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Chapter One: Burnt Rubber & Blood
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The grinder shrieked as sparks rained onto the concrete, turning the air thick with smoke and the tang of scorched steel. Jack Kane leaned into the frame of a stripped-down Mercedes-AMG, arms steady, his face impassive behind a streak of grease and sweat. The rebirthing shop stank of coolant and brake dust, a place where stolen beauty was broken apart and remade into ghosts.

Rows of cars lined the floor in varying states of ruin: a Lamborghini Huracán on blocks with its doors off; a Bentley gutted down to ribs; a Dodge Charger slouched in the corner with its hood gaping like a broken jaw, coolant dripping green into a pan.

The shop was a kingdom of grinders and sparks, where VIN plates were filed off like fingerprints and welding torches baptized stolen machines into false rebirths.

Jack hadn’t planned on ending up here. He’d told himself the shop was a pit stop, a way to lay low, keep the noise of his past from catching up. But weeks turned into months, and the work was steady enough—sanding, stripping, re-stamping. Rico, the shop’s boss, paid cash, no questions. That suited Jack.

But tonight, the air felt wrong.

It wasn’t just the heat pressing down from the corrugated steel roof, or the haze of gasoline fumes that hung perpetually over the place. It was the stillness beneath the noise. The laughter was thinner. The chatter muted.

Jack straightened, shutting off the grinder. Across the floor, mechanics moved slower, eyes sliding toward the rolling steel door.

Engines growled outside. Not one—several. Heavy vehicles. SUVs, armored by the sound of it. The air seemed to thicken as the rumble drew closer.

Rico appeared on the mezzanine, his gold chain glinting under the fluorescent lights, his shirt half-buttoned, his smile thin. He was usually all bravado, a king among thieves, but tonight his swagger looked forced.

“Back to work!” Rico barked, voice echoing off steel beams. “Nothing to see here.”

But Jack could hear it in the cracks of his tone. Fear.

The door rolled open.

They came in like shadows with teeth: a half-dozen men in black, masks down, rifles up. They moved in silence, no wasted motion, military-precise. Not cops. Not amateurs. Professionals.

The grinders and welders cut out one by one, the room falling into an awful silence.

“Ricardo Mendez,” the lead mercenary said, voice calm, flat. “You missed your deadline.”

Rico descended the stairs, hands up, his grin twitching. “Tell Serrano I’ll make it right. Two days. I’ve got three cars nearly done—”

The merc raised his rifle and shot Rico in the leg.

The sound split the shop. Rico’s scream tore through the cavernous space as he collapsed, blood spraying across the concrete.

Mechanics scattered, pressing into corners, too terrified to intervene. Jack stayed where he was, jaw tight, eyes flat.

Two mercs grabbed Rico by the arms and dragged him to the center of the floor, propping him against the stripped AMG Jack had been working on.

The lead merc crouched, tilting his head. “Deadlines aren’t flexible.”

Blood poured from Rico’s thigh, pooling beneath him. He spat at the man, words garbled. “You—you tell Serrano, I’ve been loyal—”

The rifle butt smashed across his jaw, teeth clattering against concrete.

The merc turned his gaze, cold and predatory, across the room. His eyes landed on Jack.

“You. Step forward.”

Every pair of eyes in the shop swung to Jack.

Jack’s muscles coiled, instinct screaming to resist. But every gun in the room was already aimed. He stepped forward slowly, rag still clenched in one hand, grease streaked across his knuckles.

The merc studied him. “Name?”

“Jack.”

“Jack.” The man repeated it like tasting the sound. Then he reached into his vest and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. He pressed it into Jack’s chest. “You’re his replacement.”

Jack unfolded the sheet. A list. Neat rows of names—not people, but machines. Ferrari SF90. Bugatti Chiron. Lamborghini Huracán STO. Aston Martin Valkyrie. McLaren P1. Koenigsegg Jesko. Eighty cars in total.

“Ten days,” the merc said. “All of them. Delivered clean.”

Jack’s jaw clenched. “That’s impossible.”

The merc gestured toward Rico, who was moaning weakly, blood soaking his shirt.

Jack’s heart hammered. His mind was already racing through possibilities. Eighty cars. Ten days. Serrano didn’t want him to succeed. Serrano wanted to watch him burn out.

Rico tried to crawl, dragging himself across the floor. He looked up at Jack, mouth bloody, eyes pleading.

The merc pulled a pistol. One clean shot. Rico’s skull cracked against the concrete. Silence thundered across the shop.

Jack didn’t blink.

The paper in his hand felt heavier than a gun.

“Ten days,” the merc repeated. “Or you end up like him.”

They left as quickly as they’d come, boots echoing, rifles swinging casual. The SUVs outside roared to life, fading into the night.

The shop stayed frozen. Nobody moved. Nobody spoke.

Rico’s body lay twisted on the floor, blood spreading like a shadow.

Every eye turned to Jack. Some with pity. Some with fear. Some with relief that it wasn’t them.

Jack folded the list, slipped it into his pocket. His jaw was stone.

The countdown had begun.

The shop emptied like a graveyard after midnight.

Mechanics slipped away one by one, eyes averted, not daring to say a word to Jack. Nobody wanted to stand too close to a man Serrano had just chosen. By dawn, only the body remained.

Rico lay where he’d fallen, slumped like a broken puppet, his blood dried to a tar-black halo on the concrete. No one dared move him. No one dared look at him.

Jack stayed.

He sat on a workbench in the corner, arms folded, staring at the Dodge Charger that slouched against the wall with its hood up. The muscle car was half-dead, half-gutted — its engine block exposed, coolant dripping in slow, steady rhythm into the pan below.

The paper was still in Jack’s hand. Serrano’s list. Eighty names.

Every one of them a coffin waiting to be nailed shut.

Jack unfolded it again, scanning the lines. Ferrari SF90. Lamborghini Huracán. Bugatti Chiron. Koenigsegg Jesko. McLaren P1. Names that read like gospel in the church of horsepower. Cars worth more than some small nations.

