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      Dear Pit Chasers,

      Aurélie broke into Callum’s flat and refused to let him spiral. He realized she’d already made a home in him. That’s where we start in Flat Out.

      This book marks a turning point in the Speed Demons series. In Overdrive, we stuck close to the race calendar, because that was when Callum and Aurélie collided—on and off the track. Their relationship simmered in the shadows, built on tension and adrenaline, slow burn glances and guarded messages in the spaces between.

      But now they’re all in, which means the story stretches wider and deeper. Between the races, in the quiet and the chaos, is where the biggest moments now live—because being together isn’t just about surviving race week. It’s about learning how to hold each other through everything else.

      You’ll notice that in Flat Out and Red Flagged, the pacing shifts. There are long breaks in the race calendar—three weeks, then four—and these aren’t just filler gaps. They’re where some of the most important emotional and political turning points happen. The pressure doesn’t lift in the off-weeks. It builds, it tests them, and it changes everything.

      This book is raw. It's feral and aching and complicated in all the ways love can be when two people try to stand on their own and still choose each other again and again.

      And it’s also tender, messy, hot, and hopeful.

      Thank you for being here. Thank you for reading, for loving this couple the way I do, and for holding them gently through the sharp turns. We’ve still got a long road ahead.

      With all my love and every bruised, burning heartbeat,

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

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

      	
        High-pressure competitive environments (because what would a Formula 1 race week be without a little bit of drama?!)
      

      	
        Severe anxiety rep (moments of panic, emotional spirals, and self-doubt. Thoughts of self-harm, isolation and feeling unseen)
      

      	
        Infertility & PCOS (girl bonding over trauma)
      

      	
        Pregnancy Scare (thoughts and discussion of miscarriage included)
      

      	
        Complex family dynamics
      

      

      

      This is a story of resilience, love, and devotion, but please take care while reading. Your well-being matters.
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        Book Three Cliffhanger
      

      	
        Anal play (because some lines are meant to be crossed, explored, and thoroughly enjoyed… where trust and control make it more enticing)
      

      	
        Mutual longing & obsession (two people circling each other like gravity, unable to stay away)
      

      	
        Found Family (blood doesn’t always bind you, but love and loyalty do)
      

      	
        Public Spice (the risk of getting caught makes it that much hotter)
      

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

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

      	
        Worship-level devotion (read: borderline obsession)
      

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

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

      	
        Emotional & physical surrender (the kind that ruins you)
      

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

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

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

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

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

      

      

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

      	
        No unnecessary heartbreak
      

      	
        No “miscommunication” trope
      

      

      

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

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

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

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      FLAT OUT is the third book in the Speed Demons series. It should be read after OVERDRIVE and CLOSE CONTACT and before RED FLAGGED.
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        The ones who refuse to take no for an answer, no matter how many roadblocks stand in their way.

      

      

      

      
        
        … this one is for all of you.

      

      

      

      
        
        XO,

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

      The Ultimate F1 Cheat Sheet for the Girlies Who Get It [image: nail polish][image: racing car]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      	
        Wet race – When it rains and chaos takes over.
      

      

      

      

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

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

      

        

      
        ÉTIENNE: EH-TEE-EN

      

        

      
        DUBOIS: DUE-BWAH

      

        

      
        MARCO BIANCHI: BEE-ON-KEY

      

        

      
        IMOLA: IH-MOLE-UH
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      Callum stood barefoot in the hallway, zip-up hoodie thrown over boxer briefs, hair rumpled as though he’d clawed at it all night. The living room was nearly pitch black—curtains drawn, no sound or movement. Just utter stillness.

      His eyes squinted against the entry light, and I realized he hadn’t been avoiding me the whole time. I thought I was ready to face him, to confront the silence, the distance, the ache he left behind.

      And yet now, standing in his flat, I realized I wasn’t ready at all. I was tired. Bone-deep, soul-heavy, tired from the emotional roller coaster of the last twenty-four hours. It wasn’t just from missing him, but also from holding everything else together while he vanished.

      Meanwhile, he was hurting and probably just as exhausted as me, if not more so. It didn't excuse him for not answering me at the door, though.

      He winced, one hand flying up to shield his face. His chest rose unevenly with each breath, his skin was too pale, jaw unshaven, shoulders hunched as though the weight of the world had finally caught up to him.

      And all that rage—the fire, the heartbreak, the ache in my chest—shifted to the side to make room for the sudden overwhelming urge to nurture. I had the inexplicable desire to simply take care of him.

      “Oh,” I whispered brokenly as I took a tentative step forward. “Concussion?”

      He nodded slowly, once, and winced, as if even that movement cost him. I carefully closed the door so it didn't slam shut, but he still flinched at the sound. His eyes pooled—not with tears ready to fall, but the kind you hold back so hard your whole body shakes from the effort.

      I was already moving toward him, the invisible string that seemed to tie us together drawing me closer to him, like I was Icarus and he was the sun. Somehow, loving him had become another thing I didn’t know how to do in halves. I was burning myself out trying to hold everyone else accountable while simultaneously giving him everything I had left in me.

      “Mon dieu, Callum,” I breathed, wrapping my arms around him gently, afraid he might break. Right now, he might, given how his whole body shuddered.

      He didn’t resist my touch or try to act tough. He just let himself fall forward, burying his face in my neck despite our height difference with a low, desperate groan. His arms wrapped around my waist, holding me as if I was the only thing keeping him upright.

      “I’ve got you,” I murmured, running my hand down his back. “Come on, mon cœur. Back to bed. Now.”

