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The heat hit Dredge like a wall the moment he stepped out of the salvage yard's shade.

Wednesday afternoon in Daytona, and the asphalt was soft enough to hold boot prints. He walked the six blocks to Cross Customs with the sun burning through his cut, past the boarded-up bait shop and the palm-choked lot where the old marina supply used to be. The Halifax River glittered between buildings, throwing light like broken glass.

Benny at the yard had told him about the break-in that morning. Told him the woman who ran the garage had been working since dawn trying to save three customers' vehicles from whatever the bastards had poured in their tanks.

Sugar, Benny had said. Professional job. Not kids.

Dredge knew what professional looked like. He'd seen it from both sides of the fence.

Cross Customs sat at the end of a quiet street, inland enough to miss the tourist traffic, close enough to the water to catch the salt breeze. Two-bay garage, hand-painted sign, concrete block walls the color of old bone. A pickup truck sat in the lot with its hood up, and a Camry was parked crooked near the fence with a handwritten note under the wiper: FUEL SYSTEM CONTAMINATED — DO NOT START.

He could hear the hiss of a siphon hose before he cleared the lot.

The woman was under the pickup, nothing visible but worn boots and oil-stained jeans. A catch pan sat beside her, half-full of contaminated fuel that smelled wrong even from ten feet away. Sweet. Chemical. The particular stink of sugar dissolving in gasoline.

Dredge crouched beside the truck's front tire and studied the fuel line she'd disconnected. Clean cut. She knew what she was doing.

"You're in my light."

The voice came from under the truck—flat, hard, and completely unimpressed by his presence.

"Just looking," he said.

"Look somewhere else. I threw a torque wrench at the last man who walked in here with advice."

Dredge didn't move. "That why he's not here helping?"

A pause. Then the boots shifted, and she slid out from under the truck on a creeper that had seen better decades.

Ramona Cross was not what he'd expected.

Hard-jawed, dark hair pulled back in a knot that was losing the fight against humidity, grease smeared across her forehead and both forearms. She had the kind of face that didn't waste time on softness—sharp cheekbones, sharper eyes, a mouth set in a line that said she'd heard every line and believed none of them.

She looked at his cut first. Raiders patch. Then his face. Then his hands, which were as permanently stained as hers.

"You're from the yard," she said. Not a question.

"Benny told me what happened."

"Benny talks too much." She wiped her hands on a rag that was already beyond saving. "I don't need help. I need these vehicles running so I can pay my mortgage this month."

"How many?"

"Three. This truck, the Camry, and a Honda in the back bay that won't even turn over anymore." She stood, and he realized she was taller than he'd thought—five-eight, maybe five-nine, with shoulders that said she'd spent years wrestling engines instead of letting someone else do it. "Sugar in all three tanks. Fuel lines, injectors, probably the pumps. Whoever did this knew exactly how much damage they could cause without making it obvious."

"Professional job."

"No shit." She turned back toward the truck, dismissing him. "Like I said. I don't need advice."

Dredge straightened and looked around the lot. The second bay had another vehicle up on a lift—the Honda, he assumed—and the diagnostic equipment along the back wall had been swept onto the floor. Not smashed, just... disrespected. A message.

He walked to the Camry without asking permission. Popped the fuel door, unscrewed the cap, and leaned in to smell the tank.

Sugar. Heavy. They'd used at least a pound, maybe more.

"Hey." Her voice was sharp behind him. "I didn't say you could touch my customers' cars."

"You didn't say I couldn't." He found a siphon hose coiled near the bay door, grabbed a clean catch pan from the stack by the wall, and slid under the Camry without another word.

Silence stretched.

He disconnected the fuel line, positioned the pan, and started the slow work of draining contaminated gas. The asphalt was hot against his back. Somewhere in the distance, an outboard motor whined on the Halifax.

After maybe five minutes, he heard the creeper wheels roll. Ramona was back under the pickup, working in parallel. Not talking. Not asking questions. Just two mechanics doing the same job on the same ruined afternoon.

An hour passed.

The sun shifted. The catch pans filled. Dredge disconnected the Camry's fuel filter, found it packed with crystallized sugar, and set it aside for replacement. His shoulders ached from the angle and his shirt was soaked through, but he didn't stop.

