit line, I deactivated the limiter and pressed the throttle. The car surged forward, the V6 hybrid engine delivering instantaneous power. The G-force slammed me back into the seat as I shifted up through the gears.

      Entering Turn 1, I braked early, feeling out the car’s response. The brake-by-wire system was sensitive, the slightest pressure translating into deceleration. I navigated the apex smoothly, applying throttle on exit.

      “How does she feel?” Lucas asked.

      “Responsive. Balance feels good. Slight understeer in low-speed corners,” I reported.

      “Understood. We’ll make note of it.”

      I continued the lap, gradually increasing speed, the tires warming up and providing more grip. The Bahrain International Circuit unfolded before me—sweeping corners, tight hairpins, and long straights that begged for full throttle.

      Approaching the DRS detection zone before Turn 10, I tested the Drag Reduction System, feeling the decrease in downforce as the rear wing flap opened. The car floated, hungrier for speed.

      “DRS functional,” I confirmed.

      “Copy that.”

      Ahead, the unmistakable black and red livery of the Vanguard car came into view. Fraser. Even from this distance, I could see the aggression in his driving—the precision of a man who knew the machine as well as he knew his own body. He was everything F1 expected from a champion: ruthless, calculated, dominant.

      “Fraser up ahead,” Lucas noted. “Gap at two seconds.”

      “Permission to close the gap?” I asked, unable to keep the eagerness from my voice.

      A brief pause. “Go ahead. Let’s see what you can do, but keep it clean. Test the limits safely.”

      “Understood.”

      I shifted into a higher engine mode, feeling the extra power surge. The gap began to shrink as I pushed harder, braking later into corners, maximizing traction on exit. The tires gripped the tarmac confidently, in their optimal temperature range.

      Approaching Turn 1, I was within a second—DRS detection triggered. Exiting Turn 3, I activated DRS, the car lunging forward as I closed in on Callum. He held the racing line—either unaware of me, or unbothered.

      At Turn 4, I seized the opportunity. Late on the brakes, I dove to the inside, executing a textbook overtake. For a heartbeat, we were side by side, but I had the advantage into the corner. Clearing the turn ahead of him, a grin broke across my face.

      Today, I hadn’t just driven an F1 car—I had arrived.
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      The afterparty was in full swing—music, laughter, and the kind of buzz that came from adrenaline still thrumming in veins. Drivers, engineers, and team personnel mingled in clusters, swapping stories and celebrating a successful pre-season opening weekend.

      But my attention wasn’t on the celebrity chaos.

      It was on her.

      Aurélie Dubois stood out like a lighthouse in the chaos. Her long blonde hair, which had been in braids earlier, now hung in loose waves down her back that bounced every time she moved her head. She wore a simple light pink tank top and dark jeans, nothing eye-catching, yet she commanded attention with effortless confidence.

      I told myself I wasn’t watching her. That it was coincidence my eyes kept drifting in her direction. But it wasn’t. She was impossible to ignore.

      Jesus, she was gorgeous. Always had been, but seeing her now, in the world I’d dominated for years, was different. She belonged here. That much was clear. And yet, she sat alone at the bar, her gaze distant as she nursed a drink while I admired her from afar, just like I had for years.

      “Stop the pining and go talk to her,” Marco said, appearing beside me with a fresh pint in hand. His smirk was infuriatingly knowing.

      “I’m not pining,” I muttered, forcing my attention to him. Pining was a generous word for the years-long obsession I’d had over her. She had no idea just how much attention I’d been paying to her. How many times I’d stalked her socials.

      Marco snorted, sipping his beer. “You’ve been staring at her all night. It’s embarrassing, mate. You’re Callum fucking Fraser. You’ve stared down four world titles, but one blonde has you undone? Tragic. Now stop being such a pussy and go talk to the damn woman.” He said it as if he didn't have a championship title of his own.

      “She’s not just anyone,” I said, the words slipping out before I could stop them, not even acknowledging his insult.

      Marco raised an eyebrow. “Exactly. She’s your colleague now. And if you keep gawking like a schoolboy, everyone’s going to notice.”

      He was right. I knocked back the rest of my drink—burning, blurring, sharpening. The swagger that carried me on the track returned as I made my way toward her, Marco’s chuckle following me like a shadow.

