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The front window of Coastal Bloom was boarded with plywood.

Breach stood on the sidewalk, funeral cash folded in his back pocket, and studied the damage. Fresh plywood, raw-cut edges, screws still shiny. Whatever happened here had happened recent. The painted sign above the door—hand-lettered flowers curling around the shop name—looked cheerful in a way that didn't match the destruction underneath.

He pushed through the door anyway. The bell chimed like nothing was wrong.

Inside was worse.

Two display coolers lay gutted on the floor, glass scattered across the tile like ice on black water. Flower arrangements—what used to be flower arrangements—were strewn everywhere. Roses crushed underfoot. Lilies torn from their stems. Water pooling from overturned buckets, mixing with soil and broken greenery into something that looked like a crime scene.

And in the middle of it all, a woman with a broom.

She was maybe five-six, brown hair pulled back in a knot that was losing its fight with gravity, wearing a canvas apron smeared with dirt and what might have been tears. She swept glass into a pile with sharp, furious strokes, muttering something under her breath that sounded like math. Calculating losses, probably. Adding up everything she'd just watched get destroyed.

She looked up when the bell rang. Didn't startle, didn't flinch. Just stopped sweeping and stared at him with eyes that were red-rimmed but dry.

"We're closed," she said. "Obviously."

Breach didn't leave. He stepped further into the shop, boots crunching on glass, and took in the full scope of the damage. Two coolers destroyed. Display shelving cracked. The front counter had a gouge in it that looked like someone had taken a crowbar to the edge.

"I need a funeral spray," he said.

The woman laughed. It wasn't a happy sound.

"You're looking at it." She gestured at the carnage around her feet. "Every spray I had is currently decorating my floor. Unless you want a bucket of stems and a handful of broken glass, I can't help you."

"When's the funeral?"

"What?"

"The service." Breach pulled the cash from his pocket, set it on the counter. "When is it?"

She stared at the money like it might bite her. "Thursday. But I can't—I don't have—" She broke off, pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead. "Look, I appreciate the business, but I literally have nothing to sell you. Two men destroyed everything I had last night. I'm not even sure I'll still have a shop by Thursday."

Breach filed that away. Two men. Last night.

"What'd they want?"

"Excuse me?"

"The men." He kept his voice level, easy. The voice he used when he was working with unstable ordnance and needed everyone in the room to stay calm. "What did they want?"

The woman—Caroline, according to the nameplate on the ruined counter—set down her broom. Crossed her arms. Studied him with an expression that was equal parts exhaustion and defiance.

"Why do you care?"

"I'm asking."

"Yeah, I noticed. You walked into my destroyed shop, put money on my counter, and started interrogating me about the men who wrecked my business." She tilted her head. "Who are you?"

"Breach."

"That's not a name."

"It's the one I go by."

Her eyes dropped to his cut. Took in the patches, the colors, the rocker that marked him as Daytona Raiders. Something shifted in her expression—not fear, exactly. Wariness. The look of a woman who'd grown up knowing that men in leather weren't always the good guys.

"You're one of those bikers," she said. "From the compound on the river."

"Yeah."

"And you want flowers for a funeral."

"Brother's service. Thursday at the chapel." Breach didn't elaborate. Didn't need to. The club buried their own the way they did everything else—together, on their terms, with nobody asking questions about how the dead man got that way.

Caroline's expression softened slightly. Not much, but enough.

"I'm sorry for your loss," she said. "But I really can't help you. I've got maybe three dozen stems that survived, and I need those to prove I still have a business when my insurance company shows up tomorrow."

"The two men." Breach brought it back around. "What did they want?"

She was quiet for a long moment. Then she sighed, picked up her broom again, and started sweeping while she talked.

"They came Tuesday morning. Two guys, one in a mechanic's shirt, one in work boots that cost more than my rent. They said they represented a business interest that needed me to break my lease."

"Break your lease."

