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Chapter 1: The Bike He Couldn’t Save

	“Sir, if you ask me for the real mechanic one more time, I’m charging you a stupidity fee.”

	Jaylah Hubbard kept one hand on the open hood of Earl Benson’s F-150 and the other around a ratchet slick with old oil. The truck ticked heat into the bay, smelling like burnt coolant and neglect. Earl stood beside the driver’s door in his feed-store cap, squinting past her shoulder toward the empty office like her daddy might walk out of it if he waited long enough.

	He wouldn’t.

	Two years dead, and some men in Mercy Ridge still expected him to come rescue them from his daughter.

	Earl scratched his chin. “I’m just saying, your daddy always—”

	“My daddy taught me how to hear a bad water pump before I could ride a bike.” Jaylah leaned in, loosened the last bolt, and didn’t look at him. “He also taught me to add twenty percent when a customer says ‘your daddy always’ before asking for a discount.”

	Nala coughed from the parts counter. It might’ve been a laugh. Hard to tell with the air compressor kicking on.

	Earl’s mouth flattened. “You’re touchy today.”

	“No, Earl. Today I’m polite. Touchy costs extra too.”

	She pulled the pump free, held it up, and let the corroded bearing wobble for him. Proof usually worked better than arguing. The old man stared at it, then at her, then found something fascinating on the concrete floor.

	The phone rang in the office. The wall clock over the pegboard said 5:41 p.m. They closed at six. She still had Earl’s truck half-open, two oil changes waiting on morning pickup, an unpaid tire invoice pinned under a magnet shaped like a chili pepper, and a supplier in San Marcos who had addressed today’s statement to Mr. Daniel Hubbard.

	Again.

	Jaylah wiped her wrist across her temple and left a grease mark there. Fine. Let Mercy Ridge see exactly what kept their engines alive.

	“Nala, grab me the replacement from shelf C. Blue box. Not the cheap one.”

	“Got it.”

	“And don’t let Earl talk you into the cheap one.”

	Earl made an offended noise. “I didn’t say a word.”

	“You were breathing like a man about to.”

	Nala grinned this time, quick and bright, before disappearing into the stockroom.

	Jaylah reached for the phone, wedging it between her shoulder and ear. “Hubbard Auto and Cycle.”

	A woman from the electric company started talking about a past-due notice in a voice too cheerful for money owed. Jaylah closed her eyes for half a second, opened them, and dragged the invoice board closer with her boot.

	“I paid the September balance Friday,” she said. “Check confirmation ending in eight-one-two.”

	The woman hummed. Keys clicked. Jaylah stared at the old shop sign visible through the bay doors. Hubbard Auto & Cycle, white letters chipped at the edges. Her father’s hand-painted smaller line underneath still read Cars. Trucks. Bikes. Honest Work.

	Honest work didn’t keep the lights on by itself. Honest work needed customers who paid on time and suppliers who stopped treating her like a temporary mistake.

	The woman found the payment. Of course she did. Jaylah hung up before her temper climbed into her voice.

	That was when the engine noise came from outside.

	Not a running engine. A dragging one.

	Metal scraped gravel. A low grunt followed. Then another scrape, heavier, ugly enough that Jaylah’s spine tightened before she turned.

	A man pushed a motorcycle into the lot like he’d been fighting it for miles.

	He was tall, broad through the shoulders, with road dust on his jeans and a black leather cut worn soft at the seams. Dark hair, wind-mussed. Beard shadow. Boots scuffed pale at the toes. He moved like he knew exactly how much space his body took up and had never apologized for it.

	The bike was worse.

	Old Harley. Softail, late eighties if her first glance was right. Black tank with dull silver trim, saddlebags weathered but cared for, front end dirty from highway miles. Something had gone bad enough that he wasn’t riding it, and something about the way he pushed from the left side told her he’d kept going after the first warning sign because men always thought stubborn counted as a repair strategy.

	He stopped at the edge of the bay.

	Earl muttered, “Well, I’ll be.”