      He swayed slightly, legs buckling. I tightened my grip, and when he felt stable again, I turned so his arm was draped across my shoulders.

      “I’m sorry.” His voice cracked halfway through.

      “Don’t,” I breathed, fighting tears as I steered him toward the bedroom. “You can apologize when you come back to me like you promised.”

      He let out something between a huff and a whimper. “Still bossy.”

      “Still breathing,” I whispered, the words barely making it past the lump in my throat. He didn’t argue.

      We made it to his bedroom, the only light coming from a sliver of daylight slipping through the curtains. I helped him ease onto the edge of the mattress, every movement excruciatingly slow. He hissed as he lowered himself down, posture stiff, shoulders curling forward just slightly as he cradled his ribs with one arm.

      His head tilted—not dropped, not fully turned, just barely angled downward like even the weight of his skull was too much. His hoodie hung open at the chest where the zipper had come loose, revealing the edge of a compression vest beneath.

      I sat beside him, my voice soft. “What are the injuries?” I rubbed his back as gently as I could. I didn't know what would make it worse.

      “Moderate concussion,” he said. “Neck strain. Whiplash. Bruised ribs. No fractures, just… a lot of pain.” He swallowed. “And you. The guilt.”

      I reached up, carefully brushing the hair back from his forehead. He leaned into the touch, even as a slight grimace crossed his face—like he was choosing the comfort over the pain. And my heart broke a little. He needed someone here for him right now.

      “Why didn’t you tell me? Or, I don't know, respond to me.”

      He didn’t move for a long moment. Just sat there, body rigid, as if shifting even an inch might crack him open. Slowly, his hands unclenched in his lap. His fingers twitched, as though he wanted to hide them again but didn’t have the strength.

      “Didn’t want you to see me like this,” he murmured. His voice was rough, but it wasn’t just from the injury. Shame laced his tone.

      “Like what?” I asked gently. “Human? Hurt?”

      “Like someone who can’t take care of you right now.”

      My throat tightened and everything inside me crumbled a little bit more. Always for him—only for him. “I don’t need you to always take care of me, Callum. I needed you to let me be there for you. And you shut me out.”

      I’d spent a lifetime pouring myself out for everyone—him, the team, the fans—while pretending I was fine. But I wasn’t. I didn’t even know what fine meant anymore.

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “I know,” I said, pressing my fingertips into the muscles on his neck. He sighed. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “Later?”

      “Yeah,” I said, rising to my feet and moving to stand between his legs. He immediately circled his arms around my waist and pressed his forehead against my stomach. I carefully massaged his neck with both hands. "Let me see."

      "What?" he mumbled, burrowing his face deeper into my wrinkled clothing. God, I was dying to shower, but he needed me first.

      "You're wearing a compression vest. Let me see the damage."

      With another sigh, Callum pulled back at a tedious pace. I helped him unzip his jacket. He removed the compression vest, the velcro loud in the quiet room, and when it slipped from his shoulders, I sucked in a breath. Bruises in the shape of his straps bloomed across his ribs, chest, and shoulders.

      I hummed and then rushed to pull it back over him, pushing his hands away when he tried to zip it back up himself. "D'accord. Time to rest."

      He let out a tiny, wrecked laugh. “There it is. The French I love so goddamn much.”

      “You’re not off the hook, Fraser. I’m still pissed.” He didn’t argue, but instead let me guide him down, slow and stiff. He hissed with pain, but his hand never let go of mine, tugging me until I was sitting with one leg curled under me and his head was resting against my knee.

      “I can't believe you picked my fucking lock,” he said, voice hoarse.

      I folded my arms. “What did you expect? Me to wait outside until you were ready?”

      “I mean… kinda?”

      I loved him so fucking much, it hurt. “I missed you. Besides, you told me to stop running. To stop going through things alone. You think I was gonna let you pull this shit without me showing up?”

      He blinked up at me, eyes glassy and tired. “I didn’t want to scare you. Not with how bad it got.”

      “You went to the FIA to fight for me, went to the hospital, and then you disappeared. You didn’t text me back, Callum,” I cut in, my voice breaking. “I thought you were done.”

      His face crumpled, and his hand flew up to wipe at his eyes with his sleeve. “Never. I swear to God—never.”

      I leaned forward until our foreheads touched. I was practically folded in half, and my body protested, but it didn't matter. None of it mattered as long as I could let him rest. “You don’t have to hold me up all the time, mon amour.”

      "Mmm. That wasn't true in the shower."

      Snorting and fighting a blush, I pulled back and brushed the hair from his temples and cheekbones. It was a little longer right now, but it suited him. “Glad to see you think you’re still funny.”

      He cracked a smile—barely there, soft and lopsided, but real. “Trying,” he murmured, then his brow furrowed, and something in him shifted. “I missed you.” He didn’t open his eyes, as if he couldn’t bear to look at me while he said the next part. “I kept thinking… if I just slept a little more, rested a little longer… I’d be able to show up the way I’m supposed to. Be the man you deserve. Not the one who ghosts you and hides in the dark like some broken mess.” My throat closed so fast I couldn’t speak. “But that was never the point, was it?” he continued, voice so quiet I had to lean in. “You don’t need me to be perfect. You just needed me to be there. And I fucked that up.”

      The truth was, I’d been unraveling slowly and quietly in his absence, convincing myself that if I just kept going and kept fighting that it would all fall back into place. It didn’t, though. And now that I was here, I didn’t know how to stop bracing for the next hit. Especially when I was launching a battle against the FIA.

