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The black pickup was back.

Della Quinn spotted it the moment she flipped the sign to OPEN—parked across the street in the same spot it had occupied every morning for the past five days. Two men inside, watching. Waiting. A reminder that last week's beating in the alley behind her shop was just the opening act.

Her ribs screamed when she bent to unlock the pastry case. The bruises had faded from purple to sick yellow-green, but the ache went bone-deep. Her knuckles were still scabbed from connecting with that asshole's face before his buddies took her down.

Three on one. She'd still put one in the hospital.

Mountain Grounds hummed to life around her—espresso machine heating, coffee grinding, the familiar rhythm she'd built from nothing after twelve years of kicking down doors in places that wanted her dead. The morning light filtered through windows she'd picked out herself, casting warm rectangles across reclaimed wood floors she'd sanded with her own hands.

Hoskins thought he could take this from her. Clint fucking Hoskins with his construction empire and his muscle and his absolute certainty that everyone had a price.

She didn't.

The bell above the door chimed at 6:41. Della's hands never stopped moving—tamping espresso, steaming milk—but her eyes tracked the entrance the way they'd tracked doorways in Helmand Province. Old habits. The kind that kept you breathing.

Martha Crane shuffled in first, seventy-three years old and sharp as a tack, claiming her usual spot by the window. Then the Delgado brothers, electricians who'd been coming in since Della opened three years ago. The morning rush built the way it always did, familiar faces and standing orders, the community she'd created one cup at a time.

At 7:15, Gravel walked in.

Same time every day for the past year. Same corner booth with the sight line to both doors. Same order—large dark roast, black, nothing fancy.

He wasn't fancy. Six-one of dense muscle that came from operating heavy machinery, not pumping iron in some chrome gym. Construction scars mapped both forearms like a topographical record of dangerous work. A thick scar bisected his forehead where something had clearly tried to kill him and failed. His hands were massive, calloused, fingers that had been broken and healed crooked.

He moved like the equipment he operated—deliberate, economical, nothing wasted.

Della had noticed him the first week he started coming in. Hard not to notice a man like that. He'd never said more than a few words, never tried to chat her up, never lingered. Just coffee, cash, a nod that might have been thanks, and that booth where he could watch everything.

She'd caught him looking at her exactly twice. Both times, something in his expression had made her pulse kick sideways.

This morning, his gaze swept the street before he entered. It paused on the black pickup. His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly before he settled into his booth like a man planning to stay awhile.

Della brought his coffee without being asked. "You're early."

"Running a job in Harrison. Figured I'd beat the traffic."

His voice was gravel and engine rumble, rough from years of shouting over heavy equipment. It matched the name stitched on his work shirt—though she'd always suspected that wasn't his real name. No parents looked at a newborn and thought Gravel.

"Muffin? Fresh blueberry."

"No."

One word. Direct. No bullshit padding.

God, she appreciated that.

She went back to the counter, hyper-aware of the truck outside, the men watching, the slow burn of rage beneath her sternum. Hoskins had given her two weeks to accept his offer. Three days left. She already knew what came next—more pressure, more threats, more men in alleys explaining what happened to women who didn't know when to quit.

Marines didn't quit. Not when the bullets flew, not when the world fell apart, not when some rich bastard decided her life's work was inconvenient for his profit margins.

The morning rush peaked and ebbed. Della worked the counter with mechanical precision, falling into the meditation of espresso extraction and milk foam, trying not to flinch every time her ribs protested. The Delgado brothers told her the same joke they'd been telling for two years. Martha Crane complained about her grandson's girlfriend. The tourist couples passing through asked for oat milk she didn't carry and recommendations she was happy to give.

Normal. Ordinary. The life she'd built.

Gravel stayed in his booth for three hours. He nursed his coffee, worked through something on his phone, and watched the street with an alertness that felt professional. When he finally left at 10:22, he paused at the counter.

"You okay?"

The question hit her like a slap. She'd seen him maybe three hundred times. He'd never asked her anything personal.

"Fine." The lie came automatically.

His eyes—the color of old oak, hard and steady—dropped to where her hand pressed unconsciously against her ribs. Then to her scabbed knuckles. His expression didn't change, but something shifted behind it. Something that looked like cold calculation.