It wasn’t just the volume. It was the impossibility. No thief in the world could pull this list in ten days. Serrano didn’t want him to finish. Serrano wanted to see him ground down, crushed, broken like Rico.

Jack’s jaw flexed. He thought about walking. About burning the paper, disappearing into the night. But he knew better. Serrano’s reach was long. Running wasn’t survival. Running was suicide.

The Charger stared back at him with empty headlights. Old steel, scarred, heavy. Not sleek like the Ferrari or the Lambo. But alive, in its own battered way.

Jack stood, grabbed a thick black marker off the bench, and crossed to the hood.

He smoothed the paper flat on the metal, then shoved it aside.

With slow, deliberate strokes, he scrawled one word across the Charger’s faded paint:

LIST

Below it, he drew the number:

80

And beneath that, he drew a line of empty space, waiting.

This would be his scoreboard. Every car stolen, every risk survived, every tally earned would be marked here. Serrano wanted to bury him in cars? Fine. Jack would count them. One by one.

He capped the marker, his hands steady, though his pulse was a hammer in his throat.

Somewhere in the city, Serrano was smiling. Jack could see it in his mind — that cold, patient grin, watching the gears turn in his new pawn’s head.

But Jack wasn’t a pawn.

If Serrano thought this was going to break him, he’d underestimated the wrong man.

Jack glanced once more at Rico’s bloodstain. He didn’t look away this time. He let the image burn into his skull, searing it into fuel.

“This list won’t kill me,” Jack murmured under his breath. His voice was steady, a whisper edged in steel. “It’ll kill you.”

The Charger’s hood gleamed dully in the shop light, the fresh black letters stark against the faded paint.

Eighty names. Ten days.

Tomorrow, the first tally would be drawn.

And the road to Serrano’s grave would begin.

The city woke with the sun, neon bleeding into pale gray as commuters clogged the arteries with horns and brake lights. Jack watched it from the high ridge above, the list folded tight in his jacket.

The first name circled: Ferrari SF90 Stradale. Blood red. 986 horsepower. Parked like a prize in the glass-front lobby of a luxury high-rise downtown, a symbol of money so arrogant it didn’t bother to hide.

Jack’s binoculars tracked the building. Security cameras on every corner. Private guards in cheap suits milling at the valet entrance. A single steel barrier at the exit ramp, the kind of thing meant to stop drunk joyriders, not thieves who knew what they were doing.

Jack sat in a battered Civic he’d borrowed from the shop, engine off, radio dead. The air inside smelled of cigarette burns and mildew. His pulse was steady, but his mind raced gears.

Anya’s voice was still fresh in his head from the burner call the night before: “I can get you blind spots, but Serrano’s already watching. He’s not letting you breathe without a gun at your back. If you screw this up, he’ll kill you before the cops even cuff you.”

He’d told her not to get involved. But he knew she would anyway. She always did.

Jack unfolded the list again, tracing the Ferrari’s name. The letters seemed to burn hotter than the others, the ink heavier, like Serrano himself had pressed his pen deeper for this first test.

He closed his eyes, replaying the route: service entrance through the underground garage, bypass the cameras Anya had looped, elevator to the mezzanine, clone the valet’s key fob, slide into the Ferrari like it was always his.

Clean. Fast. Surgical.

At least, that was the plan.

Jack adjusted his jacket, slid the cloned fob into his pocket, and stepped out of the Civic. The morning air was sharp, full of honking horns and the low hum of the city at grind. He pulled his cap lower, his stride casual, just another shadow among thousands.

He slipped into the service entrance. The corridor reeked of bleach and stale air, walls painted in hospital white. A janitor pushed a cart past him, not even glancing up.

Jack moved like smoke, silent, steady, each step precise. He passed the security room—two guards inside, laughing at a phone video, screens flickering behind them. Anya’s loop worked; the feeds cycled the same thirty seconds over and over.

The elevator dinged. Jack slid inside, thumb pressing the mezzanine button. The doors closed. For a moment, the silence pressed against him, the hum of the cables whispering like a countdown clock.

The doors opened to glass and gleam.

There it was.

The Ferrari SF90 sat under the atrium lights like a jewel in a museum. Its curves were liquid fire, every line designed to humiliate slower machines. A hundred pairs of eyes should have been on it. Instead, only two guards lounged nearby, sipping coffee, their rifles propped lazy against the wall.

Jack’s pulse slowed, not sped up. This was what he lived for. The moment between silence and chaos.

He crossed the floor in a valet jacket he’d pulled from a laundry bin downstairs, shoulders squared, stride confident. The guards barely flicked their eyes toward him.

Jack palmed the cloned fob. One press.

The Ferrari chirped. Lights flashed once, seductive.

The guards frowned. One took a step.

Jack slid into the seat, leather hugging him like a vice. He pressed the starter. The engine ignited with a snarl that shook the atrium glass, a sound that demanded worship.

The guards shouted. One reached for his rifle.

Jack shifted into gear.

The Ferrari leapt forward like it had been waiting for him all along.

––––––––
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The Ferrari SF90 ripped across the atrium tiles, glass shattering as it punched through the front lobby’s doors in a storm of sparks. Shards rained like diamonds, catching neon as Jack shot onto the street.

The guards’ shouts were swallowed by the engine’s scream — nearly a thousand horses unleashed into the city dawn.

Jack floored it.

The Ferrari leapt forward, tires spitting smoke, pedestrians scattering as the car fishtailed onto the boulevard. Horns blared, screams rose, and by the time the first cell phone lifted to record, Jack was already three blocks away.

But the city wasn’t sleeping. Not anymore.

Police lights flashed in the mirrors within minutes. Cruisers closed in, sirens wailing.

Jack’s jaw clenched. Serrano hadn’t given him ten days of free play. Serrano wanted a show. This wasn’t just theft. This was an audition.