Neither did she.

When he finally rolled out from under the Camry, Ramona was sitting on an overturned bucket, drinking water from a bottle that had gone warm in the heat. She handed him another without looking at him.

He drank half of it before speaking.

"You know who did this."

It wasn't a question.

Her jaw tightened. The water bottle crinkled in her grip.

"Maybe."

"Professional sabotage. Not theft, not vandalism—someone wanted to hurt your business without burning it down." He set the bottle on the concrete and met her eyes. "That's a message. Which means someone sent it."

She was quiet for a long moment. Weighing him. Deciding.

"A man came by two weeks ago," she finally said. "Suit that cost more than my monthly take. Said he represented some business interests on the Halifax who needed garage space for specialized work. Marine engines, he said. Stripping and rebuilding."

"You turned him down."

"I told him I bought this garage with pit crew money I saved for five years, and I don't rent my bays to men who've never touched a wrench." Her voice was flat. Hard. "He smiled like I'd told a joke and said I should think about it. Left a card on my counter."

"You still have it?"

"Threw it in the trash where it belonged."

Dredge nodded slowly. Marine engines. Stripping work. The Halifax corridor.

He knew exactly who sent that suit.

"The man who came to see you," he said. "Did he give a name?"

"The card said Sutherland Maritime Consulting." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Consulting. Like I don't know what that means when it comes with a threat."

Nate Sutherland. Stolen boat ring. The crew that had been running vessels through Raider territory for the past two years, getting bolder every season.

And now they wanted this woman's garage.

Dredge looked at Ramona Cross—the hard jaw, the stained hands, the defiance that hadn't cracked even with three ruined vehicles and a mortgage hanging over her head. She'd built this place from nothing. Saved for years. Bought it out of foreclosure because she believed in the work.

He knew what that felt like. He'd had a place like that once, before a county commissioner and a rezoning vote took it away.

The commissioner had an accident a month later. Heavy machinery. These things happened.

"Sutherland's not a consultant," Dredge said. "He runs a stolen boat operation out of the Halifax. Strips them, swaps hull numbers, moves them south to buyers in the Keys. He needs garage space because he's expanding, and your shop is quiet, inland, and has two bays he can use for engine work."

Ramona's expression didn't change, but something shifted behind her eyes. The anger was still there, but now it had a target.

"And you know this how?"

"Because the Halifax is Raider territory." He stood, brushed concrete dust off his jeans. "Sutherland's been running boats through our water without permission for two years. We've been watching. Waiting for the right moment."

"So I'm just a convenient excuse."

"No." He looked at her—really looked, the way he hadn't let himself until now. At the strength in her shoulders and the steel in her spine and the way she hadn't flinched once during this entire conversation. "You're a mechanic who got caught in the middle of something that was coming anyway. The question is whether you want to fight back or let them take what you built."

She held his gaze for a long moment. The heat pressed down. The contaminated fuel stank in its catch pans. Somewhere on the Halifax, boats were being stolen and stripped and run south, and the men doing it had decided this woman's garage was next on their list.

"I don't know you," she said finally.

"Dredge. Daytona Raiders."

"I know what the patch means." She stood, and they were almost eye to eye. "I also know that outlaw clubs don't do favors for free."

"No. We don't." He didn't pretend otherwise. "But Sutherland's operating in our territory, and you're six blocks from a yard my father built. That makes this club business."

"And me? What does that make me?"

He looked at her hands—the grease, the calluses, the specific wear patterns of a woman who'd spent her whole life under hoods. His own hands matched.

"That depends," he said, "on what you want to do about the men who did this."

She was quiet. Thinking. He could almost see the calculations running behind her eyes—the mortgage, the customers, the years of work that could be undone by one more night of sugar and sabotage.

Then her jaw set, and he knew what she was going to say before she said it.

"I want them gone." Her voice was low. Fierce. "I want my garage back and my customers trusting my name again. And I want the men who did this to understand that they picked the wrong mechanic to threaten."

Dredge felt something shift in his chest. Recognition, maybe. Or something closer to hunger.

"Then we have a lot to talk about." He pulled his phone from his pocket. "But first, I need to know everything. Names, dates, what the suit looked like, what kind of car he drove. Everything."

