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The prospect had mentioned it like an afterthought—some thrift shop on the South Daytona strip got hit last night, display cases cleaned out, door kicked in. Hammer hadn't thought much about it until the kid added that the owner was a woman running the place alone.

Now he was pulling his bike to the curb outside Second Chances, killing the engine, and studying the damage through the plate glass window.

Professional job. He could see that from the street.

The front door hung crooked on its hinges, the frame splintered where someone had put a pry bar to the lock with the kind of force that said they didn't care about noise. Inside, a woman with dark hair pulled back in a ponytail was wrestling a bent clothing rack back into position, her jaw set tight enough to crack teeth.

Hammer swung off the bike and walked in without knocking. The bell above the door was gone—probably ripped off with the first swing.

"Shop's closed." She didn't look up. Just kept fighting the rack, trying to force the bent metal back into something resembling straight.

"I can see that."

She looked up then. Brown eyes, sharp and assessing. Pretty in a way that had nothing to do with makeup or effort—the kind of face that belonged on a woman who worked for a living. She took in his cut, the Daytona Raiders patch, the size of him filling her doorway, and didn't flinch.

"If you're here to make an offer on the lease, you can turn around and walk back out."

"I'm not."

"Then what do you want?"

Hammer moved past her into the shop, boots crunching on broken glass she hadn't finished sweeping. The place was gutted—not destroyed, but stripped. Three display cases sat empty, their glass intact but their contents gone. The good stuff, he figured. Whatever brought the real money.

He crouched by the door frame, running his fingers along the splintered wood. Clean pry marks, evenly spaced. Whoever did this had done it before.

"You call the cops?"

"For what?" She laughed, and there was no humor in it. "So they can file a report that goes in a drawer? I've been robbed before. I know how this works."

"This wasn't a robbery."

She stopped fighting the rack. "Excuse me?"

Hammer stood, moving deeper into the shop. He counted the empty cases—three—and noted what was left. Racks of vintage dresses, a wall of old kitchen equipment, shelves of books and records. The kind of inventory that took years to curate.

"A robbery takes what's easy and gets out fast. This was targeted." He gestured at the empty cases. "They knew exactly what they wanted. Took the high-value pieces and left the rest. Didn't trash the place, didn't hit the register." He looked back at her. "Someone sent them."

Her face went still. Not surprised—resigned. Like she'd already known and had been hoping someone would tell her different.

"Three days ago," she said quietly. "A man in a polo shirt came in. Nice watch, nice shoes, talked like he owned the block. Offered to buy out my lease at half value. Said the neighborhood was changing and I'd be smart to take the deal while it was on the table."

"You told him no."

"I told him to get the hell out of my shop." Her chin came up, defiant. "I built this place from nothing. A yard sale habit that turned into a flea market booth that turned into this. I've never missed a rent check in six years. I'm not walking away because some asshole in expensive loafers thinks he can scare me out."

Hammer felt something shift in his chest. He'd seen plenty of people fold under pressure—watched businesses close, families pack up, whole blocks go dark because someone with money decided the people living there were in the way. This woman wasn't folding.

"What happened to your van?"

Her jaw tightened. "Windows smashed. Same night as the break-in. They got my cargo van in the lot behind my apartment while I was sleeping."

"You live alone?"

"That's none of your business."

"It is now."

She stared at him, and he watched her calculate—the patches on his cut, the scars on his knuckles, the flat way he'd delivered the words. He wasn't asking permission. He was stating fact.

"Who are you?" she finally asked.

"Name's Hammer. I'm with the Daytona Raiders."

"I know who the Raiders are. Everyone in South Daytona knows who the Raiders are." She crossed her arms. "What I don't know is why you're standing in my shop."

"Because one of my brothers mentioned the break-in, and I wanted to see for myself." He moved toward the bent clothing rack she'd been fighting. It was twisted at the base, the metal frame warped where someone had kicked it over. "And because I don't like men who send crews to destroy what women build."

He gripped the rack with both hands and pulled. The metal groaned, resisted, then slowly straightened under the pressure of his grip. Twenty years of framing work had left him with hands that could bend rebar if he needed to. A clothing rack was nothing.

He set it back against the wall, steady now, and turned to face her.

"The man in the polo shirt—he give you a name?"

"No. But he left a card." She pulled it from her apron pocket and handed it over. Plain white, expensive stock. Redmond Property Holdings. Carl Redmond, President.