The Ferrari howled as he threw it into a hard left, cutting across lanes. A bus horn bellowed as he skimmed past its bumper, sparks flying as mirrors kissed. The cops swarmed tighter, radios buzzing, blocking lanes with surgical precision.

Jack shifted gears, the car kicking like a wild animal, speed pinning him back into the leather seat.

An alley split between two towers ahead — too narrow for cruisers. Perfect.

Jack swung into it, the Ferrari’s mirrors nearly scraping brick as he blasted through trash cans and fire escapes. The alley spat him back into open street, right in front of an intersection crammed with morning traffic.

Jack didn’t brake.

He yanked the wheel, cutting across three lanes, the Ferrari’s tail whipping wide. Tires screeched, rubber burned, horns screamed as drivers swerved. Jack threaded the chaos, leaving the cruisers behind in a tangle of collisions.

But more sirens grew ahead. Roadblocks. The city was boxing him in.

Jack smirked grimly. He’d been boxed in before. It never held.

The bridge rose ahead, a steel leviathan lifting slowly into the sky. Red lights flashed. Gates lowered.

The cops thought they had him.

Jack dropped gears, the Ferrari screaming like a beast unchained. The car surged forward, the world narrowing into a single tunnel of motion and sound.

“Hold together,” Jack muttered, teeth clenched.

The Ferrari slammed up the incline, climbing the rising span. The gap ahead widened, black water churning far below.

The cops braked hard, unwilling to follow.

Jack didn’t brake.

The Ferrari launched.

For a heartbeat, the world fell away. Gravity vanished. Jack’s chest rose into his throat, the city skyline tilting around him. Glass shattered inside, a bullet hole spidering across the windshield — a stray shot fracturing the moment like a kaleidoscope.

The car sailed, time stretching thin, the city spinning in shards of reflected light.

Then gravity snapped back.

The Ferrari slammed onto the far span, shocks howling, sparks exploding from its undercarriage. Jack fought the wheel, muscles straining, until the car straightened and roared onward, tires gripping hard.

Behind him, the drawbridge kept rising. The cops were stranded, lights flashing impotent across the widening gulf.

Jack exhaled once, hard. His pulse pounded, his hands steady as steel.

He looked at the list on the passenger seat, the first name circled in red.

He uncapped the marker, drew a thick black tally across the Charger’s hood in his mind.

One down.

Seventy-nine to go.

The Ferrari disappeared into the waking city, its roar echoing like the first note of war.
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Chapter Two: The List



[image: ]




The Ferrari sat gleaming in the rebirthing yard like a blood-red jewel, its paint spattered faintly with dust and glass from the bridge jump. The morning sun caught its curves, throwing crimson across the shop’s corrugated steel walls.

Jack stood in front of it, marker still in hand, the tally freshly scratched across the Charger’s hood. One down. Seventy-nine left.

But the victory felt hollow. Serrano wasn’t applauding. Serrano was watching. Always watching.

Engines growled outside. A matte-black SUV rolled through the gates, tires crunching gravel. From it stepped a man built like a wall of scars and muscle. Dark glasses hid his eyes, but the tattoos crawling up his neck told enough. Vargas. Serrano’s lieutenant.

Mechanics scattered like pigeons. Jack stayed where he was.

Vargas circled the Ferrari once, running a hand across its hood. “Clean,” he said. His voice was gravel dipped in tequila. “Serrano likes clean. But Serrano doesn’t like slow.”

Jack said nothing. He wasn’t sure Serrano wanted words from him anyway.

Vargas stepped close. The air smelled of leather and smoke. “Eighty cars. Ten days. That means more than one a day. You can’t keep Serrano waiting. He gets... impatient.”

Jack’s jaw tightened. “Then I move faster.”

A smile tugged at Vargas’s mouth. Not warmth — cruelty. “Good. Because you won’t be moving alone anymore.”

He jerked his chin toward the SUV.

A thin man unfolded from the passenger seat, wiry and ratlike, hair slicked back with grease that matched the stains on his coveralls. He grinned wide, teeth yellow and crooked, like a piano missing keys.

“This is Mateo,” Vargas said. “Mechanic. Tracker. Insurance.”

Mateo stuck out his hand, eyes glinting with malice. “Guess we’re partners.”

Jack didn’t take the hand. He just stared.

Mateo’s grin widened. “Silent type, huh? Don’t worry. I’ll talk enough for both of us.”

Vargas didn’t care. He wasn’t here for handshakes. He reached into his jacket and dropped a photo onto the Charger’s hood, covering the fresh tally.

A neon-green Lamborghini Huracán STO. Sleek, predatory, designed to devour roads.

“Car two,” Vargas said. “It’s on a transport convoy right now. Collector’s villa outside the city. Serrano wants it tonight. Clean.”

Jack picked up the photo. His reflection looked back at him in the Lamborghini’s glossy paint, distorted and sharp.

Vargas leaned close, voice low. “Deliver it. Midnight. Or we start adding tally marks in blood.”

The SUV rolled away, black windows reflecting nothing.

Jack looked at the photo, then at the Charger’s hood. One tally mark, already faded in the dust. Seventy-nine spaces waiting.

Mateo’s grin still lingered in the corner of his eye.

The clock was ticking.

The coastal highway stretched out like a silver blade, the sea foaming against the cliffs below. Jack’s borrowed Camaro clone growled in the slow lane, its engine tuned rough, its suspension rattling over every bump. It wasn’t built for show. It was built to blend.

Mateo sat in the passenger seat, gnawing on a toothpick and tapping the dashboard like a nervous drummer. “Convoy’ll be on this stretch any minute now. They don’t take city streets with cargo like that. Too many eyes. Too much traffic. Highway’s cleaner.”

Jack’s grip on the wheel didn’t waver. His eyes flicked between the asphalt ahead and the rearview mirror. The morning sun was harsh, burning white against the water, washing everything in glare. Perfect cover for Serrano’s watchers, wherever they were.

He spotted them first.