      I could’ve told him he was wrong. That he was enough. That just seeing him in the flesh—standing, breathing, here—was enough. But I didn’t, not yet. Instead, I kissed the center of his forehead. Letting my lips linger there like a promise.

      Then I pulled back, ran my fingers through his hair again, and whispered, “What was it you told me in Monaco? Oh, right. Tough shit. And by the way, you’re mine. Even bruised and broken and silent and stubborn as hell.”

      He exhaled shakily. “Still yours.”

      “Still mine.”

      His hand slid out from under the blanket, fingers searching. I let him find mine. Let him hold it even though I was still pissed, but love doesn’t vanish when it gets hard. Love shows up—hair a mess, mascara streaked, heart wide open—and picks the goddamn lock.

      “Come on,” I said, tugging the blanket up his torso. “Back under, mon champion. Head still pounding?” I asked.

      He nodded faintly. “Like it’s trying to make me forget you yelled at my doorbell.”

      I kissed the corner of his mouth. “You deserved worse.”

      “You love me, though.”

      “I do. I really, really, do,” I muttered, climbing up beside him. "You're an idiot."

      "Certifié," he mumbled, eyes fluttering open. Certifiable. “You’re not leaving?” He sounded like a child afraid to believe in comfort, and I remember how he said his parents fought a lot when he was younger. Caught in the middle and the cause of endless marital issues.

      “Not yet.” I glanced around the disaster of his flat—clutter, clutter, clutter—my heart softened just a little more. I had a million things to do, but… this was more important. I would do anything this man needed if it meant calling him mine for the rest of my life.

      His hand shifted, slow and deliberate, sliding up my wrist, over the bend of my elbow, curling lightly around my upper arm. Not possessive. Just… craving. And I hated how much I wanted him, even now.

      “I’d pull you into bed with me if I could,” he murmured, his thumb stroking small circles against my skin. “You know that, right?”

      The ache in his voice shot straight to my clit. Yeah, this path to recovery was going to suck.

      “I know,” I whispered.

      “Even now, like this—body bruised and broken, my head pounding like a motherfucker, my career in the goddamn weeds—I’m never not reaching for you.”

      I swallowed hard, leaned in, pressed my lips just below his ear. “You need to rest."

      He turned on his side and rested his hand on my thigh, squeezing gently. "I missed you so fucking much."

      Emotions clogged my throat, but I forced a smile. "You know, in French, we say 'tu me manques'. Directly translated to English, it means you are missing from me. And that's true, mon amour. When I'm not with you, it feels like part of me is missing. That's what it felt like when you disappeared."

      "I love you." Callum kissed my knee. "I could listen to you talk all day, Aurélie." A pause. Then, quieter, "Please don't stop. I need you."

      And yet, I spent my entire trip doubting if my voice even mattered. If my absence had even registered. That was the thing about being strong for too long—it started to feel like silence was safer than asking for anything at all.

      "I'm not running anymore, Callum. I'm here. Even if I have to fight through pain, migraines, metal, and every wall you build just to reach you, I'm here."

      "You came back for me."

      "Always."
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      I knew this race, knew it in my bones, my blood, my goddamn spirit. In the last four years, I’d lived it a thousand times. I’d recognize it from anywhere

      Silverstone Circuit. It was the final lap, the final sector, and everything was on the line. The crowd was a thunderous roar in my ears, vibrating through my chest until it became white noise that pushed me. My pulse synced with the car and my breath locked into rhythm with every shift. The wheel hummed in my hands like an extension of my body, fused by years of instinct and need.

      I felt weightless in the cockpit, flying low to the ground with heat bleeding into the soles of my boots. The halo cast a soft blur across my periphery, the sun slicing through it in gold flares. Sweat ran down the back of my neck, down into the collar of my fire suit. I barely noticed, barely even blinked.

      Every bump of the curbs and millimeter of tire placement was all muscle memory now.

      I hit Copse flat–no lift, just the tires biting. The car twitched under me but held. Next was Maggots. Left-right-left and full speed. Becketts carved after like a blade, all tight, brutal, and beautiful. Then into Chapel I went as if it was second nature. Downforce sucked the car to the asphalt like glue.

      “Push, Callum!” Dom barked into my ear. “Two corners! THIS IS IT, SON! Final sector—DON’T FUCKING LIFT!”

      I didn’t. I didn’t even breathe. A burst of speed cracked through me like a drug hit. Stowe came at me like a freight train. I braked late into the turn—too late—but I held it. I felt the rear slide just a little, but corrected and nailed it. The tires screamed but clung by some miracle.

      We’d taken a huge risk not pitting again, and the tires were costing me speed in each sector, on every turn, chicane and straight.

      Next I went down into Vale. It was a quick left, and a quicker right. I clipped the sausage kerb so hard I felt the jolt in my spine. I gritted my teeth but continued to push.

      There it was. The final turn, Club corner. The finish line was straight ahead, awaiting not just any victory, but my first title.

      But I saw her first.

      Aurélie.

      She was trackside, past the finish line but glowing like a fucking angel. At first, I thought it was just one of the engineers, maybe even her in fire proofs. But the closer I got, the more it unraveled me.

      She wasn’t in racing gear, nor a team jacket. Was it a blouse? No, it was a dress. A fucking wedding dress.

      There were thin straps over her shoulders, a bodice that clung to her body like devotion, and a flowy skirt catching in the breeze, light and lace and fucking impossible. A veil flowed behind her, pulled gently by the wind like it didn’t want to let her go. Her hands were clasped together just under her chin. Eyes wide and lips parted.

      She looked like she was about to cry. Or scream, or run, or wait forever.

