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The sedan was pulling out of the lot when Anchor rolled in.

Black Charger, tinted windows, two men in the front seats moving with the unhurried confidence of collectors who'd just made their point. Anchor clocked the plate—Volusia County, dealer tags still on—and filed it away as he swung his bike into the gravel strip beside Rigby's Smoke Ring.

Then he saw Annette.

She was on her knees in the dust beside the food truck, picking coins off the asphalt one at a time. Quarters and dimes scattered across ten feet of gravel, mixed with crumpled bills that the coastal wind kept trying to steal. The tip jar—the big mason jar she kept on the serving counter with FEED THE COOK painted on the side in her own hand—lay shattered near the truck's rear wheel.

Anchor killed the engine and dismounted without a word.

He crossed the lot in six strides, dropped to one knee beside her, and started gathering money. His hands were twice the size of hers, scarred across the knuckles from twenty years of deck work and bar fights, but they moved with the same methodical patience he'd learned tying lines on a Navy flight deck. One bill, then another. A handful of quarters pressed into the growing pile.

Annette didn't look up. Her fingers kept moving, snatching coins from the gravel, her jaw set so tight he could see the muscle jumping beneath her skin.

"I had sixty-three dollars in that jar," she said. Her voice was flat. Controlled. The voice of a woman who'd decided she wasn't going to cry in front of a customer. "Sixty-three dollars in tips from the morning rush. They dumped it out like it was nothing."

Anchor said nothing. He just kept picking up her money.

The sun beat down on the Ponce Inlet lot, baking the asphalt until heat waves rippled off the surface. Salt air rolled in from the coast a quarter mile east, mixing with the smell of hickory smoke that always clung to Annette's truck. She'd been parking here for two years, serving brisket and pulled pork to the fishing crews and the beach regulars and the bikers who knew where to find real food on this stretch of coast.

Anchor had been one of those bikers since the first week she'd opened. Same time every day. Same order every time. Brisket plate, extra sauce, sweet tea. He'd watched her build her business one plate at a time, watched her earn the loyalty of every regular who tasted her father's recipes, watched her work eighteen-hour days because the truck was everything and she'd be damned if she let it fail.

Now he watched her pick her tips off the ground while two collectors drove away with her dignity in their pockets.

"Who were they?" he asked.

Annette finally looked at him. Her eyes were red-rimmed but dry, green and sharp and furious. She had asphalt grit on her knees and smoke stains on her apron and she looked like she wanted to burn something down.

"Said their names don't matter. Said what matters is I owe them five hundred a week for the privilege of parking in this lot." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Five hundred a week. For a spot I've been using for two years without paying anyone a dime."

"Protection money."

"That's what they called it. Protection." She spat the word like it tasted rotten. "Said the beach-side lots are under new management now. Said everyone pays or everyone has problems."

Anchor stood, his knees popping from the crouch, and extended his hand. Annette looked at it for a moment—the calluses, the old scars, the Navy anchor tattooed across the back—and then took it. He pulled her to her feet like she weighed nothing.

"They touch you?"

"No." She brushed gravel off her jeans, leaving dusty streaks across the denim. "Just the jar. Grabbed it off the counter, walked to the edge of the lot, and smashed it on the ground. Said that was a preview of what happens to people who don't pay."

Anchor's jaw tightened. He could feel the familiar heat building in his chest—the cold burn that had gotten him through three deployments and a dozen bar fights and one very bad night in a South Daytona parking lot that ended with a clinic doctor disappearing forever.

"You know who they work for?"

"They didn't say. But I've heard talk at the flea market." Annette gathered the pile of money they'd collected and shoved it into her apron pocket. "Some crew running protection up and down the vendor lots. Started at the market, moved to the beach-side spots. Now they're here."

"Vincent Sala."

She looked at him sharply. "You know him?"

"I know of him." Anchor's voice was flat, giving nothing away. "Runs a collection racket out of South Daytona. Fifteen men, maybe more. Been expanding his territory for the past year."

"And you know this because...?"

"Because I pay attention." He met her eyes, held them. "And because the club pays attention to anyone running games in our backyard."

