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Introduction

The restless hum of engines, the bite of motor oil in the air, and the unnatural glow of
neon against peeling brick—this is Jace Thompson's world. Nestled between forgotten
warehouses and half-lit alleyways, Jace’s garage broods like a sanctuary for discarded
dreams. It's a place where the city’s machines come to be resurrected, where battered
engines are coaxed back to life by deft hands and a mind attuned to the language of
steel and speed. Customers drift in at all hours, drawn by whispered rumors: if it's got
wheels and wounds, Jace can make it run—faster, leaner, meaner than before.

But Jace’s reputation is as much curse as gift. He doesn’t court attention, but it finds
him anyway. In a city that never sleeps—and never, truly, forgives—rumors chase Jace
as doggedly as the sleepless voices in his memory. Some say he’s part machine
himself, the way he can listen to an engine’s rattle or touch a cracked manifold and
know its secrets. Others mutter about his family, especially the father whose name
still echoes in backstreet races long after his disappearance.

For Jace, the garage is more than a shelter; it's a buffer between the chaos of the city
and the turmoil inside him. Each project is a battle, each car a puzzle demanding
something unique from him. He’s seen machines wrecked by human ambition and
pride—bent frames and shattered glass that tell stories of desperation. But he’s seen
triumph too, the moments where speed and skill merge to create something sublime,
even if only for a heartbeat.

Tonight, though, the city feels less like a canvas and more like a trap. There’s a
tension in the air that even the wailing sirens can’t drown out. Jace senses a storm
brewing—not just in weather, but in circumstance. Lately, strangers have been
lingering by the garage after hours, their eyes shadowed and intent. The regulars have
grown nervous, and parts shipments have arrived with unexplained damage.

Yet Jace works on, fingers stained and knuckles bruised, chasing the one thing he’s
never managed to fix: the truth behind what happened to his father. The city’s secret
history lingers in every gear and gasket, every coded message from old friends and
enemies alike. As the sun drops behind the skeleton skyline, Jace is less certain than
ever that he’s running his own race.

In these streets, trust is traded like currency—and betrayal, he knows, is always just
one lap away.
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CHAPTER ONE: Shadow Over Steel

The air in the garage was a symphony of industrial melancholia: the hiss of an air
compressor catching its breath, the distant clang of metal on concrete from the
neighboring scrapyard, and the persistent drip-drip of something unseen in the far
corner. Jace Thompson, a smudge of grease permanently etched near his left temple,
moved with an economy of motion honed by years of practice. He was bent over the
open maw of a '72 Barracuda, its engine block a monument to American muscle, now
suffering from a catastrophic case of terminal sputtering.

His hands, calloused and strong, worked with the precision of a surgeon, replacing a
fuel injector that had decided to stage an early retirement. The Barracuda belonged to
‘Slick” Rick, a man whose nickname belied his chronic inability to keep his rides from
self-destructing. Slick was a regular, his patronage a testament to Jace’s reputation,
and his despair over his latest breakdown was, by now, an all too familiar refrain. Jace
didn’t mind; the routine was a comfort, a shield against the creeping unease that had
settled over the city like a particularly noxious exhaust cloud.

He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, the old rag leaving
a fresh smear of oil. The Barracuda’s engine bay was a tight fit, a labyrinth of wires
and hoses, but Jace knew every twist and turn. He felt the subtle vibrations, listened to
the almost imperceptible whispers of the machinery. Most people heard noise; Jace
heard stories. This Barracuda, for instance, spoke of neglected maintenance, a few too
many ill-advised burnouts, and a driver who loved speed more than he respected the
mechanics that made it possible.

A low growl from the corner announced the arrival of Duke, Jace’s scruffy, one-eyed pit
bull, who had been dozing under a workbench. Duke was a veteran of many garage
wars, his scarred muzzle and wary eye testaments to a life lived on the fringes. He
was Jace’s constant companion, his silent confidant, and an excellent deterrent to
anyone considering a casual stroll through the shop’s unattended parts. Duke’s
sudden alertness was usually a good indicator that someone new was approaching, or
perhaps, someone unwelcome.

The heavy roll-up door, usually a stubborn beast, groaned open with surprising ease,
letting in a sliver of the oppressive night. Jace didn’t look up immediately. He finished
tightening the last bolt on the injector, feeling the satisfying click as it seated properly.
He knew the drill: someone wants something, they stand there, usually radiating
impatience or a thinly veiled desperation. He'd learned to let them stew for a moment.
It often made them more receptive to his price.
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A pair of expensive, polished leather boots stepped into his line of sight, followed by a
dark, tailored suit jacket. Not Slick Rick, then. Slick favored worn-out sneakers and
stained t-shirts. This was a different breed of clientele, one Jace rarely encountered
and usually preferred to avoid. The air in the garage seemed to thicken, the familiar
scents of oil and gasoline momentarily eclipsed by a faint, expensive cologne.