      She looked like home, like Heaven, like every moment I never let myself want.

      The radio exploded⁠—

      “CALLUM FRASER, YOU ARE A WORLD CHAMPION!” Dom’s voice cracked with emotion. “YOU FUCKING DID IT! WORLD CHAMPION! YOU HEAR ME? WORLD FUCKING CHAMPION!”

      But I barely heard him, because all I could see was her. I didn’t even care that I didn’t do a victory lap before parking in Parc Fermé. I slowed right in front of where she stood cheering for me and let go of the wheel to make a heart with my hands.

      She gave me the most beautiful smile before tossing her head back and laughing. I couldn’t hear her over the crowd, but I knew what that sounded like. It was a laugh reserved just for our private moments, a sound of joy that would never belong to anyone but me.

      And in that moment—helmet still on, heart about to burst—I knew.

      It wasn’t just a fantasy. It wasn’t just love. It was her.

      She wasn’t just the girl I wanted. She was the life I wanted. My girl, my future, my wife.

      I opened my mouth to say her name, to tell her I was coming and that I was hers. But then I blinked, and when my eyes opened again, she was holding a baby on her hip. Dark curly hair and big hazel eyes identical to Auri’s blinked at me, a chubby hand raised and a big smile on her face. Two top teeth were peeking out and her full cheeks were rosy.

      That was our baby. A perfect combination of us both.

      I killed the engine just as raindrops started to fall, ready to run to them and pull them into my arms. The rain picked up, falling harder, faster. A curtain of water came down across the track, and they started to blur.

      I couldn’t see her face anymore. Couldn’t see the baby. Panic rose in my throat like a scream. They were right there.

      I blinked, and the circuit was gone–but not really, because suddenly I was driving again. The colors around me shifted. The grip was off. The barriers looked all wrong.

      Oh.

      This wasn’t Silverstone. It was Montreal. I was headed into Turn 9. The chicane, the wall, the moment everything broke.

      And she was there again, this time on the other side of the track. Still holding the baby, smiling and waving, barely visible through the rain.

      Just as I was about to pass them while approaching Turn 9, I turned the wheel, but it felt loose. It was too sharp, too late, and the rear gave out. I took the chicane wide–an amateur mistake–and my wheels hit loose gravel. Suddenly I was airborne.

      There was no sound, no weight, as the world flipped once, twice, and then–impact. The crash didn’t feel real. It felt like hitting a wall in slow motion. My body jerked forward, harness tightening around my chest. My helmet slammed against the headrest. Everything inside me protested, but no sound left my mouth.

      I blinked through the blur of smoke, wet visor, and flickering warning lights. Then I spotted Aurélie waving her free arm from across the track, where she stood on the edge of the runoff, in front of the goddamn barriers.

      What was she doing? She was going to get herself killed.

      “No,” I whispered, but the sound was nothing more than a rasp.

      She looked frantic–wide eyes, dress soaked from the rain, hair plastered to her neck. Her mouth opened in a scream I couldn’t hear, but felt. Her arms curled protectively around our baby, a pink bow I hadn’t noticed before crushed from the movement.

      I tried to raise my hand, to tell her I was fine, to unclip these godforsaken restraints, but nothing moved. Aurélie gaped at me before she took off in a run. No hesitation in her steps, veil billowing behind her and white dress whipping in the wind. Our baby was cradled against her chest.

      “Stop—” I tried to yell. “Auri, STOP!” But my voice didn’t exist here.

      I fought against the five-point harness—desperate, wild, tearing at it with everything I had—but I was stuck.

      And then I saw it all unfolding. In my periphery, there was a flash of orange. Morel. He came around the corner too fast, the visibility low from sheets of rain.

      His car was a blur. Auri and the baby were in the center of the track in soft shades of pink and white.

      And I was trapped.

      “I’m okay!” I screamed, but the sound never left my lungs. “MOVE!”

      She didn’t look scared, not until the last second. Her concern turned to confusion. Confusion turned to fear. I saw her pivot, turning her body to shield the baby, before her mouth opened again. She gave me one last look.

      And then the track disintegrated. The roar disappeared, the car vanished from beneath me, and the world went silent.

      I was gone again.

      The race sounds still buzzed in my ears, but everything else was quiet. My ribs ached and my neck was stiff as hell. Every muscle in my body pulsed with the kind of pain you don’t just walk off. I didn’t know where I was for a moment as panic clawed at my throat and my heart slammed against my sternum so hard I thought it might break.

      Then I remembered I was in my flat, tucked in bed, the sheets feeling heavy on my bruised chest.

      Aurélie was sitting beside me. I could feel the weight of her body dip the mattress, her warmth beneath my palms, the gentle scrape of her nails across my scalp. I heard her voice. She spoke in French—low, melodic, and close to my ear.

      It wasn’t a race. It was a lullaby.

      “Tu es mon cœur. Tu n’es pas seul.”

      You are my heart. You are not alone.

      There was a slow, quiet hum beneath the words—too faint to follow, but steady enough to keep me from drifting too far. Her voice curled around me like a security blanket, wrapping me in things I’d never known how to ask for. Comfort, forgiveness, a home.

      She kept speaking, like a litany only the two of us knew, a string of tender nonsense and sacred truths.

      “Mon amour. Mon champion. Reviens-moi. Je t’attends.”

      My love. My champion. Come back to me. I’m waiting.

      The lullaby shifted into something older, and I realized it was prayer.

      I didn’t understand all the words, not fully—just pieces of it. They were hopes tucked into syllables like stitches. Wishes I didn’t deserve, but wanted to earn.

