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The sunrise was supposed to be Jessica Martin's favorite part of the day.

She pulled her truck into the gravel lot behind Coastal Edge Rentals at 5:47 AM, coffee in hand, playlist queued, ready to drag kayaks down to the sand before the first tourists wandered out of their overpriced beach houses. Thirteen hours of hauling equipment, slathering sunscreen on kids whose parents couldn't be bothered, and smiling until her face ached—but the business was hers. Every blister, every sunburn, every entitled asshole who thought "rental" meant "trash it and walk away" was worth it because her name was on the deed.

Then she saw the storage shed.

The padlock hung open, dangling from the hasp like a broken jaw. The door gaped wide.

Jessica's stomach dropped. She was out of the truck before she'd consciously decided to move, boots crunching on shells and sand as she crossed the lot. The smell hit her first—industrial solvent, sharp and chemical. Then she reached the doorway and stopped breathing altogether.

Fifteen thousand dollars. Gone.

Her kayaks lay in pieces, slashed down to the foam cores with something serrated. Paddleboards snapped in half, fiberglass splintered like broken bones. Beach chairs mangled into abstract sculptures of bent aluminum. The umbrellas hadn't been cut—they'd been burned, melted into lumps of synthetic fabric that stuck to the concrete floor.

And in the center of the destruction, propped against what used to be her best tandem kayak, a single sheet of paper.

LAST CHANCE.

Jessica picked it up with numb fingers. Block letters, black marker, no signature needed. She knew exactly who'd sent the message.

Kevin Price had made his third offer two weeks ago. Fifty thousand under market value for the property, take it or leave it. She'd told his slick-haired representative to get the hell off her beach, and the man had smiled like she'd just confirmed something he already knew.

They never learn, that smile had said. But they always break.

Movement across the street. Jessica's head snapped up.

Black SUV, tinted windows, parked in the public lot facing her shop. And leaning against the hood, arms crossed, watching her with a grin that made her want to put her fist through his teeth—Dale Womack. Price's head enforcer. Shaved skull, neck tattoos crawling up toward his jaw, built like a guy who'd spent his twenties bouncing drunks and his thirties enjoying the excuse to hurt people.

He lifted one hand in a lazy wave.

Something in Jessica's chest caught fire.

She was moving before the rational part of her brain could object, grabbing a paddle shaft from the wreckage—one of the few pieces long enough to swing—and stalking across the gravel toward the street. Five years she'd built this business. Five years of dawn shifts and midnight bookkeeping and eating ramen so she could make payroll. Five years of proving every asshole who'd ever told her she couldn't do it alone that they were wrong.

And this smug son of a bitch thought he could stand there and smile at her?

Dale's grin widened as she approached. He pushed off the SUV hood, and for a second she thought he might actually let her get close enough to connect. Then his eyes flicked to something behind her—a couple walking their dog on the public beach path, witnesses—and he slid back into the driver's seat.

The engine turned over. The window rolled down just far enough for his voice to carry.

"Clock's ticking, sweetheart. Next time, we won't be so gentle."

The SUV pulled away, unhurried, like he had all the time in the world.

Jessica stood in the middle of the street with a broken paddle in her hands and rage boiling behind her eyes, watching until the black vehicle disappeared around the curve toward the main road. Then she walked back to her destroyed inventory and sat down in the middle of it.

The 911 call took four minutes. The deputy took forty-five minutes to arrive, another thirty to take her statement, and approximately zero seconds to give a damn.

"Without witnesses or security footage, ma'am, there's not much we can do." Deputy Carson—mid-fifties, gut straining his uniform, the kind of tired that came from twenty years of not caring—flipped his notepad closed. "You got insurance?"

"I've got a deductible that'll eat half the payout and a season starting in three weeks."

"That's rough." He didn't sound like he thought it was rough. He sounded like he wanted to get back to his cruiser and his coffee. "You want, I can swing by more often. Keep an eye on the place."

"You do that."

