
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter 1: Breakdown

The Mojave stretched endless and bleached beyond the windows of Reese Carver's garage, heat shimmering off asphalt in waves that made the distant mountains look like they were breathing. Three in the afternoon meant 104 degrees, the kind of high desert torture that turned cars into ovens and made you understand why people used to die crossing this emptiness. Inside the garage, industrial fans did fuck-all except push hot air around, and the concrete floor held the day's heat like a grudge.

Reese was three-quarters under a '68 Mustang—cherry red, belongs to some weekend warrior from LA who treated his car like a mistress and his wife like an appliance—when she heard the engine cough outside. Not just any cough. The death rattle, the mechanical equivalent of last words. Something fundamental giving up, metal failing metal, the end of the line.

She knew that sound intimately.

Rolling out from beneath the Mustang's chassis on the creeper, Reese wiped her hands on a rag that had long since stopped cleaning and now just redistributed various fluids. Her forearms were slick with grease, streaked black up to her elbows. At thirty-six, she was all lean muscle and sun-weathered skin, the kind of body you got from twelve years of real work—lifting engines, crawling under frames, wrestling with rusted bolts that fought back. Her dark hair was pulled into a messy bun, strands escaping to stick to her neck and temples. Tattoos wound up both forearms like mechanical blueprints given flesh: pistons and gears and the delicate architecture of carburetors rendered in black ink.

She stood, stretched, felt her spine pop in three places. Through the open garage door, she watched the death scene unfold.

The car was a Porsche 911—midnight blue, probably a '19 or '20 model, worth more than Reese's entire shop, garage, and the acre of desert it sat on combined. It had rolled to a stop in front of her place like it was auditioning for a eulogy, engine ticking as it cooled, that expensive German engineering finally admitting defeat to the Mojave's indifference.

The driver's door opened.

The woman who emerged made Reese forget about the Mustang, the heat, her own name for a solid five seconds.

She was tall—maybe five-nine without the heels, which she was absolutely wearing despite the gravel lot and 104-degree death march outside. Tailored grey pantsuit, the kind with a subtle pinstripe that probably cost what Reese made in a month. The jacket was cut to emphasize broad shoulders and a narrow waist, and when she turned to assess her dead Porsche, Reese got a perfect view of an ass that defied both gravity and Reese's ability to form coherent thoughts. Auburn hair in a sleek bob that ended just below her jawline, the kind of cut that required a stylist and maintenance and the sort of life Reese had left behind in Chicago twelve years ago.

This woman looked like money. Manhattan money. The kind of wealth that was casual and brutal and didn't understand the word "no."

"Fuck," the woman said, staring at her car like it had committed treason. Her voice carried even across the distance—low, controlled, expensive vocal training meeting genuine frustration. Then she looked up at the garage, at Reese standing in the doorway with grease-stained hands and a sports bra showing beneath her tank top, and something flickered across her face.

Assessment. Definitely assessment. Maybe attraction—Reese had gotten good at reading that particular look. Definitely annoyance.

Their eyes met across thirty feet of heat-shimmer and possibility, and Reese felt it like a fist to her solar plexus: pure want, instant and undeniable, the kind of attraction that made you stupid if you weren't careful.

The woman started toward the garage, her heels clicking on gravel with each step, somehow making it look intentional instead of impractical. As she got closer, Reese catalogued details like a mechanic diagnosing an engine: Grey-green eyes, the color of the ocean before a storm. Lips painted the exact shade of expensive wine, the kind you didn't just drink but experienced. Cheekbones that could cut glass. A small mole just below her left ear. The faintest sheen of sweat on her collarbone, disappearing beneath the collar of her blouse.

Reese's mouth went dry.

"I don't suppose you have AAA out here in the apocalypse?" the woman asked, stopping just inside the shade of the garage. Her voice was honey over gravel, East Coast accent trying to pretend it wasn't, the kind of voice that probably closed million-dollar deals before lunch.

Reese leaned against the doorframe, deliberately casual, and let her gaze travel. Started at those ridiculous heels, moved up legs that went on forever beneath tailored wool, lingered on the curve of hips, the suggestion of breasts beneath silk, the elegant line of her throat, before finally meeting those storm-colored eyes again. The whole journey took maybe five seconds. Long enough to be obvious. Long enough to make a point.

"Name's Reese Carver," she said, showing teeth in something that wasn't quite a smile. "This is Carver's Garage. And you're about sixty miles from the nearest tow service that might still be open." She tilted her head. "But I can take a look, if you want."

The woman's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly, a tiny tell that said she didn't like being at a disadvantage. "Vivian Cross." She didn't extend her hand, which Reese found oddly arousing—like this woman knew instinctively that physical contact right now would complicate things, would make what was already simmering between them impossible to ignore.

"Vivian," Reese repeated, tasting the name. "Pretty. Suits you."

A flush crept into Vivian's cheeks, barely visible but definitely there. "I have a meeting in Las Vegas in four hours. This is—" She gestured at her dead Porsche, the desert, the entire impossible situation, "—not part of the plan."

"Plans are cute." Reese pushed off the doorframe, crossed to the Porsche, her boots crunching on gravel. "Desert doesn't give a fuck about plans." She popped the hood, breathed in the mechanical perfume of hot metal and synthetic oil and whatever expensive fluids German engineers thought were necessary. "Let's see what betrayed you."

Vivian moved closer, and Reese caught her scent beneath the gasoline and heat—something citrus and cedar, deliberately sophisticated, probably cost more per ounce than Reese's monthly insurance. It cut through everything else, made Reese hyperaware of the space between their bodies, maybe two feet, close enough to feel the heat radiating off Vivian's skin.

Reese bent over the engine block, felt Vivian's gaze land on her like a physical touch. On her ass in these oil-stained jeans that hung low on her hips. On the small of her back where her tank top rode up, showing the tattoo that curved there—a phoenix rising from flames, wings spread wide. On her shoulders, the flex and shift of muscle as she tested connections, checked fluids, diagnosed the problem with hands that knew engines like lovers.

Let her look. Let her see what real work did to a body. Let her imagine what those hands could do to flesh instead of metal.

"Your alternator's completely fried," Reese said after two minutes of exploration, straightening up. Sweat trickled down her spine. "Belt's frayed to hell—honestly surprised it didn't snap fifty miles back. And your battery's probably shot too, but I won't know until I test it." She pulled out her phone, scrolled through her supplier contacts with grease-stained fingers. "You were driving on borrowed time and pure optimism."

Vivian's expression went carefully neutral, but Reese saw the flicker of genuine panic in her eyes. Her hands clenched briefly at her sides, manicured nails pressing into palms. "How long to fix it?"

"If I had the parts sitting on my shelf—which I absolutely don't for a car like this—maybe three hours of work. Clean job, no complications." Reese kept scrolling, reading delivery options. "Realistically? I can get the parts delivered by tomorrow afternoon. Have you back on the road by evening. Seven, maybe eight o'clock."

"Tomorrow?" Vivian's voice climbed half an octave, control slipping for just a moment. "That's not acceptable. I'll rent something—there has to be—"

"Nearest rental place is in Baker. Same sixty miles as the tow service." Reese checked her watch—ancient Timex, scratched crystal, still keeping perfect time. "And Sam who runs it closes at five." She looked up, held Vivian's gaze. "Which was twenty-three minutes ago."

The silence stretched between them like overheated metal, ready to warp. Reese watched Vivian calculate options, watched her pull out her phone and swipe through what was probably a very important calendar full of very important meetings. Watched the exact moment she realized she was trapped—actually, genuinely stranded in this desert town with no way out except through Reese.

