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      Dear Pit Chasers,

      We did it. Holy shit, we actually did it.

      This series was messy and loud and chaotic and tender and holy and painful and alive. It lived in my bones for so long that writing the final words felt like saying goodbye to a part of myself.

      Thank you for screaming, crying, feral-emoji reacting, falling in love, threatening me for angst, surviving the pain, and celebrating the joy.

      Cal, Auri, Marco, Ivy, Kimi, Lucy—they’re family now. Yours and mine.

      Thank you for loving them as fiercely as I do. Thank you for letting me tell this story. And most of all, thank you for meeting me at the finish line.

      Eternally grateful,

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

      
        
          	
        Infidelity (not between the main characters, but it impacts their world)
      

      	
        Difficult family dynamics (strained parental relationships, pressure, expectations)
      

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

      	
        High-pressure competitive environments
      

      	
        Relationship trauma
      

      	
        Themes of isolation, anxiety, and feeling unseen
      

      	
        Moments of panic, emotional spirals, and self-doubt
      

      	
        Mention of assault (sexual & physical)
      

      	
        Mention of off-page grooming
      

      	
        Mention of self-harm
      

      	
        Infertility & miscarriage
      

      

      

      This is a story of resilience, love, and devotion, but please take care while reading. Your well-being matters.
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        Rivals-to-lovers (with tension so thick you’ll need a chainsaw)
      

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

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

      	
        Worship-level devotion (read: borderline obsession)
      

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

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

      	
        Emotional & physical surrender (the kind that ruins you)
      

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

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

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

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

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

      

      

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

      	
        No unnecessary heartbreak
      

      	
        No “miscommunication” trope
      

      

      

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

      

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

      

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

      

      Finish Line is the fifth and final book in the Speed Demons series. It should be read after Red Flagged. All books in this series should be read in order.
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        For those still healing.

        For those who stayed soft in a world that tried to harden them.

        For the hearts that broke and chose to beat anyway.

      

      

      

      
        
        To anyone who has ever had to rebuild themselves from the inside out.

        You are not too much. You were never meant to survive alone. And one day, someone will love you in the exact language your heart speaks.

      

      

      

      
        
        May you be held when the world is loud.

        May you find someone who looks at your scars and says, mine.

        May you know the kind of love that steadies your hands

        and ruins you for anyone else.

      

      

      

      
        
        You are worthy of the safe arms, the shaking breath,

        the quiet mornings after the storm.

      

      

      

      
        
        And somewhere in this wild, relentless life, may you reach your own finish line, and realize the best part was always the one waiting to hold you.

      

      

      

      
        
        I’m proud of you.

      

      

      

      
        
        XO,

        Cait
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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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      Champagne bubbles fizzed across my tongue as I swallowed the last of my glass and set it down. Then I leaned in and kissed the sweetness from Callum’s mouth, my ring flashing in the flickering candlelight like a secret between us. He was already smiling when I pulled back, eyes half-lidded, jaw loose, the kind of smile that said he’d do anything I asked.

      So I didn’t ask. I just plucked another strawberry from the lavish display on the table beside us and held it up for him to bite. His teeth sank into the fruit, slow and deliberate, juice running down to my knuckles. I watched the way his mouth worked around it—how his throat flexed when he swallowed—and felt my core turn molten at the thought of him doing that to me.

      Then he licked the trail of juice off my fingers with one slow swipe of his tongue, winding around the inside of my knuckle like it was something sacred. He plucked the mangled fruit from my hand and dropped it onto the tray, his eyes never leaving mine. And before I could breathe again, he dragged me forward into a kiss that stole all of the air from my lungs.

      We were tangled together on a pillowy, sun-bleached loveseat beside a low teakwood table, Callum settled sideways as I straddled his lap, one knee tucked into the cushions. His arm rested along the back of the loveseat, like he’d claimed every inch of it—and me—long before we sat down.

      We were somewhere between dessert and disaster, drunk on each other under the stars.

      Okay—and maybe the free-flowing champagne. We were on our second bottle, without a single care in the world.

      The sea crashed against the shore a few meters away, white foam catching the moonlight, while our villa sat perched at the top of the dunes like something out of a dream. Its warm golden lights cast long, romantic shadows down the winding private path that led straight to us.

      Everything else had gone quiet.

      One strap of my white sundress slipped off my shoulder, the skirt loose and wrinkled from being pressed between his hips and mine all night. His white linen shirt was mostly unbuttoned, the front hem still wet from the champagne I’d spilled laughing ten minutes ago.

      Or maybe twenty. Time had stopped making sense the moment I said yes.

      God. I said yes.

      A giggle slipped out of me, soft and disbelieving. Callum caught it like he’d been waiting for it, his hand curling under my jaw, thumb brushing the edge of my smile like he could feel it from the inside out.

      “What?” he asked, voice wrecked from kissing me. “What’s going on in that pretty little head, ma fiancée?”

      Ma fiancée.

      Be still, my beating heart. And my wildly, inappropriate clit. And the part of me that just clenched around nothing.

      RIP Aurélie Dubois. Cause of death: being called ma fiancée in Callum’s irresistibly sexy Scottish accent. Resurrected immediately as Mrs. Aurélie Fraser: his slut, legend, and soon-to-be wife.

      Not Madame Fraser. That sounded too… Dom. And I was the sub who sometimes liked to bark back before I begged.

      My thighs squeezed around him, and I didn’t even pretend to hide it. I was sitting on his lap, facing him, legs straddling either side of his hips. He dropped his hand to rest low on my waist. The other toyed with the hem of my dress like he was deciding whether to hike it up or tear it off.

      “You keep calling me that,” I whispered, breath hitching as his fingers slipped just slightly higher. “And I might come before we even get inside.”

      His grin turned wicked. “That’s not a threat, baby. That’s a challenge.”

      Then he caught my left hand again and kissed the inside of my ring finger, soft and reverent, like it was a vow all its own. My engagement ring glinted in the candlelight. He didn’t stop at one press of his lips. He did it to each finger, one by one, then slid his mouth to the pulse point of my wrist and sucked.

      His mouth lingered there, lips dragging over the spot where my heart beat the hardest, before slowly trailing down the inside of my arm. And then lower. And lower still. He kissed along my elbow, across the slope of my shoulder, until he found drops of champagne I’d spilled on my collarbone.

      I hadn’t even noticed it, but he had. Of course he had. He always knew how to find the parts of me that needed his attention. His mouth. His teeth. The kind of touch that made me unravel without a single word.

      “Messy little thing,” he murmured.

      “Clean me up then.”