She crossed her arms. "And if I don't want to share?"

"Then Sutherland comes back tomorrow night and finishes what he started." He held her gaze. "Your choice."

The silence stretched between them—two mechanics in a ruined lot, measuring each other across contaminated fuel and broken trust.

Ramona uncrossed her arms.

"Fine." She walked toward the bay door. "But we're doing this inside, and you're helping me flush the Honda's fuel system while we talk. I'm not losing another hour of daylight to conversation."

Dredge followed her into the shade of the garage, where the third ruined vehicle waited.

It was going to be a long night.

But for the first time since his father's yard got taken, he felt like he had something worth protecting.
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Ramona opened the garage at seven and was already sweating by seven-fifteen.

The third fuel system wasn't going to flush itself. She'd been up half the night running numbers—parts costs, labor hours, the customers she'd have to call with bad news. The math didn't work. It never worked when someone decided to burn your life down one tank at a time.

Two customers sat in lawn chairs in the lot, drinking gas station coffee and watching her work.

Mr. Hendricks had owned the pickup for thirty years. Mrs. Delano needed the Camry to get to her dialysis appointments in Ormond. Neither of them had asked what happened, and Ramona hadn't volunteered.

Some things you didn't explain. You just fixed them.

She slid under the Honda and got to work.

The fuel filter was packed solid—crystallized sugar jammed into every fold of the pleating. She'd seen contaminated systems before, but nothing this deliberate. Whoever did this had used enough sugar to kill three engines and timed the sabotage so the damage would spread before anyone noticed.

Professional, the biker had said. He wasn't wrong.

Dredge.

She'd looked up the Daytona Raiders after he left. Outlaw MC, territory running from Ormond to New Smyrna. Boat works compound on the Halifax. The kind of club that made news when things got violent and disappeared when things got quiet.

The kind of club that didn't help strangers for free.

But he'd worked beside her for an hour without saying a word. Drained the Camry's tank, disconnected the filter, done the job like he'd been doing it his whole life. His hands had the same stains as hers—the permanent kind that soap couldn't touch.

She didn't trust him. But she didn't not trust him either, which was more than she could say for most men who walked into her garage.

The fuel pump on the Honda was shot. She'd known it would be, but seeing the damage still made her jaw clench. That was eight hundred dollars in parts, plus labor, plus the time she didn't have.

By ten, she'd pulled the pump and the injector rail. By eleven, she had the injectors soaking in solvent at her workbench, using a dental pick to scrape sugar deposits out of the pintle seats.

Delicate work. The kind that required patience she didn't feel.

"Ms. Cross?"

Mrs. Delano had come to the bay door, her coffee cup empty, worry lines carved deep around her mouth.

"I need that car by tomorrow. My appointment—"

"I know." Ramona kept her voice level. "I'm working as fast as I can. The injectors need to be cleaned before I can reinstall, but if I can get the pump replaced this afternoon, you'll have it by morning."

"The pump?" Mrs. Delano's face fell. "That sounds expensive."

It was. More expensive than this woman could probably afford.

"We'll figure it out." Ramona didn't look up from the injector in her hands. "Just let me work."

Mrs. Delano retreated to her lawn chair.

Ramona kept scraping, kept cleaning, kept pretending that the mortgage payment wasn't due in two weeks and that three days of lost revenue wasn't going to sink her.

She'd survived worse. Probably.



Dredge showed up at noon.

He walked into the lot like he owned it—not arrogant, just certain. A man who'd learned that confidence was cheaper than asking permission. He had a paper bag in one hand and two bottles of water in the other.

"Lunch," he said, setting the bag on her workbench.

"I didn't ask for lunch."

"You've been working for five hours. When's the last time you ate?"

She couldn't remember.

He pulled two sandwiches from the bag—Cuban pressed, from the smell of it—and set one beside her solvent-soaked injectors. Then he leaned against the workbench and unwrapped his own, waiting.

Ramona finished cleaning the injector in her hands before she reached for the sandwich. She wasn't going to let him see her rush.

But God, it was good. Roast pork and ham and pickles, the bread pressed crisp, still warm from whatever hole-in-the-wall had made it. She ate half before she realized he was watching her.

