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The Bahrain paddock smelled like heat pretending to be glamour—burnt rubber and overripe fruit, sunscreen and champagne that hadn’t been opened yet. Reporters in polo shirts moved like schools of fish between team garages, their cameras clicking in practiced hunger.
Isla Marten walked against the current. Boots, not heels. Jeans with dust on the cuffs. Recorder, not selfie stick.
Every step echoed the rhythm that had ruled her since she was ten: clutch, throttle, breath. She still heard engines even when there were none, like a phantom limb for speed.
Someone once told her you could tell a person’s story by the sound of the machine they loved. Her father’s bikes had always coughed before roaring to life—temperamental, stubborn. Her mother’s typewriter, by contrast, had hummed like a cat. Isla had learned to speak both languages: oil and metaphor.
She adjusted her press pass—Trackline Magazine, Staff Writer—and squinted through the desert glare. The Helios Lux garage gleamed in front of her, scarlet and silver, the richest team on the grid. Their star driver, Étienne Durand, stood in the center of it like a statue given heartbeat. Their next Milo van der Meer.
He had tousled brown hair that fell in soft waves across his forehead, the kind that always seemed to be one breeze away from becoming art. There was an effortless harmony to his features, a blend of athletic sharpness and romantic softness that made it hard to look away.
Everyone said he was untouchable: too perfect, too polite, too precise.
Perfect people made Isla itch.
She approached before she could overthink it. “Durand,” she called, loud enough to cut through the hiss of air guns. “Got a minute?”
The PR handler turned first, face already tightening. Étienne followed a second later, visor lifted, expression unreadable beneath the sheen of sun and sweat.
He stood there in scarlet, the kind of red that didn’t merely catch the eye but commanded it. His warm hazel-brown eyes held flecks of gold when the light touched them, steady and thoughtful beneath straight, expressive brows. It brushed over his features like a lover’s hand, tracing the gentle slope of his cheekbone, the faint stubble along his defined jaw, the quietly expressive mouth that looked as though it had learned to hide more than it ever confessed.
“I’m finishing telemetry review,” he said, in an accent balanced delicately between Paris and Brussels. “Is it urgent?”
“Depends,” Isla said. “Are you planning to kiss the wall again in Turn 9 tomorrow? Because that would make a hell of a headline.”
His brows rose. A murmur passed through the nearby crew. Someone’s wrench clattered to the floor, and the PR handler quickly excused herself, one hand already on her earpiece.
Then Étienne smiled—slow, dangerous. “I see you do not waste time with pleasantries.”
“I’m Brazilian. We save our small talk for people we like.”
A flicker of laughter escaped him. He gestured toward a quieter stretch of pit wall. “All right, Miss …?”
“Marten. Isla Marten.”
“Of Trackline. I have read your piece on rookie aerodynamics,” he said. “You compared drag coefficients to heartbreak.”
She blinked. “You actually read it?”
“Your metaphors are unusual,” he said. “And reckless.”
“I used to be reckless professionally.” She tapped her left collarbone—the bone that had once shattered like porcelain. “Motocross.”
Étienne’s gaze softened. “That explains the limp.”
“It’s not a limp. It’s an attitude.”
He laughed again, genuine this time, and for a breath they were just two people in the heat instead of journalist and headline.
He talked easily once the questions started: tire compounds, track temperatures, the philosophy of braking late. She listened, recording but also memorizing—the cadence, the precision, the faint hint of arrogance that clung to men who’d never truly lost.
When she asked about the near-miss in the last race, his smile faltered.
“I misjudged the wind,” he said.
“You don’t misjudge,” she replied before thinking. “You calculate. You predicted a risk and pretended it was instinct because it makes a better story for the press.”
He stared at her. “You sound like my engineer.”
“You pay him to agree,” she said. “You get me for free.”
A pause stretched between them, full of engine heat and tension. Then Étienne inclined his head slightly, as though conceding a point on a chessboard.
“Perhaps you see more than you should, Miss Marten.”
“Hazard of journalism,” she said. “Or maybe genetics.”

Later, when the interview ended, she lingered near the pit wall. The sun hammered gold across the tarmac; mechanics shouted in Portuguese, French, English.
She opened her tablet and began drafting her column. The words came fast, almost fevered—her fingers moving the way they used to on throttle and clutch.
Title: The Man Who Treats Fear Like Fuel
There’s a moment—half a heartbeat—between bravery and stupidity. Most of us spend our lives avoiding it. Étienne Leclair Durand lives there.
Watching him drive is like watching a poem that refuses punctuation. Every corner is a question he asks the universe: Do you still love me enough to let me survive this?
He smiles for cameras, but the man underneath the visor isn’t made of glamour. He’s made of silence. He pilots noise the way a priest holds a prayer—afraid that faith might be the only thing keeping physics from remembering its job.
I don’t think he races to win. I think he races to disappear, and the finish line is just where he expects to be reborn.
She stopped there, rereading, uncertain if it was admiration or warning.
Her mother’s voice, distant and wry, surfaced in memory:
“Remember, minha filha, metaphors are just truths in disguise.”
“Yeah, well,” Isla murmured, typing anyway, “so are drivers.”
A shadow fell across her screen. Étienne again, helmet now under his arm, curiosity replacing politeness.
“Already writing?” he asked.
“Bad habit,” she said. “Words itch until I catch them.”
“Do I get to read it?”
“Only if you like pain. I didn’t take you for a masochist.”
He leaned just close enough for her to smell the salt on his skin. “I like challenge.”
For half a second, the air changed—sharp, electric. Something pulsed low under her skin, gone before she could name it. She looked away first.
“Good luck tomorrow, Durand,” she said, shutting off her tablet. “Try not to give me an obituary to write.”
He smiled. “I’ll do my best. But you’d make it sound beautiful.”
When he left, the world felt too quiet. Isla exhaled, tucked the recorder into her bag, and headed toward the media center. She told herself it was just another interview. Just another man chasing control.
But that strange pulse still hummed in her palm, faint as the ghost of throttle vibration.
She ignored it.
For now.

The media center buzzed like a hive of caffeine and ego. Screens flickered with lap data and gossip banners; keyboards clattered faster than engines. Isla squeezed past a cluster of reporters from SkyRace, their accents slicing the air.
“Hey, Marten,” one called, grinning over his laptop. “Durand smiled at you. Should we start printing wedding invites?”
Isla dropped her bag onto the desk beside him. “You’d have to spell my name right first, Matt. Two e’s in ‘perseverance.’”
Laughter rippled around the table. The teasing didn’t bother her. It was easier than pity, and that was what she used to get—the ex-rider, the one who flew and fell.
Her temporary desk partner, Michael, approached, holding a steaming coffee mug.
‘’Have you got dinner plans, Isla? Word in the grapevine is that they’re going to bring up some mandatory event. Dinah’s going to be royally mad, since she came this time expecting that we could manage some time together.”
Dinah was Michael’s bondmate and childhood sweetheart.
People liked to say soulbonds were simple. Two people, one bond — clean, elegant, ordained by whatever ancient force still bothered to look at humanity. Children learned the story before they learned their letters: every person carried a dormant spark, quiet as a heartbeat, waiting for the one other spark in the world that could answer it. A bondmate. Just one. Always one. Their perfect match.
In school, they taught the mechanics the same way they taught the circulatory system. A bond was a closed circuit: reciprocal, exclusive, perfectly balanced pairs. If it wasn’t mutual, it wasn’t real. And if it ever fractured, both halves shattered with it.
The world had built an entire etiquette on that assumption. Bonded partners were to be treated with extra niceness, lest their psychic bonds decide to go haywire. Conversations shifted when those glimmers appeared; expectations softened. A bonded person wasn’t fully theirs anymore. They belonged, in the quiet, sacred way that made even strangers step aside on instinct.
Isla had grown up with this certainty. Bondmates came in pairs. Like lungs. Like eyes. Like hands that fit together because they were made to.
“No plans, Mike. But maybe I could pass my entrance ticket along and you could bring Dinah. I bet the food would cheer her up.”
Michael snorted in agreement. “I heard they’ve invited Julian Hale, since he’ll be commentating on tomorrow's qualifiers, then the race. Seeing him is likely to make her forget anything ever happened. ‘Oh, Michael, he’s so smart! Did you know he graduated in engineering after he retired from racing? Gosh, he has such pretty green eyes!’ is likely all I’ll hear for a week.”
Isla snorted before he left, leaving her to her work.
She flicked open her tablet. The rough draft of her article glowed back at her, that line about priests and prayers staring like a dare. Her thumb hovered over “send to editor.”
Instead she saved it to drafts.
Outside, the sun had begun to bleed down the horizon, painting the garages in copper. Somewhere in the distance a turbo whined as a car tested the pit-exit limiter. The sound went straight to the scar along her collarbone, the one that sometimes ached before it rained.
For a heartbeat she was seventeen again—front wheel lifting off a rutted jump, the world tilting, the moment of weightless disbelief before the crash. Then the memory broke like glass underfoot.
A phone buzzed on the desk. MÃE lit up the screen.
She hesitated, then answered.
 “Oi, mãe.”
Helena’s voice came warm and measured, the tone of someone who had long ago learned that words could stop wars. “I saw the feed. You looked… intense.”
“Live TV’s not my best angle.”
“Your eyes were daring someone to argue with you. It’s the same look you gave your father when he told you not to race in the rain.”
Isla smiled despite herself. “He was wrong. The mud made it interesting.”
“Interesting nearly killed you.”
“Nearly,” Isla said. “But it didn’t. And some things are worth dying for.”
Silence hummed between them, full of unspoken things—oil and poetry, faith and fear. Then Helena sighed. “Just remember, filha, some people make a religion of danger. Don’t pray at their altar for too long.”
Isla leaned back, staring at the screens flickering with Étienne’s telemetry lines. “I’m just writing about it, mãe. Not joining the cult.”
“Good,” Helena said softly. “Because you sound like you’ve already memorized their hymns.”
When the call ended, Isla sat for a while, the hum of air-conditioning louder than thought. She opened a new note on her tablet and began to type again—different this time, rawer, more personal.
Maybe we fall in love with speed because it forgives us faster than people do.
 Maybe Durand isn’t the poem—I am, and he’s just the mirror that proves I’m still moving.
She stared at the words until the letters blurred. Then she deleted the paragraph, one backspace at a time, until the screen was clean again.
The desert light drained away fast in Bahrain; one moment the world blazed gold, the next it bled into indigo. By the time Isla left the media center, the paddock had changed character. The day’s swagger faded; mechanics moved slower, quieter, ghosts of engines still echoing through their bones.
She walked the service lane that ran behind the garages, recorder dangling from one hand, trying to shake the fatigue that came with stillness. She’d learned, after the crash, that silence could bruise harder than impact.
A few junior drivers lounged near the catering truck, laughing too loudly. A team coordinator waved her over, offered a bottle of water, asking if she’d be at the press dinner later. She said maybe. She meant no.
Across the pit straight, the floodlights were coming on. They gave everything a false clarity—the kind that pretends to be daylight but isn’t. Isla paused, letting her eyes adjust. Étienne’s car sat half-disassembled in the Helios Lux garage, halo frame gleaming like polished bone.
He was still there, sleeves rolled to the elbow, conferring with a mechanic. Most drivers would have left hours ago. He moved with that same deliberate grace, each gesture efficient, no waste, no show. Watching him work reminded her of her father, the way he used to coax life back into tired engines—gentle, patient, reverent.
She hated the comparison and couldn’t look away.
Étienne glanced up and caught her watching. The moment stretched, neither of them moving. Then he lifted his chin in greeting, nothing more, just acknowledgment that they were two people sharing the same long day. She gave a small wave and kept walking.
The paddock path opened onto the outer car park where the local workers smoked and the air smelled like metal and dust. She found a quiet spot on a low concrete barrier, took out her tablet, and scrolled through telemetry data someone from Helios had leaked to the press. She wasn’t chasing scandal—at least, not yet. She was chasing a sentence, the line that would turn the day into meaning.
Her mother always said good writing started with questions. Isla’s were mechanical ones. Why does a man like Durand still risk everything when he has nothing left to prove? What emptiness makes speed the only language that feels fluent?
She began to type again.
He speaks in velocity, but it’s the silence after each lap that defines him. Fear, for Durand, isn’t failure—it’s the fuel that keeps the heart from rusting.
People say he drives like a machine. They’re wrong. He drives like a poem that hasn’t decided if it wants to end in tragedy or transcendence.
She reread the lines. They sounded like her mother’s cadence but smelled like her father’s garage—burnt oil, paper, blood. That contradiction was the only place she ever felt honest.
A faint vibration pulsed against her wrist—the watch she wore to track heart rate. It shouldn’t have been beeping. She checked the screen: pulse climbing, 115, 122, 134.
“Too much caffeine,” she muttered, shaking her hand. But the hum beneath her skin didn’t fade. It felt like standing next to a generator, invisible current brushing through bone.
She pressed her fingers to her neck. The rhythm steadied, then spiked again, then stilled. Weird.
From the garage came the sound of an engine test—Étienne’s car, ignition firing, that perfect high-pitched snarl that lived somewhere between pain and euphoria. The vibration in her wrist flared in time with it. She laughed under her breath, uneasy. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
She shut the tablet and stood, heart still misbehaving.
When she reached the exit gate, the security guard gave her a half-salute. “Long day, Ms. Marten.”
“Too long,” she said.
The shuttle to the hotel hadn’t arrived, so she walked toward the main road, sand crunching under her boots. Beyond the fence, the night was huge—stars sharp as pinholes, the desert wind carrying the smell of petrol. She pulled out her phone to reread her draft, the one line that kept echoing: He pilots noise the way a priest holds a prayer.
It sounded ridiculous out loud, but when she whispered it, the pulse under her skin jumped again.
For one mad second she thought she heard another heartbeat answer it, lower, slower, not her own. She froze, listening. Nothing but the faraway hum of generators.
She exhaled, shook her head. “You need sleep, Marten. Or therapy. Or both.”
Her phone buzzed with a notification: a press invite to the Helios Lux dinner tomorrow night. Mandatory attendance for all accredited journalists. Of course.
She texted back Fine, pocketed the phone, and started walking again.
Half an hour later she was in her hotel room, lights dimmed, the air-conditioning too cold. She kicked off her boots, sat cross-legged on the bed, and reopened her draft.
The last line stared back at her.
He doesn’t chase victory. He chases the silence that comes right after it—the part that sounds like forgiveness.
She hesitated, then added one more sentence.
Maybe that’s what we’re all chasing. The sound that proves we’re still alive.
She hit save.
Outside, the city shimmered—reflections of neon on heat haze, a mirage built out of ambition. Somewhere in that maze of light, Étienne Durand was still awake, dissecting his own performance down to the millisecond. Isla wondered if he ever stopped moving long enough to listen to what chased him.
She turned off the lamp. The dark folded around her, warm and mechanical, full of the faint ticking of the air-conditioning unit. The pulse in her wrist had settled, but the memory of it lingered, like the echo of an engine after the ignition dies.
She told herself it was nothing. A glitch, a phantom.
And yet—somewhere deep inside, something answered, small and electric, like the beginning of a spark.
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Qualifying mornings always looked cleaner than race days. The paddock glittered, the air shimmered with the hum of engines warming, and every surface reflected the illusion of control. Isla knew better. Control was just what you pretended to have until speed laughed in your face.
She ditched the press room the moment the first session started.
Officially, Trackline journalists watched from the tower. Unofficially, Isla had learned the only stories worth writing came from the places security tried to keep you out of.
She tucked her press pass under her jacket, ducked behind a pair of mechanics rolling a tire cart, and slipped through the service gate onto pit lane. The smell hit first—fuel, ozone, hot brakes. Heaven, if heaven ran on ethanol.
“Miss! You can’t—” a marshal started, then someone else shouted his name, and Isla was already moving.
Helios Lux’s garage pulsed with light. Étienne stood at the center of it in his fire suit, head bowed while his engineer murmured final numbers. Cameras flashed; fans screamed from the grandstand above. He looked calm enough to be carved from marble.
She lifted her recorder instinctively, but didn’t press play. She just watched him climb into the car, every movement measured: gloves, belt, visor. The cockpit swallowed him whole.
Engines screamed to life across the grid. Her heartbeat synced to their pitch.
The monitors mounted over the pit wall showed telemetry in endless green streams. Isla leaned close, pretending to check camera angles, the way she used to study jumps on a dirt track—mapping risk in muscle memory.
“Durand’s out first,” someone said over the radio. “Clean air. He’ll go for banker lap.”
Clean air. The phrase had always made her laugh. Nothing about this place was clean.
The car rolled out. Cameras tracked the crimson flash as it tore into Turn 1. On the monitors, numbers spiked. A voice crackled: “Sector one—purple.”
Applause erupted. Isla smiled despite herself. “Show-off,” she muttered.
Turn 9—the same corner they’d joked about yesterday. The fast downhill left that punished arrogance. She watched him hit the braking zone perfectly, a line so tight it looked painted.
“Durand’s flying,” said another journalist beside her. “Look at that—two-tenths up on provisional pole!”
The second sector lit purple again. Cameras panned. He was flawless, precise, impossible.
Then something—something infinitesimal—went wrong.
A shimmer of dust where no dust should be. A puff of tire smoke.
“Wind shift,” someone murmured.
The car twitched.
And spun.
Once. Twice. Then a sickening impact as it slammed into the barrier, carbon fiber exploding like shrapnel. The crowd’s roar collapsed into silence.

Isla’s body moved before her brain. She dropped the recorder, vaulted the barrier, sprinted toward the wreckage. Marshals shouted, radios screamed, but all she heard was the deafening stillness that followed the crash.
Flames licked from the sidepod. Safety crews swarmed. She skidded to a stop ten meters away, chest heaving. Étienne’s car sat twisted, the halo scorched, the cockpit hidden behind fire-retardant foam.
Someone grabbed her arm—security, yelling—but she couldn’t look away. Her pulse hammered against her wristwatch, climbing past anything human.
Then the world tilted.
Heat tore through her chest, sharp as lightning, gone as quickly as it came. A soundless thud echoed behind her ribs, like two heartbeats trying to find the same rhythm.
She gasped. The marshal thought it was shock and eased her toward the barrier, but the sensation wasn’t fear. It was connection—raw, electrical, invasive. She could feel his heartbeat, Étienne’s, faster, erratic, alive.
Impossible.
She pressed her palm to her sternum. “Stop,” she whispered. “This isn’t real.”
But the pulse answered.
The medical car screeched to a halt. Paramedics knelt beside the wreck. A moment later, a voice over the loudspeakers: “Driver conscious, repeat, driver conscious.”
Relief hit her so hard her knees gave out. The second heartbeat steadied, matching her own for a few impossible beats before fading to normal.
The air smelled of scorched metal and sand. Reporters were already clustering behind the barrier, cameras ready. Isla staggered away from them, head spinning.
One of the marshals caught her shoulder. “You all right, miss?”
“Fine,” she lied. “Just—too close.”
He eyed her badge. “You’re not cleared for pit lane.”
“Add it to my list of sins,” she said, and forced a smile.

The paddock moved like a body holding its breath. Étienne had been taken to the medical center; early word was bruised ribs, no fractures. The rest of qualifying continued, but the noise felt wrong, hollow.
Isla sat on the concrete steps outside media control, clutching a bottle of water she couldn’t open. Her fingers trembled—not from adrenaline, but from the echo still humming under her skin.
When she finally managed to unlock her tablet, her half-finished article blinked awake. The cursor sat after the last line: Maybe that’s what we’re all chasing. The sound that proves we’re still alive.
She added another sentence, her hand shaking.
Today, I heard it.
She saved the file, closed the tablet, and leaned back against the wall. The desert wind carried the smell of burnt rubber through the paddock. Somewhere far off, an ambulance siren wailed, fading toward the horizon.
She told herself it was a coincidence. Shock. The body remembering old fear. But deep down, beneath the journalist’s logic and the racer’s bravado, she knew the truth: whatever had happened out there in Turn 9, part of her had gone with him—and something from him had come back.
And nothing in her meticulously ordinary life was ever going to fit again.

The medical center squatted at the edge of the paddock like an afterthought—white walls, humming fluorescents, and the faint antiseptic smell that never quite masked oil and sweat.
A line of cameras already pressed against the temporary barriers outside, lenses glinting under floodlights. The noise was low, hungry.
Isla pushed through the crowd before anyone could stop her. Her badge wasn’t clearance enough, but chaos made a good disguise. She ducked under the rope, heart still ticking out of rhythm. The paramedic at the door recognized her from the pit wall—hesitated, then sighed.
“Five minutes,” he muttered.
Inside, everything was too bright. Étienne sat on the exam cot in half-unfastened fire gear, ribs wrapped in gauze, a bruise darkening along his jaw. A doctor shone a penlight into his eyes; he squinted and waved it away.
When he saw her, he blinked once, as if she’d stepped out of a dream he hadn’t agreed to have.
“You again,” he said hoarsely.
“Reporters are persistent,” she answered, trying for sarcasm and failing. Her voice came out thin.
The doctor glanced between them, reading something in the air, then excused himself with a curt, “Two minutes.”
Étienne studied her. “You ran onto the track.”
“I ran toward it,” she corrected. “Slight difference.”
“You could have been hit.”
“So could you, a much bigger target in my opinion,” she said. “But here we are.”
A faint smile tugged at his mouth and then faded. “They told me you collapsed.”
“Not collapsed,” she said quickly. “Just… short on oxygen.”
“Because you felt it,” he said. Not a question.
Her stomach dropped. “Felt what?”
His gaze sharpened. “When the car hit. I thought—” He stopped, shaking his head. “No. Forget it. I’m concussed.”
But she couldn’t forget it; the memory was too clear, the shared shock too precise to dismiss as coincidence. “Étienne,” she said quietly. “Did your heart stop, even for a second?”
He frowned. “They said maybe. The data recorder shows an anomaly in the G-load. Why?”
Because mine did too. She almost said it. Instead she looked down at her hands, pale under the harsh light. “No reason.”
Outside, someone shouted her name. Another voice said bond, and the word sliced through the wall like electricity. Étienne stiffened.
“They’re talking about it already,” he said.
“They saw me,” she whispered. “On the broadcast. Someone posted that I—reacted—before they confirmed your vitals.”
He let out a slow breath. “Then whatever this is, it’s not staying secret.”
The doctor returned with a clipboard, muttering about follow-up scans, then caught the rising noise outside and frowned. “What the hell is happening out there?”
Étienne and Isla both knew. The roar of voices wasn’t the ordinary din of fans; it was sharper, rhythmic—reporters calling her name.
The door opened a crack. A team PR agent leaned in, looking harried. “We need both of you to stay here until media control clears a statement. It’s—ah—getting weird out there.”
Étienne rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Define weird.”
“They’re saying she—” The PR rep gestured at Isla. “—collapsed right as you hit the wall. Same timestamp on the footage. Some people think it’s… metaphysical. Psychic.”
Isla gave a humorless laugh. “Great. I’ve gone viral for having bad timing.”
“More like shared destiny,” the rep muttered. “Trending tag is #SoulCircuit.”
Étienne groaned. “Mon dieu.”
The PR agent’s phone buzzed. “Stay put. Please.” Then he disappeared again.
Silence stretched, heavy as the heat outside. The fluorescent lights hummed; the monitor above Étienne’s bed ticked in steady green rhythm. Isla stared at it, realizing that each beep came a fraction of a second before the thump in her own chest.
She moved closer, testing it. The lag shortened until the two rhythms merged.
“Stop,” Étienne said quietly.
“I’m not doing anything.”
“You are. You’re too close.” He shifted away, but the monitor beeped faster, matching her pulse instead of his. His eyes widened. “You see?”
Her breath hitched. “That’s—”
“Impossible.” He finished the word for her, voice flat, as though saying it aloud might make it true.
They both jumped when the door burst open again. The same paramedic from before shoved through, face pale. “Reporters are climbing the barrier. We need to move you two out the back now.”
Étienne stood too fast and winced. “I can walk.”
“I wasn’t asking,” the medic said, already guiding him toward the service exit. “You too, Ms. Marten.”
Isla hesitated, glancing at the heart monitor still flickering. Her pulse leapt again, and the green line followed. She yanked the sensor cable from the wall; the screen went dark.
Outside, the night had gone neon. Floodlights cut through dust; drones hovered above like mechanical moths. The crowd along the fence shouted questions that blended into static: Is it true? Did you feel it? Soulmates?
Security pushed a path through. Cameras flashed. Étienne’s team car waited at the curb, door open. Isla ducked inside first, then him. The driver hit the accelerator before the door even shut.
For a long moment, neither spoke. The city slid past in streaks of white and gold.
“Do you believe in it?” Étienne asked finally.
“In what? Hashtags?”
“In bonds. Whatever they call it.”
She stared out the window. “I believe in physics. And bad luck.”
He gave a small, tired laugh. “Then we are both unlucky.”
“No,” she said, softer. “You’re alive. That’s lucky enough.”
He looked at her, really looked, and the space between them tightened again—air vibrating, skin prickling. The hum that had started on pit lane rose like static. When his shoulder brushed hers as the car hit a bump, the world seemed to flicker.
She saw it—not just felt it. A faint gold shimmer where their hands almost touched, gone in a blink.
Étienne’s breath caught. “You saw—”
“Nothing,” she said quickly. “Light trick.”
“Light doesn’t have a heartbeat,” he murmured.
The driver slowed as they reached the team hotel. Security lights flashed; journalists crowded the entrance. Étienne cursed under his breath. “They will not let us through.”
“Then we don’t go through,” Isla said, spotting a service alley to the side. “Here.”
They slipped out before the press noticed, ducking behind a line of crates. From there they could see the lobby windows filled with flashing cameras. The noise was unreal, the name Marten echoing as loudly as his.
Étienne leaned against the wall, exhaustion seeping through the adrenaline. “They will not stop.”
“They never do,” she said. “The story’s too pretty.”
“You think this is pretty?”
She met his eyes. “To everyone out there? It’s the first time a miracle happened on live TV.”
His expression twisted somewhere between anger and awe. “And to you?”
She hesitated. “I don’t know yet.”
They stood in silence for a moment, the din outside dimmed to a dull throb. Then Étienne reached for the collar of his fire suit and pulled the fabric aside, revealing a faint burn along his collarbone—small, circular, glowing faintly gold in the harsh light.
“Doctor thought it was from the harness,” he said quietly. “But it—burns—when you look at me like that.”
Her throat went dry. She tugged her own neckline down. There it was, the same mark, faint but pulsing in time with her heartbeat.
“Oh,” she whispered. “No.”
Étienne’s voice was low, steady. “Too late for that.”
Sirens wailed somewhere near the circuit, distant but growing. The PR agent’s phone kept buzzing in Isla’s pocket—she didn’t remember when he’d shoved it into her hand. She ignored it, watching the light fade from the mark until it was just skin again.
“Tomorrow,” Étienne said, “they will make stories. They will say destiny, fate, romance.”
“They’ll say what sells,” she said. “And I’ll have to write half of it.”
“You will write our story?”
“I’m the only one who knows how it really started. You’d rather someone else did it?”
He nodded slowly, as if weighing that. Then, softer: “And how did it start, Miss Marten?”
“With a crash,” she said. “And a mistake.”
He smiled faintly. “Whose?”
“Mine,” she said. “I looked too long.”
For a moment the night felt suspended, time holding its breath again—until the press surge found them, lights flaring at the alley’s mouth, voices exploding.
Étienne grabbed her hand, instinctive, protective. Gold light flared between their palms—brief, bright, undeniable. The crowd gasped.
Too late to hide.

In the quiet of the hotel room, Isla pressed her forehead against the door, trying to steady her breath. The glow had faded from her skin, but the pulse beneath it hadn’t.
Anyone watching from outside might have called it miraculous. The world was already doing that.
 Isla didn’t feel awe.
 She felt intrusion.
 A stranger’s heartbeat had woven itself into her own without asking permission, and the certainty of it rattled her more than the alleyway or the cameras.
She wasn’t thinking of Étienne as destiny, or even desire. She was thinking of danger — of how quickly something unnamed had crossed into her, how fast it had claimed space.
And she was right to be afraid. 
The world had only seen the light. She had felt the cost.
That image—the light between their hands—would loop on every screen before dawn. The first footage of the soulbond phenomenon in F1 in the last twenty years.
And in the middle of it all, Isla Marten, journalist and former racer, staring at the man whose heartbeat now whispered inside her skin.
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The knock on Isla’s hotel door came at 6 a.m.—sharp, official, the kind of knock that meant trouble had already arrived.
She’d been awake for hours, scrolling through the internet’s fever dream. Every screen screamed the same thing:
#SoulCircuit — The Bahrain Miracle.
Isla Marten and Étienne Durand: Proof of the Bond?
Some sites had slowed the video frame by frame—the shimmer of light, her hand over her chest before impact. Others had turned it into pop art: halo glows, saints of speed, cheap divinity.
When she opened the door, her editor, Rosa Valente, stood there in linen trousers and a face that belonged to someone running both on caffeine and fury.
“Get dressed,” Rosa said. “We’re being sued, courted, and worshipped. Pick one outfit that works for all three.”
Isla dressed in a flash, jeans and a social shirt in fire engine red. She hoped to be traffic light jarring. “If the world is ending, I at least want a clean shirt.”
Downstairs, the hotel lobby buzzed like a press room. Trackline had commandeered a corner with laptops and cold pastries. Screens looped the crash footage. Each replay twisted Isla’s stomach tighter.
Rosa slammed a tablet onto the table. “Every outlet from CNN to People wants an exclusive. The FIA’s ethics board just released a statement about ‘respecting spiritual and psychic privacy.’ Durand’s team has a gag order waiting. And my phone hasn’t stopped vibrating since dawn.”
“I didn’t ask for any of this,” Isla said.
“No one ever does when they become a brand.” Rosa leaned closer. “You need to decide if you’re giving interviews. Because if you don’t, someone else will tell your story for you.”
Isla rubbed her temples. “Tell them I’m not commenting.”
“Too late. You already are the comment.”

She escaped outside for air, stepping into the furnace heat of early morning. The circuit shimmered in the distance. Her reflection stared back from the hotel’s glass façade—tired eyes, hair twisted into a knot, the faint outline of that burn still visible at her collarbone.
A group of teenage fans spotted her. “Isla! Is it true?” one shouted. “Are you soul-bonded?”
She froze. They held out phones like offerings. Somewhere behind them a vendor had already printed shirts: BORN TO BURN – THE SOUL CIRCUIT.
Isla muttered something about being late and ducked into a side alley. The roar of the city muffled to a low hum. She leaned against the wall, breath uneven.
Her phone vibrated—Rosa again. “Where are you?”
“Hiding.”
“Don’t. The team’s press liaison wants a joint statement. If you cooperate, they’ll stop digging.”
“They won’t stop,” Isla said. “They’ll just dig prettier holes. You know this as well as I do.”
Rosa sighed. “Fine. But come back. We’re drafting something before the lawyers do.”
By afternoon, Trackline’s crisis unit had taken over the top-floor conference room. Screens showed live analytics of trending hashtags, heat maps of tweet activity, even sentiment graphs—tiny green lines trying to quantify hysteria.
A PR consultant in a silver suit paced at the front. “We position it as a medical anomaly—bio-feedback, sympathetic shock, whatever term buys time. We emphasize coincidence. No metaphysics.”
“People saw light,” Rosa said flatly.
“Lens flare,” the consultant shot back. “Or… radiation. Anything measurable.”
“People aren't stupid.”
Isla sat silent, watching her own face loop on one monitor. Her eyes in the freeze-frame looked terrified, not transcendent.
The door opened. Everyone turned. A man in a savvy suit and a pass in Helios Lux colors stepped in—team publicist. He nodded to Rosa, then to Isla.
“Miss Marten, Mr. Durand sends his regards. He’s under observation but recovering well.”
“That’s good,” she said carefully.
“He also asks that you refrain from public speculation. The sponsors are—uneasy.”
Isla almost laughed. “They’re uneasy? He almost died.”
“Yes,” the publicist said, tone glacial. “And your presence in that story complicates the narrative.”
“Funny,” she said. “I thought the narrative was his crash.”
The consultant cleared his throat. “Let’s keep this civil. The optics are volatile.”
“Optics,” Isla repeated, tasting the word like rust. “You mean truth that’s been Photoshopped.”
Rosa shot her a warning look, but the damage was done. The Helios man gathered his files, muttered about “uncontrolled assets,” and left.
As soon as the door closed, Rosa exhaled. “You can’t keep baiting them, Isa.”
“They’re rewriting reality.”
“They always do,” Rosa said. “That’s the game. You know the job.”
Isla looked out the window where the desert light had started to bleed orange again. “I used to play games with machines,” she murmured. “They broke bones, not meaning.”
Rosa softened. “Go lie down. We’ll handle the next 12 hours. Tomorrow we fly to London—head office wants to ‘manage’ you in person.”
“Manage,” Isla echoed. “Right.”

That evening, she sat on her hotel balcony with a notebook instead of a tablet. Paper didn’t ping. Paper just waited.
The world wants miracles it can monetize.
They’ll turn this into a story until it stops bleeding truth.
But I still feel him when the noise dies.
She paused, listening. Somewhere far below, traffic murmured, a synthetic heartbeat under the city. And beneath that—something else, a faint rhythm she couldn’t locate but couldn’t ignore.
Étienne’s, maybe. Still there. Still matching hers.
She closed the notebook.
Tomorrow would bring lawyers, statements, and studio lights. Tonight she could almost pretend the connection was just in her imagination.
Almost.
The media center at Bahrain International Circuit had never been this full, not even after title deciders. The rows of seats shimmered with heat and camera flash; the hum of a hundred languages blurred into one expectant buzz.
Every major network was here. Some reporters wore paddock credentials, others were clearly outsiders—spiritual blogs, pseudo-science magazines, anyone who’d smelled blood in the water. On the big screen behind the stage, the Helios Lux logo glowed in calm corporate blue, as if it could domesticate the chaos.
Isla sat behind the long desk, shoulders stiff under her blazer. The microphone in front of her seemed to pulse with its own heartbeat. Étienne sat two seats away, bandaged wrist resting on the table, dark circles under his eyes. Between them, the Helios PR director stood like a referee doomed to lose control of the match.
“Thank you all for coming,” the PR man began, voice too smooth. “We appreciate your patience after a difficult weekend. Today, Mr. Durand and Ms. Marten wish to clarify the misinformation circulating online—”
The first hand shot up. “Jules Tremblay, AutoSport. Étienne—did you or did you not experience a… metaphysical connection with Ms. Marten during your crash?”
The room erupted. Laughter, protest, flashes. The PR man raised his palms. “Let’s keep this professional.”
Étienne leaned toward the mic, tone measured. “What happened on the track was an accident. Nothing more.”
“Then how do you explain the  light visible between you in multiple camera angles?” another journalist pressed.
“Faulty sensors,” he said. “Compression artifacts. We’ve already provided the FIA with all telemetry.”
His voice was steady, but Isla saw it—the way his fingers tapped a rhythm against the table, unconscious, almost like a pulse. Hers answered it before she could stop herself.
Someone called her name. “Ms. Marten, your reaction during the crash was… extraordinary. Were you aware of Mr. Durand’s condition before the medical team announced it?”
She hesitated, the world narrowing to microphones and noise. “I—heard the impact before anyone else, I think. Years of racing make you sensitive to engine sounds.”
“Is that your official statement?” the reporter asked.
“Until physics changes,” she said, earning a ripple of uneasy laughter.
The PR man tried to redirect. “Both individuals are cooperating with independent analysts to determine whether any neurological phenomenon occurred—”
“Phenomenon?” another voice shouted. “You mean bond, right? Are they soulmates?”
That word detonated. The crowd surged. Questions piled over one another—Is it romantic? Dangerous? Someone even yelled, Will you race together?
Étienne’s jaw flexed. The PR man barked for order, but the chaos was beyond salvaging.
Isla felt it then—the faint hum that had been haunting her since the crash, threading through her chest. It grew stronger under the lights, matching the staccato rhythm of Étienne’s fingers. She forced herself to breathe evenly, to keep her expression neutral. The world didn’t need to see the glow that was threatening to rise under her skin again.
“Enough,” Étienne said suddenly, voice low but cutting through the noise. The room went quiet. “You all want an explanation. I don’t have one. I was lucky. She was unlucky enough to witness it. That’s the truth.”
It wasn’t, and they both knew it.
A pause stretched. Cameras zoomed in. His gaze flicked sideways—just for a heartbeat—to hers. The faintest shimmer of gold pulsed in the air between their elbows. Only she seemed to notice.
“Mr. Durand,” someone called from the back. “Are you denying reports that both of you share matching marks?”
Rosa, standing offstage, made a slashing motion across her throat. Isla ignored it. “Marks?” she repeated, buying time.
Étienne beat her to it. “No comment.”
The words were sharp, final, but the light between them flared—small, quick, caught by at least three camera lenses. The gasp from the crowd was collective.
The PR man swore under his breath. “Conference over. That’s all—thank you—no further questions.”
He herded them offstage, but the flashbulbs followed, relentless. Shouts echoed behind them—proof, bonded, miracle.
Backstage, the noise muffled into a dull roar. Isla leaned against the corridor wall, heart hammering. Étienne stood a few paces away, head bowed, hands on his hips.
“You handled that well,” she said dryly.
He shot her a look that was half amusement, half exhaustion. “You were worse.”
“True,” she admitted. “But at least I didn’t combust on camera.”
“Almost,” he said. His tone was light, but his voice carried that same tremor she’d heard after the crash—fragile control stretched thin.
Rosa stormed toward them, phone in hand. “They caught the light. Three angles, slow-motion. The footage is already online. You two just confirmed every conspiracy theory alive.”
Étienne ran a hand through his hair. “Then maybe stop fighting it.”
“What?” Isla blinked.
He looked at her. “They already believe. What difference does denial make?”
Rosa sighed. “You both need to leave before the second wave hits. FIA wants statements, and Helios wants blood.”
Isla nodded numbly. As they turned to go, Étienne touched her arm, just briefly—an anchor, a warning, or maybe a question.
The mark beneath her collarbone burned softly in reply.
By the third morning, the desert had begun to feel like a cage made of light.
Every time Isla stepped outside the hotel, cameras bloomed like flowers. The footage from the press conference had gone viral in every possible language. Theories multiplied faster than denials. Someone had mapped constellations across still frames of her and Étienne’s hands; another claimed the glow pattern matched the telemetry data of his car.
She tried to ignore it all, but even breakfast had become theatre. Two tables away, a vlogger whispered into his phone while pretending to stir coffee. “She’s here,” he hissed to his audience. “She looks normal. She’s glowing less today.”
Rosa had stopped sleeping. “London wants you out,” she said, sliding a boarding pass across the table. “You’ll lie low, write a reflective piece, and maybe by next week this dies down.”
“And Étienne?”
“Still at the Helios compound,” Rosa said. “Medical checks, sponsor meetings, God knows. Their PR head keeps calling him a ‘recovering national asset.’”
Isla snorted. “He’s a man, not an oil field.”
“Tell them that. Flight’s at four.”
She spent the hours before departure trying to write. Words refused to behave.
Her article draft blinked on the screen:
Accidents leave echoes. Sometimes those echoes sound like heartbeat monitors.
Sometimes they follow you home.
She closed the laptop, went to the window. The track shimmered in the distance, bleached and unreal. For a moment she could almost hear the engines again, low and steady — and beneath that, another rhythm, faint but insistent.
It wasn’t Étienne’s. She’d come to recognize his signature: smooth, almost metronomic. This one was different. Rougher. Faster. Like laughter caught in a storm.
She pressed her fingers to her collarbone. The skin there warmed, the faint burn flaring gold then fading.
“Oh no,” she whispered.
The sensation vanished as quickly as it came, leaving a chill. Maybe exhaustion, she told herself. Maybe guilt. But the air around her felt charged again, like before a thunderclap.
At the airport, chaos waited. Reporters thronged the check-in desk; security doubled. Rosa argued her way through with grim efficiency. “If anyone asks, you’re going home to recover,” she murmured. “Say nothing else.”
The moment they reached the gate, Rosa’s phone rang. She stepped aside to answer, face blanching. “The FIA just postponed Étienne’s license hearing,” she said when she returned. “They cited ‘metaphysical interference.’ I didn’t even know that was a legal term.”
“Neither did reality,” Isla said.
They boarded in silence. Once airborne, Rosa fell asleep within minutes. Isla stared out the window at the red-gold horizon fading to dusk. Somewhere over the Gulf, the hum started again — gentle at first, then a pulse through her chest so strong she gasped.
Across the aisle, a child looked up. “Are you okay, lady?”
“Just turbulence,” she managed.
The rhythm quickened, then steadied, a tempo that didn’t belong to the engines or to Étienne. She could feel the distance attached to it — far west, maybe Europe — and the unmistakable flicker of personality inside the beat: confident, reckless, alive.
Whoever he was, he’d noticed her too.
When they landed at Heathrow, her phone exploded with notifications. Messages from colleagues, old friends, strangers. But one name froze her: Unknown Number — Luxembourg.
She hesitated, then answered. Static filled her ear, then a voice: Étienne, sounding half-frayed, half-angry.
“Something’s happening,” he said without greeting. “Do you feel it?”
“I think so. It’s not you.”
“No.” A pause. “Two days ago, I thought I was losing my mind. Now I think we’re sharing it.”
The line crackled, and beneath his voice she heard something else — a faint echo of that same new rhythm. Étienne must have felt it too.
“It’s spreading,” she whispered.
“Then find out who it is,” he said. “Before they find us.”
The call cut out.

The next morning, London felt wrong — too crowded, too loud, too full of her own name. Rosa had gone to meetings, leaving her alone in the hotel suite. Isla opened the curtains to the gray skyline. A drizzle streaked the glass, and with it came that pulse again — closer this time, vivid enough to make her dizzy.
She grabbed a pen and drew the rhythm across a scrap of paper: short-short-long, like a signature.
The mark on her collarbone glowed in answer.
From somewhere far across the city, maybe across an ocean, someone laughed — not in her ears but in her mind, warm and bright and unmistakably male.
A name surfaced without warning, a whisper she couldn’t have known: Santiago.
Then the connection snapped, leaving her breathless.

She sat down hard on the edge of the bed, staring at the city lights flickering against the wet glass. The world was still shouting about one miracle; none of them knew a second had just begun.
She pulled her notebook toward her and wrote:
There was never just one spark.
The circuit always loops back.
Outside, the rain thickened into a storm. In some unseen place, another racer—Spanish, reckless, alive—looked up from his own sudden heartbeat and smiled, not knowing why.

