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The dawn run was the only thing Shoal had left from the water.

Same time every morning, same route along A1A, the salt air cutting through his helmet visor while the Atlantic rolled gray and endless to his right. He'd ridden this stretch for three years now, ever since he came off the cutter with two dead teammates and nowhere to put the weight of them. The bike helped. The road helped. The rhythm of the coast at 6:15 AM, when the tourists were still sleeping and the locals were just starting to move—that helped most of all.

He knew every storefront on this strip. Every bar that opened late and closed later. Every coffee shop that caught the early fishing crowd.

Which is why the broken glass stopped him cold.

Low Tide sat on a corner lot in Ormond Beach, a small coffee shop with a patio that faced the morning sun. He'd been riding past it for a year, watching the owner—dark-haired, sharp-eyed, moved like she was always three steps ahead of the next problem—build something real out of a space nobody else wanted.

This morning, she was sweeping glass off the patio with a broom that looked older than the building.

Shoal pulled his bike to the curb and killed the engine.

The woman looked up. Her expression shifted from exhausted to wary in the span of a heartbeat—reading him the way someone reads a situation they're not sure they can handle.

"We're not open yet," she said.

"I can see that." Shoal swung off the bike, boots crunching on the glass she hadn't reached yet. "What happened?"

"Nothing I can't handle."

"Didn't ask if you could handle it." He stopped at the edge of the patio, giving her space. "Asked what happened."

She studied him for a long moment. Taking in the cut, the patches, the Daytona Raiders rocker across his back. Most people saw the leather and decided he was trouble. This one looked like she was calculating whether his kind of trouble was better or worse than whatever had already found her.

"Two men came Monday morning," she said finally. "Made an offer on my back room. Said someone wanted to use the space for private meetings. I told them no."

"And they came back."

"Last night. With a crowbar." She gestured toward the shop's interior. "Help yourself to the tour."

Shoal stepped through the shattered door frame and felt his jaw tighten.

The espresso machine—a commercial unit that had probably cost her more than his bike—was destroyed. Smashed to pieces on the counter, chrome and glass scattered across the floor. The pastry case was cracked. Three of the cafe chairs had been broken into kindling.

And on the counter, held down by a chunk of the ruined espresso machine, sat a note.

He picked it up. A phone number. A date three days from now. And two words underneath: Last chance.

"They left that," the woman said from the doorway. "In case I didn't get the message from the crowbar."

Shoal photographed the damage with his phone—the machine, the chairs, the note. Methodical. The way he used to document a rescue scene before the coast guard showed up.

"You know who sent them?"

"No."

"But you know what they want."

Her chin lifted. "They want my corner lot. I don't know why, and I don't care. This is my shop. I built it from a pushcart and two years of tips. I'm not subletting my back room to anyone."

Something shifted in Shoal's chest. Respect, maybe. Or recognition.

He'd seen plenty of people fold when trouble showed up. Watched them calculate the cost of resistance versus the cost of surrender and choose the easier path. This woman was standing in a shop full of broken glass, holding a broom like a weapon, and telling him she wasn't going anywhere.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"Willa Greer."

"Shoal." He pocketed the note. "The men who did this—they operate out of Ormond. Run collections for a gambling outfit that's been pushing north along A1A for months. You're not their first target."

Willa's expression flickered. Fear, there and gone. "You know them?"

"I know their type." He moved toward the door, stepping around the worst of the debris. "And I know they don't make offers twice without following through."

"Is that supposed to scare me?"

"It's supposed to inform you." He stopped in the doorway, turning back to face her. "You got a number? Someone I can reach if I find something?"

She hesitated. Then she pulled a business card from her apron pocket and handed it over. Low Tide Coffee. Willa Greer, Owner. A cell number printed at the bottom.

"I open at six," she said. "Close at two. If you're looking for me, that's where I'll be."

"Even with no espresso machine?"

"I've got a backup moka pot and a hand grinder." That stubborn chin again. "I've started with less."

Shoal looked at her—really looked—for the first time since he'd pulled over. Five-four, maybe five-five. Dark hair pulled back, a few strands escaping around her face. Hands that showed the wear of hard work, nails cut short and practical. And eyes that held his gaze without flinching.

This one's got spine.

"I ride this road every morning," he said. "I'll be back at dawn."

"You don't have to—"

"I'll be back."

He walked out before she could argue, crossing the patio and the broken glass and the mess that two men with a crowbar had made of her life. His bike waited at the curb, chrome catching the first real light of the morning.

Shoal pulled out his phone and dialed.

Breach picked up on the second ring. "Early."

