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The call came at nine o'clock on a Thursday night, and Reef was three beers into forgetting about a dive job that had gone sideways off Ponce Inlet.

His phone buzzed against the bar top. Unknown number, 386 area code. He almost let it ring out.

"Yeah."

"This Reef? From the Raiders?" The voice was tight, nervous. "It's Carl Dupree. I own the building on Main where Inkwell Studio operates."

Reef set down his beer. "I know the place."

"Someone hit it tonight. Kicked in the front door, trashed one of the stations. My tenant's still inside—she won't leave, won't call the cops. Says she doesn't trust badges." A pause. "I figured you boys might want to know. Given what's been happening on Main Street."

Reef was already moving toward the door, signaling Shoal to follow. "We're on our way."

The ride from the compound took twelve minutes. Reef pushed his Harley hard down A1A, salt air whipping past as the boardwalk lights blurred into streaks of neon. Shoal kept pace a length behind, the tail gunner's pale eyes scanning every side street they passed.

Four businesses hit this month. A pawn shop on the boardwalk. Two bars near the pier. A bait-and-tackle place that had been serving fishermen since before Reef was born.

All of them paying tribute now. All of them flying Heathen colors whether they wanted to or not.

Inkwell Studio made five.

The shop sat mid-block on Main Street, wedged between a t-shirt emporium and a closed-down ice cream parlor. Even from the street, Reef could see the damage—front door hanging crooked on its hinges, glass scattered across the sidewalk like scattered teeth.

He killed the engine and swung off the bike, boots crunching on broken glass.

The inside was worse.

A tattoo chair lay on its side in the middle of the floor, chrome frame bent at an angle that said someone had taken a crowbar to it. Ink bottles had been swept off shelves and shattered against the walls, leaving streaks of black and red and blue running down the drywall like abstract wounds. A display case of flash art had been stomped flat. The smell of antiseptic mixed with something sharper—fear sweat, maybe, or just the residue of violence.

And behind the counter, holding a tattoo machine like she was ready to use it as a weapon, stood the woman.

She was small—five-four, maybe five-five—with dark hair pulled back in a messy knot and ink crawling up both forearms in intricate sleeves. Her eyes were black and furious, tracking Reef's movement the moment he stepped through the ruined doorway.

"I didn't call you," she said.

"Landlord did." Reef stopped six feet from the counter, giving her space. His gaze swept the room, cataloging damage. Three distinct boot prints in the spilled ink near the door. Heavy treads, work boots. At least three men, probably more. "You Sadie Moreno?"

"Who's asking?"

"Reef. Vice President, Daytona Raiders." He nodded toward Shoal, who'd taken position at the door. "That's Shoal. We're not here to cause trouble."

"Then you're about three hours late." She didn't lower the tattoo machine. "Trouble already came and went."

Reef pulled out his phone and started photographing the damage. The smashed chair. The scattered ink. The boot prints. Evidence that wouldn't mean anything to cops—but would mean plenty to the brothers.

"Tell me what happened."

"Why? So you can file a report?" Her laugh was sharp, humorless. "I've been filing reports my whole life. They don't do shit."

"I'm not a cop."

"No. You're a biker." She said it like an accusation. "I know who the Raiders are. I know what you do. And I didn't ask for your help."

Reef lowered the phone and looked at her. Really looked.

She was shaking. Not obviously—she was holding it together with sheer willpower—but he could see the fine tremor in her hands, the tension in her shoulders. She'd been terrified, and now she was running on anger because anger was easier than fear.

He knew that feeling. Had lived it, once.

"Three men," he said quietly. "Maybe four. They came in fast, hit hard, left before anyone could respond. Probably had a vehicle waiting out back."

Her eyes narrowed. "How do you know that?"

"Because that's how the Heathens operate." He crossed to the ruined tattoo chair and crouched beside it, examining the damage. "They've hit four businesses on Main Street this month. Same pattern every time. Quick strike, maximum damage, then they disappear. Week later, someone comes around to talk about protection payments."

"I'm not paying anyone."

"Didn't say you should." He straightened, meeting her gaze. "I said that's their pattern. You're number five on their list."

Sadie finally lowered the tattoo machine, but her grip on it didn't loosen. "The Iron Heathens. That's who did this?"

"Curt Langan runs their extortion route. Tall, rangy, ex-corrections officer with a bad attitude and worse ink. Ring any bells?"

Something flickered in her expression. Recognition, quickly buried.

"There was a guy," she said slowly. "Last week. Came in asking about custom work. Said he wanted a piece on his back—some kind of tribal thing. I told him I don't do tribal, recommended another shop." She paused. "He didn't like hearing no. Made some comments about how Main Street businesses should be more... accommodating."

"That was Langan." Reef's jaw tightened. "Scouting the target."

"So what—I was marked the moment I turned him down?"

"You were marked the moment you opened a successful business on Main Street. The rest was just timing."

