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The pre-dawn darkness of Jacksonville felt different this morning. Sadie Mitchell had learned to trust her instincts over four years of running Rise & Grind—the gut feeling that told her when the commercial mixer was about to quit, when a Marine was having a bad day and needed extra kindness with his coffee, when something was wrong.

This morning, everything felt wrong.

She'd been up since three AM, flour dusting her arms as she prepped the morning's batches. Two hundred muffins, three dozen breakfast sandwiches, and her grandmother's coffee cake recipe that kept Marines coming back. The rhythm usually soothed her—measure, mix, bake, repeat. Honest work with her hands, building something real.

Today her hands wouldn't stop shaking.

The bell over the door chimed at five-thirty, right on schedule. The early crowd filtered in—Marines heading to PT, a few shift workers, regulars who knew her by name and their orders by heart. Sadie forced her smile into place, poured coffee, made change, pretended everything was fine.

"Morning, Ms. Sadie." Corporal Maldonado grabbed his usual—black coffee and a blueberry muffin. "You okay?"

"Just tired, sweetie." She squeezed his shoulder, hating the lie. Maldonado was nineteen, fresh from his first deployment, still figuring out how to be a person again. He didn't need her problems. "You take care out there today."

The rush built fast. By six AM, Rise & Grind was packed—Marines in PT gear grabbing coffee before formation, early risers claiming tables, the comfortable chaos that meant her business was thriving. Sadie moved through it all on autopilot, her attention split between the register and the door.

Waiting.

She knew Tyler was coming. She'd known since the text at four AM—the fifth one this week. Miss you baby. We should talk. Like he hadn't spent six months using her bakery to move prescription opioids. Like she hadn't caught him and thrown him out. Like his "talking" didn't involve threats about what happened to women who defied him.

The bell chimed again at six-fifteen.

Tyler Hoffman walked in like he owned the place, designer jeans and an expensive watch that screamed trust fund money. Lean from cocaine use, that entitled smirk she'd once found charming now making her stomach turn. Two men flanked him—bigger, rougher, the kind of guys who got paid to hurt people.

Every Marine in the shop went still.

Sadie's hands froze on the espresso machine. Her heart hammered against her ribs, but she kept her voice steady. "We're closed to you, Tyler. You need to leave."

"Aw, baby." He approached the counter with that lazy confidence, his enforcers spreading out behind him. "That's no way to greet an old friend. I just wanted to check on you. Make sure you're doing okay."

The threat underneath his friendly tone was obvious. Several Marines shifted, reading the tension, but she couldn't explain. Couldn't tell these young warriors that her ex-boyfriend was a dealer who'd threatened to destroy her if she went to the police.

"I'm fine." She met his eyes, refusing to back down. "And I'd like you to leave my business."

Tyler's smile sharpened. He leaned against her display case—the one she'd spent two hours filling this morning with fresh pastries, cookies, her grandmother's famous cinnamon rolls. "You know what I've been thinking about? How good we were together. How much I miss having you in my life."

"Tyler—"

His elbow moved. Just a casual shift of weight that knocked the entire display case off its stand.

The crash was deafening. Glass shattered across the floor. Pastries exploded in a mess of frosting and dough. Hours of work destroyed in seconds. Sadie stared at the wreckage, her vision blurring, fury and fear warring in her chest.

"Oops." Tyler's voice held no remorse. "Guess I'm clumsy this morning. You should really be more careful where you put things, Sadie. Accidents happen all the time in these old buildings."

The threat was crystal clear. This wasn't about the display case.

"Get out." Her voice shook despite her best effort. "Now."

He leaned closer, his voice dropping so only she could hear. "I'm trying to be nice about this, baby. But you're making it difficult. We need to have a real conversation soon. Just the two of us. You understand?"

Sadie's hands clenched on the counter. She understood perfectly. Tyler wanted her scared, wanted her compliant, wanted her to come crawling back because she was too terrified to refuse.

"Sir." Maldonado stood from his table, young and earnest and ready to defend her. "I think the lady asked you to leave."

Tyler's enforcers shifted, threat implicit in their movement. For one horrible second, Sadie thought it would turn violent right here—trust fund criminal and his muscle against Marines who didn't know what they were walking into.

"Easy, Devil Dog." Tyler raised his hands in mock surrender. "We're leaving. But Sadie—" He met her eyes again, all the charm gone, just cold calculation underneath. "I'll see you real soon. We've got unfinished business."

