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THE BREAKDOWN

Declan Pierce’s BMW broke down in the rain, which felt both inconvenient and personally insulting.

He sat behind the wheel on the shoulder of La Cienega with hazard lights blinking red against the wet windshield, one hand still gripping the steering wheel like he could negotiate the engine back to life through sheer force of will.

It did not work.

The dashboard glowed with warnings.

The engine gave one final pathetic click.

Then silence.

Declan stared at it.

“No.”

Rain hammered harder against the roof.

His phone lit up in the cup holder.

CASSANDRA MILES
Managing Partner
Declan ignored it.

The phone rang again immediately.

Of course it did.

He snatched it up and answered through clenched teeth. “Pierce.”

“You disappeared from the dinner.”

“My car died.”

A pause.

“Your car?”

Declan looked through the windshield at the black BMW sitting uselessly beneath the Los Angeles rain.

“Yes, Cassandra. The machine with wheels.”

“You were supposed to close the Westbridge conversation tonight.”

“I did.”

Silence.

Then Cassandra sighed, pleased despite herself.

“Of course you did.”

Declan ended the call before she could ask anything else.

The rain blurred the city into streaks of neon and brake lights. Los Angeles at night always looked expensive from a distance. Up close, it smelled like wet asphalt, exhaust, and failure.

He searched for nearby BMW service.

One result appeared less than two miles away.

VEGA PERFORMANCE
BMW / European Auto Specialist
Open Late
Declan narrowed his eyes.

Open late sounded desperate.

Desperate was currently useful.

Twenty minutes later, after the tow truck driver talked far too much about alternators, ex-wives, and astrology, Declan stood beneath the overhang of a dark brick garage while rainwater dripped from the hem of his tailored navy suit.

The sign above the bay doors read:

VEGA PERFORMANCE

Inside, bass-heavy music played low beneath the sound of tools, an engine revving, and someone swearing in Spanish.

Declan stepped into the garage.

Then stopped.

A man stood bent over the open hood of a black BMW, shirtless beneath oil-streaked coveralls tied low at his waist.

Grease marked his chest, his forearms, the sharp cut of muscle along his stomach. Tattoos curled over one shoulder and disappeared down his ribs. His dark hair was damp, messy, and pushed back from his face like he had run both hands through it too many times.

He looked up.

Declan forgot, briefly, why he had come in.

The mechanic’s eyes moved over him once.

Slowly.

Not impressed.

Amused.

That was somehow worse.

“You lost, counselor?”

Declan’s jaw tightened.

“I need my car repaired.”

The mechanic glanced past him toward the tow truck outside.

“That the M8?”

“Yes.”

“Pretty car.”

Declan said nothing.

The mechanic wiped his hands on a rag, which did almost nothing to remove the grease.

Then he smiled.

It was not friendly.

It was worse.

It was knowing.

“Nico Vega,” he said.

Declan stared at the offered hand.

Grease-stained.

Rough.

Unapologetic.

He took it anyway.

The contact lasted one second.

Maybe two.

Long enough for Declan to notice the heat of Nico’s palm.

Long enough for Nico to notice Declan noticing.

His smile deepened.

Declan released his hand first.

“Declan Pierce.”

“I know.”

Declan paused. “You know?”

Nico nodded toward the BMW being rolled into the bay.

“Registration.”

Of course.

Ridiculous.

Declan adjusted his cuff because his body apparently needed something to do.

“I have court at eight.”

“Then you should’ve bought a car that didn’t throw a tantrum in the rain.”

Declan looked at him sharply.

Nico only smiled again and turned toward the BMW.

The movement pulled every muscle in his back into relief beneath the garage lights.

Declan looked away immediately.

Too late.

Nico laughed softly.

Not loud.

Not obvious.

Just enough.

Declan’s pulse betrayed him.

“I need a timeline,” he said.

Nico leaned over the engine and looked back once.

“Relax, Pierce. I’ll take care of your baby.”

Declan should have objected to the tone.

To the assumption.

To the way Nico said his name like he was testing the shape of it in his mouth.

Instead, he stood there in his soaked suit, inside a garage that smelled like oil and rain and hot metal, watching Nico Vega put his hands inside the engine of his car with disturbing confidence.