Shoal appeared in the doorway. "Clear outside. No sign of anyone watching the shop. But I found this." He held up a crumpled bandana, faded red with a skull design barely visible through the stains. "Heathen colors. Must have dropped it during the hit."

Reef took the bandana, turned it over in his hands. Careless. Either Langan's crew was getting sloppy, or they wanted Sadie to know exactly who'd visited.

Probably both.

"You live above the shop?" he asked.

"What's it to you?"

"Because if they came back once, they'll come back again. And next time, they won't just trash your chair."

Sadie's chin lifted. Defiant. "I've been handling my own problems since I was sixteen years old. I don't need a motorcycle club to fight my battles."

"That so?" Reef stepped closer, not threatening—just present. Taking up space in a way that made her have to look up to meet his eyes. "You got three thousand dollars in damage here, minimum. Insurance won't cover it—not with a kicked-in door and no police report. You're going to lose a week of clients, maybe more, while you put this place back together. And every day you're closed, Langan's going to be watching. Waiting for you to get desperate enough to pay."

Her jaw clenched. "I'm not paying."

"I know you're not." He held her gaze. "Because the Heathens aren't going to touch this shop again."

"And why's that?"

"Because as of right now, Inkwell Studio is Raider concern." He said it simply, like he was stating a fact of nature. "You're on our street. You got hit by our enemies. That makes you ours to protect."

"I didn't ask—"

"You didn't have to." Reef pulled a card from his cut—plain white, just a phone number—and set it on the counter between them. "That's my direct line. Anything happens, you call. Day or night."

Sadie stared at the card like it might bite her. "And what do you get out of this?"

"The Heathens off our boardwalk." He turned toward the door, then paused. "I'll have a prospect outside by morning. He won't bother you—just keeps eyes on the street. You need anything, tell him."

"I don't need a babysitter."

Reef looked back at her. She was still standing behind that counter, tattoo machine in her fist, surrounded by the wreckage of everything she'd built. Small and fierce and absolutely refusing to break.

Something shifted in his chest. Something he hadn't felt in a long time.

"No," he said. "You don't. But you've got one anyway."

He walked out into the salt-heavy night, Shoal falling into step beside him. The bikes gleamed under the streetlights, chrome catching the neon spill from the bars down the block.

"She's not going to make this easy," Shoal observed.

"No." Reef swung onto his Harley, the engine roaring to life beneath him. "She's not."

But as he pulled away from the curb, he found himself looking back at the broken doorway of Inkwell Studio—and the woman who'd stood her ground in the middle of the wreckage, ready to fight with nothing but a tattoo machine and sheer stubborn will.

The Heathens had made a mistake tonight.

They just didn't know it yet.
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The first cancellation came at 9:35 AM.

Sadie was still sweeping glass from her station floor when her phone buzzed. Text message from Derek, her Thursday regular: Hey heard about what happened. Think I'm gonna reschedule. Let me know when things calm down.

She stared at the screen for a long moment, then went back to sweeping.

The second cancellation hit at 10:15. Then another at 10:30. By eleven, she'd lost four appointments—two hundred and sixty dollars in work, gone before she'd even opened the door.

Word traveled fast on Main Street. Always had.

Sadie dumped another dustpan of broken glass into the trash bag and surveyed the wreckage in the harsh morning light. Somehow it looked worse than it had last night. The smashed tattoo chair had been her favorite—a vintage piece she'd found at an estate sale in Jacksonville and restored herself. The scattered ink was mostly replaceable, but the custom colors she'd mixed for specific clients were gone forever.

She pulled out her phone and started a damage inventory.

Chair: $800 to replace, more if I want quality.

Ink stock: $600, minimum.

Flash display case: $200.

Sterilization supplies: $150.

Door repair: God knows.

Three thousand dollars. Maybe more.

Three thousand dollars she didn't have, because every spare cent she made went right back into building her client list. No savings. No safety net. Just talent, reputation, and the chair that was now a twisted heap of chrome in the corner.

She'd been here before. Sleeping on the floor of the Jacksonville shop where she'd apprenticed, eating ramen for weeks because needles and ink came first. Building something from nothing through sheer stubborn refusal to quit.

She could do it again.

The bell over the door—still functional, somehow—chimed at noon.

Sadie looked up from her inventory list and felt her stomach tighten.

Reef filled the doorway like he belonged there. Same leather cut, same dark beard going grey at the edges, same steady gaze that seemed to take in everything without giving anything away. He carried a paper bag in one hand and a toolbox in the other.

"Didn't ask you to come back," she said.

"Didn't ask permission." He set the toolbox by the ruined door and the paper bag on her counter. "Cuban sandwich from the place on Atlantic. Figured you hadn't eaten."

She hadn't. But admitting that felt like giving ground.

"I'm not hungry."

"Eat anyway." He crouched by the door, examining the damaged hinges. "You're running on adrenaline and anger. That burns out fast."