There was something delicious about it. This polished woman with her expensive car and Manhattan attitude, suddenly subject to the limitations of a world she'd probably never inhabited. Forced to slow down. Forced to wait. Forced to submit to circumstances beyond her control.

Forced to deal with Reese.

"There's a motel," Reese offered, her voice deliberately gentle, like she was calming a spooked animal. "Sally's Place, about ten minutes up the road. Clean sheets, actually decent diner attached—Sally makes a chicken fried steak that'll change your life. I'll call ahead, make sure they have a room available."

Vivian looked at her Porsche like it was a dying pet, then back at Reese. Those grey-green eyes were stormy now, frustration and exhaustion and something else fighting for dominance. "Fine." The word came out clipped, controlled. "But I want that car perfect when I get it back. Not good enough, not functional, perfect. Do you understand?"

"I don't do half-measures." Reese stepped closer, close enough to see gold flecks in Vivian's irises, close enough to smell cedar and citrus mixing with her own sweat and grease. "When I work on something, I give it everything I've got. Take my time. Make it purr exactly how it's supposed to." She let the words carry weight beyond mechanics, let innuendo drip like oil. "You'll get it back better than it was."

Color rose in Vivian's cheeks—a genuine flush now, spreading down her throat, disappearing beneath silk. She broke eye contact first, looking away like she needed the distance. "I need my luggage."

She moved to the Porsche's trunk, popped it with the key fob, pulled out a designer suitcase that probably also cost more than Reese's mortgage. As she lifted it, the case tipped, fell open slightly, and Reese caught a glimpse of black silk and delicate lace before Vivian snapped it shut with sharp, precise movements.

But not before Reese filed that image away: lingerie that had absolutely no business in a desert town, packed like armor or invitation or maybe both. The kind of things you wore when you wanted to feel powerful, or when you were trying to seduce someone, or when you just needed to remember you were still human under the business suits.

"The motel's a ten-minute walk straight up the main road," Reese said, forcing her voice steady. "Can't miss it—only building with a working neon sign. Or I can give you a ride in my truck." She gestured to the beat-up Ford in the side lot. "AC works, mostly."

"I'll walk." Vivian extended the handle on her suitcase, squared her shoulders like she was preparing for battle. "What time should I check back tomorrow?"

"I'll text you when the parts arrive. Should be between two and four." Reese pulled out her phone, unlocked it, held it out. "Need your number."

Vivian hesitated—just a fraction of a second, but Reese caught it. Then she took the phone, and their fingers brushed in the exchange. The contact sent electricity up Reese's arm, pure want, visceral and demanding, the kind of attraction that made you do stupid things if you weren't careful. Made you push when you should pull back. Made you imagine scenarios that had no place in a professional transaction.

Vivian felt it too. Reese saw her pupils dilate, saw her breath catch almost imperceptibly before she masked the reaction behind cool professionalism. She typed in her number with swift efficiency, handed the phone back without meeting Reese's eyes.

"Don't make me wait longer than necessary," Vivian said, already turning toward the door.

"Wouldn't dream of it." Reese watched her walk away, the suitcase wheels crunching on gravel, hips swaying despite the heat and annoyance and ridiculous heels. Watched the way afternoon light caught in her hair, the way her shoulders stayed stubbornly squared even though she had to be exhausted.

When Vivian glanced back at the garage door—quick, like she couldn't help herself—Reese was still watching. Still leaning against the Porsche. Still making absolutely no attempt to hide the hunger in her gaze.

Their eyes met for three seconds.

Then Vivian looked away and kept walking.

Inside the garage, with Vivian's Porsche still ticking as it cooled and the lingering scent of expensive perfume cutting through oil and gasoline, Reese felt her pulse thrum in her throat, between her legs, everywhere. She could already imagine it: those manicured hands gripping her sheets, that controlled voice breaking into gasps and moans, what it would take to dismantle Vivian's composure piece by careful piece until she was just sensation and need.

She could imagine the taste of her. The sounds she'd make. How her body would respond to Reese's hands, her mouth, her complete attention.

Reese pulled Vivian's Porsche into the garage bay, started gathering tools. She had work to do, parts to order, an entire evening to kill while thinking about the woman who'd just walked away.

Tomorrow couldn't come fast enough.


Chapter 2: Under the Hood

Reese was shoulder-deep in the Porsche's engine bay when she heard footsteps on gravel. Seven-thirty, sun finally dying behind the mountains, painting the sky in shades of bruised plum and burning orange. The garage was cooler now, temperature dropping from hell to merely hostile, industrial fans actually making a difference as desert night crept in.

She knew those footsteps. Heels on gravel, determined but slightly unsteady, like someone who'd spent three hours at a motel convincing themselves they didn't need to come back here.

Reese didn't pull out from under the hood. Let Vivian come to her.

"The diner was closed," Vivian said from somewhere behind her. "Apparently Sally takes Wednesdays off, and every other restaurant in this town seems to be conceptual rather than actual."

"There's a gas station mini-mart half a mile south," Reese said, still not looking up, hands tracing coolant lines. "They have sandwiches that are only mildly terrifying."

"I ate a protein bar from my purse and contemplated my life choices." Vivian's voice was closer now, just at the edge of the garage. "Then I realized I left my phone charger in the car."

"Convenient." Reese finally straightened, turned, and nearly forgot how to breathe.

Vivian had changed. The pantsuit was gone, replaced by dark jeans that hugged her hips and thighs like a prayer, and a white linen button-down with the sleeves rolled to her elbows. Her hair was loose now, falling in waves just past her shoulders, and without the severe bob it softened her whole face. No heels—just simple leather sandals that showed toenails painted deep red. She looked younger like this, less armored, and somehow even more devastating.

"It's in the glove box," Reese managed, wiping her hands on a clean rag, knowing it wouldn't help. "I'll grab it."

She moved to the Porsche's passenger side, keenly aware of Vivian following, watching. The glove box opened to reveal the charger and something else—a small leather journal, the expensive kind with hand-stitched binding. Reese grabbed just the charger, handed it over, and their fingers brushed again.

This time neither of them pulled away immediately.

"Thank you," Vivian said, her voice quieter than before, and fuck, was she standing closer? Had she stepped into Reese's space or had Reese moved into hers? The garage suddenly felt very small, very warm despite the cooling air.

"No problem." Reese's voice came out rougher than intended. She cleared her throat, stepped back, gestured to the engine. "Want to see what killed your baby?"

Interest sparked in Vivian's eyes—genuine curiosity mixed with something else. "I wouldn't understand any of it."

"I can translate." Reese moved back to the engine bay, and after a heartbeat's hesitation, Vivian followed. "Come here. Look."

Vivian stepped up beside her, close enough that their shoulders almost touched, close enough that Reese could feel her body heat, smell her shampoo—something floral and clean that made Reese want to bury her face in that loose hair.

"This is your alternator," Reese said, pointing to the failed component. "It's what charges your battery while the engine runs, keeps everything electrical functioning. See these copper windings?" She traced them with one grease-stained finger. "They're completely fried. The insulation broke down—heat, probably, plus age—and the whole thing seized."

Vivian leaned in closer to look, and her breast pressed briefly against Reese's arm. "How can you tell?"

Reese's brain short-circuited for two seconds. "The—uh—the smell. Burnt copper has a specific scent. And the discoloration here." She pointed again, hyperconscious of Vivian's proximity, the way her breathing had changed slightly. "Plus when I tested it with a multimeter, it was completely dead."