"You need anything." It wasn't a question. "I'm in the book. Mike Hill."

Then he was gone, the bell chiming behind him, leaving Della staring at the door with her heart pounding for reasons she couldn't name.

Mike Hill. So Gravel wasn't his real name after all.

She didn't have time to think about it. The lunch crowd trickled in—locals grabbing sandwiches, a few tourists who'd wandered off the beaten path—and Della worked through the pain in her side and the exhaustion that came from sleeping with a knife under her pillow.

Three more days until Hoskins's deadline. She'd already talked to the cops. Civil matter, they'd said. No proof of threats. She'd talked to a lawyer. Harassment is hard to prove. She'd thought about selling, cutting her losses, starting over somewhere else.

For about thirty seconds.

Then she'd remembered every door she'd kicked down, every firefight she'd survived, every hard mile between who she'd been and who she'd become. Della Quinn didn't run. Not from Taliban fighters, not from IEDs, and not from some construction company asshole who thought he could bully her off her own goddamn land.

The afternoon crawled toward closing. By six, the shop was empty. By 6:30, Della was wiping down tables and counting the register, trying to ignore the way the black pickup had reappeared after lunch and stayed.

The bell chimed.

Her hand was already moving toward the bat behind the counter before she registered who'd walked in.

Two of them. The first was massive—six-two of construction-hardened muscle, blond buzz cut, the kind of build that came from swinging hammers and intimidating people for a living. Dean Welker. She recognized him from the alley. He was the one who'd held her arms while his buddies worked her over.

The second was leaner, older, with the tired eyes of a man who'd long since stopped caring about anything except the paycheck. She didn't know his name, but she knew his type. Middle management for violence.

Welker smiled when he saw her reach for the bat. "Wouldn't do that if I were you, sweetheart. We're just here to talk."

"Shop's closed."

"See, that's the thing." He moved further in, putting himself between her and the door. The second man drifted right, flanking. "Mr. Hoskins is a patient man, but patience has limits. You got three days left on a real generous offer, and we're starting to think you don't appreciate generosity."

Della's fingers closed around the bat handle. Her ribs throbbed. Her pulse was steady—combat steady, the kind of calm that came from knowing exactly how violent the next few seconds were about to get.

"I told your boss my answer. It hasn't changed."

"Thing about answers," Welker said, still smiling, "is they can change real fast when the questions get harder." He cracked his knuckles. "Last week was just a conversation. This week's the follow-up. You understand what I'm saying?"

"I understand you and your buddies jumped me three on one and I still put Jason in the hospital with a broken jaw." Her voice was flat. Hard. The voice she'd used in Helmand when negotiations failed. "I understand you've got two friends parked outside who think they're subtle. And I understand that if you take one more step toward me, I'm going to find out if your skull is harder than this Louisville Slugger."

Welker's smile flickered. For just a second, something like doubt crossed his features. Then it hardened into something uglier.

"Stupid bitch. You think—"

The bell chimed.

Della's eyes snapped to the door, expecting more muscle, already calculating angles and odds and how many she could take down before they overwhelmed her.

Gravel stood in the doorway.

He wasn't the quiet customer from this morning. Whatever mask he wore in this shop had fallen away, replaced by something cold and absolutely lethal. His massive shoulders filled the frame. His scarred hands hung loose at his sides—the relaxed readiness of a man who knew exactly how to use them.

"Shop's closed," Welker said without turning. "Get the fuck out."

Gravel's gaze swept the room. Welker. The flanking man. Della with the bat. The positions, the angles, the threat assessment happening behind those oak-colored eyes.

"Lady said her answer hasn't changed." His voice was different now. Harder. The rumble of heavy machinery stripping away everything soft. "Seems like you boys have trouble with hearing."

Welker finally turned. Looked Gravel up and down. Saw the scars, the build, the absolute absence of fear.

"You don't want this fight, buddy."

"No," Gravel agreed. "But I'm real good at finishing them."

He stepped inside and let the door swing shut behind him.

