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The afternoon heat pressed down on the compound like a fist, and Razor leaned against the gate post with a cigarette burning slow between his fingers.

Three o'clock. The kind of dead hour when even the Halifax River went still, the water flat as hammered steel under the Florida sun. Nothing moving on the access road. Nothing but cicadas screaming in the palmetto and the distant whine of an outboard somewhere south toward Ponce Inlet.

He took a drag and watched the heat shimmer rise off the asphalt, thinking about the job Breach had lined up for tomorrow and whether the parts Coaster ordered would arrive before the weekend. Normal compound business. The kind of quiet that made a man's mind wander.

Then he heard it—an engine running rough, the kind of sound that said something was wrong before the vehicle even came into view. A white cargo van rounded the bend and rolled toward the compound gate, and Razor straightened off the post because he knew that van.

Tessa's mobile grooming rig. He'd seen it parked at the compound twice in the past month, the woman inside washing and clipping Coaster's mutt while the Road Captain pretended he wasn't watching her work. She ran a route through Ormond and north Daytona, showed up when she was scheduled, did the job right, and left without causing drama.

But the van looked different today.

Razor dropped the cigarette and ground it under his boot as the vehicle pulled up to the gate. The side mirror on the driver's side was smashed clean off, hanging by wires and swinging with every bump in the road. Duct tape held a panel together near the rear wheel well—the silver kind, slapped on fast like someone had done it in a parking lot. And when Tessa cut the engine and climbed out, he could see a fresh dent in the quarter panel that definitely hadn't been there last time.

She was smaller than he remembered—maybe five-four, dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, hands that moved like they were used to work. Sharp eyes swept over him, taking his measure the same way he was taking hers. She wore jeans and a faded t-shirt with a dog logo on the chest, both spotted with water stains and what looked like dried shampoo.

Working clothes. The clothes of someone who'd been doing her job when the world went sideways.

"I'm looking for Coaster," she said. No preamble. No small talk. "His dog's due for a trim."

"He's on a run." Razor moved toward the van, circling it slowly. "Won't be back until tomorrow night."

"Shit."

The word came out tired, not angry. Like it was just one more thing on a pile that had gotten too high to see over.

Razor stopped at the rear of the van, cataloguing damage with the kind of attention he usually reserved for bikes and weapons. The dent was deep—someone had kicked it hard, or hit it with something heavy meant to leave a mark. The tire on the back right was patched, the rubber still showing the fresh marks of a recent repair. Up close, he could see scratches along the paint that looked like they'd been made with a key or a knife, deliberate lines carved into metal that had probably been clean this morning.

This wasn't road damage. This was a message.

"What happened to your rig?" he asked, keeping his voice level.

Tessa crossed her arms, and he caught the way her jaw tightened before she answered. She was deciding how much to tell him—he could see the calculation happening behind her eyes.

"Two men showed up at my client's parking lot this morning. Big apartment complex off Granada, north Daytona. I was finishing up a standard poodle when they rolled in—truck, no plates, muscles for brains." Her voice stayed flat, controlled. "They told me the lot belongs to them now. Told my client the same thing. Said if I came back, the van burns."

"They do all this?" Razor gestured at the damage.

"Slashed my tires first. Both rears. I had to get them patched at a shop in Ormond before I could drive anywhere—sat there for two hours waiting while they fixed what those assholes broke." She nodded at the dent. "That was a baseball bat. They wanted to make sure I understood. The mirror was a crowbar."

"You get a look at them?"

"One was big, prison-yard build. Shaved head, neck tattoos—the kind that say he did real time, not county weekends. The other was skinnier, meaner looking. Had this smile like he was hoping I'd give him a reason." Her chin lifted slightly, something defiant surfacing through the exhaustion. "I've been running that route for three years. Built it one referral at a time from nothing. Those lots are mine."

The possessiveness in her voice caught his attention. Not whining. Not asking for help. Just stating a fact—the way a man might talk about his bike or his patch.

Those lots are mine.

Razor walked back around to face her, and something in his chest shifted when he saw her hands. They weren't shaking, but they were clenched tight enough that her knuckles had gone white against the Florida tan. She was scared—only a fool wouldn't be scared after what she'd described. She just wasn't letting it show.

That took a particular kind of spine. The kind you couldn't fake.

"You got somewhere to go tonight?" he asked.