Annette's expression shifted—curiosity mixing with the anger, calculation flickering behind her eyes. She'd known he was a biker since the first day he'd pulled into her lot. Hard to miss the cut, the patches, the way he carried himself like a man who expected trouble and welcomed it when it came. But she'd never asked questions, and he'd never offered answers.

That was about to change.

"Your club," she said slowly. "The Daytona Raiders."

"That's right."

"And Vincent Sala's crew—they're in your backyard?"

"Close enough." Anchor pulled out his wallet, extracted a twenty, and handed it to her. "Brisket plate. Extra sauce. Sweet tea."

For a moment, Annette just stared at him. Then something shifted in her face—not softening, exactly, but settling. The fury was still there, banked but burning, and underneath it was something else. Recognition, maybe. The look of a woman who'd just realized she wasn't as alone as she'd thought.

She took the twenty and climbed into her truck.

Anchor watched her move behind the serving window, pulling brisket from the smoker, slicing it with the same steady hands that had picked coins off asphalt five minutes ago. She built his plate with mechanical precision—meat, two sides, a cup of sauce on the corner—and slid it across the counter without meeting his eyes.

"On the house," she said. "For helping with the money."

"I paid."

"And I'm refusing." She pushed the twenty back toward him. "My truck, my rules."

Anchor looked at the bill, then at her. Something flickered in his chest that had nothing to do with the cold burn of anger. This woman had just been shaken down by collectors, her tip jar smashed, her livelihood threatened—and she was still standing behind her counter, still serving food, still refusing to take charity from a man she barely knew.

He'd spent five years ordering brisket from her window. Five years watching her work. Five years keeping his distance because the club was complicated and civilians got hurt when they got too close.

Five years was long enough.

He took the plate and left the twenty on the counter.

The picnic table beside the truck had seen better days—weathered wood, rusted bolts, a faded umbrella that provided more psychological shade than actual protection from the Florida sun. Anchor sat on the bench facing the lot entrance, positioned so he could see anyone coming before they saw him, and started eating.

The brisket was perfect. It was always perfect. Annette had learned from her father, who'd run a roadside rib stand outside Palatka for twenty years, and she'd spent her whole life perfecting the recipes he'd passed down. The smoke ring was pink and deep, the bark was black and peppery, and the meat fell apart at the touch of a plastic fork.

Anchor ate slowly, watching the lot, watching the road, watching Annette move behind her serving window as she prepped for the afternoon rush that might or might not come now that word was out about the collectors.

When his plate was empty, he stood and carried it to the window.

Annette was wiping down the counter, her movements sharp and aggressive, taking out her anger on a surface that didn't deserve it. She looked up when his shadow fell across the serving ledge.

"Same time tomorrow?" she asked. The question was casual, but her eyes weren't.

"Same time tomorrow." Anchor set his plate in the bus bin and braced his hands on the counter, leaning in close enough that she could see the cold certainty in his face. "And the day after that. And the day after that."

"You don't have to—"

"Yeah. I do." He held her gaze, letting her see exactly what he was. Not just a customer. Not just a biker who liked her food. Something more dangerous than that. Something that had decided, in the space of ten minutes, that Annette Rigby and her food truck were under his protection whether she wanted it or not.

"Those collectors are going to come back," he said. "They're going to want their five hundred dollars, and they're going to want you scared. You understand what I'm telling you?"

"I understand."

"Good." He straightened up, rolling his shoulders, settling the weight of his cut across his back. "Because you're not going to be scared. And you're not going to pay them a dime. And you're sure as hell not going to be picking your money up off the ground again."

Annette's breath caught. He saw it—the tiny hitch in her chest, the way her fingers tightened on the rag she was holding.

"You can't promise that," she said quietly.

"I just did."

He turned and walked back to his bike, swinging one leg over the seat with the easy grace of a man who'd been riding since before he could legally drive. The engine roared to life, drowning out whatever Annette might have said in response.

Anchor pulled out of the lot without looking back.

But he'd be back tomorrow. And the day after that. And every day after that until Vincent Sala and his collectors learned what happened when they touched something that belonged to the Daytona Raiders.

Even if the woman who owned it didn't know she was his yet.
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The alarm went off at three in the morning, and Annette was already awake.

