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The Sandbar smelled wrong.

Bruiser knew the place the way a man knows his own hands—the salt-rot of the pilings underneath, the permanent ghost of spilled beer soaked into the floorboards, the particular hum of the neon Budweiser sign that had been flickering since before he started drinking here. Three years of Friday nights at the same stool, same whiskey, same bartender who never asked questions and always poured heavy.

Tonight the air tasted like copper and adrenaline. Like a fight that had already happened.

He pushed through the front door at eleven-thirty and found Nina Reeves standing behind the bar with a Louisville Slugger in her hands and murder in her eyes.

The barback—some kid named Danny who'd been working the place maybe six months—sat on a crate behind the speed rail, pressing a bar towel against his split lip. Blood had soaked through the white cotton and was dripping onto his shirt.

"Three of them," Nina said before Bruiser could ask. "Left ten minutes ago."

She didn't lower the bat. Her knuckles were white around the grip, and her dark hair had come loose from its ponytail, falling across her face in strands that stuck to the sweat on her temples. She was five-six and maybe a hundred thirty pounds, and she looked ready to cave in the skull of the next man who walked through that door.

Bruiser respected that.

"They coming back?"

"Probably." Nina finally set the bat on the bar top, though she kept one hand near it. "They left something. Back hallway."

He moved past the bar without waiting for more details. The Sandbar's back hallway led to a storage room, a tiny office, and the bathrooms that hadn't been properly cleaned since the Clinton administration. Bruiser checked the storage room first—nothing but beer cases and a broken jukebox someone had been meaning to fix for a decade.

The bathroom ceiling tiles had been moved.

He reached up, pushed aside the water-stained square, and found a plastic bag stuffed into the crawl space. Cocaine, maybe two ounces, bagged for distribution in smaller quantities. Street-ready product that somebody planned to move through this bar.

The bathroom vent had been pried open. Cash inside, rubber-banded in stacks—probably two grand in small bills.

Bruiser pulled it all down. The product went into his jacket pocket. The cash he left on the sink.

"How long?" he asked when he came back to the bar.

Nina had gotten Danny a fresh towel and a bag of ice from the well. The kid was holding it against his jaw, looking pale and shaky in the way young men looked when they'd just learned that violence could happen to them too.

"First time I saw one of their guys was maybe a week ago." Nina crossed her arms over her chest. "Skinny piece of shit with a gold chain, trying to hand off baggies to the college kids in the corner booth. I threw him out."

"And he came back."

"With friends." Her jaw tightened. "Tonight they wanted to have a conversation about my business model. Danny told them to leave. They disagreed."

Bruiser looked at the kid. Danny met his eyes for about half a second before looking away.

"You swing on them?"

"Tried to." Danny's voice came out thick around the swelling. "There were three."

"There usually are."

Bruiser pulled out his phone and stepped toward the back door, away from Nina's sharp ears. Tiger picked up on the second ring.

"Sandbar's been hit," Bruiser said. "Castillo's crew. They're using it as a drop point."

Silence on the other end. Then: "How much product?"

"Couple ounces. Cash too. I pulled it."

"The bartender?"

Bruiser glanced back toward the bar, where Nina was helping Danny to his feet. She moved like a woman who'd handled drunk bikers and bar fights for a decade—efficient, unafraid, already calculating her next move.

"She's fine. Handled it before we got here."

"Bring her in if she'll come. Castillo's not going to let this slide."

"I know."

He hung up and walked back to the bar. Nina watched him come, her eyes tracking him the way they always did—measuring, assessing, never quite letting her guard down. She'd been like that since the first night he'd walked in three years ago, fresh off a prospect year that had nearly killed him. She'd poured his whiskey without asking what he wanted, charged him half price, and told him he looked like a man who needed to sit down before he fell down.

She hadn't been wrong.

"I need to check the alley," he said. "Stay inside."

"My bar, my alley."

"Nina."

"Don't." Her voice went flat and hard. "I've been running this place for eight years. I know who walks through my door and what they want. I don't need a bodyguard."

"You need a door man."

"I need customers who pay their tabs and don't bleed on my floor." She grabbed a rag and started wiping down the bar top, her movements sharp with anger. "Danny, go home. I'll close up."

"I can stay—"

"Go home."

The kid went. Bruiser waited until the front door swung shut behind him, then crossed to the back exit and stepped into the alley.

The dumpster sat against the wall where it always did, reeking of stale beer and rotting limes. He pulled the product from his pocket, ripped open the bag, and dumped two ounces of cocaine into the garbage underneath a pile of wet cardboard.

If Castillo's crew wanted it back, they could dig for it.

When he came back inside, Nina was pouring two whiskeys. She slid one across the bar to him—Jameson, neat, the same thing she'd been serving him for three years—and picked up the other one herself.

"They're going to come back," she said. It wasn't a question.

"Yeah."

"And you're going to be here when they do."