"Vacate the premises. Move out. Find somewhere else to sell flowers." She swept a pile of glass toward the corner with more force than necessary. "The vacant storefront next door has been empty for eight months. They said they had plans for the whole block and my shop was in the way."

Breach looked at the wall she'd indicated. Shared wall with the vacant unit. Easy access if someone wanted to expand, or stage something, or run an operation that needed a front that wasn't a flower shop.

"What'd you tell them?"

"I told them I signed a three-year lease and I'm not going anywhere." Caroline's jaw tightened. "I told them I built this shop from nothing—a farmer's market booth and a dream and a lot of eighteen-hour days. I told them if they wanted me out, they could talk to my landlord and my lawyer, in that order."

"And then?"

"And then they came back last night with crowbars." She stopped sweeping. Looked at the destruction around her with an expression that was more fury than grief. "They waited until I closed, broke the front window, and destroyed everything I spent three years building. Left a note on the counter that said 'reconsider.'"

Breach absorbed that. The timing, the escalation, the message.

This wasn't a random shakedown. This was organized. Someone wanted this block—or more specifically, wanted that vacant storefront—and they were willing to do damage to get it.

"The men," he said. "You get a look at them? Names, plates, anything?"

"Why?" Caroline's voice sharpened. "You going to do something about it?"

"Maybe."

"With what? A gun and a motorcycle?" She shook her head. "Look, I appreciate the tough-guy routine, but I've already called the cops. They took a report. They're 'investigating.' Which means they'll file some paperwork and I'll never hear from them again."

"Cops won't help you."

"Yeah, I figured that out when Officer Whoever spent more time looking at my ass than at the crime scene." Caroline's mouth twisted. "But thanks for the reminder."

Breach didn't argue. Didn't point out that the cops wouldn't help because whoever was doing this probably had cops on the payroll, or at least knew how to stay off their radar. That wasn't information she needed right now.

Instead, he picked up a broom.

Caroline stared at him.

"What are you doing?"

"Sweeping."

"I can see that. Why?"

Breach didn't answer. Just started clearing glass from the section of floor nearest the counter, working in the same methodical pattern he'd use clearing a workspace of debris before a disarm. Steady, thorough, nothing missed.

Caroline watched him for a moment. Then something in her shoulders loosened, and she went back to her own pile of glass without another word.

They worked in silence. The afternoon light shifted through the cracks in the plywood, casting strange shadows across the ruined floor. Breach swept glass into a dustpan, dumped it into a trash can, moved to the next section. Caroline salvaged what she could—a handful of roses that had landed on a shelf instead of the floor, a bucket of greenery that had somehow survived.

It wasn't much. But it was something.

When the floor was mostly clear, Breach set down the broom and walked toward the front door.

"Wait." Caroline's voice stopped him. "The funeral spray. You still need one?"

"Yeah."

"Give me until Wednesday." She looked at the salvaged flowers in her bucket, then back at him. "I'll figure something out. Come back then."

Breach nodded. Then he pushed through the door and walked outside.

The afternoon sun hit him like a slap, hot and bright after the dim interior of the shop. He stood on the sidewalk for a moment, letting his eyes adjust, running through what he'd learned.

Two men. Mechanic's shirt, expensive boots. Wanted the block cleared. Came back with crowbars when she refused.

He walked the perimeter of the shop, moving slow, looking at everything. The plywood over the window was amateur work—wrong screws, gaps at the corners where the board didn't sit flush. Whoever Caroline had hired to board it up had done it fast, not well.

At the back door, he found what he was looking for.

Boot prints in the dust. Two sets, different treads. One work boot, one something heavier—maybe a tactical sole, the kind of thing a man wore when he expected to do damage and didn't want to slip in the mess.

Pry marks on the door frame. Fresh gouges in the paint, raw wood exposed underneath. They'd hit the back door first, probably, then moved through to the front once they were inside.

Breach pulled out his phone and photographed everything. Boot prints, pry marks, the angle of approach, the distance to the vacant storefront next door.

Then he walked to that storefront and studied it too.