He wouldn't. They both knew it. Kevin Price had been buying cops and councilmen in beach towns up and down the coast for years—not enough to own them, just enough to make them look the other way when his people got creative. Jessica had heard the stories from other business owners, the ones who'd already sold. The police don't help. The lawyers cost more than you'll save. Just take the money and get out.

She'd told herself she was different. Tougher. More stubborn.

Now she sat in the wreckage of half her inventory and wondered if stubborn was just another word for stupid.

The deputy left. Jessica started sorting.

Salvageable pile: two kayaks with minor damage, a stack of life jackets that had somehow escaped destruction, half a dozen beach chairs that just needed new webbing. Everything else was trash.

She was dragging a ruined paddleboard toward the dumpster when the motorcycle pulled in.

The sound hit her first—that distinctive Harley rumble, low and throaty, impossible to mistake for anything else. She straightened, paddle shard still in her grip, watching a black Road King roll to a stop at the edge of her lot.

The rider swung off and pulled his helmet free, and Jessica felt something in her chest do a complicated little stutter.

She knew him. Anchor—that's what the other bikers called him, the ones who came through in groups of three or four, always polite, always paying cash, always wearing those leather cuts with the grinning skull patches. He'd been renting kayaks from her twice a week for months, early mornings when the water was glass-flat and the tourists were still sleeping off their hangovers. Never said much. Tipped well. Looked at her like he was memorizing her face every time.

Six-one, broad shoulders, hands that looked like they'd spent decades hauling rope and handling equipment. Weathered tan, crow's feet at the corners of eyes that were somewhere between blue and gray, like the ocean before a storm. He moved with the unhurried confidence of a man who'd learned that rushing got you killed—on the water, in a fight, maybe both.

Right now, those storm-colored eyes were fixed on the destruction behind her.

"Jessica." His voice was low, unhurried. "You okay?"

"Peachy." She tossed the paddle shard onto the debris pile. "Shop's closed today. Come back next week, assuming I'm still in business."

He didn't leave. Instead, he walked past her, into the shed, and stood there looking at the damage with an expression she couldn't read. When he turned back, something had hardened in his face.

"Price's crew?"

"You know about that?"

"Know he's been pushing out owners on this stretch for months. Heard about the Hendersons selling last week. Figured you'd be next."

"Figured right." She crossed her arms over her chest, aware suddenly of how she must look—ponytail coming loose, yesterday's tank top, dark circles under her eyes from three hours of sleep and a morning of controlled screaming. "But if you're here to tell me I should take the money and run, you can save your breath. I've heard it."

"Not why I'm here."

"Then why?"

He stepped out of the shed and stopped two feet in front of her. Close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. Close enough that she could smell leather and motor oil and something underneath that was just him.

"I'm here to tell you the Iron Reapers are going to help. Whether you like it or not."

Jessica barked a laugh. "Excuse me?"

"Price is a problem. My club handles problems. You're part of this community, which makes you part of our territory, which makes this our business."

"I don't need a biker rescue." The words came out sharper than she intended, but she didn't take them back. "I've been handling my own problems since I was nineteen years old. Before you knew my name, before your club decided to play white knight—"

"Not playing anything." He didn't raise his voice. Didn't move. Just stood there, immovable, like a man who'd decided where he was standing and couldn't be shifted by anything short of a hurricane. "And I've known your name for six months. Watched you run this place by yourself, seven days a week, never asking anybody for help. Figured you'd rather drown than admit you needed a hand."

"I don't—"

"But this?" He gestured at the shed, the destruction, the note she'd shoved in her back pocket. "This isn't something you handle alone. Price has money, muscle, and no conscience. You've got a paddle and a bad attitude."

"Worked so far."

"Has it?"

The question hit harder than she expected. Jessica opened her mouth to fire back something cutting, something that would make him leave so she could fall apart in private—and nothing came out.

He held her gaze for a long moment. Then, without asking permission, he walked to the salvage pile and started sorting through the damaged equipment.

"What are you doing?"

"Helping."

"I didn't ask—"

"Didn't say you did."

She should have thrown him out. Should have grabbed that paddle shard and made it clear that Jessica Martin didn't take charity from bikers or anyone else. But her hands were shaking, and her throat was tight, and the sunrise she'd loved so much had turned into the first day of a war she wasn't sure she could win.

