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The first time Elena Marquez saw Nico Laurent in person in four years, she was standing beneath a twenty-foot Apex Grand Prix banner while a photographer asked her to move three inches to the left.

“Other left,” he called.

Elena shifted obligingly, and when he told her to hold there, she arranged her face into the pleasant expression the Apex communications director had spent most of breakfast encouraging from the engineering staff. Apparently the championship’s opening media event was supposed to project confidence, accessibility, and team unity, which meant even people whose jobs involved tire degradation models and energy deployment strategies were expected to stand beneath artificial lighting and pretend having cameras pointed at them was normal.

Elena had spent eight years becoming good enough at her job that nobody could reasonably question whether she belonged in a top-level racing paddock. She had not expected belonging to involve quite this much makeup powder.

“Chin slightly down.”

She complied, feeling the laminated credential against her chest shift with the movement. The badge still looked strange there, with APEX GRAND PRIX printed above her name and PERFORMANCE STRATEGY beneath it in clean block lettering.

Those words had existed in emails and contracts for months, but wearing them in public made everything feel suddenly and thrillingly real. Years of smaller teams, simulator work, overnight data analysis, junior-series race weekends, brutal flights, cheap hotels, and the engineering fellowship that had changed the direction of her entire career had finally led here. She had actually made it.

Then the photographer lowered his camera, glanced somewhere over Elena’s shoulder, and said, “Well, there goes half my afternoon.”

Several people nearby turned toward whatever had caught his attention, and Elena followed their gaze.

Nico Laurent was walking through the paddock.

For one extraordinarily stupid second, her mind failed to reconcile the man approaching through the crowd with the one she remembered. Four years had not transformed him so much as sharpened everything that had already been dangerous.

He had always been handsome. At twenty-eight, Nico had possessed the loose-limbed confidence of a man who knew exactly what his body could do at two hundred miles an hour and considerably slower speeds. His hair had been a little too long, his smile a little too quick, and his ambitions enormous enough that Elena had occasionally teased him for needing a second hotel room to accommodate them.

The man crossing the paddock now looked as though success had taught him how to occupy space.

He was broader through the shoulders than she remembered, his body honed by years of elite conditioning beneath the fitted black Veloce Racing polo. Sponsor logos covered his chest and sleeves, while dark hair swept back from his forehead in a style that probably involved an expensive barber pretending not to work very hard. A watch Elena recognized from advertisements flashed briefly at his wrist when he lifted a hand to acknowledge someone calling his name.

Everyone around him seemed to register his presence. Photographers altered course. Fans behind the barriers leaned forward. Officials greeted him as he passed. Elena noticed him with a depth of attention that irritated her far more than any of theirs could have.

The line of his jaw had become more defined, and faint stubble covered it with the careful neatness of something maintained rather than forgotten. His nose was still slightly crooked from the karting accident he had once claimed made him look distinguished. His mouth, however, appeared exactly as she remembered it, which felt personally unreasonable.

Elena turned back toward the photographer.

“Can we finish?”

He looked surprised by her tone. “Sure. Absolutely.”

She forced herself back into the proper expression: professional, composed, and entirely uninterested in the famous driver walking somewhere behind her.

The camera clicked twice before the photographer lowered it again.

“Elena?”

She knew the voice.

Four years collapsed with humiliating efficiency.

When she turned, Nico stood six feet away.

The crowd continued moving around them, but Elena had the peculiar sensation that somebody had lowered the volume on the entire paddock. Nico’s attention settled first on her face before dropping to the credential against her chest, and unmistakable surprise crossed his expression.

“You work for them?”

Elena looked pointedly at the red-and-black Veloce Racing crest over his heart.

“You drive for them.”

His mouth curved into the same smile that had caused more trouble in one summer than most people managed in a decade.

“I was there first.”

“So your defense is seniority?”

“It usually works.”

“Not with me.”

“I remember.”

The words landed more softly than the teasing deserved.

