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Chapter 1 Scarred Soul Fire

The engine coughed once, then caught, a rough sound that vibrated through the concrete floor and into Mara Vale’s bones. She rested her forehead against the steering wheel and breathed with the idle, slow and steady, like she had taught herself to do when the noise in her head threatened to overtake everything else. The garage smelled of oil and warm metal, familiar and grounding. This was the one place where her past could not reach her without permission.

She lifted her head and wiped her hands on a rag, leaving dark streaks across her knuckles that never quite came clean anymore. The scar along her wrist tugged when she flexed her fingers, a pale reminder of a fire she rarely spoke about. Outside, dawn bled into the sky, turning the windows into sheets of dull amber. The city was waking, but here it was just her and the machine.

The radio crackled to life on the workbench, a low murmur of voices and traffic updates. Mara ignored it. She tightened the last bolt, listening to the pitch of the engine change, and felt a quiet satisfaction settle in her chest. Control was simple here. Cause and effect. You adjusted, you tested, you learned.

The garage door rolled up with a metallic groan that echoed too loud in the stillness. Mara straightened, already irritated, and turned to see a stranger framed by the early light. He stood with his hands loose at his sides, dark jacket dusted with road grime, helmet tucked under one arm. His presence filled the doorway in a way that felt intentional, like he belonged there even though he clearly did not.

Sorry, the shop is not open yet, Mara said, keeping her voice flat.

The man glanced at the sign on the wall, then back at her. I know. I was hoping you might make an exception.

She arched a brow. People always hoped for exceptions. Her eyes flicked to the bike outside, sleek and scarred, the kind of machine that had seen miles most people only talked about. Whoever he was, he rode hard.

Depends what you want, she said.

He stepped inside, boots quiet on the concrete. Name’s Calder Hale. I was told you’re the best at rebuilding engines that have been pushed past their limits.

Mara snorted softly. Whoever told you that was exaggerating.

Calder’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. Exaggeration keeps the world interesting.

She wiped her hands again and leaned back against the workbench. You could have waited until opening hours.

I’m passing through, he said. And my bike won’t make it another hundred miles without some attention.

The words passing through settled strangely in her chest. Everyone was always passing through. She glanced at the bike again, noting the custom work, the burn marks along the exhaust. Someone had driven it like they meant it.

Bring it in, she said finally. One look. No promises.

Calder nodded, relief flashing briefly across his face before he masked it. He wheeled the bike inside with practiced ease. As he worked, Mara watched his hands, steady and sure, marked by old scars not unlike her own. People like that had stories whether they wanted them or not.

He set the bike on the stand and stepped back. She circled it, crouching to inspect the underside. This engine’s been overheated, she said. Repeatedly.

He shrugged. Sometimes you don’t get to choose the conditions.

Mara shot him a look. Sometimes you do. You just don’t like the cost.

Something in his eyes shifted, darkened, then smoothed over. Maybe.

She stood and met his gaze, an unexpected spark of recognition passing between them. Not attraction exactly, but a sense of shared terrain, like two maps overlapping in places they did not advertise.

It’ll take most of the day, she said. Maybe longer.

Calder checked his watch, then slid it back under his sleeve. I’ve got time.

She almost laughed. No one ever had time. But she nodded and turned back to the engine, already losing herself in the familiar rhythm. Calder stayed nearby, silent, watching with an intensity that prickled at her awareness. She could feel his attention like heat on her back.

You can sit, she said without looking up. Or leave. Staring won’t make it go faster.

He chuckled softly and pulled up a stool. Old habit, he said. I like to see how things work.

Mara paused, then continued. Me too.

Hours passed measured in turns of the wrench and the slow climb of the sun. Calder asked questions that were precise without being intrusive. Mara answered when she felt like it. The radio murmured on, the city growing louder outside, but inside the garage time stretched and folded in on itself.

At noon, Mara stepped back and rolled her shoulders. The engine purred now, smoother, happier. She allowed herself a small nod. She felt Calder’s gaze on her again, warmer this time.

You saved it, he said.

She shrugged. It wanted to live.

Calder smiled fully then, the expression softening the hard lines of his face. Thank you.

She caught herself holding his gaze a beat too long and looked away. Don’t thank me yet. You still have to ride it.

He stood, helmet under his arm again. Would you like to see if it holds?