"You can tell all that just by looking?" Vivian turned her head, and suddenly their faces were inches apart, grey-green eyes locked on Reese's.

"I've been doing this a long time." Reese didn't move back. "You learn to read the signs. What's failing, what's about to fail, what just needs attention."

"And you can fix it." Not a question. Vivian's gaze dropped to Reese's mouth, just for a second, before rising again.

"I can fix almost anything." The words hung between them, heavy with implication. "If I have the right tools. The right touch. If I take my time and pay attention to what the engine needs."

Vivian's pupils dilated. Her lips parted slightly, tongue darting out to wet them. "You're very confident."

"I'm very good at what I do." Reese let her gaze travel down Vivian's throat, watching her pulse jump. "You don't survive twelve years in this business without learning exactly how to handle things."

The air between them felt electric, charged, one spark from ignition. Vivian's breathing had gone shallow, her chest rising and falling beneath white linen, and Reese could see her nipples hardening beneath her bra, pressing against the fabric. Her own body was responding in kind—warmth pooling low in her belly, arousal building with every breath that carried Vivian's scent.

"Show me more," Vivian said, and her voice had gone throaty, rougher. "I want to understand what you're doing to my car."

To my car, Reese's brain echoed. Sure. That's definitely what we're talking about.

She forced herself to focus, to actually explain. "Your belt here—" She pointed to the serpentine belt, then physically traced its path with her finger, making Vivian follow the motion. "—drives everything. Alternator, water pump, power steering, AC compressor. It's under constant tension, constant friction, and eventually the rubber degrades." She touched a frayed section. "See how it's cracking? That's dry rot. Another hundred miles and it would've snapped completely."

"What happens if it snaps?" Vivian was watching Reese's hands now, tracking every movement, the way her fingers knew exactly where to touch, how much pressure to apply.

"Engine overheats. Power steering fails. You lose control pretty quickly." Reese met her eyes. "It's dangerous to drive something when you can't trust it to respond the way you need it to."

"But you can make it respond," Vivian said. "Can't you?"

"That's the job." Reese's voice dropped lower. "Take something that's stopped working right, that's been neglected or pushed too hard, and give it the attention it needs. Make it remember what it feels like to run smooth. To purr."

Vivian's hand came up, hovering near the engine block, not quite touching. "Can I—?"

"Careful. Still hot." Reese caught her wrist gently, guided her hand to a safer spot, let her fingers rest on cool metal. The contact—Reese's callused fingers wrapped around Vivian's smooth wrist—sent heat racing through both of them. "Here. Feel the housing. That's cast aluminum, precision-engineered, German manufacturing at its finest."

But Vivian wasn't looking at the engine anymore. She was looking at Reese's hand on her wrist, at the contrast between their skin, at the visible strength in Reese's forearm. "Your hands," she said quietly. "They're—"

"Rough. I know." Reese started to pull away, but Vivian caught her hand, held it.

"I was going to say capable." Vivian turned Reese's hand over, examining the calluses, the scars from various mechanical injuries, the permanent grease stains that no amount of washing could completely remove. "Skilled." Her thumb traced the edge of Reese's palm. "Strong."

Reese's breath caught. The simple touch—Vivian's soft fingers exploring her work-roughened hand—was somehow more intimate than anything else that had happened between them. Her body responded viscerally, arousal spiking sharp and demanding, making her acutely aware of how long it had been since anyone had touched her like this, like they wanted to map every detail.

"I should probably—" Vivian started, but she didn't move, didn't let go of Reese's hand.

"Yeah," Reese agreed, making no effort to step back. "Probably."

They stood there in the cooling garage, Vivian holding Reese's hand like it was something precious, both of them breathing too fast, both of them aware that this had crossed some invisible line from professional to something else entirely.

"I'm not—" Vivian began, then stopped, reconsidered. "I don't usually—"

"I know." Reese gently squeezed her hand. "It's okay."

"Is it?" Vivian looked up at her, and there was vulnerability there now, underneath the expensive polish. "Because I came back here for a phone charger I definitely could have lived without until tomorrow, and now I'm—" She gestured vaguely at their joined hands, at the minimal space between their bodies.

"Now you're here," Reese finished. "And I'm glad you are."

Vivian laughed, but it came out shaky. "This is insane. I don't even know you. I'm supposed to be in Vegas right now, closing a deal that could define my entire quarter, and instead I'm in a garage in the middle of nowhere letting a mechanic—"

"Reese," Reese interrupted gently. "My name is Reese. Use it."

"Reese," Vivian repeated, and fuck, the way she said it—soft, almost reverent. "I'm in your garage letting you hold my hand and explain engines to me, and all I can think about is—" She cut herself off, color flooding her cheeks.

"What?" Reese stepped closer, closing the last few inches between them. "What are you thinking about?"

Vivian's eyes went dark. "Your hands. What they'd feel like on other parts of me. Whether you'd take your time there too, pay attention, make me—" She stopped again, visibly pulling herself back from the edge. "I should go. This is wildly inappropriate."

"Probably," Reese agreed, but she didn't let go of Vivian's hand. "But I'm thinking about the same things. Have been since you stepped out of that Porsche this afternoon looking like every fantasy I didn't know I had."

"Reese—"

"I'm thinking about whether you taste as good as you smell. Whether you'd let me find out. Whether that control you wear like armor would crack if I put my mouth on you." Reese watched Vivian's pupils blow wide, watched her sway slightly. "Whether you'd let yourself make noise, or if you'd try to stay quiet. Whether you'd pull my hair or push me away or both."

Vivian's breathing had gone ragged. "Jesus Christ."

"But you're right." Reese finally, reluctantly, released her hand. "You should go. Get some sleep. Tomorrow I'll fix your car, you'll drive to Vegas, close your deal, and this will just be a weird story about that time you got stranded in the desert."

Vivian stared at her for a long moment, something warring in her expression—desire versus sense, want versus should. "What if I don't want it to be just a story?"

The question hung between them like a held breath.

"Then don't go back to the motel," Reese said quietly. "Stay. Help me work. We can order pizza from the only place in town that delivers. Talk. See what happens."

"That's a terrible idea."

"Probably the worst." Reese smiled. "But when's the last time you did something terrible?"

Vivian bit her lip, considering, and Reese watched the exact moment she decided. Saw her shoulders straighten, saw something reckless and hungry flash across her face. "Where's your bathroom? If I'm staying, I need to at least wash the desert off."

"Through that door, to the left. Towels in the cabinet." Reese pointed, trying to keep her voice steady, trying not to think about Vivian in her tiny bathroom, maybe splashing water on her face, maybe—

Vivian walked away, hips swaying, and Reese exhaled hard, gripping the edge of the Porsche's fender for stability. What the fuck was she doing? This woman was clearly not local, clearly out of her league in about fifteen different ways, and yet here they were, circling each other like they were both starving and the other was sustenance.

The water ran in the bathroom. Reese pulled out her phone, ordered pizza—large pepperoni, Sally's might be closed but Tony's never was—and tried to convince herself she was still in control of this situation.

She absolutely wasn't.

When Vivian emerged five minutes later, her face was damp, the top two buttons of her shirt mysteriously undone, showing the hollow of her throat and the hint of black lace beneath. She'd pulled her hair back into a loose ponytail, and somehow that made her look even more appealing—less polished, more accessible.

"Pizza's on the way," Reese said. "Should be here in twenty."

"Good." Vivian moved back to the Porsche, but instead of standing beside Reese, she hopped up to sit on the workbench against the wall, legs swinging. "So teach me. What else is wrong with my car?"