Elena became abruptly conscious of the photographer several feet away, the Apex media staff nearby, the Veloce personnel circulating through the paddock, and at least a dozen people who would recognize Nico Laurent before they recognized themselves in a mirror. She folded her arms.

“You knew I was in the championship.”

“I knew you’d made the jump.” His gaze returned briefly to her badge. “I didn’t know Apex had stolen you.”

“They offered me a job.”

“They stole you.”

“I wasn’t property.”

“I remember that too.”

She nearly smiled, which only annoyed her more.

Nico stepped closer, although not enough to make the movement intimate. He had always understood physical boundaries better than people assumed from the amount of charm he threw at the world.

“When did you sign?”

“December.”

“And you didn’t tell me.”

Elena stared at him. “You haven’t had my phone number in four years.”

“I have your phone number.”

Her stomach tightened before reason caught up.

“No, you don’t.”

“I never deleted it.”

“That is not the same thing as having it.”

“It might still work.”

“It does.”

The answer escaped too quickly, and the lift of Nico’s eyebrows made Elena want to kick herself.

“Work phone,” she said. “Same number got transferred.”

“Of course.”

He clearly knew she was lying, or at least that the explanation was incomplete. Elena had kept the number because changing it would have been inconvenient, which was the justification she had repeated whenever his old contact appeared while she scrolled past names she never called. His name remained in her phone without a photograph because she had eventually forced herself to delete that part.

“How are you?” he asked.

The question should have been ordinary, but the quiet sincerity in his voice prevented it from feeling that way.

Elena looked at him more carefully. “Good.”

“I mean it.”

“So do I.”

His expression softened in a way that made her wish he would go back to flirting. She had prepared herself for that. Sincerity was considerably harder to defend against.

“I heard about Zürich,” he said.

“You heard about Zürich four years ago.”

“I heard you finished at the top of your program.”

That surprised her. The fellowship had been prestigious within motorsport engineering circles, but it had not been the kind of achievement famous drivers usually discussed in interviews.

“You followed my fellowship?”

“I followed you.”

Elena’s folded arms tightened.

Nico seemed to realize how the sentence sounded and gave a small, almost self-conscious laugh. “Not in a criminal way.”

“Comforting.”

“I read things when your name came up.”

“My name did not come up that often.”

“It came up enough.”

Before Elena could decide what to do with that information, somebody shouted Nico’s name from farther down the paddock. A Veloce press officer waved at him with the increasingly desperate expression of a woman whose carefully constructed schedule was being destroyed by a driver who had wandered off.

Nico glanced toward her before looking back at Elena. “I have to go.”

“That sounds serious.”

“It’s a sponsor shoot. I may never recover.”

“My thoughts are with you.”

He smiled, then let his gaze drop once more to her credential.

“Apex.”

“Veloce.”

“This is inconvenient.”

“For you, maybe.”

“For both of us.”

Elena held his eyes. “I don’t know what you think is going to happen here.”

Nico’s smile faded into something subtler and more thoughtful.

“Neither do I.”

The answer was sufficiently honest that she had no immediate response.

When the press officer called again, Nico stepped backward.

“I’ll see you around, Elena.”

The way he said her name irritated every carefully organized part of her brain.

“You probably will.”

He left, and Elena watched him for approximately two seconds before catching herself and turning toward the Apex hospitality unit.

The photographer was staring at her.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“It looked like something.”

He lifted both hands. “I value my employment.”

Elena walked away before he could become more observant.

She spent the remainder of Thursday discovering that the paddock had developed an unfortunate tendency to place Nico Laurent directly in her path.

The first recurrence happened outside the technical briefing room, where Elena emerged carrying a tablet and nearly walked into him as he rounded the corner beside his race engineer. Nico caught her lightly by the shoulders before they collided, and when Elena glanced at his hands, he released her immediately.

“Sorry.”

His engineer, a compact British man Elena vaguely recognized from broadcasts, looked between them.