Mara hesitated. She rarely rode with clients. Boundaries mattered. But something in the way he asked, open and without pressure, shifted her balance.

Fine, she said. Short ride.

They pulled out into the street, engines cutting through the afternoon. Mara rode ahead, her movements fluid, confident. Calder followed, matching her pace without trying to outdo her. The city blurred past, noise and color blending into motion. For the first time in months, Mara felt the tightness in her chest ease.

They stopped at a red light overlooking the river. Calder pulled up beside her and lifted his visor. The wind tugged at his hair, and his eyes were bright.

Feels good, he said over the idle.

She nodded. It does.

The light changed. They took off together, two engines in sync, heading nowhere in particular. Somewhere between the roar and the rush, Mara felt a spark catch, small but undeniable, a fire that did not burn but warmed, lighting up scars she thought long cold.

Chapter 2 Asphalt and Aftershocks

The road peeled away from the river and climbed toward the industrial ridge, where warehouses leaned into one another like tired fighters. Mara cut the throttle and let the bike glide, listening for any hitch, any complaint from the engine. There was none. The machine responded cleanly, eager without being reckless. Behind her, Calder stayed in position, not crowding, not falling back. It was a quiet conversation carried by speed and space.

They pulled into an abandoned loading lot and coasted to a stop. Heat ticked from cooling metal. The air smelled of dust and sun baked concrete. Mara swung off her bike and removed her helmet, shaking out her hair. Calder followed, his expression thoughtful.

You tuned it like you knew where I was going, he said.

Mara set her helmet on the seat. Engines tell you things if you listen.

He nodded slowly, as if filing that away. The silence stretched, not awkward, just unclaimed. A freight train rumbled in the distance, its presence felt more than heard.

You’re not from around here, Mara said.

No, Calder replied. I don’t stay anywhere long.

She leaned against her bike, crossing her arms. That figures.

He studied her, not with curiosity alone but with a careful attention that suggested he knew how easily questions could bruise. And you do stay.

Someone has to keep the engines running, she said.

A corner of his mouth lifted. Sounded like an answer and a deflection all at once. He did not press. Instead, he looked out across the lot, the cracked asphalt mapped with old tire marks.

This place feels like it’s holding its breath, he said.

Mara followed his gaze. Aftershocks linger long after the impact. She surprised herself with the words, how easily they came. The memory flared, sharp and unwelcome. Firelight. Sirens. A voice calling her name and then not calling it anymore.

Calder glanced at her, catching the shift. He did not ask what she meant. Thank you for the ride, he said instead.

She nodded. You heading out now.

Soon. He hesitated, then reached into his jacket and pulled out a folded card. If you ever need a favor on the road.

Mara took it, fingers brushing his. The contact was brief but grounding. She slipped the card into her pocket without looking at it. Ride safe.

He smiled, mounted his bike, and with a final nod roared away, the sound fading into the city’s pulse.

Back in the garage, the quiet felt heavier. Mara cleaned her tools with methodical care, wiping down surfaces that did not need it. Calder’s presence lingered like heat after a fire, not painful, just noticeable. She told herself it was nothing. People came and went. They always did.

The radio broke the silence with breaking news. An accident on the east overpass. Multi vehicle collision. Traffic diverted. Mara froze, rag clenched in her hand. East overpass was on Calder’s route out of the city.

She shook her head. Coincidence. The city was full of accidents. Still, unease crawled up her spine. She grabbed her helmet before she could think better of it and rolled the bike out, engine roaring to life with a familiar, steady growl.

Traffic snarled as she approached the overpass. Sirens wailed ahead. She maneuvered through stalled cars, heart pounding, scanning the scene. Twisted metal glinted in the sun. Emergency crews moved with brisk precision. Her breath caught as she spotted a familiar bike on its side, scraped but intact.

Calder stood nearby, helmet off, talking to a paramedic. He was upright, uninjured as far as she could see. Relief hit her harder than she expected, leaving her lightheaded.

She parked and walked over, forcing her stride to remain calm. Calder noticed her and his brows lifted in surprise.

Didn’t expect to see you again so soon, he said.

She gestured at the wreckage. You all right.

He nodded. Lucky. Someone merged without looking. I had just enough room.

Mara exhaled. Your engine held.

It did, he said. Thanks to
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