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Chapter 1: The Sound She Stopped Waiting For

	The winch cable screamed against the drum, high and mean, and Kayleigh Rosas lifted one gloved hand to stop Indie from taking another step toward the ditch.

	“Back of the truck,” Kayleigh called over the rattle of the rollback bed. “Now.”

	Indie Davila froze with one boot already sunk into the dirty snow at the shoulder of Route 56. Blue police lights washed over her face, making her look younger than nineteen and twice as stubborn. She held the loose end of a recovery strap like it was a rope in a tug-of-war instead of a tool that could take fingers if the load shifted.

	“I’ve got it,” Indie said.

	“You’ve got a mouth.” Kayleigh braced one knee against the rear tire of the rollback and checked the angle again. “Move.”

	Indie moved.

	Good girl.

	Kayleigh did not say it. Praise made apprentices careless when adrenaline was still in the air.

	The motorcycle sat nose-down in the ditch, front forks bent, rear wheel half-buried in churned snow and highway grit. A black touring bike, too heavy for the curve, too polished for the man who had been riding it. The saddlebag had split open. A rain suit, a pack of spearmint gum, and a crushed stainless travel mug lay scattered near the guardrail. Kayleigh had already covered the darker patch in the snow with a square of tarp she kept in the side compartment for oil leaks, broken glass, and the kinds of things people should not have to keep seeing once the ambulance pulled away.

	The rider was alive. That mattered.

	It did not change the way the scene sat in her teeth, metal and salt and old memory.

	“Cable’s clear,” called Officer Hadassah Clements from the edge of the cruiser’s light. She had one hand on her radio, the other tucked under her vest against the cold. “You need us to shut down both lanes?”

	“Not unless you want a six-car pileup behind that bend,” Kayleigh said. “Give me the eastbound lane and keep everyone slow.”

	Hadassah gave a short nod and turned toward the roadblock. She trusted Kayleigh because Kayleigh had earned it one frozen shoulder at a time. Two in the morning. Thanksgiving. Black ice. Deer strikes. Bikes laid down on curves their riders swore they knew by heart. Rosas Recovery & Towing got called when a vehicle was too ruined for a standard hook and too ugly for people who only liked clean jobs.

	Kayleigh tightened the chain, checked the J-hook, and watched the motorcycle inch upward.

	A man near the ambulance kept trying to see past the paramedics.

	“Is that his brother?” Indie asked from behind the truck.

	“Friend,” Kayleigh said.

	“How do you know?”

	“He keeps looking at the bike, not the ambulance.”

	Indie went quiet.

	Kayleigh kept her eyes on the load. A tow operator learned to read people by what they reached for first after impact. Wallet. Phone. Passenger seat. Bottle under the floor mat. Once, a man with a broken collarbone had crawled past his bleeding wife to pick up his club vest before the police saw it.

	Another time, Brayden had not reached for anything.

	Kayleigh’s hand slipped half an inch on the control lever.

	The bike lurched.

	She corrected before the cable snapped taut enough to bark. The touring bike settled against the bed with a hard metallic clunk. Indie made a small sound behind her, but Kayleigh did not turn. Fear in a trainee was useful only if it taught respect.

	“Strap the rear,” Kayleigh said. “Not the exhaust. Frame.”

	“I know.”

	“Then show me.”

	Indie climbed carefully onto the bed, keeping her boots away from the cable path this time. Kayleigh watched her loop the strap through the correct point, tug twice, and cinch it down. Good. Not perfect, but good enough that Kayleigh did not have to climb up and redo it in front of a deputy, a shaken friend, and a line of drivers slowing down to feed on somebody else’s bad night.

	Her phone buzzed in the chest pocket of her insulated jacket.

	She ignored it.

	It buzzed again.

	“Your phone,” Indie said.

	“The bike first.”

	“It might be dispatch.”

	“Dispatch knows the bike comes first once it’s on my bed.”

