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The delivery van sat crooked in the lot with all four tires slashed to the rims.

Marlin killed his bike's engine and swung off, boots hitting the cracked asphalt of the Sugar Sand parking lot at seven in the morning. The July heat was already pressing down like a fist, and the salt air off the Atlantic carried the faint stink of low tide and something else—fresh spray paint.

He walked around the van. The word MOVE had been scrawled across the back doors in red, the letters dripping like something out of a horror movie. Amateur work. The kind of message men left when they wanted to scare someone but didn't have the guts to say it to their face.

Marlin's hand curled at his side.

He'd come here for a cake. One of the brother's kids was turning seven, and Bruiser had mentioned that Sugar Sand made the best custom work in Daytona—a three-layer chocolate thing with a shark on top that the boy had been talking about for weeks. Simple errand. Twenty minutes, tops.

This wasn't simple anymore.

The bakery's front door was unlocked. A bell chimed when he pushed through, and the smell hit him first—cinnamon and yeast and something caramelizing in the back. The display cases were half-empty, the morning rush not yet started, but the lights were on and he could hear movement in the kitchen.

He found her at the ovens.

She had her back to him, pulling a tray of cinnamon rolls from the heat with powdered white dusted up to her elbows and a bandana keeping her dark hair out of her face. The kitchen was small and hot and absolutely spotless, every surface scrubbed clean despite the ancient equipment. She moved like a woman who'd done this ten thousand times—efficient, precise, not a single wasted motion.

Then she turned and saw him, and her eyes went sharp.

"We're not open yet." Her voice was clipped. Florida accent with something underneath it, something that made him think of his grandmother's Cajun French. "Come back in an hour."

"Came for a cake. Bruiser's order."

She set the tray down harder than necessary. "The shark cake. Right. It's in the back cooler. Give me a minute."

But she didn't move toward the cooler. She stood there with her hands braced on the prep counter, knuckles white, and Marlin watched her jaw work like she was chewing on words she didn't want to spit out.

"Your van's got four flat tires," he said.

"I noticed."

"And someone painted a love note on the back."

"I noticed that too." She finally looked at him properly—really looked, taking in the cut, the road dust, the scar running down his forearm from a gaff hook that had caught him wrong fifteen years ago. Something flickered in her expression. Not fear. Calculation. "You're one of them. The Raiders."

"That a problem?"

"Depends on why you're asking about my van."

Marlin pulled the cash from his pocket—exact change, plus a tip Bruiser had insisted on—and set it on the counter between them. The bills sat there like a line drawn in the sand.

"I'm asking because I walked into your parking lot to pick up a birthday cake and found someone sending you a message. In my experience, men who slash tires and spray threats on delivery vehicles aren't the kind who stop there." He met her eyes. "So I'm asking. Who did this?"

She was quiet for a long moment. The cinnamon rolls cooled on the tray beside her, steam curling toward the ceiling, and somewhere in the front of the shop the ancient air conditioning unit rattled to life.

"You want the short version or the long one?"

"Whichever one explains why your business looks like a war zone."

Something cracked in her expression—not breaking, exactly. More like the first fracture in a dam that had been holding back pressure for too long.

"Three months ago, there were six businesses on this block," she said. "The laundromat. The shoe repair. The tax office. A little convenience store on the corner. Now there's me." She gestured at the walls around them. "Sugar Sand. Last one standing."

"Standing against what?"

"Men." She said the word like it tasted bitter. "Men in hard hats and construction trucks who show up at closing time and explain that the neighborhood is changing. That the smart move is to sell now, take the buyout, and get out before property values tank." Her hands tightened on the counter. "Except the buyouts are insults. Thirty cents on the dollar if you're lucky. And the ones who don't take them—"

"End up with slashed tires."

"End up with worse." She turned and grabbed a mixing bowl from the shelf, started measuring flour with hands that weren't quite steady. "Mrs. Castellano ran the shoe repair for twenty-two years. Someone put a brick through her front window at two in the morning. She sold the next day, moved to Jacksonville to live with her daughter." The flour hit the bowl like a small explosion. "The convenience store had a fire. Electrical, according to the inspector. Funny how it only burned the back office where the owner kept his files."

Marlin felt the familiar cold settle into his chest. The kind of cold that came before violence. Before decisions that couldn't be undone.

