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The backroads west of New Smyrna were Coaster's kind of country.

No tourists, no traffic, just cracked asphalt and palmetto scrub and the occasional gator sunning itself on the shoulder. He'd been running these routes for three years now, mapping every dirt turnoff and unmarked crossing between the coast and the St. Johns swamp. A man never knew when he'd need a way out that didn't show up on GPS.

Today was just scouting. Tiger wanted alternate routes for the next supply run to Jacksonville, and Coaster had volunteered to chart them solo. Any excuse to get the bike on empty road and let the engine shake loose whatever was rattling around in his head.

The sun beat down through the live oaks, dappling the road with shadows that flickered past like old film. His bad leg ached from the heat—always did when the humidity climbed—but he ignored it the way he'd been ignoring it for six years. The limp was part of him now, same as the scar running from temple to jaw. Souvenirs from a highway that hadn't wanted to let him go.

He spotted the tasting shack from a quarter mile out. Hand-painted sign, faded by sun and salt air: STRACK DISTILLERY - RUM TASTING - BOTTLES FOR SALE. A converted shed with a corrugated roof, sitting at the end of a gravel drive that cut through sugar cane gone wild.

Coaster hadn't planned to stop. But the road curved past the property, and what he saw made him ease off the throttle.

Behind the shack, maybe fifty yards back, a barn foundation stood black and skeletal against the green. Burned recent—the char still looked wet in places, and the surviving timbers hadn't had time to weather. Closer to the road, a massive live oak lay across what should have been the main access drive. Fresh saw cuts gleamed pale on the trunk where someone had taken a chainsaw to it.

Not storm damage. Not an accident.

He pulled off the road and killed the engine.

The woman who came out of the tasting shack looked like she'd been expecting trouble and found something confusing instead. Mid-thirties, sun-browned, dark hair pulled back in a practical knot. She wore a faded work shirt with the sleeves rolled up and jeans that had seen actual labor. Her hands were calloused—he noticed that when she braced them on the counter of the serving window.

"Help you?"

"Saw your sign." Coaster swung off the bike, letting his weight settle on his good leg. "Figured I'd try the rum."

"Tasting's two dollars. Bottle's eighteen." Her eyes tracked from his boots to his cut and back again. "You buying or looking?"

"Haven't decided yet."

She studied him for another moment, then reached below the counter and came up with a small glass and a bottle with a hand-written label. The rum poured amber and clear, catching the afternoon light.

"My grandfather's recipe," she said, sliding the glass across the wood. "Cane sugar, not molasses. Three years in oak before I bottle it."

Coaster lifted the glass and breathed in. Clean, sweet, with a heat underneath that promised follow-through. He took a sip and let it sit on his tongue before swallowing.

"That's good."

"I know it's good." She crossed her arms. "Question is whether you're buying a bottle or just taking up space in my shade."

He almost smiled. Almost. "Lot of burned wood behind your shack for a woman running a business."

Her expression didn't change, but something shuttered behind her eyes. "Barn fire. Three weeks ago."

"And the tree across your road?"

"Fell in a storm."

"Storm with a chainsaw?"

She didn't answer. Just stood there with her arms crossed, measuring him the way he'd been measuring her property. Deciding how much to give up to a stranger on a motorcycle.

"Look," she said finally. "I don't know what you're doing out here, but if you're not buying, I've got work to do. The tasting's two dollars either way."

Coaster reached for his wallet.

The rumble of an engine cut him off. Not a bike—something heavier, diesel, coming up the gravel road that ran parallel to the property. He turned to see a mud-caked pickup rolling toward the tasting shack, two men in the cab.

The truck stopped twenty feet away. The driver killed the engine but didn't get out. Just sat there with the window down, arm hanging over the door, staring at the woman behind the counter.

"Afternoon, Maggie." The driver was sun-weathered, late forties, with the kind of bulk that came from years of physical work gone slightly soft. His smile didn't reach his eyes. "Thought you might've come to your senses by now."

"Wade." Her voice went flat. "I told you last week. I'm not selling."

"That was last week." Wade shifted in his seat, making the truck creak. "Mr. Ambrose is getting impatient. Says he's made you a fair offer three times now, and you keep spitting in his face."

"Then Mr. Ambrose can keep his money and find someone else's land to steal."

The passenger leaned forward—younger, meaner, with a face that looked like it enjoyed bad news. "Lady, you don't seem to understand your situation. That barn was just the start. The tree was a reminder. You keep being difficult, things get worse."

"Is that a threat?"

"It's a fact." Wade's smile widened. "Sixty acres is a lot of ground for one woman to watch. Accidents happen out here. Equipment breaks. Fires start." He shrugged. "All we're saying is, it'd be a shame if something happened to those pretty copper stills your granddaddy left you."

Coaster stepped off the gravel and into the space between the truck and the tasting shack.