“Jace Thompson?” The voice was smooth, almost silken, but with an underlying
current of authority that made the hairs on Jace’s neck prickle. It was a woman'’s
voice, deep and resonant, utterly at odds with the typical rough-and-tumble denizens
of his world.

Jace slowly straightened up, wiping his hands on the rag, and turned. The woman
standing in the sliver of light was striking, almost impossibly so in the grimy setting.
Her hair, a cascade of dark waves, framed a face that was all sharp angles and
intelligent eyes. She was dressed in an impeccably tailored dark leather jacket that
hugged her frame, a silk blouse, and trousers that managed to look both practical and
impossibly chic. She didn’t look like she’d ever changed a tire in her life, let alone
stepped foot in a place like this.

Duke, surprisingly, wasn't growling anymore. He was merely observing, his good eye
fixed on the woman with an almost philosophical intensity. This was unusual. Duke
usually made his displeasure known vocally when strangers invaded his territory. It
made Jace even warier.

“That’s me,” Jace replied, his voice a low rumble, devoid of inflection. He met her
gaze, a stare-down he rarely lost. Her eyes, a striking shade of emerald green, held his
without flinching. There was an unnerving intensity in them, a quiet power that spoke
of a mind always several steps ahead.

She offered a small, enigmatic smile. “I’'m Talia Moreno.” She didn’t offer a hand,
which Jace appreciated. His were still covered in grease, and the gesture would have
been awkward. “I've heard things about you, Jace Thompson.” Her voice was like a
well-tuned engine, precise and powerful.

“People usually do,” Jace said, gesturing vaguely around the cluttered space. He tried
to project an air of casual indifference, but a prickle of unease was starting to spread
through him. People who found him usually wanted something he didn’'t want to give.

Talia’s gaze swept over the garage, taking in the skeletal remains of various
automotive projects, the racks of spare parts, the tools meticulously organized on the
pegboard. She didn’t seem repulsed or even surprised by the organized chaos.
Instead, her eyes lingered on the custom-built engine hoist Jace had fabricated
himself, then on the heavily modified '69 Mustang fastback lurking under a tarp in the
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corner - his own, fiercely private project.

“They say you can make a car do things it was never designed for,” Talia continued,
her voice soft but carrying a steel edge. “That you have a... unique understanding of
speed.”

Jace shrugged, leaning back against the Barracuda’s fender. “I make cars run. Some
run faster than others.” He paused, then added, a hint of challenge in his tone, “What
kind of things have you heard, exactly?” He needed to gauge her, to understand what
she was truly after. His reputation, as he well knew, had a dark side.

Talia’s smile widened, a flash of white teeth in the dim light. “That you’'re the best,
Jace. That you see past the metal and the mechanics, into the soul of a machine. And
that, when you're done, that machine is unbeatable.” Her words were a subtle flattery,
but Jace detected the undercurrent: a demand, a expectation.

He felt a knot tighten in his stomach. This wasn't a request for a simple tune-up. This
wasn't about Slick Rick’s sputtering Barracuda. This was something deeper, something
that smelled of the very world he had tried so hard to leave behind. The world his
father had been so deeply entrenched in, the one that had ultimately consumed him.

“Unbeatable is a big word,” Jace finally said, his gaze unwavering. “And usually, it
comes with a big price tag.” He was testing her, pushing back. He wanted to see if she
was just another thrill-seeker, or if there was something more substantial, more
dangerous, behind those emerald eyes.

Talia’s eyes sparkled, betraying a hint of amusement. “I’'m aware of that, Jace. And |
assure you, | am prepared to pay it.” She took a step closer, her voice dropping to a
conspiratorial whisper that nevertheless filled the cavernous garage. “l have a car. A
very special car. And | need you to make it truly sing.”

Jace pushed off the Barracuda, a cold prickle of premonition running down his spine.
“What kind of car?” he asked, though he already suspected the answer. No one came
to him for a ‘special car’ unless it was for one purpose. And that purpose always
involved a race. An illegal one.

Talia’s eyes glinted in the dim light. “A racer, Jace. A high-tech, custom-built beast that
has the potential to dominate. But it needs your touch. Your... magic.” She paused,
her gaze locking with his, an unspoken challenge hanging in the air. “And in return, |
can offer you something invaluable. Something you’ve been looking for your entire
life.”

Jace’s breath hitched. The casual mention of something "invaluable" that he'd been
searching for, the knowing glint in her eyes, struck him with the force of a physical
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blow. How could she know? Who was this woman? He gripped the oil rag tighter,
knuckles white. This wasn’t just about money, or even speed. This was about his past.
And suddenly, Jace knew, with an icy certainty, that he was about to be dragged back
into the very shadows he’d sworn to escape.
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