	Jaylah set the ratchet down. “We’re closed in nineteen minutes.”

	The man looked from Earl to Nala, who had reappeared with the pump box clutched to her chest, then finally to Jaylah. His eyes were a hard gray-green, tired at the edges but not soft. Nothing about him asked permission.

	“Need a mechanic.”

	Jaylah gave him her best customer-service smile, the one Laurel called “pretty right before murder.”

	“You found one.”

	His gaze flicked to her grease-stained coveralls, the name patch reading Jaylah, the wrench in her hand. To his credit, he only took half a second too long.

	To his bad luck, half a second was plenty.

	Jaylah pointed toward the gravel. “You can turn it around and try the shop in Kerrville if your eyes are giving you trouble.”

	Nala went still. Earl backed toward his truck, suddenly devoted to not being involved.

	The biker’s jaw flexed once. “Didn’t say anything.”

	“You thought it loud.”

	A beat passed. The shop fan clacked overhead, pushing hot air around without improving it. The man looked at the open bay, then at his dead bike, then at the road behind him like he was calculating how far pride could push six hundred pounds of metal.

	Not far enough. They both knew it.

	He dragged a hand over his mouth. “You work on Harleys?”

	“No, I just keep the lift for decoration.”

	His eyes came back to hers, sharper now. Irritation. Maybe exhaustion. Maybe both. “It quit twelve miles back. Lost power, coughed twice, seized near the county marker. I need it running by morning.”

	Jaylah laughed once. Couldn’t help it.

	He didn’t like that. His shoulders set.

	“Something funny?” he asked.

	“Yeah. Customers who think engines care about their plans.”

	“I’m not looking to stay.”

	“Good for you. Bike might be.”

	His fingers tightened on the handlebar. She noticed that before she meant to. He had scar tissue along his left forearm, pale against tanned skin, disappearing under his sleeve. His knuckles were scraped from the road or from trying to fix something without the right tools. No rings. No watch. A leather bracelet worn dark at the wrist.

	Jaylah stepped closer to the bike, not him.

	The smell reached her first. Hot oil. Old gas. Burnt metal under it. She crouched by the casing, careful not to put her bare fingers near the heat.

	“You rode it after the first knock,” she said.

	His silence answered.

	“Of course you did.” She leaned farther, checked the seam, the faint wetness near the lower edge. “Fuel line’s been sweating awhile. Gaskets are dry. Casing may be cracked.”

	“It’s not cracked.”

	Jaylah looked up at him.

	He stared back like a man used to making other men step aside.

	She tapped the dark line with the end of a clean shop rag. “That’s not a beauty mark.”

	Earl made another small sound. Jaylah didn’t look away from the biker.

	The man swallowed whatever he’d been about to say. “Can you fix it?”

	“Probably.”

	“Probably?”

	“You want fast lies or a real answer?”

	His mouth pressed thin. For the first time since he’d pushed the bike in, something moved under the irritation. Not fear exactly. Something older and meaner. He looked at the Harley the way people looked at hospital doors.

	Jaylah’s grip eased on the rag.

	She hated noticing that.

	“What’s your name?” she asked.

	“Noel.”

	The name didn’t fit him at first. Too clean for the road grit. Too gentle for the cut and the stare.

	“Noel what?”

	His eyes narrowed.

	“For the work order,” she said. “Unless you want me to bill Tall, Dark, and Bad at Maintenance.”

	Nala choked behind the counter. Earl decided right then to study his water pump.

	“Noel Beasley,” he said.

	Jaylah wrote it on the clipboard hanging from the bay post. “Phone number?”

	He gave it. Local? No. Out-of-state. She didn’t recognize the area code.

	“Address?”

	“No fixed one.”

	Her pen paused.

	Of course.

	She wrote motel pending because she wasn’t in the mood to ask a man in an MC cut where he slept when he didn’t want to answer. The patch on his chest read Iron Vow. The one at his shoulder said Road Captain. She knew enough about bikers to know that meant more than weekend rides and barbecue fundraisers.