Reese tried to focus on the engine. Really tried. But Vivian was sitting there watching her with those storm-colored eyes, and every time Reese explained something, Vivian asked a question that made it clear she was paying attention, actually interested, and there was something incredibly hot about that—about being seen, about her knowledge and skill mattering to someone who existed in a completely different world.

"You really love this," Vivian observed after Reese had gotten animated about compression ratios.

"I do." Reese looked up from the engine. "It makes sense to me. Engines don't lie. They don't play games. Something's wrong, you diagnose it, you fix it, and it works. Simple."

"Unlike people."

"Unlike people," Reese agreed. She moved to lean against the workbench beside where Vivian sat, close enough to feel the heat radiating from her thigh. "People are complicated. Messy. They want things they won't admit. They say one thing and mean another."

"What do you think I want?" Vivian asked, and her voice had gone soft, intimate.

Reese turned to look up at her, at the way Vivian's legs bracketed her body, at how easy it would be to step between them, to put her hands on those denim-clad thighs and just—

"I think you want to stop thinking for a while," Reese said honestly. "I think you want someone else to take control, to make decisions, to give you permission to just feel instead of constantly calculating. I think you want to see what it's like to let go."

Vivian's breath hitched. "And you think you can give me that?"

"I know I can." Reese held her gaze. "If you let me."

The moment stretched, taut and electric, both of them teetering on the edge of something inevitable. Then headlights swept across the garage—pizza delivery—and the spell broke.

Reese paid the driver, brought the pizza back to the workbench, and they ate standing there in comfortable silence, grease and cheese and the growing awareness that neither of them was leaving anytime soon.

"Stay," Reese said when they'd finished, when Vivian was clearly trying to decide whether to go. "Just stay. Talk to me. Tell me why you're really out here alone driving across the desert instead of flying to Vegas like a normal person."

Vivian studied her for a long moment, then seemed to come to a decision. "Okay," she said simply. "I'll stay."

And Reese felt something shift between them—from possibility to certainty, from maybe to yes, from strangers to something far more dangerous.

Tomorrow would be complicated.

Tonight, they had the garage, the cooling desert air, and the whole night ahead of them.


Chapter 3: Ignition

They talked for an hour, maybe two. Time became slippery in the garage with the night deepening outside, stars emerging in that way they only did in the desert—infinite and indifferent and beautiful. Vivian stayed perched on the workbench, legs swinging, while Reese worked on the Mustang she'd abandoned earlier, and somehow the conversation flowed easier than it had any right to.

Vivian told her about New York, about the consulting firm she'd clawed her way up through, about meetings that felt like bloodsport and deals that required you to smile while someone tried to gut you. About how she'd been driving instead of flying because she needed to think, needed the space between departure and arrival to figure out if she even wanted the promotion she was killing herself for.

Reese told her about Chicago, about the restaurant she'd managed before burnout drove her here, about choosing this garage and this town because sometimes you needed to disappear into simplicity just to remember how to breathe. About engines being easier than people, about finding peace in the mechanical certainty of parts that fit together exactly as they were designed to.

But underneath the words, the tension built. Every glance held too long. Every accidental brush of skin when Reese passed Vivian a beer from the mini-fridge in the corner. The way Vivian watched Reese work, tracked the flex of her forearms, the competent sureness of her hands, the way sweat made her tank top cling to her shoulders and breasts.

"Can I ask you something?" Vivian said eventually, when the Mustang was reassembled and Reese had run out of productive things to do with her hands.

"Anything." Reese wiped her hands on a rag, moved to stand in front of where Vivian sat, close enough to touch but not quite touching.

"Why are you single?" Vivian's eyes searched her face. "Because you are, right? I'm not misreading this?"

"You're not misreading anything." Reese smiled slightly. "And I'm single because relationships require proximity and consistency, and I moved here specifically to avoid both of those things. Plus the dating pool in Juniper Wells consists of approximately three age-appropriate lesbians, two of whom are married to each other."

"So you're lonely." Not a question.

"Sometimes." Reese met her gaze steadily. "But I'd rather be alone than settle for something that doesn't set me on fire."

"And what sets you on fire?" Vivian's voice had dropped, gone husky.

"Right now?" Reese stepped closer, finally closing the distance, her hips pressing against the workbench between Vivian's knees. "You. The way you look at me like you can't decide if you want to run or surrender. The way you're trying so hard to maintain control when we both know you're dying to let go. The way you've been sitting there for the last hour basically eye-fucking me while pretending to care about carburetor jets."

Vivian's breath caught. "I was not—"

"You absolutely were." Reese put her hands on Vivian's thighs, felt the muscles tense beneath denim. "And I loved every second of it. Loved watching you try to stay composed while your pupils got wider and your breathing got faster. Loved knowing you were getting wet thinking about what I could do to you."

"Jesus, Reese—" Vivian's hands came up to grip Reese's shoulders, steadying herself.

"Tell me I'm wrong." Reese slid her hands higher, thumbs pressing against the sensitive inner thigh. "Tell me you're not soaked right now thinking about my hands on you. My mouth."

Vivian's eyes fluttered closed for a second. When they opened, they were dark with want, all pretense abandoned. "You're not wrong."

"Then stop fighting it." Reese leaned in until their lips were almost touching, until Vivian could feel every word against her mouth. "Let me touch you. Let me take you apart. Let me show you what it feels like to stop thinking and just fucking feel."

The last millimeter between them evaporated—Reese wasn't sure who closed it—and then they were kissing, and fuck, Vivian tasted like beer and pizza and something sweet underneath, something that made Reese want to devour her whole. Vivian's hands fisted in Reese's hair, pulling her closer, and her legs wrapped around Reese's hips, locking them together.

The kiss went from zero to desperate in seconds. Tongues and teeth and the kind of hunger that came from of build-up, from hours of circling and wanting and denying. Vivian kissed like she did everything else—with focus and intensity and the determination to excel—but underneath that Reese could feel her control fracturing, could feel her starting to surrender.

Reese's hands slid up Vivian's sides, thumbs brushing the undersides of her breasts through linen, and Vivian made a sound—half gasp, half moan—that went straight to Reese's cunt. She wanted to hear that sound again. Wanted to catalog every noise Vivian could make, from whimpers to screams.

"Bedroom," Vivian gasped against her mouth. "You have a—there must be—"

"Upstairs." Reese gestured to the stairs at the back of the garage that led to her apartment. "But I don't know if I can wait that long."

"Then don't." Vivian pulled back just enough to look at her, grey-green eyes wild. "I don't care where. I just need—fuck, I need you to touch me."

Reese didn't need to be told twice. She grabbed Vivian's hips, lifted her off the workbench—Vivian was solid, strong, her legs immediately wrapping tighter—and carried her to the office in the corner. It wasn't romantic: fluorescent light, a beat-up desk covered in invoices, a chair that had seen better decades. But it had a door that closed and a desk that Reese had fantasized about using for exactly this purpose more times than she'd admit.

She kicked the door shut, set Vivian on the edge of the desk, and went back to kissing her like oxygen depended on it. Vivian's hands were everywhere—pulling at Reese's tank top, exploring the muscles of her back, sliding down to grip her ass and pull her harder against the apex of Vivian's thighs.

"Off," Vivian demanded, tugging at Reese's shirt. "I want to see you."

Reese stepped back just long enough to peel off her tank top and sports bra in one motion, letting Vivian look her fill. She knew what Vivian was seeing: lean muscle, small breasts with hard nipples, the tattoos that covered her arms and ribs, the evidence of a body that worked for a living. She wasn't soft anywhere, wasn't delicate, and she watched Vivian's eyes go even darker with want.