The windows were papered over from inside. The door was locked, but the lock was new—brass bright, no weathering, installed recently. The loading bay around the side had fresh tire marks in the gravel. Multiple vehicles, heavy ones, coming and going.

Whatever was happening in that vacant building, it wasn't vacant.

Breach photographed the tire tracks, the door lock, the papered windows. Then he climbed on his bike and rode for the compound with the images burning in his phone and a name he didn't have yet burning in his chest.

Someone was running an operation out of that storefront.

Someone had destroyed a woman's shop to keep it quiet.

And now that someone had a problem they didn't know about yet.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Two thousand, three hundred, and forty-seven dollars.

Caroline stared at the number she'd scrawled on the back of an envelope, the sum of everything she'd lost in one night. Two display coolers at six hundred each. The front window replacement, quoted at eight hundred by the only glass company that would come out on short notice. Flowers, vases, ribbon, wire—another five hundred in destroyed inventory that insurance would take six weeks to reimburse, if they reimbursed at all.

She didn't have six weeks. She barely had six days.

The shop was quiet in the morning light, dust motes floating through the gaps in the plywood where the sun forced its way through. Caroline had been here since five, unable to sleep, unable to do anything except come back to the wreckage and start picking through it.

The biker with the funeral order had swept most of the glass yesterday. She'd finished the rest after he left, working until her back ached and her hands were raw from the dustpan. Now the floor was clear, but the emptiness somehow looked worse than the destruction had.

Two coolers, gutted. One display shelf, cracked but standing. The workbench in the back, untouched—they hadn't made it that far before they'd gotten bored or satisfied or whatever it was that made men stop breaking things.

Caroline pulled every surviving flower from the wreckage and laid them on the workbench like patients in triage. Three dozen roses, petals bruised but stems intact. A bucket of greenery that had been knocked behind the counter. Two bunches of baby's breath, crushed on one side but salvageable if she trimmed them right.

Not enough to run a business. But enough to prove she still had one.

She worked through the morning, rebuilding what she could. Three arrangements took shape on the one intact display shelf—nothing fancy, just tight clusters of roses and greenery that said we're still open to anyone who walked past the boarded window and wondered.

Her hands moved on autopilot. Trim, wire, place. Trim, wire, place. The rhythm of it steadied her, the way it always had. She'd learned to arrange flowers from her grandmother in Palatka, sitting on a porch that smelled like jasmine and cigarettes, watching weathered hands turn grocery-store carnations into something beautiful.

Her grandmother had died with sixteen dollars in her bank account and a garden full of roses she'd never gotten to see bloom that year.

Caroline was not going to lose this shop the same way.

The bell above the door chimed at noon.

She looked up, expecting a customer brave enough to push past the plywood, and found the biker instead.

Breach.

He filled the doorway the same way he had yesterday—not tall, exactly, but solid. Built like a man who worked with his hands for reasons that had nothing to do with flowers. The burn scars on his right hand caught the light as he stepped inside, webs of raised tissue that looked like they'd hurt for a long time before they'd healed.

"You're back," Caroline said.

"Told you I would be."

"You told me to come back Wednesday for the funeral spray. You didn't say anything about showing up yourself."

His mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close. "Plans change."

He walked through the shop, taking in the cleared floor, the salvaged arrangements, the empty spaces where the coolers used to be. His eyes lingered on the workbench, on the flowers she'd laid out like a surgeon preparing for an operation.

"You've been busy."

"I've been trying to figure out how to stay in business with no inventory and no way to keep flowers fresh." Caroline wiped her hands on her apron. "The coolers were the only thing keeping my stock alive. Without them, I've got maybe two days before everything wilts."

"Insurance?"

"Six weeks minimum. Assuming they don't find a reason to deny the claim." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "I called my landlord this morning. He said he'd heard about the break-in and wanted to know if I was reconsidering my lease."

Breach went still. "He said that."