London looked different when it was rented by motorsport. The old docklands conference center had been remade into the gleaming stage of the Velocity Futures Expo—a week of panels, simulator demos, and sponsor parties dressed up as innovation. For Isla, it was supposed to be safe ground: controlled lighting, familiar jargon, a crowd too professional to chase miracles.
Rosa thought visibility might help. “Remind them you’re a journalist, not an oracle.”
So Isla came. She wore press black, hair tied back, and a practiced smile. The badge on her chest read Isla Marten – Trackline International, as if the name alone could contain the chaos still flooding her inbox.
Inside, everything hummed. Engines on display, holograms of circuit maps rotating in glass cases, VR helmets blinking like eyes. She was interviewing a developer about hybrid battery systems when it hit—a flicker beneath her skin, hot and bright.
She stumbled mid-question.
“You alright?” the engineer asked.
“Fine,” she said, forcing her voice steady. “Just jet lag.”
But her pulse had shifted again. Not Étienne’s calm rhythm, not her own. This one burned faster, erratic, almost musical. Somewhere in the building, it answered her.
The expo’s main stage erupted with applause as she entered the auditorium. On the massive screen, a highlight reel of off-road racing blazed to life: sand dunes, mud, motorbikes leaping through sunlight. European Rallycross Champion – Santiago Luis Mateo de la Vega y Arroyo. The name alone filled half the screen.
Then he appeared—tall, sun-dark, a grin that was pure gravity. He spoke fast, switching between Spanish and English, hands alive when he talked. The audience leaned toward him like flowers to light.
When he laughed, the air in Isla’s lungs seemed to echo it. Her fingers twitched.
The hum under her skin became a pulse.
Not now, she thought. Please, not here.
He paused mid-answer, frowning slightly, eyes scanning the crowd. For one impossible second they found hers. His smile faltered, confusion flickering.
And she knew.
The mark at her collarbone flared, hot enough to make her gasp. He pressed a hand to his chest at the same moment.
The moderator laughed nervously. “Everything okay, Santiago?”
“Sí,” he said, voice rougher. “Just… something electric.”
She escaped before the panel ended, ducking into the quiet of the back corridor. Her heart thundered. The world tilted like a machine off balance. She pressed her palm to the wall and felt the pulse through concrete.
The backstage corridor was narrow and dim, but Isla felt stretched taut, as if invisible wires were pulling her in opposite directions. She braced a hand against the wall.
A second bond.
Too fast. Too close. Too much.
The first had already thrown her life off its axis. This new surge — bright, volatile, unmistakable — triggered an old instinct: the same sharp, cold panic that had seized her moments before the motocross impact.
Not panic for her safety.
Panic for what she might become if this continued.
She was not a conduit waiting to be filled. She was not meant to glow for anyone.
She needed air, steadiness, silence—
Footsteps turned the corner.
The energy in the hallway shifted, alive and undeniable.
A voice behind her: “You felt it too, didn’t you?”
She turned. Santiago stood in the doorway, sweat-dark hair curling against his temples, still in the sponsor jacket from the stage. He looked more bewildered than triumphant.
“I don’t know what you mean,” she managed.
He stepped closer, shaking his head. “No, don’t lie. I saw your eyes. The light—” He stopped, inhaled sharply as if scenting ozone. “Dios. It’s you.”
“Keep your voice down,” she hissed. “Please.”
He blinked, realizing how close he’d come. From this distance, she could see his features were all clean, bold lines: a strong jaw softened by a generous mouth, expressive dark eyes that seem to hold both intensity and restraint, and the faint shadow of a smile that never quite gives away what he’s thinking.  “They said the bond was only one. You and the F1 guy.”
“They were wrong,” she said.
The hallway lights flickered once, twice. Between them, the air shimmered faintly gold—weak, like a heartbeat finding rhythm.
Santiago reached out, then caught himself, hand hovering, only to be redirected to his hair, which fell in thick, dark waves that look like they’d be warm to the touch, tousled by speed and sun. “If I touch you, what happens?” 
“Let’s not find out,” she said, backing away. “Not here.”
Footsteps sounded from around the corner—security, cameras, noise. She turned and slipped through the nearest service door.
When she looked back, he was gone.

That night, her hotel room felt smaller. Étienne’s number blinked on her phone screen again. She hesitated before answering.
“Where were you today?” His voice was clipped, careful.
“Working,” she said.
“Working with who? I felt something change.”
Of course he had. “I met someone,” she said quietly. “Another racer.”
A pause that stretched into static. “Santiago de la Vega,” he said finally. “I saw the broadcast.”
“So did the world, apparently.”
“Isla…” He exhaled hard. “Whatever this is, it’s not random. You can’t keep walking into crowds and expecting it to stop.”
“I didn’t walk into him,” she said. “It found me.”
The line went silent. Then, almost a whisper: “Be careful. Every new connection might make it stronger.”
“Or clearer,” she said.
He didn’t answer. The call ended.

Sleep came in fragments. Each time she closed her eyes, the sound of engines filled the dark—Étienne’s even hum, Santiago’s wild laughter, two rhythms overlapping and calling for a third. The mark at her collarbone pulsed softly until dawn.
Somewhere out there, another heartbeat stirred.
The circuit wasn’t finished yet.
[bookmark: _rfte7vtqbpuc]CHAPTER THREE
The headlines multiplied by the hour, feeding on one another. Governments weighed in, scientists speculated, and every news channel claimed exclusive insight.
In London, a special parliamentary committee had formed overnight to investigate “psychobioenergetic anomalies.”
 In Paris, a deputy argued that bonded athletes should be barred from competition, calling it “metaphysical performance enhancement.”
Across the Atlantic, a televangelist announced that Isla was a herald of the end times, while a Tokyo research lab insisted they had detected electromagnetic patterns consistent with “human entanglement.”
Through all of it, Isla’s name circulated as if she were a phenomenon rather than a person.
Everyone seemed eager to define her.
No one asked her what she wanted to be.
London did not sleep; it merely shifted from caffeine to champagne.
By dawn the city had already devoured the footage of Isla and Santiago’s first spark at the expo. Helios’s PR office turned its glass tower into a bunker. Downstairs, camera crews camped by revolving doors; upstairs, executives argued about liability clauses for “acts of metaphysics.”
Isla was there only because Rosa told her she had no choice.
“Containment meeting,” Rosa said. “They need all involved parties. You, Étienne, and Santiago.”
“‘All involved parties’ makes it sound like a lawsuit,” Isla muttered.
Rosa’s expression didn’t soften. “If you don’t show, they’ll issue a statement without you.”
So she showed. Coffee, dark circles, the echo of jet engines still in her blood.
The boardroom looked like every Helios boardroom: too bright, too cold, glass table large enough to land a drone. At one end sat Étienne—composed, gray suit, hands folded, face unreadable except for the tremor in his jaw when she entered. At the other, Santiago, still in a black leather jacket, boots tapping a restless rhythm against the floor.
The tension hit before a single word did.
“Gentlemen,” said the Helios CEO, voice smooth as sponsorship contracts. “Miss Marten. We appreciate your cooperation in this...unusual circumstance.”
Unusual was one word for it. Outside the windows, the skyline gleamed like a witness.
Étienne broke first.
“I have no idea why he’s here,” he said, English perfect but sharp. “He has nothing to do with me.”
Santiago laughed softly. “You sure about that, amigo? Because the universe seems to disagree.”
Étienne’s eyes narrowed. “The universe has bad taste.”
“Enough,” Isla snapped. The sound of her own voice startled her; it carried more power than she meant. “None of us asked for this.”
Silence fell. The executives shifted uneasily, waiting for science to reassert itself.
Then the lights flickered.
Once. Twice.
The hum of the building faltered, and a low vibration rolled through the table, the glass singing faintly. Someone’s laptop rebooted with a high whine.
Isla felt it before she saw it—the air thickening, heat rising under her collarbone. A gold shimmer bled across the glass tabletop like liquid sunlight. Étienne’s hand jerked; Santiago’s breath caught.
“Is that—” one of the execs started.
The shimmer flared brighter. Cameras hidden in the corners caught every frame: three people haloed in light that should not exist, connected by invisible lines of energy converging on Isla.
Then it was gone.

The room erupted.
Phones rang. Someone shouted for IT to check the power grid. A PR officer whispered, “It’s trending already.”
Étienne stood slowly, knuckles white against the chair. “You see? This is what happens when we’re in the same room.”
Santiago pushed to his feet too. “Don’t act like you control it better than I do.”
“I’m not the one glowing in front of cameras,” Étienne hissed.
“Neither was I until you showed up.”
“Stop it!” Isla slammed her palms onto the table. The glass rang again, a sharp note that silenced everyone. “You’re both making it worse.”
For a heartbeat, she thought the light might come back. It didn’t, but the warmth stayed under her skin—steady, pulsing, as if something unseen were watching them breathe.
Security escorted them out separate doors. Rosa caught Isla by the elbow in the corridor.
“They’ve got the footage,” she said quietly. “Helios wants to frame it as an electrical fault, but every journalist in the city knows better.”
“Of course they do,” Isla said. “It’s hard to call lightning an illusion when it melts your light fixtures.”
Rosa hesitated. “There’s talk of medical quarantine. The FIA’s involved, maybe even government scientists. They’re calling it a bond phenomenon.”
“That’s poetic,” Isla said. “And useless.”
They reached the elevator. Through the glass wall, she could see Étienne outside on the street, surrounded by cameras, face half-turned toward her. A block away, Santiago revved his motorbike, helmet under one arm, refusing to leave until she looked his way.
For a moment the city’s noise fell away, and she felt them both: Étienne’s precision, Santiago’s wildness, two forces tugging the same thread inside her chest. The light above the elevator door flickered again.
Rosa swore softly. “You’re becoming a walking power surge.”
Isla watched the city flare and fade around her. “Or a warning signal,” she said. “And I think it’s just getting started.”
Rosa lit a cigarette with the air of someone who had already surrendered to the day’s chaos. “They’re all trying to understand this before you do,” she said.
Isla crossed her arms. “Because apparently I’m the last person allowed to have an opinion.”
“Then start noticing the patterns.” Rosa tapped ash into her disposable coffee cup. “Proximity amplifies it. Emotion amplifies it. And denial…” She gave a pointed look. “Denial tends to make it worse.”
Isla didn’t bother hiding her skepticism.
“Think of it less like science,” Rosa continued, “and more like weather. Pressure. Temperature. Trigger.”
She met Isla’s eyes, her expression serious for once.
“And storms rarely come alone.”
That evening, headlines screamed:
 “SOULBOND TRIO: ENERGY SURGE IN LONDON MEETING”
 “GOVERNMENT CALLS FOR ETHICS REVIEW ON BONDED ATHLETES”
 “WHAT IS THE MARTEN EFFECT?”
The footage looped on every channel—the shimmer, the glass, the three of them caught in impossible light. Analysts debated physics; believers whispered destiny. 
In the quiet of the hotel room, Isla lay still, trying to remember what it felt like to have only her own heartbeat inside her chest.
Before the crash.
Before the glow.
Before his pulse had tangled itself irrevocably with hers.
But memory refused to cooperate. The more she tried to isolate the rhythm of her own body, the more it blurred with the echo of another.
She had always lived with fierce autonomy — her choices, her danger, her control.
Now each step forward felt negotiated with an unseen presence moving inside her.
And she did not yet know whether that presence was sanctuary or confinement.
The uncertainty kept her awake long after the city went quiet.
Somewhere across the Channel, another man—Julian Hale, British, composed, watching from a news studio—felt the hairs on his arms rise and didn’t know why.

Julian Hale hated morning television.
It wasn’t the cameras—he’d spent enough years in front of them in paddocks and commentary boxes to ignore the little red light when it blinked. It wasn’t even the early hour; engineers lived on caffeine and spite.
What he hated was speculation.
 And that was all anyone wanted now.
“Three-way bond?” his co-host chirped, her smile bright enough to blind. “Julian, you’ve raced with Étienne Durant. You’ve followed Isla Marten’s journalism. You saw the footage from Helios HQ. What’s your take?”
Julian adjusted his earpiece, leaned back, and kept his expression dry. “My take is that electricity behaves unpredictably in old buildings.”
The crew chuckled. His co-host shot him a look that begged for a sound bite.
He didn’t give it.
“As for the soulbond theory,” Julian continued, “I’d like to remind everyone that emotional projection and post-event pattern matching—”
He stopped.
Not because he lost his train of thought, but because something invisible and dense slid behind his ribs, as if the air thickened by a factor of ten.
The studio lights brightened—no, sharpened. Every edge in the room crisped, every color deepened, as though someone turned the saturation of reality up by hand.
Julian blinked.
A faint buzz filled his ears, not sound but sensation.
Pressure built at the base of his skull, warm, insistent, pulsing with a rhythm that wasn’t his own.
The co-host frowned. “Julian? Are you all right?”
He wasn’t.
Or maybe he was more all right than ever before.
Across the room, the camera operator lowered his rig a fraction, uncertain. Someone in the control room spoke sharply in Julian’s ear—“If you’re dizzy, cut to commercial”—but the words were muffled, as if under water.
Julian inhaled.
And he felt her.
Not a face. Not a name.
A presence—warm, sharp-edged, quick-witted, furious at being caged.
A wildfire wrapped in restraint.
His chest tightened on instinct.
What the hell—
A second pulse slammed into him, colder, precise: Étienne.
Julian recognized the emotional signature instinctively, like muscle memory from years of watching him brake late, cut perfect lines, hide every true feeling under steel.
A third pulse hit—hotter, reckless, fierce. Santiago.
Julian’s breath left him in a rush.
“Cut to commercial,” the director snapped, but the feed didn’t cut.
The cameras stayed on him.
His co-host put a hand on his arm. “Julian—look at me.”
He did, but the world kept pulsing around him, energy coiling under his skin like a living current.
“I’m fine,” he tried to say.
It came out hoarse.
Not convincing at all.
The pressure crescendoed, then snapped into clarity—like a key turning in a lock he hadn’t known existed.
Julian doubled over the desk, bracing one hand against the glass surface as static crackled along his palm. Blue-white sparks danced across the studio monitor behind him.
Someone screamed.
The lights above flickered, dimmed, then flared.
Julian straightened slowly, vision sharpening, breath evening out into a strange, euphoric calm.
“…Julian?” his co-host whispered.
He met the camera directly.
Somewhere—he didn’t know how, but he knew—someone was watching.
Someone felt him arrive.
His voice, when it came, was low and steady.
“There’s…someone else,” he said softly.
And then the broadcast cut to emergency color bars.

The Helios “recovery suite” had the color scheme of a luxury spa and the soul of a surveillance bunker.
Isla was pacing. Étienne sat on the sofa like a stone statue trying very hard not to look shaken. Santiago lounged against the kitchen counter, pretending he wasn’t watching Isla’s every move.
Then Isla froze.
It was like wind blowing through a sealed room—quiet but unmistakable.
A shift in pressure.
A fourth presence brushing against the edge of her awareness, curious, skeptical, sharp.
Her breath hitched.
“You feel that?” she whispered.
Santiago straightened instantly. “Sí.”
His voice dropped, instinctively reverent.
Étienne’s fingers tightened around the cushion beside him. “Another one.”
The lights flickered once.
Rosa burst into the penthouse without knocking—her badge overriding every lock. “Turn on Channel Four,” she said, breathless. “Now.”
Santiago grabbed the remote.
The new presence settled over her like a shift in gravity.
Where Étienne felt controlled and Santiago felt volatile, this third rhythm carried the stillness of calculation — a cool, focused attention, as if its source were studying her from a great distance.
It was not fear.
 Not desire.
 Something more precise, unsettling in its clarity.
Isla held her breath. The connection clicked into place with unnerving ease, as though the pattern had always been there, merely waiting to be recognized.
And then the world saw the moment its source felt it too.
The screen filled with Julian Hale’s face mid-broadcast—wide-eyed, pale, too calm for the chaos sparking behind him.
Isla felt the connection snap into place like a magnet finding its pair.
“Oh god,” she whispered.
Her knees almost buckled.
Santiago caught her elbow. Étienne was on his feet at the same moment, instinct overriding pride.
On the screen, Julian exhaled slowly, the moment of communion playing across his expression like something holy and terrifying.
“There’s…someone else,” he said.
The broadcast cut.
Silence swallowed the room.
Then Étienne spoke, voice low, shaken, not angry for once.
“He’s one of us.”

Julian should have collapsed.
That was the logical thing to do when one went live on air, lit up half the studio like a supernatural power transformer, and then realized the entire country saw it.
Instead he was sitting in a dim tech bay behind the broadcast floor, elbows on his knees, breathing like the room had suddenly grown thinner.
“Drink,” said Marla, the floor manager, thrusting a bottle of water at him.
He accepted it but didn’t open it. His hand shook faintly. The air around him still buzzed—not painfully, but insistently, like static gathering before a storm.
“I’m fine,” he said, though he wasn’t sure his voice belonged to him.
“You’re not fine,” Marla snapped. “Your pulse hit one-forty on air. We had sparks flying off the screens. I thought you were—” She stopped, unwilling to say the word possessed on a Tuesday morning.
Julian forced a half-smile. “Occupational hazard.”
“Of what?” she demanded.
He didn’t answer.
Because he didn’t know how.
But he did know this: whatever had happened to him wasn’t random. It was a connection—four distinct points of gravity, one of them so bright it felt like staring directly at the sun.
Isla.
He didn’t know how he knew her name at that moment. Didn’t know how her presence, fierce and warm and furious, slid under his skin as if she’d been waiting there.
He stood abruptly. “I need air.”
“Julian—wait—”
He didn’t.

London smelled like diesel and river fog—damp, real, grounding. People streamed past him, oblivious to the seismic shift inside his chest.
He leaned against a stone pillar, closing his eyes.
There.
Not a sound.
Not a word.
A feeling—sharp as citrus, warm as sun on metal.
He gasped. His hand shot out, gripping the railing.
Her.
He felt Isla before he sensed the others—Étienne’s controlled ice, Santiago’s heat—but Isla was the nucleus, the pulse, the center of whatever the hell he’d just been drafted into without permission.
Julian pressed a hand to his chest.
Heat bloomed beneath his ribs, spreading outward in a slow wave.
A single breath escaped him. “Bloody hell.”

Isla had been trying to breathe like a normal human being for the past ten minutes.
It wasn’t working.
The penthouse felt too bright, too loud, too small for something pressing at the edges of her mind.
Then it hit.
A surge of warmth—slow and deliberate, like someone opening a door to sunlight.
Isla stumbled backward, gripping the countertop. Air punched from her lungs.
Santiago swore. “Another one?”
Étienne looked up sharply. “Where?”
Isla wasn’t hearing them.
She closed her eyes—and saw a flash of something impossible:
His hair, thick and dark brown with just the slightest unruly wave, framed a face made for slow glances and second looks.
Bright green eyes lit with amusement and disbelief.
Pae skin stretched over sharp cheekbones and a strong jaw, softened only by the hint of a smile that never quite made it to his lips but lingered there like a promise. The curl of a mouth that said the word actually too often.
And behind it all: a mind that felt sharp, curious, and utterly logical even as something impossible rewrote its rules.
Her breath shuddered. “It’s him.”
“Who?” Étienne demanded.
She lifted her head slowly.
“Julian,” she whispered.
As she spoke his name, the lights overhead flickered—not violently like before, but lightly, a flutter, as though something delicate brushed the wires.
Santiago stepped closer. “What are you feeling?”
Isla swallowed. “He’s…calm. Confused. But calm. And—he’s close. Somewhere in London.”
Étienne stiffened, jealousy tightening the line of his shoulders.
But even he couldn’t deny the truth: the air vibrated faintly, a new frequency joining their own.

His phone buzzed relentlessly—calls from producers, the network director, a government number he didn’t recognize—but all of it faded to background noise beneath the pull he felt.
“Come on,” he muttered, setting off down the pavement, moving without knowing where he was going.
Every step synced to a rhythm that wasn’t his.
Heat rolled through his chest again—gentle, coaxing, eerily intimate.
He laughed under his breath, disbelief and adrenaline tangling.
 “Isla Marten, what the hell are you doing to me?”
His laughter dissolved into a gasp.
A sudden spike of sensation hit him—not pain, not quite—but a tug low in his spine, urging him right—
He turned a corner and nearly collided with a delivery bike, cursing as he jumped aside.
Something in the city felt aware.
As if it carried a message.
A pulse.
A direction.
A presence.
Julian inhaled sharply as everything inside him aligned like a compass needle snapping north.
“There.”
He didn’t know how he knew.
He just did.
His body knew before his mind caught up.

Isla staggered forward, grabbing the back of the sofa.
“He’s moving,” she whispered.
Santiago frowned. “Toward us?”
“Yes.”
Étienne’s jaw clenched. “Helios is going to intercept him before he reaches the building.”
Isla’s chest tightened—protective, instinctive.
“He can’t go into this alone.”
“Neither could we,” Étienne said quietly.
Then, softer: “But we did.”
The three of them stood in tense silence.
And in the space between heartbeats, Isla felt another wave from Julian—dizzy, startled, then steadier, as though he’d realized exactly what he was walking into.
She exhaled shakily, pressing a hand to her chest.
“He’s scared,” she murmured.
Santiago tilted his head. “We all were.”
Étienne looked away, ashamed to agree.
But Isla wasn’t done.
“And…he’s curious.” Her lips parted slowly in disbelief. “He’s actually curious.”
Santiago barked a laugh. “That sounds like him.”
“You know him?” Isla asked, startled.
“Everyone knows Julian Hale,” Santiago said with a shrug. “Smartest bastard in the paddock.”
Étienne’s mouth tightened, jealousy flickering again.
Isla didn’t see it.
Her heartbeat synced with the rising warmth inside her, the unmistakable reality settling into her bones:
There were four of them now.
And whatever this thing was, whatever force had tied them together—it was growing.

Helios didn’t knock this time.
They stormed the penthouse like a corporate SWAT unit—clean suits, earpieces, polite voices hiding panic.
“Miss Marten,” the lead agent said, “we have confirmed visual on Julian Hale. He’s approaching the building. We’ll be escorting him to a secured evaluation suite.”
“Secured evaluation suite?” Isla repeated, her voice low. “You mean a lab.”
“It’s a precaution. After this morning’s events—”
“No,” she said.
The room fell silent.
Étienne shifted beside her, slipping naturally into her orbit—shoulders squared, expression unreadable but deadly calm. Santiago stepped to her other side, leaning forward slightly, like he was daring someone to try him.
The lead agent blinked.
“Miss Marten, I’m sorry, but Helios protocol mandates—”
“Protocol doesn’t apply,” Isla snapped. “Not anymore.”
“Julian Hale is already in distress from the bond event,” the agent tried again, switching to the soothing-patient tone that set Isla’s teeth on edge. “We need to isolate him for safety and medical evaluation.”
“No,” Étienne said coldly.
Everyone looked at him.
His voice had the quiet weight of command.
“You don’t separate bonded individuals. Not by any law on this continent. You witnessed what happened when you tried to force distance between us before.”
The agent stiffened. “That wasn’t intentional—”
“It doesn’t matter,” Étienne said. “You saw the energy surge. If you isolate him now, you risk triggering another one.”
Santiago pushed off the counter and walked forward with that slow, smooth swagger of someone absolutely ready to throw hands.
“And for the record,” he said, “if you try taking him somewhere against his will, we’ll all feel it. Every damn second of it.”
The agent faltered.
Isla stepped in, voice sharp, decisive. “He’s one of us. He stays with us.”
The second agent—a taller woman with her hair in a crisp bun—murmured something into her earpiece, listening to the reply with a tightening jaw.
“Ma’am,” she said finally, “our orders are explicit. Contain Hale. Escort him to the testing wing. Restrict his contact with Marten, Durant, and Vega until we—”
The elevator chimed.
All heads turned.
He was on the other side of the doors.
The pull hit Isla like a windburst—stronger, clearer, a living thread snapping taut.
She didn’t think—she moved.
The agents reached to block her—
Santiago grabbed the first one by the wrist, twisting it gently but firmly away.
 “No touching.”
Étienne simply stepped into the path of the two agents flanking the elevator, posture elegant and final. “Move.”
They hesitated—and that hesitation was enough.
The elevator doors slid open.
Julian Hale stood inside, breath uneven, hair mussed like he’d run halfway across the city. His shirt was half-tucked, his coat open, his eyes wide and bright and fixed on—
Her.
Isla inhaled sharply.
Julian’s chest rose in the same rhythm.
He stepped forward as if drawn by a magnet.
The agents surged forward.
“No,” Isla said, voice ringing like a struck bell.
The lights overhead flared.
Not a flicker—this time a sweeping pulse of brightness that rolled across the ceiling like a wave. The floor vibrated beneath their feet.
The agents froze mid-step, startled.
 Julian grabbed the railing inside the elevator for balance.
Then Isla crossed the lobby in three fast strides, meeting him halfway.
The moment she reached him, the tension snapped into something warmer, clearer—a settling. A click.
Julian exhaled a shaky laugh.
“Well,” he said, voice rough, “I suppose this confirms it.”
“Hi,” Isla whispered, breathless.
“Hi.”
Santiago cleared his throat loudly behind them.
 “Are we gonna have a moment or are we gonna deal with the suits?”
Julian blinked at him, then at Étienne, then at the agents who were now—as a group—deciding whether continuing would result in another electrical incident or a lawsuit from five nations.
“Right,” Julian muttered. “Them.”
The lead agent recovered his voice. “Mr. Hale, by Helios protocol, you are required to accompany us to—”
“Don’t,” Isla said sharply, and the lights flickered again.
The agent flinched. “Miss Marten, please. We cannot risk another surge—”
“It’s your building,” Santiago muttered. “Maybe invest in better wiring.”
“Or stop pissing us off,” Étienne added with a thin, polite smile that was somehow more terrifying than Santiago’s grin.
Julian looked at Isla, then at the agents, then back at Isla again.
“Are they always like this?”
“Worse,” Isla said.
Julian swallowed hard, but amusement softened his features despite the chaos.
“Let him stay,” Isla said to the security team, stepping forward, her voice iron. “He stays with us. Or you will have four bonded people reacting at once.”
The second agent flinched at the math.
The first agent opened his mouth—
Then the overhead light above him popped.
Not violently.
Just a sharp little crack, a single bulb giving up under pressure it didn’t understand.
The agent reconsidered.
“…Understood,” he said, voice tight.
The team withdrew to the far edge of the lobby, still watching but no longer willing to touch any of them.
Julian turned slowly to Isla, awe and confusion warring in his eyes.
“I don’t know what’s happening to me,” he said softly.
“I do,” Isla whispered. “Because it happened to me first.”
“And you’re not…terrified?”
“I am,” she admitted. “But I’m not alone.”
Étienne stepped up behind her, quiet and steady.
Santiago joined them, warm and solid at her other side.
Julian stared at the three of them, breath catching.
 “Is this what it feels like?”
Isla nodded once.
Julian inhaled—and the pull between them deepened, a chord finding its harmony.
“Bloody hell,” he murmured. “All right then.”
He stepped fully into the penthouse circle.
The lights steadied.
The air warmed.
Four.
There were four now.
And the world had no idea what was coming.
[bookmark: _ujklro40n2g4]CHAPTER FOUR
They weren’t given time to breathe.
Fifteen minutes after Julian stepped into the penthouse, the PR cavalry arrived: suits, tablets, talking points, and practiced smiles sharp enough to cut marble. The penthouse’s polished calm evaporated beneath the press of corporate urgency.
“Miss Marten,” said Lydia Carrow—a Helios PR director with immaculate posture and the emotional range of a stone statue—“we need to prepare your official statements. The FIA is on the line. They want coordinated messaging.”
Isla crossed her arms. “About what? Electricity? Emotions? Fate? Go on, tell me what’s PR-friendly about this.”
Lydia didn’t blink. “We don’t use the term bond in official communications.”
“What do you call it then?” Santiago asked, idly spinning an apple like he was waiting for someone to annoy him enough to throw it.
“A synchronized behavioral and neurological response,” Lydia recited.
Julian snorted. “Bit wordy, isn’t it?”
Étienne, standing behind Isla with arms crossed, let out a soft breath that could only be described as a laugh he refused to acknowledge.
Lydia ignored them all. “The FIA would like to host a joint press conference this afternoon. Their concern is public safety. Your… phenomenon—”
“Phenomenon?” Isla repeated, voice low and dangerous.
“—has raised questions about competitive integrity, risk mitigation, and unforeseen liabilities. They want reassurance.”
“Well,” Isla said, “I’m not giving it.”
Lydia’s jaw tightened. “Miss Marten—”
“You’re not putting us on a stage so we can pretend we’re harmless when you don’t even know what’s happening.”
“We are trying to get ahead of the story.”
“You are trying to control it.”
“Because someone must,” Lydia snapped, composure slipping for the first time. “Do you understand what’s happening outside? Governments are contacting us. Teams are calling for emergency meetings. Sponsors want statements. And meanwhile—” she gestured sharply at the four of them “—doors malfunction every time you stand too close together.”
The elevator behind them chose that exact moment to ding, then open halfway before shuddering and closing again.
Santiago pointed at it without looking away from Lydia.
 “Not our fault. Your wiring is sh—”
“Santiago,” Isla warned.
“I was going to say shoddy.” He lied.
“Hardly,” Lydia said brightly. “This is a state-of-the-art building.”
“Then maybe state-of-the-art isn’t built for soulbonds,” Julian said mildly.
Lydia rounded on him. “Mr. Hale, your broadcast caused a citywide panic. Your statement—”
“I made no statement,” Julian corrected. “I experienced something. On live TV. That’s not a statement; that’s evidence.”
Lydia inhaled sharply as if he’d personally offended her favorite spreadsheet.
Étienne stepped forward, voice quiet but forceful. “You want us to pretend nothing is happening when everything is happening.”
“We want you to cooperate,” Lydia said tightly.
“You want obedience,” Isla countered.
Lydia’s gaze doubled in sharpness. “We want stability.”
“Then stop pushing us,” Isla shot back.
But Lydia wasn’t talking to her anymore. Her eyes had shifted slightly, focusing on a point past Isla’s shoulder.
A phone was ringing on the counter—Rosa’s phone.
Rosa answered it with a low, tense, “Yes, sir,” before glancing at the four of them.
“The FIA is on the line,” she said. “They want all four of you present in their London office within the hour. They’re calling it an emergency review.”
“No,” Isla said immediately.
Rosa winced. “Isla…”
“They want to poke and prod and argue and evaluate us like assets, not people.” Isla turned to Lydia. “And there’s nothing you or the FIA can do to make me sit in front of a panel of bureaucrats pretending we’re doing something wrong.”
Lydia’s smile was thin. “Refusing will create a crisis.”
“We’re already in one,” Santiago said.
“We’re trying to prevent escalation,” Lydia said.
Étienne stepped beside Isla, his voice cool and deliberate. “You can’t contain us. You can’t isolate us. And you can’t pretend we don’t affect each other.”
Julian nodded slowly. “It’s too late for controlled messaging. The world’s already seen us. They’ll want the truth.”
Lydia looked like she wanted to set the penthouse on fire.
“So your official stance,” she said icily, “is that you refuse to cooperate with the FIA?”
Isla stepped forward. Close enough that Lydia had to tilt her head up.
“My official stance,” Isla said, “is that you don’t get to tell our story for us.”
Lydia’s nostrils flared. “Then what, Miss Marten? You intend to speak on your own? Risk saying something that destabilizes an entire sport?”
“That,” Isla said, “is exactly the kind of thing you should be worried about before trying to shove me in front of cameras.”
Lydia looked at the three men, as if hoping one of them might be reasonable.
They weren’t.
Étienne didn’t move, just stated it as a fact. “I stand with her.”
Santiago snorted, watching Lydia like one watches a caged lion. “Same.”
Julian simply rolled his eyes. “It would be spectacularly stupid to separate us now.”
Lydia closed her eyes, exhaled, and recalibrated.
“Fine,” she said finally. “If you won’t attend the FIA’s meeting, then you will host the first controlled public statement.”
Isla frowned. “Meaning?”
“A press event,” Lydia said. “Here. In this penthouse. Tonight. You will address the world together.”
Santiago grinned. “Oh. I like this already.”
Étienne’s lips twitched in what might have been agreement—or dread. It was always hard to tell.
Julian rubbed his forehead. “A locked building with four bonded people and fifty reporters. What could possibly go wrong?”
Isla lifted her chin.
“Fine,” she said. “But we speak in our own words. No scripted lies. No corporate disclaimers.”
Lydia hesitated.
Then, reluctantly:
“…Agreed.”
Santiago leaned toward Isla and murmured, “You just scared the scariest woman in the building.”
Isla didn’t answer.
She was staring at the reflection in the glass wall—the four of them standing together for the first time.
Something in her chest tightened.
Four.
And the world was about to meet them.

Milo Van Der Meer woke before dawn, heart racing.
Not from a nightmare.
 He didn’t dream.
 Not anymore.
Not since the day he learned control mattered more than comfort.
He lay still in the dark of his lakeside Geneva apartment, eyes wide open, chest tight, as if the air itself had shifted around him. A faint vibration prickled under his skin — subtle, like the hum of a phone on silent.
He scanned the room.
Nothing.
 No intruder.
 No sound.
Just that feeling.
A pull.
 But toward where? Toward who?
Milo sat up slowly, breath caught halfway to a panic he never allowed himself. He flexed his hands. They trembled.
He hadn’t shaken since he was thirteen.
His phone buzzed on the nightstand — team messages from the early morning news cycle. Talk of a “soulbond anomaly in London” and “energy surges” and “Julian Hale compromised on air.”
Milo exhaled once.
Sharp.
Dismissive.
Ridiculous.
He swung his legs out of bed.
But then—
 The pull hit again.
 Stronger.
 A pulse beneath his breastbone.
He steadied himself on the nightstand.
His hands trembled harder.
“Not possible,” he whispered in Dutch.
Which was exactly the kind of thing someone said right before life proved them wrong.

The Helios penthouse woke slowly, if it woke at all.
Morning light hit the glass walls like a soft confession, spilling across the couches, the kitchen island, the four people who had slept far less than they admitted.
Isla still hadn’t figured out how to sleep with the restlessness of three other minds brushing faintly against hers.
 Not intrusive.
 Not overwhelming.
 Just… there.
 Like radio static tuned to familiarity.
Julian was already awake on the couch, laptop open, glasses on, fingers flying across the keyboard while his leg bounced under the blanket he’d pulled over himself.
He looked up as she approached the kitchen.
“You’re up early.”
“I didn’t sleep.”
“You did,” Julian said gently. “But lightly. Your REM cycle was short.”
She blinked. “Are you monitoring my REM cycle?”
Julian tilted his head. “No, but I felt it.”
She froze.
He swallowed.
 “Sorry. I’m still learning the… rules. Or lack thereof.”
“It’s okay,” Isla said, even though she wasn’t sure it was.
 She wasn’t sure about anything anymore except one thing: she didn’t want him pushed away.
Étienne emerged next — immaculate even in morning wear, hair damp from the shower, jaw set in its usual fortress of composure. He glanced at Isla, then Julian, calculating something silently.
“Morning,” he said softly.
It still surprised her — the softness.
 He only used it with her.
 She didn’t know what to do with that.
Santiago stumbled out last, shirtless, hair sticking in five different directions, rubbing his face like he wasn’t fully awake.
“Did we survive the night?” he mumbled.
Julian raised a brow. “You drooled on the second pillow.”
“I’m an excellent sleeper. The pillow should feel honored.”
Isla snorted and nearly burnt her tongue on her coffee.
For a moment — a fleeting, fragile moment — they were just people in a fancy apartment.
 Not anomalies.
 Not evidence.
 Not headlines.
Just a woman and three men caught in something bigger than them.
Étienne leaned against the counter, arms folded. “Helios will arrive soon.”
“They better bring breakfast,” Santiago muttered.
Julian glanced toward the entryway. “They’ll bring camera lights. And handlers. And seven pages of phrasing we’re not allowed to use.”
“You planning to use them?” Isla asked.
“Not a chance,” Julian said.
The warmth that bloomed in her chest wasn’t coming from the coffee.

The PR team arrived at ten.
And immediately regretted it.
Lydia swept in with a tablet thicker than her patience. Behind her, a swarm of assistants set up lighting rigs, banners, branded screens.
“Tonight’s event is not a press conference,” Lydia announced. “It is a curated statement session.”
Santiago blinked. “A what?”
“A controlled environment,” Lydia explained, “in which you will deliver prepared remarks to a live-feed pool camera. No questions.”
“No,” Isla said.
Lydia smiled thinly. “It wasn’t a request.”
Julian opened his mouth — Isla saw it in his eyes, he was about to unleash a devastatingly polite, devastatingly British takedown.
She beat him to it.
“You want to parade us like specimens,” Isla said. “You want the world to see we’re calm, rational, stable. Except we’re not calm or rational or stable. We’re freaking out. We have no idea what’s happening. And you want us to lie.”
“It’s not lying,” Lydia said tightly. “It’s communication management.”
Étienne moved to Isla’s side. “If we lie, the truth becomes a weapon.”
Lydia froze — that argument struck home harder than she expected.
Julian closed his laptop with a soft, decisive click.
 “We’ll speak,” he said. “But in our own words.”
“Impossible,” Lydia said.
Santiago leaned against the window, arms crossed. “Lady, this whole week is impossible.”
Isla rubbed her forehead, and without thinking, Étienne’s hand came up toward her shoulder. He hesitated — asking permission wordlessly — and she nodded.
His touch settled her.
Julian felt it.
 Santiago felt it.
And suddenly the room felt… tighter.
Lydia stepped back. “Not here. Not now. Not when every light in this room risks exploding if one of you gets emotional.”
As if summoned by her words — one of the overhead bulbs flickered sharply.
Santiago smirked. “See? It likes drama.”

The group was split for “preparation.”
Isla and Julian were guided to the balcony — clear air, open sky, and far fewer breakable objects.
Étienne and Santiago were directed to the media prep lounge — which already had two technicians nervously removing anything fragile.
Outside, London spread beneath Isla like a living organism.
 The city felt jittery.
 The four of them had become the storm everyone feared.
Julian stood beside her at the glass railing, shoulders tense.
“Julian?” Isla asked quietly.
He didn’t answer.
So she tried again. “Talk to me.”
His breath left him in a shaky exhale.
 “Do you feel them? Étienne. Santiago.”
“Yes.”
“And me?”
She turned to him. His eyes were darker than usual, pupils blown.
 Vulnerable.
 Exposed.
“I felt you first,” Isla whispered.
Julian swallowed hard. “I thought I was dying on air.”
She reached for his hand.
 He didn’t pull away.
“It wasn’t dying,” she said.
 “It was connecting.”
Julian let out a soft, strangled laugh. “That’s almost worse.”
She laughed too — because if she didn’t, she might fall apart.
Below them, car horns blared. Helicopters circled.
 London’s heartbeat matched hers.
“I’m scared,” Julian admitted in a bare whisper.
“Me too.”
He looked at her, something like relief cracking his composure.
“We’re going to be okay,” Isla said.
“Because we trust each other already?” Julian asked softly.
“No,” Isla said, squeezing his hand.
 “Because we don’t have another choice.”

Étienne was pacing.
Santiago was sprawled across a couch, tossing a stress ball he had stolen from some unfortunate assistant.
“You’re pacing,” Santiago said.
“I am thinking.”
“You’re pacing.”
Étienne stopped with a glare. “What do you want me to do? Sit calmly while a global corporation prepares to turn us into a public-relations puppet act?”
“Maybe,” Santiago said, catching the stress ball. “Or maybe stop scaring the interns.”
An intern dropped a lighting rig and nearly fainted.
“That one wasn’t me,” Étienne said tightly.
Santiago grinned. “Sure.”
Then Santiago’s expression softened as he leaned forward. “You’re freaking out because she’s close with Julian.”
Étienne froze.
 Stone-still.
“I am not—”
“You so are.”
Étienne inhaled sharply, fists clenched. “This is not jealousy.”
“No,” Santiago said, “it’s fear.”
Étienne flinched.
 Just barely.
 But enough.
Santiago’s voice lowered. “You’re allowed to be scared too, you know.”
Étienne didn’t answer.
He didn’t have to.
 The tremor in the lights above them answered for him.

By late afternoon, the entire penthouse had transformed.
Helios banners.
 Softboxes.
 Microphones calibrated.
 Backup power systems installed in fear of another surge.
Reporters gathered outside like a hungry sea.
Isla stood in the center of it all, dressed simply — dark jeans, soft blouse, hair half-tied — nothing flashy, nothing staged.
Her men moved around her like satellites drawn to a sun they didn’t understand yet.
She exhaled.
 “Let’s do this.”
Julian offered her a mic.
Étienne gave her a nod.
Santiago cracked his knuckles like he was preparing to fight off the press with his bare hands.
The lights flashed.
 The camera light turned red.
The world watched.
And Isla opened her mouth—
when the power cut out.
Complete blackout.
 Every light, every rig, every screen—
 gone.
A thrum rolled through the floorboards like a heartbeat.
Julian whispered, “Oh no.”
Santiago whispered, “Here we go.”
Étienne whispered, “Stay close.”
And Isla—
felt Milo.
Far away.
 Rising.
 Awakening.
 Part of them.
The fifth bond had just opened.
And the world went dark.