He didn't say anything. Didn't have to. Just stood there with his weight balanced and his hands loose at his sides, letting them see the cut across his shoulders. DAYTONA RAIDERS MC, the rocker read. The patch above it showed a skull wearing a half-shell helmet, grinning through exhaust smoke.

Wade's eyes found the patch and stayed there.

"This doesn't concern you, biker."

"I'm standing on the lady's property, drinking the lady's rum." Coaster kept his voice easy. Conversational. "Seems like it concerns me."

"You don't know who you're dealing with."

"I know Ambrose's name. Know he's burned out two other landowners in this county." Coaster tilted his head slightly. "Know the Raiders don't like outside crews making moves on roads we ride."

The younger man started to say something, but Wade cut him off with a gesture. The older man's eyes had gone calculating, running odds that weren't coming up in his favor.

"This isn't over," Wade said to Maggie. "Mr. Ambrose doesn't give up."

"Neither do I."

Wade held her stare for a long moment. Then he cranked the truck's engine, reversed onto the gravel road, and pulled away without another word. The dust hung in the air long after the diesel rumble faded.

Maggie let out a breath she'd probably been holding since the truck appeared. Her hands were gripping the counter hard enough to whiten her knuckles.

"Thanks," she said. "But you shouldn't have done that."

"Why not?"

"Because now they know someone's paying attention." She met his eyes, and he saw the fear she'd been hiding underneath the backbone. "And Clayton Ambrose doesn't like witnesses."

Coaster looked at the burned barn, the felled tree, the woman standing alone behind her tasting counter with sixty acres of trouble pressing in from every direction.

"You got a name?" he asked.

"Maggie Strack. This is my land. My grandfather's land." Her chin lifted. "And I'm not leaving it."

"Coaster." He pulled out a twenty and set it on the counter. "I'll take a bottle. And you're going to tell me everything you know about the man trying to take it from you."

She stared at the money, then at him, then at the Raider patch on his cut.

"Why?"

"Because those backroads they drove in on?" He nodded toward the dust still settling on the gravel. "Those are my roads. And I don't like strangers using them to threaten women."

For a long moment, she didn't move. Then she reached under the counter, pulled out a full bottle of rum, and set it beside his twenty.

"It's a long story," she said.

"I've got time."

The sun was dropping toward the tree line, throwing long shadows across the sugar cane. Somewhere in the distance, a gator bellowed in the swamp.

Maggie Strack looked at the burned remains of her barn, at the tree blocking her road, at the biker who'd put himself between her and the men who wanted her gone.

Then she started talking.
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She hadn't planned on showing a stranger her problems.

But the biker had put himself between her and Wade Tolbert without being asked, and that counted for something. More than the sheriff had done. More than the county board. More than anyone in six months of watching her grandfather's legacy get picked apart piece by piece.

Maggie locked the tasting shack and pocketed the key. "You really want to see it?"

"Wouldn't have asked if I didn't."

"It's not pretty."

"Didn't figure it would be."

She led him around the back of the shack, past the sugar cane that had gone wild since she couldn't afford to hire cutters, toward the black skeleton of what used to be her equipment barn. The evening light made the char look wet, almost alive.

"Three weeks ago," she said. "Middle of the night. I woke up to the smell of smoke and by the time I got outside, the whole thing was burning."

Coaster walked the foundation perimeter, boots crunching on ash and debris. He crouched near what had been the main door, examining something in the rubble.

"Accelerant," he said. "You can still smell it if you know what to look for."

"Fire marshal said it was electrical. Old wiring, probably a short."

"Fire marshal's either stupid or bought." He stood, brushing soot from his fingers. "This was gasoline and intent. Professional job—burned hot and fast, didn't spread to the trees. Whoever did this wanted to send a message, not start a wildfire."

She'd known. Deep down, she'd known the fire marshal's report was garbage. But hearing someone else say it out loud—someone who had no reason to lie to her—made the knot in her chest loosen just a fraction.

"Come on," she said. "There's more."

The property line ran along a drainage ditch that separated her sixty acres from Ambrose's timber holdings. Maggie led Coaster down the overgrown path, slapping palmetto fronds out of her face, until they reached the spot where she'd found them.

Three coyotes. Dead. Dumped in a pile just inside her fence line.

"Two weeks ago," she said. "Throats cut, left where I'd find them when I walked the fence."

Coaster stared at the carcasses—bloated now, crawling with flies, stinking in the Florida heat. His expression didn't change, but something shifted behind his eyes. Something cold.

"You bury them?"

"Didn't have time. Been dealing with—" She gestured vaguely at everything. "All of it."

"We'll take care of it before I leave."

The "we" caught her off guard. She hadn't asked for help. Hadn't expected it. But this stranger with the scarred face and the Raider patch was offering it like it was nothing. Like burying dead animals on someone else's property was just something he did.

"Why?" she asked.

"Why what?"

"Why do you care? You don't know me. You came here to buy rum, not get involved in my problems."

