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Courtney Reedling's morning started with broken glass crunching under her boots and rage burning hot enough to melt the spring chill.

"Son of a bitch." She stared at the shattered front window of Semper Grounds, her coffee shop, her life's work, her entire goddamn world reduced to jagged teeth of glass still clinging to the frame. The rest lay scattered across the sidewalk in a glittering carpet that caught the early morning sun.

This was the third time in a month.

First it had been slashed tires on her Honda. Then someone had poured sugar in the gas tank of her delivery van. Now this.

She stepped closer, boots grinding glass into powder, and that's when she saw the message spray-painted across the brick in dripping red letters two feet high: LAST WARNING.

Her hands clenched into fists. She knew exactly who was behind this. Richard Caldwell and his corporate development vultures had been circling Semper Grounds for six months, making increasingly aggressive offers to buy her out. The corner lot on Marine Boulevard was apparently the "final piece" of his luxury condo project.

When she'd told him to shove his buyout offer where the sun didn't shine, his polished smile had turned cold. "I always close my deals, Ms. Reedling. One way or another."

Courtney pulled her phone from her apron pocket, fingers shaking with fury as she dialed 911. The dispatcher's bored tone made her want to scream.

"Yes, I need to report vandalism. Semper Grounds Coffee Shop, 2847 Marine Boulevard. Someone smashed my front window and—" She stopped. What was the point? The cops would file a report, tell her to contact her insurance, and absolutely nothing would happen. Just like the last two times.

She ended the call and grabbed the push broom from inside, attacking the glass with vicious strokes. Sweeping gave her something to do with her hands besides punching walls. The rhythmic scrape of bristles on concrete helped her think.

Eight years. She'd poured eight years of twelve-hour days, second mortgages, and pure stubborn determination into this place. Semper Grounds wasn't just a coffee shop—it was a lifeline for transitioning Marines who needed somewhere to belong after leaving Camp Lejeune. She'd built this community from nothing, creating the space her father never had after his discharge.

The space that might have saved his life.

She swept harder, glass tinkling into the dustpan like broken dreams. The morning rush would start in forty minutes. Her regulars—Marines and veterans who counted on their daily coffee and the only place in Jacksonville that felt like home—would be showing up to find this mess.

No. Absolutely not. She'd get the window boarded up, make coffee in the dark if she had to, and open on time like always. Caldwell and his goons could go straight to—

"Looks like you had some trouble."

Courtney spun, broom raised like a weapon, and found three men standing at the edge of her parking lot. Her heart kicked into overdrive.

The one who'd spoken was built like a linebacker—thick through the shoulders, shaved head gleaming in the morning light, and cold eyes that assessed her the way a predator measured prey. He wore expensive tactical pants and a black polo shirt stretched tight over body armor. The two men flanking him had the same professional muscle look, hands resting casually near their waistbands where she could see the telltale bulge of concealed weapons.

"Who the hell are you?" Her voice came out steady despite the adrenaline flooding her system.

The bald one smiled, and it didn't reach his eyes. "Karl Mahoney. I'm head of security for Coastal Carolina Development. We happened to be in the area and saw the damage. Thought we'd check if you needed assistance."

Liar. They'd been here. Done this. The smirk playing at the corner of his mouth told her everything she needed to know.

"I don't need help from Caldwell's thugs." She gripped the broom tighter, very aware that she was alone in an empty parking lot at 5:30 in the morning with three armed men. "Get off my property."

Mahoney's smile widened. "Now that's not very friendly. Mr. Caldwell is genuinely concerned about the recent vandalism targeting your business. He wanted me to personally convey his sympathies and remind you that his offer still stands. In fact, given the ongoing security issues, he's willing to increase his price by ten percent."

"Tell Caldwell he can take his offer and—"

"Careful." Mahoney's voice dropped, losing all pretense of civility. He took a step forward. "You should think real hard before finishing that sentence. Accidents have been happening a lot around here lately. Would be a shame if they got worse."

The threat hung in the air between them, naked and ugly.

Courtney's fear transformed into white-hot fury. She'd grown up military, spent her entire childhood on bases where Warriors trained to destroy enemies with extreme prejudice. She understood violence and respected strength, but bullies made her blood boil.

"Get. Off. My. Property." Each word came out clipped and hard. "Or I call the cops and report three armed men trespassing and making threats."

One of the other contractors chuckled. "Cops in this town know who signs their campaign contribution checks, sweetheart."

The casual confirmation that Caldwell owned local law enforcement sent ice through her veins. But she'd be damned before she showed weakness.

"I said get out." She pointed the broom handle at the street. "Now."

Mahoney studied her for a long moment, and she forced herself to meet his stare without flinching. Finally, he shrugged.

"Your choice. But you should know—Mr. Caldwell doesn't take no for an answer. He's a patient man, but his patience has limits." Mahoney gestured to his team, and they turned toward a black Suburban parked at the corner. Before climbing in, he looked back. "Next time something happens, the insurance company might not want to pay out. Repeated vandalism looks suspicious. Like maybe the owner is trying to commit fraud."

The Suburban pulled away, and Courtney stood frozen in her parking lot, broom handle shaking in her grip.

They were escalating. The message wasn't subtle—take the money or lose everything anyway. Caldwell had muscle, political connections, and apparently zero conscience about destroying a small business owner who stood in his way.