For a moment, there was nothing.
No lights.
 No cameras.
 No PR staff shouting into dead earpieces.
Just darkness — thick, humming, alive.
Then came the second sensation:
 A wave.
Soft at first.
 Like a ripple moving through the floorboards.
Then stronger.
 Like something huge had shifted under the city, dragging the air with it.
Isla gasped and staggered backward—
And three hands steadied her instantly.
Étienne’s grip tightened around her wrist.
 Julian’s hand found her elbow.
 Santiago pressed a steadying palm against her back.
They all felt it.
A fifth chord.
 A fifth frequency.
 A fifth presence binding itself to the four of them with a snap that was both violent and delicate.
Julian inhaled sharply.
 “Who—? What was that?”
Isla didn’t answer.
Because the moment it hit her, the moment the pulse surged up her spine and behind her eyes, she knew:
He wasn’t in London.
 He wasn’t even close.
But he was part of them.
Milo.
Isla whispered the name without understanding how she knew it.
Santiago choked out, “¿Quién mierda es Milo?”
Étienne stared at her, breath shaking in his chest for the first time since she’d met him. “Isla. How do you know his name?”
“I don’t—” she gasped. “I just— I felt it.”
Julian clutched his chest. “He’s panicking. Whoever he is, he’s… terrified.”
Santiago swore softly in Spanish.
 “Oh, that’s not good. The last time one of us panicked, we blew out every light in half of London.”
Julian raised a hand in protest. “That was not my fault.”
“It was absolutely your fault,” Santiago said. “And now this Milo guy is about to—”
Another pulse hit the floor.
Everyone in the room stumbled.
Lydia Carrow’s voice cut through the dark like a knife.
 “What is happening?!”
No one answered.
Because the bond wasn’t quieting.
 It was strengthening.
Curling through Isla’s chest like a wire heating red-hot.
 Building pressure behind her ribs.
 Filling her lungs with someone else’s breath—
Someone far away.
 Someone controlled and disciplined—
 —but right now unraveling.
Julian’s eyes squeezed shut. “He’s fighting it. Hard.”
Étienne swore under his breath in French — low and lethal.
 “He must be trained. Someone taught him to shut emotion away.”
Santiago nodded tightly. “Feels like a guy who’s been told his whole life to handle everything alone.”
“Then he’s going to break,” Isla whispered.
And she meant it literally.
 The pressure in the bond was becoming unstable.
 No longer just emotional — physical.
 Like an engine revving toward a redline.
If they didn’t stabilize him, the energy could—
The lights snapped back on.
The entire room gasped.
Half the PR team was on the floor.
 The cameras were fried.
 Every single microphone lay dead.
White smoke rose from a power strip in the corner.
Lydia stared at them with an expression no PR professional should ever have to make: genuine fear.
“What did you do?” she whispered.
But before Isla could answer—
Her knees buckled.
Étienne caught her before she hit the ground, cradling her with surprising gentleness. Santiago dropped to her other side, steady and grounding. Julian hovered inches away, terrified he might make it worse if he touched her.
“What’s wrong?” Julien asked, voice breaking. “Isla—what do you feel?”
She couldn’t breathe.
The fifth presence—
 Milo—
 was flooding her senses, not with images but sensations:
Cold air.
 Metal.
 A room too small.
 Hands gripping a countertop.
 Heart pounding at a dangerously fast rhythm.
“I-I can’t—” she gasped.
 “He’s scared. Really scared.”
“Where is he?” Santiago demanded.
She shook her head, dizzy.
 “I don’t know.”
A soft sound escaped Étienne—a sound so raw it didn’t belong to a man always in control.
“Then we find him.”
Isla tried to sit up. Étienne held her steady as Julian leaned closer, face pale.
“He’s trying to block us,” Julian whispered. “I can feel him pulling away.”
“Why would he do that?” Santiago asked.
“Because he’s ashamed,” Étienne said quietly. “Or because he thinks he’s dangerous.”
Isla’s head snapped up.
 A faint image flashed behind her eyes—
A garage.
 Dim.
 Metal shelves.
 The smell of exhaust.
 And a man standing stiff-backed, jaw clenched, refusing to let himself tremble.
She whispered, “He thinks he’s hurting us.”
The three men exchanged looks.
“Oh god,” Julian murmured.
“That’s not how this works,” Santiago said.
“No,” Étienne agreed, voice steady now. “But he doesn’t know that.”
The PR team watched them like they were radioactive.
Maybe they were.
Isla pressed a hand against her sternum.
 “Milo’s trying to sever the bond.”
Julian blanched. “Is that possible?”
Santiago shook his head. “From afar? Never heard of it. But if anyone can stubborn his way through the impossible, it’s probably a guy named Milo from a family that sounds like a yacht brand.”
Étienne inhaled slowly, decision settling over him like armor.
“We need to connect to him. Stronger. We need to reach him before he hurts himself—or us.”
Julian nodded. “But how? He’s resisting.”
Étienne looked at Isla.
 So did Santiago.
 So did Julian.
And suddenly she understood.
They couldn’t reach Milo alone.
 Their bond wasn’t fully formed.
They needed Isla.
Isla felt her pulse stutter. “Wait—what are you saying?”
“We need you to open the bond,” Étienne said softly.
“I don’t know how to do that.”
“You didn’t know how to open it with us either,” Julian said gently.
“It happened naturally when you trusted us,” Santiago added.
É tienne met her eyes.
 “With him—just… don’t fight it.”
She closed her eyes.
She inhaled.
And she let the fear in.
 The uncertainty.
 The connection.
A warmth pooled low in her chest.
 A pull—
 gentle, hesitant, resisting her even as it reached for her.
She opened to it.
To him.
The pressure eased.
 Her lungs expanded.
 Air rushed back into her body.
Julian gasped beside her.
 Santiago shuddered.
 Étienne’s hand tightened at her shoulder.
The fifth bond calmed.
 Not settled.
 Not sealed.
But no longer spiraling.
Julian whispered, “He felt that.”
Santiago nodded. “Yeah. And he’s still wary, but… he didn’t pull away this time.”
Étienne exhaled, tension leaving him in a visible wave.
 “Good.”
Lydia finally found her voice, horrified.
 “What—what was that?!”
Isla pushed herself upright, hair sticking to her forehead, chest still heaving.
She turned to Lydia.
“That,” Isla said, voice steady despite the tremor still running through her,
 “was the fifth one.”
And the room went silent.
[bookmark: _yvhmhwncb4ab]CHAPTER FIVE
Milo Van Der Meer stood in the dim light of his garage, both hands braced on a steel workbench as the world shuddered under his skin.
He’d been calm for most of his life.
 Disciplined.
 Precise.
 A machine built for control in a sport where control was survival.
This was not control.
He felt… them.
Four steady pulses.
 Four heartbeats that were not his.
 Four emotional wavelengths pressing softly, cautiously, against some part of him he’d locked away years ago.
The first pulse had terrified him.
 The second destabilized him.
 The third nearly dropped him to one knee.
The fourth—
 That one split something open.
Milo sucked in a raw breath and almost—almost—let a sound escape.
No.
 No weakness.
 No noise.
 No breaks.
He clenched his jaw until something in it clicked.
The garage was cold, but sweat slid down his spine. His knuckles whitened on the steel. Somewhere outside, the wind stirred the lake, night air carrying the scent of water and pine.
Normally, that calmed him.
 Tonight, it did nothing to steady the tremor in his hands.
He squeezed his eyes shut.
Don’t pull at me. Don’t look at me. Don’t feel me.
But the presence pressed deeper anyway.
Warm.
 Gentle.
 Reluctant to force him—
 but unwilling to leave.
Milo bit back a curse.
 “Stop,” he whispered into the dark.
 His breath fogged.
 “Stop. You don’t want this. You don’t want me.”
And then —
 another feeling slipped into him.
Not forceful.
 Not demanding.
A hand.
Small.
 Warm.
 Open.
Not touching him physically — touching the part of him he’d buried.
A woman’s voice, not spoken aloud, but carried through the bond like a vibration.
It’s okay.
Milo’s heart slammed against his ribs so hard he nearly doubled over.
It’s okay. I’m here. You’re not hurting anyone.
His breath turned sharp.
 Frantic.
“No,” he whispered harshly. “You don’t know what I am.”
The bond pulsed — four others behind her.
 Steady.
 Reassuring.
 Not pushing him.
Inviting him.
His control fractured.
He pressed a trembling forearm against his forehead.
 He hadn’t shaken like this since he was fifteen, lying on his back beside a shattered kart, tasting blood and humiliation and the awareness that fear would destroy him if he let it.
He had vowed never to shake again.
He was shaking now.
The bond warmed.
 A new sensation — not pity. Not sympathy.
Recognition.
She recognized him.
 His fear.
 His fight.
And she wasn’t afraid of him.
Milo exhaled a strangled sound he hated himself for.
 Half a gasp.
 Half a sob he refused to let form.
“No,” he snarled under his breath. “Don’t—don’t comfort me.”
But the bond didn’t listen.
Another wave rolled through him — steady, grounding, someone whispering across distance with relentless calm:
You’re safe. We’re here.
The word we made him flinch violently.
We.
Not one.
 Not two.
 Four.
Four people tied to him.
 Four minds brushing his like fingertips.
 Four lives cracking open the door he’d welded shut.
His lungs stuttered.
 He gripped the bench harder, metal groaning under his hands.
Behind his eyelids, images flickered:
 A balcony full of light.
 A woman with warm tan skin and fierce eyes.
 A British man whose steady voice trembled when he cared.
 A Spaniard with fire at the edges of his laughter.
 A man with ice-blue calm hiding a storm underneath.
The images felt wrong.
 Invasive.
And yet—
 They didn’t feel like strangers.
“God,” Milo whispered. “No. No. Don’t do this. Don’t… attach.”
The bond pulsed again — softer this time, coaxing without cornering.
And in that moment, inconvenient, impossible truth sank low in his stomach:
He wasn’t fighting them.
He was fighting himself.
His own instinct clawing upward from beneath years of control.
 An instinct screaming that he belonged with them.
 That he needed them.
 That they were part of him in a way he didn’t have the tools — or the courage — to process.
His voice shook.
 “I can’t do this. I can’t— I don’t know how.”
And the answer came gently:
You don’t have to know. Just don’t shut us out.
His breath broke.
 Actually broke.
A sound escaped him — one he couldn’t disguise, couldn’t sanitize, couldn’t tuck behind discipline. A sound of someone cracking under the weight of being seen.
He slammed his hand against the workbench.
 The echo rang through the garage.
“They’re going to come looking for me,” he whispered.
 And he didn’t mean the bond.
He meant the world.
 The coaches.
 His federation.
 His family.
 The vultures who ate destiny with silver spoons.
“They’re going to drag me into this.”
Another pulse.
 Not from fear this time.
From reassurance.
Julian’s steadiness.
 Santiago’s fire.
 Étienne’s calm.
 And at the center — Isla.
Warmth.
 Strength.
 A stubborn, unwavering refusal to let him suffer alone.
His knees nearly gave out.
He pressed his forehead harder against his arm.
He didn’t want this.
 He didn’t ask for this.
 He didn’t trust this.
But he felt it.
The bond maintaining itself, even as he pushed against it.
 A web that wasn’t snaring him —
 but catching him.
Preventing him from falling.
He hated how much he needed that.
“You don’t even know me,” he whispered.
But Isla’s answer came through the bond like a heartbeat:
Not yet. But we will.
Milo closed his eyes.
He didn’t say yes.
 He didn’t accept it.
But he stopped fighting.
And that small surrender —
 that tiny inhale instead of a push—
strengthened the bond.
The pressure eased from Isla.
 From the others.
 From him.
He sagged against the bench, exhausted, chest heaving as if he’d run a marathon.
Then, quietly, trembling but honest:
“Okay,” he whispered.
 A confession to the dark.
 “I won’t run.”
The bond warmed.
Relief.
 Not just his.
Four voices exhaling at once across an ocean.
Milo felt it.
 Every one of them.
He didn’t smile.
 Didn’t relax.
But his pulse steadied.
And when he looked up, through the garage window, the lake outside seemed less like an empty stretch of water—
And more like the first breath before a storm that might not destroy him after all.

The lights didn’t come back softly.
They snapped on in a violent blaze — cameras rebooting, screens flickering to life, emergency power surging through the building like a defibrillator shock.
Isla winced as the brightness stabbed at her eyes.
 Julian shielded her with an arm instinctively.
 Étienne and Santiago stepped to her sides as if expecting another pulse to roll through the floor.
But the room had gone still.
Still, but not calm.
Helios PR staff were picking themselves off the ground.
 Technicians were scrambling to save equipment that smelled faintly of burnt wiring.
 Security was shouting into radios that no longer seemed to work.
And Lydia Carrow — queen of composure, slayer of chaos, destroyer of unsanctioned narratives — looked like she had aged ten years in ten minutes.
She pointed at Isla, finger trembling.
“What,” she whispered, voice breaking on the word, “was that?”
Isla swallowed, her breath still uneven.
Julian answered first, voice quiet but steady.
 “The fifth one.”
Santiago added, “Yeah, surprise. There’s another one.”
Étienne’s expression was composed but his eyes were sharp, watchful. “We need to stabilize before the next surge.”
“The next—?” Lydia’s voice cracked. “No. No next. There will be no more surges, because you four are going to stop whatever it is you’re doing.”
“We’re not doing anything,” Isla said.
“That,” Lydia snapped, pointing toward the fried lighting rig, “would suggest otherwise!”
Santiago lifted a brow. “Lady, we didn’t short your building. The bond did.”
“Do not call it that,” Lydia hissed.
“We’re calling it that,” Isla said simply.
A murmur rippled through the gathered staff.
 Even without understanding, the word resonated — bond.
 A word that didn’t require explanation.
 A word no PR guide could replace with “synchronized neurological anomaly.”
The panic in the room shifted, refocused.
On them.
On Isla.
Someone whispered, “There were only four this morning.”
“We just saw five lights spike on the grid.”
“Oh god, it’s spreading?”
Isla’s breath hitched.
Julian put a hand on her shoulder. “Ignore them.”
Étienne stepped slightly in front of her. “We need privacy.”
Lydia regained enough composure to shove fear down beneath her usual veneer of authority. She straightened her blazer like armor.
“No one leaves,” she said. “No one moves. Until we understand what just happened.”
Santiago laughed — a bright, incredulous sound.
 “Oh, that’s cute. You think you can contain us.”
Lydia’s eyes flashed. “I am trying to protect this organization from a public catastrophe.”
“You’re making it worse,” Julian said, his voice low.
“Mr. Hale,” Lydia snapped, “you spoke two words on live television and triggered a citywide panic—”
“That wasn’t him,” Isla cut in. “That was the bond.”
“You keep saying that word—”
“Because it’s real,” Isla said sharply.
The room jolted at the force of her voice — or maybe the overhead lights did, flickering once as if echoing her emphasis. Lydia backed up one step, then stopped herself.
The PR director steadied her tone.
“What do you mean ‘five’?” she demanded. “Where is this fifth person?”
Isla hesitated.
Then:
 “I don’t know. Not yet.”
“Can you identify him?” Lydia pressed.
Julian opened his mouth, but Isla stepped in front of him.
“No,” Isla lied.
 A deliberate lie this time.
Julian inhaled sharply. Santiago’s brows shot up. Étienne gave Isla a slow, considering look, but said nothing.
Lydia’s eyes narrowed. “You’re withholding information.”
Isla’s chin lifted. “I’m not handing over someone who’s probably terrified right now just so you can lock him in a room and poke him.”
Lydia didn’t even pretend to deny it. “We need him here.”
“No,” Isla said, voice steel. “You don’t.”
“He’s part of you,” Lydia insisted. “Part of this phenomenon. If he’s unstable, if he’s uncontrolled—”
“He isn’t,” Isla said immediately.
“Are you certain?”
A beat.
 A truth she felt in her bones—
“He will be.”
That truth made Étienne’s breath catch. Then Santiago’s. Then Julian’s.
 Because Isla spoke with a quiet conviction none of them could argue with.
Lydia pressed both palms to her forehead. “This is spiraling. The FIA is calling every ten minutes. Your teams are demanding statements. Sponsors are panicking. Do you understand the magnitude of what you have done?”
Étienne’s voice was soft but sharp enough to cut steel.
 “We didn’t choose this.”
Julian: “But we are not ashamed of it.”
Santiago: “And we aren’t hiding.”
Isla took a breath.
 And when she spoke, the words were simple. Steady. True.
“We need to tell the public.”
The room exploded.
“No—”
 “That’s impossible—”
 “They’ll riot—”
 “You’ll start a panic—”
 “This would destroy the season—”
 “You can’t—”
Lydia nearly shouted over them. “ABSOLUTELY NOT.”
Isla didn’t flinch.
 “We tell the truth. Tonight.”
Lydia paled. “You will NOT—”
“Yes,” Isla said. “We will.”
Julian stepped to her right. “We can’t control this by staying silent.”
Étienne stepped to her left. “But we can by being honest.”
Santiago stepped directly behind her, hands braced on his hips. “And united.”
Lydia stared at them — four points of an impossible shape — and saw the formation they made without even meaning to.
A formation meant for a fifth.
She whispered, horrified:
 “My god. It’s real.”
No one argued.
“Fine,” Lydia snapped, spinning into motion, “but if you are insisting on speaking tonight, then we will not do it in this room. We need a secure stage, not a bloody lightning rod. We need engineers. And backup power—my god, we need backup EVERYTHING—and a clean feed and—”
She kept spiraling instructions, but Isla tuned her out.
Because the bond rippled faintly through her again — soft, warm, cautious.
Milo.
He was exhausted.
 But present.
 Listening.
 Tentatively tied into all of them now.
Isla closed her eyes for a second, steadying herself.
We’re here, she thought — not knowing whether he could hear her, but hoping.
We’re not letting you face this alone.
When she opened her eyes again, Étienne was watching her.
 Not with jealousy.
 Not with fear.
With understanding.
Julian was staring at her too — hair tousled, face soft with awe he didn’t bother hiding.
 Santiago smirked like he had known this was coming all along.
Lydia clapped her hands sharply to get attention.
“You four,” she commanded, “do not move until I return. Understood?”
None of them answered.
She took it as agreement anyway and stormed out.
The moment the door shut, Santiago blew out a long breath.
“Well,” he said, “the fifth guy woke up with a bang.”
Julian pushed his curls back, exasperated. “Understatement of the year.”
Étienne turned to Isla, voice quieter than before.
 “What does it feel like with him?”
Isla hesitated — not because she was unsure, but because she understood the weight of the question.
“Different,” she said. “He’s… careful. Controlled. But scared underneath. Like he’s spent his whole life making sure no one sees him fall.”
Julian’s brows pulled together. “We need to meet him.”
Santiago grinned. “Oh, we absolutely do.”
Étienne nodded simply. “And soon.”
Isla exhaled.
Because they were right.
Because everything now hinged on finding Milo Van Der Meer before the world — or the FIA — did.
And because tonight, in front of cameras and global feeds and millions of watching eyes—
they would have to admit it:
It wasn’t four.
It was five.
And the bond wasn’t done yet.

The Helios penthouse was a hive of panicked professionals.
Technicians hauled in portable generators.
 Engineers crawled along the ceiling grid, muttering about “unprecedented conductivity spikes.”
 IT teams wrestled with wireless repeaters like they were trying to appease ancient gods.
And Lydia Carrow stomped through all of it like a general preparing for war.
Through it all, Isla stood in the middle of the controlled chaos, arms crossed, watching her life shrink and expand at the same time.
Shrink — because the walls were closing in.
 Expand — because every minute, the bond hummed stronger.
Santiago made a dramatic gesture toward a group of engineers.
 “Why do they look like they’re building a cage for a dragon?”
Julian smirked. “Because they are.”
Étienne muttered quietly, “They should focus on grounding the stage, not on theatrical paranoia.”
Lydia whirled. “Grounding the—yes, exactly, Dr. Durand, THANK YOU, that is what I’ve been saying for the last ten minutes—”
Étienne blinked slowly. “…I wasn’t agreeing with you.”
Lydia ignored him and continued barking orders.
Isla rubbed at the bridge of her nose.
The bond brushed her again.
Lightly.
 Like fingertips moving across the back of her mind.
She inhaled sharply.
Santiago’s head snapped toward her. “Is he back?”
Julian’s voice dropped soft. “Isla?”
Étienne stepped closer, concern tightening his jaw. “Breathe. What do you feel?”
Isla let the sensation settle.
Warm.
 Cautious.
 And… apologetic?
The thought pulsed, gentle as fog rolling over water.
Sorry.
The word wasn’t spoken.
 It wasn’t even fully formed.
It was emotion wrapped in instinct — a soft, aching apology that made her chest tighten.
“He’s trying,” Isla whispered. “He’s trying to stay with us.”
Santiago blew out a breath. “He’s shy. Figures.”
“Not shy,” Isla corrected. “Disciplined. And scared he’ll hurt someone.”
Julian ran a hand through his hair.
 “That tracks with the blackout. It wasn’t malicious — it was overload. He panicked.”
Étienne nodded. “His mind was already connected. He likely fought it too hard.”
“He’s still fighting,” Isla murmured, “but he’s not running anymore.”
For a brief moment, all three men looked at her the same way:
With something quiet.
 And reverent.
 And a little afraid.
Because she felt him.
 All of them.
 More strongly than any of the others could yet.
And whether they admitted it or not —
 that made her the center of gravity.

Two hours later, the makeshift press stage stood in the penthouse’s main hall — backed by blackout curtains, ringed by emergency lighting, and surrounded by more equipment than half the paddock on race day.
Rows of seats were arranged for the curated press list Lydia had chosen with military precision. Only vetted journalists. Only trusted outlets.
Everyone else had been barricaded outside in a media frenzy that could be heard from twenty floors up.
Isla peeked out at the forest of microphones and lights.
Julian stood beside her, adjusting his shirt cuffs with the ease of a man who’d spent years under scrutiny.
 “You know,” he said conversationally, “you don’t have to do the talking.”
Isla scoffed. “I’m the source of half the chaos.”
Santiago smirked. “More like all.”
“Fantastic. I’m a beacon. I always wanted to be a lighthouse.”
Étienne ignored them both. “We speak together.”
Julian nodded slowly. “We tell them the truth.”
Isla swallowed.
 “Yes.”
But her heart hammered like she was gearing up for a starting gate.
The bond fluttered in response.
Another pulse.
Stronger this time.
Not accidental.
 Not reactive.
Intentional.
Milo.
Isla steadied herself.
Show me where you are.
She didn’t push — just opened the bond, the way she’d done instinctively with the others.
For a moment, nothing—
Then a sharp inhale.
Not hers.
His.
Like he’d been bracing for this without realizing it.
Images flickered:
A lake at night.
 The metallic tang of cold air.
 A dim garage filled with tools.
 The hum of an engine cooling after running too hard.
 A pair of hands — steady, capable, trembling only at the fingertips.
Then—
Isla.
Her name wasn’t spoken aloud, but the recognition of her hit like soft thunder.
Isla’s breath stuttered.
Julian stepped closer. “Isla?”
Santiago frowned. “What’s happening?”
Étienne watched her with deep, focused calm. “He reached for her.”
She nodded shakily. “Yes.”
The three men braced around her instinctively, as though shielding her from something she wasn’t fighting.
“He’s far north,” she murmured. “Cold. Outside a city. Somewhere near water.”
Julian blinked. “That could be—”
Santiago groaned. “Half of Europe?”
“No,” Isla whispered. “It feels… quiet. Remote. Familiar, somehow.”
Étienne’s eyes narrowed as he put pieces together.
 “Dutch then. Or Swiss. Or—”
“Dutch,” Julian said. “Van Der Meer. The name is old Dutch.”
Isla nodded, chest tightening.
 “I think he’s in the Netherlands.”
Santiago cracked his knuckles. “Great. We’ll go get him.”
Isla blinked. “What?”
Julian nodded in agreement. “He shouldn’t be alone right now.”
Étienne too, motioned for his coat. “Isolation will only intensify the volatility.”
Santiago was already walking towards his room, hands twitching as if packing an invisible bag. “Get a jet ready, eh?”
But before Isla could respond—
The bond tightened.
Not painfully — decisively.
And Milo’s voice —
 quiet, rough, accented —
 moved across the connection like a shiver of winter wind through warm air.
Not now.
 Not yet.
 You have a world to face first.
Isla’s breath caught.
The three men stiffened as the words hit them too — faint, like an echo pulled through a tunnel.
Julian whispered, “Bloody hell…”
Santiago let out a low whistle. “He speaks.”
Étienne’s brows drew together, impressed despite himself. “He’s already stabilizing.”
Isla swallowed hard.
Milo wasn’t running.
He was watching.
 Waiting.
 Letting them face the public while he learned to breathe with the bond.
And something about that made Isla’s chest ache.
We’ll come for you, she thought back, the words unspoken but intentional.
A pulse of warmth answered her.
Not acceptance.
 Not rejection.
Belief.
And then the connection softened, as if he were pulling back just enough to let her think.

Lydia reappeared at the door, headset tangled, hair frizzed, eyes widened with stress-murder.
“Positions!” she hissed. “All of you—up front—NOW!”
Santiago rolled his shoulders. “Yes, General.”
Julian whispered, “Behave.”
Étienne sighed. “Please try.”
Isla stepped forward, nerves firing like live wires.
The cameras were warming up.
The journalists were being ushered in.
 Microphones were angled.
 Screens flickered.
 The outside crowd roared like a storm threatening to break.
Julian lined up beside her.
 Étienne on her left.
 Santiago slightly behind, leaning forward on his toes like a man about to run straight through the pack.
The bond thrummed.
Four presences, warm and steady.
A fifth hovering at the edges — a heartbeat she now recognized.
Isla lifted her chin.
“Ready?” Julian asked softly.
“No,” Isla muttered.
“Perfect,” Santiago grinned. “Let’s go.”
And as the first spotlight hit them and the room erupted into flashes and questions and chaos—
the bond steadied her spine.
She wasn’t alone.
Not even close.

The lights were hot.
Not warm.
 Hot — bright enough that Isla could feel them on her skin, like a hand cupping her cheek or a palm pressing gently at the small of her back. The kind of heat that made her pulse tick faster.
But it wasn’t the lights.
It was them.
Étienne beside her — calm on the surface, but his bond-thread humming low, steady, and undeniably warm.
 Julian — composed, but every shallow breath brushed against Isla through the connection like fingertips trailing along her ribs.
 Santiago — electric, playful even now, his energy sparking up her spine like champagne bubbles under her skin.
And that fourth presence—
Distant.
 Watching.
 Hungry in a way he didn’t yet recognize as hunger.
Milo.
Isla felt him at the edges, a quiet pull beneath everything, like someone exhaling against her collarbone from miles away.
Focus, she told herself.
But the bond wasn’t gentle tonight.
 It was alive.
The room hushed when she stepped up to the podium, the three men forming a subtle triangle behind and around her — unconsciously protective, unconsciously claiming.
The air thickened.
A journalist called out, “Isla Marten — is it true this is a… romantic involvement?”
Before Lydia could tackle the question with her clipboard, Isla raised a hand.
“We’ll answer everything,” she said.
Julian’s breath brushed her shoulder — not physically, but through the bond, a soft, steadying warmth that felt like someone standing too close in a dark hallway.
Santiago murmured, to her ears only, You’ve got this, garota.
And Étienne…
 His presence deepened, sliding along her nerves in a calm, grounding way that made the taste of the room sharpen. He didn’t touch her, yet she felt him everywhere her heartbeat reached.
Isla swallowed once and spoke.
“There is a bond between us.”
Gasps. Camera shutters. Lydia wheezing into a headset.
Julian stepped forward, voice low but clear.
 “It’s involuntary. We didn’t choose it. But we’re not running from it.”
The way he said we sent a warm, slow roll through Isla’s stomach.
Santiago added, “It’s connected. Emotional. Physical. Instinctive. Call it whatever you want — soulbond, imprinting, quantum resonance—"
“It is not imprinting,” Lydia hissed behind them. “None of you are werewolves!”
“—but it’s real,” Santiago finished with a smirk.
A flurry of questions erupted:
“How many are involved?”
 “Does this give you an unfair advantage in competition?”
 “Is the FIA aware?”
 “Is this a polyamorous relationship?”
 “Are you sleeping together?”
 “Is it sexual—?”
The last one made Isla flush — not deeply, not visibly, but enough.
 Because the bond reacted.
All three men behind her stiffened at once.
Julian’s breath caught.
 Étienne’s composure wavered just enough to send a warm ripple down her spine.
 Santiago’s energy flared — hot, bright, wanting in a way he hadn’t acknowledged aloud.
And Milo—
The fifth presence thickened.
Not close.
 Not fully in.
 But there.
Curious.
 Startled.
 A little undone by the question he wasn’t even here to hear aloud.
His reaction slid into Isla’s nerves like a low hum at the base of her throat.
She gripped the podium, grounding herself.
Her voice came out steadier than she felt.
“The bond isn’t defined by romance or sex, as we all know,” she said. “It’s… more complicated than that.”
Julian stepped closer again — not touching, but his body heat grazed her awareness.
“If those things happen,” he added gently, “they happen because of choice. Not because of the bond. We’re trying to navigate that with respect.”
Respect.
The word was noble, responsible—
and made the bond curl warm and slow around Isla’s ribs like smoke.
Santiago muttered under his breath, Respect won’t stop this from getting hot eventually, querida.
Étienne shot him a look so sharp it could’ve sliced metal.
But their energies rolled together behind her, distinct and unmistakably masculine, like three different temperatures of heat pressed against her back.
Journalists raised their hands wildly.
“You said there are four of you,” one shouted. “But earlier tonight the grid recorded five signatures. Can you confirm that?”
Isla stilled.
And the bond surged.
One beat.
 Two.
 Three—
Her pulse synced with three warm pulses behind her—
 and one distant, low, dark thrum that made her knees feel weak.
Milo.
He didn’t pull away.
 Didn’t hide.
He leaned in.
Not physically — energetically, letting his awareness press closer, like a hand sliding around her hip from behind, slow and uncertain but real.
Isla felt her breath hitch.
Julian’s hand twitched at his side.
 Santiago’s eyes sharpened.
 Étienne stepped closer so subtly the cameras couldn’t catch it.
The question hung in the air.
Isla lifted her chin.
“There is a fifth.”
The room erupted.
But Isla kept talking.
“He isn’t here tonight. But he’s part of this bond. And we’re not going to deny him or pretend he doesn’t exist.”
“Is he another racer?” someone shouted.
Isla shook her head. “I’m not identifying him. Not until he chooses to be known.”
“That won’t satisfy the FIA!” another journalist argued.
Isla didn’t break eye contact.
“This isn’t for the FIA to decide.”
Julian’s energy flared behind her — impressed, protective, warm.
Étienne’s steadiness pressed into her spine like a confident hand.
Santiago’s pulse sang bright, wicked approval.
But Milo—
 He rippled through her like warm breath against bare skin.
Not forceful.
 Not dominant.
 Just present.
 Claiming nothing — but allowing her to feel that he could.
Isla swallowed, heat blooming low and slow in her stomach.
The journalists kept yelling.
“Is he in danger?”
 “Is he a threat?”
 “Is the bond contagious?”
 “Is this a government coverup?”
Santiago snorted under his breath. “Wow. People are creative.”
Julian whispered, “You don’t have to answer every one.”
But Isla lifted her chin again.
“We’re figuring this out together. And we will not be separated. Not by leagues, not by fear, not by politics, not by anyone.”
The power in her voice made the bond tighten around her—
Santiago’s fire licking along her nerves.
 Étienne’s calm deepening into something richer, warmer.
 Julian’s steadiness turning protective, almost possessive.
 And Milo—
Milo’s presence slid onto her skin like warm fog — hesitant but undeniably sensual in a way he didn’t intend.
It made her inhale sharply.
Julian heard the sound and went still.
Étienne’s jaw clenched once.
Santiago grinned dangerously.
A wave of camera flashes exploded.
Questions became screams.
But Isla didn’t look away.
“We are five,” she said.
Her voice was steady.
Her pulse was not.
“And we’re done pretending we’re not.”
The room erupted again.
Security moved.
 Lydia panicked.
 Lights flickered.
 The air thickened with noise—
But the bond wrapped around Isla like arms, heat, presence.
Alive.
 Wanting.
 Real.
Five heartbeats.
 One rhythm.
And the world had no idea what it was standing in front of.

The door slammed shut behind them, muting the roar of journalists to a distant storm.
Isla barely had time to breathe before the bond snapped tight—
 not painfully, but with intensity, like four sets of hands catching her at once.
Julian touched her elbow.
 Étienne stepped closer.
 Santiago practically vibrated with pent-up adrenaline.
The air in the greenroom felt thicker than the conference hall.
No one spoke at first.
 The silence wasn’t calm.
 It was charged.
Julian was the one who finally exhaled, running a hand through his hair.
“Bloody hell,” he whispered. “That was—”
“Insane?” Santiago offered.
Étienne’s low voice cut in. “Revealing.”
But they weren’t talking about the press conference.
They were talking about the bond.
Specifically—
 the moment it had turned sensual.
The moment Isla’s breath hitched.
 The moment Milo pressed in.
And all three of them had felt it.
Julian stepped in front of her, not touching, but close.
 His voice soft.
 Concern tangled with something warmer.
“Are you alright?”
Isla nodded—
 but heat climbed up her throat, traitorous and impossible to hide.
“I’m fine,” she said. “It was just… intense.”
Santiago barked a sharp laugh.
 “Querida, you made every camera fry itself when you said ‘five.’ And then you felt him? Yeah, intense is one word.”
Étienne’s eyes were fixed on her, too steady.
 Too focused.
 Too aware.
“The bond heightened during specific questions,” he said quietly, clinically—but his voice warmed at the edges. “Sexual ones.”
Julian winced. “Sensuous, at least.”
Santiago snorted. “Hot.”
Étienne leveled him with a look. “Not the point.”
But Isla felt the bond tighten again, like it was reacting to their bickering, pulsing along her spine.
 Her skin prickled.
Julian’s breath stuttered.
 Santiago swore in Spanish.
 Étienne inhaled sharply and looked away for half a second—rare for him.
“Okay,” Isla said. “Everyone stop. It’s just adrenaline.”
“Adrenaline doesn't do—this,” Julian murmured.
And before she could ask what “this” meant—
Milo pushed in again.
Not tentative this time.
 Not apologetic.
Present.
It hit like warm pressure spreading through her chest, down her arms, pooling low in her stomach.
 Her knees loosened.
Julian caught her waist before she swayed.
The touch wasn’t romantic.
 It wasn’t possessive.
It was instinct.
And the bond reacted like sparks jumping to dry tinder.
Isla sucked in a sharp breath.
 Julian froze.
Santiago swore softly. “Oh, that’s him.”
Étienne shut his eyes, steadying himself—his control slipping for the first time.
The feeling wasn’t sexual in the explicit sense.
 But it was deeply—achingly—sensual.
Like being breathed into.
 Like someone tracing the inside of her pulse.
 Like warm hands sliding along her ribs, not touching skin but feeling it anyway.
Julian’s voice broke slightly. “He’s… close.”
“Closer than before,” Étienne murmured.
Santiago: “He’s not running anymore.”
No. He wasn’t.
Milo’s presence wasn’t forceful.
 It wasn’t dominant.
 It wasn’t even confident.
It was need.
Soft, careful, restrained—but need all the same.
A whisper of him curled against her consciousness:
Isla.
 Can you hear me?
Her breath hitched.
 Julian’s grip tightened.
 Santiago leaned forward.
 Étienne went very, very still.
“Yes,” she whispered aloud. “I can hear you.”
The bond pulsed warmly.
Good.
 A pause. Then, slower:
 I’m trying.
She felt him hesitate.
 As if he didn’t trust himself to be too close.
Then—
 a sensation like lips almost brushing her shoulder from a mile away.
All three men reacted.
Julian’s pulse jumped—she felt it through the bond.
 Santiago sucked in a breath like a punch had landed.
 Étienne’s composure shattered, if only for one blink-long moment.
“Okay,” Isla whispered, voice trembling. “Okay, Milo—slow down, I—”
She wasn’t telling him to stop.
 She was telling herself.
“Milo,” Julian said softly, speaking toward the part of the room no one could see. “She’s overwhelmed.”
And the bond answered.
I know.
 I feel it.
 I’m sorry—
“No,” Isla said, shaking her head. “Don’t apologize. Just… come gently.”
Santiago choked. “Carajo—Isla…”
 Julian groaned softly, pinching the bridge of his nose.
 Étienne muttered something in French under his breath that sounded like a prayer and a curse.
“I didn’t mean it—like that,” Isla said.
“You did,” Julian murmured.
“You kind of did,” Santiago agreed.
Étienne only sighed. “She meant it in every sense.”
Before Isla could die of embarrassment—
The bond softened.
Milo exhaled—long, low, shaky—and the sensation washed through all four of them with a heat that wasn’t sexual but absolutely wasn’t innocent.
I’ll try, he murmured.
And the pressure eased.
 Gentle now.
 Curious.
 Warm.
Intimate.
Julian still had a hand at her waist but wasn’t moving away.
 Santiago circled around her like he was fighting the urge to pace.
 Étienne’s hand hovered near her back without touching, his control razor-thin.
None of them were unaffected.
Isla felt their combined desire—unspoken, unwilling, unexpected—twist into the bond like warm smoke curling through a room.
Not lust.
Connection.
Depth.
 Wanting.
 The kind of attraction that wasn’t a choice.
Santiago broke the silence first.
“Okay,” he said hoarsely. “We need air.”
Julian laughed, “What we need is distance.”
Étienne glared at them both. “We need to stabilize before this escalates.”
Isla sighed. “We need to breathe.”
But none of them moved.
Because the bond held them in place.
 Like gravity.
 Like instinct.
Like desire too new to control and too old to deny.
Then Milo whispered again—quiet, shaken, honest:
I don’t know how to do this.
 But…
 I want to learn.
Isla closed her eyes.
Julian’s breath hitched.
 Santiago’s heartbeat kicked.
 Étienne’s composure cracked again—beautifully.
And Isla whispered:
“We’ll learn together.”
The bond warmed, slow and molten.
For the first time—
Milo didn’t retreat.



Sometime after midnight, the Helios medical wing smelled like antiseptic and panic.
Isla sat on the edge of a cold metal exam table, still wearing her press-event clothes, pulse higher than it should’ve been. Not from fear.
From them.
From him.
The doctor adjusted a sensor on her temple for the fifth time.
 “It’s just a neurological readout,” she said gently. “Not invasive.”
The bond fluttered.
Julian’s worry brushed along her ribs like warm palms.
 Étienne’s irritation — at the doctor, not at her — pulsed tight and controlled.
 Santiago’s impatience hummed hot at the base of her spine.
And Milo—
He hovered.
Close.
Not touching, but intensely aware of every breath she took.
 As if he were pressed against a door on the other side of the world, listening for movement.
The doctor flicked on the monitor.
“Try to stay relaxed.”
Relaxed.
 While four men felt everything she felt?
Sure.
The bond tightened again as if disagreeing with the instruction.
Isla exhaled.
“Doctor,” she said, “they’re going to react to whatever you do to me.”
The doctor sighed. “We noticed.”
Because down the hallway, behind a locked glass partition, her three bondmates were watching like wolves held on leashes:
Julian—arms crossed, jaw tight, shoulders rigid under his fitted shirt.
 Etienne—silent, but his eyes followed every movement like he was cataloging threats.
 Santiago—pacing like he was ready to jump through the glass.
Security lingered around them, trying not to look terrified.
The doctor placed a small clamp sensor on Isla’s wrist.
A spark of sensation traveled up Isla’s arm.
And the greenroom glass rattled.
“Jesus Christ,” someone muttered.
Santiago slammed both palms against the window.
 “What did you just do?”
The doctor jolted. “It’s a standard neural conductivity—”
Julian took one step forward and the guards stepped in front of him.
Étienne said nothing, but the lights overhead flickered once.
The doctor put her hands up. “Okay! Okay, I’ll be gentle—just—tell them to breathe.”
Isla tried.
“They’re fine,” she said. “Just a little—on edge.”
On edge was an understatement.
 The bond throbbed—low, hot, swirling.
She heard Milo’s voice through the connection:
You’re scared.
 Is it them?
 Or the test?
Neither, she thought.
Then what?
She swallowed.
You.
Milo inhaled, sharp and unsteady.
And suddenly the bond felt like—
Warm breath on the nape of her neck.
 Fingers brushing the inside of her wrist.
 Someone standing just close enough to heat her skin.
“Milo,” she whispered, forcing a controlled breath. “You can’t—push like that when I’m being monitored.”
He hesitated.
Then:
I wasn’t pushing.
 That’s just… me.
 Feeling you.
Her stomach flipped.
 The sensor beeped erratically.
The doctor frowned at the numbers.
 “These readings—this shouldn’t be possible. Your neural activity is mirroring three separate patterns.”
“Four,” Isla corrected softly.
The doctor froze. “Four?”
Behind the glass, the guys stiffened.
“Milo?” Julian murmured through the bond, tentative, testing.
Don’t talk to me right now, Milo snapped—then immediately softened, breath rough:
 Sorry. Not used to this. Not used to… all of you.
Étienne tilted his head, curious.
 “You are overwhelmed.”
Yes.
 And no.
Santiago: “Then what?”
A beat.
I’m trying not to want too much.
Isla’s pulse jumped.
 The monitor screeched.
The doctor flailed. “Okay! That’s—new. Very new—can someone please explain what—”
“Stop the scan,” Julian said, voice low enough to vibrate the room.
“We’re not done,” the doctor protested.
Étienne’s voice was a quiet blade.
 “You are.”
Santiago slammed the door open—security too slow to stop him—and strode into the room, eyes fixed on Isla.
The doctor yelped. “You can’t be in—”
“No offense,” Santiago said, leaning against the table, close enough Isla could feel heat rolling off him, “but she’s done being poked. Right, carino?”
Isla swallowed. “Right.”
Julian entered next, calm but dangerous.
Étienne followed, slower, composed, but the set of his jaw said everything.
The doctor backed away, muttering something about liability and power surges.
Security hovered uselessly.
And Isla suddenly found herself surrounded.
Santiago perched on the exam table beside her, shoulder brushing hers, energy hot and sparking.
 Julian took her hand, thumb brushing her knuckles, steady warmth blooming under her skin.
 Étienne stood close enough that his calm rolled over her like heat on a calm summer night.
The bond felt them all.
And it felt Milo.
Watching.
 Breathing.
 Wanting—
 with restraint so tight it trembled.
Julian’s voice softened.
 “What did he do?”
Isla’s breath shook.
 “He… reacted.”
Santiago grinned. “Reacted how?”
Étienne shot him a warning look.
Isla shook her head, cheeks warming. “It wasn’t—explicit. It was just… intense. Warm. Like he was here.”
Julian’s hand tightened around hers.
Santiago’s smile faded into something deeper.
Étienne exhaled slowly, a rare crack in his composure.
Then Milo spoke—his voice low, rough, honest:
I don’t know what I’m doing.
 But when you breathe like that—
 I feel it.
 And it’s…
 hard not to answer.
Santiago let out a low whistle.
 Julian closed his eyes for a second.
 Étienne muttered, “Mon dieu…”
Isla’s thighs pressed together involuntarily.
All four men felt it.
All five.
The bond pulsed—
A wave of heat.
 A pull.
 A plea.
Not sexual.
But deeply, undeniably sensual.
Julian leaned in, brow against hers for one breath.
 “We should stop,” he murmured.
Santiago whispered, “Yeah. Before this gets—complicated.”
Étienne: “We need control.”
Milo’s voice slid in like velvet:
I can’t control anything right now.
 But I’m not letting you go either.
 Not tonight.
Isla felt that all the way down.
Santiago’s jaw clenched like he wanted to fight someone—or kiss someone.
 Julian’s breath trembled.
 Étienne’s hand hovered near her back before he pulled it away.
Slowly.
Painfully.
Because none of them wanted distance.
Not anymore.
Julian spoke first, voice threaded with restraint:
“We need sleep. All of us.”
“Not alone,” Santiago said immediately.
Étienne gave a small, reluctant nod.
Milo didn’t say anything—
 but the bond tightened around Isla like strong arms she couldn’t see.
Her breath shook.
Julian exhaled.
Santiago muttered, “We’re in trouble.”
Étienne: “Yes. We are.”
Isla looked at them—
 three men in the room,
 one whispering in her blood—
and she whispered the truth:
“We’re not sleeping alone tonight.”
The bond hummed, hot and slow and inevitable.
No one argued.
Not even Milo.
[bookmark: _yrrroqcb41ts]CHAPTER SIX
The Helios penthouse was too quiet when the elevator doors opened.
Not peaceful.
Not calm.
Quiet in the way a charged storm feels quiet—air thick, lights too bright, shadows too soft.
Julian stepped out first, hand still loosely holding Isla’s.
 Santiago stayed just behind her shoulder, close enough she felt the heat of him.
 Étienne walked in silence, but Isla could tell from the bond that his mind was a controlled fire.
And Milo…
Milo pressed against her awareness the moment she crossed the threshold—
You’re back.
She didn’t answer.
 She didn’t have to.
Julian led her toward the living area—its floor-to-ceiling windows spilling moonlight over the furniture.
 Santiago paced once, rubbing the back of his neck like he was trying to walk off static.
 Étienne went to the thermostat, adjusting it down two degrees without asking.
Julian looked at him. “You’re overheating too?”
Étienne shot him a flat look. “We all are.”
Isla swallowed.
“Guys,” she said softly, “it’s fine. We can just—sleep. That’s all we said.”
“That’s all I intend,” Étienne said, unbuttoning his cuffs with precise, calm movements that somehow made her stomach twist.
Julian nodded. “Same.”
Santiago added, “Sure. Sleep. Right. Like that’s gonna be simple.”
Isla opened her mouth to argue, but the bond pulsed.
Warm.
 Slow.
 Spreading.
Milo whispered into her chest like a secret:
I feel you moving.
 Where are you?
Isla exhaled shakily.
“Penthouse,” she murmured.
Julian heard her. “Is he—?”
Before he could finish, Milo answered:
Yes.
 I’m here.
 Not physically, but… I’m with you.
 All of you.
Santiago stilled.
 Julian’s hand tightened on Isla’s.
 Étienne’s head turned, just slightly—attentive, listening.
A low hum slid along Isla’s spine—Milo’s presence, stronger than in the exam room, less restrained, more curious.
You’re warm, he murmured.
Isla’s breath hitched.
Julian inhaled sharply.
 Santiago cursed softly in Spanish.
 Étienne’s composure flickered like a candle.
“Okay,” Isla said quickly. “We’re all tired. And worked up. And this bond is… intense.”
Julian gave a low laugh. “Understatement of the century.”
Santiago ran a hand through his hair. “Where are we sleeping?”
Étienne answered before Isla could:
 “Together.”
Her pulse jumped.
Julian blinked. “You’re certain?”
Étienne met his eyes. “Do you believe she will sleep if we are separated?”
Julian hesitated.
 Because the bond made the truth obvious.
Santiago shrugged. “Fine by me.”
Isla swallowed. “Okay. Together, then.”
Milo’s pulse hit hers like a heartbeat syncing.
Good.
She shivered.
Santiago didn’t miss it.
“Come on,” he said gently. “Bedroom.”
The penthouse suite had four rooms, but Étienne didn’t even consider them.
 He walked straight to the largest—the one Isla had been using.
Julian held the door open for her.
 Santiago crossed the room to open the windows, letting in cool night air.
 Étienne pulled back the duvet with deliberate, precise movements, smoothing the sheets as if preparing a sanctuary.
Isla stood frozen in the doorway for a breath.
She’d slept next to teammates before.
 Shared rooms while traveling for motocross.
 Cramped hostels.
 Couch cushions on long reporting trips.
But nothing had ever felt like this.
Nothing had ever felt like stepping into the center of a gravitational field.
Milo whispered:
You’re nervous.
She swallowed.
A little.
So am I.
 But not about tonight.
 About… wanting.
 More than I should.
Her knees weakened.
Julian caught her again—instinctive, gentle.
 “Easy,” he murmured. “Deep breath.”
Étienne turned, eyes softening at the edges.
 “You are not alone, Isla.”
Santiago added, “Even if one of us is a ghost voice in your head.”
I can hear that, Milo muttered.
Santiago smirked. “Good.”
Julian helped Isla sit on the edge of the bed.
 The mattress dipped beneath her weight; the room dimmed to soft gold as Étienne lowered the lights.
No one rushed.
 No one touched her without invitation.
But the bond touched her.
Oh, it touched her.
Santiago sat on her right, close but not quite touching.
 Julian sat on her left, knees barely brushing hers.
 Étienne stood at the foot of the bed, hands loosely clasped, watching her with the quiet intensity of someone cataloging a thousand unspoken things.
Isla’s heart pounded.
Julian leaned forward.
 “If we share the bed,” he said softly, “I think we need to anchor the bond. Make sure no one gets overloaded.”
Santiago: “So we sleep touching?”
Étienne nodded once. “Yes.”
Isla’s mouth went dry.
Julian asked her gently, “What would feel safe for you?”
Before she could answer—
Milo whispered, incredulous:
She needs to be in the middle.
 You all know that.
Julian exhaled, eyes closing for a moment.
 Santiago muttered, “Fair.”
 Étienne didn’t argue.
Isla looked down at her hands.
“Okay,” she said quietly. “Middle.”
The bond pulsed—approval, relief, heat.
Étienne sat first on the far side and lay on his back, leaving space.
 Julian slid in on the opposite side, facing her but not pulling her closer.
 Santiago stretched out on her right, rolling onto his side so his arm could rest near her without touching.
Isla climbed between them.
Three different kinds of warmth surrounded her.
 Three different heartbeats.
 Three different breaths.
She lay stiff for a moment, unsure where to put her hands.
And then—
Julian took one gently, twining their fingers.
 Santiago’s arm slid under her shoulders, palm resting lightly on her bicep.
 Étienne’s knee brushed hers, steady, grounding.
None of the touches were sexual.
But they were intimate.
 Deep.
 Claiming without claiming.
Milo exhaled into the bond so hard Isla felt it against her spine.
You’re all there.
 Except me.
Santiago whispered into the darkness, “You’re here, hermano. Trust me.”
Julian murmured, “What do you feel?”
A long pause.
Then Milo’s voice warmed—
Her heartbeat.
 Julian breathing.
 Santiago’s body heat.
 Étienne’s thoughts—God, he’s loud—
 And you all wanting—
 in different ways.
 None of you hiding it.
Julian swallowed.
 Santiago tensed.
 Étienne’s breath stilled.
Isla’s pulse hammered.
“What are we wanting?” she whispered.
The silence burned.
Milo answered for all of them.
Connection.
 Touch.
 Closeness.
 The kind you can’t pretend is accidental.
 The kind no one here is ready to admit.
Isla’s breath hitched.
Julian buried his face in the pillow for a second, muttering, “Christ…”
Étienne murmured, “He is not wrong.”
Santiago pressed his forehead to her shoulder, just barely, just for a breath.
 “I’m not pretending,” he whispered.
Julian’s thumb traced slow circles on her hand.
Étienne’s knee pressed more firmly against hers—quiet, deliberate.
Milo’s warmth wrapped around her mind like a blanket:
Sleep, minha estrela.
 Before this becomes more than anyone can handle tonight.
Her chest tightened.
“That’s Portuguese,” she whispered.
I looked it up, Milo murmured.
 It suits you.
 Goodnight, Isla.
The bond softened—warm, low, protective.
 The men around her breathed in sync.
 Her own eyes drifted closed.
And for the first time since the bond began—
Isla slept.
Not alone.
 Not afraid.
 Not overwhelmed.
Connected.
 Held.
 Wanted.
All five of them, wrapped together in the dark.