"Fuck," Vivian breathed. "You're—"

"Your turn." Reese moved back between her legs, started unbuttoning Vivian's shirt with deliberate slowness. "Let me see what you've been hiding under all that professional armor."

The shirt fell open to reveal black lace—a bra that was pure sin, expensive and delicate and doing absolutely nothing to hide Vivian's hardened nipples. Reese traced one finger along the edge of the lace, watched Vivian's chest heave.

"Beautiful," Reese murmured, then leaned down to drag her tongue along the swell of Vivian's breast above the lace. Vivian's hands flew to her hair, gripping hard, and she made that sound again—needy and desperate—that made Reese's cunt clench.

She took her time, kissing and licking and occasionally biting, mapping Vivian's collarbones and the hollow of her throat and the soft skin of her breasts. When she finally pulled the lace down and took a nipple into her mouth, Vivian arched off the desk with a cry that was music.

"Oh god—Reese—"

Reese hummed around the nipple, sucked harder, used her teeth just enough to make Vivian gasp. Her hands worked at Vivian's jeans, popping the button, dragging the zipper down. "Lift up, baby."

Vivian obeyed immediately, lifting her hips so Reese could drag the jeans down and off, taking her sandals with them. And fuck, the view: Vivian spread out on Reese's desk in nothing but black lace panties that matched the bra, her skin flushed, her hair wild, her eyes glazed with lust.

"Look at you," Reese said, running her hands up Vivian's thighs, watching goosebumps rise in their wake. "So fucking perfect. So ready for me."

"Please—" Vivian's hips rolled, seeking friction. "Stop teasing."

"But you look so pretty when you beg." Reese kissed her inner thigh, then the other, deliberately avoiding where Vivian needed her most. "And I want to savor this. Want to remember every second of having you spread out for me."

"Reese, I swear to god—"

"What?" Reese looked up at her, grinning. "You'll what? Fire me? I'm the only mechanic for sixty miles, baby. You need me."

"I do," Vivian admitted, and the raw honesty in her voice made Reese's chest tight. "I really fucking do. So please—"

Reese hooked her fingers in the sides of Vivian's panties, dragged them down slowly, and then Vivian was completely bare before her, wet and wanting, and Reese had to take a second just to appreciate it. "Goddamn," she breathed.

She kissed up Vivian's inner thigh, took her time, built the anticipation until Vivian was practically vibrating with need. When she finally put her mouth on Vivian's cunt—one long, slow lick from entrance to clit—Vivian's whole body jerked and she cried out, hands flying to grip the edge of the desk.

"Oh fuck—oh fuck—"

Reese sealed her lips around Vivian's clit and sucked, and the sound Vivian made was inhuman—high and desperate and so fucking hot Reese thought she might come just from hearing it. She worked Vivian with her tongue, alternating between broad strokes and focused attention on her clit, reading every twitch and gasp and moan to figure out exactly what drove her wild.

Vivian tasted incredible—salt and musk and arousal—and Reese couldn't get enough. She slid two fingers inside, felt Vivian's walls clench around them, and started a rhythm that had Vivian babbling incoherently within seconds.

"Yes—fuck—right there—don't stop—please don't stop—"

Reese had no intention of stopping. She curled her fingers, finding the spot that made Vivian's back arch off the desk, and increased the pressure with her tongue. Vivian's hands flew to Reese's hair, gripping so hard it hurt, using the leverage to grind against Reese's face, and fuck yes, that was what Reese wanted—Vivian losing control, taking what she needed, using Reese's mouth for her pleasure.

"I'm—oh god I'm gonna—" Vivian's thighs started trembling, her whole body tensing. "Reese—"

Reese redoubled her efforts, sucking hard on Vivian's clit while her fingers fucked into her fast and deep, and Vivian came with a scream that probably carried all the way to the motel. Her body bowed, her cunt clenching rhythmically around Reese's fingers, and she made these gorgeous breathless sounds—"ah ah ah"—that Reese wanted to record and replay forever.

Reese worked her through it, gentle now, letting Vivian ride out every aftershock until she finally went limp, collapsing back onto the desk with her arm thrown over her eyes.

"Holy shit," Vivian panted. "Holy—I can't—that was—"

Reese kissed her inner thigh, her hip bone, the soft skin of her belly, trailing up until she could claim Vivian's mouth again. Vivian kissed back lazily, tasting herself on Reese's lips, making satisfied little sounds.

"Good?" Reese murmured against her mouth.

"Understatement of the fucking century." Vivian's hands slid down Reese's back, over her ass, started working at the button of her jeans. "Your turn."

"You don't have to—"

"I want to." Vivian sat up, and there was a new determination in her eyes, a hunger that made Reese's knees weak. "I want to taste you. Want to make you feel as insane as you just made me feel." She slid off the desk, sank to her knees—completely naked and completely unselfconscious—and looked up at Reese with those storm-colored eyes. "Let me?"

How the fuck was Reese supposed to say no to that?

She helped Vivian with her jeans, kicked them off along with her boots, and then Vivian's hands were on her thighs, spreading them, and her mouth was—"Oh fuck"—right there, and Jesus Christ, Vivian knew what she was doing.

Reese's head fell back against the wall, her hands finding Vivian's hair, and she let herself get lost in it—in the wet heat of Vivian's mouth, the clever work of her tongue, the way she hummed like Reese tasted good, like this was exactly where she wanted to be.

"God, yes—just like that—"

Vivian's fingers joined her tongue, sliding inside while her mouth focused on Reese's clit, and the dual sensation made Reese's legs shake. She'd had plenty of sex in her life, plenty of good sex, but something about this—about Vivian on her knees in Reese's shitty office, enthusiastically eating her out like it was a religious experience—hit different.

Maybe it was the unexpectedness. Maybe it was the buildup. Maybe it was just that Vivian was gorgeous and talented and currently making these enthusiastic little noises that suggested she was enjoying this as much as Reese was.

"Fuck—Vivian—I'm close—"

Vivian looked up at her while still working her with tongue and fingers, and the eye contact—watching Vivian watch her fall apart—sent Reese over the edge hard. She came with Vivian's name on her lips, her body shuddering, pleasure rolling through her in waves that seemed to go on forever.

When she could breathe again, Vivian was standing, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand and grinning like she'd just won something. "Okay, that was even hotter than I imagined."

Reese pulled her close, kissed her deeply, tasting herself mixed with Vivian's lingering flavor. "Bedroom," she managed. "For real this time. Because I'm nowhere near done with you."

"Thank fuck," Vivian said, and let Reese lead her upstairs.

The apartment was small—basically just a bedroom, bathroom, and kitchenette—but the bed was big, and that was all that mattered. They fell into it together, limbs tangling, and the kissing started again, slower now but no less intense.

"I want to try something," Reese murmured against Vivian's neck, biting gently at the tendon there. "But you have to trust me."

"Okay." Vivian's response was immediate, no hesitation, and something about that trust made Reese's chest ache.

"Roll over," Reese instructed. "On your stomach."

Vivian obeyed, and Reese took a moment to just appreciate the view—the elegant line of her spine, the curve of her ass, the way her hair spread across the pillow. She straddled Vivian's thighs, started kissing down her back, feeling Vivian relax beneath her.

"You have the most incredible ass," Reese said, punctuating the statement with a bite to one cheek that made Vivian yelp and laugh.

"Are you objectifying me, mechanic?"