"You don't know what I'm running on."

He glanced up at her, and something in his expression shifted. Not quite a smile, but close. "Yeah. I do."

She hated that he was right. Hated more that the smell of the sandwich was making her mouth water despite herself.

Sadie grabbed the bag and retreated to her counter, unwrapping the sandwich with more aggression than necessary. It was good. Hot pressed bread, roasted pork, pickles sharp enough to cut through the richness. She ate half of it before she realized Reef was watching her with something that looked almost like satisfaction.

"Stop that," she said.

"Stop what?"

"Looking at me like you won something."

"Woman who refuses to eat taking food from my hand?" That almost-smile again. "I'll take my victories where I find them."

She wanted to throw something at him. Instead, she finished the sandwich.

Reef worked on the door while she returned to her inventory. She tried to ignore him—the quiet competence of his movements, the way his shoulders strained against his cut as he lifted the heavy wood, the occasional grunt of effort that shouldn't have been as distracting as it was.

Focus.

"How bad?" he asked without turning around.

"Three thousand, at least. Maybe more."

"Insurance?"

"I rent the chair, not the shop. Landlord's insurance covers the building, not my equipment." She set down her phone. "I've got maybe eight hundred in savings. The rest I'll have to earn back."

"How long to rebuild your client list?"

The question hit harder than she expected. Because he wasn't asking about money—he was asking about time. Reputation. The years of work that had gone into making Inkwell Studio hers even though her name wasn't on the lease.

"Months," she admitted. "Maybe longer. Every day I'm closed, my regulars find somewhere else. Some of them won't come back."

Reef stood, testing the door on its hinges. Not perfect, but functional. He wiped his hands on a rag from his back pocket and crossed to where she stood.

Close. Too close.

"Dominic Padilla," he said. "That's the name you need to know. President of the Iron Heathens, runs his operation out of DeLand. He's spent the last year pushing east, trying to claim the coast. Protection money, drugs, whatever earns. Main Street is his current project."

"And Curt Langan?"

"Padilla's extortion enforcer. The man who scouted your shop and sent the crew that did this." Reef's jaw tightened. "He's got a route—hits businesses on a schedule, collects tribute every week. Anyone who doesn't pay gets an example made."

"Like my chair."

"Like your chair. Your door. Your livelihood." His gaze held hers. "He'll be back, Sadie. Next week, probably sooner. And next time he won't just break things."

She should have been scared. Part of her was. But a bigger part—the part that had survived foster care and sleeping on shop floors and building something from nothing three separate times—just felt angry.

"I'm not paying," she said.

"I know."

"And I'm not relocating. This is my chair. My clients. My life. I didn't spend six years building a reputation just to run because some asshole in a leather cut thinks he owns the street."

Something flickered in Reef's expression. Respect, maybe. Or recognition.

"You built this from nothing," he said. It wasn't a question.

"Learned to draw in foster care. Learned to tattoo from a biker's wife in Jacksonville who let me apprentice when I was sixteen." Sadie lifted her chin. "Everything I have, I earned. Nobody gave me a damn thing."

"Good." He stepped closer still, and she had to tilt her head back to hold his gaze. "Then you know what it means to fight for what's yours."

"I've been fighting my whole life."

"So have I." His voice dropped, rough and low. "But you don't have to fight this one alone."

The air between them felt heavy. Charged. Sadie was suddenly aware of how close he was—close enough to smell salt and leather and something underneath that was purely him. Close enough that if she swayed forward even slightly, she'd be touching him.

She held her ground.

"Why do you care?" she asked. "I'm one shop on one street. Why does the VP of a motorcycle club give a damn about my tattoo chair?"

"Because the Heathens are taking what's ours. And I don't let that stand."

"Yours." She let the word hang. "I'm not yours."

"Not yet." He said it simply, like stating a fact. "But your street is. Your business is. And that means you're under my protection whether you want to be or not."

Before she could respond, he turned and walked to the door.

"I'm posting a prospect outside," he said over his shoulder. "Kid named Finch. He won't bother you, just keeps eyes on the street. You need anything, you tell him."

"I don't need—"

"You do." He paused at the threshold, looking back. "I'll be back at closing."

"I didn't ask you to—"

"I know." That almost-smile again, gone before she could be sure it was there. "I'll be back anyway."

Then he was gone, the repaired door swinging shut behind him.

Sadie stood in the middle of her wrecked shop, heart pounding, skin flushed, furious and confused and something else she didn't want to name.

Not yet.

Who the hell did he think he was?

She grabbed her broom and attacked the remaining glass with renewed aggression, trying to ignore the warmth still lingering where he'd stood too close.

I'll be back at closing.

It sounded like a promise. It sounded like a threat.

It sounded like trouble.

And despite everything—despite the wrecked chair and the canceled clients and the three thousand dollars she didn't have—Sadie found herself counting the hours until closing time.
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