He walked out with his men, the bell chiming cheerfully behind them. The shop stayed silent for a long moment before conversation slowly resumed. Marines shot her concerned looks, but she couldn't meet their eyes.

Couldn't explain that Tyler Hoffman ran a multi-million dollar drug operation through Onslow and Carteret Counties. That his father's lawyers had made three arrests disappear. That she'd gone to the police and they'd told her to get a restraining order while Tyler's high-priced attorney filed harassment charges against her.

That she was completely, utterly alone against a man with infinite resources and zero conscience.

"Ms. Sadie?" Maldonado was beside her, his young face worried. "You want us to—"

"I'm fine, sweetie." She forced the smile again, hating herself for lying to him. "Just an accident. I'll clean it up."

He didn't look convinced, but he was nineteen and she was the nice baker lady who made him feel like someone cared. He couldn't help with this. None of them could.

The Marines slowly filtered out, heading to formation and work and the normal routines of their day. Sadie watched them go, then grabbed a broom and dustpan with shaking hands.

The display case was completely destroyed. Glass everywhere, her grandmother's cinnamon rolls crushed into the floor, three hours of work and a hundred dollars in ingredients ruined. She knelt in the mess, starting to clean, and felt the first tears burn her eyes.

She'd built this place from nothing. Four years of three AM wake-ups and thin margins and pouring everything she had into creating something honest. A place where young Marines far from home could get comfort food and a smile, where she could use her grandmother's recipes to build her own dream.

And Tyler was going to destroy it. Not because she'd done anything wrong, but because she'd dared to say no. Because she'd discovered what he was really doing and thrown him out. Because in his world, women who defied him needed to be punished.

Her hands shook as she swept broken glass into the dustpan. Behind her, the espresso machine hissed and the ovens hummed their steady rhythm. Rise & Grind would open again tomorrow. She'd wake at three AM and bake and smile and pretend everything was fine.

But Tyler was escalating. From texts to showing up during business, making threats in front of witnesses, destroying her property.

What came next?

Sadie dumped the glass into the trash, her stomach churning with fear she couldn't name. The morning rush was over, the shop quiet except for one older couple in the corner. She should start prep for the lunch crowd. Should keep working, keep moving, keep pretending this wasn't happening.

Her phone buzzed. Another text from Tyler's number: You looked pretty this morning. That apron's cute. We really do need to talk, baby. Soon.

He'd been watching her. Not just today—probably every day. Waiting for the right moment to make his move.

Sadie stared at the destroyed display case, at the business she'd built with sweat and her grandmother's legacy, at everything she stood to lose. Then she looked at her shaking hands and made a decision she couldn't take back.

She wasn't going down without a fight.

Even if she had no idea how to fight a monster with a trust fund and unlimited reach. Even if she was terrified and alone and completely out of her depth.

Some things were worth protecting. This bakery, this dream, this life she'd built honestly—Tyler couldn't have it. No matter what it cost her.

The bell chimed again. Sadie looked up, fear spiking, half-expecting Tyler to return.

Instead, she saw a Marine she vaguely recognized—compact build, calloused hands, the patient intensity of someone who'd learned to stay calm under pressure. He wore a leather cut with patches she didn't recognize, moving with deliberate purpose toward the counter.

His eyes swept the destroyed display case, then locked on her face with an assessment that missed nothing.

"Morning," he said, voice slow and measured like every word was chosen carefully. "What happened here?"
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Torque had been walking into Rise & Grind for his morning coffee three times a week for two years. He knew the rhythm of the place—the comfortable chaos of Marines grabbing breakfast, the smell of fresh baking that reminded him of his grandmother's kitchen back in North Carolina, the way Sadie Mitchell moved through the rush with genuine warmth that made young Devil Dogs feel less alone.

This morning, everything was wrong.

The destroyed display case caught his attention first. Shattered glass, crushed pastries, the kind of deliberate destruction that sent a clear message. Then he saw Sadie behind the counter—flour-dusted, forced smile, and eyes that held fear she was trying desperately to hide.

Torque had seen that look before. On the faces of Marines' girlfriends who showed up to the compound with bruises they tried to explain away. On women who'd been taught that asking for help meant admitting weakness.

"Morning," he said, keeping his voice measured as he approached the counter. "What happened here?"

"Just an accident." Her smile didn't reach her eyes. "Clumsy morning. Can I get you your usual?"