The bell chimed once more, soft and final, like the last warning before the storm.
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Gravel's knuckles were still bleeding when he walked into church.

The Stone Hall fell silent as he took his seat at the long table, brothers turning to look at the blood dripping onto scarred oak. Reaver grinned like a wolf scenting meat. Timber's eyebrows climbed toward his hairline. Backroad just shook his head with the resigned expression of a man who'd seen this before.

Stone sat at the head of the table, unreadable as the limestone bluffs surrounding the compound. "You want to explain why you look like you've been fistfighting with a wood chipper?"

"Construction crew." Gravel flexed his hand, feeling the satisfying ache of impact. "Two of them. Came into Mountain Grounds looking to hurt the owner."

"That coffee shop in Branson?" Judge's voice was flat. Cold. Already calculating. "The one you've been visiting every morning for a year?"

Whiskey snorted. "Every morning? Brother, you got something you want to share with the class?"

"She makes good coffee."

"Uh-huh." Reaver leaned back in his chair, scarred knuckles drumming the table. "Good coffee. That why you're bleeding all over church? For coffee?"

Gravel ignored him. His focus was on Stone, because Stone was the one who mattered. Stone was the one who'd decide if this became club business or stayed personal.

"Woman's name is Della Quinn. She owns the shop, built it from nothing. Week ago, three guys jumped her in the alley behind her place." His jaw tightened at the memory of her bruised ribs, her scabbed knuckles, the flat look in her eyes when she'd reached for that bat. "Beat her down. She put one of them in the hospital first."

"One woman against three." Timber's voice was quiet. Impressed. "She former military?"

"Marine. Combat deployments. The kind that kick down doors."

Something shifted in the room. Brothers exchanged glances. A woman who'd served, who'd fought, who'd bled for something bigger than herself—that meant something to men who understood sacrifice.

"Who's behind it?" Stone asked.

"Clint Hoskins."

The name landed like a grenade. Stone's expression didn't change, but his eyes went hard as quarry stone. Reaver stopped drumming. Even Judge, who rarely showed anything, sat forward in his chair.

"Hoskins." Stone's voice was dangerously soft. "The construction king."

"You know him?"

"Know of him. Biggest contractor in the Ozarks. State contracts, county deals, political connections up to the governor's office." Stone's scarred hand curled into a fist on the table. "Also rumors. Lots of rumors. Buildings that won't sell suddenly burning down. Holdouts having accidents. Bodies under foundations."

"Quarry pits," Gravel added. "I worked construction in this region for fifteen years. Heard the stories. Competitors who disappeared. Inspectors who stopped asking questions. Anyone who got in Hoskins's way ended up gone or broken."

"And now he wants the coffee shop," Backroad said slowly. "Why? One building in downtown Branson can't be worth this kind of heat."

"Development project. He's buying up the whole block. She's the last holdout." Gravel thought of Della's face when she'd told those bastards her answer hadn't changed. The steel in her spine. The absolute refusal to bend. "Gave her two weeks to accept his offer. Three days left. When she didn't fold, he sent muscle to explain what happens next."

"Tonight?"

"Tonight was the follow-up. Dean Welker—his site foreman—walked in with another guy at closing. Started explaining how questions get harder." Gravel's voice dropped to a growl. "I was there."

Reaver barked a laugh. "Yeah, we can see that. How many pieces did you leave them in?"

"They walked out." Gravel didn't mention how close it had been. Welker had sized him up, calculated the odds, and decided discretion was smarter than a war in a coffee shop. For now. "But they'll be back. Men like Hoskins don't stop. They escalate until they get what they want or someone stops them permanent."

Silence fell over the table. Brothers thinking. Calculating. Gravel could feel their eyes on him, reading the tension in his shoulders, the way his bloody fist kept clenching.

"Brother." Timber's voice was gentle for a man his size. "You've been going to this shop every day for a year. Sitting in the same booth. Watching the same woman. Now you're bleeding in church over her." He paused. "This personal?"

Yes.

The word rose in Gravel's chest before he could stop it. Personal. Possessive. Mine.

He'd watched Della Quinn for twelve months. Watched her work the counter with quiet competence, handle difficult customers without losing her cool, build
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