"Got a situation." Shoal straddled the bike, eyes still on the coffee shop. Through the broken window, he could see Willa moving inside, sweeping up debris like she was preparing for battle. "Phone number I need you to run before church. Gambling outfit operating out of Ormond. They hit a coffee shop on the corner lot—Low Tide."

"Collections crew?"

"Looks like it. Two men, Monday night, crowbar work. Left a note with a deadline."

Breach was quiet for a moment. "The coffee place with the patio?"

"That's the one."

"Owner's the dark-haired woman? Sharp-looking, doesn't smile much?"

Shoal's grip tightened on the phone. "You know her?"

"Know the coffee." Something that might have been amusement in Breach's voice. "Best espresso north of Daytona. Be a shame to lose it."

"Run the number. I'll bring the note to church."

"Copy."

The line went dead. Shoal pocketed the phone and kicked the bike to life, the V-twin rumble filling the quiet morning.

He took one last look at the shop. Willa had moved to the patio, sweeping the last of the glass into a pile, her movements sharp and efficient despite the destruction around her.

She's going to need more than a broom to handle what's coming.

But that wasn't his problem. Not yet.

He pulled away from the curb and pointed the bike south toward the compound, the note burning a hole in his pocket and the image of her stubborn jaw burned somewhere else entirely.
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Willa opened Low Tide at six-thirty because closing wasn't an option.

The morning regulars started trickling in by seven—fishing guides wanting caffeine before the charter boats launched, a few nurses coming off the night shift at the hospital, the retired couple from two blocks over who'd been ordering the same cortados every Tuesday for eight months.

Every single one of them asked about the plywood where her front window used to be.

"Renovation," she said the first three times.

"Accident," she tried the fourth.

By the fifth, she stopped explaining and just handed over their drinks with a smile that felt like cracked glass.

The moka pot sat on the small gas burner behind the counter, producing espresso one cup at a time instead of the steady flow her destroyed machine had managed. The hand grinder was bolted to the edge of the prep station—she'd dug it out of storage at four in the morning, her arms still aching from sweeping debris.

Forty-five seconds of grinding for every double shot. Her forearm was going to be screaming by noon.

She didn't care.

This was her shop. Her corner lot. Her two years of tips saved in a coffee can under her bed, her grandmother's pushcart sign still hanging above the door even though the original cart had fallen apart three winters ago.

Some men with crowbars weren't going to take that from her.

"Willa." Dave Kendrick leaned across the counter, weathered hands wrapped around his usual Americano. Sixty-three years old, ran fishing charters out of Ponce Inlet, and never missed a Tuesday. "You gonna tell me what really happened, or are we pretending plywood is a design choice?"

"I'm considering it. Very industrial chic."

"Uh-huh." His eyes—sharp despite the age lines around them—swept the shop's interior. Taking in the missing pastry case. The tape marks on the floor where the espresso machine used to sit. "You need help, you say so. I know people."

"I appreciate that, Dave."

"I mean it." He held her gaze. "Whatever this is, you don't have to handle it alone."

Willa's throat tightened. She'd been in Ormond for four years now, and the regulars had become something like family. The kind of family you chose, the kind that showed up every morning and noticed when something was wrong.

"I know," she said. "I'll be fine."

She wasn't sure she believed it.



The lunch crowd was thin—Tuesdays always were—which meant she noticed the motorcycle the second it pulled up to the curb.

Same bike as this morning. Same rider.

Shoal walked through the door like he owned the air in the room, all lean height and watchful eyes. He'd changed since dawn—different shirt, same leather cut with the Daytona Raiders patches she'd been trying not to think about all morning.

"You're still here," he said.

"It's my shop. Where else would I be?"

He moved to the counter, stopping close enough that she caught the scent of leather and motor oil. Close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes.

Pale blue. Sun-freckled skin. A small scar through his right eyebrow that made his expression look perpetually skeptical.

"Ran the number from the note," he said. "It traces back to a man named Franklin Moody."

The name meant nothing to her. "Who's Franklin Moody?"

"Runs illegal gambling out of Ormond. Backroom poker, offshore sports betting, loan-sharking on the side." Shoal's voice was flat, factual. "He's been operating along A1A for fifteen years. Your corner lot is prime real estate for a new front operation."

Willa's stomach dropped, but she kept her expression steady. "A front operation."

"Private poker room in the back. Clean business up front to wash the money through." His eyes never left her face. "That's why he wants your space. Not because he needs coffee."

"I gathered that when his men smashed my espresso machine."

"His collection chief is a man named Boyd Tyner. The two who visited you work for him." Shoal pulled a folded paper from his cut—the note she'd seen him pocket that morning. "The deadline on this is Thursday. If you don't call and agree to terms, Tyner comes back. And he won't bring crowbars."