	“Jaylah,” Nala called softly.

	Jaylah glanced over.

	Nala’s eyes pointed at the clock. At Earl. At the unpaid work still open.

	Right. Business first. Curiosity later. Never the other way around.

	Jaylah straightened. “I can roll it onto the lift and do a proper diagnostic in the morning. If the casing’s cracked and there’s internal scoring, you’re not leaving tomorrow.”

	“I need to.”

	“That’s not a mechanical category.”

	His hand landed on the tank.

	Not slapped. Not possessive for show. Just there, palm flat, thumb near the faded silver trim. The movement was so quiet it made Jaylah stop more than anger would have.

	There was an engraving near the lower curve of the tank, half-hidden under road dust.

	Ruthie.

	Not the bike model. Not a joke. A name cut small and careful into metal someone loved.

	Jaylah looked at it for only a second, then looked away before he caught her staring too long. Some things a person didn’t poke at in the first five minutes. Not if they had any decency.

	She reached for a clean microfiber cloth from the cart and wiped the dust around the engraving, gentle enough not to scratch the paint.

	Noel went still.

	The whole bay seemed to tighten around him.

	Jaylah kept her voice practical. “I’ll need to drain what’s left, check the line, pull the cover, and see how ugly it is inside. I won’t know parts until then.”

	He didn’t answer.

	She stood, cloth still in hand, and met his eyes.

	Whatever he saw on her face made him look away first.

	Earl cleared his throat. “Jaylah, about my truck—”

	“Your truck will live if you stop buying bargain coolant and insulting me.” She handed Nala the pump. “Install starts now. Mr. Beasley can wait.”

	“Noel,” the biker said.

	Jaylah looked back at him.

	He didn’t soften. Not exactly. But the correction sounded less like a demand than an offering he hadn’t meant to make.

	“All right,” she said. “Noel. You can leave the bike here. Motel’s two blocks over. Diner across from it if you haven’t eaten.”

	“I’ll stay with it.”

	“No, you won’t.”

	His eyebrows lowered. “Excuse me?”

	“This is my shop. I don’t know you, I don’t know who you ride with, and I don’t let strange men sleep beside customer vehicles because they’ve got separation issues.”

	Nala turned away, shoulders shaking.

	Noel’s stare should have annoyed Jaylah more than it did. It was too direct. Too heavy. Like he was deciding whether she was brave or reckless, and worse, like the answer mattered.

	“I don’t leave it with people,” he said.

	The words were quiet. Rough around the edges.

	There it was again, that thing under the temper. A bruise in his voice.

	Jaylah should have let it sit. She should have pointed at the posted policy, taken the key, finished Earl’s truck, locked the door, gone upstairs, eaten cereal over the sink, and pretended the man with the dead Harley did not make the air in her shop feel charged.

	Instead, she reached under the counter and pulled out a numbered key tag.

	“You can watch me roll it in,” she said. “You can take pictures before I touch anything. You can call whoever you need to call and tell them where it is. But after I lock up, you go. I’ve got cameras, alarms, and a nineteen-year-old apprentice who swings a tire iron better than most men swing a bat.”

	Nala lifted the tire iron from behind the counter with both hands and gave a nervous little salute.

	Noel glanced at her.

	Nala immediately lowered it.

	Jaylah sighed. “We’re working on confidence.”

	The corner of Noel’s mouth almost moved. Almost.

	Jaylah hated that she noticed.

	He looked past her into the shop, taking inventory now: exits, tools, shadows, locks, Earl pretending badly not to listen. Road Captain eyes, she thought. The kind that didn’t rest even when the body did.

	Finally, Noel reached into his pocket and held out the key.

	Jaylah took it without brushing his fingers.

	Not because she was afraid of him. Because some instinct, inconvenient and hot under her skin, told her contact would not feel simple.

	The key was warm from his palm.

	She clipped it to the tag and wrote Harley — Noel Beasley in block letters.

	“You’ll call me after the diagnostic?” he asked.

	“I’ll call you when I know what’s broken.”