She'd been lying in her apartment bedroom staring at the ceiling for two hours, running numbers in her head. Five hundred a week. Two thousand a month. Twenty-four thousand a year—more than she cleared in profit most months, more than she'd saved in three years of grinding eighteen-hour days.

They wanted to bleed her dry. And if she didn't pay, they'd destroy everything she'd built.

She threw off the covers and got to work.

The brisket had been rubbing in her refrigerator since yesterday afternoon—twelve pounds of prime beef coated in her father's secret blend of salt, pepper, paprika, and brown sugar. She wrapped each piece in butcher paper, loaded them into coolers, and hauled everything down to her truck in the apartment complex lot.

By four, she was on the road.

By six, she was pulling into the Ponce Inlet lot with the smoker already fired and the first wisps of hickory smoke curling into the predawn sky.

This was her life. This was everything.

Annette climbed into the truck and started her prep work, moving through the familiar routine with hands that knew every inch of the space she'd built. The serving window she'd welded herself. The counter she'd sanded and sealed. The smoker she'd designed from scratch, modeled after the one her father had used at his roadside stand outside Palatka.

He'd run that stand for twenty years without paying a dollar to anyone. No protection money. No tribute. No bowing down to men who thought they could take what they hadn't earned.

She wasn't going to be the one who started.

The morning rush hit at eleven, right on schedule. Fishing crews coming off early charters, beach regulars looking for lunch before the afternoon heat set in, a handful of tourists who'd heard about the food truck with the cult following.

Annette worked the window alone, pulling pork and slicing brisket, making change and calling orders, moving with the efficient rhythm she'd developed over two years of solo operation.

"Where's the tip jar?"

The question came from Eddie Marsh, a charter captain who'd been ordering the pulled pork sandwich every Tuesday and Thursday since she'd opened. He was leaning on the counter, squinting at the empty spot where the mason jar used to sit.

"Broke it," Annette said. "Clumsy."

Eddie's eyes narrowed. He'd been running boats out of Ponce Inlet for thirty years, and he knew bullshit when he heard it.

"Clumsy," he repeated.

"That's what I said."

"Funny. I heard some boys in a black Charger were making rounds yesterday. Heard they hit the lot owners up and down the beach-side strip." He paused. "Heard they smashed more than one jar."

Annette's hands stopped moving. She looked at Eddie—really looked—and saw the concern underneath the weathered skepticism.

"It's handled," she said.

"Is it?"

"It will be."

Eddie held her gaze for a long moment. Then he nodded, dropped a ten in the empty space where the jar used to be, and walked away with his sandwich.

Annette watched him go, her chest tight.

She wasn't alone in this. She knew that now. Whatever was happening with Sala's collectors, it was bigger than one food truck in one lot. They were squeezing everyone, building an empire one shakedown at a time.

But knowing she had company didn't make her feel better. It just meant more people were going to get hurt if someone didn't stop it.

The lunch rush tapered off around twelve-thirty. Annette was scraping the grill when she heard the rumble.

She knew that engine.

She'd been listening to it pull into her lot every day for five years, the distinctive growl of a well-maintained V-twin that announced its rider before he ever came into view. Her hands slowed on the grill, her pulse kicking up in ways she refused to examine.

Anchor parked in his usual spot, killed the engine, and swung off the bike with the easy grace of a man who'd been riding longer than she'd been smoking meat.

He was wearing the same cut as yesterday—black leather, patches she'd never asked about, the Daytona Raiders logo spread across his back like a warning. His arms were bare beneath the vest, Navy tattoos faded by sun and salt, and he moved toward the truck with the unhurried confidence of someone who'd already decided how this conversation was going to go.

"You're early," Annette said.

"Wanted to beat the rush."

"Rush is over."

"Good." He stopped at the window, bracing his hands on the counter the same way he had yesterday. "Then you've got time to talk."

She should have told him to order or leave. Should have maintained the professional distance she'd kept for five years, the careful boundary between customer and owner that protected them both from complications.

Instead, she turned off the grill and leaned against the serving counter.

"Talk about what?"

"Vincent Sala." Anchor's voice was flat, but his eyes were sharp. "He runs a protection racket out of South Daytona. Started at the flea market about three years ago, expanded to the beach-side vendor lots last spring. Now he's pushing into Ponce Inlet."

"And?"