      He did—tongue first, then teeth—I arched with a whimper, clutching his shoulders like they were the only stable ground I had left.

      My breath caught. I shifted my hips, rolling against his cock, and God. I still wasn’t wearing any panties. Just the thin cotton of his linen trousers between us, hot and rough and infuriatingly in the way. The pressure shot straight to my core like a jolt of electricity, like his mouth on my wrist was wired to my clit. My nipples hardened beneath the thin fabric of my dress, and a quiet, helpless noise escaped my throat before I could stop it.

      His hands weren’t still—not for a second. One stayed at my waist, gripping tighter, thumb dragging in slow circles over my hip bone like he was trying to keep me grounded. The other slipped beneath the edge of my dress and skimmed the inside of my thigh, dangerously close to where I needed him, but never quite enough. Just the heat of his palm. Just the promise.

      I was soaked. Squirming. Half-intoxicated and dizzy from the heat pooling low in my belly, and we hadn’t even made it off the beach.

      “I still don’t believe this is real,” I murmured, dazed,aching, and stupidly in love. My forehead tipped to rest against his temple, too overwhelmed to hold myself upright. My hips writhed again, chasing friction, every nerve in my body alight and greedy.

      “It is.” He turned his face to gently capture my lips with his. “You’re mine. Forever now.”

      I melted into him, hands twisting into the hair at the back of his neck. My lips brushed his just once, teasing, before I whispered, “Do we get to start planning our wedding for real now?”

      He chuckled. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, mock-offended, then dropped his voice to something dark and amused. “Did you think we weren’t before?”

      I opened my mouth to sass him, but he didn’t give me the chance.

      “All that talk of peonies and wearing white and bending you over the altar?” He nipped my jaw; I shivered. “You think I forgot that?”

      A choked, filthy sound clawed out of my throat. “No,” I managed on an exhale.

      He hummed. “I haven’t stopped thinking about it. You, looking like a sin in satin while I make you mine twice in one night. My ring on your finger. My cock buried so deep in you my name will be imprinted inside you.”

      Then he kissed me, hard and claiming, until I sighed into his mouth. He pulled back, but I chased him and bit his earlobe hard enough to make him flinch.

      “You proposed, Callum. You don’t get to half-ass the husband part now by escaping wedding planning.”

      His grin turned downright dangerous. “And right this moment…” he breathed, one hand cupping my breast through my dress, thumb brushing over my nipple until it peaked for him. I ground my hips against him, hard enough to make him groan, and he flexed up into me with a sound that punched straight through my core.

      His eyes flared—twin flames in the dark—and I saw our entire future in that look. The rings. The ceremony. The rest of our fucking lives.

      “What would make me a good husband to you?” he murmured, voice pitched like a prayer. “What do you need, mon cœur?”

      “I want you to fuck me like one.”

      “You want me to fuck you like one.”

      I rolled my hips again, chasing it—chasing him—the orgasm already tingling, reaching its fingers through my nerves like a warning. My breathing picked up, ragged and shallow, as I clutched at his shoulders for balance.

      “Yes,” I gasped. “I need you. God, Callum, I need you.”

      “Oh, baby,” he said, low and dark, fingertips skimming higher up my thigh. “You think husbands fuck their wives whenever they whine pretty?”

      “I think mine should.” I batted my lashes. Bit my bottom lip. Let my voice go all soft and syrupy as I rolled over him again. “Please fuck me like a good husband would.”

      Callum melted. Visibly. An adorable little grin tugged at his lips. I softened into him, sweet and needy and obedient. He shifted, and I nearly sobbed when his touch left my thigh. He was so close.

      He flexed his hands, dragging me down slow and hard over his cock again, the friction enough to make me tremble. Then again. And again. I rode him, soaking him, grinding over the thick, perfect pressure of his cock, the friction from the fabric equal parts heaven and torture—too much and not enough, rough and soft against my pussy.

      His pants were drenched now, gliding easier from the lubrication of me completely losing control in his lap. And every time I tried to shift the angle, to chase more, he pulled back just slightly, controlling every movement like he owned my body—and knew exactly how to keep me on the edge.

      He clicked his tongue once, shaking his head. “Mm-mm. Not when she’s being a brat.”

      “N-No,” I stammered, whimpering as my thighs trembled around him. “I’ll be good. I promise. Mon fiancé… mon amour… please…”

      Callum’s eyes went half-lidded with hunger. “Does it make me a sadist,” he murmured, “that I love watchin’ ye beg?”

      And fuck. His accent thickened, rasping over the syllables like velvet-wrapped gravel. The g in “beg” disappeared entirely. His mouth dragged low and loose around the word, like he wanted to taste it and keep it all to himself. Because when I begged, it was only for him.

      I moaned loudly and dug my fingers into his shoulders, eyes fluttering shut. The breeze whipped through my hair, lifting it from my clammy skin. Cool where I burned for him, hot where I was already unraveling.

      “I’ll be so good for you,” I gasped, grinding my hips down again and again and again, desperate to push us both over the edge. “I’ll beg so fucking pretty. I’ll earn it. I’ll do anything. Everything. Just tell me how—just let me—please—s’il te plaît—” The words dissolved into broken, needy whimpers.

      Then I fisted both hands in the open collar of his shirt and yanked him closer, teeth grazing his bottom lip before I kissed him—rough and a little unhinged.

      “If you loving it makes you a sadist,” I whispered against his mouth, “then baby, the way I fucking crave begging for you makes me a masochist.”

      A pause. A breath. A promise.

      “Your masochist.”

      The perfect little submissive he’d trained me to be.

      Callum groaned low in his chest, cock twitching hard beneath me—pressing perfectly against my clit, and God, I gasped as lightning lanced through me, all heat and tension and soaked, slick friction.

      “Fuck me, Aurélie…”

      “I’m trying to,” I said sweetly, rolling my hips over him again. “But apparently we’re waiting until we’re indoors like civilized people.”

      He bit down on a curse and dragged his mouth to my neck, kissing a slow path down, his stubble rough and deliberate against my flushed skin. It scraped just enough to make me shiver. To make my pussy flutter. To make me grind down faster.

      We dry humped like we were a couple of goddamn teenagers instead of newly engaged degenerates. Dripping and desperate in paradise, the sound of our moans was positively sinful beneath the stars.

      “Back to your question. You remember what you said?” he asked when I stilled, voice rough. “When I win my fifth title or you win your first. Whatever comes first.”

      I let my head fall back, eyes fluttering closed in ecstasy. My hips rocked lazily against his again, slower this time, controlled only by the ache still tightening in my core.