Two SUVs, black and boxy, tucked into the flow of traffic a half-mile ahead. Too clean, too identical. And between them—massive, rumbling like a beast of burden—was the car carrier.

Four steel cages gleamed on its decks. Inside, the Lamborghini Huracán STO burned neon green against the drab armor, its paint screaming under the sun.

Jack’s pulse slowed, like it always did when the target was in sight.

Mateo whistled. “There she is. Serrano’s hungry, Kane. Better not scratch it.”

Jack ignored him. He studied the convoy’s rhythm. Lead SUV blocking lane changes, rear SUV boxing the back. Windows tinted. Drivers invisible. It wasn’t sloppy. These were trained men.

“Options?” Mateo prodded.

“Head-on,” Jack muttered. “Too many guns. Side swipe? Not enough clearance.” He shifted gears, engine snarling. “That leaves up.”

Mateo’s face twisted. “Up? What the hell does that mean?”

Jack accelerated, weaving closer to the convoy. He kept his distance, just another car shadowing the rhythm. He counted the beats — SUV spacing, carrier swaying, traffic gaps.

The plan formed in his head like steel welding itself together.

“I get close. I climb. I take it from the top.”

Mateo barked a laugh that died quick when he saw Jack’s eyes. Dead calm. Absolute certainty.

“You’re serious.”

Jack’s jaw flexed once. “Always.”

He downshifted, the Camaro’s engine growling louder, surging them forward into the convoy’s shadow. The Lamborghini gleamed just yards away now, sunlight dancing off its curves.

Mateo swallowed, his cocky grin faltering. “You’re gonna get us killed, Kane.”

Jack’s eyes didn’t leave the road. “Then hang on.”

The Camaro slid tighter into the convoy’s wake, engine snarling as the sea wind whipped through the cracks in the windows. Jack’s fingers flexed on the wheel, pulse steady.

The stage was set.

The next move would break the highway wide open.

––––––––

[image: ]


Here we go — Chapter Two: The List, Part C.

This is the highway heist itself: Jack pulling off the insane leap onto the convoy, chaos erupting, and the Lamborghini STO ripping free under fire.

The Camaro’s engine howled as Jack punched the accelerator, closing the gap on the carrier. The steel cages loomed above him, the Lamborghini’s neon-green body practically glowing against the dull gray deck.

Gunmetal flashed in the corner of his eye. The rear SUV swerved, cutting across lanes to box him out. The tinted window dropped, muzzle flashes sparking as bullets chewed asphalt inches from the Camaro’s tires.

Mateo shrieked, ducking low. “They’re lighting us up!”

Jack stayed steady. He cut hard, clipping the SUV’s fender, shoving it sideways. The driver overcorrected, tires screaming, and the SUV fishtailed across two lanes before crunching into the guardrail. Sparks sprayed, traffic horns blared, and the highway erupted in chaos behind them.

The carrier swayed, momentum shoving its bulk across lanes, but its pace never faltered. The Huracán gleamed above, still caged, still untouchable.

Jack shifted again, drawing a breath. His world narrowed: road, steel, car. The kind of math that only ever ended one way.

Mateo clawed at the dashboard. “Don’t you dare, Kane—”

Jack floored it. The Camaro surged forward, hugging the carrier’s side, paint scraping steel. Sparks screamed as mirrors snapped and glass shattered.

Jack yanked the wheel just enough to pin the Camaro flush against the carrier’s flank. Then, without hesitation, he shoved the stick into cruise, popped the door, and climbed out into the wind.

Mateo’s scream was swallowed by the roar of engines.

Jack’s boots hit the carrier’s side ladder. Metal rattled under his weight, the world rushing by in a blur of sea and sky. Wind hammered his face, tearing at his jacket, but his grip was iron. One rung, then another, until he hauled himself onto the top deck.

The Lamborghini sat before him, strapped by thick steel braces. Even idle, it looked alive, lines sharp enough to cut, paint blazing radioactive green in the sunlight.

Bullets sparked off the deck, mercs leaning out from the lead SUV, rifles barking. Jack ducked low, yanked a crowbar from the carrier’s toolkit, and slammed it against the first brace. Metal shrieked, bolts snapping.

The carrier jolted, throwing him sideways. Jack gritted his teeth, slammed the second brace, then the third. Sparks spat like fireworks, steel surrendering under his fury.

The fourth lock clanged free. The Lamborghini rocked forward.

Jack dropped into the driver’s seat, the leather hugging him like destiny. He jammed the cloned fob into the ignition slot.

The Huracán came alive.

The V10 roared like a monster unchained, vibrating through steel and bone. The mercs shouted, bullets sparking against the cage. Jack dropped the clutch. Tires screamed, rubber burning against the carrier’s deck.

The Lamborghini lunged forward, chains snapping.

It smashed through the steel barrier with an explosion of sparks, launching off the front of the carrier like a bullet from a barrel.

For a split second, the neon-green beast was airborne, sunlight glinting across its hood.

Then it slammed down on asphalt, suspension howling, tires biting deep. The STO straightened under Jack’s fists, its scream echoing across the highway.

The mercs roared behind him, SUVs swerving to block, rifles still spitting fire. But the Lamborghini was untouchable now, alive under him, begging to run.

Jack gave it everything.

The car vanished into the coastal curve, neon blur against steel and sea, leaving fire and chaos in its wake.

––––––––
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The Lamborghini Huracán STO screamed through the coastal highway curves, the V10’s howl bouncing off rock and sea. Jack pressed it harder, pushing past the redline, the neon-green beast glued to asphalt like it had claws.

Behind him, headlights swarmed. The two surviving SUVs hammered forward, relentless, their engines growling, their rifles flashing sparks into the night.

Bullets spiderwebbed across the rear glass. One round punched through, hot shards slicing Jack’s cheek. Blood ran down his jaw, but his hands never wavered.

He cut left hard, tires shrieking, skimming so close to the cliff edge the ocean spray kissed his window. One SUV tried to mimic him, overcorrected, and went airborne — tumbling end over end into black water, swallowed by the sea.