      Aurélie’s head tilted slightly as I approached, her golden-green eyes flicking to mine with a calm curiosity. “CallumFraser,” she greeted, her accent wrapping around my name like a challenge. The first words she’d ever spoken to me, and the fact that it was my name made it all the sweeter.

      “Aurélie Dubois,” I replied, sliding onto the stool beside her. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      She arched a delicate eyebrow. “We are colleagues now, no?”

      I grinned, signaling the bartender for another round. “Fair enough. But you seem more like the ‘stay in and avoid the scene’ type.”

      She ran a finger around the rim of her glass. “And you seem like the ‘live for the scene’ type. Am I wrong?”

      “Not entirely,” I admitted, leaning casually against the bar as I faced her. “But even I need a break from time to time.”

      Her gaze lingered on me for a moment, sharp and assessing. “So, is this your break or just another opportunity to find your next conquest?”

      I laughed, the sound louder than I intended. “Is that what you think of me?”

      She tilted her head, her long strands tumbling over her shoulder with the movement, brushing the bar. “I think your reputation speaks for itself.”

      Ducking my head to lean closer, I was pleased to see that her eyes had a substantial amount of green in them. “And what does it say?” My voice dropped a few octaves. I didn’t miss the fact that she swallowed before responding again.

      “That you’re charming. Smooth. And very accustomed to getting what you want.”

      “Am I that predictable?” I asked, lifting a strand of her hair and tucking it behind her ear—too familiar, too soon, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “Painfully,” she said, but her smile betrayed her amusement. She straightened, breaking the small amount of contact between us.

      “Well, I can’t help how radiant you’re looking tonight.”

      “Just tonight?”

      I chuckled softly. “Caught me there. You look radiant every time I see you.”

      Her laugh was quiet, almost amused, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Flattery won’t get you far with me.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. For the record, I’m not here to charm you.” Lies. The bartender slid a drink in front of me, and I took a sip, savoring the moment. When I turned back to her, my curiosity outweighed my usual bravado. “I’m here to get to know you. So, how’s your first week in F1?”

      She took a sip of her drink, glancing around the crowded bar before answering. “Overwhelming. Incredible. Terrifying.” Her honesty caught me off guard. “But mostly? It feels like I’ve been waiting my whole life for this.”

      I nodded. “Well, you’ve certainly made an impression.”

      “Have I?” Her tone was light, but the hard set of her jaw said otherwise. “I thought I was just here to fill my brother’s shoes.”

      “That’s what everyone thinks,” I said, leaning back against the bar. “But I’ve seen you race. You’re not here because of Étienne. You’re here because you’re really fucking good.”

      For a moment, surprise flickered across her face, quickly replaced by a guarded expression. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “It was,” I said, my voice softer. “But you know as well as I do, talent only gets you so far in this sport.”

      “True,” she said, her lips curving into a sly smile. “But luck favors the prepared.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “And are you prepared for this?”

      “More than you know.”

      Something shifted in the air between us, an unspoken tension that felt like the moment before the lights went out at the start of a race. She was different from anyone I’d met in this world—sharp, self-assured, and completely immune to my usual charm. It was infuriating. And intoxicating.

      “If I’m being honest, I’ve been curious about you for years.”

      She hummed. “Curious how?”

      I smirked, setting my glass down. “You’re one of the only women to make it this far in motorsport. That’s impressive. And you’ve got talent—raw talent. It’s hard not to notice.”

      For the first time, her guarded expression softened. “I appreciate that,” she murmured. Her fingers continued tracing the rim of her glass—distracting in a way I didn’t want to name.

      Because if I did, I’d never get it out of my head.

      “But let’s get one thing straight,” she continued, voice smooth. “I’m not here to be anyone’s distraction. I’ve worked too hard for that.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, my own voice low and a tad suggestive. Maybe a little dark and teasing. “But you should know, distractions go both ways.”

      Her lips parted, a flicker of surprise crossing her pretty face before she quickly masked it.

      Then, slow. Calculated. A tilt of her head, a half-smile that shouldn’t have had my heart slamming the way it did. “Well,” she mused, lifting her drink. “Here’s to not being distracted.”

      I clinked my glass against hers, eyes locked on hers like a damn lifeline. “I’ll drink to that.”