Isla woke slowly.
Warm.
 Pressed between bodies.
 Wrapped in limbs that didn’t belong to her and breaths that shivered against her skin.
For a few long seconds, she didn’t remember the penthouse.
 Or the press event.
 Or the fact that four men were tied to her through a supernatural bond that didn’t respect privacy or restraint.
All she knew was heat.
And desire.
It hit her first in the dream-state, a soft ache low in her belly.
 A pulse.
 A need that wasn’t sharp or demanding—
 just warm, encompassing, impossible to ignore.
Then she shifted.
And the world snapped into clarity.
Julian’s chest was pressed against her back, one arm curled loosely around her waist.
 Santiago lay along her front, forehead against her collarbone, his breath warm and slow.
 Étienne’s thigh was hooked over hers, anchoring her beneath the blankets like she’d always been meant to sleep there.
Three different kinds of warmth.
Three different heartbeats.
Three different men…
And one she couldn’t see but could still feel.
Milo flowed through her pulse the moment she awakened—
 not a voice, not a presence, but a low hum of awareness.
And then—
He felt her.
And the bond surged.
Heat shot up Isla’s spine so fast she couldn’t stop the soft gasp that escaped her.
Which was, unfortunately, loud enough to wake all three men touching her.
Julian’s hand flexed against her stomach.
 Santiago made a low sound in his throat.
 Étienne inhaled sharply, knee pressing more firmly against her hip.
None of them moved away.
And the bond—
Oh God.
It reacted like a lit fuse.
Warm.
 Hungry.
 Seeking.
Santiago was the first to speak, his voice rough with sleep and something else entirely.
“…Isla?”
She didn’t answer.
She couldn’t.
Julian’s breath skimmed the back of her neck, sending sparks down her spine.
 Étienne made a soft French swear under his breath—
 the kind that meant he was trying very hard to keep control.
Milo’s voice filled the bond, low and unsteady:
…Okay.
 Either I’m dreaming
 or you just woke up really—
 really—
 warm.
Isla’s entire face burned.
“Shut up,” she whispered.
Julian murmured, sleep-thick and far too perceptive, “It’s the bond. It amplifies morning states.”
“Morning states,” Santiago echoed, snorting. “That’s one way to say it.”
Étienne said nothing.
 Which was somehow worse.
Because even without words, Isla felt him.
The heat behind his ribcage.
 The disciplined restraint bending under something heavier.
 The quiet, controlled want he was trying not to let bleed through.
“Guys,” she croaked. “Stop. Please.”
Julian didn’t move.
“Isla,” he said gently. “You don’t have to be embarrassed.”
Santiago propped himself up on one elbow, looking down at her, messy hair falling across his forehead.
“Querida,” he said softly. “Every one of us felt it.”
Her eyes widened in horror.
“All of you?”
Julian nodded, brushing her side with his thumb.
Étienne murmured, “The bond does not allow secrets of this nature.”
And Milo—of course Milo—added:
Also, um…
 I’m still in bed.
 And this is—
 yeah.
 A lot.
“SAME,” Santiago barked, half laughing, half strangled.
“Please kill me,” Isla muttered, covering her face.
Julian pulled her hand away, gentle but firm.
 “We’re not laughing at you.”
Santiago raised a hand. “I’m kind of laughing.”
Étienne shot him a look that could have sliced steel.
 Santiago stopped laughing. Mostly.
Julian continued softly, “Attraction is normal.”
Isla made a strangled noise. “This isn’t attraction. This is—this is—whatever this bond is doing.”
Étienne’s voice dropped, velvet-smooth:
“It is both.”
She froze.
Because his tone—
 God.
 That tone was not teasing.
 Not amused.
It was honest.
And so very warm.
The bond pulsed in agreement.
Milo whispered, hesitant but unable to hide the truth:
He’s right.
 It’s both.
 And it’s not only yours—
 we feel it too.
 All of us.
Julian went still.
Santiago’s breath hitched.
Étienne’s pulse—cool and steady for so long—stumbled in his chest.
And Isla felt it.
Not lust.
 Not fantasy.
Connection.
Wanting.
Mutual.
 Undeniable.
 Shared across four bodies and one distant heartbeat.
Julian quietly asked, “Isla… what exactly are you feeling right now?”
She squeezed her eyes shut.
But the bond didn’t let her hide.
Heat licked up her stomach.
 A soft ache thrummed in her thighs.
 Her breath was shallow.
 Her body was alive in ways she’d never felt waking up alone.
And the bond translated every bit of it into four separate sensations:
Julian’s fingers tightening around hers.
 Santiago’s chest warming against her.
 Étienne’s breath catching.
 Milo whispering her name like a prayer.
She tried to speak.
“I—I’m just… warm.”
Santiago groaned. “Warm is an understatement.”
Julian murmured, “You’re allowed to want.”
Étienne added, ever so respectfully:
“And we will not act unless you ask.”
Milo whispered:
But you feel it too.
 Don’t you?
Her heartbeat slammed.
“Yes,” Isla whispered. “I feel it.”
The room went… silent.
Except for breathing.
 And four different heartbeats quickening around her.
 And a fifth one—Milo’s—echoing through her pulse.
For one suspended second—
All five of them wanted.
Not sex.
 Not yet.
But closeness.
 Skin.
 Breath.
 Hands.
 Warmth.
Everything intimate and gentle and electric.
But then—
Étienne inhaled, long and steady, reining himself back in.
“We must slow down,” he said softly, voice thick with restraint.
Julian nodded against her hair.
 Santiago exhaled shakily.
Milo whispered:
Yeah.
 Slow.
 But not… apart.
Isla let out a shaky breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.
“No,” she said. “Not apart.”
Julian kissed the back of her shoulder—light, friendly, necessary.
Santiago nuzzled into her collarbone once, just breathing her in.
Étienne’s hand slid the smallest bit closer, resting an inch from her hip—offering steadiness, not touch.
Milo whispered one last time:
Good morning,
 minha estrela.
The bond pulsed warm.
And Isla realized—
Her life had just changed.
 Her heart had too.
 And no one in this bed
 was pretending otherwise.

Isla expected the morning after to feel awkward.
Instead, it felt… comfortable.
Way too comfortable.
There was something almost domestic about sitting at the massive kitchen island in a stolen Helios hoodie, hair a mess, cheeks still flushed from waking up pressed between three very warm men.
Santiago was flipping pancakes like a show-off, barefoot and smug.
Julian was making coffee with the kind of reverence usually reserved for prayer.
Étienne stood by the window with his tablet, reading the morning reports and managing to look composed even though his eyes kept darting toward Isla like he couldn’t help it.
And Milo—
Milo was a hum of awareness at the base of her spine, close enough she felt his mental fingers trail down her ribs whenever she shifted.
It was early, too early for anything to make sense.
She was trying to focus on her glass of juice.
 Really, she was.
But every time she took a breath, the bond rippled with heat left over from the morning.
And all three men in the room noticed.
Julian set her coffee down in front of her and cleared his throat.
 “You’re… still warm,” he murmured.
Isla sank lower in her chair. “Please don’t start.”
Santiago snorted. “Start? Querida, we woke up with you practically vibrating—”
Étienne cut him off with a sharp look.
But even he couldn’t hide the faint flush at his collar.
Milo whispered into the bond:
I’m still feeling you.
 You haven’t cooled down.
 None of you have.
Santiago almost dropped his spatula.
“Can he not?” he groaned. “Do we have an off button for Milo?”
No, Milo said pleasantly.
Julian muttered into his coffee, “Fantastic.”
Isla groaned and hid her face.
But before anyone could tease her further—
Étienne’s tablet buzzed in his hands.
He frowned, tapping the screen.
Santiago looked up. “What now?”
Étienne swiped through a rapid flurry of messages.
And then he froze.
Julian stepped closer. “What is it?”
Étienne turned the tablet around.
A livestream feed.
Of a morning news show.
The headline scroll burned across the bottom:
[bookmark: _zi9b56mh7lp1]“LEAKED: ISLA MARTEN AND THREE BONDMATES SPOTTED ENTERING HELIOS PENTHOUSE AFTER MIDNIGHT — TOGETHER.”
A second headline followed:
[bookmark: _5zt5lgurlllw]“Sources Claim ALL FOUR Spent the Night — Inside the Same Suite.”
Julian’s coffee mug nearly slipped from his hand.
Santiago’s jaw dropped. “No fucking way.”
Étienne’s voice went razor-thin.
 “Who leaked the footage?”
Isla stared at the screen.
It wasn’t even subtle.
 The camera angle was grainy but unmistakable—a security feed showing the four of them walking down the penthouse hallway at 1:17 a.m.
Julian rubbing her back.
 Santiago reaching for her hand.
 Étienne holding the elevator door as they all stepped through.
The clip looped silently.
Again.
 And again.
Milo’s voice dropped from teasing warmth into something darker:
Who filmed that?
 And why the hell is it public?
Julian exhaled shakily. “This was supposed to be sealed. Helios promised the footage wouldn’t be accessed.”
Santiago slammed a spatula on the counter. “Claro que sim. Because corporations never lie.”
Isla felt the ground tilt beneath her.
“That video could mean anything,” she said weakly.
Étienne gently set the tablet down.
His voice was calm, deadly calm.
“No. It cannot.
 It is exactly what it appears to be.”
Santiago: “A foursome sneaking off together.”
Julian choked. “Not helpful.”
Étienne: “Accurate.”
Julian: “Still not helpful.”
Milo cut through the argument.
Isla.
 Look at me.
 Well—look at the wall, but pretend I’m there.
She closed her eyes and focused.
A warmth spread across her skin.
 Not sensual, though it easily could’ve become that—
 but grounding. Steady. Clear.
This is not your fault.
 This is not your doing.
 And we’re going to control the story,
 not let it control you.
Julian nodded slowly, as if hearing the unspoken parts of Milo’s reassurance.
 “He’s right. We can get ahead of this.”
Étienne paced once, hands behind his back.
“We cannot deny that we slept together in the same room. It would fracture trust. The question is how we frame it.”
Santiago leaned back against the counter.
 “‘Sleepover for safety’?”
Julian: “No one will buy that.”
Santiago: “Then ‘bond management protocol’?”
Julian: “…people might buy that.”
Étienne: “Helios will certainly encourage it.”
Isla’s chest tightened.
 “Should we lie? Should we pretend it was—that it didn’t feel—”
Julian cut her off gently.
“We don’t lie. We just don’t give them details.”
Santiago smirked. “Yeah, no one needs to know you woke up—”
Étienne snapped his name sharply. “Santiago.”
Santiago held up both hands. “Alright. Alright. I’ll behave.”
Julian sat beside Isla, leaning forward, elbows on his knees.
“There’s something else,” he said softly. “People are already guessing who the fourth bondmate is.”
Étienne’s head snapped up. “Names?”
Julian nodded.
 “Your teams. Your sponsors.
 Fans.
 Drivers.
 Journalists.
 Everyone is trying to guess.”
Santiago grinned without humor. “And we just had breakfast delivered for the media circus.”
Julian rubbed his forehead. “This is going to be… messy.”
Étienne’s voice dropped. “And dangerous.”
Milo’s presence tightened around Isla like a protective wrap.
Then I’m coming.
Everyone froze.
Santiago turned toward the empty air like Milo was standing right there.
 “You’re what?”
I’m coming to London.
Julian swallowed. “Are you sure? You’ve been—resisting.”
I know.
 And I thought distance would help.
 But after last night—
 after this morning—
 after feeling all of you—
 I can’t stay away.
 Not when you’re under this much pressure.
 Not when she’s under this much pressure.
Isla’s heart tripped in her chest.
“Milo,” she whispered. “You don’t have to—”
I want to.
Her breath caught.
Santiago muttered, half impressed, half jealous. “Damn. Okay.”
Étienne folded his arms. “When?”
Today.
 If I can get a flight.
 Maybe sooner.
Julian nodded slowly. “Alright. We’ll prepare.”
Santiago grabbed a fork and pointed it at the ceiling. “This is officially the strangest breakfast of my life.”
Julian: “Seconded.”
Étienne: “It will only get stranger.”
Isla pressed her hand to her forehead.
“What are we even supposed to do until he gets here?”
Milo murmured into her pulse:
Stay close.
 Stay safe.
 And…
 maybe try not to wake up quite that hot again.
 Or do.
 I’m not complaining.
Isla turned red so fast Santiago burst out laughing.
Julian fought a smile.
Étienne sighed, long suffering.
“You,” he said to the air, “are going to be trouble.”
Yes, Milo said smugly.
 But at least I’ll be trouble in the same city.
And for the first time since the bond began—
Isla wanted him there.
Needed him there.
All four of them did.
[bookmark: _aa5k8wic7nig]CHAPTER SEVEN
Milo Van Der Meer was not a man who panicked.
He was quiet, logical, careful.
 The kind of guy who read luggage weight regulations before flying.
 The kind of guy who triple-checked his passport even when he knew it was in his hand.
He was not a man who panicked.
Until today.
The private jet Helios sent him was sleek, quiet, luxury disguised as convenience.
 Too many windows.
 Too much silence.
 Too much space for thoughts to ricochet.
Milo sat in the leather seat with his hands clasped in front of his mouth, staring at the clouds outside as if they had answers.
They didn’t.
The bond did.
Milo.
Isla’s voice curled into his chest—warm, soft, a little hesitant.
He inhaled.
 He almost forgot to exhale.
“Yeah,” he whispered aloud. “I’m here.”
Are you nervous?
He let out a strangled laugh. “Terrified.”
Of what?
He closed his eyes.
His voice shook despite him.
 “Of walking into that room and… wanting too much.”
A pause.
We want you too.
 All of us.
 Just come.
Milo pressed the heel of his palm to his sternum.
He shouldn’t feel this much.
 Not yet.
 Not when he was barely taking the first step.
 But her voice—God, her voice in his blood—
It wasn’t attraction.
 It wasn’t lust.
It was gravity.
Another pulse brushed him—Julian, warm and worried.
We’ll be gentle.
 And we’ll give you space. I promise.
Then Santiago:
Bro. We’re not gonna jump you the second you land. Relax.
And finally Étienne, steady and perceptive:
Your fear is not weakness.
 It means this matters.
 Come anyway.
Milo swallowed hard.
“Okay,” he whispered. “I’m coming.”
Good, Isla murmured.
The bond tightened, not with heat—
 with comfort.
Warmth.
Understanding.
For a moment, the noise in Milo’s head quieted.
Then—
The turbulence hit.
Not the plane.
The bond.
A shock of heat seared down his spine.
Milo gasped, clenching the armrests.
“What—what was that—”
Julian’s voice hit next, breathless:
Sorry—Isla’s—ah—she’s feeling something—
Then Santiago’s voice, frustrated and smug:
She walked into the living room and we were training. Shirtless.
 That’s all.
 She liked it.
Étienne’s low voice followed:
Focus, Santiago. He is in the sky. Do not overwhelm the link.
Isla finally cut in, flustered:
Ignore them. Everything’s fine. Really.
 Just—ignore them.
Milo’s ears burned.
A shiver ran through him, involuntary, helpless.
His voice was a rasp:
“…I’m landing in four hours. No one… feel anything else.”
Santiago: No promises. She’s watching shirtless Juian like he is a snack.
Julian groaned.
Étienne: Control yourselves.
Isla: Please. He’s right. Slow down.
The bond settled.
Barely.
Milo slumped back into the seat, covering his eyes with one hand.
He had four hours to get himself under control.
God help him.
He wasn’t sure four months would be enough.

“Are we cleaning?” Isla asked.
Julian looked insulted. “Of course we’re cleaning.”
Santiago threw himself onto the couch. “We slept. Together. With everyone’s limbs everywhere. The bed looks like a dragon attacked.”
Étienne stood in the center of the living area like a general surveying a battlefield.
“I will handle the sheets.”
Julian blinked. “You? Doing laundry?”
Étienne didn’t even look at him. “I trust neither of you to do it properly.”
Santiago snorted. “He’s not wrong.”
Isla crossed her arms. “Guys. Milo is not coming over for a date. He’s coming because the bond is exploding and the outside world hates us.”
Santiago raised a lazy eyebrow. “Can’t it be both?”
Étienne: “It should not be both.”
Julian: “…but it kind of is.”
Isla groaned into her hands.
Of course she was nervous about Milo.
She was made of nerves about Milo.
Last night she’d felt him like he was in the sheets with them.
 This morning she woke up wanting enough that the bond shook all four men awake.
 Now he was flying directly toward her with a heart full of fear and desire so raw she could taste it at the edges of her pulse.
She wasn’t ready.
 But she also needed him here.
 Deeply.
That precise tension sat hot in her stomach.
Julian rubbed her back gently. “You don’t have to be perfect for him.”
“I’m not trying to be perfect.”
Étienne looked up from where he was stripping the bedding.
 “Yes. You are.”
Santiago smirked. “You want him to like you.”
Isla snapped, “Shut up.”
Santiago: “Not an insult, querida.”
Julian laughed under his breath. “He likes you. Believe me.”
Etienne murmured, “He more than likes her.”
The bond pulsed with agreement.
Isla flushed and stormed toward the kitchen.
She wasn’t two meters in before she froze.
There, sitting on the marble island, were four cups of coffee.
Five, actually. Julian had already made one for Milo.
Her heart clenched.
Julian noticed her staring. “I didn’t know how he takes it, so I set everything out.”
She swallowed.
“That’s… thoughtful.”
Julian smiled, soft and devastating.
 “We want him to feel welcome.”
Santiago stretched lazily. “We want him to feel everything.”
Étienne gave him a look. “Not immediately.”
Santiago shrugged. “I said want, not will.”
Isla’s stomach twisted.
Because she wanted.
A lot.
And the bond knew.
All three men in the room turned toward her at the same moment.
She stopped breathing.
Julian whispered, “Isla…”
Étienne’s voice went low. “Control. Now.”
Santiago’s smirk softened into something almost tender. “You’re not hiding anything from us. Not anymore.”
Milo’s voice brushed her mind—warm, shaky, dangerously intimate:
I felt that.
 Please don’t stop.
 But maybe… slow.
 Until I arrive.
Isla’s knees nearly gave out.
Julian caught her elbow.
Étienne’s breath hitched.
Santiago muttered a curse in Spanish.
The bond thrummed—hungry and warm and impossibly close.
Then—
A knock at the penthouse door.
Everyone froze.
Isla stiffened. “He’s not here yet—”
Another knock.
A feminine voice called:
“Isla? It’s Marissa. Helios needs to speak with you.”
Julian muttered, “Great. The handler.”
Santiago snarled softly.
 Étienne’s jaw tightened.
Isla felt the bond flare protectively around her.
Milo’s voice sharpened across continents:
Don’t open it alone.
Isla answered aloud, “I won’t.”
Santiago strode to the door. “I’ve got this.”
Julian moved to her side.
 Étienne positioned himself between Isla and the entrance.
When Santiago opened the door, Marissa—the Helios PR liaison after the last one quit—smiled too widely.
“Good morning! We just need to go over a few crisis-management strategies before the next press cycle.”
Isla didn’t move.
Marissa blinked at the three men flanking her.
Then her expression shifted.
Cold. Calculating.
“Oh,” she said. “You all slept here?”
Étienne’s voice was ice. “We did.”
Marissa’s smile tightened. “That will complicate things.”
Julian’s tone stayed polite—but steel-backed.
 “It will humanize things.”
Santiago: “It will do whatever she says it does.”
Marissa’s eyes cut to Isla.
 “Your bondmates seem… defensive.”
Isla crossed her arms.
 “We’re fine.”
Marissa stepped forward.
 “We need to control optics. And as of this morning, you are trending globally with hashtags I can’t repeat inside corporate premises.”
Santiago muttered, “Sounds fun.”
Étienne leveled her with a look. “What do you want?”
Marissa sighed.
 “We need access to your room tonight. Cameras. Interviews. Narrative shaping. Especially once the fifth man arrives.”
Isla stiffened.
 Julian’s hand shot to her waist instantly.
 Santiago took a threatening step forward.
 Étienne’s expression hardened into something lethal.
Milo’s voice thundered through the bond, rattling Isla’s bones:
Absolutely not.
 No cameras.
 Not in her room.
 Not anywhere near her.
 I will burn your building down.
The lights flickered.Marissa blinked, startled. “Was that—?”
Étienne’s voice was dangerously calm.
“That was the one you have not met.”
Julian: “And he’s angrier than he sounds.”
Santiago: “He’s also bigger.”
Isla stepped forward, heart pounding.
“No cameras.
 No bedroom access.
 No invasions.
 No exploitation.”
Marissa opened her mouth.
But Isla cut her off, voice steady and fierce:
“And if Helios tries it—Milo isn’t even here yet and he already hates you.”
The air vibrated.
Marissa’s composure cracked.
“I’ll… relay your request,” she said tightly.
Santiago smiled. “You do that.”
She backed out.
 The door shut.
Isla exhaled shakily.
Julian rubbed her back. “You handled that beautifully.”
Santiago kissed the top of her head without thinking. “Proud of you, garota.”
Étienne murmured, “We will protect you. On all fronts.”
Milo whispered—
I’m landing in three hours.
 I can’t wait to see you.
 Any of you.
 All of you.
Isla’s knees went weak.
Julian caught her again.
 Santiago swore softly.
 Étienne closed his eyes.
The bond surged—wanting, warm, inevitable.
And Milo was finally coming.

Helios Tower’s private elevator hummed softly as it climbed toward the penthouse.
Isla stood frozen in the foyer, heart thundering, palms damp.
 Julian stood at her right, calm but visibly bracing.
 Santiago leaned against the wall, pretending he wasn’t vibrating.
 Étienne paced a slow, tight line like he was preparing for war.
The bond was loud.
Loud in a way it had never been.
Because Milo was close.
The elevator dinged.
Everyone inhaled at once—
The doors slid open.
And Isla forgot how to breathe.