      The orgasm was building, stealing oxygen, making my thighs quiver.

      “Mm, I remember.” It came out all breathy and pitchy and wrong, but oh, so fucking right with the rush of hormones flooding my system like I was seconds from coming.

      He slid a hand up my spine to grip the back of my neck, forcing me to look at him. His impossibly blue eyes steadied me, owned me.

      I smiled, teasing. “I’m just getting a head start. I’m thinking of an October wedding, evening ceremony.” I leaned down and kissed his neck, dragging my teeth just enough to leave a mark. “You in black, me with cherries on my lingerie.”

      “Cherries.”

      “Mhmm.”

      “You’re going to kill me.”

      “But have I earned this tonight, mon amour?”

      He chuckled, quiet and wrecked, then leaned in—his mouth brushing my jaw as he whispered, “You have earned it, Auri baby. You said yes.” His lips found the corner of my mouth. “You picked me.” A kiss. “You picked us.” Another, this time harder. “And I’m gonna make sure you never fucking regret it.”

      His tongue pried my lips apart. I opened willingly, my stomach erupting with butterflies. His hand slipped between us, not inside me—God, not yet—but cupping me.

      “Every time you come while we’re on holiday,” he murmured, “I want you to remember this moment. Ring on your finger. My cock inside you. And the ocean singing in your ears.”

      I whimpered, grinding against his hand, chasing friction like it was salvation.

      “You want your fiancé to fill you up right here?” He was breathing hard. On the brink of losing his grip. I wanted him completely unraveled right there with me. “You want me to take you before we even make it inside?”

      “Yes,” I begged. “Please.”

      He wedged his hand further between us, and I gasped as he teased the seam of me, slick and swollen and so ready. Then, just when I thought he’d give in, he pulled back with a wicked smile.

      “Look at you,” he said, slow and cruel and completely in love, “dripping all over me already.”

      He dragged the pad of his thumb in a slow, lazy circle just below where I was throbbing, just far enough to make me cry.

      “Fuck, you’re so wet for me,” Callum breathed. “This pussy’s mine forever now, yeah?”

      I nodded, breath hitching. “Oui, mon dominant.”

      His thumb slipped higher, pressed exactly where I needed him, and this time he didn’t stop. He circled and circled, firm and perfect and relentless, until the pressure exploded inside me and I was coming hard—body convulsing, mouth open in a silent cry as I broke apart in his lap.

      “That’s it,” he murmured, voice filthy and full of reverence. “My good girl. My fiancée. So fuckin’ perfect when you come for me.”

      I rode his hand, clenching and unraveling. He undid his pants, pulled himself free, and slid inside me in one deep, claiming thrust.

      My orgasm strengthened. It didn’t end; it dragged, pulsing around his cock, dragged out by the stretch of him filling me, sliding against every tender, overworked nerve ending. I could feel his veins, the coolness of his piercing hitting my walls, the deepness from this angle.

      “Oh, fuck, Callum.”

      “I know,” he growled, one arm wrapped tight around my waist, the other gripping my shoulder hard enough to bruise as he fucked up into me—slow, deep, and possessive, like he wanted to fuck the word fiancée into my bloodstream. “I know. I’ve got you.”

      “No, merde—oh mon Dieu—I can’t⁠—”

      “You can.” He kissed me. “You will.” He dragged every last pulse of my orgasm out with love and adoration, until it had nowhere else to go but him.

      I collapsed in his lap, gasping through the aftershocks while he kept moving, slow and steady, like his only goal was carving himself into me. Like this was the only way he knew how to say forever.

      “I should carry you inside,” he rasped, voice hoarse and holy. “Strip you all the way down. Bend you over the edge of our bed like a good husband would.”

      “Cal—”

      “That’s my name, baby.” His thrusts deepened. His breath stuttered. “Now let me finish making love to you.”

      And he did.

      He moved like I was something sacred and my body was built to hold him. Like I’d always been his, and now he was just reminding me.

      His cock thrust through every soaked, swollen inch of me, the piercing hitting my G-spot perfectly with every roll of his hips. My clit throbbed where our bodies rubbed, the pressure building again, too soon, and yet not soon enough.

      He cradled the back of my head, his forehead pressing to mine, his mouth falling open against my cheek.

      “I love you,” he groaned, voice breaking.

      “I love you,” I whimpered back. “I’m…” My voice faltered, because I was unraveling again. I could feel it building, hot and wild and all his.

      “That’s it,” he whispered. “Come for me again, baby. Let me feel it.”

      My second orgasm slammed through me like a wave crashing over rock. I clung to him, cried out for him, broke open with him. And as my body clenched around him, he followed me over the edge with a guttural curse, spilling deep inside me, holding me so tight I thought we might merge.

      Like our soon-to-be vows weren’t just something we’d say at the altar. They were already coming true in every pulse, every breath, every part of me that belonged to him now.

      He didn’t let go. Not when I shook. Not when I cried. Not when I melted against him, gasping into his neck, whispering his name like a prayer.

      We stayed like that, with our limbs tangled and our breath syncing under the stars. His hands softened on my waist. His lips brushed my temple, then my jaw, then the corner of my mouth like he couldn’t stop kissing me. Like the kiss was the aftershock.

      He murmured something low, nearly unintelligible, and kissed me again.

      “Not before you fuck me against every surface of our villa,” I whispered.

      Callum huffed out a laugh, and then froze. I tilted my head to the side, brow furrowing, before I heard it. There were footsteps, and they sounded close.

      Then there was a polite voice, gentle but clear: “Excuse us, sir and ma’am… may we clear the table?”

      We both startled like we’d been caught in a crime—which, honestly, we had. I twisted in Callum’s lap, eyes wide, face hot, legs still fucking shaking as I locked eyes with the poor, poor private resort staff standing a respectful two meters away.

      Both in crisp black resort uniforms, holding trays and baskets for the leftover fruit and empty glasses, waiting patiently, like this was just another night shift on the private beach of some very unhinged millionaires.

      I scrambled to tug my dress over my exposed ass. “Oh my God,” I whispered, burying my face in my hands, then spreading my fingers enough to watch Callum.

      He blinked. “I hope you’re being paid very well,” he called out over my shoulder, chest still rising hard.

      A joke. Jesus Christ, he was making a joke right now. And I’d never loved him more.

      I pressed my lips together and fought the laughter at the pure absurdity of the whole situation. I wondered briefly if these moments would ever stop, or if we’d forever be getting caught with some clothing item skewed.

      The staff didn’t react. Not even a twitch.

      He turned back to me, eyes wild. “I’ve never wanted to disappear into the sand more in my life.”