      Then, before I could say another word, she knocked back the last of her drink. “You’re staring, Fraser,” she whispered, and I swear I stopped breathing. She was teasing me in a knowing way, like a fucking dagger disguised as a caress.

      Heat crept up my neck.

      No.

      No, no. This was not good.

      Aurélie stood, graceful as ever, straightening. She was short, but at eye level with me seated here. I raised my eyebrows at her, not responding to her comment, simply running my tongue over my lower lip.

      Which she watched. Intently. Fuck.

      Instead of simply leaving, her fingers dragged over my shoulder, lingering, pressing just enough to sear through my shirt and straight into my fucking bloodstream, deliberate enough to send a shockwave straight down my spine. She leaned in close, so close I could feel the warmth of her breath against my skin.

      “Thanks for the chat, Fraser,” she murmured, voice low and teasing. “But be careful. You might just end up the one distracted.” Then she stepped back, her wry grin just visible beneath the dim glow of the bar lights, a flicker of something playful in the hazel depths of her eyes.

      And then, she disappeared into the crowd.

      I stared after her, watching her hips sway and hair swing, my pulse slamming against my throat, my body caught in some kind of stunned limbo between frustration and something far more dangerous. My grip tightened around my glass.

      That damn woman. She had no idea what she’d just started.

      Or maybe… maybe she did.

      I was in trouble.

      Big fucking trouble.
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      The lavender-scented breeze swept through the open window, mingling with the soft hum of cicadas. I leaned against the kitchen counter, cradling a cup of tea I hadn’t taken more than a sip from, letting the stillness of home seep into my bones.

      After weeks of the relentless noise and nonstop motion of pre-season, this quiet felt almost foreign.

      I should have been relieved. But I wasn’t. I’d spent so much time at Luminis HQ lately, drowning in telemetry data, endless strategy meetings, back-to-back simulations. It had been so easy to focus on the work, to push aside everything else. But now?

      Now there was nothing to distract me. No meetings. No debriefs. Just the memory of Callum Fraser’s voice in my head.

      He said my name differently than everyone else. Aur-elie rather than Aur-aylie. His accent clipped the second syllable short. Not drawn out like the French. Not softened. Sharper, tighter, as though he was biting it back.

      I pretended not to notice, but I did.

      I scowled at my tea. Absolutely not.

      Except… he was a distraction on his own, and I was recovering from a heartbreak that still felt a little too fresh, four months later. And I’d rather be thinking about how my stomach had bottomed out when his pale blue eyes locked onto mine like I was the most important thing in the world than the ex who’d fucked with my head.

      Étienne stood across from me, his dark hair still a mess, a faint smile playing at his lips as he fiddled with the edge of his mug. He looked better. Healthier than the last time I’d seen him. He still moved gingerly, one arm in a sling, but the shadow that had loomed over him since the crash was starting to fade.

      I wanted to believe that meant he was okay.

      “Did you meet many drivers at testing?” he asked, tone casual. But I knew him too well to miss the real curiosity behind the question.

      “Some.” I shrugged. “Most of them were polite enough.”

      “Most?” Étienne raised an eyebrow. “Someone wasn’t?”

      “It’s not that,” I said, shaking my head. “They were all… professional. Polite.” I winced, because some of them were definitely not polite. “Surprised, I think. But Callum Fraser⁠—”

      My twin brother groaned instantly, cutting me off with a roll of his eyes. “What did he do?”

      “Nothing!” I protested, gripping my mug a little tighter. “He was perfectly professional. Kind, even.”

      “So why are you blushing?” he asked, leaning forward with a knowing smirk.

      “I’m not.” Except I totally was. Heat flooded my cheeks as the memory of his low, too-confident voice flashed through my mind. Or the way he smelled, something so distinctly male and expensive and—ugh. Fuck.

      “Right.”

      I gave him a dirty look. “It was just… weird. Talking to him.”

      Étienne’s brow furrowed, the teasing momentarily replaced by genuine concern. “Weird how?”

      I hesitated, the words catching in my throat. This wasn’t exactly something I wanted to discuss with my brother. I mean, what was I supposed to say? That his Scottish accent was a massive turn on and when he spoke, it was disarmingly warm? That when he’d slid onto the barstool beside me, so casual and cool, like it was the most normal thing in the world, all I could think about was that I was in the presence of greatness? I was starstruck and grappling with not full-on fan-girling.