One left.

The last SUV rammed the Huracán’s flank, steel on carbon fiber. The Lamborghini shuddered, tires shrieking as the two machines wrestled across the asphalt. Jack waited, muscles coiled, timing the moment.

Then he braked. Hard.

The Lamborghini dropped speed in a violent lurch. The SUV overshot, fishtailing across the lane. Jack downshifted, floored it, and slammed the STO’s nose into the SUV’s rear quarter. Metal screamed. The SUV spun, tipping, flipping in a spray of sparks before exploding against the cliffside.

Silence.

The only sound left was the Lamborghini’s victorious howl, echoing into the night.

Jack’s breathing slowed. His hands tightened, grounding himself in the wheel. Another car. Another escape. Another day alive.

By dawn, the Huracán rolled into the rebirthing yard, tires hissing smoke. Its paint was scorched in places, the rear glass cracked, but it was alive. That was what mattered.

Mateo stumbled out of the Camaro clone he’d barely kept up in, his face pale, slick with sweat. “You’re— you’re out of your mind, Kane. That was suicide!”

Jack didn’t answer. He climbed out, blood still dried on his cheek, and looked at the Charger’s hood. Two tallies now. A second black line joining the first.

Vargas waited in the shadows of the yard, sipping coffee like it was a fine wine. He walked around the Huracán slowly, his boots crunching on gravel.

“Messy,” he said at last. “But clean enough. Serrano will accept it.”

Jack met his gaze. “They ambushed me.”

Vargas’s smile was thin, cruel. “Of course they did. Serrano doesn’t give gifts. He gives tests. And you passed... for now.”

Jack said nothing.

Vargas leaned in close, voice low. “Seventy-eight cars left. Each one harder than the last. Each one bloodier. Serrano doesn’t expect you to finish. He expects you to break.”

Jack’s eyes didn’t blink. “Then he doesn’t know me.”

Vargas chuckled, shaking his head. “Maybe not. But he will.”

He stepped back, sipping his coffee as if none of it mattered, as if Jack’s survival was just another morning routine.

Jack turned back to the Charger’s hood, marker in hand. He drew the second tally, thick and black, the sound sharp against steel.

Two down.

Seventy-eight to go.

The road ahead stretched long and lethal, paved in fire and blood.

And Jack Kane was already in motion.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three: Blood on the Asphalt
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The rebirthing yard was quieter now, like the whole place was holding its breath. Two stolen trophies gleamed under the floodlights: the Ferrari SF90 and the Lamborghini Huracán STO. Both sat polished, their scars hidden, ready to vanish into Serrano’s network of buyers.

Jack leaned on the Charger’s fender, marker in hand, staring at the two tally marks scrawled across the hood. The lines looked bold in the morning light, but the space beneath them yawned wide. Seventy-eight left.

He hadn’t slept. Couldn’t. His cheek still stung from the glass shards that cut him during the Huracán job, but he hadn’t bothered to clean it properly. Pain didn’t matter. What mattered was the math: two cars in two days, but already bled for it. Serrano wasn’t looking for success. Serrano was counting down to failure.

The growl of engines rolled through the gates. Another matte-black SUV. Another shadow from Serrano’s hand.

Vargas stepped out, sunlight cutting across the tattoos winding up his neck. He didn’t smile this time. He didn’t need to. His presence alone was the smile — Serrano’s eyes in the daylight.

He circled the Ferrari once, then the Huracán, dragging his fingers across the glossy paint. “Beautiful machines,” he said, his voice like gravel over glass. “You’ve got skill, Kane. But skill won’t be enough.”

Jack didn’t answer. His silence was answer enough.

Vargas pulled a photograph from his jacket and slapped it onto the Charger’s hood. The glossy image gleamed under the light: a Mercedes-AMG GT Black Series, silver with black stripes, its profile sharp as a blade.

Jack picked it up, studying the details. Location scribbled on the back: a collector’s estate off the freeway belt. Delivery deadline: midnight.

Vargas leaned in close, his voice a growl. “This isn’t like the last two. This one’s guarded. Serrano wants to see if you bleed. Bring it back. Or you’ll join Rico.”

Behind him, Mateo stumbled out of the SUV, yawning, his toothpick already wedged in the corner of his mouth. “Another day, another suicide run,” he said, smirking at Jack. “You really pissed Serrano off, huh?”

Jack folded the photo and slid it into his jacket. His jaw flexed once, but his voice stayed even. “Let’s go.”

Vargas chuckled low, stepping back toward the SUV. “Every mile you drive, Serrano owns you. Don’t forget that.”

The SUV rolled away, dust curling in the morning air.

Jack turned back to the Charger’s hood. His eyes lingered on the tallies, then on Rico’s dried bloodstain still dark against the concrete floor.

The Mercedes waited. Midnight loomed. And Serrano’s shadow stretched longer with every car.

The collector’s estate rose from the edge of the freeway belt like a temple to excess. Walls of glass shimmered in the sunlight, broken only by razor-wire fences and cameras that glinted like watchful eyes. The place wasn’t just guarded—it was flaunting its wealth, daring anyone to try.

Jack parked the Camaro clone half a mile down a dirt access road, engine idling low. The smell of dust and pine seeped into the cabin. He lifted binoculars, scanning the perimeter.

The Mercedes-AMG GT Black Series sat in plain sight under an awning, parked like a trophy in front of a glass-walled garage stacked with other machines—Aston Martins, Bentleys, a Porsche or two. But the AMG was the centerpiece, silver stripes gleaming like a blade.

“Jesus,” Mateo muttered, leaning forward on the dash. “Guy’s got more money than God. Why the hell’s Serrano even want it?”

Jack’s eyes stayed on the car. “Because Serrano doesn’t want money. He wants control.”

Mateo chuckled bitterly. “Yeah, well, he’s got that. You’re here, aren’t you?”