"I sleep in the van sometimes. When the route runs late or I've got early appointments." She shrugged like it was nothing. "Saves on gas and rent."

"Not tonight you don't."

Her eyes flashed, dark and sharp. "I didn't come here looking for charity—"

"Good. Because I'm not offering any." He pulled out his phone, fired off a quick text to Coaster letting him know his groomer had shown up with trouble attached, then pocketed it again. "Those men who hit your rig—they're not random assholes. There's a crew moving through north Daytona, taking over parking lots, staging out of territory that doesn't belong to them."

"Staging for what?"

"Robbery operation. Hitting businesses along the corridor, fencing the goods south toward Orlando. They've been at it for a couple months now, and they're getting bolder." He met her eyes, letting her see the weight behind his words. "They're not going to stop because you told them no. They're going to come back harder, and next time they won't settle for tires and mirrors."

Tessa's face went still. He watched her process it—the scale of what she'd stumbled into, the danger that had nothing to do with parking spaces or grooming appointments. This wasn't a dispute over territory rights. This was organized crime treating her livelihood like an obstacle to be removed.

"So what am I supposed to do?" she asked. "Abandon my clients? Let them take everything I built? That van is the first thing I ever owned that nobody gave me. The route is—" She stopped, jaw working like she was swallowing words that wanted to come out harder. "The route is everything."

"For tonight? You park your van inside this fence and you sleep somewhere that isn't a target." Razor jerked his thumb toward the compound behind him—the converted boat works, the clubhouse, the fence that separated Raider ground from the rest of the world. "We'll figure out the rest tomorrow."

"I don't even know your name."

"Razor." He didn't offer his hand. Didn't explain the name or the thin scar along his jawline where he'd earned it years ago in a fight that had ended with someone else's straight razor and a lesson about keeping your guard up. Just let it sit there, a fact among facts.

"And you're just going to help me? Out of the goodness of your heart?"

His mouth curved—not quite a smile, something sharper and more dangerous. "I'm going to help you because those assholes are operating in Raider territory without permission. That's a problem whether you exist or not." He paused, letting the next words land with the weight they deserved. "But yeah. I'm also going to help you because you drove into this compound with a smashed rig and a spine that didn't bend. That counts for something around here."

Tessa studied him for a long moment. He could see her weighing options, calculating risks, deciding whether to trust a man she'd met five minutes ago based on nothing but instinct and desperation. She had the look of someone who'd learned early not to rely on anyone—the wariness that came from being let down too many times to count.

But she also had the look of someone who knew when she was out of options.

"I have a dog in the back," she said finally. "Client's terrier. I need to drop him off before I can stay anywhere."

"We'll handle that. One of the prospects can run the dog home." Razor moved toward the gate, reaching for the chain that held it closed. "But first—park the van inside the fence. Now. Before anyone driving by gets curious about why a grooming rig is sitting outside Raider territory with damage that tells a story."

She didn't argue. Climbed back into the driver's seat, fired up the rough engine, and rolled the battered grooming van through the compound gate like she'd been doing it her whole life. No hesitation. No second-guessing. Just action.

Razor watched her park near the boat bay, watched her climb out and move to the back of the van to check on the terrier with hands that had finally stopped clenching. She talked to the dog through the ventilation panel—low, soothing sounds that didn't carry—and something about the gentleness of it hit him harder than he expected.

Tough on the outside. Soft where it mattered.

She was trouble. He could feel it in his bones—the kind of trouble that walked through the door looking like a problem and ended up being something else entirely. The kind that made a man do things he hadn't planned on doing.

But she was also street-smart, sharp-mouthed, and carrying herself like a woman who'd learned early that nobody was coming to help. Who'd built something from nothing and wasn't about to let a crew of prison-hardened thieves take it away.

Those lots are mine.

Damn right they were. And if Derek Poole's crew thought they could take them without a fight, they were about to learn different.

Razor pulled out another cigarette, lit it with a flick of his old Zippo, and watched the grooming van settle into place behind the fence. The terrier yapped once from inside, and Tessa's voice murmured something that quieted it immediately.

The compound had just gotten a hell of a lot more interesting.

And Razor had a feeling this was only the beginning.
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The prospect's bike rumbled steady behind Tessa's van as she turned onto Granada Boulevard, the morning sun already hot enough to make the steering wheel sticky under her palms.