She looked at her shattered window, at the spray-painted threat, and felt something crack inside her chest. Not surrender. Never surrender. But the terrifying understanding that she was alone in this fight, and her opponents played by rules that had nothing to do with justice.

Her phone buzzed. A text from her employee Miguel, one of three Marines she employed: Running late boss, see you at 6. Need me to grab anything?

Courtney took a shaky breath and typed back: Just yourself. We've got work to do.

She had forty minutes to board up the window, make coffee, and pretend everything was fine. Her Marines counted on this place. The veterans who came here for community and connection counted on her.

Her father had died alone because he never found this kind of support after leaving the Corps. She'd built Semper Grounds so no other warrior would face that isolation.

Caldwell could send his threats and his muscle and his corporate intimidation.

She wasn't backing down.

Courtney grabbed a sheet of plywood from the storage shed and started measuring the broken window frame. Her hands had stopped shaking, replaced by grim determination.

Let them come. She'd fight for every inch of this place, even if she had to do it alone.

The morning sun climbed higher, warming the parking lot, and she worked with fierce focus. By the time Miguel's truck pulled in at ten to six, she had the window boarded, the glass swept, and coffee brewing in the darkness of her shop.

Business as usual.

Even if her world was shattering around her.
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Cap saw the plywood covering Semper Grounds' front window from two blocks away, and his jaw tightened.

He downshifted his Harley and pulled into the parking lot at 7:45 AM, the morning already warming into another Carolina spring day. The coffee shop should have had its usual view of Marine Boulevard through floor-to-ceiling windows. Instead, rough plywood blocked the light, and fresh spray paint stained the brick above it.

Someone had hit Courtney's place. Hard.

Cap killed the engine and swung off his bike, his boots hitting asphalt with purpose. He'd been stopping at Semper Grounds three mornings a week for the past year—best coffee in Jacksonville and the only place that felt right after leaving the Corps. Courtney ran it like a forward operating base for transitioning Marines, and he respected the hell out of what she'd built.

The bell chimed when he pushed through the door. Inside was dim with the window boarded, but the coffee smelled like salvation and the place buzzed with the usual morning crowd. Marines in civilian clothes clustered at tables, a few active duty guys grabbing quick cups before reporting to Lejeune, and Courtney behind the counter moving with her characteristic efficiency.

Except her jaw was set too tight, and her eyes had that flat look Cap recognized from Marines who'd taken contact and were still processing the adrenaline dump.

She spotted him and forced a smile. "Morning, Cap. Usual?"

"What happened to your window?" He moved to the counter, studying her face. No visible injuries, but fury simmered just beneath her professional mask.

"Vandalism. Third time this month." She pulled an espresso shot with sharp, angry movements. "Some asshole with a brick and spray paint."

Cap looked at the boarded window, then back at her. The professional nature of the damage registered immediately—message placement at eye level, timing chosen for maximum impact before opening, escalation pattern suggesting coordinated harassment.

This wasn't random vandals.

"Third time." He made it a statement, not a question. "What were the first two?"

Courtney's hands paused on the espresso machine. "Why do you want to know?"

"Because Marines protect their territory." He held her stare. "And you serve my brothers. So talk to me."

Something flickered in her green eyes—surprise, maybe, or the desperate relief of someone who'd been fighting alone. She finished his Americano and set it on the counter between them.

"Slashed tires first. Then sugar in my delivery van's gas tank." Her voice dropped lower. "This morning I found the window smashed and 'Last Warning' painted on my wall."

Cap's blood went cold. "Last warning for what?"

"Richard Caldwell wants to buy my property for his luxury condo project. I told him no." She met his eyes with fierce pride. "Multiple times. Apparently he doesn't accept that answer."

The name clicked. Cap had seen Coastal Carolina Development signs going up around Jacksonville—expensive beachfront projects that pushed out local businesses and drove up rent until Marines couldn't afford to live near their own base. Corporate vultures feeding on military towns.

"Caldwell sent people this morning?" He kept his voice level, but rage coiled in his gut.

Courtney nodded. "Three men. Head of security named Karl Mahoney and two contractors. Showed up right after I found the damage, making it real clear they were behind it. Threatened me in my own parking lot."

Cap's hand tightened on his coffee cup. "What kind of threats?"

"The professional kind." Bitterness edged her words. "Accidents keep happening, insurance might not pay out, cops in this town know who signs campaign checks. All very polite and absolutely terrifying."

She tried to smile, but it cracked at the edges. Cap saw the fear underneath her backbone and wanted to put his fist through something. Courtney Reedling had served his brothers for years, gave Marines a place to belong, and some corporate bastard was threatening her with hired muscle.

Not happening. Not in his town.

"These contractors." Cap pulled his phone from his cut. "Describe them."

"Cap, I don't want—"

"Describe them." He softened it slightly. "Please."

Courtney exhaled hard. "Mahoney's the leader. Bald, built like a linebacker, cold eyes. Tactical pants and body armor under his shirt. The other two were similar—professional muscle, concealed carry, moved like they had training."

Former law enforcement or military, then. Men who knew how to apply pressure without leaving evidence the cops would actually investigate. Cap had dealt with their type before—private security contractors who did the dirty work for
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