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The spray paint was still wet.

Grace Tyman photographed the message dripping down the side of her building—SELL NOW—in letters three feet tall. Red paint. They'd chosen red on purpose, she was sure. Made it look like blood running down the pale yellow siding she'd repainted herself last summer.

Third incident this month. First the slashed tires on her van. Then the broken windows she'd had to board up because the replacement glass wouldn't arrive until next week. Now this.

Her hands shook as she took another photo. She steadied them through sheer will, the way she'd steadied them through licensing battles and health inspections and the time little Tony Washington had a febrile seizure and she'd had to keep twelve other children calm while calling 911.

Inside Grace's Place, her assistant Yolanda was reading stories to the last four kids waiting for pickup. The children couldn't see this. They couldn't know that someone wanted to destroy the only safe place some of them had ever known.

Grace lowered her phone and stared at the message. Three weeks ago, a man in a suit that cost more than her monthly mortgage had walked into her daycare during naptime. Leonard Taft. Silver hair, expensive smile, the kind of confidence that came from never hearing the word no.

He'd offered her three hundred thousand dollars for a building she'd bought for one-eighty. Generous, he'd said. More than fair.

She'd told him to get out before she called the police.

The slashed tires came two days later.

A car door slammed in the parking lot behind her. Grace turned, her heart rate spiking—but it wasn't a black SUV with tinted windows. It was a Harley, chrome catching the last of the gray Washington daylight, and the man swinging off it wore a leather cut with patches she'd learned to recognize over six years of serving military families.

Ranger Regiment MC.

She'd seen him before. Sam Oklo—though the kids called him "Layla's uncle" because his four-year-old niece never let anyone forget that her uncle rode a motorcycle and that made her the coolest kid in daycare. He did pickup twice a week, always on time, always with a gentle smile for Layla that transformed his serious face.

He wasn't smiling now.

He'd stopped ten feet away, his gaze fixed on the spray paint dripping down her wall. His expression had gone completely still in a way that made Grace's breath catch. Not fear—though maybe it should have been. The man was built like a weapon, all controlled power and military bearing, with Nigerian heritage visible in his features and combat experience visible in everything else.

No, not fear. An awareness that hummed along her skin despite everything falling apart around her.

"Miss Grace." His voice was low, even. "What happened here?"

The professional answer was on her lips. Vandalism. I've already called the police. Thank you for your concern. The same answer she'd given Yolanda, her parents, the insurance company that had mysteriously dropped her coverage last week.

But she was so tired.

Tired of handling everything alone. Tired of smiling for the children when her chest felt like it was caving in. Tired of pretending she wasn't terrified every time a car slowed down in front of her building.

"Someone wants my building," she heard herself say. "They keep sending messages."

Sam's gaze cut from the spray paint to her face. Those eyes—she'd always noticed his eyes during pickup, the way they seemed to carry weight, to have seen things that left marks. Now they were sharp, assessing. The eyes of a man who understood threats.

"Someone," he repeated. Not a question.

"Leonard Taft. Casino developer." Grace laughed, and it came out broken. "He wants to build a parking structure where my daycare sits. I told him no. He didn't like that."

Sam moved closer. She should have stepped back—he was a big man, a biker, and she'd learned hard lessons about trusting people—but her feet stayed planted. The way he moved, contained and careful, told her he wasn't a threat. Not to her.

"This the first time?" he asked.

"Third this month."

His jaw tightened. "Police?"

"Filed reports. They're very sympathetic." She couldn't keep the bitterness from her voice. "They're also very clear that they can't do anything without proof. No cameras caught anything. No witnesses. Just me coming out to find my van destroyed, my windows smashed, and now this."

Sam was close enough now that she could see the patches on his cut more clearly. The Ranger scroll. The memorial ribbons. The words Rangers Lead the Way in an arc over the club insignia.

He was close enough that she could smell leather and rain and something underneath—warm, masculine—that made her pulse skip despite the circumstances.

"The kids," he said. "They okay?"

And that—that—was what cracked her open.