      Her fingers threaded through my hair, her lips occasionally pressing to my temple.

      She prayed for rest, for healing. For peace and for the pain to ease.

      For me.

      And I nearly broke. Somewhere deep inside, behind the fog and the fire and the ache, I felt something twist. A pressure behind my eyes. A tremble I couldn’t name.

      No one had ever prayed for me, not like this.

      And even if I couldn’t move or speak, I heard her. I felt her. She was here with me. Body, mind, and soul, comforting me and caring for me. She wasn’t crossing a live track about to get hit by a Formula 1 car. She was here.

      I could feel her. I could hear her. And that knowledge meant I wasn’t alone.

      I wanted to turn my head to look at her, but my neck screamed in protest. Pain lanced through my ribs and my eyes wouldn’t open, so I stayed still. I just let her speak, let her touch, let her love me in the ways she needed to.

      It was all hazy and choppy. One second I was fading into a slumber, and the next I was back with her. I tried to hold on to it—this moment, this feeling—but it was like trying to cling to fog.

      Time stretched. I drifted.

      When I surfaced again, it was dark, and the sheets were cool beside me. Her scent lingered–lavender and something sweeter. It was the distinct scent of the woman I loved, the woman I could’ve been permanently torn from.

      I heard her voice somewhere, but it was so quiet I wondered if I imagined it. I thought I heard her laugh coming from the kitchen, or maybe the hallway. And I yearned for her. Craved her warmth again, her touch, the comfort of her voice, but my body was too heavy to follow.

      Then, for the briefest moment, my eyes fluttered open. Just enough to see her by the bedroom door. Phone in hand, hair twisted in a towel, body clad in dark clothing.

      I tried to call out, to beg her to stay, to not go, to apologize for my inconsiderate, selfish, idiotic tendencies. But nothing came out, just like my nightmare. Only my fingers twitched as I tried to reach for her across the bed.
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      I stayed with Callum until his breathing evened out. One hand curled around mine, his face half buried in my thigh. Occasionally, his fingers twitched like they were still reaching for me, even in sleep.

      I sat there for a long time, stroking his hair and whispering in French. Just soft things, nonsense, really. But my voice soothed him, and maybe, selfishly, it soothed me too.

      Tu me manques. Tu es mon cœur. Tu n’es pas seul.

      You’re missing from me. You are my heart. You are not alone.

      When I was sure he was asleep, I gently pried myself away, setting his hand on the blanket and brushing a kiss to his temple.

      And then I got to work.

      His flat was a fucking mess. Not the endearing kind, and certainly not the man cave disaster you ignore because the sex is good. This was full blown post-crash wreckage.

      Laundry was on the bathroom floor, a half-eaten protein bar on the counter. His bags were open with clothes strewn across his room. Medical papers were stacked on the kitchen table along with prescription bottles and ice packs. One of his hoodies was stained with blood, still sitting by the front door.

      It gutted me.

      I started with the small things. I tossed the towels in the washer, picked up his clothes, folded the ones that were clean. Repacked the things he wouldn’t need until Austria, even if he wasn't cleared to travel by next week. Then I set his suitcase and duffel bag in his massive walk-in closet that I was insanely envious of. I prepped some meals for him using ingredients I was surprised he had that were actually fresh. Threw out the takeout containers, wiped down the counters, organized his tea collection alphabetically—for no real reason on that last one other than its state of disarray stressed me out.

      My phone buzzed the entire time.

      Every few seconds, there was another ping, another name, another reminder that I had interviews to prep for, a press team losing their shit, and a full schedule back in Paris that I had no business ignoring.

      Ivy was going to kill me if I didn't answer her texts soon.

      Still, I silenced it, set it down on the couch, and kept folding. It helped calm the part of myself that was screaming for time to stop, because this wasn’t a forever gesture. This was triage. I wasn’t building a life here; I was trying to keep the person I loved from falling apart when I walked out that door.

      I washed the bloodstains off his clothes as if it would cleanse the memory of the crash, as though I could scrub hard enough to forget how I thought he was dead. But I couldn’t launder away the truth—I had one foot out the door already. Not because I wanted to leave, but because I had no choice.

      I moved through his kitchen like a woman on borrowed time. I split the soup I’d made earlier into containers. Made a light pasta with lemon oil and put a smoothie in the door of the fridge. I grabbed a pen and a sticky note from the drawer and scribbled quickly:

      
        
        Eat & Rest

        – Chicken & rice soup: 2 minutes, stir, 30 seconds more

        – Pasta with lemon & parsley oil: Cold is fine, warm is better

        – Protein smoothie is in the door. Drink it. No arguments.

        PS: Drink water. Even if you're not thirsty. Especially then. Don't be an idiot.

        Je t'aime.

        – A

      

      

      I stuck it to the fridge and then I showered in his guest bathroom. Finally I got to rinse the travel, the tears, the fucking race off my skin. I stared at myself in the mirror for a long time. After a while I wrapped my hair in one of his towels, trying to figure out how I could feel so heavy and weightless at once.

      I crept back into the bedroom with an armful of freshly folded laundry. His t-shirts, his sweats, his lucky hoodie. My favorite jeans of his that hugged his thighs and sat just right over the dress boots he liked to wear.

      I blinked, wondering when I'd noticed that about him.

      I placed his lucky hoodie gently on the chair by his bed, praying that some semblance of luck would speed up his recovery time. Then I turned to look at the man I loved.

