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The bell above the door chimed, and Roughhouse walked into a hundred dollars' worth of dead bait.

Shrimp everywhere. Scattered across the concrete floor like confetti at the world's worst party, their bodies already starting to curl in the Florida heat. The bait well in the corner had been tipped completely over, water pooling beneath the display racks, and the smell—Christ, the smell was going to be legendary in about two hours.

And in the middle of it all, armed with a mop and a expression that could curdle milk, was the most gorgeous woman Roughhouse had seen in years.

He grinned before he could stop himself.

"Something funny?" She didn't look up from her mopping. Dark hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, tank top damp with sweat and bait water, forearms tanned from years of Florida sun. The kind of woman who'd grown up working, and it showed in every efficient stroke of the mop.

"Just appreciating the ambiance." Roughhouse stepped over a pile of dead shrimp, his boots squelching on the wet concrete. "Nice place you got here."

"It was. Until about thirty minutes ago." She finally looked up, and green eyes hit him like a punch to the chest. Sharp. Assessing. Absolutely zero patience for bullshit. "If you're going to stand there, you can grab a mop. Back room, next to the bait freezer."

Most women looked at Roughhouse and saw trouble. Six-two, built like a bar fight, shaved head, two missing knuckles on his left hand, and a permanent squint from twenty years of Florida sun. The Daytona Raiders patch on his cut usually sealed the deal—either they wanted him or they wanted to run.

This one just wanted him to mop.

"Yes ma'am."

He found the mop where she said it would be, next to a chest freezer humming with backup bait and a pegboard covered in hand-tied rigs that looked better than anything he'd seen in a tackle shop in years. Whoever ran this place knew their shit.

When he came back, she hadn't stopped working. Hadn't even paused. Just kept pushing dead shrimp toward the drain in the center of the floor, her jaw set in a way that said she'd been doing this—handling problems alone—for a long time.

"Three men," she said without looking at him. "Came in at closing. Said I owed somebody money I'd never heard of. When I told them to get out, they decided the bait well looked better on the floor."

Roughhouse started mopping. "You call the cops?"

"What cops?" She snorted. "The sheriff's station is forty minutes away and they don't give a damn about causeway trouble. By the time they show up, whoever did this is three counties gone."

Smart. He liked smart.

"These three men. They say who sent them?"

"Does it matter?" She finally stopped, leaning on her mop, those green eyes finding his again. "I've been running this shop since my father had his stroke two years ago. Same spot he built thirty years before that. Charter captains line up at four-thirty in the morning because they know my bait's the best on the inlet." Her chin came up. "I'm not paying protection money to anybody. Period."

Roughhouse felt something click into place in his chest. The same thing that always clicked when he saw someone getting pushed around by men who thought size meant they could take what they wanted.

"Where's your back door?"

She pointed with the mop handle. "Through the stock room. Why?"

He leaned his mop against the counter and walked past the bait freezer, past the pegboard of hand-tied rigs, to a heavy metal door that led out to the causeway lot. The lock was intact, but the frame told a different story.

Pry marks. Fresh ones, the raw wood still pale where someone had tried to force the door. They'd failed—the deadbolt was serious hardware—but they'd tried.

He stepped outside. The evening sun was turning the causeway gold, charter boats heading back toward the inlet with the day's catch, tourists wandering the strip of shops and restaurants that lined the water. Normal Florida evening.

Except for the black Charger parked at the far end of the lot. Miami plates. Two men inside, watching the shop front with the patient attention of professionals.

Roughhouse memorized the plate number and walked back inside.

"They tried your back door too," he said. "Failed, but they'll be back with better tools."

The woman—he still didn't know her name—went still. "How do you know?"

"Because there's a Charger with Miami plates sitting at the end of your lot right now. Two guys inside, watching this place like they're getting paid to."

He watched her process that. Watched the fear flicker through her eyes and get shoved down by something harder. Something that looked like pure Floridian stubbornness.

"So what? I should run? Lock up and hide until they get bored?" She started mopping again, harder this time. "That's not how this works. My father built this shop from a dock cart and a cooler of shrimp. I'm not abandoning it because some Miami trash thinks they can squeeze the causeway."

My father built this shop.

Roughhouse looked around with new eyes. The hand-carved sign above the register: OAKES OUTFITTERS, EST. 1994. The photos on the wall—a weathered man with kind eyes holding prize catches, standing beside a dark-haired girl who grew taller in each successive frame. A framed first dollar. A collection of fishing lures mounted like art.

This wasn't just a shop. It was a legacy.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"Shelby." She didn't stop mopping. "Shelby Oakes. And you're one of those Raiders, aren't you? I've seen your bikes on the causeway."

"Roughhouse." He picked up his mop and went back to work beside her. "Luke Callahan, but nobody's called me that in twelve years."