"Who's doing the buying?"

"Construction company out of South Daytona. Braddock Development." She said the name like she was spitting out something rotten. "They want this whole block cleared for condos. High-rise units with ocean views and price tags that would make your eyes water. Everyone else on the street already caved or got pushed out. I'm the holdout."

"Why?"

She stopped measuring. Turned to face him with flour on her hands and fire in her eyes.

"Because my grandmother opened this bakery forty years ago. Because she baked out of her kitchen until she could afford a storefront, and she built something that matters to people. Because she still lives upstairs and still critiques my bread every morning and I'll be damned if I let some developer with a crowbar and a checkbook take that away from her."

The words hung in the air between them. Marlin looked at this woman—dusted hands, exhausted eyes, spine made of something that wouldn't bend—and felt something shift in his chest that had nothing to do with the cold.

"What's your name?"

"Darla." A beat. "Darla Kingsley."

"Marlin."

"That your real name or your road name?"

"Both."

She almost smiled. Almost. "Funny name for a biker."

"Funny name for a shrimper's kid." He moved to the pass-through that separated the kitchen from the front of the shop, pulled out a stool, and sat down. The metal creaked under his weight. "You said these men show up at closing time. What else do they do?"

"Watch." The word came out flat. "There's a truck that parks across the street most days. Two men inside, just... watching. Sometimes they take pictures. Sometimes they follow me home." She went back to her mixing, but her shoulders were tight. "Last week one of them came in for coffee. Didn't order anything. Just stood at the counter and stared at me for five minutes, then walked out."

"You call the cops?"

"The cops." She laughed, and there was no humor in it. "The cops told me there's no law against parking on a public street. No law against taking pictures. No law against standing in a business during operating hours." The mixing bowl clattered against the counter. "They told me to call back if something actually happened."

Marlin looked at the kitchen. At the ancient ovens and the scrubbed surfaces and the recipe binder sitting open on the prep station, its pages soft with age and use. He thought about the van in the parking lot. About the word MOVE dripping red down its back doors.

"Something actually happened," he said.

"Yeah." Darla's voice was quiet. "I guess it did."

He stood up from the stool, crossed to the back cooler, and pulled out the shark cake—three layers of chocolate with blue frosting waves and a fin breaking the surface. It was beautiful. Professional. The kind of work that came from decades of skill passed down through hands that loved what they made.

He carried it to his truck, set it carefully on the passenger seat, and then walked back inside.

Darla was still at the mixing bowl, but she'd stopped pretending to work. She watched him come through the door with something in her eyes that might have been hope or might have been fear. He couldn't tell which.

Marlin sat back down on the stool. Folded his scarred hands in front of him. Let the silence stretch until she understood he wasn't going anywhere.

"Tell me everything," he said. "From the beginning. Every truck, every threat, every man who's walked through that door with something other than breakfast on his mind."

"Why?"

"Because that cake is for a brother's kid who's turning seven." He held her gaze. "And because I'm not leaving until you do."
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Darla told him everything.

She didn't know why. Maybe it was the way he sat there—patient, still, those scarred hands folded on the pass-through like he had all day. Maybe it was the cut he wore, the patch that marked him as something dangerous enough to scare the kind of men who slashed tires in the dark.

Or maybe she was just tired of carrying it alone.

The morning rush came and went while she talked. She worked the front between sentences, pulling pastries from the case and making change and smiling at regulars who didn't notice the spray paint drying on the van outside. Marlin didn't move from his stool. Just watched her with those dark eyes and listened.

She told him about the first visit three months ago. Two men in hard hats who said they were "surveying the neighborhood" and asked if she'd ever considered selling. She told him about the offers that followed—lowball numbers delivered by men in polo shirts who smiled too wide and left business cards she threw in the trash.

She told him about Mrs. Castellano's brick. About the convenience store fire. About the way the laundromat owner had shown up one morning with a black eye and a FOR SALE sign.

"And the cops," Marlin said when she paused for breath.

"Useless." She slammed the register drawer harder than necessary. "I've filed six complaints. Six. You know what they told me? 'We'll look into it.' That was two months ago."

"They're bought."

"Or scared." She wiped down the display case with a rag that was already clean. "Braddock's got money. Money buys a lot of looking the other way."