      Callum hadn’t moved much. One hand was still resting on his chest, the other reaching across the mattress to where I’d sat earlier, as if he was reaching for me even in sleep. I sat on the edge of the bed and reached to tidy up the stack of compression wraps on the nightstand. But then his phone lit up on the charger beside it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mum – Calling...

      

      

      

      

      

      I froze. She was probably worried. I wondered what that was like. My parents had never seemed too concerned when I crashed. So I answered, because I hoped I could lend some semblance of comfort to her.

      “Hello?”

      There was a pause. Then a thick Scottish accent cut through the line like a wind rolling off the North Sea. “Och! That’s not my Callum. Who is this? Where’s my boy?”

      I blinked. Right. I hadn't thought this part through. “This is Aurélie. I’m… with him. He’s resting.”

      Another pause. Then a breath that sounded a little like hope. “Aurélie. Dubois? The girl who fought like hell to get to him after that horrific crash? The one he wouldn’t stop goin’ on about for months?”

      Heat rushed up my neck. “Yes. That’s me.”

      “Don’t you yes me,” she said, voice cracking. “Thank God. I’ve been calling. He texted once—once—saying he was fine. But you tell me the truth, lass. How bad is it?”

      I shifted, curling one leg up on the bed, and lowered my voice so I wouldn’t wake him. “He’s hurting. The concussion seems bad. His ribs are bruised and he's got whiplash. I don't think he's eating much, but I prepped some meals for him. He’s resting now after I forced him to.”

      “You love him?” she asked, blunt as hell. Well, now I see where he got that from.

      I didn’t hesitate. “Oui.”

      She sighed in relief. “Good. Because he’s a nightmare when he’s like this. But if anyone can handle him, it’s you.”

      “He’s not as difficult as he thinks he is.”

      She laughed quietly. “You’re already halfway to marrying him if you believe that.”

      I smiled down at him, still fast asleep. “I’ll make sure he calls you when he wakes up.”

      “You better. And Aurélie?”

      “Oui?”

      “Thank you. For loving him. For trying to get to him.”

      My heart splintered. “It’s not hard to love him. It’s just painful sometimes.”

      She made a soft sound that felt like a hug down the receiver. “Sounds like love to me.” Then she laughed, and it reminded me so much of his that I looked down at him with tears in my eyes. I couldn't wait for him to come back to me. "You already know what that stubborn wee shit’s like when he’s injured. Doesn't want anyone to see him suffer. Doesn’t ask for help. But he always needed someone like you.”

      Wee. God, that was adorable. I remembered when he said that to me, and he sounded so fucking Scottish that my heart—and my lady parts, too—had melted. That was back when I thought we were both invincible, though.

      I swallowed hard. “I needed him, too.”

      His mum sniffled. “Aye, well. That makes two of us. Take care of him, love. And if he doesn’t text me back when he wakes up, I’m takin’ the next flight to Monaco and draggin’ his arse out the bed myself.”

      We hung up, and I stared at the phone a second longer before setting it back on the charger.

      I had less than an hour before I needed to leave. I ran to the guest room to get ready. When I emerged, I was in in clean jeans and a tight bodysuit—the last fucking thing I wanted to wear right now—a full face of makeup, and my hair blow-dried.

      I dug into my bag for the little black tin I always kept tucked in the side pocket. The label had rubbed off, but the scent hit me like home. It was my family’s lavender balm, hand-whipped and packed with chamomile, arnica, and a few secrets only our family knew. We'd bottled it ourselves—one of the few Dubois formulas we never sold to the public.

      I grabbed the sticky notepad from the kitchen before walking back to the bedroom. He was still asleep, snoring softly when I eased the covers down. A goofy grin spread across my face, despite the heavy feelings looming over me. I knelt beside him, careful not to jostle the mattress as I moved his hoodie off his neck. Then I twisted the lid open and dipped my fingers into the soft balm.

      Working the balm into the side of his neck with slow, gentle strokes, I felt that magnetic pull to him blossoming inside me, rising into a painful yearning. His skin was warm under my touch, just like always. I could feel tension still wound tight in his muscles, the aftermath of the pain and duress he'd been put through.

      He didn't want me to see him like this. My chest ached at the thought as I pressed the lavender into his skin, fighting the tears that never seemed to stop.

      Only when I finished did I reach for a sticky note to scribble a message to him.

      
        
        We make this at home. It’s a family secret. It'll help. Rub gently on ribs, shoulders, and neck. Twice a day, after a hot shower if you can. Don’t skip it. Let it soak in. Let me take care of you for once. I know you hate rest, but I need you whole.

        – Your girl

      

      

      I stuck it on the lid of the tin and set it gently on his nightstand. Then, as I leaned over to wake him, I paused. He looked small. He never looked small. He always held himself tall and confident, a proud champion who'd come from nothing. My larger-than-life idol now lay broken before me. It wrecked me. How could I leave him like this?

      Except I had to. I had to go be the woman who screamed into microphones and demanded better. The one who had to make the noise and burn the legacy of silence to the fucking ground.

      I knelt on the bed once more and ran a hand over his cheek. “Callum,” I whispered, just loud enough for his lashes to flutter. "My love, I have to leave."

      “Mmmph.” He stirred. “No. Stay.”

      My heart cracked. “I need to go.”

      He cracked one eye open. “Just got you back…”

      I leaned in and kissed him—soft and slow. But when I pulled back, his hand slid up to cup my breast, gently. Possessively.

      My lips parted and I giggled softly. “Callum.”

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, sleep-drunk and needy. “Missed you. Want you everywhere.”

      I laughed softly. “You can have me when you’re awake and able to breathe without pain, mon amour.”

      He smiled. “Okay, love.”