"Roughhouse." She said it like she was testing the weight of it. "That a job description or a personality trait?"

"Little of both."

They worked in silence for a few minutes, pushing dead bait toward the drain, mopping up water and the particular stink of ruined inventory. Roughhouse had done worse jobs—carnival work before the club had involved plenty of cleaning up after disasters—but there was something different about this.

Something about working beside her that felt less like a chore and more like a statement.

"These men," he said eventually. "They'll be back. Not tonight—they're still watching, figuring out your schedule, looking for weak points. But soon. Probably tomorrow night, or the night after."

"I know." Her voice was flat. "I've been running this shop for two years. I know when trouble's coming."

"What's your plan?"

She stopped mopping and looked at him. Really looked, taking in the cut, the scars, the missing knuckles, the permanent squint. Whatever she saw there seemed to pass some kind of test, because her jaw loosened just slightly.

"Same plan I always have. Show up. Do the work. Don't let the bastards win." She shrugged. "Beyond that, I'm open to suggestions."

Something in his chest warmed. This woman—Shelby Oakes, bait shop owner, apparently made of pure Florida granite—was standing in the middle of her ruined inventory talking about not letting the bastards win.

He was going to enjoy this.

"I came in for fishing line," he said. "Thirty-pound mono, if you've got it."

She stared at him for a beat, then laughed—a short, surprised sound that transformed her whole face. "You're helping me mop dead shrimp off the floor and you want to buy fishing line?"

"Business is business. You got bills to pay."

She shook her head but walked behind the counter, pulling a spool of line from the rack without having to look. "Thirty-pound mono. Twelve bucks."

He pulled a twenty from his wallet and set it on the counter. "Keep the change. Call it a tip for the show."

"What show?"

He nodded toward the floor, still wet but mostly clear now. "Not many people could take this kind of hit and just start mopping. Most folks would be crying on the phone to their insurance company."

"Insurance doesn't cover 'some asshole overturned my bait well.'" She handed him his line. "Trust me, I checked."

Roughhouse pocketed the spool and met her eyes. Green and sharp and absolutely unwilling to break.

"I'll be here tomorrow at closing," he said. "Around five?"

"Five-thirty. Why?"

"Because somebody's got to make sure those Miami boys don't come back with friends." He turned toward the door, then paused. "And because you make good rigs. I saw the board in the back room. That's real work."

She didn't say anything. Just watched him walk toward the door with an expression he couldn't quite read.

He pushed through into the evening heat, the bell chiming behind him. The black Charger was still there, still watching. He made sure they saw him looking—made sure they saw the patch and the shoulders and the particular way he walked, like a man who was looking forward to trouble.

Then he swung onto his bike and pointed it toward the compound.

Tiger needed to hear about this. The whole chapel did. Because Marco Salinas was pushing into Raider territory, and he'd just made the mistake of pushing a woman who didn't know how to quit.

Tomorrow was going to be fun.
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The alarm went off at four. Shelby was already awake.

She'd been staring at the ceiling for an hour, running numbers in her head. A hundred dollars in dead bait. Another fifty to refill the wells with live shrimp from her backup supplier. The display racks she'd have to scrub with bleach to kill the smell.

And the face of the biker who'd helped her mop it all up, grinning like the whole disaster was the most fun he'd had all week.

Roughhouse.

She shoved the covers back and got moving.

The drive to the shop took twelve minutes in pre-dawn darkness, her headlights cutting through fog rolling off the inlet. By four-thirty she had the lights on, the AC humming, and the first batch of live shrimp settling into the freshly-scrubbed bait wells.

The charter captains started arriving at four forty-five.

"Heard you had trouble last night." Captain Eddie Vance leaned against the counter while she tied his custom rigs—six of them, same configuration he'd been ordering for fifteen years. "Tommy at the fuel dock said some Miami boys were sniffing around."

"Handled it." Shelby didn't look up from her work. Loop, twist, cinch. Her fingers knew these knots better than her own signature.

"You need anything—"

"I said I handled it."

Eddie was quiet for a moment. Then he set two twenties on the counter—double his usual—and gathered his rigs. "Your daddy would be proud, Shelby. You know that."

The door chimed behind him, and she was alone again.

She didn't have time for sentiment. The next captain was already pulling into the lot, and behind him came the early-bird tourists looking for rental rods and overpriced sunscreen.

Shelby worked.

She rang up three tackle orders before the sun cleared the inlet. Restocked the cooler display she'd restocked the night before. Answered the same six questions about tides and bait and where the redfish were running. Smiled at customers who deserved it and kept her face neutral for the ones who didn't.

By noon, the shop was running smooth. By three, the afternoon lull hit and she finally let herself breathe.

By five, Roughhouse walked through the door.

