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  A Note Before You Start


This one’s for the grown-ups. Under the Hood is explicit erotica meant for readers eighteen and older — every character in these pages is an adult, and nobody’s pretending otherwise.
Inside you’ll find a cocky straight guy who talks a big game, a gruff older mechanic who calls every bluff, a serious age gap, a filthy first time that starts as a dare, and a whole lot of on-page heat before the warm, no-shame landing. It’s all fully consensual. There’s no cheating and no cliffhanger, ever. Just a mouthy kid who finally meets a man he can’t out-talk.
You can read this one on its own; every Hands-On book stands alone. But if you met Joe and Wes in Rough Cut, you’ll spot them at the cookout.
Now go find a comfortable chair. Take your time. So will he.
— Lane






  
  Chapter One


The car made it as far as the green sign that said KETTLE CREEK 1 MILE before it quit being a car. 
No bang, no drama. A cough, a shudder, and the gas pedal went to soft nothing under my foot while the dash lit up like a slot machine paying out in bad news. I coasted — generous word — rode two thousand pounds of dead weight down the slope it was decent enough to hand me, one hand on the wheel, telling it things through my teeth that would’ve gotten me thrown out of church.
It wasn’t even really my car. My ex kept the apartment and the good couch and the friends who’d mostly been hers to start with; I got the Civic, two hundred thousand miles and a check-engine light I’d been treating as a mood rather than a warning. Turned out to be the worse end of the deal. Most of the last month had gone about the same.
The slope ran out at a gravel lot in front of a brick building the size of an airplane hangar, half windows, ivy chewing the rest. A big rolled-up door stood open on a bay, and propped beside it a scrap of plywood read IRONWOOD MILL, and under that, in marker somebody’d committed to: we fix things. And under that, smaller: mostly.
I let the Civic roll its last few feet into the lot and put it in park like that would help, and sat in the tick and hiss of an engine cooling off for the final time, and did the math on how broke I was. The math came back the same as it had all week. Yes.
Then a guy came out of the bay wiping his hands on a rag that was losing, and the math got more complicated.
Big. That was the first thing about him — big the way a doorway is big, taking up the frame. Fifties, gray coming through a dark beard, sleeves shoved up over forearms that had clearly wrestled heavier things than me and won. He walked over easy, looked at the Civic, looked at me still sitting in it, and grinned like I’d brought him something.
“Well,” he said. “She make that noise the whole way in, or just to say goodbye?”
“Little of both.” I got out, because staying in the car was somehow worse. “Mostly the last quarter mile. There was this—“ I did the noise. It was not a flattering noise.
“Mm.” He crouched, popped the hood without asking me, leaned in. Hot oil and something scorched came up off the engine, sweet and wrong. “You make that noise for every mechanic, or am I special?”
“You’re special. Could tell right off.”
He reached in and did something I couldn’t follow that made the engine stop ticking, with a hand the size of a dinner plate, grease worked into every line of it, and I had the completely heterosexual thought that I’d like to watch him do that again. To the car. Obviously. I looked at the engine instead, hard, like the engine and I were about to become friends.
“Okay, hotshot.” He straightened, and the whole car seemed to relax without him bent over it. “Good news, there’s plenty of it. Bad news, most of it’s wrong.” He named three things. Two I’d never heard of; the third I was fairly sure he made up. “Head gasket’s the short version. That’s not a today fix. It’s not a this-week fix either, not till I run down the part.”
“Ballpark me.”
He gave me a number. I laughed, because the other option was sitting down in the gravel. “Great. And in the money of a man who has, as of right now, forty-one dollars and a lawn ornament?”
He looked at me a second past comfortable. Not unkind. Just taking a reading off me the way he’d taken one off the engine. “Where you headed?”
“Buddy’s place, couple states over.” True enough. My buddy had said come crash, man in the exact voice of somebody who’d be startled when I did. “No rush, as it turns out.”
“Dumped,” he said. Not a question.
“Wow.” I put a hand on my chest. “Right out loud, just like that.”
That pulled the real laugh out of him — big, unbothered, the kind that came up from somewhere under the concrete. “Tell you what,” he said, and wiped his hand down his thigh. “I don’t run a charity, and you wear broke badly, it’s all over you, itching. So you work it off. Part’s a week out. You spend that week under this hood handing me things and learning which end of a wrench does the work, and we call the labor square the day she runs.”
“I don’t know anything about cars.”
“I noticed. That’s the part you’re working off.” He was already turning back toward the bay. “Mo’s in the office. She’ll put you on the cot over the bay and act like it’s a hardship. Cookout’s Friday. Everybody comes. Tomorrow, seven — and seven means before seven, not after.”
“It’s Cade,” I said, to his back.
“I know what it is.” He didn’t turn. “You told the car twice on the way down the hill.”
The office was Mo: sixty-odd, sharp all over, a phone pinned to her shoulder mid-disagreement with someone about a delivery. She held up a finger, finished losing the argument in a pleasant voice, hung up, and read me top to bottom in a second and a half.
“You’ll be August’s stray, then.”
“I was going for guest.”
“A guest pays.” She slid a key across the desk on a ring shaped like a little wrench. “Cot’s over the bay. It’s warm, it’s loud, and the whole place smells like his work — you’ll quit noticing by Thursday. Don’t die up there. It’s paperwork.”
I took the key. Warm from her hand, stupid and small, and at that particular moment the only thing I owned that opened anything.
“Seven,” she said, already dialing again. “He means it. He’ll be under that car at ten to, telling you he’s been up for hours.”
Up in the loft over the bay, on a cot that had, in fairness, seen things, I lay in the dark and listened to the building tick and settle. Under it, one floor down, the low clink and drag of a big man who hadn’t gone home — still at it, in no hurry, like the middle of the night was just a good quiet time to work. My car was dead in the lot. My plan was a guy two states over who didn’t really want me. My whole net worth was that little key and a car I couldn’t start.
I told myself I’d be gone the second she ran.
I didn’t believe me either.