      “Too bad,” I teased, grinning as I wiggled slightly. “You’re already buried in me.”

      “Fuck me.”

      “They just watched you do it.”

      He groaned, and still, the staff waited, ​​stoic and professionally dead inside.

      Then, Callum stood in one smooth, feral movement. With me in his arms, still filled to the brim, my legs wrapping tight around his waist. His mouth returned to mine, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, clinging for dear life.

      For a second, I felt weightless. Airborne. Drunk on champagne and post-orgasm euphoria, giggling into his lips like the rest of the world—resort staff included—didn’t exist.

      He pulled away just long enough to nod to the staff and tell them, “Thank you. Come back tomorrow. We’ll have a tip waiting.”

      Then, with zero shame, he reached over and swiped the half-full bottle of champagne straight off the table as he walked us past. The bottle was cold against my spine. His cock was still deep inside me. And the path to our villa lit up like something out of a dream.

      “Fuck it,” he muttered, shifting his grip and trudging up the sand with me in his arms. “I committed to the line. Let them see how serious I am.”

      And the ring? Still glittering on my finger, proof of everything we were, and everything we would be, as he carried me inside.
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      The breeze was light and warm as it swept in through the open sliding glass doors of our bedroom. It rustled the linen curtains, carrying the scent of salt and hibiscus with it. Waves rolled slow and steady in the distance.

      Sunlight spilled across the foot of the bed, golden and gentle, warming the sheets we’d tangled in the night before. The whole room was awash in it—soft, diffused light that reflected off the white walls and pale wood, filtering through the curtains. It bounced off the mirrors, the empty champagne bottle still on the nightstand, the shimmer of glass catching on the windows and casting fractured halos on the floor.

      It was quiet in a way I hadn’t known I needed.

      Not the kind of quiet that came from noise-canceling headphones or soundproof rooms. Not the kind I used to crave in a helmet, engine roaring around me just to drown everything else out.

      This was different. This was peace.

      And for the first time in my life, I could confidently say I wasn’t running from anything.

      I rolled onto my side to admire the real view: Aurélie, still sleeping, her body half-buried beneath the sheets we hadn’t properly used. One arm was thrown over her head, her hair wild on the pillow and her lips parted like she’d drifted off mid-sigh. The engagement ring still sat proudly on her left hand, catching the sun like it had its own orbit.

      And I swear to God, I felt my fucking heart trip over its own rhythm.

      I used to think I’d been born to race. That the only place I’d ever really belong was inside a cockpit, chasing something just out of reach. Maybe it started when I was eight and figured out the faster I went, the less I could hear the screaming at home. When the beat-up family car became my first sanctuary and movement became the only place I felt safe.

      I’d been the scrawny kid with a stutter. Too quiet, too poor, too easy a target. Every insult, every shove in the school hallway, every whisper behind my back—I’d stored it away like fuel. Proving people wrong became my purpose.

      Until her.

      Until the girl with the mouth of a sailor and a spine made of steel looked at me like I wasn’t a project or a paycheck or a ticking clock. She looked at me, fire blazing in her mesmerizing hazel eyes, like I was already enough.

      And I didn’t realize how much of my life I’d spent running until the day I stopped.

      Until Miami. Until Monaco. Until Silverstone. Until the second I saw her on the grid ten years after I first spotted her across the paddock in Spa and knew—her right there? She’s going to change everything.

      And she did. Not with calm, but with a different kind of chaos. One that didn’t compete with mine, but matched it. Where I’d been precision, she was instinct. Where I’d been noise, she was volume turned to eleven. Where I’d been chasing legacy, she made me question what that actually meant.

      Movement was always my comfort zone. Forward. Winning was the only thing that made the uproar quiet.

      But now… now, the most natural thing in the world was holding her. Feeding her strawberries on the beach. Slipping my ring on her finger and watching her melt. Kissing her until she broke apart in my arms and whispered yes against my lips.

      She ran, I chased. She pulled away, I pushed toward her. She bristled with fire and fear and the sharp edges of a girl who’d never been safe—and I softened around her every time, made myself her landing place. Her fucking home.

      This was my new purpose. Not the podium. Not the next checkered flag. But her—us. A heartbeat outside the sound of an engine.

      She healed hurt I thought was permanent. And I’d spend the rest of my life making sure she never doubted how loved she was. How chosen. How irrevocably mine.

      I stayed like that for a while, just watching her. Soaking in the rise and fall of her chest, the curve of her body beneath the blanket, the faint imprint of my teeth on her neck where I’d bit her last night. Every part of her was soft right now. Quiet. Safe. And somehow, still completely untouchable.

      I dragged a hand through my hair and let the breeze cool the sweat on the back of my neck. The sound of the ocean outside felt like white noise, reminding me this was real. We were here, she’d said yes, my ring still on her finger.

      I exhaled through a disbelieving laugh and slid quietly out of bed, tucking the blanket around her. She stirred once, nose scrunching, lashes fluttering, but didn’t wake.

      Good. She needed the rest. And I needed to do something with my hands before I cracked wide open and lost it completely. Sometimes I didn’t know what to do with all these feelings. I’d gone my entire adult life feeling surface-level shit and burying the rest, so when something bubbled to the surface, I had to slip back into my comfort zone and move.

      I used to fill the silence with other things if sex wasn’t on the table. Work out. Study telemetry. Party too hard. Find distractions with expiration dates.

      That shifted the moment she appeared.

      And ever since we settled in at her place in the countryside, I’d found myself drawn to domestic, mundane tasks. Cooking. Cleaning. Unpacking boxes. Organizing drawers I was convinced she’d never use because there were so many. Sitting across the table from her just to listen to her laugh. Researching business law with her feet in my lap, discussing our next steps.

      I crossed into the main room and snagged my briefs from the floor and tugged them on. I stepped over the clothes we’d peeled off each other last night, still strewn across the floor in a trail from the door. The air was warm and a little humid, salt clinging to my skin.

      Padding barefoot into the small kitchen, I paused and stared at the coffee maker. The machine was some luxury thing I didn’t know how to use, but after a couple of curses and a very close call with the milk steamer, I managed.

      I’d gotten pretty used to Aurélie’s stupid fucking fancy espresso machine—or whatever the hell it was—back home. Which, frankly, I felt was an impressive feat, considering I don’t even drink coffee.

      I cringed at the memory of the one time I did try it. During those quiet weeks in the French countryside, still finding our rhythm, still raw and reeling from everything. One sip and I was doubled over in the bathroom twenty minutes later. It was like my insides were speed-running a pit stop strategy I hadn’t agreed to.