"And his crew runs fifteen men. Collections, enforcement, territory expansion—all of it organized, all of it professional. The two who hit you yesterday work for a man named Mick Torrance. He runs the weekly tribute route."

Annette absorbed this, filing the information away. "You know a lot about a crew that's not your problem."

"Everything that happens in Raider territory is my problem."

"This lot isn't Raider territory."

"It is now."

The words hung between them, heavy with implication. Annette felt her pulse spike again—anger and something else, something she didn't want to name.

"I didn't ask for your help."

"No. You didn't."

"So why are you giving it?"

Anchor was quiet for a moment. His eyes moved over her face, cataloging, assessing, seeing things she wasn't sure she wanted seen.

"Because you're not the kind of woman who picks her money up off the ground," he said finally. "And I'm not the kind of man who lets that happen twice."

Her breath caught.

Five years. Five years of brisket plates and sweet tea and casual nods across a serving counter, and he'd never once looked at her like this. Like she was something worth protecting. Like she mattered beyond the food she served.

"My father ran a roadside rib stand for twenty years," she heard herself say. "Outside Palatka, right off Highway 17. He smoked meat twelve hours a day, six days a week, built his whole life around that stand."

Anchor didn't interrupt. Just watched her with those steady eyes.

"He never paid tribute. Not once. Not to the county inspectors who wanted bribes, not to the suppliers who tried to squeeze him, not to anyone." Her voice hardened. "He taught me that the minute you start paying, you never stop. They'll take everything you have and then they'll take more, because they can, because you showed them you'd bend."

"Smart man."

"Dead man. Cancer got him six years ago." She swallowed the grief that never quite went away. "But he was right. And I'm not going to be the one who proves him wrong."

Anchor nodded slowly. Something shifted in his expression—respect, maybe, or recognition. The look of a man who understood stubbornness because he carried his own.

"Sala's not going to stop because you refuse to pay," he said. "He's going to escalate. Break your equipment. Hurt your business. Maybe hurt you."

"I know."

"And you're still not paying."

"Not a single dollar."

His mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close.

"Alright then." He pulled out his phone, typed a quick message, and slid the device back into his pocket. "I'm posting a prospect in this lot. Kid named Danny—young, dumb, eager to prove himself. He'll park across the street where he can see the lot entrance, and he'll call me if anyone shows up who shouldn't."

Annette opened her mouth to protest.

"Don't." Anchor cut her off before she could speak. "This isn't charity and it isn't pity. Sala's crew is pushing into Raider-adjacent territory, which makes it club business. You just happen to be standing in the middle of it."

"Convenient."

"Isn't it?"

She stared at him, trying to read the angles behind his words. He stared back, giving nothing away.

"And you?" she finally asked. "Where will you be while your prospect is watching my lot?"

"Right here." He straightened up, rolling his shoulders beneath the cut. "Every lunch, every day, until this is finished. You're going to serve me brisket and I'm going to make sure nobody touches what's yours."

What's yours.

The words should have made her angry. Should have triggered every independent bone in her body, every lesson her father had taught her about standing on her own two feet.

Instead, they made something warm uncurl in her chest.

"I don't need a bodyguard," she said, but there was no heat in it.

"Good. Because I'm not offering to be one." He held her gaze, something dark and hungry flickering in his eyes. "I'm offering to be the reason Sala's collectors don't come back. There's a difference."

She didn't ask what the difference was. She was afraid she already knew.

"Same order?" she asked instead.

"Same order."

She turned to the smoker and started building his plate. Behind her, she heard him settle onto the picnic bench, felt his eyes on her back as she worked.

Five years of distance.

Five years of careful professionalism.

All of it crumbling in the space of two conversations, and she wasn't sure she wanted to stop it.

"Plate's ready," she called.

He came to the window, took the plate, and left a twenty on the counter even though she hadn't told him the price.

"Keep it," he said when she tried to push it back. "For the new tip jar."

Then he walked to his table and sat down to eat, positioned so he could see every car that entered the lot.

Annette watched him for a moment—the broad shoulders beneath the cut, the faded tattoos on his forearms, the way he held himself like a man who expected violence and knew exactly how to answer it.

Then she turned back to her grill and started prepping for tomorrow.

She had a
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