Jack ignored him. His eyes followed the guards—two patrolling the outer fence line with rifles, a third posted at the front gate, smoking lazily. Sloppy. But the estate’s security grid hummed with quiet menace. Motion sensors in the grass. Pressure alarms embedded in the driveway. Cameras sweeping every blind spot.

It wasn’t the guards that were dangerous. It was the systems.

Jack killed the engine and stepped out. The air was sharp, cool against his skin. He crouched low in the dirt, scanning the terrain. A drainage culvert ran beneath the fence line, dry and cracked from months without rain. A rat’s path.

Mateo followed, his shoes crunching twigs. “We’re not really doing this, are we? I mean, you’ve seen the toys this guy has. Whole place probably lights up like Christmas if we sneeze too hard.”

Jack slid him a look sharp enough to cut. “Then don’t sneeze.”

Mateo raised his hands in mock surrender. “Fine, fine. You’re the lunatic with the death wish.”

They waited until the guards rotated, their flashlights cutting arcs across the walls of glass. When the path cleared, Jack dropped into the culvert, crawling through the dark, his breath echoing against concrete. Mateo swore under his breath but followed, muttering curses that bounced back like shadows.

They emerged inside the fence, dirt and weeds clinging to their clothes. The estate loomed above, windows glowing gold from the inside.

The AMG sat twenty yards away. Gleaming. Waiting.

Jack moved like smoke, each step calculated, each breath measured. He slid across the lawn, low and silent, until the Mercedes loomed in front of him, its hood reflecting moonlight.

Up close, the car was a predator at rest—curves coiled with potential, lines screaming speed even while still. Jack palmed the cloned fob, pressed once. The car chirped softly, a predator stirring awake.

Behind him, Mateo hissed. “We grab it and go, right? Just like that? No heroics?”

Jack’s jaw tightened. “Just like that.”

But even as the words left his mouth, a prickle ran down his spine. Too easy. Too exposed.

This wasn’t just a test of theft. This was a stage. And Jack could feel Serrano’s eyes on him, even in the dark.

The AMG purred to life, its engine note sharp and surgical, a predator stretching its claws. The headlights flared, throwing silver against the garage glass.

“See?” Mateo whispered, grinning through his nerves. “Easy in, easy out.”

Jack didn’t answer. He slid into the seat, the leather tight against his back, hands steady on the wheel. The engine’s vibration hummed through his bones.

Too easy.

He pulled the AMG down the drive, tires crunching gravel. The gate shuddered open under the cloned fob. The guards barely stirred, assuming it was routine. Jack’s eyes flicked across the mirrors, memorizing angles, timing their rotations.

The car rolled onto the freeway belt, smooth as silk. Traffic was thin this time of night—just long-haul trucks and scattered commuters. The AMG ate the lanes like a wolf devouring meat.

Mateo leaned back, feet on the dash. “I gotta hand it to you, Kane. Serrano picked the right guy. Cleanest job I’ve ever seen. Bet you could—”

Headlights bloomed behind them. Three sets. Closing fast.

Jack’s pulse spiked.

SUVs. Black. Boxy. Serrano’s shadows.

Mateo sat up so fast his toothpick snapped. “Oh, shit.”

The first SUV surged up alongside, its window dropping. A muzzle flashed, bullets ripping across the AMG’s flank. Sparks bloomed, glass spiderwebbed.

Jack ducked low, swerving. The AMG snarled, tires screaming as he threaded between a semi and a commuter sedan. Horns blared, brake lights flared, chaos spilled across asphalt.

“Hang on,” Jack growled, shifting gears.

The AMG leapt forward, its twin-turbo V8 howling. The freeway blurred, concrete barriers streaking past in a haze.

The rear SUV rammed their bumper, jolting the AMG sideways. Mateo slammed against the dash, cursing.

“Do something!”

Jack braked hard, the AMG dropping speed in a violent lurch. The rear SUV overshot, fishtailing. Jack clipped its quarter panel, sending it spinning across lanes. It smashed into a divider in a bloom of fire.

Two left.

The second SUV surged, trying to box him in. Jack dropped gears, surged forward, and swiped its side. Metal screamed, sparks rained. The SUV tipped, rolled, and burst into a tumbling inferno.

One left.

The last SUV didn’t fire immediately. It pulled ahead, blocking the lanes, forcing Jack to slow. The back window dropped. A merc leaned out with a shotgun.

Mateo screamed. “We’re dead!”

Jack’s eyes narrowed.

He cut the wheel, the AMG skimming the barrier, sparks spitting. The merc fired, pellets shattering glass in a kaleidoscope spray. Jack swerved left, shot the gap between SUV and wall, metal shrieking as mirrors ripped free.

The AMG burst through, engine howling, and the SUV lost balance, tires screaming as it smashed sideways into the barrier. It flipped once, twice, then detonated in a tower of flame.

Silence.

The AMG tore through the smoke, silver streak against the night, leaving fire and ruin behind.

Jack’s jaw was tight, his hands steady. His cheek burned where glass had cut him. He didn’t glance at Mateo, who was gasping like a man who’d just survived drowning.

Jack knew this wasn’t random. Serrano hadn’t just tested his theft. Serrano had engineered the ambush.

And Jack had just told him, loud and clear: he couldn’t be broken on the asphalt.

––––––––
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Dawn pushed a thin gray line across the horizon as the AMG’s silver nose cut through the yard gate. The rebirthing shop hunched in the half-light like an animal that knew it would be fed soon—steel ribs, concrete sinew, breath that smelled of coolant and ghosts. Floodlamps blinked awake one by one, bathing the Ferrari and the neon Huracán in a sterile glow. Two trophies. The third rolled in bleeding.

Jack eased the AMG to a stop on the chalked delivery square. Heat shimmered off its hood. The right side wore a long, carbon-fiber gouge; the rear glass was a spiderweb that still trembled from the freeway’s last hard jolt. Bullet pocks stippled the doors like a disease the paint was trying to hide. He killed the engine. The sudden silence rang in his ears until the shop sounds crept back in—compressors kicking on, a rattle tray sliding, some poor belt squealing itself hoarse.