Hammer knew the name. Everyone in the county knew the name if they'd ever pawned anything or bought from someone who had. Redmond's shops were everywhere—clean storefronts that moved merchandise no legitimate dealer would touch.

"Redmond's not in real estate," he said.

"Then what is he in?"

"Theft. Fencing. Intimidation." Hammer tucked the card into his vest. "And apparently, he's expanding into your block."

The woman—he still didn't have her name—absorbed this with the same steady calm she'd shown since he walked in. No tears. No panic. Just the focused assessment of someone figuring out how bad the situation really was.

"I'm June," she said. "June Prescott. And I'm not selling."

"Didn't ask you to."

"Then what are you asking?"

Hammer looked around the gutted shop—the empty cases, the bent racks, the broken glass still scattered across the floor. This woman had built something real, something that mattered to her, and men like Redmond were trying to tear it down because it stood in the way of their take.

He'd seen it before. The union local broken up by imported crews. His best friend swinging from a ceiling beam because the work dried up and the bills didn't.

Some things you couldn't let stand.

"I'm not asking anything," he said. "I'm telling you that the men who did this are going to have a framing problem."

June's eyes narrowed. "What does that mean?"

Hammer smiled, and there was nothing friendly in it.

"It means I build things for a living. And I know exactly how to take them apart."
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June unlocked the crooked door of Second Chances at seven sharp, same as always.

The locksmith had come at six to replace what the pry bar had destroyed. Cost her three hundred dollars she didn't have budgeted, but the alternative was leaving the shop open to anyone who wanted to walk in. She'd slept maybe two hours, running inventory lists in her head, calculating what she'd lost against what she could salvage.

The answer wasn't good. But it wasn't fatal either.

She flipped the sign to OPEN and got to work.

The empty display cases stared at her like accusations. Three glass boxes that had held her best pieces—the vintage jewelry she'd spent two years collecting, the estate watches she cleaned and restored herself, the silver cigarette cases that collectors drove down from Jacksonville to buy.

Gone. All of it.

June grabbed a pricing gun and a box of tags, then headed for the back room where she kept her reserve stock. If she couldn't fill the cases with what she'd lost, she'd fill them with what she had.

Her father had taught her that. When someone knocks you down, you don't lie there counting your bruises. You get up and you get back to work.

Vic Prescott had driven a delivery truck six days a week for thirty-one years. Never missed a shift. Never called in sick. Died behind the wheel at fifty-eight, heart attack on I-95, and the company had sent flowers and a form letter.

June had been nineteen. She'd buried him with money she didn't have and started working the next day because the bills didn't stop for grief.

She hauled the first box of backup stock to the front, set it on the counter, and started pricing.



By ten, the display cases weren't empty anymore.

Not full either—she didn't have the inventory for that—but presentable. Vintage brooches where the watches had been. Costume jewelry that photographed well enough for the Saturday browsers. A collection of art deco compacts she'd been saving for the holiday rush.

It wasn't the same. But it was something.

June steamed the wrinkles from a rack of vintage dresses, the humid Florida air already making her shirt stick to her back. The AC was struggling—another thing on the list, another expense she couldn't afford—but she kept working.

The front window display came next. She'd curated it last month around a 1950s summer theme: beach umbrellas, vintage swimsuits, a mannequin in cat-eye sunglasses. The break-in crew had knocked the mannequin over but hadn't bothered to steal it.

Small mercies.

She was repositioning the beach umbrella when a shadow fell across the glass.

June looked up to find a kid in a leather vest standing on the sidewalk, arms crossed, scanning the street like he expected trouble. Couldn't have been older than twenty-two. Prospect patch on his chest.

She pushed through the front door. "Can I help you?"

The kid jumped like she'd fired a gun. "Ma'am. I'm—Hammer sent me. I'm supposed to watch the shop."

"Watch it do what?"

"Just... watch it." He shifted his weight, clearly uncomfortable. "Make sure nobody bothers you."

June studied him—the nervous eyes, the too-new vest, the way he kept glancing down the block like something might come screaming around the corner any second.

"What's your name?"

"Flint, ma'am."

"Flint." She crossed her arms. "Did Hammer tell you to call me ma'am?"

"No, ma'am. My mama did."

Despite everything, June almost smiled. "There's a chair inside by the register. You can watch from there. And if you're going to be here all day, you're drinking water. I'm not explaining to your mother why you passed out from heat stroke on my floor."