	Indie’s cheeks colored. She bent over the strap, dark braid sliding forward over her shoulder.

	Kayleigh checked the front tie-downs, locked the bed, and signed Hadassah’s incident sheet against the hood of the cruiser. The pen skipped where road grit had melted into the paper.

	“You going to the municipal meeting tonight?” Hadassah asked.

	“Planning on it.”

	“You look like hell.”

	“I charge extra for compliments after wreck calls.”

	Hadassah’s mouth twitched. “They’re voting on the towing contract?”

	“Opening statements. Vote comes next month.”

	“And the charity ride permit.”

	Kayleigh handed the clipboard back. “That’s not my business.”

	Hadassah studied her a little too long. People did that when they knew which names not to say. “It might become your business.”

	Kayleigh looked toward the loaded motorcycle, at the crushed right side of the tank, at the club decal half-scraped off the rear fender. Not Iron Sable. Some independent riding group from Altoona, according to the sticker. Still, the shape of the wreck was familiar enough to make her molars press together.

	“My business is getting broken things off the road,” she said. “What men do before they need me is their problem.”

	Hadassah did not argue. Smart woman.

	By the time Kayleigh pulled into Rosas Recovery, the yard lights had already kicked on, throwing a hard white shine over the rows of damaged cars. The place smelled like wet rubber, diesel, and the burnt coffee Indie kept making too strong in the office because she believed bitterness proved maturity. Kayleigh parked the rollback beside Bay Three and let the engine idle long enough for the cold to stop clinging to her sleeves.

	The phone in her pocket buzzed again.

	Three missed calls from Joyce Doyle at the municipal office.

	One text.

	Meeting moved up to 6:00. Please attend. Important change regarding recovery services.

	Kayleigh checked the dashboard clock. 5:41.

	“Damn it.”

	Indie hopped down from the passenger side. “I can unload.”

	“No.”

	“I know how.”

	“You know how when I’m here.”

	Indie folded her arms. The girl had grease across one cheek and a temper too big for her paycheck. “You said you wanted me to learn.”

	“I do. Learning includes not touching a fresh wreck without supervision because you’re eager to prove you’re useful.” Kayleigh grabbed her black coat from behind the seat and shrugged out of the neon recovery jacket. “Lock the office. Do not let Fisher talk you into using the east lift. It sticks.”

	“I’m not an idiot.”

	“No. You’re nineteen. It wears the same hat some days.”

	Indie opened her mouth, closed it, then looked past Kayleigh toward the motorcycle. “Was Brayden younger than me?”

	Kayleigh went still with one arm halfway into her coat sleeve.

	The yard hummed around them. Compressor. Idling diesel. A loose piece of chain tapping against the truck bed in the wind.

	“Twenty-two,” Kayleigh said.

	Indie looked down. “Sorry.”

	“Don’t be sorry. Be careful.”

	She left before the girl could ask anything else.

	Johnstown’s municipal building had the kind of fluorescent lighting that made everybody look tired, guilty, or underpaid. Kayleigh pushed through the glass doors at 5:58 with road salt dried white on the cuffs of her jeans and her hair twisted into a knot that had given up on neatness. A few people in the hallway glanced at her boots, then at the Rosas Recovery logo embroidered over her coat pocket.

	People liked competence until it came attached to a woman who would not soften it for them.

	The meeting room was already full.

	Town council sat behind folding tables at the front. Joyce Doyle had her readers perched low on her nose and a stack of forms squared in front of her. Grey Underwood leaned against the wall near the fire marshal, arms crossed over a faded Johnstown Safety Office fleece. Retired biker, current town safety consultant, professional fence-sitter when Iron Sable came up. He nodded at Kayleigh like he knew she would hate the next ten minutes and had decided sympathy counted as preparation.

	Then she saw the cuts.

	Black leather. Silver patches. Iron Sable MC.