"Absolutely." Reese kissed the spot she'd bitten. "Is that a problem?"

"Not even a little bit." Vivian's voice had gone breathy again. "What did you want to try?"

Reese's hands slid lower, spreading Vivian's legs slightly, thumbs tracing the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. "I want to taste every part of you," she said quietly. "Want to make you come in ways you've maybe never come before. But only if you're comfortable."

She felt Vivian tense for just a second, understanding clicking into place, then deliberately relax. "Yes," Vivian said. "God, yes. I trust you."

And those three words—I trust you—felt more intimate than anything else that had happened between them.

Reese took her time, building anticipation, kissing and licking and occasionally biting her way down Vivian's body. When she finally spread Vivian wider, settled between her legs with Vivian's hips elevated on a pillow, she paused.

"You okay?"

"More than okay." Vivian's voice was muffled by the pillow she'd buried her face in. "Please, Reese."


Chapter 4: Complete Surrender

Reese knelt between Vivian's spread thighs, taking a moment to appreciate the absolute trust required for this position—Vivian face-down on the pillow, hips elevated, completely exposed and vulnerable. The bedroom was dark except for the moonlight streaming through the window, painting silver lines across Vivian's skin, and Reese could see her trembling slightly with anticipation.

"You're shaking," Reese murmured, running her hands up the backs of Vivian's thighs, feeling the muscles quiver under her touch.

"I'm—" Vivian's voice was muffled by the pillow. "I've never—not like this. Not where someone took their time, made it—" She broke off, and Reese felt a surge of something protective and possessive.

"Then let me show you how it should be." Reese leaned down, pressed a kiss to the small of Vivian's back. "Let me worship you the way you deserve."

She started slow—deliberately, torturously slow—kissing her way down Vivian's spine, feeling each vertebra beneath her lips. When she reached the curve of Vivian's ass, she bit gently at one cheek, then soothed it with her tongue, and Vivian made a sound that was half laugh, half moan.

"Mmmngh—you're such a tease."

"Patience, baby." Reese's hands kneaded Vivian's ass, spreading her slightly, and she felt Vivian tense. "Breathe. Just feel. I've got you."

She kissed the crease where ass met thigh, first one side then the other, building the anticipation, letting Vivian get used to the sensation of being this exposed, this vulnerable. Her hands kept up their gentle massage, keeping Vivian relaxed even as arousal built again—Reese could see it, the way Vivian's cunt was already glistening, the way her hips made tiny unconscious movements seeking friction.

"You're so fucking beautiful like this," Reese said, her voice rough with want. "Spread out for me. Trusting me. Do you have any idea how hot you are?"

"Nnngh—Reese, please—"

"Please what?" Reese kissed closer, her breath ghosting over sensitive skin. "Tell me what you want."

"Your mouth—I want—" Vivian buried her face deeper in the pillow, muffling her words, but her hips lifted in clear invitation.

"Use your words, Vivian. Tell me exactly what you want me to do to you."

There was a pause, then Vivian turned her head just enough that Reese could hear her clearly. "I want your tongue on me. Everywhere. I want you to—fuck—I want you to lick my ass while you make me come."

Heat flooded through Reese at the raw honesty, at Vivian finally letting go of her careful control. "Good girl," she murmured, and felt Vivian shudder at the praise. "That's exactly what I'm going to do."

She started with broad strokes of her tongue, licking from Vivian's clit all the way up, getting everything wet, making Vivian gasp and push back against her mouth. Then she focused higher, circling slowly, letting Vivian feel every deliberate movement.

"Oh—oh god—" Vivian's hands fisted in the sheets, her whole body going taut. "Reese—"

Reese flattened her tongue, licked slowly and thoroughly, and Vivian practically came off the bed with a sound that was pure desperation—"Ahhhhh fuck"—her legs spreading wider, hips tilting to give Reese better access.

"That's it," Reese encouraged, one hand sliding around to find Vivian's clit, circling it gently while her tongue worked higher. "Let me hear you. Let me know how good it feels."

"So good—oh my god it's so—mmmmh—I can't—" Vivian was babbling now, all coherence gone, just pure sensation and response. Her body rolled against Reese's mouth, seeking more, and Reese gave it to her—firm, focused attention that had Vivian making sounds Reese had never heard from her before.

Reese pointed her tongue, pressed against the tight ring of muscle, and Vivian's whole body jerked. "Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck—" The words came out as one rushed breath, and Reese felt her clench and release, felt the way her body was fighting between tension and surrender.

"Relax," Reese murmured against her skin. "Let me in. Trust me."

She kept the pressure steady, tongue working in small circles, while her fingers found their rhythm on Vivian's clit. The dual sensation—the forbidden intimacy of Reese's tongue combined with the direct stimulation—was clearly overwhelming Vivian in the best possible way. Her breathing had gone ragged, punctuated by these gorgeous little "ah—ah—ah" sounds that went straight to Reese's cunt.

"You taste so fucking good," Reese said, pulling back just long enough to speak. "Every part of you. I could do this for hours, just listening to you fall apart."

"Please—I need—fuck—I need more—"

Reese slid two fingers inside Vivian's cunt while her tongue went back to work, and the combination made Vivian scream—actual scream, loud and uninhibited—"FUCK YES"—her whole body shaking.

"That's my girl," Reese growled against her. "Let it out. No one can hear you out here. Scream for me."

And Vivian did. Every stroke of Reese's tongue, every curl of her fingers, pulled sounds from Vivian that were raw and primal and so fucking hot Reese thought she might come untouched just from hearing them. "Unnnngh—yes—right there—oh god right there—don't stop don't stop don't stop—"

Reese increased the pressure with her tongue, the pace of her fingers, and felt Vivian's body start to climb toward orgasm. She was so close—muscles trembling, breath coming in gasps, cunt clenching rhythmically around Reese's fingers.

"Come for me," Reese commanded. "Let me feel you come while my tongue is inside you."

That did it. Vivian came with a broken cry—"Reeeese oh god oh god oh—"—her whole body convulsing, and Reese felt it everywhere: the clench around her fingers, the flutter beneath her tongue, the way Vivian's legs tried to close but couldn't because Reese was between them.

Reese worked her through it, gentle now, letting the aftershocks roll through Vivian's body until she was just whimpering—soft, overwhelmed sounds that made Reese's chest ache with tenderness and possession.

"Hnnngh—I can't—that was—fuck—" Vivian was shaking, her whole body trembling with aftershocks.

Reese pressed kisses to the backs of her thighs, her ass, her lower back, murmuring praise. "So good. You did so good. You're so fucking perfect."

"That was—" Vivian finally managed to turn her head, looking back at Reese with dazed, dark eyes. "I've never—no one's ever—"

"I know." Reese crawled up beside her, gathering Vivian into her arms, letting her hide her face against Reese's shoulder. "I know, baby."

They lay there for several minutes, Vivian catching her breath, Reese running her hands soothingly over her back. But Reese could feel the tension returning to Vivian's body, could feel the moment she stopped just receiving and started thinking about reciprocation.

"Your turn," Vivian said, pushing herself up on one elbow, and there was a determined gleam in her eye that made Reese's stomach flip.

"Vivian, you don't have to—"

"I want to." Vivian pushed Reese onto her back, straddled her hips, and leaned down until they were nose to nose. "You just gave me the most intense orgasm of my entire life. You think I'm not going to return the favor?"

"I mean, if you insist," Reese said, trying for casual and failing completely when Vivian's hand slid between her legs and found her soaked.