He looked different in daylight. Bigger, somehow, filling the doorway with shoulders that belonged on a linebacker. Same shaved head, same permanent squint, same missing knuckles on his left hand. But now she could see the details—the sun damage on his forearms, the scar tissue across his knuckles, the way he moved like a man who expected trouble and welcomed it.

"You came back," she said.

"Told you I would."

"Most people who say that don't mean it."

He crossed to the counter, and she caught a whiff of motor oil and salt air. "I'm not most people."

No. He definitely wasn't.

"Those men from last night," Roughhouse said, leaning against the counter like he owned it. "They work for a guy named Marco Salinas. Runs a crew out of South Daytona—drugs, extortion, the usual Miami transplant bullshit. He's been pushing a protection racket down the causeway for the last couple months."

Shelby kept her face neutral. "Protection from what?"

"From him." Roughhouse's eyes were steady on hers. "That's how it works. Pay up or bad things happen. Bait wells get dumped, windows get smashed, maybe worse if you keep saying no."

"And you know this how?"

"Because your shop isn't the first place he's hit. There's a restaurant two blocks down that's been paying him for six weeks. A tackle competitor near the bridge. A couple of the boat rental places." He ticked them off like items on a list. "You're the anchor of this strip, Shelby. If you fold, everyone folds. That's why they started with you."

She absorbed that. The anchor. Her father would have laughed at that—would have said the only anchor he knew was the one rusting in the back of his truck.

But the shop was the anchor. Thirty years in the same spot, same family, same reputation. If Oakes Outfitters started paying protection money, every other business on the causeway would figure resistance was pointless.

"I'm not paying," she said.

"Didn't think you would."

"I'm not running either."

Something flickered in his eyes. Approval, maybe. Or hunger. "Didn't think you'd do that either."

"So what's your angle?" She crossed her arms. "You show up, help me mop, drop some intel about the local crime boss—what do you want?"

"Right now? I want to make sure you survive the week."

"And after that?"

He was quiet for a moment. Then that grin appeared—the same one from last night, the one that made her want to hit him and kiss him in equal measure.

"After that, we'll see."

Before she could respond, the door chimed again. A young guy walked in—early twenties, same leather cut as Roughhouse, same Daytona Raiders patch on the back. He had the nervous energy of someone trying very hard to look casual.

"Prospect," Roughhouse said without turning around. "Name's Danny. He's going to hang around your lot tonight."

"Excuse me?"

"Just until we figure out what Salinas is planning. Danny's good—he'll stay out of your way, keep his eyes open, call if anything looks wrong."

Shelby felt her jaw tighten. "I didn't ask for a babysitter."

"No, you asked for suggestions." Roughhouse pushed off the counter and headed for the door. "This is a suggestion. Take it or leave it."

He was halfway out when she called after him. "Where are you going?"

"Chapel." He paused in the doorway, silhouetted against the evening sun. "I'm bringing this to my club tonight. Salinas is pushing into Raider territory, and my brothers need to know."

"And then what?"

"And then we push back." He held her gaze for a long moment. "Lock up tight tonight, Shelby. Don't stay late. And if anyone who isn't Danny or me shows up after dark, you call this number."

He pulled a card from his cut and set it on the counter. Just a phone number, handwritten. No name.

"I don't need—"

"Yeah, you do." His voice was softer now, but no less certain. "You've been handling things alone for two years. That's impressive as hell. But these aren't drunk tourists or deadbeat suppliers. These are professionals who hurt people for money."

He stepped closer, and suddenly the counter between them felt like nothing at all.

"Let me help," he said. "That's all I'm asking."

Shelby looked at the card. Looked at him. Looked at the prospect hovering awkwardly by the bait wells, trying to pretend he wasn't listening.

Her father had built this shop alone. Had raised her alone after her mother left. Had taught her that depending on anyone was just setting yourself up for disappointment.

But her father had also had a stroke at sixty-two and spent two years barely able to speak, and she'd handled that alone too, and maybe—just maybe—alone wasn't the only way to be strong.

"Fine," she said. "The prospect can stay."

"Danny."

"Whatever." She snatched the card off the counter. "But if he touches my bait wells, I'm throwing him in the inlet."

Roughhouse laughed—a real laugh, surprised and warm. "Fair enough."

He turned to go, then paused one more time.

"Shelby."

"What?"

"You did good today. Opening up, running the shop, not letting yesterday slow you down." His eyes found hers, and something in them made her breath catch. "That's the kind of thing a man notices."

Then he was gone, the door chiming behind him, and Shelby was left standing in her father's shop with a phone number in her hand and a warmth in her chest she hadn't felt in a very long time.

Outside, an engine roared to life. Through the window, she watched Roughhouse pull out of the lot on a bike that looked like it had seen as many fights as he had.