      It wasn’t just that he was gorgeous—unfairly, sinfully gorgeous. It was the way his presence seemed to fill the room. How effortlessly he’d made me feel like I belonged, when I’d spent my whole life vying for the attention of those who were supposed to uplift me. The way he smiled with genuine admiration, the way he made me feel seen, the way he’d admitted to watching me race before?

      My brain had shorted out. This four time champion had noticed me before?

      “He was nice,” I said finally, setting my mug down and shaking the interaction from my thoughts. “Professional, like I said. A little… flirty, maybe. But nothing inappropriate.” Unfortunately. I would’ve climbed him like a koala if I wasn’t adamant about not sleeping with anyone on the grid.

      Okay, that wasn’t true in the slightest. I had flirted way more than he had. I initiated contact, which, in hindsight, was probably not the wisest idea.

      Étienne raised an eyebrow, waiting for me to continue.

      “Really, it’s nothing. I was just a little starstruck.”

      His huffed a laugh as I shuffled to the seating area just off the kitchen. “Sounds like someone got under your skin.”

      I groaned, flopping dramatically onto the couch. “I hate you.”

      “No, you don’t.” He sat beside me, stretching his legs out with a wince. “Look, Ray, you’re going to be around these guys all season. It’s natural to get close to some of them. But be careful with Fraser. He’s… well, let’s just say he’s not exactly known for staying out of trouble.”

      I scowled. “You act like I don’t have self-control.”

      “You? Self-control?” He snorted. “Ray, I love you, but you’ve got the patience of a⁠—”

      “I’m not a goddamn schoolgirl in need of a lecture,” I snapped, cutting him off. “I don’t have a crush on him. End of story.”

      Silence.

      Then my brother arched an eyebrow, smug as hell. “No? Not even a little?”

      I hated him.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I sat on my bed, a book open in my lap, and stared in absolute horror at the poster on my wall.

      The worst possible poster.

      Callum Fraser.

      It wasn’t even a conscious choice. I’d been collecting race memorabilia since I was a kid—posters, paddock passes, old press badges, the occasional magazine spread and newspaper clippings. This one was a Vanguard promo from his first championship win. He was twenty-three. Same age as me now. Helmet off, race suit unzipped to his waist, sweat-damp hair falling into his sharp blue eyes like a fucking cinematic shot.

      I groaned, dragging a hand down my face.

      Of course I had a Callum Fraser poster with a fake autograph at the bottom. I had lived and breathed racing my whole life. Posters of champions were normal. They were aspirational.

      Right?

      This was ridiculous. It wasn’t a crush. It had never been a crush.

      Had I admired him? Sure. Had I watched every post-race interview? Maybe. Had I replayed certain team radio moments because his voice was distractingly attractive? Okay. Fine. Had I saved an embarrassing number of edits and TikToks to a private folder in my phone? Shut up.

      It didn’t mean anything.

      Except… maybe it did.

      I flopped back onto my pillows, hating myself. Because the truth? The truth was, I touched him. At the bar. When I was feeling bold, when I’d let myself forget what he was. I pressed my fingers into his shoulder, just enough to brand the moment into my bloodstream, as if I had any business touching him at all. And then I’d whispered something ridiculous into his ear—something bold and too-close and entirely unprofessional. Just to see what it felt like. Just to know I could.

      I wasn’t dumb.

      I knew how he looked at me.

      And for one fleeting second, I had thought—what if?

      This was exactly why you should never meet your idols.

      Not because they might turn out to be assholes or disappoint you. But because sometimes, your whole damn career plays out in the public eye and you find yourself violently attracted to someone you really shouldn’t be. Someone you’ve seen a thousand times before—always from afar—only to end up face-to-face with them in a bar. And suddenly you’re stuck in a sport where you have to be professional and serious and unfazed, and all you can think about is the fact that you’ve absolutely, without a doubt, masturbated to them before.

      Fucking hell.

      I blew air out of my lips in frustration, glancing at the poster again.

      That photo was from four seasons ago. He’d already been in Formula 1 for years by then; one of the youngest drivers in the sport’s history, breaking records left and right. Only a few years older than Étienne and me, yet I was just now making my debut at the same age he was winning his first title. I was older than most rookies nowadays, and with far more eyes on me for the wrong reasons.