Black coffee, two sugars. She remembered every regular's order, made everyone feel seen. Right now she was using that skill to deflect, and Torque wasn't having it.

He moved closer, noting details with the same precision he used diagnosing engine problems. Trembling hands. Tear-tracks barely concealed. The way she positioned herself with the counter between them—protective barrier from a threat she expected to return.

"That wasn't an accident." He gestured to the display case. "That was deliberate. Someone destroyed your work."

Her jaw tightened. "It's handled. Really, I'm fine."

"You're shaking."

"I'm tired." But her voice cracked on the word, and she looked away fast. "Long morning. It happens."

Torque had spent fifteen years as a Marine mechanic learning patience. You didn't rush diagnostics when Marines' lives depended on vehicles working perfectly. You observed, assessed, then acted with precision.

Right now, every instinct screamed that this woman needed help she was too scared to ask for.

"Who was he?"

Sadie's eyes snapped back to his, surprise breaking through her careful mask. "What?"

"The guy who did this." Torque kept his tone even, but something cold settled in his chest. "Saw three men leave as I was parking. Expensive clothes, wrong energy for this neighborhood. One of them your ex?"

She opened her mouth, closed it, then seemed to deflate. "It doesn't matter. He's gone."

"It matters." Two words, absolute certainty. "Tell me his name."

"I can't—" She glanced around the shop, but they were alone now except for one older couple in the corner. "Look, I appreciate the concern, but this is my problem. I'll handle it."

"How?" The question came out harder than intended. "By cleaning up broken glass and hoping he doesn't escalate? That's not handling it, sweetheart. That's waiting to get hurt."

Anger flashed in her eyes—good. Better than the fear. "I'm not your sweetheart, and I don't need—"

"Tyler Hoffman."

They both turned. The older man from the corner table stood, his face grim. "That's who you're asking about, son. Tyler Hoffman and his boys. Been sniffing around here for weeks, making Sadie nervous."

"Mr. Patterson—" Sadie's voice held warning.

"No, honey." Patterson shook his head. "I'm seventy-three years old and I've seen enough to know when a woman's in trouble. That boy came in here and destroyed your property because you won't take him back. That's not acceptable."

Torque's jaw clenched. Tyler Hoffman. The name rang familiar—trust fund kid from Charlotte, rumors of dealing in prescription pills and cocaine. The kind of criminal who bought his way out of consequences while working people suffered.

"He threatened you?" Torque asked Sadie directly.

She didn't answer, but her silence said everything.

Something dark and possessive unfurled in his chest. This woman served Marines with genuine kindness, created a place that felt like home for Devil Dogs struggling to adjust to civilian life. She worked honest, woke at three AM to bake, smiled at nineteen-year-old kids who needed maternal warmth.

And some trust fund bastard thought he could terrorize her?

"I need that coffee." Torque's voice came out flat, controlled. "Then I need you to tell me exactly what Tyler Hoffman did."

"I told you, it's handled—"

"Sadie." He met her eyes, letting her see the absolute certainty underneath. "I'm not walking away from this. You can tell me now, or I can find out myself. But either way, I'm getting involved."

She stared at him for a long moment, something shifting behind her eyes. Fear, yes, but also desperate hope she was trying not to feel.

"He's my ex," she finally said, voice barely above a whisper. "We dated for six months last year. I thought he was a businessman. Then I caught him using my bakery to move drugs—using my delivery routes, meeting dealers in my parking lot. When I threw him out and threatened to go to the police, he..." She swallowed hard. "He said I'd regret it. That women who defied him learned painful lessons."

Torque's hands clenched. "You go to the cops?"

"Yes." Bitter laugh. "His father's lawyers filed harassment charges against me for the breakup. Made me look like a crazy ex-girlfriend. The police told me to get a restraining order, which his attorney would fight. Meanwhile, Tyler's been texting me, showing up at my apartment, making threats disguised as friendly conversation."

"This morning?"

"Walked in with two enforcers, destroyed my display case, told me we had 'unfinished business.'" Her voice shook now, all the fear she'd been holding back spilling through. "I'm terrified. He runs a drug operation worth millions, his family money makes him untouchable, and I'm just—I'm nobody. A baker who got in over her head and doesn't know how to fight back."

The vulnerability in those words hit Torque hard. She wasn't weak—she was exhausted from fighting alone against impossible odds. That took strength civilians couldn't understand.
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