      “Coffee is a laxative, mon amour,” she’d said, trying—and failing—not to laugh, wiping tears from her eyes from cackling so hard.

      “Aye, no shit,” I’d muttered, wiping trauma off my face. “And you do this every day?”

      She’d just shrugged and said, “C’est normal,” like she wasn’t drinking jet fuel. She’d tease me about it this morning, I was sure of that, and I couldn’t wait.

      She never let me live it down. Just like I never let her live down what we dubbed her “emotional exorcism.” In the darkest, most solemn morning we’d ever shared, she’d projectile sob-vomited, then collapsed crying because she had to wear a fucking diaper from all the post-miscarriage bleeding.

      I had never loved her more. Because it was real. And raw. And vulnerable in a way no one could understand unless they’d been there—on the floor, in the silence, in the grief. Trying to smile and laugh through it all because the alternative was to fall apart. But it was in those moments that we became closer, together, our souls entwining until we were completely inseparable and inevitable.

      We were fucking feral. And fiercely tender. And somehow, it worked.

      The resort mugs were delicate and white. I prepped her coffee just how she liked it using ingredients I’d had pre-stocked for our arrival—oatmilk, a sprinkle of cinnamon on top, and a splash of pistachio cream. The real cream kind, not the artificial flavoring because, as she liked to sneer, “Do I look like someone who drinks artificial anything? Besides, the American FDA has approved it, and that’s exactly why I don’t drink it.”

      It reminded me that beneath the fiery exterior, the dedicated driver, the submissive passion, lurked a politically-charged, conspiracy theory-wielding, bougie little brat. And I loved every fucking bit of it.

      I brought the coffee back into the bedroom and set it on the table beside her, careful not to wake her just yet. But I couldn’t help myself; I leaned down, brushed my lips across her temple, her cheekbone, then the spot beneath her ear that always made her hum.

      She did.

      A faint, sleepy noise slipped from her throat as she shifted, stretching one arm out above her head while the other curled around the blanket. Her brows furrowed, then smoothed, lips parted. And then those hazel eyes blinked open, slow and lazy, pupils still blown from sleep.

      “Morning, baby,” I murmured, voice thick in the Scottish brogue I found myself letting slip through more and more. She was my comfort, my safety, and that meant letting down my walls and letting her see my roots—all of them.

      Even the parts I used to hate.

      The accent I’d spent years suppressing to sound more polished. The rough hands that came from growing up doing everything myself. The way I talked with my eyebrows, the way I clenched my jaw when I was angry, the way I paced like a caged animal when things were out of my control.

      She loved those parts. Just like I loved every self-conscious thing she tried to hide—the way she spoke about her reproductive health like her body had betrayed her, the way she picked herself apart in the mirror on the bad days.

      Aurélie blinked once, twice… then turned her head and spotted the mug waiting for her. A smile bloomed instantly across her face, bright and crooked and devastating. She sat up and reached for it with both hands and pulled it close to her chest, inhaling dramatically like she was smelling a holy relic.

      “You did the cinnamon,” she croaked, voice wrecked from sleep. “Look at you. My little domestic champion.”

      I huffed a laugh and dragged a hand down my face. “Don’t start.”

      She giggled—a girlish, sleepy little sound that damn near made me melt—and then narrowed her eyes in that bratty way that always meant trouble. “Tu es… mon mari du café. My husband of the coffee.”

      I grinned. “That’s not how grammar works, love.”

      “Je suis tired,” she muttered. “Shut up and take the compliment.” She sipped and made a pleased little noise that went straight to my dick. Her eyes fluttered shut again as she leaned back against the pillows, mug balanced in one hand, blanket still tucked under her arms. The love bites on her skin were more prominent against the crisp white bedding.

      “You steamed the oat milk,” she added smugly, cracking one eye open to look at me. “You did the real cream. I can taste the pistachio.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Who are you?” she whispered, clutching the mug with both hands like it was her soulmate. “And what have you done with the emotionally constipated feral street rat I fell in love with?”

      “I’m still here, and I’ll throw you in the ocean.”

      “You won’t. I’m fragile. And you love me.”

      She said it so casually, so sleepily, like a fact as obvious as the sun rising. But my chest still squeezed around it.

      “I do love you,” I said softly. “And you’re not fragile. Don’t pretend like you are.”

      Aurélie cracked a grin, then reached out and curled her fingers around my wrist, tugging me down beside her.

      “Then shut up and get back in bed.”

      I climbed back in, settling beside her, one hand instinctively finding her thigh beneath the blanket. Before I could say anything, she sipped again, then leaned her head back against the headboard and gave me a cocky little smirk.

      “You are now mon petit barista en chaleur.”

      I cocked a brow. “Did you just call me your horny little barista?”

      She shrugged one shoulder, cozying deeper under the covers, which were annoyingly high, just enough to cover her breasts—taunting me with the memory of how many times I’d kissed, sucked, and bitten my way down her body last night. Hours of wrecking her while she begged me not to stop and took everything I gave her and then some. Yet somehow, I still wasn’t fucking satisfied. My cock twitched, hardening under the blanket like it hadn’t already gotten everything it wanted. Spoiled bastard.

      “If the coffee fits,” she purred.

      “You’re simply mad, Auri.”

      “No, I’m simply lovely. And you, mon amour, are simply slutty.”

      “Aye, you woke up spicy this morning.”

      She grinned, all teeth and sleepy brat mischief. “I’m spicy, but you’re,” she lifted her mug for emphasis, “my creamy little slut.”

      I blinked. “I’m sorry—what the fuck?”

      “You heard me,” she said, delighting in herself like it was the most romantic thing in the world instead of, ye know, a full psychological assault at nine in the morning. “You know what helps with spice? Cream. So basically… you’re my sexy milk boy.”

      I let out a startled laugh, borderline unhinged. I dragged a hand over my face and moved fast, rolling toward her and straddling her hips in one motion. The sheets pulled tight beneath my knees, cocooning her in place, my hands gripping the carved wooden edge of the bed on either side of her head.

      She didn’t flinch. Just stayed exactly where she was—sprawled like royalty, spine relaxed into the pillows. The mug was cradled between her hands, tits unapologetically on display, and a fucking smirk blooming across her face like she’d already won.

      “You’re absolutely deranged,” I muttered.

      “And you’re oat milk daddy,” she added smugly, arching her back just enough to angle her mouth toward mine and brush a kiss across it. It was soft and barely there, like she wasn’t committing verbal war crimes before breakfast.

      Some kind of noise mangled in my throat as she pulled back. “Oat milk daddy?”