She went back inside without waiting for an answer. A moment later, Flint followed.



Hammer showed up at noon.

June heard the bike before she saw it—that deep V-twin rumble that every South Daytona resident knew meant Raiders. She was behind the counter pricing a box of vintage buttons when the door swung open and he filled the frame.

Same cut. Same scars on his knuckles. Same flat assessment in his eyes as they swept the shop, checked on Flint in the corner, and landed on her.

"You reopened."

"I never closed." She set down the pricing gun. "I just had a mess to clean up."

He moved through the shop like he owned it, stopping at each display case, noting what she'd restocked. June felt his attention like a physical weight—heavy, focused, impossible to ignore.

"You did all this since yesterday?"

"I did all this since five this morning." She leaned against the counter. "What do you want, Hammer?"

"Information." He stopped in front of her, close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. "Carl Redmond. You know the name?"

"You mentioned it yesterday. Said he wasn't in real estate."

"He's not. He runs a fencing ring through a chain of pawn shops across Volusia County." Hammer pulled a folded paper from his vest—a map, she realized, marked with red dots. "His crews hit residential homes and small businesses. Steal the inventory, move it through legitimate storefronts, pocket the profit. Been operating for over a decade."

June took the map, studying the pattern. Red dots clustered along the coast, spreading inland toward DeLand. And there, at the southern edge of the cluster, a fresh mark in a different color.

Her block.

"He's expanding," she said.

"He's expanding. And he needs a new storefront to move volume." Hammer tapped the map. "Your block is perfect. Close to the highway, easy access, surrounded by shops full of inventory his crews can hit. He wants your building for a front."

"So the break-in wasn't about stealing my stock."

"The break-in was about showing you what he can do." Hammer's jaw tightened. "The lease offer was the carrot. Your van windows, your display cases—that was the stick. He figures a few more hits, you'll take the deal just to make it stop."

June felt the cold settle into her chest. Not fear—she'd moved past fear somewhere around three in the morning, when she'd realized she couldn't afford to be afraid if she wanted to keep her doors open.

This was anger. Clean, focused, useful.

"How many people has he done this to?"

"Dozens. Maybe more." Hammer's voice dropped. "The ones who don't sell, he hits harder. Break-ins turn to arson. Arson turns to accidents. By the time anyone realizes what's happening, the whole block's gone dark and Redmond's moving in."

"And nobody stops him?"

"Nobody's been able to prove anything. His crews are careful. His paper trail is clean." Hammer's eyes held hers. "But I don't need paper trails."

The words hung in the air between them. June thought about what they meant—the violence implied, the lines this man was willing to cross. She should have been horrified.

Instead, she felt something loosen in her chest.

"I built this shop from a yard sale habit," she said. "Turned it into a flea market booth, then a consignment gig, then this. Six years. Never missed a rent check. Never took a loan. Never asked anyone for help."

"I know."

"I'm not selling. Not to Redmond, not to anyone."

"I know that too." Hammer stepped closer, and June felt the heat of him despite the struggling AC. "That's why I'm bringing this to chapel tonight."

"Chapel?"

"Club business." His hand came up, and for a breathless moment she thought he was going to touch her face. Instead, he straightened a price tag on a display case beside her—the vintage brooches she'd arranged that morning. "Redmond's operation runs through Raider territory. That makes him our problem."

"And me?"

His eyes found hers again. Something in them made her pulse kick.

"You're under Raider protection now. Whether you want it or not."

"I didn't ask for protection."

"You didn't have to." He turned toward the door, pausing beside Flint. "You stay until closing. Anyone comes in who doesn't look like they're shopping, you call me. Not the prospect line—me directly."

"Yes, sir."

Hammer looked back at June one more time. The afternoon light caught the scars on his hands, the patches on his vest, the set of his jaw that said he'd already made decisions she hadn't been consulted on.

"I'll be back tomorrow," he said. "Try not to rebuild the whole shop before I get here."

"No promises."

Something flickered across his face—not quite a smile, but close. Then he was gone, the door swinging shut behind him, the rumble of his bike fading down the block.

June stood behind her counter, surrounded by the inventory she'd spent all morning restaging, and tried to process what had just happened.

A motorcycle club had claimed her shop.

A man she'd met yesterday was going to war with a criminal organization on her behalf.

And somehow, impossibly, she wasn't scared.

She picked up the pricing gun and went back to work.

The buttons weren't going to tag themselves.
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