      While Étienne had entered F1 as a late teen, I’d been stuck in F2. Promoted not long after he left the grid. I waited. I watched from the sidelines while teams took risks on younger, less experienced men. But now I was the risk. Luminis's gamble. The woman. The older rookie. The wildcard.

      The worst part about my situation in that exact moment was that it wasn’t just a poster anymore. He wasn’t just a face on my wall. I’d touched him, spoken to him, felt the heat in his eyes and the way his voice dipped when he said my name in that stupidly sexy accent.

      This wasn’t a fantasy anymore.

      It was a problem because Callum Fraser’s attention was fleeting. That was just who he was. I had to be okay with that.

      I rolled over, grabbed my phone before I could talk myself out of it and pulled up his social media on my private account. Scrolled past the polished, PR-friendly posts—the podium celebrations, the sponsor deals, the curated image of a world champion.

      At some point I wound up in his tagged photos and stumbled upon a different account. His private one. I hesitated. Would he notice? Would he care?

      Before I could think too hard about it, I hit follow. A second later, my screen lit up.

      

      Follow request accepted.

      

      My heart flipped.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      I scrolled slowly. These were different. Candid. The golden haze of a racetrack at sunset. A blurry photo of a night out. A black-and-white shot of Monaco from a balcony overlooking the marina, captioned with something sarcastic. It felt real.

      And then, the worst part: a selfie. A completely unfair, sweaty, post-workout selfie. Messy hair—shorter than it is now, damp at the edges. A cocky smirk. Shirtless.

      I froze.

      His shoulders were broad and gleaming, veins visible down one bicep. His abs were so defined they looked carved out of marble, and his grey sweats hung so low on his hips it should’ve been illegal. I pinched the screen and zoomed in.

      The waistband of his underwear was visible—Armani, of course—framed by that ridiculous V of muscle leading straight down. And then I saw it.

      The outline.

      Thick. Heavy. Pressed against the fabric like it was straining to be noticed.

      Oh my God.

      It was basically porn.

      I blinked.

      I probably gasped.

      Hell, I might’ve sighed like I’d just read the steamiest scene of my life and accidentally starred in it.

      My mouth went dry.

      My skin burned.

      My thighs clenched like they had a mind of their own.

      Heat was already blooming low in my stomach, thick and insistent.

      Maybe I was ovulating. That had to be it. There was no other explanation for why my whole body had just thrown itself at the altar of this man’s groin like I was trying to be exorcised.

      I stared for another second. Maybe three. Okay, definitely longer.

      Then I zoomed in again.

      My hand tightened around the phone.

      I tried to scroll. Really, I did. My thumb hovered, twitching like it wanted to behave. But then it dragged right back to the photo and zoomed in again.

      I made a strangled noise. Audibly. Alone in my bedroom of my fucking parents' estate.

      This man was a menace. A sin in human form.

      If there was a God, He wanted me to sin.

      My legs shifted again. The ache was unbearable now. Hot and steady and dangerous. Like every nerve ending had decided this was the hill to die on.

      Then I thought about slipping my hand between my thighs. Just for a second. But no.

      Absolutely not. Be serious.

      But that dangerous, traitorous ache between my legs that said: just once. Just a little. Just enough to take the edge off.

      I set the phone down, still angled so I could see it.

      My hand slipped beneath the waistband of my shorts, fingers brushing over my already damp panties.

      Fuck.

      He'd said my name at the bar. He'd played with my hair. He'd let me touch him and—no. I came to my senses and yanked my hand out of my shorts as shame crept in.

      I launched my phone across the bed like it had personally offended me. That was something I used to do, before this sport made him unavoidable.

      This was a disaster. I was a disaster. I rolled onto my side and pulled the blanket up over my face, groaning.

      Nope. Nope, nope, nope. We are not doing this today.

      Because next week, the season would begin. I was facing enough scrutiny. There was enough doubt on my role here and I still had to prove myself in this sport.

      And there would be no room for distractions.

      There couldn’t be distractions. Not now. Not even for Callum Fraser. No matter how good his abs looked in low-rise sweats.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Melbourne, Australia]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Traffic was hell. Even with the police escort, the crowds were insane. Paparazzi and reporters swarmed, hungry for a glimpse into the so-called glamorous life of F1.