      She nodded serenely. “Mhmm. Horny little barista fiancé. Sexy milk boy. Oat milk daddy. Don’t lie. You love them all.”

      I stared down at her like she’d grown horns. “I love fucking you, not being called oat milk daddy.”

      She laughed, and something in it lodged itself under my ribs like it had always belonged there. Like maybe that was my favorite sound in the world. Not the sound of her coming—though that was now a very close second.

      I catalogued that detail for later, like it was gospel.

      “Didn’t hear any complaints the last time I called you Daddy.”

      Her voice had that husky and playful edge now, the kind of low tease that never failed to go straight to my nervous system. She licked a tiny ring of foam from the mug’s rim, then dragged her tongue over her bottom lip. I wanted to taste it. All of it. The pistachio cream, the smugness, the way she always made me lose my goddamn mind. The taste of her against my mouth while she begged like it was her destiny.

      Desire surged through me like an electric current rerouting everything I thought I needed to function.

      Fuck.

      She knew exactly what she was doing.

      “Aurélie.”

      She giggled sweetly, then ducked under my arm to set the mug on the side table. Before I could react, she pounced, tackling me back onto the mattress, pinning me beneath her with alarming swiftness.

      “Oof—Christ, lass⁠—”

      “Sorry,” she purred, now straddling me, gloriously naked, the morning sun kissing every inch of her golden skin. Her ring flashed as she braced her hands on my chest. “My English is broken after you fucked me seven ways to the, uh, hallway? No. Balcony? Hall…uhhh…”

      I blinked up at her. My feral, filthy, French little wife-to-be. “Sorry, love. But what the fuck were you trying to say?” I grabbed her hips and rolled her bare cunt over the length of my cock, still thick and twitching beneath the fabric of my briefs.

      She gasped, breath catching hard in her throat, then let out a guttural little noise, all exhale and faux frustration. “Putain de merde,” she muttered, blinking down at me and pointing to the doors leading into the living area. “That’s where you bent me over. There. Right fucking there—against the kitchen counter, like a caveman.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked, hips flexing up into her.

      She moaned dramatically and collapsed forward, hair spilling into my face. “C’est toujours les Écossais.” It’s always the Scots. “With your ridiculous accents and muscular thighs and corruption kinks—mon Dieu.” She lifted her head just enough to pout at me, voice syrupy and obscene. “That accent should be illegal. And that damn dimple. It’s unfair. You’re a walking hazard to the female species. You open your mouth and my brain turns to marshmallow goo.”

      Marshmallow goo.

      Bloody fucking hell.

      Only she would say something like that—like it was the most logical, devastating truth in the world. And somehow, it undid me worse than any filthy thing she’d ever moaned beneath me. It was so her. Whimsical and wicked. Silly and sharp. Romantic in the most catastrophic fucking way.

      God, I loved her.

      I stared up at her like she was sent from hell. And maybe she was. But she was mine.

      A slow smile tugged at my lips. “What did I tell you the last time you insulted my Scottish bloodline?” I pushed up on my elbows. “You pay the price.”

      She just smiled innocently, then rolled her hips slowly over my cock again, dragging her slick cunt across the shape of me with deliberate, sinful rhythm. I hissed, head falling back.

      “I said thank you for my coffee, mon amour.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “You can’t punish me if I’m on top.”

      “Want to test that theory?” I slid one hand beneath her ass and let my fingers graze between her cheeks, featherlight at first. Then I pressed a little harder, not breaching, but enough so she’d feel it for what it was—a threat and a promise all in one.

      She reared back, all wide eyes and dramatics in a way that made me throb. “Tu es diabolique.”

      I laughed, begrudgingly shifting my hands away—because I couldn’t fucking think straight, and I did have plans for the day. Sort of. “Baby, did you flirt like this before me?”

      Aurélie gasped, full theatrical scandal, lips forming the perfect O. I nearly lost the goddamn plot. “Excuse me? Did I need to?” Then she grabbed a handful of her tits, and the last shreds of my sanity evaporated as she gave me a show so obscene I nearly blacked out. “Have you seen these? I’ve had friends ask if they could bring me to their surgeon as inspiration. C’est, ” she wiggled her shoulders so they bounced, “perfect teardrop shape.”

      I groaned, hips bucking under her. Of course I’d seen them. I’d memorized them. Their perfect weight, their soft curve. Larger than her hands and bouncier than should be legal. Rosy fucking nipples that hardened the second I so much as glanced at them.

      “Fuckin’ hell.”

      “Also, is there something wrong with my flirting, Fraser?” She let go of her breasts, and I caught sight of all the bite marks on her flesh.

      She needed more.

      “No,” I muttered, squeezing her hips. “It’s just incredibly effective and absolutely fucking deranged.”

      She crushed her mouth to mine, triumphant and lazy and maddeningly salacious. Her arms wound around my neck, tongue brushing mine in a slow, indulgent sweep, like she was thanking me. I let her taste linger on my lips as she pulled back, eyes half-lidded, her smile the stuff of sweet, slutty nightmares.

      “We have plans today,” I managed through the haze of lust clouding my mind.

      She shushed me with one finger to my mouth. “The plans can wait.”

      Then she climbed off me on all fours—back arched, tits swaying slightly, hair a fucking mess, looking every bit the vixen who’d just destroyed me. She grabbed her coffee, curling back under the covers like nothing had happened. Like she hadn’t just decimated my entire nervous system with her tits and pouting and marshmallow goo.

      I joined her under the blankets, and she scooted closer, one leg pressed against my side, leaning her head on my shoulder. I rested my cheek on her head.

      We didn’t speak. Just listened.

      The breeze drifted in through the open glass doors, carrying the scent of salt and sun-warmed stone. Waves lapped the shoreline, steady and slow and brilliantly blue beyond the windows. In the kitchen, the coffee pot clicked off, and I could still taste her pistachio creamer on my tongue.

      I draped my arm over her shoulders, keeping her tucked into my side. She let go of her coffee with one hand, the other coming up to hold mine. Her thumb brushed over my knuckles every few seconds like she couldn’t stand not to touch me.

      “You ready to start our holiday?” I asked finally, voice quiet in the hush of morning.

      She hummed contentedly. “After this coffee.” Kissed my shoulder. “And maybe a croissant.”

      I smiled. “Have you ever even tried a pastry that wasn’t French?”

      “I’m sure once,” she said with faux solemnity. “Kind of like how you tried coffee that one time.”

      I groaned. “I was not warned.”

      “You were not prepared.” She sipped smugly. “And I’d do it again.”