Milo Van Der Meer stepped out like a storm contained in a man.
Tall.
 Broad-shouldered.
 Golden-blonde hair mussed from travel.
 Green eyes sharp and searching, glowing faintly with bond-static.
His nose was slightly crooked—
 broken once, maybe twice—
 giving him a quiet, rugged edge that made the softness in his eyes even more devastating.
Isla felt it instantly.
Heat.
Running molten and fast under her skin.
Her breath hitched.
 Her knees went weak.
 The bond snapped like a live wire:
There.
 There.
 There you are.
Milo froze mid-step.
His eyes locked onto hers—
—and the entire room narrowed to a single point of gravity.
His gaze dropped to her mouth, then back up, slow and startled, like he didn’t intend to but couldn’t help it.
Isla’s pulse spiked.
She knew he felt it because his breath shuddered.
“Isla,” Milo said, voice rough and low, like he’d swallowed gravel. “Hi.”
She opened her mouth.
Nothing came out.
The bond pulsed between them, warm and thick, throwing sparks into every inch of her body.
 Her fingers trembled.
Julian murmured beside her, “Easy, love.”
Santiago muttered, “Oh holy shit.”
Étienne exhaled a curse in French under his breath.
Because they felt it too.
They felt her—
 and they felt him—
 and the way the two currents collided was dangerous.
Isla managed a whisper.
“Hi.”
Milo blinked hard, like he was overwhelmed.
His bag slid from his grip and hit the floor with a dull thud.
He didn’t even notice.
His eyes never left hers.
“You’re…” He swallowed. “You’re warm.”
Isla’s cheeks flamed. “So are you.”
“That’s not me,” Milo rasped. “That’s the bond. You’re—
 You’re hitting so strong I can barely think.”
Santiago let out a strangled laugh.
 Julian rubbed the back of his neck.
 Étienne stood absolutely still, assessing every centimeter of Milo with surgical intensity.
Milo took a single, hesitant step forward.
Isla’s breath caught.
The bond roared.
Heat surged so violently up her chest that she had to grip the wall just to stay upright.
Milo’s eyes widened.
“You feel—” He broke off, voice cracking. “You feel everything.”
She did.
She felt:
his anxiety,
 his want,
 his hesitation,
 his awe,
 and the sheer, disarming force of him—
 this big, broad man with soft green eyes looking at her like she was sunlight.
“Isla,” Milo whispered, “I can’t—
 I don’t know how to—
 I’ve never felt anything like this.”
She took a shaky step toward him.
“Milo…”
Julian moved subtly, protective but not interfering.
 Santiago straightened from the wall.
 Étienne crossed his arms—tense, unreadable.
Milo noticed all of them.
It hit him visibly.
 His breath stuttered.
 His shoulders tightened.
 But his eyes—
 God, his eyes were fixed only on her.
“How are you real?” he asked softly.
Her heart twisted.
He reached up—
slowly, so slowly—
and stopped inches from her cheek.
“I won’t touch unless—”
“You can,” she whispered.
His fingers brushed her skin.
The bond detonated.
Heat shot through her so fast she gasped aloud.
 Her legs gave out for a split second.
Milo caught her by the waist, broad hands gentle but steady, pulling her closer without meaning to.
He inhaled sharply, eyes burning.
“Isla—” His voice was wrecked. “That—
 God, that was just a touch—”
She clutched the front of his jacket, trembling.
“Yeah,” she whispered. “Just—just a touch.”
He leaned in, forehead brushing hers, breathing her in.
 She felt his chest rise and fall against her.
Slow.
 Too slow.
The bond wanted more.
They both did.
Santiago muttered, “I feel like I shouldn’t be seeing this.”
Julian whispered, “You’ve got about two seconds before one of you passes out—”
Étienne stepped forward, voice low but gentle.
“Milo. Isla. Breathe.”
They did.
Barely.
But they forced themselves apart an inch.
 One aching, charged inch.
Milo kept one hand at her waist because she was still unsteady.
His voice was quiet, trembling.
“I wasn’t ready.”
She managed a laugh. “Me neither.”
“I thought—” He exhaled shakily. “I thought I could walk in and be calm. Rational.”
“Were you ever rational after you felt us in the mornings?” Santiago teased.
Milo shot him a murderous look.
Then his gaze drifted back to Isla.
“You’re even more beautiful in person,” he said, softly, helplessly.
Her stomach flipped.
Julian cleared his throat. “Okay, that’s enough for the first sixty seconds.”
Santiago: “Yeah, give the rest of us a chance to breathe.”
Étienne simply lifted Milo’s abandoned bag and set it aside.
 “Welcome to London,” he said, voice cool but not unkind. “And to us.”
Milo met his eyes.
 Something passed between the two men.
 Recognition.
 Challenge.
 Respect.
Milo nodded once. “Thanks.”
Then he looked back at Isla.
And softened instantly.
“Can I… stay close?” he asked quietly.
Her chest tightened.
“Yeah,” she whispered. “Please.”
He stepped to her side—close but controlled, huge presence radiating warmth, green eyes still stunned.
The bond hummed warm and greedy.
Santiago clapped Milo on the back.
 Julian sighed with relief.
 Étienne finally exhaled, tension easing from his shoulders.
But Isla—
She couldn’t look away from Milo.
And he couldn’t look away from her.
They were five in the room now.
Five heartbeats.
Five souls.
And for the first time, the bond felt whole.
[bookmark: _9he8dhjmeg5z]CHAPTER EIGHT
They migrated, somewhat clumsily, to the living room.
Not by agreement.
 Not by plan.
 Just instinct.
The bond tugged them into the same orbit, tightening like a magnetic field that didn’t care about social norms, personal space, or the fact that they were all still pretending they had a grip on this situation.
They didn’t.
Milo sat first—because Julian guided him to the sofa with a gentle, grounding hand on his shoulder.
Santiago dropped beside him, sprawling like a cat staking territory.
Julian took the other end of the couch.
 Étienne remained standing for a moment—arms crossed, spine straight—before finally lowering himself into the armchair opposite, posture perfect, eyes assessing every micro-expression in the room.
Isla stood, unmoving.
Five faces turned toward her.
She felt their attention like heat licking her skin.
The bond pulsed, deliberate and hungry.
Sit by him, it whispered.
 Go to him.
 You want his warmth.
 And he wants yours.
Milo looked up at her with those impossibly soft green eyes.
Not demanding.
Just hopeful.
“Come here,” he said quietly. Not a command—an invitation.
Her legs carried her before she could think.
She sat between Milo and Julian.
And the bond lit up like a circuit closing.
A warm rush slid through her veins, dizzying.
 Her stomach fluttered.
 Her thighs tightened.
 Julian’s breath hitched at the same moment she felt Milo’s pulse spike under the surface of his calm.
Santiago made an incredulous noise.
 “Not subtle at all.”
Étienne pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose like a man with a permanent migraine.
Isla swallowed hard. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
“You didn’t do anything,” Julian murmured.
 “The bond did.”
Milo shifted slightly closer—just enough that his thigh brushed hers.
A spark shot up Isla’s spine so sharp she sucked in a breath.
Milo froze.
“Sorry,” he rasped. “Shouldn’t have—”
“No,” she said, voice embarrassingly soft. “It’s okay. It’s… good.”
Santiago huffed a laugh. “She’s flustered. That’s adorable.”
Isla turned scarlet.
Julian elbowed Santiago lightly.
 “Stop antagonizing her.”
“I’m not antagonizing,” Santiago protested. “I’m appreciating.”
Étienne looked like he was considering exiling all of them.
But then—
The bond shifted.
A wave of heat rolled through Isla so suddenly her breath stuttered.
She didn’t even know what triggered it.
 Maybe Milo’s scent—clean, warm, faintly citrus.
 Maybe Julian’s hand brushing her knee by accident.
 Maybe Santiago stretching his arm across the back of the couch, muscles flexing under his shirt.
 Maybe Étienne watching her with that razor-precise, simmering intensity he tried so hard to hide.
Whatever it was—
It hit her hard.
Her thighs pressed together involuntarily.
 Her breath turned shallow.
 Her skin flushed.
And the bond broadcast it.
All four men inhaled at once.
Julian’s pupils blew wide.
 Santiago went utterly still.
 Milo’s jaw clenched, knuckles whitening.
 Étienne—
Étienne’s composure shattered like glass.
He stood abruptly, breath catching, posture no longer perfect but taut with control slipping a fraction out of his grip.
“Isla,” he said sharply.
She flinched. “I—sorry, I didn’t—”
“No.” His voice was controlled, but the control was fraying. “Do not apologize for a natural response.”
Santiago blinked. “Étienne, are you—are you flustered?”
Étienne shot him a lethal look, but he couldn’t hide it:
His hands trembled.
Étienne Leclair—precision incarnate, unflappable strategist, emotional fortress—was affected.
Badly.
Julian murmured, “Easy. She’s overwhelmed. Sit.”
Étienne tried.
Failed.
Paced instead, long strides, as if movement could burn off the tension coursing through him.
“It is stronger when all five of us are here,” he said tightly.
Santiago nodded slowly. “Feels like a current running through skin.”
Julian exhaled shakily. “More like pressure.”
Milo swallowed hard. “Like I’m… heated from the inside.”
Isla hugged her arms to her chest.
 “I don’t know how to—control it.”
“You’re not meant to,” Julian said gently. “None of us can.”
Santiago raised a brow. “Some of us clearly can’t more than others.”
Étienne shot him another look—but the tension under it wasn’t anger.
It was need.
Raw, restrained, coiled need.
Isla’s breath caught.
And because the bond had zero respect—
Étienne reacted instantly.
He turned toward her like he’d been yanked.
Their eyes met.
Heat punched through the room.
Julian visibly braced.
 Santiago muttered, “Oh boy.”
 Milo tensed, jaw locked.
Étienne’s voice dropped an octave.
“Do not look at me like that.”
She blinked. “Like what?”
“Like—” His breath hitched. “Like you feel what I feel.”
She did.
And she couldn’t hide it.
The bond pushed the truth between them like a pulse:
Want.
 Not action.
 Not demand.
 Just want.
 Need.
 Recognition.
 Heat.
Étienne staggered internally—she saw it in the subtle shift of his shoulders.
Julian stood and stepped closer to Isla, grounding her with a hand on her shoulder.
“Milo,” Julian murmured, “talk to her. Calm the link.”
Milo reached out, brushing the back of Isla’s hand with his fingers.
Another surge.
But softer this time.
Gentler.
“Isla,” Milo said, voice low, soothing. “Look at me.”
She did.
And everything else quieted.
Not gone.
 Never gone.
 But softened—like someone dimming a light.
“You’re okay,” he murmured.
 “We’re here.
 Nothing’s expected.
 Breathe with me.”
She breathed.
He breathed.
The bond steadied.
Étienne finally exhaled, tension unwinding from his spine.
 Julian’s shoulders relaxed.
 Santiago stopped gripping the couch cushions like they’d offended his ancestors.
Isla sagged back into the cushions.
The room hummed.
Alive.
Warm.
Charged.
Full.
Five heartbeats in sync.
Five souls settling into a new rhythm.
And for the first time, the bond felt like a single shape—
not scattered pieces,
 not tangled threads,
 but a whole.
Milo squeezed her hand once before letting go.
Julian sat beside her again, gentle, reassuring.
Santiago leaned forward, studying her with new respect.
Étienne sat slowly, finally, carefully, his gaze still hot but controlled.
Isla whispered, “Is it always going to feel like this?”
Julian smiled faintly. “Maybe not always this intense.”
Santiago shrugged. “Probably worse some days.”
Étienne: “Manageable. With practice.”
Milo: “Worth it.”
She looked at him.
He looked at her.
And the bond pulsed, warm and sure.
The living room felt smaller now.
Not because of the space—
 but because all five of them were finally sitting together, the bond humming thick and warm across the air like heat rising off asphalt.
A tension so charged it was practically a weather condition.
Julian sat beside Isla, knee touching hers.
 Milo sat on her other side, broad presence radiating warmth.
 Santiago sprawled half-facing her, one leg angled casually but eyes anything but casual.
 Étienne sat forward in the armchair, elbows on his knees, gaze sharp and heavy.
It felt like they were all orbiting her.
And that was the problem.
Isla ran both hands through her hair, frustrated.
“I can’t keep pretending this feels normal,” she blurted.
Five sets of eyes snapped to her.
Her heart slammed.
But she pushed through.
“I want you.”
The moment she said it, the bond pulsed—hot, bright, right there under her ribs.
She swallowed.
“I want all of you.”
Santiago actually choked on nothing.
 Julian’s eyes widened.
 Milo went absolutely still beside her.
 Étienne inhaled sharply, posture shifting like he’d been hit.
Isla continued before she lost her nerve.
“And I don’t know what parts of that are me
 and what parts are the bond.”
Silence.
Thick.
 Vibrating.
Then:
Julian—gentle, worried—asked softly, “How long have you felt that way?”
She squeezed her eyes shut. “Since the crash.
 Since Étienne’s room.
 Since before Milo even stepped into the penthouse.”
Milo made a tiny, strangled sound.
She sighed shakily.
“And today—when you all sat around me—
I wanted every single one of you
 so badly
 I felt like I was going to crawl out of my skin.
 Or melt.
 Or explode.”
A flush crawled up her neck.
Santiago muttered, low and reverent, “Cara puta madre…”
Étienne looked like his restraint was being peeled back inch by inch.
 Julian took her hand gently, grounding her.
 Milo stared at her like she’d just cracked the world open.
She swallowed again.
“And I’m trying—God, I’m trying—to be rational, to be fair, to be careful.
 But I don’t know if this want is me or the bond or both or neither or—”
Her breath hitched.
“I don’t want to hurt any of you.”
That’s what broke them.
Santiago leaned forward, voice unusually soft.
 “Querida… you couldn’t hurt us. Not with the truth.”
Julian nodded, squeezing her fingers.
 “We need honesty, not perfection.”
Étienne spoke next, voice low and intense.
 “You want all of us. Equally?”
She looked at him, chest aching.
“Yes.”
His jaw tightened—but his eyes burned with something fierce and unguarded.
“Then that is the truth,” he said.
 “And we accept it.”
Santiago grinned slowly, relief spreading across his face.
 “Well, that solves the equality problem, doesn’t it?”
Julian laughed softly. “In a way.”
Milo didn’t laugh.
He leaned forward, forearms on his thighs, green eyes locked on her.
The room stilled.
Because whatever he was about to say,
 everyone felt the shift in the bond.
He spoke quietly—too quietly.
“But do you want us because we’re your bondmates…
or because you want us?”
The question hit like a blow.
Isla’s breath stuttered.
She could feel the bond thrumming, greedy and alive—
 but beneath it, beneath the heat and pressure,
 there was something else.
Something deeper.
 Something hers.
She reached up, curling her hand against Milo’s jaw without thinking.
He froze.
“Milo,” she whispered. “I wanted you before I ever saw you.”
His breath caught.
“The way you talk through the bond.
 The way you tease.
 The way you think too much and feel too hard and pretend you don’t.
 The way you showed up today.
 The way you look at me like I’m…”
She swallowed.
“Like I’m something fragile
 and something dangerous
 at the same time.”
Milo’s eyes went glassy.
Then he whispered, almost impossibly gentle:
“Isla…”
Santiago made a tiny, jealous noise in his throat.
 Julian looked away, hiding a smile.
 Étienne’s fingers curled like he was stopping himself from reaching out.
But Milo wasn’t done.
He kept his gaze locked on hers.
“I didn’t come to London because the bond dragged me.
 I came because I couldn’t stand being away from you.”
Isla’s chest tightened painfully.
Milo shook his head once, jaw clenched.
“And I’ll say this just once.
 You don’t owe any of us more than the others.
 But I want you to know this:
I want you because you’re you.
 Not because of the bond.
 Not because of destiny.
 Because of who you are.”
Heat blasted through her.
Not lust.
 Not the bond.
Emotion.
 Pure, raw emotion.
She exhaled shakily.
“Milo…”
He reached out, fingertips brushing her knee—barely touching, barely there—
and the bond surged so hard Julian swore under his breath.
Milo pulled back instantly.
“Sorry—too much?”
“No,” Isla whispered.
Étienne’s voice dropped, soft but firm.
“We will navigate this.
 Together.
 All five.”
Santiago nodded. “And if the bond pushes you too hard, we adjust.”
Julian met her eyes. “You’ll never be alone in this.”
Milo didn’t speak.
He just looked at her like she was the only thing in the room that mattered.
And Isla—
For the first time,
 she wasn’t afraid of wanting them.
She just wanted.
All of them.
Equally.
 Deeply.
 Honestly.
And they knew.
The air in the room felt heavier now—
 like whatever they’d held back was finally, irrevocably out.
Isla shifted slightly on the couch, surrounded by warmth and shoulders and eyes that tracked every tiny movement she made.
Her heart beat hard.
 Her skin felt too tight.
 Her thoughts were a riot of want and fear and relief.
She looked at all four men in front of her.
“Let me be very clear,” she said, voice steady despite the heat turning her spine molten.
“I’m not afraid of what I’m feeling.”
 “I’m not afraid of wanting you.”
 “And I’m not trying to push any of you away.”
A beat of stunned silence.
Then Milo’s breath left him.
 Julian blinked slowly, almost reverently.
 Étienne straightened, attention sharpening like a blade.
 Santiago’s eyes darkened, jaw clenching.
Isla continued, pulse racing.
“I welcome your advances.”
 “All of them. From all of you.”
Julian made a soft sound—like gratitude he didn’t know how to voice.
Milo closed his eyes for a moment, overwhelmed.
Étienne’s fingers tightened against his knees, knuckles white, as if every word landed too deeply.
And Santiago—
Santiago snapped.
But not in anger.
In rupture.
He surged to his feet, pacing once like a man trying to outrun his own heartbeat.
“Do you have any idea,” he burst out, “what it does to us when you say shit like that?”
Isla jerked back slightly—not frightened, but startled.
Santiago dragged a hand through his hair, muttering in Spanish under his breath—fast, messy, raw.
Julian lifted a hand. “Santi—”
“No,” Santiago snapped. “No, let me—just—let me fucking say this.”
Milo watched him with wary empathy.
 Étienne did not move, but his eyes sharpened.
Santiago swung back toward Isla.
“You keep worrying about hurting us,” he said, chest rising and falling too quickly.
 “You keep worrying about wanting too much. About choosing wrong. About breaking something.”
His voice cracked.
“But do you know what hurts?”
Isla swallowed. “No.”
Santiago stepped closer—not touching her, but close enough that she felt the heat rolling off him.
“What hurts is watching Julian steady himself every time you look at him like he’s air.”
 “What hurts is seeing Milo melt whenever you say his name.”
 “What hurts is watching Étienne practically disintegrate when he feels you wanting him—just a little—with all that control he’s got.”
Étienne stiffened but didn’t speak.
“And what hurts,” Santiago said, voice dropping low and ragged,
 “is seeing all that… and not knowing whether I can want you out loud.”
Her heart imploded.
Julian’s breath hitched.
 Milo went stone still.
 Étienne looked like someone had peeled open his chest.
Santiago kept going, softer now.
“I want you, Isla.”
 “All of you. The funny parts. The stubborn parts. The stupidly brave parts.”
 “And yeah, the parts that make my blood run hot.”
Her breath caught.
“But I can’t keep pretending I don’t.
 I can’t sit here and watch everyone else reach for you while I—”
He clenched his fist.
“I’m done pretending.”
The room rang with his confession.
Raw.
 Jealous.
 Protective.
 Honest.
 Want—without touching, without crossing lines, without pushing.
Just want.
Isla stood slowly.
Milo tensed, ready to intervene.
 Julian rose halfway, protective.
 Étienne’s muscles coiled tight, but he stayed seated.
She stepped up to Santiago.
Close.
Her voice trembled, but not with fear.
“With your permission… I’d like you to want me out loud.”
Santiago’s eyes snapped to hers.
Heat.
 Relief.
 Disbelief.
“You…” His breath shuddered. “You want me to?”
“Yes,” she said softly.
 “I want all of you.
 Not just the bond.
 I want you.”
Santiago’s jaw flexed—once, twice—like he was holding himself back from something reckless.
Slowly, deliberately, he reached up and touched a strand of her hair.
Just a touch.
Barely a brush.
But the bond flared so sharply Milo gasped.
Santiago whispered, “Then you’re going to have to tell me one thing.”
She blinked. “What?”
“Are you ready for what comes next?”
 “Because I don’t do half-measures, Isla.”
 “If I want you… you’re going to feel it.”
Her breath vanished.
Julian whispered, “Easy, Santi.”
Santiago didn’t look away.
“And I need to know you’re not saying yes just because the bond is loud.
 But because you, Isla Marten from Curitiba,
 warrior on two wheels and breaker of my sanity—
 you actually want me.”
She pressed her palm to his chest.
Warm.
 Solid.
 Real.
“I do.”
The bond pulsed.
Steady.
 Sure.
 Certain.
Milo exhaled shakily.
 Julian closed his eyes in relief.
 Étienne’s shoulders finally dropped an inch, tension bleeding out.
Santiago’s lips parted in a breath that wasn’t quite a laugh, wasn’t quite a groan.
“Carajo,” he whispered.
 “You’re going to ruin me.”
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For a few seconds after Santiago’s confession, the room felt… unbalanced.
Not broken.
 Not wrong.
 Just pulled slightly off-center—
as if the orbit had shifted around Isla and Santiago’s gravity.
But then Isla turned.
And her gaze landed on Étienne.
He was still in the armchair, shoulders squared, posture immaculate—
 but his control wasn’t perfect anymore.
It never cracked visibly, not with Étienne.
 But she could feel it:
The tightness under his breath.
 The tremor running through the link.
 The instinctive, almost primal pull toward her he kept locking behind walls.
He was the strategist.
 The thinker.
 The one who made plans and executed with precision.
But right now?
He looked like a man at war with himself.
Julian saw it first. His expression softened with understanding.
 Milo didn’t blink, eyes flicking between Étienne and Isla.
 Santiago stepped back slightly, giving them space—surprisingly respectful after his explosive honesty.
Isla took a slow breath.
She approached Étienne.
Not rush.
 Not flirt.
 Not heat-first.
Just presence.
As soon as she crossed the invisible threshold around him, the bond surged—
 hot, sharp, and painfully intimate.
Étienne sucked in a harsh breath.
“Isla,” he warned quietly.
Not stop.
 Not no.
 Just—
Careful.
 You are dangerous to me.
She kneeled slightly so their eyes aligned.
And he tensed like she’d placed her hands on a live wire.
“Étienne,” she said softly, “look at me.”
He did.
And the look was devastating.
Eyes bright and burning.
 Control frayed.
 Desire caged so tightly it shook the bars.
Isla swallowed.
“You haven’t said what you want.”
His jaw flexed.
“That is intentional.”
“Why?”
“Because I refuse to be the one who overwhelms you.”
 “I refuse to let the bond speak louder than your consent.”
 “And I refuse—”
 His breath caught.
 “To let myself… want out loud before you are certain.”
Her heart cracked open.
Because his want wasn’t simple.
 Wasn’t eager.
 Wasn’t even fully surrendered.
It was agonized.
 Held by a man who would rather suffer quietly than risk hurting her.
She reached out—slowly—
 and touched the back of his hand.
Étienne froze.
Completely.
“Étienne,” she whispered, “I’m certain.”
His pupils blew wide.
The breath that left him was silent, shuddering, like a dam cracking.
“You are—?”
 He couldn’t finish.
She nodded once, firm.
“I want you.
 Just as much as I want Julian.
 Just as much as I want Santiago.
 Just as much as I want Milo.”
His hand tightened around hers—
reflexive, uncontrolled, raw.
The bond surged—
not exploding, not overwhelming—
 but unfolding, like something ancient waking up.
Étienne swallowed hard.
“Say it again,” he murmured—
 a request so vulnerable and restrained it nearly broke her.
She moved closer, her voice low.
“I want you.”
Étienne shut his eyes briefly, pain and relief and hunger twisting across his face.
When he opened them again, the look in them nearly stole her breath:
want
 and
 discipline
 fighting for space
 inside a man who had never lost control in his life.
He lifted his free hand—slowly—
 and cupped her cheek with a touch so careful she almost didn’t feel it.
Almost.
But the bond felt everything.
Étienne whispered, “I have wanted you since Bahrain."
Her pulse jumped.
“Since the hospital.”
 “Since the first time you said my name with steel in your voice.”
 “Since you challenged me in that hallway.”
 “Since you looked at me like you saw straight through every barrier I ever built.”
Her breath trembled.
“But I wouldn’t let myself speak it,” he continued, voice tight.
 “Because I was afraid that if I did… I would want too much.”
He leaned in slightly—
 not touching her more,
 just letting her feel the heat of him.
“And I will never take too much from you.”
Isla shook her head, breathless.
“You’re not taking,” she whispered.
 “You’re giving.
 All of you are.”
His hand trembled against her cheek.
And for the first time, Étienne Leclair—
perfect, precise, untouchable—
let himself whisper:
“I want you, Isla.”
The bond swelled, warm and certain, wrapping around him like it had been waiting for him to say it.
Julian exhaled softly.
Milo’s expression softened, protective and relieved.
Santiago muttered, “Finally,” under his breath.
But Isla—
She felt something settle in her chest.
Something right.
 Something inevitable.
 Something hers.
She leaned forward and pressed her forehead gently to Étienne’s.
A touch so small it was almost nothing.
But Étienne made a sound—a quiet, broken inhale—
 that said everything.
The air in the room felt different now—
 as if Isla’s confessions had shifted something fundamental,
 something structural.
Étienne still hadn’t moved, forehead resting gently against hers,
 breath shallow, expression stripped bare of everything except want and restraint.
But Isla wasn’t done.
She whispered, barely moving her lips:
“I wanted you before I knew anything about the bond.”
Étienne stilled.
She could feel it—
 the shock
 the disbelief
 the sharp flare of heat he tried to swallow down.
She continued, voice low but unwavering:
“Back when I interviewed you. The very first time.
 I thought— ‘This man is dangerous to my self-control.’”
Étienne exhaled like he’d been punched.
“You did not,” he murmured, incredulous.
“I did,” she insisted softly.
 “You walked into the room with that perfect posture and sharp eyes and arrogance you thought was hidden—
 and I was a goner.”
Étienne actually closed his eyes.
As if the honesty hurt in a good way.
“And when you challenged me about my framing of that race?”
 She breathed out a laugh.
 “I wanted to kiss you and shake you.”
Étienne’s hand flexed against her cheek.
“Isla…”
 His voice was deeper now, rougher.
 “You cannot say such things to me.”
“Why?”
“Because I cannot stop myself from responding.”
Her pulse fluttered.
 She whispered,
“Good.”
Étienne froze again—
 but not out of fear.
 Not out of restraint.
Out of pure, unraveling hunger.
Before he could speak, Julian cleared his throat softly—
 but it wasn’t polite.
It was thin, shaky, like someone whose carefully built composure was finally cracking.
Isla turned to him.
Julian looked…
 not jealous.
 Not angry.
But stunned.
 Disoriented.
 Like she’d knocked the wind out of him without touching him.
“Julian,” she said gently, standing and stepping toward him.
 “What’s wrong?”
He laughed once—a quiet, breathless sound.
“Nothing,” he said with a tiny, helpless shrug.
 “Just—
 I’m human, you know.”
She touched his arm, and Julian shivered.
Shivered.
 The man who’d been calm through everything.
“You kept your cool while Santi confessed and while Étienne nearly combusted,” Isla teased softly.
 “You’re allowed a moment.”
Julian looked down at her hand where it rested on his forearm.
“I didn’t keep my cool,” he said quietly.
 “I just… hid it well.”
She stepped closer.
 He didn’t back away.
And her voice softened into something warm and honest:
“Julian… I’ve followed your commentary for years.”
His breath hitched.
“Years?” he repeated, faintly stunned.
“Since my crash,” she said.
 “When I couldn’t race anymore. When motocross felt like a life someone else had lived.”
She looked up at him with a small, vulnerable smile.
“Your voice became part of my recovery.
 Familiar.
 Comforting.
 Funny when I needed it, sharp when I needed distraction.”
Julian swallowed hard.
“And—” she added, cheeks warming,
 “I might’ve had a little celebrity crush.”
Santiago snorted in delight.
 Milo covered his mouth to hide a grin.
 Even Étienne’s eyes flashed with something between amusement and jealousy.
Julian went pink.
Actually pink.
“Oh,” he murmured, blinking hard.
 “Well. That’s… lovely.”
She stepped closer still, until his breath mingled with hers.
Her fingers brushed his jaw lightly.
 The bond pulsed—steady, warm, tugging them together.
“You’re more than lovely,” she whispered.
 “And I didn’t just want your voice, Julian.
 I wanted you.”
The composure fractures were instantaneous—
 a tiny hitch in his breath,
 a subtle lean toward her,
 a tremor through the bond that made all four men react.
Julian whispered,
 “I… don’t know what to do with that.”
“You don’t need to do anything,” she murmured.
 “Just feel it.”
Julian’s eyes fluttered closed for a moment.
When he opened them, they were warmer.
 Darker.
 More honest than she’d ever seen.
“Isla,” he said, voice low and strained,
 “if you keep looking at me like that, I’m going to forget how to breathe.”
She smiled, slow and certain.
“Then forget.”
Julian’s hand lifted—hesitant at first—
 but then cupped her waist,
 pulling her just a fraction closer.
Nothing explicit.
 Nothing forbidden.
Just honest want.
And the bond sang for him—
 for the first time fully, freely, without restraint.
Behind her, Santiago sighed like the universe owed him gratitude.
 Milo grinned.
 Étienne watched with tension easing from his jaw—
 not jealous now, but accepting.
Isla turned her head slightly, meeting all their eyes.
“I meant what I said,” she told them softly.
 “I want each of you.
 Not one after another.
 Not ranked or compared.
 I want all of you.”
Santiago: “Dios, she’s going to kill us.”
Milo: “Happily.”
Julian, breathless: “I can’t believe this is real.”
Étienne, voice low:
 “It is very real.”
And Isla—
 surrounded by four men whose hearts and desires she felt through bone and air—
 felt something new:
A sense of belonging that vibrated under her skin.
A fullness.
A rightness.
And a promise of everything still coming.
Julian still had a hand at Isla’s waist, a gentle anchor of warmth that made her breath hitch every few seconds.
 Étienne had composed himself—mostly.
 Santiago had taken two strategic steps back, which for him counted as saint-like restraint.
But Milo—
Milo hadn’t moved.
He stayed on the sofa, elbows on his knees, green eyes fixed on Isla like she was something he didn’t trust himself to touch again unless she asked him to.
Not cold.
 Not hesitant.
Focused.
Weighted.
Like gravity.
Isla felt him even before he stood—
 the bond tightening with that warm, steady pull he carried,
 the one that wasn’t frantic or overwhelming,
 but impossible to ignore.
Milo inhaled once, slow and deliberate.
Then stood.
The room stilled instinctively.
He didn’t stride toward her.
 Didn’t claim her with words or heat or tension.
He approached with quiet certainty, every step grounded, sure, like someone walking toward a finish line he’d already decided to cross.
When he stopped in front of her, she felt it instantly—
 that warm, stabilizing presence that made the world tilt into focus.
“Isla,” he said softly.
Just her name.
 But her pulse jumped.
Julian stepped back immediately, giving space without hesitation.
 Santiago’s smirk softened, losing its heat.
 Étienne’s shoulders eased, something like respect flickering across his face.
Milo lifted his hand—slowly—
 and touched her cheek with the backs of his fingers.
A feather-soft touch.
But it sent a wave through her so deep she swayed.
Milo caught her by the waist instantly.
“Sorry—too much?” he murmured.
“No,” she breathed. “No, it’s—Milo, you are…”
Words tangled.
Everything tangled.
And Milo’s expression shifted—
 a tiny frown of worry.
“It’s okay if it’s the bond,” he said quietly.
 “I don’t need it to be anything else.”
God.
She felt her chest tighten, emotional and hot.
He meant it.
 Every word.
 He would take even the scraps of the bond if it meant being close to her.
She reached up and touched his jaw.
“I was attracted to you before the bond.”
Milo blinked.
“What?” he whispered.
“Before,” she repeated, breathing through the truth.
 “When I first saw your photos. When I watched interviews.
 Even before all this—before Monaco…
 before you stepped into this penthouse—
 I felt something.”
Milo swallowed.
His voice was barely audible.
 “What did you feel?”
She took a breath, steadying herself.
“Milo—when you’re near me, everything feels calm.
 Grounded.
 Right.”
His lips parted.
“And I…”
 Her cheeks heated, but she didn’t look away.
 “You make my stomach flip in the best way.
 You make me feel warm.
 Safe.
 And—”
Julian made a strangled noise behind her, as if bracing for what came next.
“—you make me feel it here.”
 She pressed her palm to her sternum.
 “Low. Deep. Always.”
Milo’s breath left him in a shaky rush.
“I—Isla…” He broke off, voice cracking.
 “I didn’t know. I thought…”
 He exhaled hard, eyes closing.
 “I thought maybe I came too late.”
“No,” Isla whispered, stepping closer until their chests almost touched.
 “You didn’t.”
Milo looked at her like she’d given him permission to live.
And then—
 his fingers slid around her wrist, slow and reverent, anchoring her lightly.
Not pulling.
 Not claiming.
 Just connecting.
The bond swelled with heat that felt different than the others:
Not wildfire.
 Not pressure.
 Not lightning.
Warmth.
 Strength.
 Certainty.
It wrapped around her like being held from the inside out.
Santiago muttered, half-joking, half-awed, “Dios, he’s going to make us all look bad.”
Milo didn’t even glance at him.
His eyes were on her alone.
“Isla,” he said, voice hushed and certain,
 “I’m not here to compete with them.”
She blinked.
“I’m here because I choose you.
 And I need you to know that.”
 A beat.
 “And I need to know you choose me too.”
She stepped in until her forehead brushed his.
“I choose you,” she whispered.
 “Today. Tomorrow. And the day you walked in that door.”
Milo inhaled sharply—
 a sound of someone breaking open,
 letting light in.
Then he pressed his forehead fully against hers, one hand cupping the back of her neck with careful, steady strength.
Not a kiss.
 Not explicit.
Just presence.
Just connection.
Just want wrapped in tenderness so profound Isla’s knees weakened.
Milo whispered, voice shaking,
 “You’re it for me.”
Her breath trembled.
“And you’re it for me,” she whispered back.
Santiago cleared his throat, deeply offended.
 “Okay, that was… wildly unfair. How am I supposed to top that?”
Julian laughed, soft and breathless.
 Étienne murmured something in French that sounded suspiciously like he agreed.
Isla turned slightly, still held lightly by Milo’s hands.
And the bond pulsed—
full, warm, connected.
All five of them.
For the first time, she felt the shape of it clearly.
Not a tangle.
 Not a storm.
A constellation.
Five points.
One circuit.
One choice.
Hers.

The room hummed.
Not with electricity—though the bond sometimes felt like that—
 but with something heavier, thicker, the kind of energy that made Isla’s skin feel too sensitive and her heart too full.
Milo finally stepped back, slowly, like a man learning how to breathe again.
 Julian let out a long, uneven exhale.
 Santiago muttered something about needing holy water.
 Étienne just… watched.
 Silent. Focused.
 Changed.
But the air shifted again—
 from heated to uncertain.
“What now?” Julian asked softly.
The question hung there, enormous.
They all looked at one another, five different sets of emotions flickering through the bond.
Jealousy.
 Relief.
 Fear.
 Want.
 Hope.
Isla stood straighter.
“We have the press event,” she said.
 “And after today, everything’s about to get more complicated.”
Santiago scoffed. “Complicated is an understatement.”
Julian nodded grimly. “They’ll ask about the crash. And Étienne. And now Milo.”
“And you,” Étienne added, voice controlled.
 “They will ask what you feel. Who you choose.”
The bond pulsed—nervous, protective, possessive, warm.
Isla took a deep breath.
“I’m telling them the truth.”
Four pairs of eyes snapped to her.
Julian: “Isla—”
Étienne: “Think first—”
Santiago: “Are you insane—?”
Milo: “What truth?”
She held up her hand, heart thudding.
“That I’m bonded to four men.
 That Milo joined the bond.
 And that I am welcoming it.”
Santiago rubbed his temples.
 “Querida, you are going to set the world on fire. Literally.”
“Maybe,” she said.
 “But I’m done hiding. I’m done pretending I’m confused or scared of wanting you.”
Julian ran a hand down his face. “They will tear you apart.”
“Then let them try,” she said, voice steel.
 “I survived motocross. I survived my crash. I survived rebuilding my life when I lost everything.
 I can survive headlines.”
The room went quiet again.
Then Étienne rose slowly to his feet.
 The precision in him returned, but softer now—directed toward her, not away.
“You must let us protect you,” he said quietly.
She blinked.
 “Protect me?”
“Yes,” he said simply.
 “Journalists. Teams. FIA. Sponsors. Fans.
 The world will not treat you gently.”
“Then I’ll treat myself gently,” she said.
Milo stepped forward, eyes shadowed with worry.
 “And you don’t think we will want to help?
 Isla, this affects us too.”
Santiago crossed his arms.
 “And I refuse to stand by while people try to destroy you—or any of us.”
Julian lifted his chin, steady and warm.
 “So let us share the weight.”
Isla blinked hard, throat tight.
“Okay,” she whispered. “But that means one thing.”
Étienne: “What condition?”
She looked at each of them, one by one.
“I’m not choosing one of you.”
 Her voice was soft, but certain.
 “And I’m not going to let the world force me to.”
 “I want all of you.”
Silence.
A charged, stunned, breathless silence.
Milo’s breath left him in a rush.
Julian’s fingers curled at his sides.
Santiago swore softly, wonder in his voice.
 “Carajo… she’s brave.”
Étienne closed his eyes briefly, like her words struck something deep and unshielded.
 When he looked at her again, his voice was quiet but burning.
“Then we stand behind you,” he said.
 “All of us.”
“Together,” Julian added.
“Always,” Milo murmured.
“Even if it kills me,” Santiago grinned.
Isla smiled—shaky and overwhelmed and full.
But then—
 she caught the flicker.
Étienne’s brief look toward Julian.
 Julian’s look toward Milo.
 Santiago’s glance at Étienne.
The jealousy wasn’t gone.
 It was just… contained.
And it simmered under the surface.
“We need ground rules,” Julian said, finally breaking the silence.
Santiago snorted. “Rules? For what? The five-person bond Olympics?”
Étienne ignored him.
 He looked at Isla.
“We must navigate this with discipline,” he said.
 “Jealousy is inevitable.
 Conflict is inevitable.
 We cannot risk tearing the bond apart.”
Isla’s chest tightened.
“You think we could?” she asked.
Milo shook his head.
 “No. But it could hurt. Badly.”
Julian nodded, serious now.
 “We need communication. No secrets. No pressure. No rushing.”
Santiago scratched his jaw.
 “And no pretending someone doesn’t care more on a given day.”
Étienne, surprisingly, agreed.
 “Honesty,” he said.
 “Or the bond will suffer.”
Isla held her breath.
“And you all accept…
 that I want each of you?”
They looked at one another.
Julian: warm acceptance.
 Milo: quiet certainty.
 Santiago: unfiltered hunger and pride.
 Étienne: disciplined, deliberate surrender.
Then Étienne stepped forward, offering his hand.
She took it.
“As long as it is truly your choice,” he said.
“It is,” she answered.
“Then we follow you.”
Her throat burned with emotion.
“And at the press event?” Julian asked.
Isla lifted her chin.
“I tell the world I’m bonded to four men—
 and if they want to understand us,
 they can watch us figure it out together.”
Santiago let out a low whistle.
 “She’s going to give the FIA a collective aneurysm.”
Milo grinned softly.
 “She’s going to give the world a heart attack.”
Julian stepped to her side.
 “And we’ll be right there with her.”
Étienne nodded once.
 “Always.”
And for the first time,
 the bond pulsed not with want
 or jealousy
 or heat—
but unity.
Five hearts.
 Five souls.
 One storm.
Ready to face the world.
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The sun was long gone, and London spread out beneath the penthouse in glittering, restless gold.
But inside, the air was thicker—
 warmer—
 more charged than it had been at any point since the bond fully formed.
Isla felt it with every breath.
The bond was awake.
 Pacing.
 Hungry.
 Not for sex—
 not only for that—
But for closeness.
 Contact.
 Completion.
The men tried.
 They genuinely tried to give her space.
It lasted ten minutes.
Then Santiago started pacing the living room like a lion who’d been told to “sit nicely,”
 Étienne kept rubbing the back of his neck like he was physically fighting the urge to reach for her,
 Julian moved through the room with that restless need-to-help energy,
 and Milo had retreated to the farthest corner of the couch, elbows on his knees, breathing slow and controlled in a way that was absolutely not normal for him.
Isla sat cross-legged in the middle of the sofa watching all of them unravel.
She felt like she was burning.
Not painfully.
 Not in a way she feared.
 Just—overwhelmed by how much she wanted them.
 How much she wanted contact.
 How much her body responded to each of their moods like wires exposed to electricity.
She clenched her thighs together.
It didn’t help.
Santiago was the first to break.
“Okay, this is ridiculous.”
 He threw up his hands.
 “I feel like the universe is dragging me toward you by the collar.”
Étienne exhaled sharply.
 “We must keep control.”
“Of what?” Santiago demanded.
 “The bond? My sanity? My—”
“Santi,” Milo cut in gently.
 Which meant he was seconds from losing his own composure.
Étienne looked at Isla then.
 “Is it the same for you?”
Isla met his eyes.
“It’s worse,” she admitted softly.
 “I keep thinking about all of you. Constantly.
 Every time you walk past me. Every time one of you touches me.
 It’s like—”
“Heat?” Julian offered delicately.
She nodded.
 “Heat. Everywhere.”
Santiago groaned into his hands.
 “You are going to kill me.”
Milo’s voice was lower than usual, controlled but frayed at the edges.
 “What do you need from us right now?”
She pressed her palms to her knees, grounding herself.
“I don’t know,” she breathed.
 “I want you. I want all of you. I want—contact. And comfort. And—”
 Her cheeks flamed.
 “More.”
Julian closed his eyes like he’d been struck.
 “Merde,” Étienne muttered under his breath.
 Santiago looked ready to kneel for her on the spot.
 Milo inhaled a shudder of breath.
Isla swallowed.
 “And I don’t want any of you to hold back.
 Not because of me.
 Not because you think I can’t handle it.”
Étienne stepped closer—slow, deliberate, disciplined.
“We are not holding back because we doubt you,” he said quietly.
 “We are holding back because the bond is still new.
 We do not wish to overwhelm you.”
“I’m already overwhelmed,” Isla whispered.
 “And I want you anyway.”
That broke the last anchor holding four men apart from her.
Santiago moved first, dropping onto the couch beside her with loose, hungry energy that made her stomach flip.
 Julian sat on the floor in front of her, leaning back against the couch, giving her closeness without crowding.
 Étienne took the other side, his thigh brushing hers with weight and careful restraint.
 Milo moved last, sitting on the arm of the sofa behind her, warmth radiating down her spine.
Four currents of emotion flooded through the bond at once:
Santiago — wildfire.
 Étienne — pressure, focused and intense.
 Julian — warmth, soft and grounding.
 Milo — steady heat, slow and deep.
Isla trembled.
Julian noticed instantly.
 He reached up, fingers brushing her calf.
 “Too much?”
“No,” she whispered.
 “It feels… good.”
Santiago let out a low, reverent sound that wasn’t even remotely appropriate.
 Étienne sucked in a breath.
 Milo’s hand flexed on the sofa behind her, fighting instinct.
And then Isla made the mistake—
 or the brilliant, inevitable choice—
 of leaning back.
Her spine pressed into Milo’s chest.
He froze.
Then exhaled sharply against her ear.
“Isla,” he murmured, voice strained,
 “If you keep doing that, I’m not going to be able to think.”
“Then don’t,” she whispered.
Santiago instantly leaned forward, forearms on his knees, eyes going dark with want.
Julian tilted his head back to look up at her, face open, lips parted, heat blooming across his cheeks.
Étienne’s jaw ticked hard.
“Isla,” he warned—
 but even he sounded breathless.
She swallowed hard, heart pounding.
“I don’t want to deny what this is,” she said, voice trembling with honesty.
 “And I don’t want you to be gentle just because you think I’m fragile.
 I’m not.
 I want you.
 All of you.
 God, I want you so badly I can barely think.”
They all reacted.
Santiago: “Dios…”
 Julian: a shattered inhale.
 Milo: a soft curse under his breath.
 Étienne: eyes darkening in a way that should be illegal.
“And I’m frustrated,” she admitted.
 “At myself. At the bond.
 At how much I want you that I can’t always tell if it’s the bond’s pull or mine.”
Julian reached for her hand, intertwining their fingers.
“Then let us help you sort it,” he said softly.
 “Together.”
No one moved inappropriately.
 No one crossed any lines.
But the closeness was intimate.
 Charged.
 Heavy with everything they weren’t doing.
Isla closed her eyes, letting the warmth of four bodies surround her.
No choices.
 No hierarchy.
 No guilt.
Just connection.
The night before the press event—
 before the world learned the truth—
 the five of them breathed in the same air, hearts syncing with every beat.
Isla whispered,
“Whatever happens tomorrow…
 we face it together.”
Santiago rested his forehead on her knee.
 Julian squeezed her hand.
 Étienne’s thigh pressed firmly into hers.
 Milo lowered his head until his cheek brushed her hair.
Together, they echoed:
“Always.”
[bookmark: _yz6cevekgcua]CHAPTER ELEVEN
Morning came early, dragging pale winter light across the penthouse floors.
 London looked cold and sharp through the windows—
 a perfect mirror to the tension simmering indoors.
Isla was the first awake.
 Or rather—
 she was the first out of bed.
She definitely hadn’t slept.
She’d drifted, wrapped in the warmth of a bond that pulsed with every dream and every stir of emotion from the men scattered around the suite.
Milo had taken the couch.
 Julian had claimed the chaise.
 Santiago had sprawled on the carpet like he’d simply given up on furniture.
 Étienne slept in the armchair — upright, disciplined even in exhaustion.
Isla stood in the middle of the bedroom she’d been given, staring at the clothes spread out on her bed.
Outfit options:
A. Clean professionalism:
 tailored trousers, silk blouse, blazer. Safe. Controlled.
B. Soft power:
 knee-length skirt, fitted top, boots. Feminine but serious.
C. Slightly dangerous:
 leather jacket, fitted black top, dark jeans, ankle boots.
 A look that said, I survived motocross and I’m not afraid of your headlines.
She was leaning toward C.
Mostly because she needed armor today.
The door creaked open quietly.
Julian.
Hair mussed, t-shirt wrinkled, voice warm from sleep.
“You’re awake early,” he murmured.
“So are you.”
Julian leaned against the doorframe, smiling softly.
 “I heard pacing.”
She sighed. “Is it that obvious?”
He stepped inside and looked over the outfit options.
His face lit with gentle amusement.
“Ah. The sacred ritual of public appearances: choosing which version of yourself you’re willing to defend.”
Isla laughed under her breath.
 “Exactly.”
Julian pointed at option B.
 “That one makes you look elegant and approachable.”
Isla raised a brow. “And C?”
“That one,” Julian said, eyes warming,
 “makes you look like a woman who walked out of the fire with her head high.”
She smiled and shook her head.
 “Thanks. Helpful.”
He winked and retreated back out, mumbling something about coffee.
Ten seconds later—
Santiago barreled in, hair wild, shirt half-tucked, clearly having rolled straight off the floor.
He squinted at the clothes.
Option A: “Boring.”
 Option B: “Pretty but boring.”
 Option C: He stopped. Stared.
 “That one.”
Isla crossed her arms. “Why?”
“That jacket, querida,” he said, running a hand through his curls,
 “says ‘I dare you to try me.’ And I think that’s perfect.”
She snorted.
 “Shocking that you’d pick the reckless option.”
He winked.
 “You love the reckless option.”
She opened her mouth to retort—
And Étienne appeared in the doorway, crisp, perfect, already in a dark suit and tie like he’d woken up from a fashion ad.
He scanned the room.
Then the outfits.
Then Santi.
Then Isla.
His jaw tightened.
“Option A,” he said immediately.
Santiago groaned.
 “You would pick the one that looks like she’s going to a board meeting.”
“This is not a fashion contest,” Étienne replied sharply.
 “It is a professional event with immense consequences.”
“Exactly,” Santiago snapped.
 “And she should look like herself.”
Isla stepped between them before the tension ignited fully.
“That’s enough. Both of you.”
They both went silent—
 but their glares absolutely did not.
Isla pointed to the clothes.
 “I’ll decide.”
Étienne inhaled deeply, visibly fighting control.
 “Of course,” he said, softer. “I trust your judgment.”
Santiago made a noise that suggested he absolutely did not trust anyone’s judgment.
Before he could start again—
Milo appeared.
Leaning on the doorway.
 Quiet.
 Large.
 Warm.
 Steady.
He said nothing at first.
Just looked at Isla.
Then at the outfits.
Then back at Isla again.
He cleared his throat.
“That one,” he said, nodding at option C.
 “But… only if you want to feel strong. Not for us. Not for them.”
His voice was soft but sure.
Isla swallowed.
“Why that one?” she asked.
Milo stepped closer, quiet as always.
 He lifted the jacket from the bed, ran his fingers along the stitching, then met her eyes.
“Because you look like yourself in it,” he said.
 “And today, you need to be her. Not the version the media wants.
 Not the version we want.”
 A small, almost shy smile.
 “Just Isla.”
Her chest tightened.
This was the moment she realized the bond wasn’t only heat and hunger.
It was clarity.
And Milo was the clearest of them all.
Santiago groaned dramatically.
 “Fine. We’re outnumbered. C wins.”
Étienne exhaled stiffly, trying not to show irritation.
 “It is your choice,” he said again, more controlled this time.
Julian wandered back in with coffee.
 “What did I miss?”
“Fashion war,” Santiago muttered.
Julian handed cups around and smiled at Isla.
“You picked C, didn’t you?”
She blinked. “How—?”
“Because it’s you,” he said simply. “And because it scares them just enough.”
Étienne glared.
 Milo hid a smile.
 Santiago nodded like Julian had just cured world hunger.
Isla slipped on the jacket.
The effect was instant.
She felt taller.
 Fiercer.
 Grounded.
But when she turned to the mirror—
She caught Milo watching her.
Not with jealousy.
 Not with hunger.
With awe.
Quiet, reverent awe.
He walked toward her slowly, the others drifting away—giving unspoken space.
Milo brushed a piece of hair behind her ear, fingers grazing her skin.
“You look like a woman who is going to change everything today,” he murmured.
Her breath caught.
“And that terrifies me,” she confessed softly.
Milo cupped the back of her neck, thumbs resting just below her jaw.
“Good,” he whispered.
 “It means you won’t underestimate yourself.”
Her knees went weak.
He leaned down, forehead touching hers.
“No matter what they say,” he murmured,
 “we’re with you.”
Isla exhaled slowly, grounding herself against his warmth.
“Ready?” she whispered.
Milo nodded.
 “Ready.”
From the doorway, Santiago announced,
 “I’m not. But we’re leaving in ten seconds anyway.”
Étienne checked his watch.
 “We are already behind schedule.”
Julian drained his coffee.
 “Well, that bodes well.”
Isla took one last breath.
And stepped into the day that would change everything.

The black SUV waited downstairs—sleek, tinted, and already surrounded by a restless cluster of photographers and reporters desperate for a glimpse of anything.
Isla saw the flashbulbs long before she stepped outside.
Her pulse spiked.
 The bond surged in response—
 four sharp currents of emotion hitting her at once:
Étienne — focus tightening like a sniper’s aim.
 Julian — warm reassurance flooding toward her.
 Santiago — fury, ready to fight an entire media circus barehanded.
 Milo — steady, calm pressure pulsing like a heartbeat.
The moment she stepped out, the street erupted.
“Isla! Isla, look here!”
 “Étienne! Are you officially bonded?”
 “Milo, is this true?!”
 “Santiago — who’s the fourth man?!”
 “Julian, is she moving into the team?!”
 “ISLA, ARE YOU IN A RELATIONSHIP WITH ALL OF THEM?!”
Étienne immediately stepped in front of her, his body a barrier of precision and intention.
“Keep close,” he murmured.
Julian hovered at her other side, hand on her lower back—supportive, gentle.
Santiago was already verbally sparring with a photographer who stepped too close.
“Back up, tío, I’m warning you—yes, you with the stupid hat—BACK. UP.”
The photographer nearly dropped his camera.
Milo stayed behind her, tall and unyielding, shadowing her movements.
“Almost there,” he murmured, voice low.
A thousand cameras flashed in their faces.
 Isla felt her throat tighten.
They made it into the SUV, doors slamming shut, windows mercifully muffling the chaos outside.
But Isla’s hands were shaking.
She stared down at them, jaw clenched.
Julian noticed first.
“Hey,” he said softly, leaning forward.
 “You’re doing incredibly. That was a lot for anyone.”
Étienne sat beside her, posture rigid as tempered steel.
He studied her for two seconds—
 too observant, too perceptive—
 and then said quietly:
“Look at me.”
She did.
Étienne held her gaze with that fierce, unwavering intensity only he possessed.
“What you are feeling,” he said, “is not weakness.”
Her breath hitched.
 He continued, voice low and controlled:
“It is the weight of the moment. The significance.
 No one else could handle what you just did with such composure.”
Isla blinked hard.
 “Étienne…”
“You have done harder things,” he said simply.
 “You rebuilt your life from ashes.
 You survived pain most people never encounter.
 You walked away from a sport that defined you.
 And now you walk toward something new—
 with courage.”
Then—
 in a gesture she’d never seen from him before—
 he reached out and gently brushed a thumb along her cheekbone.
“Remember who you are,” he murmured.
Her whole body warmed.
Before she could speak, Santiago leaned forward, eyes bright.
“And remember this, querida—every single person outside wants a piece of you because you’re electric.
 You make everything more interesting.”
Julian coughed.
 “Santi means that in a kind, non-objectifying way.”
“No, I don’t,” Santiago corrected.
 “She’s fascinating. Full stop.”
Isla laughed, tension cracking.
Julian smiled warmly.
 “See? You’re already handling it better than most politicians.”
Étienne rolled his eyes.
 “Do not compare her to them.”
“High praise, really,” Julian replied with a wink.
Isla shook her head, but her hands had steadied—
Because Milo was holding one of them.
Quietly.
Gently.
Hidden from the cameras by the angle of the seat.
She hadn’t even noticed when he reached for her.
His palm was warm, calloused, grounding.
He didn’t look at her—
 didn’t make it a moment—
 just held her hand like it was the most natural thing in the world.
She squeezed.
Milo squeezed back.
Santiago watched from across the car and mouthed to her, “Unfair.”
Julian gave her a tiny thumbs-up.
Étienne’s jaw flexed but his eyes softened.
Isla inhaled deeply—
 and the bond surged:
Warm.
 Close.
 Steady.
She wasn’t alone in the storm.
 Not anymore.
The venue came into view—
 a sea of press, cameras, lights, barricades, expectations.
Isla felt her stomach flip.
Étienne’s voice cut through the rising panic.
“Remember,” he said, “you speak truth, not apology.”
Julian added warmly,
 “And we’ve got your back.”
Santiago grinned wickedly.
 “And if anyone tries something stupid, they’ll meet me.”
Milo squeezed her hand gently.
“We’re with you,” he murmured.
 “No matter what happens out there.”
Isla exhaled.
Nodded.
And stepped out of the SUV—
 straight into the spotlight.