Not the offer to help, or the obvious concern, but the fact that his first real question was about her children. Not her property, not her business, not the money she stood to lose. The kids.

"They're inside." Her voice wavered, and she hated it. "They don't know. I've been—" She pressed her lips together, fighting for control. "I've been keeping them from seeing. Yolanda takes them to the back room when I need to deal with... this."

Sam's hand came up, and she went still. His fingers brushed her arm—just above her elbow, the touch light, almost questioning. Asking permission.

"You're shaking," he said.

"I'm fine."

"You're not." No judgment in his voice. Just fact. "How long have you been handling this alone?"

"Three weeks." The words came out before she could stop them. "My parents think it's just business stress. Yolanda thinks I'm handling it. The families who trust me with their children have no idea that someone's trying to destroy everything I've built because I won't sell my building to a man who treats people like obstacles."

She was talking too much. She knew she was talking too much. But Sam hadn't moved, hadn't taken his hand from her arm, and his solid presence made her feel like she could breathe for the first time in days.

"Tell me about Taft," he said.

So she did. Standing in the parking lot with red paint drying on her wall and four children waiting inside, she told this man she barely knew about the offer, the refusal, the escalation. The insurance company that had canceled her policy with no explanation. The building inspector who'd suddenly found violations she'd need to fix before she could operate. The systematic dismantling of everything she'd spent six years building.

Sam listened without interrupting. When she finished, he was quiet for a long moment.

"Casino developer," he said finally. "He's not local."

"Nevada. He's built casinos on tribal land out there. This is his expansion into Washington." Grace wiped her palms on her practical khaki pants, the ones that could survive a day of toddler handprints and playground dust. "He wants all of Lakewood eventually. I'm just... I'm in his way."

"You're not just anything." Sam's voice had an edge to it now, protective in a way that sent heat spreading through her chest. "You run a daycare for military families. Flexible hours, sliding scale fees. My sister talks about you like you're a saint."

"I'm not—"

"Her words, not mine." The corner of his mouth quirked. "She said you stayed open until 2100 during her last field exercise because no one else could take Layla. Said you didn't charge her extra."

Grace felt her cheeks warm. "Military families need flexibility. The chains don't understand that. They treat kids like inventory and parents like—"

"ATMs. Yeah." Now he did smile, and it changed his whole face—made him look younger, less like a man carrying the weight of too many wars. "My sister mentioned that too."

Inside, she heard Yolanda's voice rise in the practiced rhythm of story time. The children laughed at something—probably the funny voices Yolanda did for the animal characters. Grace's heart clenched.

"I should get back to them," she said. "Layla's inside. I didn't know pickup would—I mean, with everything happening, I should have called you, told you to use the side entrance—"

"Hey." Sam's hand shifted, still on her arm but firmer now. Grounding. "Look at me."

She did. His eyes were dark, holding hers with an intensity that stole the air from her lungs.

"You're not alone anymore," he said. "You understand? Whatever this is, whoever's behind it, you're not handling it alone."

"You don't even know me."

"I know you stayed open until 2100 so my sister could do her job. I know you run a daycare in a building you bought yourself, first property your family's ever owned. I know you've got twelve kids who call you Miss Grace and trust you with their lives." His voice dropped lower. "And I know what it looks like when someone's being squeezed. Seen it too many times to miss it."

Grace stared at him. Her heart was pounding, and it had nothing to do with spray paint or threats or casino developers.

"Why do you care?" she whispered.

A shadow crossed his expression. Raw. Almost painful.

"Because some things are worth protecting," he said. "And because sitting home while people I could help are in trouble?" He shook his head. "Can't do that. Not anymore."

The sound of the door made them both turn. Yolanda stood in the entrance, Layla bouncing beside her with her pink backpack and her cloud of curly hair.

"Uncle Sam!" Layla's voice was a shriek of pure joy. She tore across the parking lot and launched herself at his legs. Sam caught her easily, swinging her up like she weighed nothing, and Grace watched the hardness drain from his face as he looked at his niece.

"Hey, little warrior," he said. "Good day?"

"I painted a picture! Miss Grace says I have 'ceptional color sense!"