      “I’ll be back.”

      “I know.”

      If he clung to me again, I wouldn’t be able to go. If he asked me to stay one more time, I might. And then what? Lose the momentum? Delay the interviews? Risk the plan I’d already set in motion? I’d always been able to choose my career, my next step, but for the first time, I wanted someone more than I wanted control.

      I forced myself to my feet and wandered down the hall to grab my bag before popping my head into his room for one last look, one last whisper even though he was sleeping.

      “I love you.”

      Because this was the love before the war, the breath before the scream, the balm before the blade.

      And I was about to set the world on fire.
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      I woke up to darkness. A painful kind that clung and made me realize I was missing something.

      The throbbing in my head had dulled, but it wasn’t gone. A ghost of a migraine still pulsed at my temples, and my neck ached like hell. I groaned as I rolled onto my back, one arm thrown over my eyes to shield them from the dim hallway light I’d apparently forgotten to turn off.

      Then I caught a whiff of something—lavender. Soft and sweet, florally with some herbal undertones.

      Aurélie.

      Her name shot through me like a jolt of adrenaline. She’d been here. Not just in the dreamlike haze of my half-sleep. She’d been here. I remembered the way she smelled, the way she’d said my name, the way she spoke in French until I fell into a deep slumber to the sound of her voice. I remembered the weight of her hand on my chest. The feel of her lips on my forehead. The whisper of I’ll be back.

      I turned my head. Her spot on the bed was empty, but her scent lingered, feeling like home and warmth and every comfort I’d ever known.

      I blindly reached for my phone. The screen lit up like a damn nuclear reactor. I groaned at the sudden light, swiping my thumb on the screen so I could turn the brightness down.

      347 unread texts. 217 DMs. Seemingly thousands of mentions. About my crash, the kiss before the race, the kiss before I was loaded into the ambulance. Aurélie in a dead sprint as she ran across the grass to get to me. The way I held her like she was the only thing tethering me to earth.

      And then there were the clips and screenshots and tweets. She’d started a fucking revolution while I was passed out in bed.

      I didn’t open social yet. I clicked into the group chat first.

      
        
          
            
              
        Grid Gremlins

      

      
        Me, Aurélie, Marco, Kimi

      

      

      

      

      

      Because of course she’d kept the name she picked.

      
        
          
            
              
        Marco

      

      
        Okay what the FUCK is happening

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kimi

      

      
        Auri why are you trending on my entire feed

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You left Montreal less than 24 hours ago????

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Like did you plan this?? What are you doing??

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ARE YOU AT CALLUM'S AGAIN

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        FIA Regulation 3.6.2 Drivers may communicate with media unless otherwise instructed during official sessions. No regulation prevents a driver from offering personal statements post-race.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        FIA Article 12.1.1(c) A breach is committed if a driver acts in a manner deemed prejudicial to the interests of motorsport. Not “is”. Deemed.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m talking.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        About safety.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        About the fact that a driver submitted evidence of sabotage and was ignored.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        About the fact that no one listened until someone nearly died.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Wonder why.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kimi

      

      
        I’m not saying stop. I’m just saying holy fuck.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This is the most fun I've ever had in F1.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        You KNEW this would blow up.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        Not as much as it is, but I’m glad for it.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        They weren’t ready for me to be loud. And they sure as fuck weren’t ready for me to be angry.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I've already been fined 50,000…

      

      

      

      
        
          
        THANK GOD I got a fat signing bonus from Ferrari so I can buy my house :)

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kimi

      

      
        HQ is gonna be pissed.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And you're completely unbothered.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You're an icon.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        HQ already IS pissed. We’re just getting started.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I probably have a hundred missed calls and texts between Henric and the PR team alone.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ivy's having a blast.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Marco… are you in Monaco or HQ?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Monaco. Why?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        Did they give you your HQ schedule?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Nah, I’m remote this week. Callum too (obvi, that fucker is probably still sleeping). You know, unlike the Luminis Losers [image: winking face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        Perfect. Do you know if his PT has been scheduled yet?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Also, his mum pretty much said the same thing about him hahaha. Says he's a "wee stubborn shit".

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Uh, standby. I’ll check the physio chat.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kimi

      

      
        What are you planning [image: grinning face with sweat]

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Wait, you've been talking to his mum and you're NOT dating??????

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        He's never asked me to be his girlfriend, so no, we're not dating.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kimi

      

      
        Ray he kissed you before the race…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        He was just following French tradition.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        Okay yeah, he’s starting tomorrow at 10am.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        Can you get it moved to afternoons? Like 3-4pm daily? Until Austria.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        … I mean, probably? Wait, why??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kimi

      

      
        RAY???

      

      

      

      
        
          
        WHAT IS HAPPENING. EXPLAIN YOURSELF

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        Because I’m going to fly back to Monaco every day from Paris after my HQ obligations are done to check in on him. Prep meals. Organize things. Make sure he’s not a complete disaster.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But I can’t be distracted by him while he’s home.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        So.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        He needs to be gone.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        You.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Are.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        INSANE.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kimi

      

      
        You’re a legend.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        He’s healing. I’m busy. He gets better, THEN he gets me. End of story.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Oh, and it's also a punishment for ghosting me after the race and then letting me stand outside his door sobbing as if I didn't just travel across the planet to make sure he was okay [image: melting face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        HE DID WHAT?!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        Ouais, he watched through the doorbell, didn't bother speaking to me through it or responding to me when I watched him text you back when we were at the hotel in Montreal. [image: upside-down face]

      

      

      

      
        
          
        So I picked his locks but there will be retribution and he will pay for being an idiot.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kimi

      

      
        CALLUM YOU'RE A FUCKING DOUCHE

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Wait Dubois, how do you know how to pick locks??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        You broke into his flat?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        If either of you make me out to be a crazy woman, I WILL slam both of you on my interview with Pole Positioned. I go live in fifteen.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Marco

      

      
        HUH? You're back in Paris already? HAVE YOU TELEPORTED?!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aurélie

      

      
        [link attached]

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You can watch it live! I'll text you boys after.