The bell over the door chimed. A regular—Mr. Fontaine, eighty-two years old, same order every Tuesday since before Darla took over—shuffled in and squinted at the biker sitting at her counter.

"Morning, Darla. Who's the muscle?"

"Friend of the family," she said without missing a beat. "The usual?"

"You know it."

She bagged his Cuban bread and cheese danish, took his crumpled bills, and watched him shuffle back out into the heat. The whole exchange took ninety seconds. When she turned back, Marlin was watching her with something that might have been respect.

"You do that a lot," he said.

"Do what?"

"Keep moving. Keep smiling. Act like the world isn't trying to burn down around you."

Darla set the rag down. "What's the alternative? Close up shop? Let them win?" She shook her head. "My grandmother didn't build this place by folding every time someone pushed back. Neither will I."

"Your grandmother. She's upstairs?"

"Has been for forty years. She's eighty-seven. Bad hip, worse attitude." Despite everything, Darla smiled. "She still comes down every morning to taste the bread. Tells me it's too dense or too salty or the crust isn't right. Hasn't approved of a single loaf I've made since I took over."

"But she keeps coming down."

"Every single day." The smile faded. "She doesn't know about the threats. I haven't told her. She's got enough to worry about without—"

The bell chimed again.

Darla's whole body went tight.

Two men walked in. Hard hats. Work boots. Braddock Construction logos on their shirts. They weren't here for pastries.

"Miss Kingsley." The taller one had a sunburned face and eyes that swept the shop like he was measuring it for demolition. "Mr. Braddock wanted us to check in. See if you'd reconsidered his offer."

"My answer hasn't changed."

"That's a shame." He picked up a cinnamon roll from the display case, turned it over in his fingers like he was inspecting it for defects. "Nice place you've got here. Be a shame if something happened to it."

Marlin stood up.

The movement was slow. Deliberate. The kind of motion that drew every eye in the room without making a sound. He unfolded from the stool like something that had been coiled and was now stretching out, and when he turned to face the two men, his expression was perfectly blank.

"Something wrong with the cinnamon roll?"

The sunburned man blinked. Looked at the cut. Looked at Marlin's scarred forearm, the size of his shoulders, the absolute stillness in his posture.

"Who the hell are you?"

"Customer." Marlin took a step closer. Not aggressive—just present. Taking up space. "And the lady said her answer hasn't changed. So unless you're planning to buy something, I think you're done here."

The two men exchanged a look. The shorter one's hand drifted toward his belt, where something bulged under his shirt.

Marlin smiled. It wasn't friendly.

"Go ahead," he said quietly. "Give me a reason."

For a long moment, nobody moved. The air conditioning hummed. Somewhere outside, a car horn blared. And Darla stood frozen behind the counter, watching a standoff happen in her bakery between men who looked ready to kill each other.

Then the sunburned man dropped the cinnamon roll back in the case.

"This isn't over," he said to Darla. "Braddock doesn't take no for an answer."

"Tell Braddock to come say that to her himself." Marlin hadn't moved. Hadn't blinked. "I'd love to meet him."

The men left. The bell chimed behind them, cheerful and absurd in the silence that followed.

Darla realized she'd been holding her breath.

"That was—" She stopped. Started again. "You didn't have to do that."

"Yeah." Marlin turned back to face her, and something in his expression had shifted. Harder now. More focused. "I did."

"They'll come back. They always come back."

"Not today." He pulled out his phone, typed something quick, and slid it back into his pocket. "I've got a prospect who's going to sit at your front door until close. Anyone wearing a Braddock shirt comes within fifty feet of this place, he calls me."

"A prospect?"

"Kid trying to earn his patch. He'll do what I tell him." Marlin moved toward the door, then stopped with his hand on the frame. "You said Leon Braddock runs this operation?"

"That's what everyone says. I've never met him personally."

"You won't." His jaw tightened. "Because I'm bringing this to the chapel tonight. The brothers are going to want to know that someone's squeezing Raider territory. And when they find out—"

He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't have to.

Darla thought about the way those two men had looked at his cut. The way they'd backed down without a single punch thrown. The way Marlin had stood in front of her like a wall, like a weapon, like something that existed specifically to stand between her and the men trying to take everything she had.

"Why?" she asked. "You came here for a cake. You don't know me. You don't owe me anything."