"Exceptional," Grace corrected automatically, and Layla beamed at her.

"That's what I said!"

Sam looked at Grace over his niece's head. The gentleness was still there, but underneath it, she could see steel. Promise.

"I'm going to make a call," he said. "Someone's going to want to hear about this."

"Who?"

"My brothers." He settled Layla on his hip, his free hand coming up to cup the back of her head in a gesture so protective it made Grace's throat tight. "We don't like it when people threaten our community. And a daycare that takes care of military families?" His eyes held hers. "That's our community."

Grace opened her mouth to argue—she didn't need charity, didn't need some biker gang making her problems their business—but the words died in her throat.

She was so tired of being strong alone.

"Okay," she heard herself say.

Sam nodded once, sharp and decisive. "Don't go anywhere until I come back. We'll talk. Figure out next steps."

He strapped Layla into the car seat on the back of his bike with practiced efficiency, handed her a tiny helmet decorated with purple flowers, and pulled out his phone. Grace watched him walk toward the edge of the parking lot, his voice a low rumble she couldn't quite make out.

Behind her, Yolanda appeared at her shoulder.

"Girl," Yolanda said quietly, "please tell me you're letting that man help you."

Grace watched Sam pace, phone pressed to his ear, his broad shoulders silhouetted against the gray evening sky. Her pulse hadn't settled since he'd touched her arm.

"I think I am," she said.
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Church was called for 1000, and Ripper was there at 0945.

He'd been up since dawn, running the situation through his head the way he used to run mission briefs before a raid. Grace Tyman. Grace's Place. Leonard Taft. Three incidents in three weeks, escalating violence, systematic pressure designed to break a woman who refused to break.

He couldn't get the image out of his head—Grace standing in that parking lot with her hands shaking, photographing damage to a building she'd bought with her own sweat and savings. The first property her family had ever owned, and some silver-haired bastard in an expensive suit was trying to take it from her.

Ripper had seen a lot of things that pissed him off in his forty-three years. This made the list.

The chapel filled up around him. Pathfinder took his seat at the head of the table, officer's bearing evident even in a room full of men who'd stopped saluting years ago. Hardcore settled to his right, hard eyes scanning the room out of habit. Mortar, Dizzy, Wraith, Gadget—brothers filtering in, coffee in hand, the easy rhythm of men who'd bled together and would again.

Six months back with the club, and Ripper still felt like he was learning how to belong here again. He'd left after 9/11, re-enlisted because sitting home while Rangers were dying overseas felt like betrayal. Three more deployments. More names for the memorial ink on his back. When he'd finally come home for good, he wasn't sure the door would still be open.

It was. Rangers didn't forget their own.

"Church is in session." Pathfinder's voice cut through the room, and conversations died. "Ripper called this one. Floor's yours, brother."

Ripper stood, feeling the weight of attention shift to him. "Got a situation in Lakewood. Daycare owner named Grace Tyman—runs a place for military families out of a building on Pacific Highway. Flexible hours, sliding scale fees. Half her clients are single moms or dual-military who'd have nowhere else to go."

"Your niece goes there," Hardcore said. Not a question.

"She does. Owner's been good to my sister. Good to all the families." Ripper's jaw tightened. "Three weeks ago, a casino developer named Leonard Taft offered to buy her building. She refused. Since then—slashed tires, broken windows, spray paint telling her to sell. Insurance canceled with no explanation. Building inspector suddenly finding violations."

Mortar leaned forward. "Taft Entertainment?"

"You know them?"

"Know of them. Nevada outfit, built casinos on tribal land. Word is they don't take no for an answer." Mortar's eyes were sharp, already calculating. "They're expanding into Washington?"

"Lakewood's the target. Grace's building is where Taft wants his parking structure." Ripper let that sit for a moment. "She's not selling. So they're trying to destroy her."

Pathfinder's expression hadn't changed, but Ripper had served with officers long enough to read the stillness. The president was thinking, weighing angles. "A casino in Lakewood would change the territory."

"Outside money. Outside problems." Dizzy's voice was
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