      The buzz of the entire paddock hit me the moment I stepped out of the car. The air was thick with anticipation, the energy almost tangible as team personnel darted between motorhomes and camera crews set up their shots. The first race of the season was always like this—loud, chaotic, and fucking electric like a live wire.

      I wondered what Aurélie thought of all the commotion. If she’d like it, if she was accustomed to it between her racing career and her brother’s, or if she found it bothersome.

      I hadn’t seen her in over two weeks. Not since the afterparty in Bahrain, when she’d walked away with that parting shot that had me replaying our conversation more times than I cared to admit. It wasn’t just what she’d said, or how her hand had brushed my shoulder. It was also in how she regarded me with little more than bored curiosity, how she carried herself, the fucking fire in her eyes that hinted at just how dangerous she could be, both on and off the track.

      And then there was the follow request last week.

      I hadn’t expected it, but when I saw her name pop up on my private account, I couldn’t accept it fast enough. The idea that she’d searched for me, scrolled through my feed, tapped like—it did something to me that I didn’t have words for.

      And yes, I followed her personal account back, loving the private view into her life a little too much. Her public socials had always been a little provocative with shots of her in bikinis and out celebrating, but her private account? It would be scandalous to the world of F1.

      Also, I may or may not have jerked myself off to a few of those photos. Okay, I definitely did.

      But now, as I moved through the paddock, I wasn’t sure what I’d say to her when I saw her again. Not that it mattered—I was a professional, and had been my entire life. And she… well, she was my colleague now. Nothing more.

      “Fraser!” Marco’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts. He jogged over, his grin as cocky as ever. “Media pen in ten. Ready to face the circus?”

      “Always,” I said, smirking, feeling the Australian heat beat down on us. “Though I think they’re more interested in Dubois this week.”

      He raised an eyebrow, but before he could say anything, my attention snagged on none other than the woman herself. Aurélie stood a few meters away, her long blonde hair was straight and catching the sunlight as she listened to one of the PR reps. She was dressed in her Luminis team gear, her expression calm and composed. In broad daylight, she was glowing. Tan, poised, light makeup adorning her features. Fucking gorgeous.

      God, I needed to pull it together.

      “I think she’ll be the focus all season,” Marco said, pulling me back.

      We exchanged small talk for a few moments until I could no longer resist the urge to look at her again, and when I did, I realized that something was off.

      She was now standing in a loose circle of drivers, most of whom were engaged in easy banter, but a couple of them—Max Schreiber and Tomas Kowalski—stood stiffly, their faces sharp and unfriendly as they glanced her way. The tension in their posture was unmistakable, and when they leaned toward each other to exchange words, their expressions morphed into scowls.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d seen that look—the once that said she didn’t belong. It pissed me off more than it should have.

      Without thinking, I made my way over.

      “Dubois,” I greeted casually, stepping into the circle and nodding at the other drivers. Her head turned, gaze catching mine—just for a second too long.

      Not quick enough for me to miss the way her throat bobbed when she swallowed.

      “Fraser,” she replied, her tone polite but distant, but I caught the way her fingers curled subtly against her bicep.

      Oh, how I wanted to force her to look at me so I could see the eyes I’d been imagining in truly sinful ways since I first saw her step foot on the grid.

      “Settling in?” I asked, keeping my voice light as I slid my hands into my pockets. I didn’t trust them, or myself. I was used to getting what I wanted: women, podiums, championships, you name it. But she was one thing I couldn’t have, and it bothered me.

      She nodded. “It’s been… an adjustment.”

      This wasn’t like her. The Aurélie I’d met in Bahrain had been sharp, confident, unapologetically direct, and a little flirtatious. This version of her was guarded, almost nervous.

      “You’ll get used to it,” I told her, my voice low enough that only she could hear. “They’ll come around. They always do.”

      She exhaled through her nose, barely perceptible, but I caught it. The slightest tension in her shoulders, the way her lips parted like she was about to say something and then changed her mind.

      Her fingers flexed, the same way mine did when I was trying not to react. For a moment, I thought she might brush me off entirely. But then the group began to break apart, the drivers heading toward their respective obligations, leaving the two of us standing alone.

      An awkward silence settled between us, the air charged with something I couldn’t quite name, but felt crawling over my skin.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” she said finally.

      “Do what?” I asked, leaning casually against the nearest barrier.

      “Step in,” she said, waving
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