The moment Isla stepped into the lobby of the venue, the sound hit her—
A wall of flashing cameras
 shouted questions
 the metallic crack of shutters
 and the heat of bodies pressing behind barricades.
Her heartbeat jumped.
But the bond surged—
 warmth from Milo at her back,
 focus from Étienne on her right,
 Julian’s calm radiating at her left,
 Santiago’s fire behind every step.
They walked onto the stage together.
A murmur spread through the room like a ripple of electricity.
Whispers:
 “That’s her—”
 “Four of them—”
 “Is this real—?”
 “Oh my god, that’s Étienne—”
 “Is that the Dutch one?—”
 “Where’s the fifth guy?—”
 “No fifth. She has four—”
 “Are they together?!—”
The moderator tried and failed to control the chaos.
Étienne stepped up to the mic first.
“Good morning,” he said in that low, clipped, devastatingly controlled voice of his.
 “I will begin by asking everyone to lower the temperature in this room.
 We are here in good faith.”
A reporter immediately shouted:
“Are the rumors true? Are you bonded to Isla Marten?”
Étienne didn’t look irritated.
He looked dangerous.
“It is true,” he said coolly.
 “And I will answer all questions related to my role in this situation.”
Another reporter cut in:
“And the other men? Are they part of the same—”
Julian stepped forward smoothly, voice warm and unshakable.
“We will address that together,” he said.
 “But I ask for professionalism and respect.
 We’re not here to sensationalize a very personal matter.”
The reporter pointed his mic at Julian.
 “So you’re confirming you’re part of it?”
Before Julian could speak—
Santiago barked a laugh.
“Oh, please,” he said, leaning casually on the podium like he owned it.
 “You people knew before we did. Half the gossip sites had us bonded before Étienne even said hello.”
Laughter rippled through the room—
 uneasy, fascinated.
Another reporter yelled:
“Is this polyamory? Are you all in a relationship with her?”
Santiago smirked.
 “We’re in a relationship with a supernatural force that decided it wanted to ruin all our lives equally.”
The room erupted.
Julian pinched the bridge of his nose.
 Étienne muttered something in French that sounded murderous.
 Milo stood perfectly still behind Isla—
—and every time flashing bulbs got too close to her face,
 his jaw tightened like steel.
The next question was vicious:
“Isla, do you feel coerced by the bond? Are you being pressured by these men to accept it?”
The room went silent.
Étienne’s head snapped toward the reporter like a predator catching movement.
 Julian stiffened.
 Santiago made a sound that was 100% violence.
 Milo stepped forward a half-step, chest expanding.
But Isla lifted her hand slightly.
They froze instantly.
She stepped up to the podium, calm and blazing.
“No,” she said clearly.
 “No one is coercing me.”
“Then why accept a four-man bond?” someone demanded.
Cameras flashed, dozens of them firing off at once.
Isla inhaled, keeping her voice steady.
“Because I want them,” she said.
Reporters gasped.
 Someone nearly dropped a mic.
Isla felt all four men react at once through the bond—
Étienne: a sharp, visceral jolt
 Julian: stunned warmth blooming
 Santiago: a choked laugh of disbelief
 Milo: an emotional ache so deep she nearly staggered
She continued, loud enough to silence the room:
“I’m not confused.
 I’m not overwhelmed.
 I’m not being manipulated or pressured.
 I want the bond.
 And I want them—
 all of them—
 of my own free will.”
Chaos.
Reporters shouted over one another.
“Are you confirming a relationship with all four men?!”
 “Is this romantic? Physical? Emotional?”
 “Milo, is this consensual for you?!”
 “Étienne, isn’t this unprofessional?!”
 “Santiago, is she your partner?!”
 “Julian, how long has this been going on?!”
Étienne took a step toward the podium, ready to dismantle the room.
Julian was already reaching for the mic.
Santiago opened his mouth with a grin that spelled legal disaster.
But Milo—
Milo beat them all.
He placed a hand on Isla’s lower back.
 Steady.
 Quiet.
 Grounding.
He leaned into the mic, voice low and absolute.
“It is consensual,” he said.
 “And it is hers to define.”
Every camera turned to him.
Milo held firm.
“I chose this,” he continued.
 “And I choose her.”
Gasps.
 Whispers.
 A few stunned curses.
Julian smiled softly, stepping forward.
“What Milo means—and what we mean,” Julian said,
 “is that this is new for all of us.”
“New,” Santiago added,
 “but not unwanted.”
Étienne finished it with razor precision:
“This bond is complex. But we respect Isla.
 We respect her autonomy.
 And we follow her lead.”
All four men turned to look at her.
Isla felt the bond swell—
 warm
 electric
 alive.
She lifted her chin, eyes sweeping the room.
“If you want to understand this bond,” she told the cameras,
 “watch us build it.
 Together.”
Silence crashed through the venue like a wave.
Then—
 the flashbulbs exploded again.
But Isla didn’t flinch.
Because she wasn’t alone.
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The second the curtains closed behind them, the roar of the press faded to a muffled, chaotic hum.
Isla inhaled slowly—
 but it wasn’t enough.
Her heartbeat was too fast.
 Her hands shook.
 Her skin felt too tight, her breath too shallow.
Adrenaline.
 Bond overload.
 World-on-fire energy.
Santiago immediately moved to her side, eyes wide.
“Querida—hey—hey, breathe with me.”
 He held his hands out as if approaching a skittish animal.
 “Deep breath. No fainting, please, I cannot be responsible for that headline.”
Julian slid in beside her, gentler, calmer.
 “Isla, love, slow breaths. You did incredibly.”
Étienne took one look at her and turned murderously toward the hallway—
—where a small swarm of opportunistic journalists had already slipped past security and were whispering urgently into recording devices.
“Ms. Marten—just a quick question!”
 “Étienne, is this—”
 “Milo! Is she your—”
Étienne stepped forward like a blade being drawn.
“Out.”
 One word.
 Cold enough to freeze breath.
“We’re just—”
 “Out.”
 Sharper this time, the temperature of the air dropping five degrees.
The journalists actually flinched.
But one didn’t move fast enough.
Santiago stalked toward him with a grin that promised crime.
The reporter backed up so fast he hit a lighting cart.
Julian placed a hand on Santiago’s chest.
 “Santi. No assault charges today.”
“Verbal warning,” Santiago said, offended.
 “I wasn’t going to touch him. Much.”
Étienne leveled the press with a final, lethal glare, then closed the backstage door himself.
Silence.
 But heavy.
Isla pressed a hand to her chest.
“Sorry,” she whispered.
 “I don’t know what’s happening. I feel—”
“Weak?” Julian offered softly.
 “Lightheaded? Warm? Like you stepped off a cliff?”
She nodded, shaky.
“That’s adrenaline,” Julian said, squeezing her shoulder.
 “And the bond is amplifying it.”
Santiago tugged her into a half-hug against his chest.
 “Mi vida, of course you feel like that. You just detonated a bomb on live television.”
Étienne approached more slowly, eyes scanning her face with precise concern.
“You handled it beautifully,” he said.
 “But your body is reacting to the magnitude of what you just did.
 You are safe.
 We are here.”
Isla swallowed hard.
“I don’t feel safe,” she whispered.
 “I feel… overwhelmed.”
The bond pulsed—
 four distinct emotions slamming into her at once:
Étienne — concern, deep and controlled
 Julian — unconditional support
 Santiago — fierce protectiveness
 Milo —
Where was Milo?
She turned—
 and found him watching her from the shadows of the backstage curtains.
Quiet.
 Still.
 Green eyes fixed on her like he felt every tremor in her body.
He stepped forward silently, past the others, until he was close but not crowding her.
Then he murmured:
“Come here.”
He didn’t reach for her.
He waited.
Isla exhaled shakily.
 Then went to him.
Milo guided her gently behind a pillar, out of view of everyone except the other three men—who wisely stayed where they were.
The noise of the venue echoed faintly in the distance, but here, behind the pillar, it felt quieter.
 Dimmer.
Milo leaned down, one hand resting lightly on the wall beside her head—not trapping her, just shielding her.
“You’re shaking,” he said softly.
“I know,” she breathed.
Milo’s eyes softened.
His hand brushed her forearm—warm, steady, grounding.
“The bond is loud, isn’t it?” he murmured.
She nodded, breath hitching.
 “It’s like I feel everything from all of you at once.”
“That’s because we’re all reacting to you,” Milo whispered.
 “And you’re trying to carry it alone.”
Her chest tightened.
“I don’t want to be the reason—”
He shook his head immediately.
“No.
 No, Isla.
 You’re not the reason.
 You’re the center.
 There’s a difference.”
Her breath stilled.
Milo stepped closer—slow, deliberate, close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating off him.
“You did something impossible today,” he said.
 “You stood on a stage in front of the world and told them the truth.
 Your truth.”
His voice lowered.
“And the bond is reacting because we all felt you choose us.”
Her stomach flipped.
Milo lifted a hand—slowly—
 and brushed a thumb across her jaw.
A simple touch.
But her knees nearly gave out.
“You’re allowed to shake,” he murmured.
 “You’re allowed to feel everything.
 You don’t have to be strong for us.”
She exhaled a trembling breath, leaning into his palm.
“I don’t want to fall apart.”
“Then fall into us,” Milo whispered.
 “That’s the whole point.”
Her eyes burned suddenly.
Not from fear.
From relief.
He leaned his forehead to hers, breath warm against her lips—not kissing her, not crossing a line, just grounding her.
“We’ve got you,” he whispered.
 “All of us.
 Always.”
Isla closed her eyes, letting her forehead rest against his.
The trembling eased.
Her breath steadied.
And for the first time since stepping onto that stage, she felt—
Safe.
 Held.
 Supported.
The others stayed back, giving them space but watching protectively.
After a long moment, Milo pulled back just enough to search her face.
“Better?” he asked quietly.
“A little,” she whispered.
“Good,” he said softly.
 “Because we’re not done yet.”
Étienne stepped forward.
“Security is ready.
 Car is waiting.”
Julian smiled gently.
 “Let’s get you home.”
Santiago cracked his knuckles.
 “And if anyone tries to approach her again—”
“Santiago,” all three men warned simultaneously.
He shrugged.
 “I’m just saying. I’m available.”
Isla laughed weakly.
And the bond warmed.
Alive.
 Unified.
 Braced for the world.

The SUV door closed with a heavy, blessed thud, shutting out the last of the shouting reporters and the press chaos behind them.
Inside was dimmer, warmer—almost serene.
Almost.
Isla’s adrenaline crashed the moment the car pulled away.
 Her muscles went molten.
 Her chest felt loose.
 Her brain was buzzing with too much and too little at once.
She blinked hard, breath shaking.
Julian was beside her immediately.
He didn’t touch her yet.
 He always waited—always let her choose.
But he angled his body toward hers, voice low and velvet-smooth.
“Isla,” he murmured,
 “come here.”
Something in his tone—calm, protective, steady—cut through all the noise inside her.
She didn’t think.
She simply leaned.
Julian slid an arm around her shoulders, drawing her gently against his chest. Not restraining. Not claiming. Supporting.
Isla melted into him with a near-silent exhale, cheek against the warmth of his shirt. The steady beat of his heart under her ear made her eyes flutter shut.
Santiago muttered, “Oh, come on,” under his breath, but not loud enough to break the moment.
Étienne turned away, staring out the window with his jaw tight—not angry, just holding himself together.
Milo watched silently, expression unreadable but emotions flowing through the bond: concern, soft envy, quiet acceptance.
Julian ignored the tension entirely.
He adjusted his hold just slightly, so her head rested where his shoulder met his chest and his arm curved secure and warm around her.
“Good girl,” he whispered so softly it was barely sound.
She inhaled sharply.
Not arousal—
 comfort.
 Recognition.
 A feeling of being looked after in a way she hadn’t allowed herself in years.
Julian didn’t press the moment.
 He didn’t smirk or act like he’d scored a victory.
 He simply continued in the same warm, deep voice:
“I’ve got you. Rest, if you can.”
She trembled once—relief or exhaustion or both—and let her body settle into his.
The bond surged.
Four reactions, unfiltered:
Étienne:
 sharp protectiveness and something tight, something raw he wouldn’t name.
Santiago:
 heat, jealousy, but also pride at seeing her finally let someone hold her.
Milo:
 a slow, grounding wave of acceptance and tenderness that made her chest ache.
Julian pressed a kiss—very soft, very brief—to the top of her head.
“Today was too much,” he murmured against her hair.
 “I’m proud of you.”
Her fingers curled unconsciously in his shirt.
“Julian…”
“Yes, love?”
She swallowed.
 “I feel like I’m falling apart.”
He tightened his hold—gentle but firm, the exact amount of pressure she didn’t know she needed.
“You are not falling apart,” he said into her hair.
 “You are processing the weight of an impossible day. That’s human.”
Another tear slid from her eye.
 She hadn’t even realized she was crying until Julian wiped it away with a thumb, tender as silk.
“Don’t apologize,” he whispered before she could speak.
 “Not for this. Not with me.”
Her breath shook.
“I don’t want to be a burden.”
Julian’s entire body went still.
Then he leaned back just enough to look down at her, eyes bright with a fierce, unwavering warmth.
“Isla Marten,” he said softly but with unmistakable authority,
 “you will never be a burden to me.
 Not today.
 Not ever.”
Her throat closed completely.
Julian held her cheek, thumb brushing once, slow.
“You’re allowed to lean on us,” he said.
 “But if you can’t do that yet… you lean on me.”
Her heart twisted.
Julian wasn’t loud.
 He wasn’t dramatic.
 He wasn’t fiery like Santiago or intense like Étienne or quietly overwhelming like Milo.
But he was steady.
Safe.
A warm anchor in a storm-torn sea.
“Julian,” she whispered, voice breaking, “thank you.”
His eyes softened, and he pulled her back to his chest, tucking her safely under his arm.
“You’re welcome, sweetheart.”
Santiago coughed something like
 “Are you kidding me,”
 but his voice was softer than usual.
Étienne’s knuckles were white where he gripped the door handle.
Milo looked away, swallowing hard.
But none of them tried to interrupt.
Because Julian was the only one who could have grounded her like this, in this moment, with this particular kind of tenderness.
Isla’s breathing evened out.
 The tremors in her hands faded.
 Her pulse slowed.
And the bond—
 that roaring, volatile current—
 finally settled into a warm hum.
She relaxed against him fully.
Half-asleep.
 Safe.
 Held.
Julian rested his cheek gently on her hair, voice almost inaudible:
“Sleep if you can, love.
 We’ll take care of the rest.”
And Isla did.
She drifted—not quite asleep, not quite awake—held securely in Julian Hale’s arms while the other three men watched her with a mixture of yearning, restraint, and fierce devotion.
Outside, London flashed by, unaware of the storm inside the SUV.

Isla came back to awareness slowly.
Dimly.
The smooth rumble of the road beneath them had steadied her into a hazy, bond-heavy softness.
 Julian’s heartbeat was still the anchor her cheek rested against.
 Someone—Santiago, by the warmth behind her—had draped a jacket over her shoulders.
Her eyes opened to the low glow of streetlights sliding across the interior of the SUV.
“Easy,” Julian murmured, sensing her wake before she fully stirred.
She blinked.
 “Are we… home?”
“Yes,” Étienne said softly from the far side.
 “We’ve just arrived.”
The SUV slowed to a stop.
Isla pushed up a little—
 and immediately realized her legs were useless.
Her body was warm.
 Too warm.
 Bond-warm.
A flush climbed up her chest and cheeks.
Julian’s hand flexed around her waist as he supported her.
“You don’t need to get up yet,” he murmured.
 “No rush.”
“Yeah,” Santiago chimed in.
 “Let the man who smells like cedar and responsibility handle you a little.”
Julian glared at him.
 “I will not dignify that with a response.”
But Isla felt him flush—barely, but enough that the bond shimmered.
Étienne opened his door.
“We should get her inside.”
Which immediately triggered a low bickering match:
“I’ll carry her,” Santiago offered.
 “She trusts me more than she trusts you three, obviamente.”
Julian snorted.
 “She literally fell asleep on me.”
Milo crossed his arms.
 “She’s exhausted, not assigning favorites.”
Étienne’s voice cut cleanly through the tension.
 “Stop arguing. You’re frightening her.”
Isla wasn’t frightened.
She was—
Hot.
 Flushed.
 The bond pulling at every nerve in her body.
She tried to stand.
 Her knees buckled.
Julian caught her instantly.
“Got you,” he murmured.
The others froze.
Julian looked down at her—
 and his voice softened into something low and lethal and gentle all at once.
“I’m carrying her.”
No one challenged him.
He gathered her into his arms, lifting her effortlessly—
 one arm under her knees, the other around her back—
 holding her like she was something precious, not breakable but worthy of care.
Isla curled into him instinctively.
Her arms slid around his shoulders, her cheek tucking against the warm line of his neck.
His breath hitched—so subtle she wouldn’t have caught it if the bond hadn’t amplified it.
The front door opened before he reached it, courtesy of Santiago sprinting ahead to unlock it.
Julian carried her inside the flat.
It was dim, quiet, the smell of her home grounding her in a way nothing else could.
But her body—
God, she was burning.
Too warm under her skin.
 Bond heat pulsing from chest to stomach to throat.
Julian felt it.
She heard the catch in his breath near her ear, the way he adjusted his grip subtly, carefully.
“Julian… I’m warm…”
His voice dropped.
 “I know.”
“It’s the bond,” she whispered, dazed.
 “I can’t tell what I’m feeling.”
He exhaled slowly through his nose, pressing his forehead briefly to her hair.
“It’s not just the bond,” he murmured.
 And the honesty in his tone made her breath catch.
Milo stepped close.
 “Put her on the sofa, mate. Let her breathe.”
Julian nodded, lowering her onto the couch—slowly, gently, as if she were made of something rare.
When he stepped back, the other three men—Étienne, Milo, Santiago—stood in a loose, tense semicircle, all watching her.
Isla inhaled shakily.
“I feel…”
 She swallowed.
 “I feel everything. Too much. The bond, my own feelings, all of you. And I—”
Julian crouched beside her, expression warm, open, steady.
“You don’t have to sort it out tonight.”
“I want to,” she whispered.
Santiago stepped closer, eyes dark but soft.
 “Querida, look at me.”
She did.
“You are allowed to want us,” he said simply.
 “All of us. At the same time. No shame. No confusion.”
Étienne came next, kneeling on her other side.
“What you feel is natural,” he said.
 “Bond or no bond.
 Do not punish yourself for desire.”
Isla bit her lip.
Milo sat on the floor in front of her, level with her knees, looking up at her with steady green eyes.
“You don’t have to choose,” he said.
 “Not now. Not ever.”
The room went quiet.
The bond hummed.
Hot.
 Soft.
 Alive.
Julian took her hand gently, thumb brushing her knuckles.
“Isla,” he said, voice dropping into that devastating softness,
 “we all want you. Equally. Completely.”
Her breath trembled.
“And all of us,” Julian continued,
 “are willing to wait as long as you need.”
He leaned in just enough that she felt his breath on her cheek—
 not kissing her, not crossing a line—
 just close enough that her pulse jumped.
“We’re not going anywhere.”
She exhaled shakily.
“Good,” she whispered.
 “Because I don’t want any of you to.”
All four men reacted at once—
 a bond-surge so warm and intense her vision blurred for a moment.
Julian squeezed her hand once, gentle.
“Rest now, sweetheart.”
She nodded.
Then—
“Stay?” she whispered.
 “Please?”
That single word detonated through the bond.
Julian inhaled sharply.
 Santiago cursed softly in Spanish.
 Étienne closed his eyes like he needed to regain control.
 Milo bowed his head, swallowing hard.
Julian spoke for all of them.
“We’re not leaving,” he murmured.
 “Not tonight.”

The living room lights were low, casting everything in warm shadows.
Isla lay curled on the sofa, wrapped in a soft throw blanket, her head resting on a pillow Julian arranged with surgical precision. Her breathing slowed, calm now—bond-soothed, surrounded.
The men had settled in around her without needing to coordinate.
Étienne took the armchair angled toward the room, posture straight even while he rested.
 Milo sat on the floor beside the couch, one arm draped casually across his knee, close enough to respond if she stirred.
 Julian rested on the adjacent sofa, watching her with quiet fondness but finally letting exhaustion pull at his face.
Santiago?
He paced.
Up and down, back and forth, fierce energy trapped in a body that didn’t know how to be still.
Julian finally breathed, “Santi. Sit.”
“No,” Santiago snapped gently.
 His hands were fists.
 His steps tight, controlled, too much emotion simmering.
Étienne raised one brow.
 “You are agitating the room.”
“Am I?” Santiago shot back.
 “She just blew up her entire life on stage and looks like she’s going to melt into this sofa from exhaustion and all of you are just sitting.”
Milo looked up at him, steady.
 “She’s safe.”
“I know,” Santiago muttered.
 Then quieter:
 “I know. That’s the only reason I’m still conscious.”
His pacing slowed.
He watched Isla for a long moment.
Her lashes fluttered as she drifted, her breath brushing a strand of hair across her cheek.
Santiago swallowed.
Hard.
“Querida,” he murmured, so soft the others barely heard.
 “You have no idea what you did today.”
Julian lay back, eyes closing.
 “She’s asleep, Santi.”
“Yeah,” Santiago said.
 “That’s why I’m talking.”
He moved slowly—like approaching something sacred—and lowered himself onto the rug near Milo, beside the sofa.
Close enough that he could see every detail of her face.
Close enough that her warmth brushed against his skin.
Isla shifted slightly in her sleep, her fingers brushing against the cushion’s edge.
Santiago froze, breath caught.
Then—
Very gently—
 barely a touch—
 he slid one finger under her hand and let her rest her fingers over his.
His entire body went still.
The bond thrummed.
Warm.
 Low.
 Soft.
She didn’t wake.
She only breathed deeper, like the contact calmed her even unconscious.
Santiago’s eyes softened in a way that made the room feel too small.
“Dios,” he whispered.
 “If you knew what you do to me…”
No one interrupted him.
Not Milo, watching quietly.
 Not Julian, drifting but listening.
 Not Étienne, sitting with a tension that looked like recognition.
“You walk into a room,” Santiago murmured, “and everything inside me—everything I spent years locking down—just comes undone.”
He swallowed, voice thickening.
“I wanted you before I knew your name. Before the bond. Before anything made sense.”
Étienne exhaled sharply through his nose; Julian’s fingers twitched; Milo bowed his head.
Santiago ignored them.
His focus was entirely on Isla.
“You fought today,” he whispered.
 “For yourself.
 For us.
 For something scary and new and messy.”
He traced a thumb lightly across the back of her hand.
“I’ve never been more proud of anyone in my life.”
His voice lowered further, barely breath.
“And I—”
He cut himself off.
His jaw clenched.
But the words kept pushing, raw and unstoppable.
“I’m falling,” he murmured.
 And then, softer—
 “So fast.”
Milo’s breath caught.
 Julian opened his eyes.
 Étienne looked away, jaw tight.
Santiago leaned closer, his lips near Isla’s temple—
 not kissing, just close enough for a whisper to land softly.
“And I’m terrified,” he admitted.
 “But I’m not going anywhere.
 Not even if you asked me to.”
She shifted again, unconsciously reaching toward the warmth of his voice, her hand sliding more fully into his.
Santiago froze—
 then melted.
“Yeah,” he whispered brokenly.
 “That’s it.
 Take whatever you want from me.”
The room held its breath.
Finally Santiago leaned back, still holding her hand, and spoke loud enough for the others but soft enough to keep the moment intact:
“I’ll stay awake.”
 He swallowed.
 “I’ll keep watch.”
Julian nodded, closing his eyes.
Milo murmured, “We trust you.”
Étienne said nothing—
 but his eyes softened imperceptibly.
Santiago settled in for the night, a silent guard at Isla’s side.
And the bond, warm and alive, pulsed once—
A promise.
[bookmark: _umzbnivd2stn]CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Isla woke slowly.
Warm sunlight filtered through the curtains, soft and golden.
 Her throat tasted like sleep.
 Her body felt heavy, boneless, as if she’d sunk into the sofa sometime around midnight and never resurfaced.
For a few seconds, she didn’t remember where she was.
Then—
A large, warm hand curled loosely around hers.
Santiago.
He sat on the floor beside the sofa, back against the frame, long legs stretched out. He had clearly stayed awake most of the night, though at some point exhaustion had dragged him into a slouched, half-sitting sleep. His head rested against the couch near her hip.
Isla blinked.
He looked peaceful like this.
Soft.
Human.
Beautiful.
She squeezed his hand gently.
His lashes fluttered.
Then his eyes opened—dark brown, warm as coffee—and he lifted his head.
“Buenos días, querida,” he rasped, voice gravelly with sleep.
Her heart tugged.
 Hard.
“You stayed,” she said stupidly.
Santiago’s smile was slow, lazy, devastating.
“Of course I stayed.”
He said it like the most obvious truth in the world.
Movement in the kitchen caught her attention.
Julian stood at the stove, sleeves rolled up, hair a soft morning mess, cooking eggs and toasting bread like he did it every morning in her flat.
Étienne was at her counter with her coffee machine, measuring ground beans with the precision of a neurosurgeon. The man brewed coffee like a priest blessing a sacrament.
Milo sat on the arm of the opposite sofa, sipping water, watching her with steady green eyes that took in every detail of her expression.
Julian glanced over his shoulder and smiled warmly.
“Morning, love. Hungry?”
Her throat tightened.
Milo nodded gently toward her.
“How’s your head?” he asked softly.
She swallowed.
And suddenly—
The weight of yesterday hit her.
The press conference.
 The lights.
 The questions.
 The tension.
 The way her voice hadn’t cracked when she said:
“I want them.
 All of them.”
In front of cameras.
 Broadcast globally.
 Clipped onto TikTok.
 On every headline.
Isla sat up slowly, the blanket slipping to her waist.
Santiago rose to his feet, stretching like a cat, and took the spot beside her on the sofa, still close enough she felt his warmth.
Her heart pounded.
“I… oh my god,” she whispered.
Four heads turned toward her.
Julian stepped away from the stove, eyes soft.
 Étienne froze mid-measurement.
 Milo’s expression sharpened gently.
 Santiago brushed her knee with his.
“Oh my god,” Isla repeated, covering her mouth.
“I just told the entire world—”
 Her chest tightened.
 “I just told the entire goddamn world that I’m in a relationship with four men.”
The room didn’t go tense.
It went quiet.
 Open.
 Listening.
Julian approached first, kneeling so he was level with her.
His voice was warm, steady.
“You told the world the truth.”
She shook her head, panic fluttering under her ribs.
Étienne set down the coffee carefully — too carefully.
“You spoke with courage,” he said.
 “Confidence.
 No shame.”
“It wasn’t confidence!” she burst out.
 “It was insanity! It was—impulse! I didn’t even think. I just—opened my mouth and—”
 She gestured helplessly.
 “And now the whole world thinks I’m in a poly relationship!”
Santiago raised one eyebrow.
“Aren’t you?”
She froze.
All four men watched her — closely, silently, letting her find the answer inside herself.
Her breath shook.
“I…”
 She swallowed.
 “I want to be.”
Santiago exhaled sharply, almost like relief.
Milo’s gaze softened.
Étienne’s shoulders lowered an imperceptible fraction.
Julian reached out and took her hand gently.
“Say that again,” he murmured.
Her cheeks flushed, but she didn’t pull away.
“I want…”
 The words trembled.
 “I want you.”
Julian’s thumb stroked her knuckles.
“And?”
She exhaled.
“I want all of you.”
The bond surged.
Warm.
 Sweet.
 Bright.
Santiago dragged a hand down his face.
 “Maldita sea,” he muttered.
 “You’re going to kill us.”
Milo stood slowly, walking over to her with quiet precision.
“You didn’t lie,” he said softly.
 “You told the truth before you even accepted it yourself.”
Étienne approached next, folding his arms — which was his version of vulnerability.
“The world learned your truth the moment you did.”
Julian leaned closer.
“And you are not alone in it.”
Isla pressed a shaking hand to her forehead.
“My mother is going to call me,” she whispered.
Julian smiled.
 “She’s going to be proud.”
Santiago grinned.
 “She’s going to scream.”
Étienne murmured dryly, “She will want to interview us.”
Milo snorted.
 “She’ll interrogate us, more like.”
Isla laughed — breathless, overwhelmed, but real.
She looked at all four men.
“I want this,” she whispered.
 “With you.
 With all of you.
 I just… need to learn how to be brave enough for it.”
Julian cupped her cheek, thumb brushing in a warm arc.
“You were brave yesterday.”
Santiago nudged her shoulder.
 “You’re brave now.”
Milo’s voice dropped.
 “You’ll be brave tomorrow.”
Étienne finished it quietly:
“And we will be with you every step of the way.”
Her eyes stung.
Not from fear.
From certainty.
She wasn’t falling.
She was choosing.
All four of them.
Julian had just finished reassuring her — warm voice, steady eyes — when Isla took a shaky breath and said:
“I mean… my mother calling is one thing.”
Four men leaned slightly closer.
“And what scares me more,” she added dryly, “is your mothers calling.”
The room froze.
Étienne actually blinked.
 Julian’s mouth parted.
 Milo choked on his water.
 Santiago made the exact sound of a man stabbed in the soul.
Then—
Santiago burst out laughing first. Loud, bright, helpless.
“Oh Dios mío, she’s right,” he wheezed. “My mother will kill me. She will resurrect me just to kill me again.”
Julian set a hand over his face, shoulders shaking with silent laughter.
“My mother,” he murmured, “will expect a detailed, chronological explanation of how this happened.”
Étienne pinched the bridge of his nose.
 “She will want a PowerPoint,” he admitted.
Milo wiped his mouth, still coughing.
“My mum’s going to think it’s poetic,” he said. “Soulbonds, destiny, five hearts beating as one—she’ll become insufferable.”
Santiago clapped him on the back.
 “May God protect you.”
Isla snorted. Soft at first.
 Then louder.
 Then she laughed until her sides hurt.
And the four men watched her like her laughter was oxygen.
Julian’s expression warmed.
 Étienne’s eyes softened.
 Milo relaxed visibly.
 Santiago beamed at her—radiant.
When the laughter finally faded, Isla leaned back on her palms.
“Okay,” she said, breathless. “Good, we’ve identified the real threat.”
Milo raised a brow.
 “Global media complex? No.”
Julian nodded solemnly.
 “Public speculation and soulbond hysteria? Not even close.”
Étienne lifted his coffee cup like a toast.
 “Our mothers.”
Santiago pressed a hand to his chest dramatically.
 “Four Latina, British, Swiss-Dutch, and Luxembourger mothers. A united front of unstoppable force.”
Isla grinned.
“Exactly. You all think I’m brave? Let’s wait until they call.”

But the laughter didn’t last long.
Because reality crept back in.
Julian was the first to shift into seriousness, clearing his throat as he stood and returned to the stove.
“On that note,” he said carefully, “we need to discuss how we handle the media today.”
Étienne straightened.
 Milo sat up.
 Santiago leaned forward, elbows on his knees.
Isla felt all four sets of eyes on her — protective, determined, too intense.
And she knew exactly where this was going.
“Alright,” Isla said warily. “Give me the doom report.”
Julian set a plate of eggs on the table.
 “Every major outlet is running the story. It’s everywhere.”
Étienne added, “Your publicist has called eleven times.”
“Your editor too,” Milo said gently.
“And half the paddock wants statements,” Santiago finished. “Including mine.”
Isla groaned.
 “That’s… bad.”
“That’s manageable,” Julian corrected.
“That’s chaos,” Étienne countered.
“That’s predictable,” Milo said.
“That’s annoying,” Santiago declared.
And then all four spoke at once:
“We need to keep you safe.”
Isla blinked.
“Oh no,” she said immediately.
 “We’re not doing that.”
Julian frowned. “Doing what?”
“The protective overreaction brigade thing!” she said, waving her hands. “I know the media frenzy is insane, but I’m not some helpless kitten you need to hide in the pantry.”
Étienne sniffed.
 “No one said you were a kitten.”
Milo raised a finger.
 “You implied it—”
“I did not imply—”
“Yes, you did,” Santiago cut in. “You did the Luxembourg eyebrow of disapproval.”
“It is not an eyebrow of—”
Julian held up a firm hand.
 “Focus.”
Isla planted both her hands on her hips.
“I’m not being locked away,” she said.
 “I’m not being hidden. I’m not cancelling my work. And I am not letting you four decide what I can or cannot handle.”
The men exchanged looks — the “how do we protect her without smothering her” committee forming telepathically.
Julian tried diplomacy.
 “We aren’t saying you can’t work—”
“Just that you shouldn’t go anywhere alone,” Milo added.
Étienne nodded.
 “Nor speak to the press unprepared.”
“And you should stay close to one of us for now,” Santiago said.
“No,” Isla replied.
All four stared.
“No?” Étienne repeated incredulously.
“Correct,” Isla said cheerfully.
 “Nope. Not happening. I can handle myself.”
Santiago scrubbed his hand over his face.
 “Querida, yesterday you declared a poly relationship with four high-profile men in front of the world.”
“I know,” she said.
 “And I’d do it again.”
They all inhaled sharply at that.
Julian’s voice went soft.
 “Isla… what you did was brave. Truly. But we need a plan.”
“Well,” Isla said, standing up straighter, “I have one.”
Four men leaned slightly forward.
“I go back to work today.”
All four:
 “Isla—”
“And,” she continued firmly, “I do not hide, I do not pretend, and I do not let the world spin my story for me.”
Julian narrowed his eyes.
 “You intend to take control of the narrative.”
“Yes,” she said.
Milo tilted his head.
 “Actually… that might work.”
Étienne looked at him sharply.
 “You are siding with her?”
“Yes,” Milo replied simply.
Santiago grinned.
 “Then I side with both of you.”
Julian sighed, defeated but impressed.
 “Fine. But you’re not doing it alone.”
Isla smirked.
“I wasn’t planning to.”
Julian set breakfast on the table with the sort of careful precision that meant he was absolutely stressed even if his voice remained velvet-smooth.
Santiago stole a piece of toast before it hit a plate.
 Étienne glared.
 Milo sipped water like he was waiting for a bomb to detonate.
Isla stretched, rolled her shoulders, and said casually:
“So, I technically am part of the press.”
Four men froze mid-motion.
Julian:
 Fork hovering.
Étienne:
 Coffee grinder paused mid-twist.
Milo:
 Blinking, slow and betraying nothing.
Santiago:
 Toast halfway to his mouth.
Then—
“Absolutely not,” Étienne said immediately.
“Not happening,” Julian echoed.
“Nope,” Milo breathed.
“Querida, please,” Santiago groaned.
Isla stared at them.
 “‘Please’? You have nothing to ‘please’ me about. I am press. It’s literally my job.”
They all looked at her like she had just declared herself a professional lion tamer.
“That makes it worse,” Julian murmured.
“How?” she demanded.
“Because you know better,” Étienne said.
“Because the press eats their own,” Milo added.
“Because they’ll hound you harder,” Santiago finished.
Isla pinched the bridge of her nose.
 “You four are acting like I’m a baby rabbit being released into a wolf enclosure.”
Julian cleared his throat delicately.
 “We are… aware of your capabilities. We simply want you safe.”
“Also,” Santiago added, “we’re all wolf-adjacent.”
Étienne pointed at him.
 “That analogy went off the rails.”
“Thank you,” Milo said under his breath.
Isla sighed dramatically and dropped into a chair.
“Look,” she said, taking a slice of toast from Santiago’s hand and biting into it, “I’m good at my job. I’ve been doing motorsport journalism for years. I’ve handled drivers, divas, executives, scandals, and more than one lawsuit threat.”
Julian winced.
 “You didn’t deny the lawsuit part.”
“That one was a misunderstanding and mostly my editor’s fault,” she said primly.
Milo finally spoke, calm and level.
 “So your plan is to go back into the snake pit.”
“Yes,” Isla said.
“Today,” he clarified.
“Yes.”
“Without flinching.”
“Yes.”
Julian rubbed his jaw.
 “Which outlet or assignment are you planning to start with?”
Isla smirked.
“Well… I’ve had a long-standing weekly Q&A column, the one where readers send in questions about motorsport culture and I answer in a mildly sarcastic way.”
Julian blinked.
 “Oh God.”
Santiago perked up.
 “This sounds fun.”
Étienne folded his arms.
 “This sounds dangerous.”
Milo leaned forward, elbows on his knees.
 “What do you plan to write?”
Isla grinned wickedly.
“Oh, you know. Something simple. Something honest. Something like—”
 She lifted a hand into the air dramatically.
 “‘So you’ve all seen the viral clip. Yes, the bond is real. Yes, I’m dating four men. Yes, they’re hot. No, I will not be taking further questions.’”
Julian nearly dropped the coffee pot.
Santiago wheezed.
Étienne muttered something in French that sounded like a prayer.
Milo pinched the bridge of his nose, but his mouth twitched.
“Isla,” Julian said, recovering. “If you do that, the internet will explode.”
“That’s the point,” she said brightly.
Étienne exhaled.
 “Fine. If you insist on returning to work today…”
“And I do,” Isla said.
“Then we decide,” Étienne finished firmly, “who is accompanying you.”
Silence.
Then immediate chaos.
“I’ll go,” Julian said, already planning contingencies.
“No,” Santiago countered. “She needs someone who can intercept aggressive reporters.”
Étienne raised an eyebrow.
 “She needs someone diplomatic.”
Milo shrugged.
 “She needs someone calm.”
All four:
“I should go.”
Isla put up a finger.
“No.”
They all stared.
“I choose who goes with me.”
Silence stretched.
Julian broke it gently.
 “All right, love. Who?”
Isla scanned the four of them —
 Julian’s soft steadiness,
 Étienne’s formidable calm,
 Milo’s grounding presence,
 Santiago’s fierce loyalty.
Her eyes settled.
“I want Milo.”
Milo blinked.
 “Me?”
Étienne looked surprised but respectful.
 Julian nodded thoughtfully.
 Santiago gave a low whistle.
Isla smiled softly at him.
“You’re the calmest. And I need calm today. And I need someone who won’t try to bulldoze the situation the second they get nervous.”
Julian made a quiet noise of agreement.
“And,” she added with a smirk, “you’re tall enough to scare paparazzi without trying.”
Milo’s ears went pink — very slightly.
“Very well,” he said quietly.
 “I’ll go with you.”
Santiago clapped him on the back.
 “She chose you, brother. Good luck.”
Étienne muttered, “Don’t let her disappear into a crowd.”
Julian added, “Text us updates.”
Isla sighed.
 “Men. Everywhere. So dramatic.”
Milo stood, offering her his hand.
“Ready?” he asked softly.
Isla swallowed.
Then nodded.
“Ready.”
Together, they stepped toward the door — into a world already watching.
[bookmark: _2at78g9zmlvt]CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Isla had just slipped her boots on when Santiago threw himself across the sofa dramatically.
“Wait.”
 He pointed.
 “We need a group chat.”
Étienne looked horrified.
 “Absolutely not.”
Julian smiled softly.
 “Absolutely yes.”
Milo shrugged.
 “I assume the name is already decided?”
Santiago beamed.
 “Soulbond Squad.”
Étienne groaned like a man witnessing a crime.
 “No. Something respectable.”
Julian tilted his head.
 “‘Bonded Coordination Channel’?”
“That sounds like a shipping company,” Isla said.
Milo deadpanned,
 “‘The Disaster Five.’”
Julian snorted.
Étienne sighed, realizing democracy was both real and cruel.
“Fine,” he muttered. “What is the final decision?”
Isla grinned and typed:
Isla + 4 ∞
Santiago whooped.
 Milo smiled softly.
 Julian murmured, “Very poetic.”
 Étienne muttered, “At least it is mathematically accurate.”
The chat pinged alive instantly.

[bookmark: _khu9dez5emjo]WhatsApp — ‘Isla + 4 ∞’
Isla: ok children behave today
 Santiago: never
 Étienne: I will behave.
 Santiago: he lies
 Julian: please hydrate
 Milo: everyone breathe
 Isla: why do I feel like the adult???
 Santiago: bc u are
 Julian: accurate
 Étienne: debatable
 Isla: goodbye I’m leaving with milo now
 Santiago: MILOOOO PROTECT HER
 Julian: please text when you arrive at the office
 Étienne: call if anything unusual happens
 Isla: you’re all insane
 Milo: she’s safe with me
 Santiago: send photos
 Isla: NOT HAPPENING
Milo put his phone away, a faint pink dusting his ears.
“All right,” he said gently, “time to face the outside.”

When the elevator doors opened into the lobby, Isla realized three things instantly:
1. There were at least twenty paparazzi outside.

2. Half the building’s staff was pretending not to stare.

3. Milo Van Der Meer was… shockingly good at this.

He stepped slightly ahead of her — not blocking, not hauling, simply forming a tall, broad silhouette that made cameras hesitate.
“Just stay close,” he murmured, voice low and reassuring.
She did.
Cameras flashed instantly when the glass doors slid open.
“ISLA! MILO! OVER HERE!”
 “ARE YOU REALLY DATING ALL FOUR?”
 “IS THIS A POLY RELATIONSHIP OR SOULBOND EXCEPTION?”
 “MILO, ARE YOU BACK IN THE MEDIA FOR THIS?!”
 “ARE YOU TWO A SUB-PAIR?!”
Milo’s jaw ticked once. Only once.
He kept an arm close to her without touching, matching her pace.
“Straight to the car,” he murmured. “Don’t answer anything.”
She smirked.
 “I am press.”
Milo gave her a very Australian look of patient exasperation.
“And I am a retired Formula One world champion whose last headline was ‘Van Der Meer Disappears from Public Life.’ Please don’t resurrect me violently.”
She laughed despite the chaos around them.
They slipped into the car, doors shutting out the noise like a dam.
Isla exhaled.
 “That was… manageable.”
Milo looked over, gaze gentle.
 “You handled it better than I expected.”
She raised a brow.
 “Are you impressed?”
A small smile.
 “Yes.”
And then her phone buzzed violently.

[bookmark: _wa95yx9om82g]WhatsApp — Isla + 4 ∞
Julian: WE SAW THE PHOTOS YOU LOOK GOOD
 Santiago: YOU SMILED AT MILO I’M JEALOUS
 Milo: santi she smiles at all of us
 Santiago: NOT THE POINT
 Étienne: You handled the paparazzi well.
 Julian: who taught you such grace under ENEMY fire?
 Isla: myself actually
 Santiago: HOT
Isla buried her face in her hands.
Milo chuckled softly.

Étienne Martel de Vries Leclair Durand was drowning in microphones.
“Étienne! Étienne! Does the bond affect your driving?”
 “Are you distracted? Are you emotionally compromised?”
 “Is this a real polyamorous relationship or just bond mechanics?”
 “Do you have romantic feelings for Isla?”
Étienne’s eye twitched once.
Just once.
“My emotional state is excellent,” he said coolly. “Thank you.”
“Isla said she wants all four of you—”
“Yes,” Étienne said.
 Then blinked.
 “…I mean—no comment.”
Chaos erupted.

Santiago’s press officer nearly fainted trying to hold back reporters.
“SANTIAGO DID YOU SLEEP AT HER PLACE?”
 “IS IT TRUE SHE CHOSE YOU FIRST?”
 “HOW DOES IT FEEL TO SHARE A WOMAN?”
 “IS THIS A LATIN LOVER THING?”
Santiago took one look at the crowd and sighed.
“I need coffee,” he muttered, walking away.
Reporters chased him.
He jogged.
They jogged.
Chaos.

Julian sat under bright studio lights as the host asked:
“So, Julian, your commentary this morning—”
“Yes,” Julian said, calm and ready.
“—is meaningless because we need to talk about your relationship.”
Julian inhaled like a man preparing for spiritual battle.
“…I am here to discuss motorsport.”
“Yes but—”
“I am a commentator.”
“Sure but—”
“This is a motorsport network.”
“Of course but—”
Julian finally pinched the bridge of his nose.
“Ask your questions.”
The host lit up.
“ARE YOU IN LOVE?”
Julian blinked.
 Once.
 Very slowly.
“We are not discussing my personal life.”
The internet immediately clipped the moment into a “Lying British Men” compilation.

Social media exploded:
“MILO VAN DER MEER BACK IN HEADLINES AFTER 3 YEARS — WITH A SOULBOND???”
“THE RETIRED WORLD CHAMPION AND THE JOURNALIST: IS THIS REAL?”
“MILO VAN DER MEER WALKING WITH HER LIKE A WALL OF MUSCLE—HELP”
“WHY IS MILO SO HOT I THOUGHT I WAS DONE WITH THIS MAN”
Milo stared at his phone, sighed heavily, and tucked it into his pocket.
“People need hobbies,” he muttered.
Isla snorted.

Her newsroom buzzed like a disturbed beehive the moment she walked in.
Every head swiveled.
Someone whispered, “OH MY GOD SHE’S HERE.”
Another whispered, “AND SHE BROUGHT MILO VAN DER MEER??”
A third whispered, “He’s taller in person.”
Milo leaned down to her ear.
 “I feel like an exhibit.”
“Welcome to journalism,” she whispered back.
Her editor burst from his office, flailing a stack of papers.
“ISLA MARTEN YOU ARE A CELEBRITY NOW AND YOU DID NOT WARN ME—”
“Good morning,” Isla said sweetly.
Her editor pointed accusingly at Milo.
 “And YOU. Don’t distract my staff.”
Milo blinked slowly.
 “I’m not doing anything.”
“That’s the problem!”
Isla smirked.
Her editor dragged her into the office.
Milo followed.
“No,” Isla said. “You stay outside.”
Milo stopped immediately.
Her editor pointed at him again.
“You are very well-trained.”
Milo shrugged.
 “Isla said stay.”
Her editor stared like Milo was a golden retriever performing calculus.