And for the first time in years, Declan Pierce had no idea what to do with himself.
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VEGA PERFORMANCE

Declan spent the next morning trying very hard not to think about the mechanic.

Which was difficult considering his BMW remained trapped inside Vega Performance and his brain had apparently become deeply committed to betrayal overnight.

“Mr. Pierce?”

Declan blinked once and realized three associates were staring at him from across the conference table.

Right.

Work.

The twenty-second floor of Pierce & Howe overlooked downtown Los Angeles through massive glass walls. Everything inside the firm looked expensive on purpose:
dark marble,
soft lighting,
people who billed by the hour and smiled only professionally.
Usually Declan thrived here.

Usually this room felt like control.

Today he was thinking about grease-stained hands.

Fantastic.

“Continue,” he said smoothly.

One associate cleared his throat nervously and resumed discussing acquisition numbers while Declan leaned back in his chair pretending he had slept more than four hours.

He hadn’t.

Because sometime around one in the morning, his exhausted brain decided replaying Nico Vega smiling at him across the garage would be productive.

It was not productive.

It was deeply irritating.

His phone buzzed beside his laptop.

Unknown Number.

Declan frowned slightly before opening the text.


Your car survived surgery.
Barely.
— Nico

Declan stared at the message.

Then at the second text immediately after.


You free after work, counselor?


His pulse kicked once hard.

Annoying.

Extremely annoying.

The associate stopped speaking again.

“Sir?”

Declan realized the entire room had gone quiet.

He locked his phone immediately.

“Continue.”

The associate looked terrified now.

Fair.

Declan had accidentally destroyed a senior partner during negotiations last month badly enough to make a grown man cry in a valet line.

People got nervous around him.

Nico Vega apparently did not.

That realization lingered unpleasantly the rest of the meeting.

—
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By six-thirty that evening, Los Angeles glowed gold beneath sunset while Declan’s BMW sat freshly cleaned outside Vega Performance.

The garage looked different during daylight.

Busier.
Louder.
Warmer somehow.
Luxury BMWs lined the bays:
M-series,
old E46 builds,
performance coupes worth stupid amounts of money.
Music drifted through the open garage doors while mechanics shouted over engine noise.

And there —
underneath the hood of a silver M4 —
stood Nico.
This time wearing a black tank top.

Declan immediately considered leaving.

Nico looked up before he could.

Their eyes locked instantly across the garage.

And there it was again.

That feeling.

Like something inside Declan physically tightened every time Nico looked directly at him.

Nico smiled slowly.

Dangerous expression.

“You came back.”

Declan walked toward him carefully.

“My car came back.”

“Mm.” Nico wiped grease from his hands with a rag. “Sure that’s why.”

Declan ignored that entirely because acknowledging it felt unsafe.

Nico circled slowly around the BMW.

“You’re lucky. Water got into the ignition system.”

“You fixed it.”

“Obviously.”

The confidence should have been irritating.

Instead it was—

Nope.

Absolutely not.

Declan folded his arms.

“How much?”

Nico named a number.

Declan blinked once.

“That’s less than I expected.”

Nico shrugged.

“You looked emotionally devastated last night.”

Declan stared at him.

“You diagnosed that professionally?”

“I’m observant.”

Nico leaned casually against the BMW.

Too casual.

Everything about him looked effortless:
tattoos,
grease-smudged throat,
strong forearms beneath rolled sleeves.
Declan became aggressively aware of his own heartbeat.

Again.

“You always flirt with customers?” he asked before thinking better of it.

Silence.

Nico’s eyebrows lifted slightly.

Then slowly:
“You think I’m flirting with you?”
Oh.

That had been a mistake.

Declan’s pulse stumbled immediately.

Because now Nico looked interested.

Actually interested.

Predatory almost.

Declan adjusted his cuff again automatically.

A terrible habit Nico was definitely starting to notice.

“You enjoy making people uncomfortable,” Declan said evenly.

Nico stepped closer.

Not enough to alarm.
Enough to matter.
“I enjoy watching you try to pretend you’re not.”

The garage noise blurred strangely around the edges.

Declan held his gaze.

Barely.

Because Nico Vega looked at people too directly.

Like he already knew things.

Dangerous man.

“You’re very confident,” Declan murmured.

Nico’s eyes dropped briefly toward Declan’s mouth.

The movement happened so fast Declan almost convinced himself he imagined it.