"What?"

"Nothing." But there was something in his expression—satisfaction, maybe, or something warmer. "Just making sure you don't fall over before we finish this."

"We aren't finishing anything. I'm fixing these engines. You're eating my lunch."

"Your lunch that I bought."

"Semantics."

He almost smiled. It changed his face—softened the hard edges, made him look like someone who might have laughed once, before whatever put the weight behind his eyes.

"Sutherland's operation is bigger than I told you yesterday," he said. "I made some calls this morning. Talked to people who keep track of the Halifax."

Ramona set down her sandwich. "And?"

"He's running three crews. Dean Corvick handles enforcement—intimidation, property damage, making sure witnesses stay quiet. Phil Jessup manages boat acquisition, runs the theft teams up and down the river. Owen Stark handles transport south."

Names. She filed them away.

"Corvick is the one who did this?"

"His people, yeah. Breaking things is his specialty." Dredge's jaw tightened. "He used to work the Halifax docks before he figured out that threats pay better than hauling boats."

"So Sutherland sends his muscle to wreck my shop, and I'm supposed to—what? Roll over? Sell him my back bay so he can strip stolen engines while I pretend not to notice?"

"That's what he's expecting."

"Then he picked the wrong mechanic."

Something flickered in Dredge's eyes. Interest. Approval.

"Tell me about this place," he said. "How you got it."

She didn't know why she answered. Maybe because he'd asked instead of assumed. Maybe because he'd worked beside her without talking, like he understood that silence could be its own kind of respect.

"I grew up on dirt tracks." She picked up another injector, started cleaning by reflex. "My mother was a Navy mechanic—aircraft engines, stationed in Jacksonville. She taught me to rebuild a carburetor before I could parallel park."

"Navy?"

"Twenty years. She wanted me to enlist, follow the family tradition. I wanted to race." Ramona shrugged. "Pit crews were the compromise. I spent five years working short-track dirt circuits across Central Florida. Late models, street stocks, anything with an engine and four wheels."

"Good money in that?"

"Shit money. But I saved every dollar." She held the injector up to the light, checking for remaining deposits. "When this place went into foreclosure, I had enough for the down payment. Just barely."

"And the mortgage?"

"Hangs over me like a guillotine. One bad month and I lose everything." She set the injector down and met his eyes. "Which is why I'm not renting my back bay to criminals. I built this place from nothing. I won't watch it turn into a chop shop."

Dredge was quiet for a moment. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.

"I'm posting a prospect here tonight. Someone to watch the lot while you sleep."

"I didn't ask for a babysitter."

"You didn't ask for sugar in your fuel tanks either." His voice was mild, but there was steel underneath. "Sutherland's going to hit you again. Tonight, tomorrow, next week—whenever Corvick decides you haven't gotten the message. You want to be here alone when that happens?"

She wanted to argue. Wanted to tell him she'd been handling problems on her own since she was nineteen years old and didn't need some outlaw biker deciding what she could handle.

But three engines sat in pieces around her, and Mrs. Delano needed her car for dialysis, and the truth was that she couldn't watch the lot and work at the same time.

"One night," she said finally. "And he stays outside. I don't need someone looking over my shoulder while I work."

"Fair enough." He typed something into his phone, then slid it back into his pocket. "I'm taking this to church tonight."

"Church?"

"Club meeting. Officers decide how to handle threats to Raider territory." He pushed off the workbench and headed for the door. "Sutherland's been running boats through our water for two years. The fact that he's expanding—targeting businesses, hitting mechanics who won't play along—means it's time to do something about it."

"And what happens at church stays at church, I'm guessing."

"Something like that."

He stopped at the bay door, silhouetted against the afternoon light. The cut across his shoulders showed the Raiders patch—a skull wearing a motorcycle helmet, grinning like it knew something you didn't.

"Ramona."

She looked up.

"You didn't ask for this. None of it. But you've got it now, and the only way out is through." His eyes held hers. "I've seen what Sutherland does to people who don't fight back. You don't want to be one of them."

"I told you last night. I want them gone."

"Then let me help." It wasn't a command. It was something closer to a request



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
. -DREDGE'S-
ETERMINATION:

'DAYTONA RAIDERS MC ™~





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