Nico continued as though nothing unusual had happened. “Daniel, this is Elena Marquez. Apex strategy.”

The engineer offered his hand. “Daniel Price.”

“I know who you are.”

“That makes one of us. Sorry.”

Elena shook his hand. “You don’t have to apologize.”

Nico looked offended. “You recognized him and not me?”

“I recognized you. I simply considered pretending otherwise.”

Daniel laughed, while Nico put a hand over his chest as though genuinely wounded.

“Cruel.”

“You’ll survive.”

“I usually do.”

Daniel checked the time on his phone. “We’re late.”

“You are late,” Elena corrected. “I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

Nico’s gaze slid toward her. “Of course you are.”

The remark dragged up a memory of another summer and another workshop, when Nico had been leaning against a half-disassembled Formula 2 car while Elena explained that he was standing directly in the way of three mechanics and approximately forty thousand euros’ worth of equipment. He had asked whether she was always that bossy.

She had kissed him forty minutes later.

Elena forced her attention back to Daniel.

“Good luck this weekend.”

“Not too much,” Nico said.

“None for you.”

He smiled as they moved past.

By Friday, practice sessions and enough actual work had almost convinced Elena that Nico’s presence had become irrelevant. Apex’s new car was quick on high-fuel runs but unstable through medium-speed corners, and by midday she was fully absorbed in telemetry. She sat inside the engineering office behind the garage with a headset around her neck, comparing simulations while the faint vibration of engines traveled through the walls.

This was the part of racing she loved most. Cameras, polished hospitality suites, interviews, and dramatic promotional videos could all disappear without causing her any grief. Give her lap traces, degradation curves, competing strategy models, and the elegant violence of a race car translated into data, and she could lose hours without noticing. A sufficiently detailed trace could tell her where a driver had surrendered two tenths before the driver themselves had worked it out.

By late afternoon, Apex had enough information to build a competitive qualifying plan. Elena left the garage after sunset with her tablet tucked beneath one arm and a headache beginning behind her eyes.

The paddock had changed character with the fading daylight. Most of the daytime crowds had thinned, team personnel moved with greater purpose, and hospitality lights glowed against the deepening blue of the evening sky.

“Elena.”

She kept walking.

Footsteps caught up with her.

“You heard me.”

“I was hoping you would assume otherwise.”

Nico fell into step beside her. He had changed out of his race suit and wore dark trousers with a Veloce team jacket half-zipped over a white shirt.

“You were staring at me after practice.” 

“I was working.” 

“You spent an awfully long time doing it.” 

“I was looking at your rear tires.” 

Nico considered that. “Somehow that sounds worse.”

Elena laughed before she could stop herself, and Nico’s expression brightened so instantly that the familiarity of his reaction annoyed her.

“What do you want?”

“To walk with you.”

“Why?”

“Because we are both walking in the same direction.”

“You don’t know where I’m going.”

“Hotel shuttle.”

She glanced at him. “You remember too much.”

“Probably.”

They continued together while Elena registered the occasional glance thrown in their direction. Nobody appeared particularly interested. Drivers spoke with rival-team personnel constantly, engineers moved between teams throughout their careers, and Nico walking beside an Apex strategist was hardly scandalous.

Only Elena knew precisely how many times she had once been naked with him.

Nico shoved his hands into his jacket pockets. “How was the fellowship?”

She looked at him. “You really want to know?”

“Yes.”

So she told him. Four years could not be compressed into one walk through the paddock, but she talked about Zürich, the vehicle-dynamics lab, the professor who had terrified everyone for the first six months and then cried at graduation, and the simulation project that had eventually led to her first endurance-racing role.

Nico listened with enough genuine attention that she found herself telling him more than she had intended. He asked about her work in Germany and the two seasons she had spent with a midfield championship team before Apex recruited her.

“You hated endurance strategy at first,” he said.

Elena stared at him. “How do you remember that?”

“You complained about traffic modeling for an entire dinner.”

“That dinner was four years ago.”