Her editor closed the door and turned to her, eyes wild.
“ISLA. WHAT. DID. YOU. DO.”
Isla crossed her arms calmly.
“My job.”
“YOU BECAME AN INTERNATIONAL POLY SOULBOND ICON.”
“I didn’t mean to.”
“YOU IMPROVISED A PR COUP FOR FOUR MEN WHO COULD BUY SMALL COUNTRIES.”
She shrugged.
 “Talent, I guess.”
He stared at her.
 Then dropped a thick folder on his desk.
“This is every request for interviews, commentary, and column features you’ve received in the last twelve hours.”
Isla blinked.
 “That thick?”
“That’s just the UK.”
“Oh.”
He sat heavily.
“So,” he said, rubbing his temples.
 “Your column. Are you writing about it?”
Isla smiled slowly.
“Oh yes.”
Her editor leaned forward.
“And what, exactly, are you planning to say?”
Isla grinned.
“‘Yes, the bond is real. Yes, they’re hot. No, I will not be taking further questions.’”
Her editor stared at her.
Then sighed.
Then laughed.
“God help me, that’s perfect.”

Isla sat at her desk, fingers hovering over the keyboard, newsroom buzzing like a hive around her.
Milo sat on the visitor chair beside her desk, long legs folded awkwardly, shoulders taking up too much space, pretending not to notice the women in the office tripping over cables trying to sneak glances at him.
Isla smirked at him.
“You’re causing workplace hazards.”
Milo blinked innocently.
 “I’m sitting.”
“Yes,” she said.
 “That’s the problem.”
He flushed faintly.
She cracked her knuckles, rolled her shoulders, and started typing.

[bookmark: _gptydub2p0r0]The Column: “Questions You’ve All Been Asking (Unfortunately)”
By Isla Marten
1. Yes, the soulbond is real.
 I didn’t hallucinate it, you didn’t hallucinate it, and no, it does not give me magical powers.
 (I have checked.)
2. Yes, I am in a relationship with them.
 If you’re reading this, you’ve probably already paused to scream.
 It’s fine.
 I screamed too.
3. Yes, they are all hot.
 Objectively. Scientifically. Spiritually.
4. No, this isn’t a scheduling nightmare.
 (Yet.)
5. No, I will not be taking further questions—
 —but you will all ask anyway, because humans are nosy by design.
6. The only thing I’ll say for now:
 I’m happy.
 They’re happy.
 And that’s enough for today.
She hit send.
Her editor burst out of his office at the same moment.
“ISLA MARTEN WHAT DID YOU JUST DROP ON MY DESK?”
She held up her phone.
 “The truth.”
He stared upward like he was praying to the fluorescent lighting.
 “God, if you exist, at least make the engagement numbers high.”
Milo coughed politely and gestured to the newsroom screens.
They were already refreshing, showing her column trending globally.
#2 in the UK.
 #1 in Brazil.
 #1 in the Netherlands.
 #1 in Australia.
 #1 in Spain.
 #1 in Luxembourg.
 #1 everywhere.
Her editor swayed.
 “Oh thank God.”

[bookmark: _ib5dny3rrpax]Group Chat — Isla + 4 ∞
The chat exploded before she even left her chair.
Julian: you published
 Étienne: you PUBLISHED
 Santiago: BAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA
 Milo: …this is perfect
 Étienne: #3? #3 says they are all hot??
 Santiago: SHE’S RIGHT
 Julian: love, the last line…
 Isla: which one
 Julian: “I’m happy.”
 Isla: it’s true
 Julian: …
 Julian: yes
Étienne: The implications of this article—
 Santiago: BRO JUST SAY YOU LIKED IT
 Étienne: (…I liked it.)
Milo: #4 made me snort
 Santiago: which one was #4 again
 Milo: “No, this isn’t a scheduling nightmare (yet).”
 Santiago: she’s calling us a scheduling nightmare
 Isla: if the shoe fits
 Santiago: QUERIDA NO
Julian: You are very brave posting this.
 Santiago: she is very hot posting this
 Étienne: she is very reckless posting this
 Milo: she is very her posting this
Isla: 😌

Twitter (X?) detonated instantly.
“ISLA MARTEN IS A LEGEND”
 “THE CHAOS OF THIS WOMAN I AM OBSESSED”
 “POINT 3 IS THE ONLY IMPORTANT POINT”
 “MILO VAN DER MEER BACK IN MY LIFE?? ❤️❤️❤️”
 “Étienne’s PR team is crying rn”
 “Julian Hale is absolutely dying inside but in a sexy British way”
 “SANTIAGO IS ALREADY MAKING TIKTOKS I CAN FEEL IT”

A reporter shoved a mic in his face.
“Étienne, your girlfriend said all of you are ‘objectively hot.’
 Do you have a comment?”
Étienne blinked once.
 Cold.
 Slow.
“…Next question.”
The press erupted in laughter.
His PR manager nearly fainted.

“SANTIAGO, IS IT TRUE YOU’RE A ‘SCHEDULING NIGHTMARE’?”
 a reporter shouted.
Santiago threw his head back and cackled.
“ABSOLUTELY.”

The host was flushed with glee.
“Julian! Point #6! She said you’re happy!”
Julian inhaled deeply, closed his eyes for two seconds, then said softly:
“I am.”
Twitter immediately trended #JulianIsHappy.

They reached a café near her office for lunch.
People pretended not to stare.
 Failed.
Someone whispered, “Oh my god, it’s him.”
Milo sighed.
Isla nudged him with her shoulder.
“Hey. Fame came back for you, huh?”
“It does that,” he muttered.
“Does it bother you?”
Milo looked at her.
 Steady.
 Direct.
“No,” he said.
 “Not if you’re in the picture.”
She blinked.
Oh no.
 Oh no no no no—
Heat curled low in her stomach.

[bookmark: _oxld77bom4rq]Group Chat — Meanwhile
Santiago: milo WHAT THE HELL DOES “not if you’re in the picture” MEAN
 Étienne: I require context
 Julian: yes same
 Milo: please go do your jobs
 Isla: stop interrogating him omg
 Santiago: NO
 Étienne: NO
 Julian: love I’m very interested in the implications
 Milo: we’re eating
 Santiago: PROVE IT
Isla sent a picture of her coffee.
Julian: god bless
 Étienne: relief
 Santiago: ok milo u live another day
Milo stared at his phone.
“I hate them,” he muttered.
“You love them,” Isla corrected.
He paused.
Then sighed.
“Yes.”
By mid-afternoon, Isla’s inbox looked like it had been hit by lightning.
95 emails.
 34 voicemails.
 8 “urgent” texts from her editor.
Milo watched her scroll, jaw working silently.
 He looked like a bodyguard made of muscle and soft green concern.
“Is this normal?” he asked.
“No,” Isla said.
 “This is what happens when you confess to dating four absurdly famous men.”
He opened his mouth, reconsidered, and nodded.
“That’s fair.”
Her phone buzzed again.
Another email.
BBC.
 CNN.
 Sky Sports.
 ESPN.
 Some American talk show that definitely wasn’t appropriate.
But one subject line froze her:
Paddock Confidential — Guest Request: Isla Marten
“Oh,” she whispered.
Milo looked over her shoulder.
 “What’s that?”
“It’s… the biggest motorsport podcast in the world,” Isla explained.
 “They’ve asked me on before, but I always declined because—”
“Because you knew they’d dig into your crash,” Milo finished gently.
Isla swallowed.
“Yeah.”
“You don’t have to say yes now,” Milo said.
 “It’s your choice.”
She flicked open the email.
The invitation was respectful, thoughtful, and included the line:
We will completely respect boundaries regarding personal trauma.
 We want to talk about your work, your experience, and the article.
 Only what you’re comfortable with.
Her chest tightened.
Before she could think, the group chat detonated.

[bookmark: _y2a6oms62n54]Group Chat — Chaos, Exhibit B
Étienne: DO NOT GO ON THAT PODCAST
 Julian: Absolutely not
 Santiago: DO IT
 Étienne: BE QUIET
 Julian: SANTIAGO NO
 Santiago: SANTIAGO YES
Milo: let her breathe
 Étienne: I AM BREATHING
 Julian: you absolutely are not
 Étienne: this is a risk to her mental health
 Julian: this is a risk to our collective sanity
 Santiago: this is free publicity
Isla: I can literally see you arguing
 Isla: like
 Isla: in my head
 Santiago: good
 Étienne: I repeat: do not do it
 Julian: darling, only if you feel ready
Milo: I think it’s a good opportunity
 Étienne: MILO
 Santiago: YES MILO FIGHT HIM
 Julian: santi stop encouraging war
Milo: it’s a big platform
 Milo: she deserves one
 Milo: and she can handle herself
Isla stared at the messages… then looked at him.
“You think I should do it?”
Milo didn’t try to soften anything.
 He never did.
“I think,” he said slowly, “you’re strong enough. Enough time has passed. And it doesn’t define you anymore.”
She went still.
Then—
“Okay,” she whispered.
Milo blinked.
 “Okay… yes you’ll do it? Or okay you’ll think about it?”
“I’ll do it,” she said.
The group chat instantly exploded.

[bookmark: _6czv7tpe532j]Étienne: MILO
[bookmark: _31zdqug7px73]Julian: oh dear god
[bookmark: _t3m6p5ok3zww]Santiago: WOOOOOOOOOOOOOO
[bookmark: _lbu4o3ktlb8m]Étienne: MILOOOOOOOO
[bookmark: _tfmx35gel034]Julian: love, we support you
[bookmark: _6mlx5hmkgb8]Santiago: I CAN COME WITH YOU RIGHT
[bookmark: _oye61jwpr9vh]Étienne: SANTIAGO STOP
[bookmark: _psozsrl8653l]Milo: she wants me there
[bookmark: _6nohqtcrkmlt]Étienne: SHE—
[bookmark: _47td4n6xy57v]Julian: Étienne breathe
[bookmark: _dyivmace11r]Étienne: fine.

“ISLA MARTEN,” he said, panting dramatically, “did you just accept an invitation for a live appearance on the biggest podcast in motorsport?”
“Yes,” she said.
He pressed a hand to the doorframe.
 “I need… a chair.”
“You’re standing next to one.”
“I need… another chair.”
He collapsed into it.
“You’ll be great,” Isla said.
“No,” he wheezed, “you’ll be great.
 I will be in cardiac arrest.”

Julian: love, please note: you don’t owe them vulnerability
 Isla: I know
 Milo: but you are allowed to speak
 Isla: I know
Santiago: CAN WE TALK ABOUT MY MEDIA DAY
 Étienne: NO
 Santiago: THEY ASKED IF YOU AND JULIAN WERE FIGHTING OVER HER
 Julian: I beg your pardon???
 Étienne: WHAT
 Santiago: I SAID “OBVIOUSLY NOT, THE ONLY ONE WHO FIGHTS IS ME”
 Julian: sigh
 Milo: fair

When the newsroom quieted and Milo stepped out to grab coffee, Isla leaned back and rubbed her temples.
She had just agreed to talk publicly about her crash.
 About her bond.
 About the men she hadn’t even kissed yet but already felt wrapped around her heart like silk and wildfire.
Global.
 Live.
 No takesies-backsies.
Her stomach twisted.
A shadow fell over her desk.
Milo had returned.
He set a coffee down.
 Then another.
Then another.
Isla blinked.
 “There are three coffees.”
“You looked like you needed options,” he said.
Her chest warmed in a soft, aching way.
She reached out and squeezed his wrist.
Not flirtatious.
 Not bold.
 Just… grateful.
His voice dropped.
“You’re not alone in this. Any of it.”
Her throat tightened.
“I know,” she whispered.
 “I’m just… realizing it’s real. All of it. Them. You. The bond. The world watching. I’m… actually dating all of you, publicly, globally. It’s insane.”
Milo knelt slightly so they were eye-level.
“Isla,” he said gently, “you’re doing beautifully.”
She didn’t trust her voice.
 So she nodded.
Then her phone buzzed again.
Julian: I’m sending a care package
 Étienne: DO NOT LET HIM SEND LAVENDER
 Santiago: SEND LAVENDER
 Isla: why lavender
 Julian: it’s calming
 Étienne: no it is suffocating
 Santiago: CALLING YOUR MOTHER RN
 Étienne: DO NOT CALL MY MOTHER
 Santiago: TOO LATE SHE ANSWERED
Isla snorted so loudly her editor jumped.

Paddock Confidential posted the announcement at exactly 6:00 PM.
“Tomorrow: A special episode with Isla Marten — journalist, former racer, and the woman at the center of the soulbond story that’s captivated the world.”
The internet lost structural integrity within minutes.
#Soulbond
 #IslaMarten
 #IslaOnPC
 #JulianIsHappy
 #MiloIsBack
 #ÉtienneIsDoomed
 #SantiagoForever
Isla stared at the notification count on her phone.
“…Sixty thousand mentions.”
Milo leaned over her shoulder.
“People are curious,” he said softly.
“They’re feral,” Isla corrected.
He didn’t disagree.

[bookmark: _s82kmy6dd0kz]Back at the flat — Everyone Joins to ‘Help’
Julian called first.
His tone: velvet-firm, protective, faintly exasperated dad-energy.
“Love, listen. They will ease you in. But you must not let them corner you into topics you’re not ready to discuss.”
Isla sighed.
 “I know.”
“And don’t apologize for existing,” Julian added.
 “You do that when you’re overwhelmed.”
She made a face he couldn’t see.
 “I don’t—”
“You do,” Julian said gently.
 “And it’s endearing, but unnecessary.”
Her chest warmed.
 “Okay. I’ll try.”
“Good girl,” he murmured.
Her stomach did a drop she absolutely pretended not to react to.

Étienne texted next.
Étienne: they will attempt narrative control
 Étienne: do not let them
 Étienne: you direct the story
Isla: thank you dad 2
Étienne: do not call me that
Isla: sorry daddy 2
Étienne: ISLA
 Santiago: BAHAHAHAHHAHAHH

Then Santiago called — no warning.
“QUERIDA,” he shouted immediately, “I AM SO PROUD OF YOU.”
She held the phone away from her ear.
 “Thank you, Santiago, that’s very loud—”
“You are going to be incredible,” he said. “You are going to make them cry. You are going to make ME cry.”
“You cry when commercials have dogs,” Isla reminded him.
“That is COMPLETELY unrelated,” he said.
 “Anyway, tell them to eat shit. But nicely.”
Isla cackled.

Finally: Milo.
He didn’t call.
 He just… showed up at her flat with tea, three types of bread, and that quiet, solid presence she was starting to crave.
She opened the door.
He lifted the bag.
“You need to eat.”
Isla blinked at him, stupidly touched.
 “…Hi to you too.”
He stepped inside, calm as always, but there was a tightness in his jaw she recognized now.
“You’re nervous,” she said.
“No,” he said too quickly.
She raised an eyebrow.
Milo exhaled.
“…Fine. Yes.”
“Why? I’m the one going on the show.”
He met her eyes.
“Because they’re going to ask about us.”
Her stomach fluttered.
“And?”
“And I want you to feel safe,” he said quietly.
 “I want you to say whatever you want. But I don’t want them to twist your words.”
She stepped closer.
“Milo,” she murmured, “I’m not going to let anyone define us for me.”
His eyes softened — and darkened, just a little.
Good lord.
Why were tall, broad, quiet men so dangerous?

Her phone buzzed again.
Santiago: CARAMBA WHY IS MILO THERE ALREADY
 Étienne: Why IS he there first
 Julian: I assumed we were all meeting later
 Milo: because I knocked on the door
 Santiago: UNFAIR ADVANTAGE
 Étienne: this feels planned
 Milo: I brought bread
Julian: …
 Santiago: …
 Étienne: …
Isla: boys
 Isla: he brought three kinds
 Julian: …oh
 Santiago: ok
 Étienne: carry on
Milo smirked at her phone.
“You didn’t have to tell them about the bread,” he said.
“Yes, I did,” Isla said. “It defuses them.”
“That… is actually true.”

They sat on the couch, her feet tucked under her legs, Milo sitting slightly sideways, arm draped casually along the back of the sofa — just close enough.
She played the podcast’s previous episodes, listening to how the host framed questions.
Milo watched her more than the audio.
“What’s the worst they could ask you?” he asked.
Isla hesitated.
“…About the crash.”
“You don’t have to answer,” Milo said immediately.
“I know.”
 She paused.
 “But I want the first time I talk about it to be… on my terms.”
He nodded slowly.
“And the second-worst question?” he asked.
She snorted.
 “If I’m sleeping with all of you yet.”
Milo’s jaw ticked.
 “I will break someone’s mic.”
Isla laughed.
 “Milo—”
“No,” he said calmly.
 “That is not their business.”
“Milo,” she repeated, gentler, “I said I’ll be fine.”
He looked at her then — really looked.
“You’re strong,” he said softly.
 “And brave. And capable. But you shouldn’t have to do everything alone.”
Something in her chest cracked open — warm and terrifying and wanted.
“I’m not alone,” she whispered.
 “I have you. And Julien. And Étienne. And Santi.”
“And?” Milo murmured.
She swallowed.
“And the bond,” she admitted.
Milo nodded.
“And yourself,” he added.
Her breath caught.
“…Right,” she whispered.
 “Right.”

[bookmark: _xh44hze1d0px]That Night — The Group Chat Goes Off Again
Julian: love, remember: speak slowly, breathe, and answer only what feels right
 Santiago: and say “hi” to the camera from me
 Étienne: do NOT say hi for him
 Santiago: SAY HI FOR ME
 Milo: don’t let them control the tone
 Étienne: exactly
 Julian: and I’ll be listening live if you need signals
 Santiago: WHAT
 Julian: subtle ones
 Santiago: BRO
Isla: you are all. so loud
 Étienne: are you ready
 Isla: …not even a little
 Milo: you will be tomorrow
 Julian: we will be here
 Santiago: ALWAYS
 Isla: …thanks
 Santiago: WE LOVE YOU
 Julian: santi
 Étienne: santi no
 Milo: santi yes
Isla stared at her screen.
Her heart thumped.
She typed slowly:
Isla: love you too
Silence.
Long, vibrating silence.
Then—
Santiago: AAAAAAAAAAAAAA
 Étienne: oh
 Julian: …oh
 Milo: hm
Isla turned her phone face-down.
“Oh my god,” she groaned into her pillow.
Milo, who had not yet left, chuckled from the doorway.
“You did that on purpose,” he said.
“No I didn’t,” she lied.
He smiled.
“You did.”
[bookmark: _lj648toxuw5j]CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Isla woke with her stomach in knots.
Her alarm blared at 7:00 AM.
 She slapped it off, rolled over, and stared at the ceiling.
“…Nope,” she said out loud.
 “Absolutely not. Cancel everything. Send a hologram.”
Her phone buzzed.
New WhatsApp messages: 34.
She groaned.
 “Of course.”
She unlocked the screen.

[bookmark: _sahhcyyibr4n]Voice Note 1 — Julian
Soft British tone, calm but warm.
“Good morning, love.
 Remember: you decide the pace today. If you pause, they pause. If you need a moment, take it.
 You are not performing.
 You are telling your story.
And you’re brilliant.
 Just breathe.”
Her chest tightened beautifully.

[bookmark: _ur4jlgeo1v3u]Voice Note 2 — Santiago
Immediate shouting.
“GOOD MORNING PRINCESA I’M MAKING EGGS
 DO YOU WANT EGGS
 YOU CAN’T HAVE EGGS I’M TOO FAR AWAY
 BUT IF YOU WANT I’LL THROW THEM IN YOUR GENERAL DIRECTION
 GOOD LUCK—“
Isla choked on laughter.

[bookmark: _xvdz8ayon34k]Voice Note 3 — Étienne
Low, steady, slightly clipped.
“Do not let them pivot into trauma exploitation.
 If they try, redirect.
 If you feel overwhelmed, say so.
 You have nothing to prove.”
A beat.
“…And I am proud of you.”
Her throat tightened.

[bookmark: _tf5urk3d596u]Voice Note 4 — Milo
A inhale.
 Quiet.
 Close.
“You’re not alone.
 I’ll get there early.
 Text me when you’re ready and I’ll meet you outside.”
…
Her whole ribcage softened.

“Okay,” she whispered to herself.
 “I can do this.”
She showered, dressed in a simple black top and jeans (professional but still her), did light makeup, tied her hair in a loose wave.
Her hands still shook.
She told herself it was fine.
 She’d shaken before races too.
This was just another track.

He was waiting outside the building exactly when he said he would.
Tall.
 Broad.
 Calm like a mountain.
He looked at her once — really looked — and his expression gentled.
“Nervous?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Good,” he said.
 “It means you care.”
She huffed a tiny laugh.
 “You’re annoyingly wise for someone who refuses to use a dishwasher.”
“It makes things taste funny,” he said.
“It absolutely doesn’t—”
“It does to me.”
She sighed.
 “Fine. Let’s go.”
He opened the passenger door for her.
 Not dramatic — just habit.
She slid in.
 He climbed in beside her, started the engine, and drove.
Three minutes into the drive, she blurted:
“What if I freeze?”
“You won’t.”
“What if I cry?”
“You can.”
“What if they ask something I don’t want to answer?”
“Then you won’t answer.”
“And what if I—”
“Isla.”
She shut her mouth.
Milo kept his eyes on the road.
“You’re stronger than every question they have,” he said.
 “And if you forget that for a second… I’m right there.”
She stared at him.
Heat, affection, fear, something deeper than she wanted to name — all tangled.
“Okay,” she whispered.

Santiago: IS SHE THERE YET
 Julian: she just texted that she’s on the way
 Étienne: I am monitoring social channels
 Santiago: why
 Étienne: to prepare damage control
 Santiago: NERD
 Étienne: CHILD
 Julian: please behave
 Santiago: MILO SEND PICS
 Milo: no
 Santiago: COWARD
 Julian: milo darling maybe one photo?
 Milo: …
 Milo: fine
He sent a picture of Isla’s hand in her lap, fingers twisted together.
Julian:
 “Poor thing.”
Étienne:
 “Tell her we’re here.”
Santiago:
 “HER HANDS ARE SO SMALL LOOK AT HER—”
Isla texted:
 “STOP TALKING ABOUT MY HANDS.”

The building was modern, glass, intimidating.
Isla’s pulse quickened.
Milo stepped just slightly closer — not touching, but enough that she felt him.
“You ready?” he asked quietly.
“No,” Isla said honestly.
 “But let’s do it anyway.”
They went inside.
The host — Mark Lane — greeted them both.
He’d been doing this for twenty years, and looked it: confident, warm-eyed, quick handshake.
“Isla, thank you for coming. Milo, good to see you again.”
Milo nodded.
 “You too.”
“Coffee? Water? Gin?” Mark joked.
“Water is fine,” Isla said.
Mark led her to the prep room.
“We’re going to start slow,” he said.
 “Your work, your background, your writing. Only then the bond.”
“Thank you,” Isla said, relieved.
Mark smiled gently.
 “You’re allowed to set rules. This is your story, not mine.”
But then he added:
“Just so you’re prepared… I will be asking about the crash.”
Isla’s breath hitched.
Milo’s head snapped toward the host — sharp.
Mark held up his hands.
“Only if you’re willing.
 I won’t push.
 But people will want to hear it from you — not rumors.”
Isla swallowed.
She nodded.
“I know.”
She sat, mic adjusted.
 Breath shaky.
Milo’s hand brushed her back.
 Barely.
 Just enough.
“You don’t have to be brave alone,” he murmured.
She closed her eyes.
“I’m not,” she whispered.

The red “ON AIR” light blinked on.
Isla inhaled, slow, deliberate.
Mark smiled from across the table — reassuring but alert, practiced.
 The kind of presence that could either cradle or corner depending on how she responded.
“Welcome back to Paddock Confidential. Today we have a very special guest — Isla Marten.”
Her nerves spiked.
“Hi,” she managed, breathy but not breaking.
“Thanks for joining us,” Mark continued. “You’ve had… quite a week.”
“That’s one word for it,” Isla said.
A laugh rippled from the sound techs behind the glass.
 Milo didn’t laugh — but his shoulders eased a fraction, tension bleeding out of him at the sound of her voice steadying.
Mark leaned forward.
“Let’s start simple. Before the… globally discussed article,” he said with a knowing smile, “your career was already impressive. You’ve been covering motorsport for years. What drew you to journalism?”
Isla relaxed, just a little.
“My mom’s a literature professor,” she said.
 “So I grew up around books. And stories. And people who cared about how words work. I think I always knew writing would matter to me.”
Mark nodded.
 “And racing?”
“That,” Isla said softly, “was my dad.”
Behind the glass, Milo’s eyes softened.
“He rode bikes,” she continued. “He taught me. I fell in love with speed before I ever fell in love with sentences.”
“And you raced,” Mark prodded gently.
 “Professionally.”
“Motocross,” Isla confirmed, pride in the word.
 “For years.”
The sound engineer adjusted something.
 Her mic caught every shake in her breath.
“And then,” Mark said quietly, “your crash.”
The air shifted.
Warm.
 Suffocating.
 Expectant.
Milo’s posture changed instantly — straighter, sharper, ready to intervene even though he couldn’t.
Isla’s pulse pounded in her ears.
“I want to be clear,” Mark added.
 “You do not have to talk about anything you don’t want to.”
Isla swallowed.
Then nodded.
“No. It’s okay. I… want to.”
Her hands trembled under the table.
 She folded them together so the mic wouldn’t pick it up.
“It was the state championship qualifying round,” she said slowly.
 “Muddy track. Bad visibility. Someone in front of me lost control. I swerved left to avoid them and… there was nowhere to go.”
Silence.
“You don’t have to describe the injuries,” Mark said gently.
“Thank you,” Isla whispered, relief hitting her like a shiver.
Because the world didn’t need gore.
What mattered was what came after.
“I woke up in the hospital,” she said.
 “My mom was crying. My dad wouldn’t look at me. And I thought—
 …oh.
 This part of my life is over.”
Behind the glass, Milo’s hand curled into a fist against his chest.
 Like he wanted to shield her across the distance.
“The doctors tried to be kind,” Isla went on.
 “But the truth was obvious: I’d never race professionally again.”
Mark nodded slowly.
 “And that’s when journalism became more than a hobby.”
“Yeah,” she breathed.
 “Racing was gone. Writing wasn’t.
 So I wrote.”
“And that,” Mark said, smiling softly, “brought you here.”
“Apparently,” Isla murmured.
This time, she smiled too.
A real one.
 Shaky.
 But real.

[bookmark: _yd97gcmyzhzw]The Bond Conversation Begins
Mark leaned back slightly.
“Now,” he said lightly, “your article yesterday… broke the internet.”
Isla snorted.
“That wasn’t the goal.”
“It was delightful,” Mark countered.
 “But I want to ask about something deeper. Not the relationships, not the men — you.”
She blinked.
“I read every piece you’ve ever published,” he said.
 “Especially the ones after your crash.”
Milo’s brows shot up behind the glass.
“…You did?” Isla asked.
“You wrote around something,” Mark said gently.
 “For years.
 A missing center of gravity.
 A question you never answered.”
“What question?” she whispered.
“Who are you,” he said slowly, “when you’re not racing… and not reporting on other people’s races?”
Isla’s breath caught.
Hard.
She hadn’t expected this.
 Not this angle.
 Not this depth.
Her eyes burned.
Milo stood silently behind the glass — completely still, jaw clenched, face open in a way he didn’t let many people see.
She inhaled.
Then exhaled.
Then said the truth.
“I don’t know,” she whispered.
 “I’m still figuring it out.”
A crack.
 A shimmer.
 Not weakness — honesty.
“And the soulbond?” Mark asked softly.
 “Does it feel like part of that answer?”
Her heartbeat stuttered.
She looked toward the glass.
Milo.
Watching her like she hung the moon.
Santiago, Étienne, and Julian were likely listening from wherever they were — phones in hand, breath held.
She nodded.
“Yes,” she whispered.
 “It feels… like something I’m not supposed to run from this time.”
Behind the glass, Milo exhaled.
 A visible, shaking release.
Mark smiled.
“That,” he said warmly, “sounds like the beginning of a story, not the end.”
And Isla smiled back — small, but steady.
“Yeah,” she said.
 “I think it is.”

Mark waited until Isla’s breathing had evened out again — professional enough to recognize when a guest needed a moment, kind enough to give it.
“Thank you for trusting us with that,” he said softly.
Isla nodded.
The worst was over.
 Or so she thought.
“Now,” Mark continued with a faint smile, “I’d like to ask about the bond.”
Her heart thumped.
 “Oh boy.”
Laughter rippled through the crew.
Milo didn’t laugh.
 He just moved one step closer to the glass, instinctively protective.
Mark chuckled.
 “Don’t worry — I’m not here to interrogate your personal life. But I think people want to understand… what it feels like.”
Isla inhaled.
“It’s… hard to describe,” she began.
 “It’s like—”
She paused, searching for the right words.
“Like your emotions have an echo,” she said finally.
 “But the echo isn’t bouncing off walls — it’s bouncing off other people.”
Mark nodded.
 “That sounds overwhelming.”
“It can be,” Isla admitted.
 “But it’s also grounding.
 Comforting.
 Warm.”
Milo’s expression softened.
 Painfully.
Mark folded his hands.
 “And the men involved — without naming names — how has it been getting to know them in this… unique context?”
Isla laughed softly.
 Nervously.
 “I feel like this is a trap.”
“No traps,” Mark promised.
 “Just curiosity.”
She hesitated.
Then exhaled.
“…Okay. But no names.”
Mark nodded.
Isla’s voice gentled.
“Well… one of them is steady. I mean steady like—”
 She waved her hand vaguely in the air.
 “Steady like mountains, or tide, or heartbeat. He doesn’t talk a lot, but when he does, it feels safe. Like I’m not falling anymore.”
Behind the glass, Milo froze.
Slowly.
 Like her words broke some piece of armor he’d forgotten was there.
Mark’s eyes flicked to the glass behind her.
 He’d noticed.
“Oh,” Mark murmured quietly.
 “I see.”
Isla flushed.
 “No you don’t.”
Mark grinned.
 “We’ll pretend I don’t.”
She groaned.
“There’s another one,” she went on, “who is… the opposite. Loud, chaotic, sunshine with a temper. He makes me laugh when I want to hide. Sometimes when I want to punch him. But he means well. More than well, actually.”
Somewhere on a track in Spain, Santiago absolutely screamed.
Mark chuckled.
 “Sounds exhausting.”
“It is,” Isla agreed fondly.
 “But in a good way.”
“And the others?” Mark asked.
She hesitated.
 Then leaned forward.
“One of them sees everything,” she said.
 “He pays attention. He remembers details I forgot I said. He’s gentle in a way that sneaks up on you.”
Julian Hale, listening from his dressing room, pinched the bridge of his nose and whispered, Christ, woman…
“And the last one…” Isla whispered.
Her voice softened so much the mic barely caught it.
“He’s sharp. Direct. Honest in a way that cuts through all my bullshit. He makes me braver just by being in the room.”
Étienne’s PR manager fainted in the hallway outside the media pen.
Mark exhaled a little laugh.
 “You speak about them like they matter.”
“They do,” Isla said simply.
 “I didn’t expect them to. But they do.”
“And do they know that?” Mark asked.
Behind the glass, Milo’s breath stilled.
Isla swallowed.
“…Yeah.”
“And are you…” He hesitated delicately. “Are you happy?”
She smiled.
Tired.
 Warm.
 Real.
“I am.”

Even as she spoke, clips were being cut.
 Posted.
 Shared.
 Hashtags erupting.
#IslaSpeaks
 #SheIsHappy
 #SoulbondEcho
 #WhichOneIsTheMountain
 #TheSharpOneIsÉtienne
 #TheChaosOneIsSanti
 #TeamHeartJulian
 #TeamMountainMilo
 #AllOfThemActually
Her editor texted her OH MY GOD seventeen times.

Mark cleared his throat.
“There’s one more question I want to ask,” he said.
Isla relaxed slightly.
 She thought the hard part was done.
It wasn’t.
“One of your previous articles,” he said carefully, “suggested you never wanted to date inside the motorsport world again.”
Isla blinked.
Oh.
“After the crash and everything that followed,” Mark continued softly, “you wrote: ‘I won’t risk my heart where I lost my future.’”
Her breath caught.
 She had written that.
 Years ago.
 In the lowest point of her life.
“Do you still feel that way?”
The room went silent.
Even the air seemed to hold itself.
Behind the glass, Milo pressed his palm against it.
 Not pushing.
 Just… trying to be closer.
Isla’s throat tightened.
She closed her eyes.
She felt all four of them —
 Milo’s quiet steady pressure,
 Julian’s gentle encouragement,
 Étienne’s sharp protectiveness,
 Santiago’s fierce warmth.
The bond pulsed.
Soft.
 Steady.
 Like four heartbeats brushing hers.
She opened her eyes.
“No,” Isla whispered.
 “Not anymore.”
Mark nodded slowly.
 “What changed?”
Everything inside her felt suddenly fragile.
But also—
Right.
“I did,” she said.
And the studio went silent in the way that means everyone knows they’ve just heard the truth.

The moment the red “ON AIR” light went dark, Isla’s breath emptied in a rush.
She’d held it together — just barely.
But now that the pressure was gone, her legs felt like overcooked pasta.
Milo was through the door in seconds.
No hesitation.
 No awkwardness.
 No asking first.
He just wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to his chest.
Isla let out a small, shaky noise — too tired to fight her instincts.
Milo pressed his cheek to the top of her head.
“You did well,” he murmured, voice thick.
 “So well, Isla min.”
Her eyes fluttered shut.
“What… what did that mean?” she whispered into his shirt.
“A term from my childhood,” he said quietly.
 “Something you call someone you… protect. Someone dear.”
Her heart tripped.
Oh.
He straightened slightly, still holding her.
“You spoke about us with honesty,” he said. “Not romance, not theatrics, not defensiveness. Just truth. That is… brave.”
Isla swallowed.
“You heard the part about you, didn’t you?”
Milo pulled back just enough to look down at her.
“I heard all of it.”
Silence stretched.
Then:
“And I am the mountain?” he asked gently, a tiny smile tugging at his mouth.
Isla flushed.
 “I didn’t mean—”
“Yes you did,” he said softly.
 “And I’m glad.”
Her stomach flipped.
 Her knees wobbled again.
Then the door burst open.

WhatsApp — Chaos Coven 🔥
Santiago:
 HERMANITA YOU CALLED ME CHAOTIC SUNSHINE ON AIR I AM NEVER RECOVERING
Étienne:
 You said I make you braver.
 Explain immediately.
Julian:
 Darling. Sweetheart. Love of my professional undoing.
 You called me gentle.
 Do you know what that has done to Twitter?
Milo:
 She is with me.
 She is fine.
Santiago:
 MOUNTAIN.
Étienne:
 Mountain is accurate.
Julian:
 I will not lie, the metaphor was poetic.
Etienne:
 It was not metaphor. It was declaration.
 Milo will never be free of it now.
Milo:
 I do not want to be.
Isla stared at the screen, cheeks burning.
“Oh my god,” she whispered.
Milo looked down at her with a small, smug little glint.
“Welcome to our mornings,” he said.

Her producer stuck her head in.
“Isla? You might want to sit down.”
“I am sitting,” Isla said.
“Sit harder.”
Isla blinked.
“This clip,” the producer said, waving her phone, “is the number one trending video in the world.”
 She clicked play.
It was Isla’s voice from ten minutes ago:
“No. I don’t feel that way anymore.”
 “What changed?”
 “…I did.”
Paired with slow-motion footage of Isla looking determined and slightly shiny-eyed.
#IslaMartenChangedEverything
 was the number one hashtag in twelve countries.
“Oh,” Isla whispered. “Oh no.”
“Oh yes,” the producer said. “And there’s more.”
Please no.
“BBC Prime wants you for a live interview tonight.”
Isla blinked.
“Live?”
“Primetime.”
“Oh,” she breathed.
“And they want…”
 The producer hesitated dramatically.
 “…one of the men to join you.”
Milo’s arms tightened protectively.
“No,” he said instantly.
Isla placed a hand over his forearm.
“It’s okay.”
“It is not—” he began.
“We get to choose,” she said.
He paused.
Looked down at her.
And nodded slowly.
“Then choose wisely.”

Later, walking back toward the car, Isla scrolled through her messages.
Journalists.
 Producers.
 Social media managers.
 Her mother (“Isla Maria Marten do céu o que VOCÊ FEZ???”).
But the only messages she cared about were in the group chat.
Julian:
 If you pick me, I can handle the media. But they will drag me about the age gap. I don’t want that falling on you.
Santiago:
 If she picks me I will fight someone live on BBC. Probably a host.
Milo:
 If she picks me, I will stand behind her and say nothing and stare into their souls until they apologize.
Étienne:
 I am the only rational choice.
 I speak well, I do not lose my temper, and my PR team is already preparing.
 Isla.
 Pick me.
Her heart skipped.
She typed.
Isla:
 Étienne.
The chat exploded:
Santiago:
 OKEY BUT WHY NOT ME????
Julian:
 This is fair. Étienne will look excellent under studio lights.
Milo:
 Be careful, both of you.
Then a private message popped up.
Étienne:
 I will be there in twenty minutes.
She swallowed.
Her pulse fluttered.
Then:
Étienne:
 You spoke about me today with a softness I have never earned.
 We will discuss that.
 Gently.
 When I arrive.
Her breath caught.
Oh.
Oh no.
Oh yes.
[bookmark: _m4ilpnrsyr02]CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The knock on the door wasn’t a knock at all.
It was three perfectly measured taps, evenly spaced, just sharp enough to announce authority, soft enough to imply restraint.
Milo opened it before Isla could stand.
Étienne stepped inside like a storm wearing a suit.
Slate-grey dress shirt.
 Dark navy jacket.
 Sharp jaw, sharper cheekbones, hair combed back in the way that meant he was fighting the urge to run a hand through it.
 Eyes—
God.
Those eyes always looked intense, but today they were molten steel.
Focused entirely on her.
“Isla,” he said, and somehow her name sounded like a confession.
She swallowed.
“Étienne.”
Milo nodded at him.
 “Good luck.”
Étienne returned the nod stiffly.
 “Thank you for protecting her this morning.”
Milo’s smile was small, genuine.
 “Always.”
Then he slipped out, closing the door behind him.
And suddenly—
 the room felt smaller.

Étienne took three slow steps toward her.
 Like he was giving her time to run.
She didn’t.
A warm pulse thrummed across the bond — not overwhelming, not demanding — just a low, steady hum of awareness.
She felt it.
He felt her feeling it.
Color rose to his cheekbones.
“You chose me,” Étienne said quietly.
 “For the interview.”
“I did,” Isla whispered.
“Why?”
She inhaled.
This was the moment.
 The one she’d been dreading and wanting at the same time.
Because there were easy answers.
 Practical ones.
But none of them were the truth.
She stepped closer.
“I chose you,” she said softly, “because when the world is loud… you make me feel steady.”
Étienne’s jaw clenched.
Hard.
“Isla…” he murmured, and it wasn’t warning — it was surrender.
“And because,” she added, voice somehow even quieter, “I trust you.”
His breath stuttered.
Not loudly — just enough that she felt it along the bond like a tremor through glass.
Then, slowly, like he was afraid to scare her, Étienne lifted a hand.
He didn’t touch her.
He hovered.
Two fingers away from her cheek.
 Close enough that she felt the warmth radiating from him.
“Do you know,” he said, voice barely audible, “what it does to me when you say things like that?”
Her pulse jumped.
She whispered, “Tell me.”
His eyes flicked down to her mouth.
Dangerously slowly.
“It makes me want,” he said, each word precise, “to be worthy of every soft thing you feel.”
Her knees nearly buckled.
The bond pulsed — heat washing up her spine, her chest, her throat.
 Not sexual.
 Not quite.
Need.
 Recognition.
 Home.
She leaned into his space without realizing she’d moved.
Étienne made a sound — tiny, strangled — and his hand shifted just enough to brush her cheek.
Barely.
Skin to skin.
Electric.
Isla inhaled sharply.
Étienne closed his eyes, like the touch broke him open.
“Isla…” he whispered, breath unsteady, “if you look at me like that, I am going to do something very foolish.”
Her voice came out rough.
“What if I want you to?”
His eyes snapped open.
No restraint.
 No distance.
 Just raw, fierce wanting tangled with something softer.
Much softer.
He lowered his forehead to hers.
Not a kiss.
 But the closest thing to one without crossing the line.
“You cannot say that to me before a live broadcast,” he murmured against her lips.
“Why not?” she whispered.
“Because I will forget every rule I have ever learned.”
Her breath hitched.
“Then forget them.”
Étienne exhaled a sound that was almost a groan.
He pulled back half an inch — self-control fighting for its life.
“We should prepare,” he said hoarsely.
“Probably,” she whispered.
They didn’t move.
Not for a long moment.
Then Étienne stepped back with visible effort, straightening his jacket.
He looked like a man trying to reassemble himself one piece at a time.
“Come,” he said gently.
 “We will rehearse the questions. And after…”
 His eyes softened.
“We will talk.”
Her skin prickled at the promise.
She nodded.
He offered his hand.
She took it.
And together, they stepped toward whatever waited on live television — still buzzing from a moment that had almost been a kiss.
Almost.
Not forever.
Just… not yet.