	They occupied the left side of the room, big shoulders in narrow plastic chairs, boots planted wide, faces arranged into the blank politeness men used when they wanted credit for not intimidating anyone. Marcus Hines sat at the aisle, club president, silver in his beard and calculation in his eyes.

	Remi Harding stood near the front table with a folder in his hand.

	Kayleigh’s body recognized him with an irritation that felt almost practical. Like finding a stripped bolt on a job that should have been simple.

	He had cut his hair shorter since she’d last seen him up close. Still dark. Still thick enough to hold the mark of fingers dragged through it. His black work shirt was clean, sleeves rolled to the forearms, Harding Custom Works stitched over the left pocket. No wedding ring. She knew that before she let herself look, and hated that she looked anyway.

	Remi turned before anyone said her name.

	The room thinned around him for one stupid second. Not because of romance. Not because of longing. Because memory had poor manners. Her mind supplied the weight of his hand at the small of her back in crowded places, the smell of motor oil under his soap, the way he used to set his keys in the blue bowl by their apartment door so she would know he was home before he came upstairs.

	The blue bowl was in a donation box now.

	Probably.

	She had packed it twice and unpacked it once.

	“Mrs. Rosas-Harding,” Joyce said.

	Kayleigh kept walking. “Rosas is fine.”

	A tiny silence followed. Not tiny enough.

	Remi did not flinch. That annoyed her too.

	Joyce cleared her throat. “Thank you for coming on short notice. We were discussing the Iron Sable annual charity ride permit, along with the municipal recovery contract.”

	“I was told my contract statement got moved up.”

	“It did.” Joyce glanced toward Remi’s folder. “Because the two matters now overlap.”

	Kayleigh stopped beside the first row of chairs instead of taking a seat. “How?”

	Grey pushed off the wall. “The proposed route includes three high-risk curves, two low-visibility intersections, and the underpass by Laurel Avenue. Given the prior incidents, the town won’t approve the ride without a certified recovery and safety operator assigned.”

	Kayleigh looked at the council table. “There are three towing companies in Cambria County that can stage recovery for a ride.”

	“Not for this route,” Grey said.

	“Change the route.”

	Marcus gave a low laugh from the Iron Sable side. “That route has been ours fifteen years.”

	Kayleigh turned her head enough to look at him. “Road belongs to the state. Try again.”

	A chair creaked. Somebody coughed into a fist.

	Remi’s mouth did not move, but she saw the effort it took him not to react. He used to love her sharpest edges when they were aimed at other people. Back then he had called it fire. Later, during the bad months, he had called it impossible.

	Joyce tapped the top paper. “Mr. Harding submitted an amended permit proposal naming Rosas Recovery & Towing as the required operator. Your company would control staging, emergency response, and rider-removal authority for safety violations.”

	Kayleigh’s eyes moved to Remi.

	He held her gaze. He had the sense not to look pleased with himself.

	“You named my company?” she asked.

	“Yes.”

	“Without asking me?”

	“Yes.”

	The answer landed clean. No decoration. No excuse.

	Kayleigh laughed once, but it had no humor in it. “That’s bold, even for you.”

	“I named the best operator for the road.”

	“You named your wife.”

	His expression changed at the word. Barely. A line between his brows, gone before the council could catch it. Kayleigh caught it because she had once known his face better than her own accounts ledger.

	“Separated wife,” she corrected.

	Remi’s fingers tightened around the folder. “I named the person who knows that route, has the right equipment, and won’t let the club bully her.”

	Marcus shifted in his seat. “No one said bully.”

	“You didn’t have to,” Remi said.

	That turned a few heads.

	Kayleigh did not let it turn hers inside out. Remi standing against Marcus in a public room should have meant something. Two years ago, she would have stored the moment like proof. Two years ago, she was still stupid enough to think proof collected interest.

	Joyce leaned forward. “Ms. Rosas, the town is prepared to consider your company for the municipal recovery contract regardless of whether you accept the ride assignment. However, your participation would significantly demonstrate capacity for coordinated event response.”