“You were very passionate.”

“I was drunk.”

“You were very passionately drunk.”

Elena shook her head. “What about you?”

Nico gave her a look. “I assume you have access to the internet.”

She had watched every race, although she was not about to tell him that. Sometimes she had watched live despite the time-zone difference; other times she had waited until morning after insisting to herself that she did not care enough to destroy her sleep schedule.

She remembered his first podium and his first win. She remembered the collision at Arden two years ago, when the rear of his car struck the barrier at nearly one hundred eighty miles an hour and left Elena standing in her apartment with both hands over her mouth while the commentators waited for him to move. The relief when he climbed out had nearly buckled her knees, and afterward she had been furious with herself for crying.

“I’ve seen some things,” she said.

Nico’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Some?”

“You’ve had a reasonably public career.”

“I won nine races last year.”

“Congratulations.”

“Nine.”

“I can count.”

“I finished second in the championship.”

“I’m aware.”

His smile returned, quieter this time. “So you watched.”

Elena stopped near the shuttle area, and Nico stopped beside her.

“I follow the championship.”

“Of course.”

“I work in motorsport.”

“Entirely professional.”

“Completely.”

“You always watch onboard footage at two in the morning for professional reasons?”

Elena stared at him.

He smiled. “You liked one of my onboard posts once.”

Her face heated. “I unliked it.”

“Three seconds later.”

“You saw that?”

“I was holding my phone.”

“That was two years ago.”

“I remember important moments.”

“You are insufferable.”

“I’ve been told.”

The shuttle arrived and opened its doors. Elena started toward it, but Nico touched her elbow lightly.

She stopped.

His expression had lost its teasing edge.

“I’m glad you’re here.”

She looked at him as an unpleasantly tender pressure settled beneath her ribs.

“Nico.”

“I mean in the championship.”

“I know.”

“I always thought you’d make it.”

The certainty in his voice landed harder than praise had any right to.

Elena swallowed. “Good night.”

“Good night, Elena.”

She boarded the shuttle without looking back.

Saturday made everything worse.

Apex qualified third and seventh, better than the team had expected, while Veloce locked out the front row. Elena should have been thinking exclusively about start simulations and race scenarios when Nico approached her through a corridor of equipment cases behind the Apex garage, carrying his helmet beneath one arm.

Sweat darkened his hair at the temples, and his fireproof undershirt clung to his shoulders where the upper half of his race suit had been tied around his waist. He looked exhilarated enough that Elena remembered, with startling clarity, exactly what he used to look like after sex.

The comparison arrived without permission.

Nico caught her staring, and his mouth curved.

“Good session.”

“You missed pole.”

“By fourteen thousandths.”

“Still missed it.”

“You’ve become meaner.”

“I work for the opposition now.”

He moved slightly closer. “You looked happy when your second car went P7.”

“I was.”

“You smile differently when you’re winning.”

Elena’s pulse gave an irritating kick.

“You have interviews.”

“I have three minutes.”

“Use them productively.”

“I am.”

His eyes moved over her face, and Elena lowered her voice.

“Stop.”

Nico understood immediately. He took half a step back, which mattered more than she wanted it to.

“Sorry.”

She studied him. “You don’t have to apologize for looking at me.”

“I’m trying to understand the rules.”

“There are no rules.”

“That seems dangerous.”

“There is nothing happening that requires rules.”

Nico was quiet for a moment before giving a small nod. “Right.”

He did not argue, and when a press officer called him from across the garage entrance, Nico lifted his helmet slightly.

“See you tonight.”

Elena frowned. “Tonight?”

“The championship sponsor dinner.”

She had forgotten about it entirely. Apex had informed her two weeks earlier that senior engineering staff were expected to attend.

“You’re going?”

“I’m contractually obligated to eat expensive food beside people who manufacture watches.”

“That sounds devastating.”

“I’ll endure.”

His gaze lingered for one fraction of a second longer before he turned away.

Elena
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