      I let out a quiet laugh, pulling her tighter. Just us and the waves and the warmth of a morning we didn’t have to share with anyone else.

      “You’re an absolute menace, Dubois.”

      She exhaled dramatically. “Soon-to-be Fraser, thank you very much.”

      That did something to my chest. Made it stutter and squeeze all at once.

      Then, softly, almost like she didn’t mean to say it out loud, “Maybe we don’t have to wait that long.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “Je ne sais pas.” I don’t know. “Just thinking out loud. Between languages, I guess.”

      It lodged somewhere in my chest anyway. The finite idea of it. Not just engaged and planning a wedding. But married. Husband and wife, tied together in every way that mattered.

      I shifted, curling my fingers tighter around hers, and felt the cool edge of her ring against my skin. I turned my head and kissed her temple.

      “I’ll marry you in a heartbeat, mon cœur.”

      Her breath caught, but I wasn’t done. I pulled my arm back and turned to face her more fully, leaning a shoulder against the headboard. I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, heart thudding like I was already at the altar.

      “Back home in Scotland, it’s tradition to tie your hands together with a tartan during the vows. Handfasting, they call it. My parents did it. My gran always said the knot shouldn’t come loose unless the love does.”

      “That’s beautiful,” she whispered, also turning, curling a leg under her. Her eyes softened, her hand brushing over mine. “It’s the first time I’ve heard you refer to Scotland as home.”

      I sat with that for a second, letting the hush settle around us—waves beyond the glass, her thumb still brushing over my knuckles like it might anchor me there.

      “I guess I haven’t in a long time,” I admitted quietly. “For a while, it stopped feeling like mine. Just became a place I left behind.”

      I paused, breathing her in. Citrus and lavender and something warmer—something that felt like it belonged in every room I’d ever want to live in. My skin smelled like her, and I was pretty sure this was Heaven.

      “But with you…” I glanced down at our hands, the glint of her ring catching the morning sun. “It’s like returning somewhere I didn’t realize I missed. Not because of the place. Because of the feeling. Like finding the front door unlocked after years away, and the lights still on inside.”

      She didn’t say anything, just looked at me like I’d given her something special.

      “So yeah,” I finished, voice thick with it, “maybe it is home. Because now you’re in it with me, and I’m not alone anymore.”

      Neither of us said anything for a moment, just looked at each other, and an understanding seemed to pass between us. We had our families, sure, but we were each other’s family now. That’s what this next step meant. Now, all our problems and obstacles became a shared burden.

      “There’s this other one,” I said, softer now, almost fragile, like I was afraid to break this moment. “The bride wears a sprig of white heather in her bouquet for good luck. And the groom pins a lucky coin to the inside of his jacket for prosperity.”

      She hummed. “I love hearing about this. Your family, your culture, your traditions. It makes me feel like…” She trailed off, eyes shining as she looked at me. “Like I’m getting closer to you. Not just the man in front of me, but the boy you were, the place you’re from. The whole story.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that.

      Because my whole life, I’d tried to outrun where I came from. Yet somehow, she made me want to remember it all. To share it. To bring her into it.

      So I did.

      “There’s one where you share a drink from a quaich,” I murmured. She frowned, confusion flickering across her face, and I huffed a laugh as I explained. “It’s like… this little two-handled cup. Symbol of trust and unity. Everyone takes a sip after the vows, and it’s supposed to bind the couple and the families.”

      Aurélie blinked slowly, like she was committing it all to memory.

      “I want that,” she said simply. “All of it. The knot, the coin, the heather, the drink.” She bit her lip, then gave me an adorable little smile. “I want your traditions to be mine too.”

      I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Then we’ll do it all, baby. Every last one.”

      She looked down, then back up, a faint flush blooming across her cheeks. “I could show you mine, too. The French traditions, I mean.”

      “Oh?” I teased gently. “Do they also involve symbolic alcohol and public vows to ruin each other forever?”

      She giggled, leaning closer, fingernails clinking against the ceramic mug she still clutched. “Not quite. Though, there is champagne.”

      “Of course there is.”

      She rolled her eyes fondly. “We toss coins at the newlyweds as they leave the church, usually centimes. It’s our way of wishing prosperity upon them. And there's this tradition where the couple drinks from a coupe de mariage at the reception. It’s shaped like a shallow bowl and passed down through generations. Supposed to bless the union with fertility and good fortune.”

      She trailed off, the edge of a wistful smile tugging at her lips. “I think the fertility part skipped me, though.”

      My chest tightened, but I didn’t let the air go heavy.

      “Maybe it didn’t skip you. Maybe it’s just waiting for the right timing.” I paused, brushing my thumb across the back of her hand. “My mum used to say some things needed the right season to bloom.”

      Aurélie looked up at me, the weight of it all soft in her eyes.

      “She was kind of known for that stuff back home,” I added. “In our village, you went to my mum instead of the doctor. Or when the doctors couldn’t help. She always had a balm or a tea or some ancient recipe passed down through generations of Highland women. People swore she could cure anything.”

      Aurélie’s lips parted in surprise. “Really?”

      I nodded.

      “Wait, why have you never mentioned this before?”

      I hesitated, then exhaled. “Because when I was a kid, the other boys used to call her a witch. Not in a cool way. The kind that made you feel like your family was dirty. I got into fights about it. And after a while, I just stopped allowing myself to think of it as home.”

      A beat passed. She reached up and brushed a strand of hair from my forehead like she could smooth out the ache.

      “She has a whole cabinet full of pressed herbs and little linen sachets,” I continued, my mind racing back to memories of my mum opening the wooden furniture, the old hinges creaking with age. Even now, I could hear it clear as day in my head. “And when I told her about the lavender balm you and your family make, she got all misty-eyed. That was a fun FaceTime call.”

      “You told your mum about that?” Aurélie whisper-shouted, almost conspiratorially.

      “Swear to God. She went on for twenty minutes about how French lavender has ‘better bones’ than the stuff from up north.” I grinned. “Said if your family was still making that kind of remedy, we were clearly destined. Hence the wedding planning.”

      A delighted, slightly flustered laugh broke out of her. “Oh my God, Cal. I’m going to die. Is the whole Fraser family this poetic?”

      “I mean, she is the one who claims that you gifting me that balm healed me,” I said, mouth tugging into a wry smile. “Said you’re probably some kind of guardian angel. Or a selkie, maybe. Sent to bind yourself to a mortal man with lavender and lust and whatever spell you’ve put on me.”

      Her lashes fluttered, and the breeze lifted wayward strands of her hair off her collarbone. “A selkie?”