	“I told you what happened.”

	“And I told you engines don’t care what men say happened.”

	This time, the almost-smile made it to one side of his mouth. Barely. It vanished fast, but it had been there.

	Jaylah turned away first, because she had Earl’s truck open, a bill overdue, a dead man’s name still showing up on invoices, and no business noticing the mouth of a man who planned to leave town as soon as his bike let him.

	Noel guided the Harley forward while she cleared space by the motorcycle lift. He moved with controlled care, even tired. No wasted effort. No whining. She liked that too, which irritated her.

	The front tire bumped over the threshold.

	The bike entered the bay fully, and Noel’s gaze followed it like a man watching a door close.

	Jaylah set the brake and nodded toward the office. “Sign the intake form.”

	He didn’t move.

	She followed his stare out through the open bay doors.

	The road west out of Mercy Ridge stretched gold and flat under the lowering sun. Empty enough to tempt a man who didn’t want to stay anywhere. Empty enough to lie and call itself freedom.

	Noel looked at it for a long second.

	Then he looked at the Harley on her lift.

	Jaylah could have been kind. She could have softened her voice. Could have said she understood what it was to leave pieces of yourself inside machines because dead people didn’t come back to claim them.

	But kindness too early was a tool men sometimes mistook for weakness.

	So she picked up Earl’s water pump and said, “One week minimum if the casing’s cracked.”

	Noel’s jaw tightened. “A week?”

	“At least.”

	“I don’t have a week.”

	Jaylah slid the new pump into place and reached for the first bolt.

	“Then you better start making one.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: A Sound Under the Damage

	Noel checked the side alley before he stepped into view of the shop windows.

	Old habit. Good habit. Mercy Ridge was quiet enough to make a man lazy if he let it. Two parked pickups. One stray orange cat under a dented vending machine. A stack of used tires chained beside the fence. No one sitting too long in a running vehicle. No one pretending not to watch.

	Hubbard Auto & Cycle wasn’t open yet, but light already burned behind the front glass.

	He stood outside with his motel coffee going cold in his hand and stared through the bay window at his bike.

	Ruthie sat on the lift where Jaylah Hubbard had left her, strapped straight, front tire locked, tools arranged on a rolling cart beside her. No parts had been pulled yet. No careless fingerprints on the tank. Someone had draped a clean cloth over the seat.

	That should’ve settled him.

	It didn’t.

	The motel bed had smelled like bleach, old carpet, and other men’s bad decisions. He’d spent four hours on top of the covers with his boots on, listening to trucks pass on the highway and waiting for the wrong sound. Every time an engine downshifted near the road, his hand had gone to the knife beside the lamp. Every time silence came after, he’d looked at the motel ceiling and hated the town for holding him.

	A week, she’d said.

	He didn’t have a week. He didn’t have a home, a plan, or the patience to stand still while memories caught up.

	Inside the shop, Jaylah moved into view with a mug in one hand and a stack of printed diagrams in the other. Her hair was twisted up with a pencil stuck through it. No coveralls yet. Dark jeans, black tank, work boots, and a smear of grease along her cheekbone like she’d lost a fight with an engine before sunrise.

	She put the mug on the workbench, leaned over his bike, and listened.

	Didn’t touch. Didn’t poke. Just bent close and listened to a dead machine like it might tell her where it hurt.

	Noel’s chest tightened in a way he didn’t appreciate.

	He opened the door before he could talk himself into leaving.

	A bell over the frame gave a weak jangle.

	Jaylah didn’t jump. She looked up, saw him, and went right back to the diagram.

	“You break into all your mechanic shops before opening?” she asked.

	“Door was unlocked.”

	“No, it wasn’t.”

	He glanced back.

	She lifted her mug. “Relax. I unlocked it ten minutes ago. Wanted to see if you’d try the handle or pace outside like a dramatic cowboy.”

	“I don’t pace.”

	“You were on your third pass.”

	Noel set the coffee on the counter because he didn’t trust himself not to crush the cup. “You always start before business hours?”