His name was James—young, maybe twenty-two, with the eager energy of someone still proving himself. He'd shown up at the compound gate at six AM sharp, straddling a Harley that looked too big for him, and told her he was her shadow until further notice.

She hadn't asked for a shadow. Hadn't asked for any of this.

But she also wasn't stupid enough to turn down protection when men with baseball bats had made their intentions clear.

Tessa pulled into the first driveway on her adjusted route—a ranch house in Ormond where Mrs. Patterson's golden retriever needed his summer trim. The dog was already waiting at the front window, tail going crazy behind the glass.

Normal. This felt almost normal.

She parked, killed the engine, and got to work.

The van's back doors opened onto her mobile studio—portable tub connected to the water tank, folding grooming table, clipper kit laid out in order of blade guard size. Three years of building this rig piece by piece, buying equipment at auctions and outfitting the space herself until it ran like a machine.

The retriever's name was Max, and he bounded out to meet her like she was his favorite person in the world.

"Hey, buddy." She ruffled his ears before lifting him onto the table. "Let's get you handsome."

The work settled her nerves the way it always did. Clippers humming, fur falling away in clean lines, Max panting happily while she shaped his coat. Mrs. Patterson brought out lemonade and asked about the bike parked at the curb.

"Friend of a friend," Tessa said. "He's keeping me company today."

Not exactly a lie. Not exactly the truth either.

She finished Max in forty-five minutes, collected her cash, and moved on to the next appointment. A poodle mix in Holly Hill. A schnauzer in a condo complex that still let her use the parking lot—for now.

Between appointments, she cleaned her clippers with solvent, checked the generator oil, and restocked the shampoo caddy from supplies in the van's storage bin. The routine kept her hands busy and her mind from spinning out.

But she couldn't stop thinking about the lots she'd lost.

Four of them. Four apartment complexes where she'd built relationships over three years, where she knew the dogs by name and the owners trusted her with their keys. Gone overnight because some crew of prison-hardened assholes decided her parking spaces made good staging areas for whatever criminal bullshit they were running.

The anger sat in her chest like a hot coal, burning slow.

She was finishing up the schnauzer when the rumble of a second bike cut through the afternoon quiet.

Tessa looked up to see Razor rolling into the condo lot, chrome catching the sun, the man himself looking like trouble wrapped in leather. He parked next to James's bike, swung off, and walked toward her van with the kind of unhurried confidence that said he owned whatever ground he stood on.

"How's the route?" he asked.

"Three down, all clean." She kept working, trimming the schnauzer's face while the dog held perfectly still. "No sign of your friends with the baseball bats."

"They're not my friends."

"Figure of speech."

He leaned against the van's open door, watching her work. She could feel his eyes on her hands, on the way she moved the clippers with practiced ease.

"You're good at that," he said.

"I've been doing it a long time."

"How long?"

"Since I was nineteen. Started in kennels, worked my way up to vet clinics, saved every penny until I could buy the van at auction." She finished the trim, set down the clippers, and met his gaze. "Took me six years to build this route. Every client, every referral, every lot I park in—I earned it."

Something flickered in his expression. Recognition, maybe. Understanding.

"Derek Poole," he said.

"What?"

"The man running the crew that hit your lot. His name is Derek Poole." Razor's voice went flat, clinical. "Ex-con, did eight years in state for armed robbery. Came out with connections and ambition. He's been building an operation across Volusia County—hitting jewelry stores, pawn shops, cash businesses. Moving the goods south to Orlando through a network of fences."

Tessa's hands stilled on the schnauzer's coat.

"And my parking lots?"

"Staging areas. His crew takes over lots along the target corridor, uses them to prep for jobs and store merchandise between handoffs." His jaw tightened. "They've grabbed four locations on your route so far. The complex off Granada was the latest."

Four lots. Four locations where she couldn't work anymore, where her clients were being told to find a new groomer or deal with men who carried crowbars.

"So what—I just write them off? Find new clients, build new routes, pretend this asshole didn't steal what I spent three years creating?"

"No."

The word came out hard, certain.

"The Raiders don't let crews operate in our territory without permission. Poole didn't ask. That makes him our problem." Razor pushed off the van door, closing the distance between them. "Which means you're not alone in this, whether you like it or not."

Tessa lifted her chin, meeting his eyes. He was close now—close enough that she could see the thin scar along his jawline, the intensity burning behind his gaze.

"I don't need a rescue," she said.

"Good. Because that's not what I'm offering."