      I nodded solemnly. “Scottish sea folklore. Seals that shed their skin to become women. But if a man finds the skin and hides it, she has to stay with him.”

      She gasped, mock scandalized. “That’s barbaric.”

      “Most old myths are. But I wouldn’t put it past my mum to believe in them. Especially if it meant justifying how fast I fell for you. Or how beautiful you are. Selkies lure men to ruin, you know. And I walked straight into it with open arms.”

      Aurélie flushed all over again, that endearing pink blooming on her cheeks and throat. She ducked her head like she could hide in her coffee mug. “You’re both mad.”

      I grinned and brought our joined hands to my mouth, kissing her knuckles one by one, lingering on her ring finger. “She knows all the old wives’ tales about fertility, too. Like, whole rituals. Moon cycles, special teas, little charms. I’m pretty sure there’s an entire post-wedding tradition for baby-making.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “I’m not. I’ll call her right now and ask if you want,” I offered sincerely. “No shame, no pressure. Just options.”

      Her mouth dropped open, surprised in the cutest way. “You are not calling your mum to ask her how to get me pregnant.”

      “I absolutely will. Don’t tempt me.”

      She narrowed her eyes, still blushing furiously. “You’re so fucking weird.”

      “And you love me for it.”

      She laughed again, full and bright and real. “D’accord. Call her.”

      I blinked. “Wait—really?”

      She raised a brow, lips curving around her mug. “What? You said no shame. And put it on speaker. You’ll leave out important details if you try to paraphrase.”

      I groaned. “Jesus Christ, woman.” But I was already letting go of her hand and reaching for my phone.
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      I didn’t think he’d actually do it. I thought he was bluffing—teasing me, like usual. I thought I had time to finish my coffee and maybe kiss him stupid again and joke about fertility charms without it escalating into an actual phone call to his mother.

      But no. Callum Fraser was ruthless with no concept of hesitation.

      “Wait, wait—Cal.” I sat up straighter, almost spilling my coffee. I glanced down at the half-full mug, then turned to set it down on the side table. Suddenly, I was wide awake as he casually opened his favorites on the phone app. I melted when I saw my contact next to his mum’s. “You’re not actually calling.”

      He didn’t even look at me. “You said to.”

      “Ouais, but I didn’t think you’d actually do it⁠—”

      Too late. He tapped the screen and pressed the speakerphone button, already smirking like the absolute menace he was. From that look alone, I knew I was fucked.

      I sank into the pillows, mouthing what the fuck at the ceiling while panic sprinted through my bloodstream faster than a Formula 1 pit stop.

      “Hallo, son.” Malina’s voice came through loud and rich—warm like whiskey and just as sharp. The Highland lilt was thick, musical, impossibly lovely. Just like her son’s that was showing more and more every day. “What a surprise. What’s the occasion? Are you alive?”

      “Barely,” Callum said, winking at me as he reclined back against the pillows. “We’re in Greece on holiday.”

      “Oh, fer Christ’s sake, and ye didn’t tell me?” she gasped, her tone swinging immediately from sarcastic to dramatic. “You didn’t even send a photo! Are ye with that sweet French girl you never shut up about?”

      My whole body went still.

      Callum smiled lazily. “Aye. She’s here.”

      “Oh, I must see her face. You’ve kept her from me long enough, Callum James Fraser. FaceTime me right now.”

      My eyes went wide. “I—wait—non, une seconde—je suis pas—” I scrambled off the bed so fast I nearly dislocated my hip. Half the sheet came with me, and I tripped over the fabric, nearly face-planting into the cold floor. I landed on my hands and knees, crawling to my suitcase at the base of the bed.

      Mon Dieu, I hadn’t even had time to unpack. We’d been all hands and mouths and giddy laughter last night, and here I was, naked as the day I was born while Callum’s mother insisted we FaceTime.

      “You’ve what?” Malina asked through the phone.

      Callum laughed. “She wasn’t dressed.”

      Malina made a sound that I think was supposed to be scandalized but came out gleeful. “Don’t ye dare FaceTime me without warning the poor lass! Let her put herself together first!”

      “Mum, you’re the one who suggested it,” Callum argued.

      I was already digging through my suitcase like a woman possessed, throwing aside a lacy bra, three pairs of lace-trimmed underwear, and a sheer white slip that screamed honeymoon whore. And I hadn’t even known I would be getting engaged on this trip. Putain de merde. Where was that pink pajama set?

      I finally found the top—slippery, soft, entirely wrinkled—and yanked it over my head. It had tiny little straps and a lacy V, but at least I was covered. The shorts went on next. No time for panties, because as I threw Callum a look over my shoulder, he was grinning maniacally and clicking the video button.

      Oh, he was so going to be punished for this later.

      I jumped back onto the bed, curling up next to Callum and pulling the comforters around my hips just as Malina’s face filled the call. Callum draped an arm around my waist, and his warmth eased my nerves just a tad.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered, blinking at the vision of her.

      She was stunning. Chestnut hair streaked with silver, tied in a long braid. Freckles across her cheeks. Piercing blue eyes just like his. She wore a thick, cozy sweater and her expression softened the second she saw me.

      Meanwhile, the little square that showed us had me one breath away from cardiac arrest. My hair was a slept-on, sex-tangled mess, half flattened on one side and sticking up like I’d been electrocuted on the other. My face was bright red. And there, plain as day at the edge of my unbuttoned pajama top, was a faint fucking bite mark on my collarbone.

      Fantastic.

      “Well, aren’t ye just the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen,” she said, beaming. “And all flustered too. Did my son do that?”

      I laughed nervously, my right hand subconsciously flattening my hair, tucking it behind my ears like that would improve the situation. “A little.”

      “I’m Malina,” she said warmly. “And you must be Aurélie. It’s about time we met properly.”

      “It’s really nice to meet you too,” I breathed.

      “And what’s this I hear about French lavender? You’ll have to teach me your recipe. My son says your family’s balm healed his neck. I say you’re the reason he’s still standing.”

      I opened my mouth to respond—truly, I did—but before I could form a single coherent word, another face popped onto the screen.

      A broad-shouldered man with stormy brows and a carved-from-oak jawline leaned into view behind her, blinking at the camera. His hair was graying at the temples, and his expression was all no-nonsense Highland stoicism—until he saw me. Then it softened into something unexpectedly fatherly and quietly fond.

      “Dad,” Callum said, a grin tugging at his mouth. “Didn’t know you’d be home.”

      “I live here, ya wee gobshite,” the man muttered. His voice was deep and gruff, thickened by the same Highland brogue as Malina’s. “Is that her?” he asked, peering closer
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