	“Only when a man tells me a cracked casing isn’t cracked.”

	“It might not be.”

	“It is.”

	“You haven’t opened it.”

	“I’ve got ears.”

	He stepped closer to the lift, stopping two feet away from the bike. Close enough to see the dust still gathered in the engraving. Far enough not to crowd her hands.

	Jaylah noticed the distance. Her eyes flicked to his boots, then his shoulders, then the door behind him. She catalogued things too. Not like club. Not like threat. More like she was measuring whether a person would be trouble before deciding where to put him.

	Smart.

	Annoying.

	Attractive, if he was stupid enough to let his mind go there.

	“You can watch,” she said, reaching for gloves. “From there.”

	Noel looked at the lift. “I can help.”

	“You can stand.”

	“I know my way around a bike.”

	“I know my way around my shop.”

	He held her stare.

	Jaylah pulled on one glove finger by finger. “You want the repair done right, Road Captain?”

	His jaw tightened at the rank in her mouth.

	She’d read the patch. Of course she had. Last night she’d played like she didn’t know what Iron Vow meant, but those sharp brown eyes missed less than most men with training.

	“Yeah,” he said.

	“Then don’t hover like a jealous husband at a doctor’s appointment.”

	The picture hit wrong. Husband. Doctor. Waiting room plastic under his palms. Ruth’s sister crying into a sweater at the end of a hallway.

	Noel looked at the front tire.

	Jaylah’s expression changed. Barely. She didn’t apologize because he hadn’t given her anything to apologize for. He respected that more than he wanted to.

	She crouched by the lower casing. “Hand me the light.”

	He reached for the work lamp on the cart before he thought about it.

	Jaylah made a small sound. “Look at you. Trainable.”

	“Don’t get used to it.”

	“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

	He held the light where she pointed. Her hands worked steady, loosening bolts, setting each one on a magnetic tray in order. Not fast to show off. Not slow to make him nervous. Competent. Clean. She wiped oil away before it could drip across the frame and changed rags before grit touched paint.

	Most people saw a bike and thought chrome, noise, leather, trouble.

	Jaylah looked at Ruthie like metal had a memory worth respecting.

	Noel shifted his grip on the lamp.

	“You’re going to burn a hole through my neck,” she said.

	“I’m watching the work.”

	“Sure.”

	“I am.”

	She looked up then, and there was that damn mark of grease on her face, right near the bone. “You watching my work or waiting for me to screw it up?”

	He should’ve lied smooth. Club men survived by knowing when to give nothing away.

	But she had one hand on the casing and the other on a wrench, and his bike was open under her care.

	“Both,” he said.

	A laugh slipped out of her before she could kill it. Quick. Surprised. Not sweet exactly. Better than sweet.

	“Well,” she said, going back to the bolt, “at least you’re honest about being irritating.”

	The bell over the door jangled again, louder this time, and a young woman came in with a backpack half-zipped and a breakfast taco wrapped in foil between her teeth.

	She stopped dead when she saw Noel.

	The taco dropped into her hand.

	Jaylah didn’t look up. “Nala, if you freeze every time a man wears leather, you’re going to have a hard life in a cycle shop.”

	Nala swallowed. “I didn’t freeze.”

	“You became furniture.”

	Noel moved his hands where she could see them, lamp still pointed low. The girl was maybe nineteen, slight, with dark curls escaping a ponytail and oil stains already worked into the creases of her fingers. Apprentice, from last night. Tire iron girl.

	“Morning,” he said.

	Nala blinked at him. “Morning.”

	Jaylah pointed her wrench toward the parts counter. “Put your bag away. Then pull the Softail manual. Third shelf, red binder. Don’t use the one with the coffee stain unless you want torque specs from 1991 and a lecture from me.”

	Nala hurried.

	Noel watched the girl move around Jaylah like she knew the shop’s rhythm but still checked for permission. Jaylah gave it without softness. A nod. A tapped tool. A correction when Nala grabbed the wrong binder, but no bite behind it.

	A phone
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