"Fuck, you're so wet." Vivian's eyes went dark again. "Did eating my ass turn you on this much?"

"Everything about you turns me on," Reese admitted. "The way you taste, the sounds you make, the way you completely lost control—" She gasped as Vivian's fingers slid inside her. "Fuck—yes—"

"I want to try something too," Vivian said, that same determined look from before. "Will you let me?"

"Anything," Reese breathed, and meant it.

Vivian kissed her way down Reese's body—stopping to suck hard on her nipples until Reese was arching off the bed, biting the sensitive skin of her ribs, dragging her tongue down the defined lines of Reese's abs. When she settled between Reese's legs, she looked up with a wicked smile.

"Roll over," Vivian said. "Fair's fair."

"Jesus Christ," Reese muttered, but she did as asked, face-down on the bed that still smelled like Vivian, pillow that still held the indent from where Vivian had buried her face.

Vivian's hands were everywhere—kneading Reese's ass, running up her back, spreading her wide—and Reese felt exposed in a way she rarely did, vulnerable in a way that should have been uncomfortable but instead felt liberating.

"You have these incredible back dimples," Vivian murmured, pressing kisses to them. "And your ass is—fuck, Reese, you're gorgeous."

Then Vivian's tongue was on her, and Reese's brain short-circuited. The sensation was overwhelming—wet heat and focused attention and the knowledge that Vivian was doing this, was reciprocating this intimacy, was taking everything Reese had given her and returning it.

"Oh fuck—Vivian—shit—" Reese buried her face in the pillow, muffling sounds she couldn't control. Vivian wasn't tentative at all; she worked Reese with the same determination she probably applied to business deals, figuring out what made Reese gasp, what made her push back for more, what made her make these embarrassing whimpering sounds she'd deny later.

When Vivian slid her fingers inside Reese's cunt while her tongue kept working, Reese knew she wasn't going to last long. The dual sensation, the intimacy of it, the way Vivian was clearly getting off on giving this to her—it was too much.

"Fuck—I'm gonna—Vivian—oh god—"

"Come for me," Vivian said against her, and the vibration sent Reese over the edge hard. She came with Vivian's name on her lips, pleasure slamming through her so intensely she saw stars, her whole body going rigid before melting into the mattress.

Vivian gentled her through it, then crawled up to collapse beside her, both of them sweaty and breathing hard and thoroughly fucked out.

"Holy shit," Reese managed eventually.

"Yeah." Vivian laughed breathlessly. "That about covers it."

They lay there in comfortable silence, fingers interlaced, both processing what had just happened. Eventually Vivian propped herself up, looked down at Reese with an expression that was soft and vulnerable and a little scared.

"So," Vivian said quietly. "What happens tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow I fix your car," Reese said, brushing hair away from Vivian's face. "And then we figure out if this is just tonight or if it's something more."

"And if I want it to be more?"

Reese pulled her down into a kiss—slow and sweet and full of promise. "Then we figure that out too."

They fell asleep tangled together, and for the first time in years, Reese didn't feel lonely at all.


Chapter 5: Open Road

Reese woke to sunlight streaming through the curtains and the warm weight of Vivian pressed against her side, one leg thrown over Reese's hips, face buried in the crook of Reese's neck. For a moment she just lay there, cataloging sensations: the softness of Vivian's skin, the tickle of her hair, the slow rise and fall of her breathing, the pleasant ache in muscles that had been thoroughly used the night before.

It was seven-thirty according to the clock on the nightstand. The parts wouldn't arrive until afternoon. They had time.

Reese's hand traced lazy patterns on Vivian's back, and she felt the moment Vivian woke—the slight hitch in breathing, the way her body tensed briefly before relaxing again, the soft exhale against Reese's throat.

"Morning," Vivian murmured, voice rough with sleep, and pressed a kiss to Reese's shoulder.

"Morning yourself." Reese turned her head to capture Vivian's mouth, and the kiss was slow and sweet and quickly turned heated when Vivian shifted to straddle Reese's hips, sitting up so the sheet fell away from her bare breasts.

"I had the most incredible dream," Vivian said, rolling her hips in a way that made Reese's breath catch. "Where this gorgeous mechanic took me apart multiple times and made me discover things about myself I didn't know were possible."

"Oh yeah?" Reese's hands slid up Vivian's thighs, gripped her hips. "How'd it end?"

"It didn't." Vivian leaned down, hair falling around both their faces like a curtain. "I woke up before I could find out if the mechanic wanted to do it again."

"The mechanic definitely wants to do it again." Reese pulled her down into another kiss, deeper this time, hands roaming over Vivian's back and ass. "After coffee. And maybe a shower."

"Shower sounds good." Vivian climbed off her with obvious reluctance. "Lead the way."

The bathroom was tiny—barely room for the shower stall, toilet, and sink—but the shower itself had decent water pressure, and within minutes they were both under the spray, steam rising around them.

Reese took her time washing Vivian, learning her body in the morning light filtering through the frosted window. Every curve, every freckle, the small scar on her hip from a childhood bike accident, the way her nipples hardened under Reese's soapy hands, the way she sighed when Reese's fingers slid between her legs.

"You're being very thorough," Vivian observed, leaning back against the tile wall, letting Reese work.

"Just want to make sure you're clean." Reese knelt in the shower, water streaming over both of them, and looked up at Vivian with a grin. "Very, very clean."

"Oh my god—" Vivian's laugh turned into a moan as Reese's mouth found her clit, the water making everything slick and hot. "Fuck—we literally just—last night we—ahhh—"

"I know." Reese pulled back just long enough to speak. "Can't help it. You taste too good."

She worked Vivian with focused intensity, one hand gripping Vivian's ass to hold her steady, the other sliding up to palm her breast. Vivian's hands fisted in Reese's wet hair, her head falling back against the tile, and the sounds she made echoed in the small space—desperate and needy and absolutely gorgeous.

"Unngh—Reese—I'm already—how are you—oh fuck—"

Reese hummed against her, the vibration making Vivian's legs shake, and increased the pressure of her tongue. Vivian came fast and hard, crying out Reese's name, and Reese caught her when her legs gave out, holding her up while she shook through the aftershocks.

"You're going to kill me," Vivian panted, slumping against Reese. "Death by orgasm. What a way to go."

"Not done with you yet." Reese stood, turned off the water, grabbed towels. "Bedroom. Now."

They barely dried off before stumbling back to bed, still damp, water dripping from their hair onto the sheets neither of them cared about. Vivian pushed Reese down, climbed on top of her, and there was something different in her eyes now—not just desire but determination, confidence, the look of someone who'd discovered a new skill and wanted to perfect it.

"My turn to worship you," Vivian said, and proceeded to kiss her way down Reese's body with agonizing slowness. She paid attention to everything—the tattoos on Reese's ribs, the sensitive spot just below her breasts, the way Reese's abs jumped when Vivian's tongue traced the defined lines.

"You're gorgeous," Vivian murmured against Reese's hip bone. "All this strength, this competence, but you get so soft for me."

"Only for you," Reese admitted, and it felt like more than just bedroom talk—felt like truth, like the beginning of something real.

Vivian settled between her legs, but instead of going straight for the obvious target, she kissed her inner thighs, bit gently at the sensitive skin, made Reese squirm with anticipation. When she finally put her mouth on Reese's cunt—one long, slow lick that made Reese's back arch—she hummed with satisfaction.

"I love how responsive you are," Vivian said. "How you try to maintain control but your body gives you away." She licked again, more focused this time. "The way your thighs shake. The sounds you try to muffle but can't quite manage."