So she stood there and watched him work, this quiet man with the steady hands, and tried to figure out what the hell she was supposed to do now.

Twenty minutes later, a black SUV rolled past on the main road.

Anchor straightened, turning to face the street, positioning himself at the edge of her lot like a barrier between her and everything beyond it. The leather cut across his shoulders—SAVAGE TIDE MC, the patches read, with a grinning skull and a wave underneath—seemed to catch the morning light.

The SUV slowed. Through the tinted windows, she couldn't see Dale's face, but she could feel him looking.

Anchor didn't move. Didn't flinch. Just stood there, making sure they saw him, making sure they understood.

The SUV accelerated and disappeared down the coast road.

"They'll be back," Jessica said quietly.

"Yeah." He turned to face her, and something in his expression had shifted—but with a harder edge underneath that hadn't been there before. "But now they know you're not alone."

She wanted to argue. Wanted to tell him she didn't need his protection or his club's intervention or any of it.

Instead, she picked up a damaged life jacket and started checking the straps for tears.

"You going to stand there all day, or are you going to help me figure out how to open tomorrow with half my inventory in pieces?"

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close.

"Yes, ma'am."

They worked in silence as the sun climbed higher and the first tourists began to stir, and Jessica tried not to think about how natural it felt to have him there—this dangerous stranger who'd decided she was his problem whether she liked it or not.

She didn't like it.

But she wasn't going to send him away, either.
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Anchor couldn't get her out of his head.

He'd ridden home after sunset, leaving Jessica Martin standing in the wreckage of her business with her jaw set and her eyes blazing, refusing to let him stay any longer. I close up alone. Have for five years. Not changing that for you or anyone.

Stubborn woman. Stubborn, fierce, beautiful woman who'd grabbed a paddle and charged toward a man twice her size because he'd smiled at her destruction.

He'd barely slept. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw her face—the moment she'd walked into that shed and realized what they'd done. The way her hands had trembled while she sorted through the damage, even as her voice stayed steady. The fire in her eyes when she'd told him she didn't need a biker rescue.

She was wrong about that. But he understood why she believed it.

Now it was seven in the morning, and Anchor was walking into the Savage Tide clubhouse with murder on his mind.

The main room smelled like coffee and last night's whiskey, morning light cutting through the salt-hazed windows. A few brothers were scattered around—Throttle at the bar nursing a cup of black coffee, Dagger cleaning a knife at one of the back tables, Demon nowhere to be seen which meant he was either sleeping or doing something nobody wanted to ask about.

Wrecker sat in his usual spot at the head of the long table, paperwork spread in front of him, reading glasses perched on his nose. The President of Savage Tide MC looked up when Anchor approached, and something in his expression shifted.

"You look like hell."

"Feel like it." Anchor pulled out a chair and dropped into it. "We need to talk about Kevin Price."

Wrecker's jaw tightened at the name. He pulled off his glasses and tossed them on the stack of papers. "What's he done now?"

"Hit Coastal Edge Rentals last night. The kayak place on the south stretch. Destroyed fifteen grand worth of equipment, left a note telling the owner it was her last chance to sell."

"Jessica Martin's place."

Anchor's head snapped up. "You know her?"

"Know of her. Heard she told Price's people to go to hell three times now." A grim smile crossed Wrecker's weathered face. "Got backbone, that one."

Yeah, Anchor thought. She does.

"Price has been pushing owners on that stretch for months," Wrecker continued, leaning back in his chair. "Henderson family sold last week. The Kowalskis before that. Word is he's buying up everything between the pier and the inlet—wants to tear it all down and put up some resort monstrosity."

"And he's using muscle to make it happen."

"Dale Womack." Wrecker's voice dropped to something cold and flat. "Runs Price's local crew. Eight, maybe ten guys who enjoy their work a little too much. They've been careful—property damage, intimidation, nothing that leaves marks or witnesses. But it's escalating."

Anchor thought about the black SUV rolling past while he
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