Willa stared at the note. Three days. She had three days before men with worse than crowbars showed up at her door.

"What does he bring?" she asked.

"Whatever gets the job done."

The words hung between them. Willa thought about the fishing guides who came in every morning, the nurses who needed caffeine to survive their shifts, the retired couple who'd been ordering cortados for eight months.

She thought about her grandmother's pushcart sign above the door.

"I'm not leaving," she said.

"Didn't ask you to."

"And I'm not subletting my back room to some gambling operation."

"Didn't expect you to."

Willa blinked. "Then what are you doing here?"

Shoal was quiet for a moment. Something shifted behind those pale eyes—calculation, maybe, or decision.

"The Daytona Raiders run this corridor," he said. "A1A from Ormond to New Smyrna is our territory. Moody's been pushing north for six months, setting up rooms in bars that should know better. Your shop sits on a corner we ride past every day."

"So this is about territory. Not about me."

"It started that way."

The admission caught her off guard. She watched him process his own words, watched the slight tension in his jaw as he decided how much to say.

"Started?" she pressed.

"You could have called the cops this morning. Could have taken the insurance payout on your machine and walked away. Instead, you swept up the glass and opened for business with a backup pot and a hand grinder." He leaned against the counter, closing another inch of distance between them. "That's not nothing."

Willa's pulse quickened. She told herself it was adrenaline—the situation, the threat, the proximity of a man who clearly knew his way around violence.

It wasn't entirely convincing.

"I built this place from scratch," she said. "Two years on a pushcart outside the farmer's market, saving every tip, waiting for a lease I could afford. Low Tide is the first thing I've ever owned. The first thing that's actually mine."

"I know."

"You don't know anything about me."

"I know you're still standing." His voice dropped, something warm underneath the flat delivery. "That tells me plenty."

The bell above the door chimed. Willa looked up to see a young man in a leather cut similar to Shoal's—different patches, younger face, the eager energy of someone trying to prove himself.

"Prospect," Shoal said without turning around. "Name's Danny. He's going to be parked on the corner until further notice."

"Parked on the corner doing what?"

"Watching." Shoal pushed off the counter and headed for the door. "Anyone shows up who shouldn't be here, he calls me. Day or night."

"I didn't ask for a bodyguard."

"You didn't ask for crowbars through your window either." He stopped at the door, glancing back over his shoulder. "I ride this road every morning. I'll be back at dawn."

"You said that already."

"Saying it again so you remember."

He walked out before she could respond, crossing the patio to where his bike waited at the curb. The prospect—Danny—had already positioned himself on the corner, leaning against a lamppost with his phone in his hand like he was just killing time.

Willa watched Shoal mount the bike, watched him pull his helmet on with the practiced ease of a man who'd done it ten thousand times. He didn't look back at her, but she felt his attention anyway—like a weight she couldn't shake.

The V-twin rumbled to life. He pulled away from the curb and pointed the bike south, disappearing into traffic before she could process what had just happened.

A motorcycle club had just claimed her corner.

And the man who'd done the claiming looked at her like she was something worth protecting.

Willa turned back to the counter, where the moka pot was hissing on the burner and her forearm was already aching from the hand grinder.

Three days until the deadline.

A prospect on her corner.

And a man with pale blue eyes who kept promising to come back at dawn.

She had no idea what she was getting into.

But for the first time since the crowbars came through her window, she didn't feel alone.
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Church started at nine, and Shoal was the first one talking.

The chapel table was built from old boat timbers—scarred wood that had seen salt water and hard use long before it held the weight of Raider business. Shoal spread a map of the A1A corridor across its surface, marking locations with a red pen while the brothers settled into their chairs.

Tiger sat at the head, officer bearing carved into every line of his six-three frame. Reef flanked his right, Bruiser his left. Coaster leaned back in his chair with deceptive ease, eyes tracking everything. Breach stood near the door, arms crossed, burn-scarred hand visible against the dark leather of his cut.

"Franklin Moody," Shoal said. "Fifty-one. Runs gambling and loan-sharking out of Ormond and the northern A1A corridor. Backroom poker, offshore sports betting, collections on the side."

He tapped the map. Red circles marked three bars along the strip.

"These are confirmed gambling rooms. Breach ran the phone number from the note—it traces back to a burner registered to an Atlanta address. Same address shows up on property records for two of these locations."

"Atlanta money operating in Ormond." Tiger's voice was low, even. "How long?"

"Fifteen years, at least. He relocated from Georgia and built quiet." Shoal drew a line along A1A with his finger. "But six months ago, he started pushing north. New collection routes, new rooms opening in bars that used to be neutral ground."

"Into our territory," Reef said
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