"Fuck—Vivian—stop talking and—ahhh—"

"So impatient." Vivian's tongue found Reese's clit, circled it slowly. "After you made me wait so long last night? Fair's fair, baby."

Reese wanted to argue, but then Vivian's fingers slid inside her and all coherent thought evaporated. Vivian worked her with the same focused intensity she'd applied to everything else, figuring out Reese's body like it was a puzzle to solve, and fuck, she was good at it—building the pressure steadily, keeping Reese right on the edge but not letting her fall over.

"Please—Vivian—I need—"

"What do you need?" Vivian pulled back just enough to speak, her breath ghosting over wet flesh. "Tell me."

"More—I need more—I need—" Reese couldn't finish the sentence, but Vivian seemed to understand.

"Roll over," Vivian said, and there was steel beneath the sweetness. "I want to try something."

Reese obeyed immediately, face-down on the bed, and felt Vivian's hands on her ass—spreading her, exposing her—and anticipation coiled hot and tight in her belly.

"Is this okay?" Vivian asked, and Reese could hear the nervousness beneath the desire. "I want to—after last night, I want to give this to you too, but I've never—"

"Yes," Reese breathed. "God, yes. Just—take your time. Do what feels right."

Vivian started with kisses—soft, exploratory, building confidence—and Reese felt her own body responding, opening, surrendering in ways she rarely did. When Vivian's tongue finally made contact, Reese buried her face in the pillow to muffle her cry.

"Oh fuck—Vivian—yes—"

Vivian was tentative at first, gentle licks and kisses, learning as she went. But as Reese's responses grew more enthusiastic—the way her hips pushed back, the muffled sounds of pleasure, the way her hands fisted in the sheets—Vivian grew bolder. More confident. Her tongue pressed firmer, moved with purpose, and when her fingers found Reese's clit the combination was devastating.

"Fuck fuck fuck—don't stop—please—" Reese was beyond caring how desperate she sounded, beyond trying to maintain any control. This was raw need, pure sensation, the kind of vulnerability she'd only shown to maybe two people in her entire life.

Vivian seemed to sense how close Reese was. Her tongue worked faster, her fingers moved in tight circles, and when she murmured against Reese's skin—"Come for me, beautiful, let me feel it"—Reese shattered.

The orgasm hit like a freight train, pleasure so intense it was almost painful, and Reese heard herself making sounds she didn't recognize—guttural, primal, completely uninhibited. "Ahhhhh fuck yes yes yes—" Her whole body convulsed, and Vivian held her through it, gentle now, letting the waves roll through until Reese collapsed completely boneless into the mattress.

"Holy shit," Reese managed when she could form words again. "That was—you're—fuck."

Vivian crawled up beside her, looking pleased and a little smug. "Good?"

"Understatement." Reese pulled her close, kissed her deeply, tasting herself on Vivian's lips. "You're a fast learner."

"I had excellent instruction." Vivian traced patterns on Reese's chest, her expression going thoughtful. "And I really, really enjoyed it. Like, more than I expected to."

"Yeah?" Reese tucked hair behind Vivian's ear. "That's good. Because I could get very used to this."

"This meaning morning sex, or this meaning us?"

"Both." Reese met her eyes steadily. "If you want."

Vivian was quiet for a moment, and Reese could practically see her running calculations, weighing options, trying to figure out how this could possibly work when their lives existed in completely different worlds.

"My meeting in Vegas isn't that important," Vivian said finally. "I could reschedule. Stay another day. Maybe two."

"And then?"

"And then we figure it out." Vivian's hand found Reese's, fingers interlacing. "I don't know how yet. Long distance is terrible, and I can't exactly move to Juniper Wells—my career is in New York—but I also can't walk away from this. From you. Not without at least trying."

"I'm not asking you to give up your life," Reese said carefully. "But I'm also not interested in being someone's desert fling they visit twice a year when they need an escape."

"I wouldn't do that to you." Vivian's grip tightened. "I'm not saying I have answers yet, but I want to find them. Maybe I could work remotely sometimes. Maybe you could visit New York. Maybe we just take it one visit at a time and see where it goes."

"One visit at a time," Reese repeated, testing the words. "I could work with that."

They lay there in comfortable silence, processing, both aware that they were standing at a crossroads—the easy thing would be to let Vivian drive away, chalk this up to perfect timing and desert magic and leave it as a beautiful memory. The harder thing was to actually try, to navigate the logistics and complications and all the ways this could fail.

"Your parts should arrive around two," Reese said eventually. "I'll need maybe three hours to install everything and test it. So you could be on the road by five, make Vegas by eight."

"Or," Vivian countered, "I could call and reschedule for tomorrow. Spend today with you. Maybe you could show me your town, take me to that diner you mentioned, let me see what life is actually like here."

"It's not glamorous," Reese warned. "There's basically nothing to do. Most exciting thing that happens is when the gas station gets a new flavor of beef jerky."

"I don't need glamorous." Vivian kissed her shoulder. "I need real. I need simple. I need you."

Reese's chest went tight with something that felt dangerously like falling. "Okay," she said. "Stay. Let me show you my weird little life."

They spent the day together—got dressed eventually, had breakfast at Sally's diner where Sally herself subjected Vivian to friendly interrogation that made Reese want to sink through the floor, walked the main street which took all of ten minutes, sat in the garage while Reese worked on the Mustang and Vivian asked questions that showed she'd actually retained the information from the night before.

When the parts arrived at two-fifteen, Reese let Vivian help—handing her tools, showing her how to properly torque bolts, explaining each step. And there was something intimate about it, about sharing this part of her life, about Vivian being genuinely interested instead of just politely tolerant.

By five o'clock, the Porsche was purring like new.

"Want to test drive it?" Reese asked, wiping her hands. "Make sure everything feels right?"

They took it out on the empty highway, windows down, desert wind whipping through their hair, and Vivian drove like she'd been freed from something—fast and reckless and laughing. When they got back to the garage, she was glowing.

"God, I forgot how much I love driving," she said. "Just driving for the sake of it, not to get somewhere."

"You could do it more often," Reese suggested. "Drive out here. I'll make sure your car stays perfect."

"Is that the only reason I'd drive out here?" Vivian stepped close, arms sliding around Reese's waist. "For the car maintenance?"

"Well, the sex is pretty good too," Reese teased, and kissed her to prove the point.

They spent another night together—slower this time, less frantic, exploring each other with the knowledge that this wasn't just one night anymore, that they were building toward something. And yes, there was more rimming—it had rapidly become their thing, this particular intimacy they both craved—but there was also just holding each other, talking about dreams and fears and all the ways their lives didn't fit together but might, with effort.

The next morning, when Vivian finally did have to leave, they stood by the Porsche in the early light, neither quite ready to say goodbye.

"Two weeks," Vivian said. "I'll drive back in two weeks, long weekend. And we'll see how it goes."

"Two weeks," Reese agreed. "And Vivian? Drive safe. But not too safe. I like you a little reckless."

Vivian kissed her—long and deep and full of promise—then slid into her perfect car and pulled away. Reese watched until the Porsche disappeared into heat shimmer, then went back into her garage with a smile she couldn't quite suppress.

Her phone buzzed twenty minutes later: a text from Vivian.

Already miss you. Also, pretty sure you ruined me for anyone else. Hope you're happy.

Reese grinned, typed back: Very happy. Drive safe. See you in two weeks.

And somehow, standing in her dusty garage in the middle of nowhere, covered in grease and impossibly hopeful, Reese knew this was just the beginning.
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