	There it was. Professional bait with civic manners.

	Kayleigh saw the shape of the trap. If she refused, people would say grief made her unreasonable. If she accepted, people would say she was circling Remi again. If she demanded hard terms, the club would call her bitter and the council would call her difficult in the same tone they used for women who refused to volunteer quietly.

	Her business needed the contract. Winter wrecks paid, but municipal rotation meant stability, payroll, newer equipment, maybe a second heavy-duty unit before the old one aged out. Indie’s hours. Fisher’s overtime. Insurance that had gone up again because one drunk driver had hit a parked rollback and filed a claim like gravity was Kayleigh’s fault.

	She looked at Remi. “You should have called.”

	“I know.”

	That was new.

	Not enough.

	“You lost that privilege.”

	“I know that too.”

	The room had become too attentive. Kayleigh could hear the old radiator knocking behind the council table and someone’s phone vibrating in a purse near the door. Her own palms smelled like cold metal from the recovery chain, even though she had washed them in the yard sink until the water ran pink from her knuckles.

	Joyce adjusted her papers. “Would you be willing to review the terms?”

	Kayleigh held out her hand.

	Remi stepped forward and gave her the folder.

	He did not brush her fingers. He made a point not to. The space he left was careful, respectful, and somehow worse than touch because it told her he remembered what she could not bear.

	She opened the folder. Maps. Incident data. Proposed staging points. Emergency lanes. A list of authority clauses with her company name in bold.

	Rosas Recovery & Towing will maintain final safety discretion.

	She hated that he had written exactly what she would have demanded.

	Hated more that he knew her work well enough to do it.

	Kayleigh closed the folder. “I’ll review it.”

	Marcus sat forward. “We need confirmation before the board deadline.”

	Kayleigh looked at him. “Then you should have built a safer ride ten years ago.”

	His face darkened. Remi moved half a step, not in front of her, not between them, just enough that she knew his body had made the old decision before his brain caught up.

	Kayleigh’s eyes cut to him.

	He stopped.

	Good.

	Maybe he could learn.

	Maybe that was a dangerous thing to notice.

	She turned back to Joyce. “My conditions are simple. My crew controls recovery staging. My drivers answer to me, not the club. Any rider who ignores safety instruction is removed from the route. No exceptions for rank, history, grief, pride, or whatever else men use when rules bruise them.”

	Grey’s mouth twitched at that.

	Joyce wrote quickly. “Understood.”

	Kayleigh looked at Remi last. “And you.”

	His voice came lower. “Me?”

	“You don’t come to my yard without business. You don’t use this contract to ask personal questions. You don’t stand in public acting reasonable and call it repair.”

	The room went so quiet she heard sleet ticking against the window.

	Remi took the words without lowering his eyes. That was the thing about him that had always been difficult. He did not run from impact. He absorbed it, carried it away, and sometimes buried it so deep it poisoned everything.

	“I can do that,” he said.

	“No.” Kayleigh tucked the folder under her arm. The edges pressed into her ribs through her coat. “You can agree to that. Doing it is where you usually break things.”

	A murmur moved through the Iron Sable side. Marcus muttered something she did not catch. Remi did, but he did not look away from her.

	“Kayleigh,” he said, and her name in his mouth still knew too much.

	She almost told him not to call her that.

	She almost told him he had lost that too.

	But the whole room was watching, and she had learned long ago that bleeding in public only taught people where to press next time.

	So she gave him the cleanest truth she had.

	“I’ll work the ride if the board approves my terms.” Her voice stayed level. Her hands did not. She tightened them around the folder until the paper bent. “But don’t confuse access to my business with access to my heart.”

	Remi’s face changed then. Not much. Enough.

	Kayleigh turned before it could matter and walked out with road salt on her boots, his proposal under her arm, and the sound of motorcycles starting behind her like a past that refused to stay parked.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: The Contract With Teeth

	The first bolt Kayleigh dropped hit the concrete, rolled beneath the rollback, and disappeared into the black slush collected under the rear axle.