  
  Chapter Two


Seven o’clock, and August was already under a car on the lift, only his boots and a lot of forearm showing. 
“You’re late,” he told the underside of the car.
“It’s six fifty-eight.”
“Late.” Something ratcheted, three quick clicks. “Grab the drop light off the bench. Bring it here. Try not to shine it up your own nose.”
I found it — a caged bulb on a hook, cord looped over a nail — and carried it under, into a world of shadow and engine and a smell like a gas station having a small heart attack. August lay faceup on a rolling board, an inch from the car’s guts. I aimed the light at his hands. Mostly.
“So what am I holding,” I said.
“A light.”
“What’s it for.”
“So I can see the thing I’m about to explain to you three times.” He put out a hand without looking. “Ten-mil socket.”
The tray by my knee held forty things, none of which said ten-mil, or anything. They were just silver and smug. “…Which is.”
“The one that says ten on it.”
“They don’t say—“ They said ten. Stamped tiny on the side. I slapped it into his palm. “It said ten.”
“They mostly do, hotshot.”
It went like that for an hour, and — against everything I knew about myself — it was kind of great. He’d name a tool, I’d hunt it down like a raccoon in a silverware drawer, hand it over, and he’d tell me what it did in exactly enough words and not one more. I learned a ratchet clicks so you don’t have to lift it off the bolt every turn, which struck me as the most reasonable thing anybody had told me all year. I said so. He said I needed to get out more. I said I’d been trying, my car had opinions. He laughed under there and a little rain of rust came down with it.
Then we hit the bolt.
“That one’s seized.” He rolled the board out and sat up, and I got the daylight version of him — sweat at the temple, a stripe of grease down one forearm, the gray T-shirt gone see-through at the chest, which was none of my business and which I made my business, on account of the humidity. “Rusted in since before you had a license. We break it loose or I cut it, and cutting it ruins my afternoon, so.” He handed me a long bar with a socket on the end. “Breaker bar. Righty tightens, so we go the other way. Put your back into it.”
“I know which way loosens.”
“Show me, then.”
I set the bar, shoved, the bolt didn’t care, and I said a word my grandmother wouldn’t have.
“Other way, hotshot.”
“That’s what I—“
“Nope.” He came in behind me and the bay got smaller. One big hand closed over mine on the bar; the other braced on the wing of the car by my hip, so I was boxed between him and the engine. “Here. Down and toward you. Legs, not arms — you’ll gas out.”
He smelled like hot metal and clean sweat and the ghost of every engine he’d ever opened, and he was a wall of heat down the whole back of me, and his hand over mine was doing a solid ninety percent of the work while calling it a lesson. The bolt let go with a crack that jumped up the bar into both our arms.
“There she goes,” he said, low, right at my ear, not moving.
That did several things to me, none of them about the bolt. It was extremely warm in that bay. That was the whole story.
“Yeah,” I managed. “Got it.”
“Mm.” He held there half a second longer than the bolt required. Then he stood, and the bay went back to its regular size, and I stayed crouched over a loose bolt doing some breathing.
“You’ll do the next one solo,” he said.
“Living the dream.”
Around noon a guy leaned into the bay — my age, sawdust in his hair, a to-go box in each hand. “Mo says eat,” he announced, “before you both keel over and it’s paperwork.” He looked at me, then at August, then at the foot of air between us, which was not an innocent foot of air, and his whole face lit up
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