Almost.

“Usually for good reason.”

Jesus Christ.

Declan looked away first.

Which somehow felt like losing something.

Nico smiled faintly like he noticed that too.

Of course he did.

Declan reached for his wallet immediately because this conversation needed to end before his nervous system completely abandoned him.

Nico glanced at the platinum card once.

Then back at him.

“You always carry black cards around mechanic shops?”

“I didn’t realize there was a dress code.”

Nico laughed softly.

Warm sound.
Low.
Dangerous in completely different ways.
Declan hated how much he wanted to hear it again.

Nico handed him the keys slowly.

Their fingers brushed.

Tiny contact.

Still enough.

Declan inhaled sharply before he could stop himself.

Nico went still instantly.

The air shifted.

Because now both of them noticed it.

Declan recovered first.

Barely.

“Thank you for the repair.”

He turned too quickly toward the driver’s side door.

Cowardly honestly.

Behind him, Nico called out casually:

“Hey, Pierce?”

Declan paused.

Nico leaned against the garage entrance watching him carefully beneath the gold evening light.

Then smiled.

“Try not to miss me too much.”

And somehow that sentence followed Declan all the way home.
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TERRIBLE REASONS TO RETURN

Declan lasted four days before inventing a reason to go back.

In his defense, the noise coming from the rear suspension sounded vaguely suspicious.

Possibly.

Maybe.

Not enough to justify driving thirty minutes across Los Angeles after work while actively thinking about Nico Vega the entire time.

But technically?
The noise existed.
Probably.

The sun hung low over the city when Declan pulled the BMW into Vega Performance just after six.

Music drifted from the open bays.
Engines revved somewhere inside.
The garage smelled like oil, heat, and expensive bad decisions.
Declan sat behind the wheel for one full second too long.

Then Nico appeared beside the driver’s window.

Like a problem summoned by thought alone.

Declan physically startled.

Nico grinned immediately.

“Oh, I love that.”

Declan lowered the window halfway.

“You appeared out of nowhere.”

“You jumped.”

“I did not.”

Nico leaned one tattooed forearm casually against the roof of the BMW.

Black t-shirt today.
Grease on his jaw.
Silver chain at his throat.
Declan’s brain stopped functioning briefly.

“Miss me already, counselor?”

The worst part?

A little.

Declan ignored that entirely.

“There’s a noise in the suspension.”

Nico stared at him for one dangerous second.

Then slowly:
“You made that up in the parking lot, didn’t you?”
Declan looked offended automatically.

“I’m not in the habit of fabricating mechanical concerns.”

Nico burst out laughing.

Warm.
Sharp.
Devastatingly attractive.
Declan hated him a little.

Nico stepped back from the window and pointed toward the bay.

“Bring it in.”

Declan drove inside trying very hard not to notice Nico watching him the entire time.

The garage buzzed around them:
tools clanging,
Spanish music somewhere in the back,
mechanics moving between lifts.
But the second Declan stepped out of the BMW, his attention landed right back on Nico.

Again.

Hopeless.

Nico crouched near the rear tire inspecting something dramatically while Declan stood nearby pretending his body wasn’t reacting strangely to the sight of strong tattooed forearms flexing beneath grease-stained skin.

“This your professional evaluation?” Declan asked dryly.

Nico glanced up.

“You always this tense?”

“Yes.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“You have no idea.”

Nico smiled slightly at that.

Then stood.

Too close suddenly.

Declan’s pulse betrayed him instantly.

Because Nico Vega had absolutely no understanding of personal space.

Or maybe he understood it perfectly.

Worse possibility.

Nico wiped his hands on a rag slowly while looking at him.

“You date a lot of women like you?”

Oh.

Declan blinked once.

“I’m sorry?”

“Women.” Nico tilted his head slightly. “Pretty Hollywood types. Corporate charity gala people.”

Declan narrowed his eyes carefully.

“Why?”

Nico shrugged one shoulder.

“You seem like the type.”

The answer felt loaded somehow.

Dangerous.

Declan folded his arms.

“And what type is that exactly?”

Nico looked at him directly.

Too directly.

“Controlled.”

The word landed low in Declan’s stomach unexpectedly.

Because Nico said it like an observation.
Not an insult.
Declan held his gaze.

“And you dislike controlled people?”

Nico smiled
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