	“Of course,” she muttered.

	Indie’s boots appeared on the other side of the truck. “Want me to get the magnet?”

	“I want the universe to stop charging me for things men break.”

	“Magnet, then.”

	Kayleigh stayed on her knees beside the tow bed and held out one hand. A moment later, the telescoping magnet slapped into her palm. She slid it beneath the truck without looking up from the bracket she was replacing. The bracket had been fine yesterday morning. By midnight it had bent because some rider from Altoona had taken a curve like confidence changed physics.

	The magnet clicked against the lost bolt. Kayleigh dragged it out, wiped the threads on her coveralls, and inspected them. Not stripped. Small mercy.

	The yard was already awake around her. Fisher Walter had the compressor running in Bay Two, somebody’s sedan sat nose-up on the lift with its bumper hanging like a loose tooth, and the coffee in the office smelled burnt enough to qualify as a workplace hazard. Past the fence, traffic moved along the industrial road in dirty bursts, tires hissing through thawed snow and gravel. Rosas Recovery did not have pretty mornings. It had invoices, rust, gloves drying on the heater, and men in oil-stained caps who thought a woman under a truck was an invitation to explain tools to her.

	At 8:03, a motorcycle rolled up to the gate.

	Kayleigh heard it before Indie did.

	Not loud. Not showing off. A low controlled engine, tuned by someone who listened for problems instead of applause.

	Her fingers paused on the socket wrench.

	Indie looked toward the fence. “That him?”

	Kayleigh tightened the bolt another quarter turn. “Depends who you’re asking about.”

	“The guy from the meeting.”

	“You mean my separated husband.”

	Indie winced. “I was going to say road captain.”

	“Safer choice.”

	Remi Harding stopped outside the open gate and killed the engine before crossing the property line. That was the first irritation. The old Remi would have ridden straight in, parked by the office, and acted like the yard still knew him. This one dismounted at the gate with a folder tucked under one arm and waited where delivery drivers waited.

	He wore his leather cut over a charcoal work hoodie, dark jeans, boots clean enough to prove he had not been in his shop yet. No helmet hair. Remi never had helmet hair. It was one of many small injustices Kayleigh had once been weak enough to find charming.

	“Do I let him in?” Indie asked.

	“You do your inventory sheet.”

	“I finished.”

	“Then do it again and find what you lied to yourself about.”

	Indie made a sound under her breath but walked toward the parts shelf. Slowly. With her head turned enough to watch Remi through the fence.

	Kayleigh stood, wiped her hands on a rag, and crossed the yard. She did not hurry. Hurrying told men they mattered.

	Remi waited with both hands visible, folder against his thigh.

	“You’re early,” she said.

	“You open at eight.”

	“I didn’t invite you at eight.”

	“You said business only.” He lifted the folder. “This is business.”

	He had not brought flowers, coffee from the place near the bridge that still made her order right, or an apology folded into an excuse. He had brought documents. That should have pleased her.

	It did not.

	Kayleigh unlocked the side latch and opened the gate enough for him to walk through. “You get fifteen minutes.”

	Remi glanced at the yard as he entered, and she hated that his eye still knew where to go. Tow hooks sorted wrong on the side rack. New dent on the east bay door. The red rollback needing rear bracket work. He noticed equipment like other men noticed women’s shoes.

	“You replaced the Miller winch,” he said.

	“Had to.”

	“The old one finally seize?”

	“Fisher overloaded it on a box truck and called it a learning opportunity.”

	From Bay Two, Fisher yelled, “I said growth opportunity.”

	Kayleigh did not look away from Remi. “He has a rich inner life.”

	Remi’s mouth moved like he had almost smiled and thought better of it. Good. Smiles were personal. They were not doing personal.

	She led him to the metal worktable outside Bay One because she would not take him into the office where the coffee pot, invoice
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