The prospect—Danny—appeared at her elbow. "Ma'am? Is there anything I can—"

"Don't call me ma'am. Don't touch the bait. And for God's sake, don't stand there looking nervous." She pointed at a stool near the front window. "Sit there. Watch the lot. If you see a black Charger with Miami plates, you call your boss immediately."

"Yes ma— yes. Got it."

She watched him scramble to the stool, and something that might have been amusement flickered through her exhaustion.

Bikers. In her shop. Protecting her from Miami gangsters.

Her father would have had a heart attack.

Then again, her father had always said she had a talent for finding trouble.

Shelby tucked the card into her back pocket and went back to work. There were rigs to tie, wells to check, and a shop to protect.

Tomorrow was going to be interesting.
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The chapel smelled like cigars and old wood.

Roughhouse stood at the head of the round table—boat timbers, same as always, scarred from decades of fists and bottles and the occasional knife—and spread out the waterfront map he'd picked up from a bait shop near the bridge.

Every brother was here. Tiger at the head, Reef to his right, Coaster and Bruiser flanking. Breach sat with his arms crossed, and Shoal watched from the back wall with those pale eyes that never seemed to blink.

"Salinas," Roughhouse said, tapping the map. "Marco Salinas. Miami trash, been building an operation in South Daytona for the past year. Drugs, extortion, strong-arm bullshit. And now he's pushing north."

"North where?" Tiger's voice was calm, but his eyes had gone cold.

"The causeway." Roughhouse traced the line of shops between South Daytona and Ponce Inlet. "He's running a protection racket on every small business on this strip. Pay up or get hurt. Simple as that."

"That's our water," Reef said quietly. "Ponce Inlet's been Raider territory since before most of us had patches."

"Exactly." Roughhouse looked around the table. "He hit a bait shop last night. Oakes Outfitters—the one run by that woman whose old man built the place thirty years back. Dumped her whole bait stock, tried to pry the back door."

"She pay?" Bruiser asked.

"Hell no." Roughhouse couldn't help the edge of pride in his voice. "Told them to get out and spent the next two hours mopping shrimp off the floor."

A few of the brothers exchanged looks. Roughhouse saw what they were thinking and didn't care.

"She's the anchor of that strip," he continued. "If she folds, every other business folds with her. That's why Salinas started there."

Tiger leaned forward. "What do we know about his operation?"

Breach spoke up from his seat. "I made some calls. Salinas runs a crew of fifteen—soldiers, runners, enforcers. Three key players handle the actual work."

He pulled out a phone and scrolled to some photos. Roughhouse had seen them before, but the rest of the table needed the faces.

"Nestor Pagan. Runs the extortion route. He's the one who shows up at your door every week until you pay. Stocky guy, gold tooth, comes from Miami collection work."

Breach swiped to the next photo.

"Cyrus Morant. Handles the drug line—product moving from South Daytona to the causeway and inlet docks. Quiet, disciplined, the money engine of the whole operation."

Another swipe.

"Aldo Fuentes. Enforcement. When collection visits and drug pressure don't work, Fuentes shows up with friends and makes things ugly. Burns places down, beats people half to death, enjoys his work."

Roughhouse studied the last face. Young, compact, scarred knuckles. The kind of man who'd grown up hurting people and never found a reason to stop.

"Fuentes is the one who'll come for the shop next," Roughhouse said. "Pagan already failed with the soft touch. Next step is escalation."

"So we hit them first," Bruiser said. He cracked his knuckles against the table. "Simple."

"Not that simple." Tiger's voice cut through the room. "Salinas has been careful. He doesn't touch Raider businesses directly, doesn't push into territory we've claimed publicly. The causeway's always been gray area—friendly, but not officially ours."

"It borders our dock territory," Reef pointed out. "The inlet fishermen are our people. Their suppliers, their bait shops—"

"I know what it borders." Tiger held up a hand. "I'm not saying we don't move. I'm saying we move smart."

The room went quiet.

Roughhouse waited. He'd been with the Raiders long enough to know how this worked. Tiger was the president, and the president made the call. But every brother at this table had a vote, and Tiger always listened before he decided.

"This shop," Tiger said finally. "Oakes Outfitters. The woman who runs it—she connected to us?"

"Not yet." Roughhouse met Tiger's eyes. "But she will be."

Something flickered in the president's expression. Understanding, maybe. Or warning.

"You claiming her?"

The question hung in the air. Every brother at the table was watching now.

Roughhouse thought about green eyes and calloused hands. About a woman who'd lost everything in one night and showed up at four-thirty the next morning to do it all again. About the way she'd looked at him when he said he'd be there at closing.

"Yeah," he said. "I'm claiming her."

No one argued. No one even looked surprised.

"Then we've got a problem," Reef said. "Because
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