      

      

      

      

      

      I dropped the phone onto my chest, then grunted from the surge of pain.

      Holy shit.

      She broke into my flat. She talked to my mum somehow. She was going to fly in every day from Paris just to make sure I was fed and upright and not a disaster. She was re-scheduling my physical therapy. She was punishing me—deliberately, methodically—for hurting her. And she was doing it all while launching a fucking campaign to gut the FIA with her words.

      God, I missed her.

      I sat up slowly, flinching at the fading daylight bleeding in through the curtain crack. My ribs screamed. Everything else fucking ached. Didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was the sudden, desperate need to see her. That was what ached the most.

      She said she was going live in a studio in fifteen minutes. That was ten minutes ago, and the group chat had since gone silent.

      I grabbed the remote off the nightstand, squinting against the glow of the TV as it powered on. The brightness pierced through my eyes like a knife, but I pushed through it, blinking until my vision adjusted, then I switched over to YouTube.

      And there it was.

      
        
        POLE POSITIONED: Live with Aurélie Dubois—F1's Rising Star

      

      

      The thumbnail was her with a slick ponytail, bold red lips, and hypnotic hazel eyes tired but sharp enough to cut glass.

      I let the loading wheel spin, heart pounding harder with every second. The feed hadn't started yet, but the desperation to see her nearly crushed me worse than my crash had. I pressed a hand over my heart.

      She’d been here a handful of hours ago, whispering in French while I slept. Touching me with lavender-scented fingers, like I was fragile and hers all at once. Leaving behind this version of her—composed, gentle, breathtaking—for the cameras.

      And now I got to watch the woman I loved walk into a studio and burn everything down with elegance.

      Fuck, I loved her.

      But I also hurt her. I knew I had. And I hadn’t even begun to make it right.

      My head still pounding, I pushed myself to my feet, eyes snagging on my tidied nightstand. There was a tin with a note on the top. The handwriting was hers—slanted, feminine, and a little hurried. I picked it up and peeled the sticky note from the top.

      
        
        We make this at home. It’s a family secret—but it helps. Rub gently on ribs, shoulders, neck. Twice a day, after a hot shower if you can. Don’t skip it. Let it soak in. Let me take care of you for once. I know you hate rest, but I need you whole.

        – Your girl

      

      

      My girl. God, I didn’t deserve her.

      I held the paper to my chest and closed my eyes. She came back, and fuck me if I wasn’t going to do everything in my power to make sure she stayed.

      I slowly padded into the kitchen, every step shooting arrows of pain through me, and stopped dead in my tracks. The place… was spotless. The counters gleamed, the dishes were gone, and even the air out here smelled faintly of lemon and lavender. Another sticky note, stuck to the fridge.

      
        
        Eat & Rest

        – Chicken & rice soup: 2 minutes, stir, 30 seconds more

        – Pasta with lemon & parsley oil: Cold is fine, warm is better

        – Protein smoothie is in the door. Drink it. No arguments.

        PS: Drink water. Even if you're not thirsty. Especially then. Don't be an idiot.

        Je t'aime.

        –A

      

      

      My hand shook as I reached for the fridge handle. A smoothie sat just inside the door just as she'd written, and three stacked containers of food were on the shelves.

      I’d been asleep, healing. And in that time, Aurélie had launched a war, taken care of me like it was second nature, and still found time to talk to my mother.

      I opened my messages and scrolled to the most recent thread with Mum.

      She’d sent a thumbs up, a heart, and two texts.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mum

      

      
        You better make that French girl your wife.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And tell her I said hi.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t reply, just stared at the screen with my heart in my throat, because I already knew the second she broke into my flat, she was mine. I'd known it for a long time, but this was next-level devotion that I would never take for granted again.

      The word wife ricocheted in my brain, bringing with it the ghost of that nightmare I couldn’t shake—her in white, a veil framing her face, stepping onto the track. The screech of tires, waking with my heart clawing against my ribs, convinced I’d lost her before I’d even had the chance to make it official.

      Except now the image was different. Still her in white and wearing a veil, but this time it was me standing beside her. My hand in hers. No brakes, no screech, no fear—just forever. And suddenly, it was all so fucking clear.

      Swiping the smoothie from the door, I headed back to the bedroom, only to pause by the guest room. The bathroom light was left on, and when I went in there, I found another note. It was like an Easter egg hunt that had my heart flipping with excitement.

      
        
        Remember the last time we showered in here?

        XO

      

      

      I groaned, my voice hoarse. Because of course I remembered worshipping at her feet and coming all over her pretty pink toenails after I ate her out.

      Fuck.

      Nope, I couldn't think about this right now. It had been almost a month since we'd had sex, and I was about two seconds from telling my PR team to fuck off.

      Maybe I should.

      After all, she was going on her own crusade. I could support her…

      Just as both my brain and my dick started to throb, I heard the sound of a live audience clapping, filtering down the hallway. I moved as quickly as I could, smoothie and sticky notes in hand, and made it to the bedroom just as Ava Richards—the founder of the advocacy platform Pole Positioned—started speaking.
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