Étienne led her to the small lounge area of the studio, his hand still around hers even though neither of them acknowledged it.
He only let go when they sat down — not out of discomfort, but because he needed both hands free to focus.
Étienne in focus mode was…
 God.
He rolled his sleeves to his forearms.
 He straightened a stack of index cards that weren’t even theirs.
 He checked the time on his watch three times in thirty seconds.
He wasn’t nervous.
 He was methodical.
A force of nature wrapped in calm precision.
“Tell me what questions you expect,” he said, opening a notebook.
“I don’t know,” Isla admitted. “They said it would be a standard hybrid — some about my work, some about… the relationships.”
Étienne’s jaw flexed.
“They will push,” he said. “They always do. But they will not break you.”
“You sound sure.”
He looked at her like she’d said something impossible.
“Of course I am sure.”
Heat curled through the bond.
 Solid, anchoring, intimate.
He pulled out a pen.
“Let’s begin. Say the first question you think they’ll ask, and tell me your instinctive answer.”
Isla leaned back, mirroring his posture.
“Okay. Um… ‘How did the soulbond reveal itself?’”
“And your instinctive answer?”
“That it was chaotic and rude and inconvenient.”
Étienne’s lips twitched — the beginnings of a smile he rarely showed.
“Good,” he said. “Honest. Memorable. But refine it to sound less like you despise us.”
“I don’t despise you,” she protested.
He raised an eyebrow.
“You called it ‘rude.’”
“Well, it was rude. You were rude.”
“I was unconscious.”
“Exactly. Rude.”
Étienne pinched the bridge of his nose, but he was smiling now.
Softly.
 Quietly.
 Reluctantly.
“Next question,” he said.
She rattled off another.
 Then another.
 And Étienne answered every one with a tactician’s clarity — not telling her what to say, but how to shape her truth so the world wouldn’t chew her up.
She watched him carefully.
The precise way he considered language.
 The way his accent thickened when he grew serious.
 The way he never once implied she needed protection from the spotlight — only guidance.
And then he did something she didn’t expect.
He said her full name.
“Isla Mariana Marten,” he murmured, tapping his pen lightly on the notebook, “you forget the public already knows your strength.”
She blinked.
“How do you know my middle name?”
Étienne froze.
A very small, very rare slip.
His eyes flicked away.
 A tell.
“Étienne,” she said softly.
 “How do you know my middle name?”
He let out a slow exhale, defeated.
“Because I have been reading your work for years.”
Time stopped.
Isla stared.
“Years?” she whispered.
“Yes,” he said simply.
“You— you never told me that.”
“You never asked.”
She choked on a laugh.
 “Étienne, that’s not— that’s— years?”
He set the pen down.
“I did not know you,” he said quietly. “Not then. But I admired you.”
Her heart twisted.
“How long?” she whispered.
A muscle in his jaw tightened.
“Since your article about the 2020 safety regulations,” he admitted.
 “You fought for riders when no one else wanted to. And you did it with such… fire.”
Heat rolled through her.
Through them both.
“So you were… what?” she said, voice unsteady. “A secret fan?”
Étienne’s ears actually went pink.
“I respected your mind,” he corrected.
 “Your courage.”
 A beat.
 “Your writing.”
“And now?” she breathed.
Slow.
Measured.
Then:
“And now,” he said, voice dropping, “I respect all of you.”
Her breath hitched.
He looked down at her hands — and took one gently between both of his.
“We should go,” he murmured.
 “Our car is waiting.”
She nodded, unable to speak.
They walked side by side to the waiting SUV.
 Étienne opened the door for her like it was instinct.
 Like it was his job.
 Like he’d always done it.
Inside, the world went quiet again.
Just them.
 A hum of city traffic.
 And the bond — warm, steady, pulsing like a shared heartbeat.
She exhaled shakily.
“Étienne?”
“Yes.”
“I’m nervous.”
He turned toward her.
“Good,” he said softly.
 “It means you care.”
“But what if I—”
He took her hand again — this time without hesitation.
“Breathe with me.”
Her chest tightened.
“I— what?”
“It is a technique,” he said. “Before a race. Before anything with pressure.”
He lifted their joined hands.
“In for four,” he said.
 “Hold for two.”
 “Out for six.”
She followed.
One breath.
 Two.
 Three.
After the fourth, she felt her pulse slow.
Her shoulders drop.
Her mind focus.
Étienne watched her the entire time, face unreadable except for the softness in his eyes.
“Better?” he said.
“Yes,” she whispered.
He gave the smallest nod.
And then — right before the car slowed at the BBC studios — he leaned in.
Not touching.
 Not kissing.
Just close enough that her breath caught.
“Isla,” he murmured.
 “No matter what they ask tonight… you are not alone.”
Her heart thudded.
Hard.
“I know,” she whispered.
“Good,” Étienne said.
And then he stepped out of the car, offered her his hand again, and walked with her toward a building full of cameras, lights, and headlines—
as if she were the only thing in the world worth protecting.

The SUV barely slowed before the flashbulbs began.
Isla winced.
 Étienne didn’t.
He stepped out first, posture sharp, shoulders squared, every inch of him cold, elegant authority. The kind that didn’t need to raise his voice to command a room.
The kind that made paparazzi hesitate.
He extended a hand back into the car.
“Come.”
She slid her hand into his — warm, strong, steady — and the moment her heel touched the pavement, a wall of cameras surged forward.
“ISLA! WHO’S THE MOUNTAIN?”
 “IS HE YOUR FAVORITE?”
 “ÉTIENNE, ARE YOU DATING HER?”
 “HOW LONG HAVE YOU KNOWN EACH OTHER?”
 “DID SHE MOVE IN WITH THE FOUR OF YOU?”
Étienne’s hand tightened around hers.
Then something in him shifted — subtly but unmistakably.
The temperature of his presence dropped.
 His shoulders squared.
 His jaw set.
He stepped in front of her, body angled, creating a barrier without trapping her. His free hand lifted — palm open, command implicit.
“Enough,” he said.
He didn’t raise his voice.
He didn’t need to.
The crowd hesitated, flashes slowing.
His voice cut through the noise — low, controlled, precise.
“She is here as a guest of the BBC. Not as prey for you to devour. Give her space.”
It was not a threat.
It was a fact.
He guided her through the sliding doors with a hand at her lower back, the heat of it grounding her even as adrenaline buzzed.
Inside, the lobby staff stared.
Not at Étienne.
At her.
Two receptionists whispering.
 A security guard pretending not to look.
 A producer trying desperately not to squeal.
“We’re, um— we’re ready for you,” said an assistant, cheeks flushed. “This way, Ms. Marten. Mr. Laurent.”
Étienne acknowledged her with a curt nod.
Isla tried not to die on the spot.

The green room was small, warm, modern.
 A couch, a mirror, a table with water.
She sat down, legs suddenly shaky.
Étienne noticed immediately.
He crouched in front of her, suit creasing, tie perfectly in place, steadying her with one look.
“Talk to me,” he said softly.
“I’m… processing.”
“Then process aloud.”
She huffed a breath that was almost a laugh.
“They’re going to ask about everything, aren’t they?”
“Yes.”
 A beat.
 “But you will answer what you wish, not what they expect.”
“But it’s live.”
“You thrive under pressure.”
Her chest tightened at that — because it wasn’t blind confidence.
It was knowing.
A knock interrupted them.
“Two minutes,” a stage manager called.
Étienne rose, offered his hand again.
She took it.
Their fingers laced — unthinking, natural.
“Isla,” he murmured, leaning closer, “one more breath.”
She closed her eyes.
He inhaled with her.
Held.
Exhaled.
When she opened her eyes, he was still watching her.
As if the world outside the room didn’t exist.
“Ready,” she whispered.
He nodded.
“Then let us go.”

The walk down the hallway felt unreal.
Studios humming.
 People whispering.
 Camera operators glancing up from their rigs, recognizing Étienne instantly, recognizing her even faster.
She heard the murmurs.
“That’s her.”
 “The soulmate girl.”
 “She’s prettier in person.”
 “That’s the one with all four of them?”
 “Is Étienne with her?”
 “Oh my god—”
Étienne heard them too.
His hand tightened.
Subtle.
 Just enough that she knew he had her.
They reached the studio doors.
A producer smiled tightly.
“Thirty seconds. Walk out when I signal.”
Étienne leaned in at her ear.
“You do not owe them your pain,” he whispered.
 “Only your truth.”
Her breath stuttered.
He straightened, expression smooth, elegant, controlled.
A man built to walk through fire without breaking stride.
The producer lifted a hand.
“Go.”

The lights hit instantly — warm, bright, disorienting.
She and Étienne stepped onto the stage to polite applause.
The host, a polished woman in her fifties with perfect posture, smiled warmly.
“Isla Marten. Étienne Leclair. Welcome.”
“Thank you,” Isla said.
“Pleasure,” Étienne murmured.
They sat — Isla in a plush chair, Étienne in the one beside her, angled just enough to watch her without making it obvious.
The interview began.
Soft questions at first.
“How are you feeling today?”
 “How has the last week been?”
 “Isla, your interview this morning went viral.”
She answered well.
 Étienne chimed in with polished, diplomatic statements.
 They found a rhythm — comfortable, respectful, warm.
Then the host leaned forward.
Smiling pleasantly.
Voice honeyed.
Eyes sharp.
“Now, Isla… Étienne…”
A pause.
A shift.
A tightening in Isla’s stomach.
Here it comes.
“What I’m most curious about is something simple,” the host said, turning her gaze between them.
“Are the two of you… in love?”
The studio went dead silent.
Isla’s heart stopped.
Étienne’s breath froze.
The bond —
lit up.
 bright.
 hot.
 immediate.
He turned to Isla.
Slowly.
Deliberately.
Eyes searching hers.
As if the world had shrunk to just the two of them.
He inhaled a single, sharp breath—
And then the cameras zoomed in.
The host’s smile didn’t waver.
“Are the two of you… in love?”
The audience held its breath.
The lights hummed.
Isla’s pulse thundered at the base of her throat.
She didn’t answer — couldn’t.
 The question detonated something inside her chest, sending heat and panic and want sparking down the bond.
And Étienne felt it.
His eyes snapped to hers.
Silver, sharp, molten.
A soft pulse of warmth moved across the bond — not dominance, not possession, but a grounding hand over her ribcage.
Breathe.
She exhaled shakily.
Étienne turned back to the host, posture immaculate, voice steady.
But his hand moved.
Slowly.
Quietly.
To rest on the arm of her chair.
 Not touching her.
 Just close.
A promise.
No fear.
No retreat.
He began with a breath.
“Love,” he said, “is not a word I use lightly.”
A ripple moved through the audience.
Isla’s fingers twitched.
 Her heart climbed into her throat.
Étienne continued, voice low and devastatingly calm.
“And it is certainly not a word I will dissect for the entertainment of strangers.”
The host blinked.
 The crowd murmured.
But Étienne wasn’t done.
He shifted slightly toward Isla — not turning his body, but angling just enough that she was in his periphery.
 Just enough that the cameras caught the moment.
“What I will say,” he continued, “is this.”
A pause.
Every muscle in Isla’s body tightened.
“Since the moment I met her,” he said, voice softening in a way that made the hairs on her arms rise, “Isla has shown more courage than anyone else in this situation.”
Her throat closed.
His gaze flickered to her — barely a glance, barely a second —
and it burned.
“She has had her privacy shattered,” he went on, “her face plastered across every screen, her emotions dissected, her life speculated on.”
Isla swallowed.
Hot.
 Cold.
 Shaking.
“And yet,” he said, “she shows up. She speaks honestly. She remains kind. She refuses to hide.”
The host’s eyes softened.
 Several audience members made small, involuntary sounds.
Isla felt her vision blur.
The bond hummed between them — warm, electric, protective.
Étienne inhaled, steadying himself.
“So no,” he said.
 “I will not give you a soundbite about love.”
A beat.
A tiny, imperceptible tremor moved through him.
“But I will tell you that I admire her.
 I respect her.
 And I am… grateful,”
 his voice dipped,
 “…to walk beside her while we discover whatever this is.”
A wave of heat rolled through Isla’s chest so intensely she had to grip the armrest to stay steady.
The host blinked, stunned.
“That,” she said quietly, “might be the most honest answer anyone has ever given on this show.”
Étienne inclined his head politely.
Isla tried to speak and failed.
He noticed — God, of course he noticed — and angled his knee just slightly toward hers, grounding her again.
The host wasn’t done.
“Isla,” she asked gently, “do you agree?”
Isla forced a breath into her lungs.
Then another.
And she nodded.
“Yes,” she whispered.
 “It’s… complicated.
 And scary.
 And overwhelming.”
A soft murmur swept through the studio.
“But it’s also… safe,” she added, voice barely above a breath.
 “And real.
 And I’m not running from it.”
She looked at Étienne.
He looked at her back.
The audience gasped quietly — because something in the air shifted.
A snap.
 A click.
 Alignment.
Connection.
The host sat back, utterly delighted.
“Well,” she said, “I think the world just fell a little bit more in love with both of you.”
Étienne’s mouth softened at the corners.
Isla exhaled.
The bond shimmered.
And the internet began to melt down in real time.

The moment the cameras cut, a producer shouted,
“And we’re clear!”
Applause rose around them.
 Étienne stood immediately.
Not abrupt.
 Not dismissive.
Protective.
Isla barely had time to rise before he placed a steadying hand at the small of her back, guiding her toward the wings with practiced, quiet urgency.
The second they stepped off the stage—
It hit.
The adrenaline dump.
Her knees wobbled.
 Her breath trembled.
 Her vision blurred for half a heartbeat, like the room had tilted.
Étienne caught it instantly.
He turned her toward a discreet corner of the hallway, partly shielded by a lighting rig and a stack of folded backdrops.
“Sit,” he said softly.
She sank onto a plastic equipment case, chest rising too fast.
He crouched again — the same way he had earlier — expensive suit creasing, tie still immaculate, eyes burning with concern that he was trying very hard to hide.
“You handled that beautifully,” he said.
She let out a half-laugh, half-sob.
 “Étienne… he asked if we were in love.”
“And you answered with truth,” he said gently.
“You—” her voice cracked, “—you looked at me like—”
“I looked at you,” he said, “the only way I could.”
Her heartbeat stuttered.
The bond pulsed.
Warm.
 Steady.
 Closer.
Her hands trembled on her knees.
Étienne reached out.
Stopped.
Considered.
Then, very deliberately, he placed one large, steady hand over hers.
Not romantic.
 Not possessive.
Anchoring.
“You are safe,” he murmured.
 “I am here.”
The words shook something loose in her chest.
Her breath shivered.
“I don’t know why I’m shaking,” she whispered.
“You were brave,” Étienne said softly.
 “And bravery is exhausting.”
She laughed weakly.
 “Or maybe it’s you.”
His eyes softened — rare, unguarded, devastating.
“I could say the same.”
They held each other’s gaze, the air thick and quiet around them, the rest of the studio fading into white noise. There was a moment — brief, fragile — where he looked as if he might brush a strand of hair behind her ear.
But before he could—
Étienne’s phone buzzed.
Once.
Twice.
Then insistently.
He glanced at the screen—
and all the color drained from his face.
“Julian,” he said.
The name alone carried weight.
Worry.
 Emotion.
 A hint of dread.
“Answer,” Isla said quickly.
 “He’s probably freaking out.”
Étienne swiped.
“Julian?”
The voice on the other end exploded loud enough that Isla heard every word from three feet away.
“WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?”
Étienne winced, pulling the phone slightly away from his ear.
Julian’s voice vibrated with emotion — not anger, not precisely — something deeper, rougher, frantic.
“I watched the interview,” Julian snapped.
 “No warning, no context — just the entire world watching you two stare at each other like some Shakespearean tragedy—”
“Julian—” Étienne tried.
“—and then I’m getting texts from producers and old teammates and my bloody mother—”
“Julian—”
“—and Isla looked pale as a ghost the second the cameras cut! Is she alright? Did someone push her? Did she get overwhelmed? Put me on speaker.”
Étienne looked at Isla.
She nodded.
He pressed the button.
Julian’s voice softened instantly.
“Isla? Are you with me, love?”
The crack of emotion in his accent nearly undid her.
“I’m okay,” she whispered.
Silence on the line—
 then a shaky breath.
“Thank God.”
Étienne’s eyes flicked to her — something unspoken passing between them.
Julian exhaled again.
“I’m coming over,” he said.
 “I don’t care where you are.”
“No,” Étienne said, tone firm. “Let her breathe. I will bring her somewhere quiet. You can meet us later.”
Julian bristled audibly.
“Étienne—”
“Julian,” Étienne said, voice soft but immovable, “she is safe.”
Another beat of silence.
Then Julian let out a sigh that sounded like he’d been underwater for five minutes.
“Alright,” he conceded.
 “But you take care of her. Both of you.”
“I will,” Étienne said quietly.
Julian hung up.
Étienne lowered the phone, looking at Isla with that same trembling softness he kept trying — and failing — to hide.
“Do you want to leave?” he asked.
She nodded.
“Then,” he said, rising and offering his hand again, “come.”
She took it.
And the bond warmed between them like a promise.
Étienne didn’t speak as they left the BBC building.
He just held her hand with a quiet firmness that made her chest ache.
Outside, a black car waited — tinted windows, discreet, familiar. His PR team’s doing.
He opened the door for her, a hand brushing her back as she climbed in, then slid in beside her. The minute the doors shut, the world fell away— no cameras, no shouting, no questions.
Just breath.
Just him.
“Where are we going?” she asked softly.
“Somewhere calm.”
He didn’t elaborate.
And she didn’t need him to.
The car wove through London in silence, the city buzzing outside the windows. Isla leaned her head back, breathing slowly, letting her pulse settle.
Étienne watched her — not intensely, not possessively.
 Just… attentively.
A man tracking every shift in her breathing because he genuinely cared.
Finally, they stopped at a small, quiet place tucked along the river — a private meeting suite attached to a boutique hotel. Warm lighting. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking slow-moving water. A single couch. A small kitchenette.
It felt safe.
It felt intentional.
Étienne closed the door behind them and let out a long, quiet exhale — the kind that said now he could worry, because she was finally behind walls.
“Isla,” he said softly, “come sit.”
She didn’t wait. She dropped onto the couch, curling her knees under her, rubbing her hands over her jeans.
Her body was coming down hard.
Étienne sat beside her — not close enough to crowd, but close enough to be there if she reached.
She did.
Without thinking, her hand drifted toward his knee, fingertips brushing his trousers.
He inhaled sharply.
But he didn’t move away.
Instead, he shifted his hand until it touched hers — palm to palm, warm and grounding.
“You were shaking,” he said quietly.
“I… yeah.”
“And now?”
She hesitated. “It feels like… like my nerves are buzzing. Not bad. Just… loud.”
Étienne nodded slowly.
“The bond reacts to emotional strain. You bore the weight of the public alone for weeks. Today, you did not. That can feel… intense.”
She swallowed. “It feels like I’m not alone.”
Étienne’s gaze softened.
 “You aren’t.”
Her chest tightened.
“And Julian…” she said, laughing weakly. “He sounded like he was about to have a stroke.”
Étienne’s mouth curved.
“He cares deeply.”
 A beat.
 “We all do.”
She looked down at their linked hands.
“I’m not used to anyone caring,” she admitted quietly.
Étienne inhaled sharply, but before he could answer—
The door swung open.
No knock.
Just pure panic.

“Isla—”
Julian strode in, breathless, face flushed from rushing, hair messed, shirt half-untucked, looking every bit the handsome, frantic disaster she’d listened to on commentary for years.
His eyes snapped to her immediately.
And softened.
“I’m here,” he said, voice breaking a little. “I’m here, love.”
Isla didn’t even think.
She stood — shaky but upright.
Julian crossed the room in three strides and pulled her into his arms.
Not tight.
 Not overwhelming.
 Warm.
 Cocooning.
 Like stepping into a hug she didn’t know she’d needed all her life.
Her forehead pressed to his shoulder.
Her breath caught.
And then—
The bond flared.
Like someone struck a gong inside her mind.
Heat, concern, alarm, protectiveness — all layered, overlapping, distinct but interconnected. Etienne’s calm steadiness. Julian’s frantic, aching worry. A distant spark from Milo and Santiago, far away but suddenly aware.
Isla gasped.
Julian froze.
Étienne stood.
 “Isla?”
She clung tighter to Julian for one moment — just one — riding the wave of sensation.
Then the pressure eased.
Julian pulled back, holding her face gently in his hands.
“You felt that too,” he said softly.
She nodded, shaky. “All of you. At once.”
Julian’s thumb skimmed her cheek.
“That’s what happens when one of us hits panic,” he murmured. “The bond wakes up the others. Hard.”
She blinked fast. “I didn’t mean—”
“No.” Julian’s voice dropped low, gentle. “You don’t apologize for being overwhelmed.”
His arms came around her again — slow, careful — and she melted against him, letting her forehead rest against the soft knit of his jumper.
Étienne watched them — not jealous, not tense —
but with a quiet, bittersweet tenderness.
Almost as if seeing her held eased something in him too.
And when Isla finally pulled away, Julian brushed a thumb over her cheekbone and gave her a small, breathless smile.
“There’s my girl.”
Heat rushed through her chest.
Not sexual.
Not romantic.
Safe.
Wanted.
Held.
Étienne stepped closer.
“We will not let you walk through this alone,” he said.
 “Not anymore.”
Isla swallowed hard, tears gathering at the corners of her eyes.
“Okay,” she whispered.
 “I’ll try.”
Julian exhaled shakily — a sound of relief.
Étienne’s gaze warmed.
And for the first time since the bond began, Isla realized something:
She wasn’t falling into multiple relationships.
She was being claimed by a constellation.
[bookmark: _t00spjret7l9]CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
Santiago Rivas de la Vega García Benítez never minded being loud.
Or dramatic.
Or occasionally insufferable, depending on which teammate you asked.
He’d built an entire brand on it — the charming daredevil with the pretty boy smile, the aerodynamic jawline, and the social media presence of a man who thought filters were for cowards and thirst traps were a sacred civic service.
So when the soulmate story broke, he assumed he’d be fine.
Maybe even thrive.
This? This was attention.
He knew attention.
He surfed attention like he surfed corners in his GT car — aggressively, beautifully, sometimes recklessly, but always in control.
Or so he thought.
The slip came quietly.
Not a headline.
 Not a scandal.
 Not even a proper article.
Just a post.
A stupid, meaningless post on one of those gossip-heavy racing forums he shouldn’t have checked but did anyway during a layover in Dubai, waiting for his connection back to London.
He clicked.
He read.
And the words lodged somewhere deep and sharp.
“Let’s be honest. Santiago is just the eye candy of the bond.”
“What does he even add? He’s not a world champion. He’s not a media figure. He’s not a genius engineer. He’s literally just a pretty boy.”
“He’s the unnecessary one.”
“The spare.”
Santiago blinked.
That…
 That one hurt.
 More than he liked.
He scrolled.
Faster now.
The comments piled up like gravel in his gut.
“Poly soulmate or not, what does he bring?”
 “He’ll be the first one they drop when things get complicated.”
 “He’s forgettable.”
 “The group is basically the Big Four + Santiago.”
 “He’s filler.”
Filler.
He shut off his phone so hard the flight attendant glanced over.
He forced a smile.
 Bright.
 Charming.
 Automatic.
Inside, though?
Something thin and delicate cracked.
The jet engines hummed under him.
 People boarded around him.
 Someone recognized him, whispered “that’s the racer dude in the soulmate thing,” and he flashed his signature grin because that was the job, that was the armor, that was Santiago.
But as he settled back in his seat, pulling his cap low, sunglasses on, hoodie up, pretending he was tired—
He didn’t feel charming.
Or bright.
Or aerodynamic.
He felt…
 replaceable.
The thought curled cold and nauseating in his chest.
Replaceable.
His brain started doing math — awful, humiliating, unnecessary math.
Étienne: elite driver, disciplined, terrifyingly competent.
 Milo: world champion, iconic, brilliant strategist.
 Julian: beloved commentator, engineering genius, emotional anchor.
 Santiago: …hot?
He tried to laugh at himself.
He almost succeeded.
Almost.
He turned his phone back on mid-flight despite airplane mode warnings, opened Instagram, and forced himself to read the comments under his latest selfie — a stupid mirror shot in aviator sunglasses.
“Lol he’s TOTALLY the extra one”
 “Isla’s groupie 💀”
 “He’ll get bored first”
 “Santi is the weakest link”
 “The least interesting of the five, by far”
He exhaled through his teeth.
He shouldn’t care.
He never cared.
Except he did.
Because this wasn’t about racing.
This was about them.
About Isla.
About the bond.
And the thought of being the weakest one—
 The unnecessary one—
 The filler—
Made his chest feel too tight, too small for his lungs.
He closed the apps.
 Opened music.
 Closed music.
Opened messages.
 Closed messages.
He didn’t want to talk.
Because what would he say?
Hey guys, are you sure I’m not the deadweight?
No.
Pathetic.
He leaned his head back against the seat and squeezed his eyes shut.
The bond pulsed faintly at the edge of his awareness — Isla’s warmth, Étienne’s precision, Julian’s steady glow, Milo’s cool depth.
He withdrew.
Just a little.
He didn’t think they’d notice.
They did.
Twenty minutes later, a notification buzzed.
MILO:
 Hey mate, you okay? Feel quiet.
Santiago stared.
Typed: yeah all good man, just tired.
Deleted.
Typed: yep just chilling.
Sent.
A smiley face.
Liar.
The bond whispered again — now with worry.
He shut it down.
Sleep didn’t come.
Not on the flight.
 Not on the drive back to the flat.
 Not when he dropped his bag on the kitchen floor and stood there staring into the fridge like it might offer life advice.
It offered pickles.
He closed the door.
When his phone buzzed again, he nearly jumped.
ISLA:
 Are you home yet?
 I can feel something weird.
 You okay, Santi?
He swallowed.
Hard.
His fingers hovered over the keyboard.
He wanted to say:
 I’m fine. Ignore me.
 or
 It’s stupid.
 or
 Don’t worry about it. You’ve got enough going on.
But instead, completely against his will, in a moment of tired vulnerability, he typed:
SANTIAGO:
 Does it matter if I’m okay?
Isla responded instantly.
ISLA:
 Of course it matters.
 Tell me what’s wrong.
His vision blurred.
He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand — aggressively, like he could rub away the sting.
He typed:
SANTIAGO:
 People don’t think I belong with you.
Three dots appeared.
Disappeared.
Reappeared.
Then:
ISLA:
 Who are these “people” and where do I go to fight them
Despite everything — the cracked chest, the cold coil of insecurity — he let out a small, watery laugh.
Then came another message.
Longer.
ISLA:
 Santiago Rivas de la Vega García Benítez,
 look at me if you’re home.
 Look.
 You are NOT optional.
 Not to me.
 Not to any of them.
 Not to the bond.
 Not in this life or the next.
He exhaled.
Something unraveling.
Something aching.
Then the last message:
ISLA:
 Come over.
 Now.
 I don’t want to feel you hurting alone.
He stared at it.
At her.
At the warmth through the bond pulling him in like gravity.
He grabbed his keys.
And whispered into the empty apartment:
“I’m not the unnecessary one.”
He didn’t fully believe it yet.
But Isla did.
And that was enough to make him walk out the door.
[bookmark: _uznfmjfvqa6h]CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Étienne didn’t say a word the moment he opened the door to Isla’s temporary London apartment.
Not “hello.”
 Not “I’m here.”
 Not even her name.
He just entered, closed the door behind him with slow precision, and stood there — tall, elegant, immaculate — with the kind of silence that made Isla’s skin prickle.
That silence wasn’t blank.
It was full.
Too full.
“Étienne?” she asked carefully, stepping toward him. “What happened?”
He handed her his phone.
Held it out between two fingers like it was radioactive.
She took it.
Her stomach dropped.
It was a screenshot of a leaked internal Ferrari email, plastered across the motorsport world in minutes.
CONFIDENTIAL — DRIVER PERFORMANCE & STABILITY REPORT
“Following the discovery of Mr. Laurent’s soulmate bond with multiple public and sporting figures, the team must consider the impact on race performance, emotional stability, and media liability.
Should the situation compromise his professionalism or create an untenable public image crisis, management reserves the right to consider replacement options mid-season.”
Isla’s throat closed.
Her hands shook.
She had to read it twice before her brain caught up to the words.
“They’re threatening your seat,” she whispered.
Étienne didn’t move.
Didn’t blink.
Didn’t breathe.
“Yes,” he said finally.
 Calm.
 Even.
 Deadly.
“But you’re performing perfectly— this is ridiculous— this is—”
“This is F1,” he said, voice clipped. “They will tolerate many things. Scandal is not one of them.”
He walked past her into the living room, each step precise.
 Calculated.
 Like he was navigating debris.
Isla followed.
 She didn’t touch him.
She wanted to — God, she wanted to — but every line of his body screamed I am holding myself together by force.
He stood at the window, staring out at the grey London skyline.
“I have been in this sport since I was nine,” he said.
 “I have sacrificed birthdays, holidays, relationships, sanity. I have bled for it. Literally.”
He paused.
“And now,” he said softly, “they are considering firing me because I care for someone.”
The breath punched out of her.
“Étienne—”
“No.”
 His voice wasn’t sharp, just final.
 He turned slightly, enough that she could see his eyes.
Silver.
Fractured.
“You must not apologize,” he said. “This is not your mistake.”
She stepped closer anyway.
“Then whose is it?”
Étienne looked away.
“It is mine.”
Her chest tightened.
Of course he would blame himself.
Of course he would twist the knife inward instead of outward.
“How is this your fault?” she demanded. “You’ve done nothing wrong.”
“I let myself—” He cut himself off sharply.
 “—become distracted.”
“By what?” she whispered.
His jaw flexed.
He didn’t answer.
But she felt the truth through the bond anyway.
By you.
The realization nearly knocked her back.
“Étienne,” she whispered, stepping closer. “Look at me.”
He did.
Slowly.
Reluctantly.
His façade was still flawless — posture, suit, expression — but his eyes…
His eyes betrayed him entirely.
Fear.
 Worry.
 Self-loathing so sharp it made her breath catch.
“If I lose my seat,” he said quietly, “I lose everything I have built. Everything I am.”
Isla reached for his arm.
He didn’t pull away.
But he didn’t lean in either.
He was a man suspended between crumbling and refusing to crumble.
“And,” he said, voice dropping lower, rougher, “they will blame you.”
That broke something in her.
“No,” she said fiercely. “They don’t get to do that. You don’t get to do that. This is their decision, not mine, not yours.”
“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “The world will decide its own narrative.”
He exhaled a single, shaking breath.
“And the narrative right now is that I am unprofessional. Compromised. Weak.”
Her throat burned.
“You’re none of those things.”
He gave a soft, humorless laugh.
 “There are thousands of comments saying otherwise.”
“Then— then don’t look at them—”
“I didn’t,” he said.
She blinked.
“Then how do you know?”
Étienne finally turned fully toward her.
“And because,” he said quietly, “the team told me so.”
Isla’s knees nearly gave out.
“What?”
“They called,” he said. “This morning. Before the leak.”
“You… didn’t tell me.”
“You had enough to handle.”
“Étienne—”
“My place,” he said, voice steady but cracking at the edges, “is hanging by a thread.”
Her heart hammered.
She stepped forward.
This time, she placed both hands gently against his chest.
He didn’t flinch.
Didn’t move away.
But he didn’t touch her back.
Not yet.
“I’m not letting them take this from you,” she whispered.
His eyes softened, just barely.
“You cannot fight the press,” he murmured.
“I can fight for you,” she said.
Finally — finally — he closed his eyes.
And leaned his forehead against hers.
Just barely.
Just enough.
A breath of connection.
A plea.
A surrender.
“This,” he said softly, “is exactly what they are afraid of.”
She swallowed.
“Then let’s give them something real to be afraid of.”
A ghost of a smile — pained, tired, unbearably tender — flickered across his lips.
“You,” he said, “are dangerous.”
“And you’re mine,” she whispered before she could stop herself.
Étienne inhaled sharply.
The bond flared.
Hot.
Bright.
Immediate.
For a moment — a single dangerous heartbeat — she thought he might kiss her.
But instead he pulled back, just slightly.
“Isla…”
 Soft.
 Warning.
 Wanting.
She held his gaze.
And for the first time —
he didn’t hide.
He looked devastated.
 And determined.
 And hers.
Completely hers.
But the worst was still coming.
Because her phone buzzed on the table.
Then again.
Then again.
She glanced at it.
Hundreds — thousands — of notifications.
Trending hashtags.
Articles.
Commentary.
The age gap scandal.
Milo’s name.
Julian’s name.
Her stomach dropped.
Oh no.
Oh no, not them too—
Étienne saw her face pale.
“What is it?” he whispered.
She met his eyes, voice shaking.
“It’s not just you,” she said.

Isla’s phone wouldn’t stop vibrating.
It buzzed so violently against the table that Étienne reached over and turned it face down — not to hide anything, but in the way someone would slow a runaway train before it took their hand off.
“Open it,” he said quietly.
So she did.
The first alert that loaded made her stomach clench.
#MartenAgeGap
 Trending • 5.2M Tweets
Oh god.
She hadn’t even tapped anything yet, and already she knew.
She scrolled.
A headline jumped out:
“Is Soulmate Polyamory Ethical When Two Are Nearly 40?”
 The Mirror
Another:
“Isla Marten’s Relationship with Former World Champion Raises Eyebrows”
 BBC Sport Opinion
Her hands shook harder.
Étienne stepped closer.
 Not touching.
 Watching.
 A silent shadow of tension.
She opened the top article.
Julian’s name in bold.
Milo’s too.
“While soulmates are considered a natural phenomenon, concerns rise over age gaps within poly bonds. Critics question whether Isla Marten, age 24, can consent freely amid the influence of two much older, high-profile men.”
She felt sick.
Another article loaded automatically.
“Julian Hale’s Commentary Career in Jeopardy After ‘Improper Relationship’ Exposed.”
“What?” Isla whispered. “Improper? They’re acting like— like—”
Étienne didn’t let her finish.
“That is slander,” he said sharply.
She scrolled again.
A video thumbnail appeared:
Julian’s face.
 Live studio.
 Headset.
 A tight, brittle smile.
She tapped it.
The clip was only twenty seconds.
A presenter asked:
“Julian, would you like to address the rumors about your involvement with Isla Marten?”
Julian’s smile faltered.
Just a hair.
“I’m not here to discuss my personal life,” he said calmly.
The host pushed.
 “Some are calling it predatory.”
Predatory.
Julian inhaled.
 Hard.
Then forced a smile — the strained kind he used during very bad racing incidents.
“That’s enough,” he said.
 “I won’t be participating in speculation about someone I respect.”
And then — live, unedited — he took off his headset, murmured an apology to the crew, and walked off set.
The clip ended.
Isla stared at the screen, throat tightening.
“He walked out,” she whispered.
 “He never does that. Never.”
Étienne’s jaw flexed once, sharp.
“Call him.”
She tried.
Straight to voicemail.
“Milo then,” Étienne said.
She opened their group chat instead.
MILO:
 Off the phone. Don’t call.
JULIAN:
 Give me an hour.
Her heart twisted.
She typed:
ISLA:
 Are you okay?
Delivered.
 Not read.
Another article refreshed.
 And this one hit her so hard she felt physically winded.
“JULIAN HALE AND MILO VAN DER MEER: ROLE MODELS OR MANIPULATORS?”
“Two much older, influential men connected to Isla Marten through fame, history, and emotional psychic vulnerability. Some psychologists argue this dynamic mirrors grooming patterns.”
She made a sound.
Small.
 Broken.
Like someone knocked the air from her lungs.
Because this—
 This was their worst nightmare.
And she’d walked right into it without ever meaning to.
Étienne took the phone from her gently.
Very gently.
“Enough,” he said.
“It’s not enough,” she whispered.
 “It’s too much.”
She sank onto the couch, head in her hands.
“They think Julian’s— they’re calling Milo— they’re saying they took advantage of me. That I’m confused. That I’m too young to know what I want.”
Étienne knelt in front of her.
 Again.
 Twice in one day — something he’d never done before.
“Isla,” he said softly.
 “This is not about you. Or them. This is the world turning something beautiful into something ugly because they cannot imagine what you have with us.”
She looked up, eyes stinging.
“No matter what I say, they won’t believe me.”
“No,” Étienne agreed.
 “They will not.”
Her breath hitched.
“But they will believe us.”
She stared.
Us.
He’d said us.
Before she could answer, her phone buzzed again — a single, sharp vibration this time.
A private message.
From Julian.
JULIAN:
 I’m coming.
Then another.
JULIAN:
 Don’t read anything online. I mean it. Stay with Étienne.
Then—
A third message popped up.
 From Milo.
MILO:
 We need to talk.
Her blood ran cold.
Milo asking to talk was never casual.
 Milo didn’t talk when things were bad — he buried it until someone dug it out.
If he was asking…
Étienne saw her expression shift and tension coiled through him.
“What now?”
She handed him the phone.
He read the last message.
His expression changed.
Not much.
 Just a single, deadly soft inhale.
“Milo is not stable,” Étienne said quietly.
 “He blames himself.”
“For what?”
“For being older. For being visible. For being… a threat to you in the public’s eyes.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“It does not matter.”
Étienne looked at the ceiling, exhaling slowly.
“We must get ahead of this.”
“How?” Isla demanded, voice cracking. “Everyone’s attacking all of you. They’re picking apart your careers, your ages, your personalities, everything.”
“And they will continue,” Étienne said.
 “Until we do something.”
Her pulse spiked.
“Something like what?”
He didn’t answer at first.
Then:
“A united front.”
Her breath stilled.
“Public?” she whispered.
“Yes.”
“All of us?”
“Yes.”
She swallowed.
“What if it makes things worse?”
Étienne met her eyes, and for the first time since he walked in, she saw the truth:
 He wasn’t calm.
He was terrified.
“Then,” he said softly, “at least we face the fire together.”
Her phone buzzed again.
Julian.
 Calling.
She stared at the screen.
Étienne touched her knee.
“Answer it.”
She picked up.
“Julian?”
His voice — normally smooth, warm, composed — came out wrecked.
“Love?” he breathed.
 “Please tell me you’re safe.”
Her heart shattered.
“I’m okay.”
A shaky inhale on the other end.
“No, you’re not. None of us are. And I should never have let you go on camera alone, I should have—”
“Julian,” she murmured, “it’s not your fault.”
“Oh, sweetheart,” he whispered, voice cracking, “you have no idea how much I needed to hear that.”
And that was when Isla realized—
This was no longer one crisis.
This was all of them falling apart at once.
And she had to choose how to put them back together.
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Julian arrived six minutes after hanging up.
Six.
She counted every one.
Étienne stood by the window, shoulders straight, jaw locked, the picture of control—but the bond inside him was a storm being held down by force.
 It vibrated faintly, like electricity buzzing along a wet wire.
Isla had never seen him like that.
But all her attention snapped to the door when she heard the hurried footsteps in the hall.
Then—
A sharp knock.
Not polite.
 Not calm.
 Not Julian.
She opened the door.
And the man who never shook was shaking.
His coat was half-buttoned, scarf crooked, hair windblown like he’d run here, not walked. His eyes—normally warm, steady, listening—looked raw on the edges. Thin. Stretched.
 And terrified.
“Love—” he exhaled, stepping into the apartment like he was crossing a finish line.
Isla barely had time to blink before he had her in his arms.
Not gently.
 Not carefully.
Desperately.
She clutched him back, grounding her feet as he pulled her against his chest and buried his face against the curve of her neck.
God.
He was trembling.
“Julian?” she whispered, cupping the back of his head. “Hey—hey, breathe. I’m here.”
He didn’t answer.
He just held on.
Like a man who’d spent the last three hours convincing himself he didn’t have the right to.
Étienne shifted behind them, tension sharpening in the air, but he didn’t interrupt. He didn’t intrude.
 He simply watched, silver eyes softening—barely, almost imperceptibly—as Julian’s mask finally cracked.
Julian inhaled unsteadily.
“I shouldn’t have walked off set,” he said into her shoulder. “I shouldn’t have left. I should have stayed and controlled the narrative, but all I could think was— was—”
He pulled back suddenly, gripping her shoulders, eyes bright with something painful.
“I thought they were going to tear you apart,” he said.
 “And I—god, Isla, I couldn’t sit there while they said those things about you.”
His voice wavered.
Julian Hale’s voice.
 The voice that comforted nations after catastrophic crashes.
 The voice that soothed young drivers on the worst days of their careers.
Breaking.
Isla swallowed hard.
“They weren’t talking about me,” she said gently. “They were attacking you.”
He gave a tight, hollow laugh.
“Oh, they did both,” he said.
 “Brilliant multitaskers.”
He wiped a hand over his face—but not fast enough to hide the wetness at the corner of one eye.
Not a sob.
 Just a leak.
A man under too much pressure, finally cracking at the seam.
Isla reached for his cheek, brushing her thumb across the tear before he could pull away.
He froze.
And for the first time since he arrived—
 he let himself lean into her touch.
Étienne stepped forward then, slow, deliberate, like approaching a wounded animal.
“Julian,” he said quietly.
Julian looked up.
Silver met honey-brown.
A long, weighted moment passed between them.
And then Julian exhaled, voice fraying at the edges.
“They’re calling me a predator.”
Étienne’s jaw flexed once.
“They are wrong.”
“I know that,” Julian whispered. “But they don’t. The audience. The executives. The parents watching. They all think I—”
His breath hitched.
“I would never hurt her.”
“You never have,” Étienne said.
Julian looked at Isla, eyes searching hers like he needed to read reassurance off her skin.
“Say it,” he whispered.
 “Please.”
Her heart clenched.
“Julian,” she said softly, stepping close enough to cup his face with both hands, forcing him to look at her.
 “You have never—ever—hurt me. Not once. Not in thought, not in action, not in feeling.”
A breath left him.
Shuddering.
His eyes closed, forehead dropping to hers, a tiny sound escaping him—pain, relief, exhaustion.
She rubbed his cheek gently.
“I trust you,” she whispered. “I wanted you before the bond even showed up. I watched your commentary for years after my crash because you made me feel like the world wasn’t over.”
Julian froze.
Completely.
He leaned back just enough to look at her.
“You…”
 He swallowed.
 “You listened to me? Back then?”
She nodded.
His lower lip trembled.
Just a little.
Then Étienne spoke again, voice a low thread of steel.
“This is a coordinated attack. On all of us.”
Julian nodded once, sharp, defeated.
“They’ve already suspended me.”
Isla inhaled sharply.
“What?”
“For walking off. For being ‘emotionally compromised.’ For the—” he made air quotes with tired fingers,
 “‘optics of entanglement with a younger woman.’”
Her chest squeezed so tight she had to grab his hand.
Julian squeezed back.
Then the phone buzzed in Isla’s free hand.
Milo.
Video call.
Étienne went still.
 Julian tensed.
Isla answered.
Milo’s face appeared, dimly lit in his Swiss apartment, hair damp from a shower or maybe rain. His expression wasn’t angry.
It was worse.
Blank.
Emotionless.
Cold in a way Milo never was with her.
“Isla,” he said softly.
“Milo,” she breathed. “Are you okay?”
“No.”
 His voice flatlined.
 “And neither are you. Or Étienne. Or Julian.”
Julian stepped closer to the phone.
“Milo, this isn’t your fault—”
“It is,” Milo interrupted.
 “Because I should have predicted this. I should have known the public would tear us apart. I should have stopped it before it started.”
Étienne snapped.
“Milo. Enough. You are not responsible for the world’s ignorance.”
Milo didn’t even blink.
“They’re calling me a groomer,” he said calmly.
 “Do you understand what that does to someone who spent twenty years proving he could be trusted in high-pressure environments?”
Julian inhaled sharply.
Isla’s stomach dropped.
“Milo,” she whispered, stepping closer to the screen. “Look at me.”
He did.
Green eyes, dark with exhaustion.
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” she said. “I chose you. I want you. The bond didn’t force that.”
He exhaled—not relief, not gratitude.
Frustration.
“I want to believe you,” Milo said quietly.
 “But right now? All I see is the world tearing your life apart because of me.”
Julian stepped forward.
“Not just you,” he said.
 “They’re tearing us all apart.”
Milo stared.
At Julian.
 At Étienne.
 At Isla.
Then he whispered:
“So what do we do?”
Étienne spoke first.
“We unite.”
Julian nodded, wiping under his eye.
“We go public. Together.”
Milo’s jaw tightened.
“That’s nuclear,” he said.
“Yes,” Étienne replied.
 “And this is war.”
Isla swallowed.
Hard.
This was it.
The turn.
The moment the world stopped being confused and became hostile.
And she realized—
If they didn’t get ahead of this, the bond wouldn’t just suffer.
It might shatter.
She lifted her chin.
“We do it,” she said.
 “All of us. Together.”
The bond pulsed.
Approval.
 Fear.
 Resolve.
Milo exhaled.
Julian nodded.
Étienne looked at her like she’d just walked into fire.
And Santiago—
 who had been silent in the group chat since last night—
finally sent a single message:
SANTIAGO:
 When do you need me?
And Isla whispered:
“Now.”
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