He looked at her for a long moment. The fading light caught the highway scar on his jaw, turning it silver.

"Because I know what it looks like when someone's being squeezed out of what's theirs," he said. "And I know what happens when nobody helps."

There was weight behind those words. History. She didn't push for details.

They walked back toward the main road, following the property line until they reached the downed oak that had been blocking her access for three days before she'd managed to chainsaw through enough of it to get her delivery truck past.

"They dropped it right across the road," she said. "Took me twelve hours with a chainsaw I had to borrow from a neighbor. Missed two deliveries to Daytona bars. Lost those accounts."

Coaster examined the cut marks on the trunk. "These aren't chainsaw cuts. Somebody felled this with a logging saw. Industrial equipment."

"Ambrose owns a timber operation."

"Convenient."

She laughed, bitter and tired. "Everything's convenient for Clayton Ambrose. He's got equipment, he's got men, he's got the county board in his pocket. Three generations of buying up land around here, and anyone who doesn't sell eventually has an 'accident.'"

"How long has he been after your property?"

"Since my grandfather died. Five years ago." Maggie leaned against the trunk of the fallen oak, suddenly exhausted. "Granddad built this place from nothing. Started with sugar cane, switched to citrus when the prices dropped, then put in a legal still when Florida changed the distillery laws. Spent twenty years perfecting that rum recipe."

"The one you poured me?"

"That's the one. Three years in oak, just like he taught me." She ran her fingers over the rough bark. "He left me the land and the copper stills. Said they were the only things worth keeping."

"And Ambrose wants them."

"Ambrose wants the river access. My sixty acres sit between his timber land and the St. Johns. He's got some plan for a hunting lodge development—needs my property for boat launches and dock permits." She shook her head. "He's been offering to buy me out since the funeral. Started low, kept raising it. When I kept saying no, the accidents started."

"Six months ago."

"You're a good listener."

"Part of the job." He moved closer, close enough that she could smell engine oil and road dust underneath the sweat. "Tell me about the pattern."

"First it was little things. Fence posts pulled up. Irrigation lines cut. Then someone poisoned my well—had to haul water for two months while they drilled a new one." She ticked off the incidents on her fingers. "Then the tree. Then the coyotes. Then the barn."

"And you've got no help."

"I had a hand for a while. Local kid, good worker. Ambrose's people found out where he lived and put a brick through his mama's window." Her jaw tightened. "He quit the next morning. Can't blame him."

"You're running this whole operation alone?"

"Sixty acres. Two copper pot stills. One woman." She met his eyes. "Yeah. I'm running it alone."

Something flickered in his expression. Not pity—she would've told him where to shove that. Something closer to recognition. Like he understood exactly what it meant to carry something heavy without anyone to help hold it up.

"Ambrose has burned out two other landowners in this county," he said. "Same pattern. Pressure, accidents, escalation. They both sold."

"I know."

"You know what happens if you don't?"

"I've got a pretty good idea." She pushed off from the tree trunk. "But I'll tell you the same thing I told Wade Tolbert. This land belonged to my grandfather. Those stills are the only thing I have left of him. And I am not selling."

The words came out harder than she'd intended. Five years of grief and six months of fear, all compressed into that single sentence.

Coaster didn't flinch.

"Good," he said.

"Good?"

"A woman who rolls over isn't worth protecting." He turned toward where his bike sat cooling in the gravel. "A woman who fights back—that's someone the Raiders can work with."

"I didn't ask for the Raiders' help."

"No. You didn't." He stopped walking and looked back at her over his shoulder. "But you've got it anyway. Ambrose is running muscle on roads my club uses. That makes this our problem too."

"And what exactly does 'our problem' mean?"

"It means I'm coming back tomorrow. It means I'm bringing brothers who know what Wade Tolbert is capable of. And it means—" He paused, something shifting in his stance. More weight, more intent. "It means nobody touches your property again without going through us first."

She should argue. Should tell him she didn't need bikers playing hero on her land. Should remind him that she'd been handling her own problems since her grandfather died and she wasn't about to stop now.

But she was tired. God, she was tired. Tired of fighting alone. Tired of waking up wondering what would be burning next. Tired of watching everything her grandfather built get torn apart while the county looked the other way.

"Why?" she asked again. "The real reason."

Coaster was quiet for a long moment. The evening insects had started up, filling the silence with their hum.

"Because Ambrose thinks he can take whatever he wants from whoever's too small to stop him," he finally said. "And men like that don't stop until someone stops them."

He turned fully to face her, and in the dying light she saw something she hadn't expected behind the easy grin and the road-worn confidence.

Anger. Real anger. The kind that came from experience.

"I've watched people lose everything because nobody helped when it mattered," he said. "I'm not watching it again."

She held his gaze. Measured him the way she measured everything—with the practical assessment of a woman who couldn't afford mistakes.

"The stills are worth more than the land," she said quietly. "Copper prices alone would set me up for years. I could sell them and walk away."
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