Mateo fell out of the passenger seat and bent double, palms on knees, sucking air like a diver breaking surface. His toothpick dangled from his lip, split and splintered. He rubbed his face, leaving a greasy streak. “That—” he wheezed, then laughed a little, delirious, “—that was not driving. That was... whatever you do when God’s bored and wants a story.”

Jack didn’t answer. He stared at the AMG, hands resting on the roof as if feeling its heartbeat fade. The car had survived. So had he. That was as close to a prayer as he was willing to get.

Boots crunched on gravel. Vargas stepped from the shadow of the roll-up bay, coffee steaming in one fist, something that wasn’t quite a smile working at the corner of his mouth. Dawn turned the tattoos on his neck into black vines.

He circled the Mercedes once, slow, the way a buyer pretends to be offended by the very thing he’s already decided to own. He ran a finger along the longest gouge and held it up to the light like a jeweler examining a flawed diamond.

“Messy,” he said at last.

“Clean enough,” Jack said.

Vargas sniffed. “Serrano likes clean.”

“He’ll live.”

Vargas lifted his coffee four inches in a parody of a toast. “That’s the question we keep asking.”

He planted himself in front of Jack and studied his face—the dried ribbon of blood on Jack’s cheek, the glass embedded at the edge of his jawline, the eyes that weren’t interested in losing. “Three cars,” Vargas said, almost conversationally. “Three. And every one leaves parts on the road.” He leaned in until Jack could smell the smoke on his breath. “He wants to hear how you explain that.”

Jack shrugged once. “He set foxes loose. I brought the hens back anyway.”

Something like appreciation flickered in Vargas’s gaze, quick and private, the way soldiers recognize a particular kind of stubborn. Then it was gone.

Mateo, sensing a pause, found his grin again. “You should’ve seen him, V. Throws the AMG sideways at a barrier like he’s signing his name with it. I swear, the SUV was already writing its will.”

Vargas didn’t take his eyes off Jack. “And my watcher? He still breathes?”

Mateo snapped the ruined toothpick in half and made it look like bravado instead of jitter. “Mostly.”

“Good.” Vargas’s attention slid to the Charger in the corner. The hood still wore the word LIST, the big black 80, and two short lines beneath it. He nodded at the panel. “Do your little ritual, Kane. Serrano enjoys a man who counts the days of his life.”

Jack moved to the Charger. The metal was cool under his palm, the paint dull from heat and age. He uncapped the marker, its squeak loud in the quiet, and drew the third tally. Three ticks standing like prison bars on a faded hood. He recapped the pen and tapped it twice against the steel—an unconscious punctuation he’d never have admitted to.

Behind him, mechanics shuffled closer, pretending to need tools that put them within earshot. Death draws witnesses and so does defiance. Jack turned enough to catch their eyes—fear, pity, a few sparks of something like hope. He didn’t offer them anything in return. He didn’t know if he had it to give.

Vargas set his cup on the fender of the Ferrari, wiped an imaginary smudge from the prancing horse with the side of his thumb, and said, “Serrano sends regard. And conditions.”

Jack waited.

“Speed,” Vargas said, holding up one finger. “The math is ugly, so you make it pretty. Two a day, average. Some nights, three. Sleep becomes a rumor.”

A second finger. “Presentation. He calls it ‘clean,’ I call it ‘undamaged enough to sell to men whose lawyers get seasonal bonuses.’ You don’t bring him art projects, Kane. You bring him value.”

A third finger. “Proof of discipline.” Vargas’s gaze touched the bullet scars. “What you did tonight shows him you can drive under pressure. The ambush was deliberate. The next one will be clever. He’ll put a child on a crossing and a priest on a sidewalk and see if your foot forgets the brake.”

Jack’s jaw ticked. “He’ll be disappointed.”

Vargas smiled, which made the tattoos warp. “He usually is.”

The yard gate buzzed. A flatbed slid through, steel grating rattling as it climbed the gentle rise. Two men in overalls hopped down and rolled a pallet jack toward the AMG. Their eyes flicked to the bullet holes and away in the same motion. No one wanted to be caught staring at a rumor.

Vargas gestured lazy. “Get it inside. Inventory. Photos. Damage report.”

As the crew moved, a woman crossed the yard carrying a clipboard and three greasy rag bundles. Lani—the title on her name patch said Parts, but she ran everything that needed running and kept the shop’s lies in believable order. She stopped at Jack and held out a bundle. “You’re leaking on the floor,” she said, and when he blinked, added, “Your face.”

Jack took the rag gently. “Appreciate it.”

She looked at the Charger hood’s new mark, then at him. “You gonna run out of pen before you run out of days?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Don’t make me clean you up off the concrete like Rico,” she said, too even to be just a joke. Then she turned and started shouting at a kid for stacking tires where they’d crush a foot.

Mateo watched her go with theatrical admiration. “You think she likes me?”

“No,” Jack said.

“Harsh.”

“Accurate.”

The flatbed crew winched the AMG up, chains clinking, the car groaning like a tired animal. The bullet-pocked flank flashed in the new sun before it vanished into the maw of the bay.

Vargas retrieved his cup and took a last sip. “You have six hours,” he said. “Then we speak again. And we stop pretending this is about cars.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed. “What is it about?”

“Ownership,” Vargas said softly, like a priest saying the part of the liturgy that still mattered to him. “Of men and streets and stories. Serrano believes if he writes the ending, the beginning forgives him.”

“He’s wrong,” Jack said.

Vargas’s grin returned, all teeth. “Then write something he hates.”

He headed for the SUV. Mateo jogged to open the door for him like a dog angling for a pat. Vargas paused halfway in. “You want an unsolicited kindness, Kane?” he asked.

“I won’t repay it.”

“Wouldn’t ask.” Vargas tapped his own cheek where Jack’s bandage wasn’t. “You bled tonight. That’s fine. But not in front of Serrano. Men who smell blood start thinking they’re tasting it.”