He sat on his usual stool, the worn leather creaking under his weight. Six-four and two-sixty, with knuckles thickened from twenty years of bouncing drunks and a nose that had been broken so many times he'd stopped counting. He'd worked the A1A bar circuit from eighteen until the night a tourist fight went sideways and left his best friend dead on the sidewalk, waiting for an ambulance that showed up twenty minutes too late.

The club had found him the week after the funeral. Or maybe he'd found them. Either way, he'd been a Raider for twelve years now, and the Sergeant at Arms patch on his cut meant one thing: he handled threats. With his hands, with a wrench, with iron if it came to that.

The Sandbar was his bar. Had been since that first night three years ago.

And Nina was—

He didn't let himself finish that thought.

"The bar's Raider-watched starting now," he said. "I'll have brothers rotating door shifts every night until this is handled."

"I didn't ask for that."

"Didn't say you did."

Nina's eyes narrowed. She had her father's stubbornness—Bruiser had heard the stories about the Marine drill instructor who'd raised her, the man who'd taught her to read a room and throw a punch that landed. She'd grown up on discipline and situational awareness, and she'd spent a decade managing drunks and bikers and the particular chaos of a boardwalk dive bar.

But this wasn't a bar fight. This was Castillo.

"His name's Ray Castillo," Bruiser said. "Runs a drug crew out of South Daytona. Been expanding north toward the boardwalk, using bars as distribution points. His guys show up, start moving product through the back door, and make it clear that cooperating is healthier than calling anyone."

"I know who he is." Nina took a long pull of her whiskey. "His man—the one with the gold chain—told me I had a choice. Let them use the bar, or watch it burn."

Bruiser's hands tightened around his glass. "What'd you say?"

"I told him The Sandbar's been here since the seventies and it'll be here long after his boss is rotting in a ditch somewhere." A ghost of a smile crossed her face. "Then I threw him out the back door and told him not to come back."

"When was this?"

"Two nights ago."

She said it like it was nothing. Like she hadn't spent the last forty-eight hours waiting for retaliation, running her bar alone, knowing that Castillo's crew was going to come back harder.

Bruiser looked at her—this woman who'd been pouring his whiskey for three years, who'd never once asked about the blood on his knuckles or the brothers who came and went at odd hours, who treated him like a man instead of a monster.

She was going to get herself killed.

And he was going to make damn sure that didn't happen.

"They'll be back tonight," he said. "Or tomorrow. Castillo doesn't let people say no."

"Then I guess I'll need more ice." Nina topped off his glass without being asked, the amber liquid catching the neon light. "And maybe a door man who knows how to swing."

"I know how to swing."

"I've seen your hands." She set the bottle down and met his eyes. "I threw that dealer out myself two nights ago."
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[image: ]


Nina unlocked The Sandbar at eleven in the morning and walked into a crime scene.

The mirror behind the bar had a crack running through it now—a spiderweb fracture that hadn't been there when she'd locked up at three AM. One of Castillo's boys must have thrown something before they left, a parting gift she'd missed in the chaos of blood and adrenaline.

Seven years of bad luck. Perfect.

She dropped her keys on the bar and surveyed the damage in the harsh daylight streaming through the salt-fogged windows. Blood on the floor mats behind the speed rail, already turning brown. The rail itself had been knocked loose during the scuffle, hanging at an angle that would make service a nightmare. Three stools overturned near the corner booth.

And somewhere in the back, probably still stuffed behind ceiling tiles and bathroom vents, whatever product Bruiser had missed.

Nina grabbed a mop and got to work.

The Sandbar had been hers for eight years now—not on paper, but in every way that mattered. The actual owner was a sixty-something surfer named Rick who'd bought the place in the eighties and now lived in Costa Rica, showing up twice a year to sign paperwork and drink free beer. He paid her to run it. She'd built everything else.

The crowd. The staff. The reputation as the one boardwalk dive where bikers and tourists drank side by side without anyone getting stabbed.

Until last night.

She scrubbed the blood off the floor mats with more force than necessary, her shoulders burning from the effort. Danny had called in sick—no surprise there. The kid had never seen real violence before, and the split lip was probably the least of his problems. He'd be lucky if he slept this week.

Nina had slept fine. Four hours, dreamless, the Louisville Slugger propped against her bedroom wall.

Her father would have called that discipline. Sergeant Major Thomas Reeves, USMC, who'd spent twenty years turning boys into Marines at Parris Island and then come home to raise a daughter the same way. Situational awareness. Threat assessment. Never let them see you flinch.

She'd learned to read a room before she learned to drive. Learned to throw a punch that landed before she learned to kiss a boy. Learned that fear was a luxury she couldn't afford.

The fear hadn't come last night. It came now, in the quiet of the empty bar, with the morning sun exposing every crack and stain.

Castillo's men would be back. Bruiser had said it like a fact, not a warning. And she'd seen enough of the boardwalk's shadow economy to know he was right. Men like Ray Castillo didn't ask permission, and they didn't accept no.

Nina wrung out the mop and moved to the speed rail. The mounting bracket had been bent when one of the dealers shoved Danny into it. She grabbed a wrench from the back office and started working the screws loose.