"Then what are you offering?"

"Partnership." His mouth curved, something dangerous lurking at the edges. "You know this route better than anyone. Every lot, every back road, every shortcut through north Daytona. That's useful."

"Useful to who?"

"To the men who are going to take Poole apart." He held her gaze, not backing down. "You want your lots back? Help us map his operation. Tell us everything you've seen on that route for the past three years. And when we shut him down, you get your territory back."

Tessa stared at him.

She should say no. Should take her van and her clippers and her rebuilt route and run as far from this as possible. She'd survived this long by staying out of trouble, by keeping her head down and her hands busy and never relying on anyone but herself.

But those lots were hers.

And she was goddamn tired of men taking things from her.

"What do you need to know?" she asked.

Something shifted in Razor's expression—respect, maybe, or the satisfaction of a gamble paying off.

"Everything. But not here." He glanced around the condo lot, checking sight lines like it was second nature. "Finish your route. James stays on you until you're done. Then you bring the van back to the compound and we talk."

"And after we talk?"

"You park at the compound every night until this is over. Non-negotiable."

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me." His voice dropped, something possessive threading through the words. "Those assholes found your client's lot once. They'll find the others. And I'm not letting them catch you sleeping in a van on some side street when they decide to make an example."

"You're not letting me?"

"That's right."

The audacity of it should have pissed her off. Would have, coming from anyone else. But there was something in the way he said it—not controlling, not condescending. Protective. Like he'd already decided she was worth keeping safe.

"I don't take orders," she said.

"Neither do I. But I know a smart move when I see one." He stepped back, giving her space, but his eyes never left hers. "The compound has a fence, security, and a dozen men who'd love an excuse to put Poole's crew in the ground. Your van has duct tape and a generator."

He had a point. She hated that he had a point.

"One night," she said. "I'll park there tonight and we'll see how it goes."

"Fair enough." That dangerous smile flickered again. "But I think you'll find it grows on you."

"Don't count on it."

"Too late."

He was back on his bike before she could respond, the engine roaring to life, chrome flashing in the afternoon light. James pulled up beside her van as Razor rode out, the prospect's expression carefully neutral.

"He always like that?" Tessa asked.

"Like what?"

"Bossy. Intense. Completely certain he's right about everything."

James's mouth twitched. "Pretty much, yeah. You get used to it."

"I doubt that."

She finished packing up her gear, secured the schnauzer for pickup, and climbed back into the driver's seat. The prospect fell in behind her as she pulled out of the lot, his bike a steady presence in her rearview mirror.

Protection. She had protection now, whether she'd asked for it or not.

And tonight, she'd be parking at a motorcycle club compound instead of a quiet side street, surrounded by men who apparently had beef with the same crew that had destroyed her mirror and slashed her tires.

This was either the smartest thing she'd ever done or the dumbest.

Probably both.

Tessa turned onto A1A and headed south, the afternoon sun warm on her arm through the open window. Behind her, James's bike rumbled steady. Ahead, the compound waited.

And somewhere in north Daytona, Derek Poole had no idea what was coming for him.
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The chapel smelled like cigar smoke and old wood, the ceiling fans turning slow overhead while the brothers settled into their seats around the table.

Razor stood at the head, a street map of north Daytona spread out before him with red X marks scattered across the grid like blood spatter. Each X was a parking lot Poole's crew had taken. Each one was territory that belonged to the Raiders.

Tiger sat at the President's position, watching Razor with those pale Atlantic eyes that missed nothing. Reef flanked him on the left, Bruiser on the right. Coaster, Breach, and Shoal filled out the rest of the table, their cuts creaking as they shifted in the old wooden chairs.

"Talk," Tiger said.

Razor tapped the map. "Derek Poole. Released from state prison eighteen months ago after serving eight years for armed robbery. Since then, he's been building an operation across Volusia County."

"What kind of operation?" Bruiser asked.

"Robbery and fencing. His crew hits jewelry stores, pawn shops, any business running heavy cash. They move the merchandise south through a network of fences stretching to Orlando." Razor traced a line down the map with his finger. "Fast turnover. Three-day cycle from theft to sale."

"And the parking lots?" That was Reef, his voice dry as salt.

"Staging areas. Poole's crew takes over lots along the target corridor, uses them to prep for jobs and stash merchandise between handoffs." Razor pointed to the cluster of red X marks. "These four are all
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