The SUV door thumped shut. The vehicle rolled out through the gate, tail-lights winking red like an afterthought.

The yard exhaled. Work resumed—ratchets buzzed, torches hissed, a radio somewhere found a station that only played songs about bad decisions. Jack wiped his cheek with Lani’s rag. The cut welled once more, then gave up.

“Three,” Mateo said, settling on an overturned crate, counting the tallies with his chin. “He’ll be bored of you by six or seven. That’s when he gets creative.” He looked up like he’d had an idea he wasn’t sure he liked. “You ever think about failing on purpose? Not... dying. Just—” he waggled a hand “—failing enough to get benched?”

“You don’t bench debt,” Jack said. “You pay it. Or you break the bank.”

Mateo made a face. “I miss the part of my life where metaphors didn’t get me killed.”

Jack drifted to the bay’s threshold and watched the AMG disappear under fluorescents. A tech lifted a tablet, photographing every wound; another crawled under the chassis with a light and a frown. Somewhere deeper in the building, a compressor coughed awake and a paint booth yawned open like a clean white lie.

On the far wall, a corkboard held invoices on crooked pins. The top sheet was new—Lani’s neat block letters: SERRANO – DEL 3 CONFIRMED. Below it: NEXT: HOLD TBA. As if the future were another shipment window.

Jack pulled out his list. Paper softened at the folds, Serrano’s neat columns still obscene. He traced the names with a finger, the way some people tracked rosaries. A row of hypercars. A clump of muscle. Two one-offs so rare he’d only seen them in magazines thick with perfume ads. Each line a trap disguised as a dare.

He put the sheet back in his jacket and glanced at the Charger’s hood one more time. The words looked like a promise carved on a headstone. LIST. 80. |||. He wanted more ink there. He wanted it too much.

“Hey,” Lani said behind him, softer now. He turned. She held out a small tin—a first-aid kit with half the cross scratched off. “You keep thinking the road’s going to stitch you shut. It won’t. Clean the cut. Try not to lean over anything expensive while you drip.”

He took the tin. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” She studied him for a beat like she was cataloging inventory and found a dent she couldn’t polish out. “You keep making widows out there, Serrano will send you flowers and a saw. Keep making headlines, he’ll send you a grave.”

“I’m not interested in either,” Jack said.

“Liar,” she said, but without malice, and went back to her kingdom of parts.

The sun cleared the yard’s low wall and turned the dust into glitter. For a second, the place looked almost holy. Then a forklift beeped and ruined the moment.

Jack popped the tin, doused a gauze pad with antiseptic that smelled like a hospital that charged extra for curtains, and scrubbed his cheek until the sting felt honest. He taped a butterfly strip across the cut. The mirror in the tin lid returned a stranger—older around the eyes, mouth a harder line. He closed the tin and slipped it into his pocket. A souvenir of staying upright.

Mateo kicked his heels against the crate. “So. Breakfast? Or do we inhale fumes and call it a day’s nutrition?”

“Eat,” Jack said. “Then we work.”

Mateo squinted. “On?”

Jack looked at the board. At the bay. At the gate where Vargas had disappeared into the day. He spoke without looking at Mateo. “On not dying in six hours.”

“That a plan?”

“It’s a start.”

He crossed to the Charger and set both hands on the hood like laying palms on a map. The metal was warming under the new sun. Somewhere far away, the ocean threw its breath at the cliffs and promised to still be there after men were done with their loud toys. Somewhere closer, Serrano poured coffee and decided which part of the city to tighten next.

Jack tapped the hood twice again—ink punctuation made flesh—and turned toward the office. A dog-eared laptop waited, scavenged from a pawn shop with a sticky spacebar. He’d build a list from the list: routes, patterns, collector habits, transport cycles, law-enforcement shift changes—a network of timing and hunger that could be played like a bad drum if you hit it in the right places. He’d call Anya and tell her to dig where the paper bled. He’d ask Lani which VINs whispered when you pressed them. He’d pretend Vargas’s warning hadn’t found a place to live under his ribs.

As he reached the stairs, his burner buzzed. Unknown number. He answered anyway.

A man’s voice, bright and warm like money on a summer day: “Mr. Kane. You do beautiful work. Serrano thinks so. I do too.”

Jack said nothing.

The voice chuckled. “Ah, the famous silence. I’m Alistair Voss. We’ll be acquaintances soon. I own one of the last names on your list.”

Jack’s grip tightened around the cheap phone. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Voss said, amused. “He’s going to break you, Serrano. He breaks all his tools eventually. But if you’re still walking when he’s done, you and I might trade something more interesting than cars.”

The line clicked dead.

Jack stood on the stair, phone warm against his palm, listening to the dial tone turn into nothing at all. He slid the burner back into his pocket and felt the shape of the first-aid tin against his thigh, a small hard truth.

He went up.

By the time he reached the office, the yard’s noise had found its chorus. Lani yelled at someone to stop using a torque wrench like a hammer. Mateo argued with a vending machine. The flatbed rumbled and coughed. Somewhere, the AMG’s wounded cooling system hissed like a cat.

Jack opened the laptop, wiped a smear off the trackpad with the heel of his hand, and started typing. Names, times, routes. Under it all, a silent metronome counted: Three down. Seventy-seven to go.

He didn’t believe in prayer. He believed in mileage. And he had miles to make before Serrano learned how much road a man could carry in his teeth.

Outside, the sun cleared the rooftops. The day shifted from gray to gold.

The next car was already waiting

The rebirthing yard was half-silence, half-machinery. The Ferrari and the Huracán sat like untouchable gods under fluorescent light, while the AMG rested on a lift, its belly open, techs working with surgical precision.

Jack stood over the Charger’s hood, marker in hand, staring at the three tally marks. He wanted to add a fourth already, as if it would break the suffocating stillness. But Serrano hadn’t given him the next name yet. Not officially.
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