The door opened at two o'clock.

She had the wrench raised before she saw who it was—Bruiser, ducking through the frame like he always did, his shaved head catching the afternoon light. He wore the same leather cut from last night, the Daytona Raiders patch bright against the black, and his knuckles were freshly wrapped in white tape.

"You sleep?" he asked.

"Some." Nina lowered the wrench but didn't set it down. "You?"

"No."

He crossed to the bar and took his usual stool, the one at the far end where he could see both doors. She'd never asked why he sat there. She didn't need to. Twenty years of bouncing had given him the same instincts her father had drilled into her—back to the wall, eyes on the exits, always know where the threat is coming from.

"Danny called in," she said. "Going to be short-staffed tonight."

"He'll be short-staffed for a while. That kind of thing stays with a man."

"He'll get over it or he won't." Nina went back to the speed rail, fitting the bracket into place. "Either way, I've got a bar to run."

"You always this cold, or is it just for me?"

She looked up. Bruiser was watching her with those flat grey eyes, the ones that never gave anything away. He'd been coming to The Sandbar for three years, and she still couldn't read him half the time. He'd sit on that stool for hours, nursing whiskey and watching the room like he expected a fight to break out at any moment.

Most nights, he was right.

"I'm not cold," she said. "I'm practical. Danny's a good kid, but he's not built for this. He saw blood and he folded. That's not a character flaw, it's just reality."

"And you? You see blood and you grab a bat."

"I see blood and I clean it up." She tightened the last screw and tested the rail. Solid. "Then I open for business. That's how this works."

Bruiser was quiet for a moment. Then he reached into his cut and pulled out a folded piece of paper, spreading it flat on the bar top.

A map. Hand-drawn, rough but detailed—the A1A boardwalk strip from Main Street down to the inlet, with X marks on maybe a dozen locations.

"Castillo's been expanding for three months," he said. "Started in South Daytona, moved north when nobody pushed back. These are the bars he's already got running product."

Nina counted the marks. Twelve. Including The Driftwood, The Pelican, and Sharkey's—all places she knew, all places she'd shared staff with over the years.

"How many of them cooperated?"

"All of them."

"And the ones that didn't?"

Bruiser's jaw tightened. "There was a bar on the south end. Murphy's. Owner tried to say no. Place burned down two weeks ago."

Nina's stomach dropped. She'd heard about Murphy's—everyone on the strip had. The story was electrical fire, old wiring in an old building. Insurance was still investigating.

"That wasn't electrical," she said.

"No."

"And you think I'm next."

"I think you're a problem Castillo didn't expect." Bruiser folded the map and slid it back into his cut. "Most bar owners roll over when his guys show up. You threw them out and told them to go to hell. That makes you dangerous."

"I'm not dangerous. I'm stubborn."

"Same thing, to a man like Castillo."

Nina set the wrench down and braced her hands on the bar. The wood was cool under her palms, worn smooth by decades of elbows and spilled drinks. She'd refinished this bar herself, three years ago, sanding down the water stains and applying fresh lacquer until it gleamed.

She wasn't going to let some Miami drug runner burn it to the ground.

"So what's the play?" she asked. "You said the bar's Raider-watched. What does that mean?"

"Means I've got brothers rotating door shifts starting tonight. Shoal and a prospect. They'll be here when the doors open and they'll stay until you lock up."

"And if Castillo's men come back?"

"Then they'll wish they hadn't."

Nina studied him. The tape on his knuckles was fresh—wrapped this morning, probably after a workout or a bag session. She'd seen him fight exactly once, three years ago, when a tourist got handsy with one of her waitresses. Bruiser had put the man through a table without breaking a sweat.

She'd poured him a free drink afterward and told him he was always welcome at The Sandbar.

"I don't need protection," she said.

"Didn't say you did."

"Then what do you call a rotating door shift?"

"I call it covering our territory." Bruiser's voice dropped, something harder underneath the gravel. "Castillo's moving on boardwalk bars. That's Raider ground. Has been for twenty years. We're not protecting you, Nina. We're protecting what's ours."

The words landed somewhere in her chest, heavier than they should have. She wasn't sure if she liked being included in "what's ours" or if she wanted to throw something at his head.

Probably both.

"Fine," she said. "Your brothers can work the door. But they follow my rules. No fighting unless someone throws first. No scaring off the paying customers. And no drinking on shift—I don't care how tough they think they are."

"Fair enough."

"And you?" She grabbed a rag and started wiping down the bar top, needing something to do with her hands. "Where will you be?"

"Here."

"You don't have to—"

"Nina." He said her name like a command, and she stopped wiping. "Castillo's crew beat your barback bloody last night because you told them no. They planted product in your ceiling and cash in your bathroom. That's not random intimidation—that's a message."

"I got the message."

"Did you? Because the message is that you belong to them now. That this bar is a distribution point whether you like it or not. And the only reason you're still standing here arguing with me is because they didn't expect
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