"He said he had a buyer interested in the whole block. Said it might be better for everyone if I took a settlement and found somewhere else to set up shop." Caroline's jaw tightened. "Somewhere else. Like I can just pick up three years of work and move it across town."

"What'd you tell him?"

"I told him to go to hell." She met Breach's eyes, daring him to comment. "Politely. But he got the message."

Something shifted in his expression. Not surprise—more like confirmation. Like she'd just passed a test she hadn't known she was taking.

"The storefront next door," he said. "The vacant one. You know what's in there?"

"Nothing. It's been empty for eight months."

"It's not empty." Breach moved closer, and Caroline felt the air in the shop change. Tighter. More charged. "There's a man named Garrett Nolan who runs a stolen vehicle operation out of a string of garages along the Halifax River. Chop shops. He strips cars and bikes, re-VINs them, ships them out through a network that runs from Jacksonville to Miami."

Caroline stared at him. "And this has to do with my flower shop how?"

"That vacant storefront is a staging point. Nolan's been using it to move vehicles through the area without drawing attention." Breach's voice was flat, matter-of-fact. "Your shop is in the way. He wants the whole block clear so he can expand the operation."

The pieces clicked into place with a sickening lurch. The men in the mechanic's shirt and expensive boots. The demand to break her lease. The crowbars through her coolers when she refused.

"They destroyed my shop," Caroline said slowly, "because I'm inconvenient to a car thief."

"Yeah."

"They killed two thousand dollars worth of flowers because some criminal wants to strip stolen vehicles next door to my business."

"Yeah."

Caroline felt something hot and sharp rise in her chest. Not fear—she'd burned through fear sometime around three in the morning, when she'd realized she might actually lose everything she'd built. This was anger. Pure, clean, clarifying anger.

"No."

Breach raised an eyebrow. "No?"

"No. I'm not leaving." Caroline stepped toward him, close enough to see the flecks of grey in his dark eyes. "I signed a three-year lease on this space. I built Coastal Bloom from a farmer's market booth and a dream and a lot of days when I wasn't sure I'd make rent. I am not going to be pushed out by men who strip cars for a living."

"They're not going to stop because you say no."

"Then they're going to have to do more than break my windows." She held his gaze, refusing to look away. "I grew up poor, Breach. I know what it looks like when someone's trying to take what's yours. And I know the only way to stop them is to refuse to move."

The silence stretched between them. Caroline felt her heart pounding, felt the adrenaline that had been building since she'd walked into the wreckage yesterday finally finding somewhere to go.

Breach studied her for a long moment. Then he pulled out his phone and made a call.

"Yeah. I need a prospect on Main Street. Flower shop called Coastal Bloom." A pause. "Now. And tell him to bring a chair."

He hung up.

"What are you doing?" Caroline demanded.

"Posting someone outside your shop."

"I didn't ask for—"

"Didn't ask if you wanted it." His voice dropped, something harder underneath the calm. "Nolan's got men looking for you. They came back once when you refused to leave. They'll come back again. Until I figure out how to shut down his operation, you need eyes on this building."

"And you're just going to decide that for me?"

"Yeah."

Caroline opened her mouth to argue—and stopped. Because the truth was, she'd been jumping at shadows all morning. Flinching every time a car drove past. Checking the back door every fifteen minutes to make sure it was still locked.

She wasn't stupid. She knew she was in danger.

She just hadn't expected anyone to give a damn about it.

"Fine," she said finally. "But your guy stays outside. I'm not having some biker sitting in my shop scaring off customers."

Breach's mouth twitched again. "You've got customers?"

"I will. Once I figure out how to keep these flowers alive without any coolers."

He looked at the arrangements on the shelf. At the salvaged roses and the trimmed baby's breath and the stubborn refusal to quit that was written into every stem she'd saved.

"I'll be back before closing," he said.

"Why?"

"Because I said I would."

He turned and walked out of the shop. The bell chimed behind him, cheerful and absurd in the aftermath of everything he'd just told her.

Caroline stood there for a long moment, staring at the
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