Marlin looked at her for a long moment. His eyes dropped to her hands—still dusted with flour, still shaking slightly from the adrenaline—and then back to her face.

"My family lost everything to men like Braddock," he said. "Hurricane took the boat. Predatory loan took the rest. By the time it was over, three generations of work was just... gone." His voice was low, rough. "I'm not watching that happen to someone else. Not if I can stop it."

He pushed through the door. The bell chimed.

And Darla stood alone in her bakery, heart pounding, watching the man who'd just upended her entire world climb onto a motorcycle and disappear down the street.

Ten minutes later, a kid on a Harley pulled into the lot. Barely old enough to shave, wearing a prospect cut and looking nervous as hell. He parked by the front door, killed his engine, and settled in like he planned to stay all day.

Darla brought him a kolache and a cup of coffee. He looked at her like she'd handed him a winning lottery ticket.

"Marlin said you might need company," he said.

"Marlin talks too much."

The kid grinned. "No ma'am. He barely talks at all. But when he does, people listen."

She went back inside and started rolling dough for the afternoon batch. Her hands had stopped shaking. The van still sat in the lot with its slashed tires and its spray-painted threat, but somehow, impossibly, she felt safer than she had in months.

A biker she'd met two hours ago was taking her problems to his club.

She should be terrified.

Instead, all she could think about was the look in his eyes when he'd stepped between her and those men. The way he'd said give me a reason like he meant it. Like he wanted it.

Like protecting her was the most natural thing in the world.

Darla shoved the thought aside and focused on her dough.

She had bread to bake. A business to run. A grandmother upstairs who was probably already complaining about the noise.

Whatever came next, she'd face it the same way she'd faced everything else.

With flour on her hands and fire in her spine.
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The chapel smelled like gun oil and stale beer and the particular mustiness of a room built from old boat timbers that had never fully dried out.

Marlin stood at the round table with a gas station road map spread flat under his hands. He'd marked it up with a red Sharpie on the drive back from Sugar Sand—X's through the businesses already gone, a circle around Darla's bakery, arrows showing the direction Braddock's crews had been pushing block by block toward the waterfront. The map looked like a battle plan because that's what it was.

Tiger sat at the head of the table with his arms crossed and his shallow-water eyes moving over the markings without expression. Reef leaned back in his chair to Tiger's right, one boot up on the table edge, running his thumb along the scar on his ribs the way he did when he was thinking. Bruiser stood against the wall with his massive arms folded, taking up enough space for two men. Breach sat with his hands flat on the table, still and quiet. Coaster had a pen behind his ear and was already studying the map like a trucker reading a route sheet. Shoal stood near the door, pale eyes tracking the room.

"Three months," Marlin said. He tapped the first X on the map. "Started here. Laundromat on the corner. Owner got leaned on, sold for thirty cents on the dollar." He moved his finger south. "Shoe repair. Twenty-two years in business. Brick through the window at two in the morning. Sold the next day." Another X. "Tax office. Convenience store. Both gone. The convenience store had a fire the inspector called electrical."

"Convenient," Reef said.

"The whole block is cleared except one business." Marlin put his finger on the circle. "Sugar Sand Bakery. Woman named Darla Kingsley runs it. Her grandmother opened the place forty years ago and still lives upstairs. She's the holdout."

"This the cake shop?" Bruiser's voice was gravel rolling downhill. "The one with the shark cake for my kid's party?"

"Same one."

Bruiser's jaw tightened. He didn't say anything else. He didn't need to.

Tiger leaned forward. "Who's running the push?"

"Leon Braddock. Construction outfit out of South Daytona. Braddock Development." Marlin looked at Breach. "What'd you pull?"

Breach opened a manila folder he'd brought to the table. He didn't use phones for this kind of work—said anything with a screen was a witness. The folder held printouts, hand-drawn notes, and what looked like photocopies from the county clerk's office.

"Braddock started legitimate," Breach said. His voice was flat and precise, the way it always got when he was laying out intel. "Framing contractor. Built houses in Port Orange and Edgewater for fifteen years. Six years ago he shifted to development. Started buying up commercial lots in South Daytona and flipping them for condo projects. Three completed builds, all waterfront or near-waterfront, all priced for the snowbird market."

"Legal?" Tiger asked.

"The builds were legal
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