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The bell above the door chimed, and Jolene Ryder's hand was on the knife under the counter before she'd consciously registered the threat.

Three days since Pruitt's crew had cornered her in that alley. Seventy-two hours of moving carefully around bruises that painted her ribs in shades of purple and green, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

It just walked through her front door.

Two men. Not Pruitt—she'd shattered his arm before his boys put her down, and he was probably still explaining that to whatever passed for a doctor in Stoker's operation. These were different muscle. One tall and rangy with meth-hollowed cheeks, the other built like a brick shithouse with prison tattoos crawling up his neck. Neither bothered pretending to browse the hand-stitched quilts or locally-fired pottery lining the shelves.

Jolene released the knife and straightened from where she'd been arranging a display of carved wooden bowls. She didn't reach for the phone. Didn't back toward the storage room. Just planted her feet and let her body settle into the soldier's stillness that had kept her alive through three tours in the sandbox and one very bad week in Kandahar.

"Store's closing early," she said.

The rangy one smiled. All teeth, no warmth. "Now that ain't friendly. Mr. Stoker sent us to have a conversation."

"Already had that conversation. Answer's still no."

They moved deeper into the store, fanning out with the practiced coordination of men who'd done this before. Brick Shithouse positioned himself between her and the front door while Meth Cheeks drifted toward the back, running his fingers over a display of handwoven baskets like he was pricing them for destruction.

"Thing is," Meth Cheeks said, "Mr. Stoker's a patient man. Reasonable. But patience has limits, and you've about reached his."

Jolene tracked them both in her peripheral vision, calculating angles and distances. The counter between her and Brick Shithouse. Eight feet to the back door, but Meth Cheeks was already cutting off that route. Her phone was in the office. The knife under the counter was good for one of them, maybe, but not both.

Not that she planned to use it. Not yet.

"Your boss wants to store his product in my basement," she said, keeping her voice flat. "I'm not interested in becoming a stash house. That answer isn't going to change because he sends different messengers."

"See, that's where you're not understanding the situation." Meth Cheeks picked up one of the baskets—a beautiful piece of mountain craftsmanship that Eleanor Hayes had spent thirty hours weaving—and turned it over in his hands like it was garbage. "This ain't a negotiation. Mr. Stoker picked your location. Nice and quiet. Tourist town, nobody looks too close. Back alley access for deliveries. Owner lives alone."

He said that last part with a smile that made her skin crawl.

"You got until Saturday night to agree to the arrangement," Brick Shithouse added. "After that, Mr. Stoker's done asking nice."

"And what happens Saturday night if I don't agree?"

Meth Cheeks set the basket down. Picked up a ceramic vase—one of Tom Birch's pieces, glazed in the deep blues and greens of Ozark spring—and held it at arm's length.

"You got a real pretty store here," he said. "Be a shame if something happened to it."

He opened his fingers. The vase shattered against the hardwood floor, and Jolene didn't flinch. Didn't move. Just watched him with the same flat stare she'd given insurgents across a dusty street in Fallujah.

"That was a hundred-dollar piece," she said. "You're going to pay for it."

Meth Cheeks laughed. Actually laughed, like she'd told him something funny. "Lady, you got no idea what's coming. Pruitt's arm is gonna heal. When it does, he's coming back here personal-like. And the things he wants to do to you?" He shook his head. "You should've just taken the deal."

"Pruitt's lucky I only broke his arm."

The temperature in the room shifted. Both men went still, reassessing her. She saw the moment they actually looked at her—not as a craft store owner, not as a woman alone, but as something else. Something that didn't quite fit the picture they'd painted.

Good.

"You got a mouth on you," Brick Shithouse said slowly.

"I've got more than that." Jolene took a step forward, away from the counter and the knife she wasn't going to need. "I spent ten years as a combat medic. Three deployments. I've held men together with my bare hands while mortars dropped around us. I've seen things that would make your boss piss himself."

She held Meth Cheeks' gaze until he looked away.

"So you go back to Stoker. You tell him my answer is no. And you tell him that if Pruitt comes back here, I'm going to break more than his arm."

Silence stretched between them. Outside, a car drove past on the main street, some tourist hunting for parking, completely unaware of what was happening twenty feet away behind plate glass windows.

"Saturday night," Meth Cheeks finally said. He was trying to sound threatening, but something had cracked in his voice. "You don't agree by then, we burn this place to the ground. With you in it."

"Get out of my store."

They left. The bell chimed again, cheerful and bright, completely wrong for the moment. Jolene watched through the front window as they climbed into a mud-splattered pickup and pulled away, heading south toward whatever hole Stoker operated out of.

She waited until they were out of sight before she let herself breathe.

Her hands weren't shaking. They should have been—civilian hands shook after confrontations like that. But she'd stopped being a civilian a long time ago, even if she'd spent three years trying to pretend otherwise. The tremor in her fingers had been trained out of her in places where shaking meant death.

She moved through the store on autopilot, checking the lock on the back door, pulling the blinds, starting the process of closing up early. The shattered vase crunched under her boots as she swept the pieces into a dustpan. A hundred dollars of Tom Birch's work, destroyed because some drug dealer had decided her basement would make a good stash house.

The bruises along her ribs ached as she crouched to pick up the larger pieces. Four of them in that alley, three days ago. She'd been walking to her truck after closing when they'd come out of nowhere—fast and organized, professionals at hurting people. She'd broken Pruitt's arm and gotten in a solid hit on a second man before they'd put her down.

They'd left her in that alley with a message: Say yes, or next time we won't stop.

Jolene dumped the broken ceramic into the trash and stood there for a moment, staring at nothing. Three years she'd built this place. Three years of turning something beautiful out of nothing, of proving she could be more than blood and trauma and the sound of helicopters in her dreams. Ozark Crafts & Goods was supposed to be her peace. Her proof that the war hadn't followed her home.

But the war was always going to follow her home. She'd been fooling herself to think otherwise.

She walked to the office in the back, a cramped space barely big enough for a desk and a filing cabinet. Her laptop sat open, a spreadsheet of quarterly earnings glowing on the screen. Normal business owner problems. Taxes and inventory and whether the tourist season would be strong enough to carry her through winter.

None of that mattered now.

She sat down heavily in her chair and let herself feel it—the anger burning beneath the careful control. Stoker had looked at her store and seen an opportunity. Looked at her and seen a woman alone, an easy target. He'd sent his men to beat her into compliance, and when that hadn't worked, he'd sent more men with threats of fire.

He didn't know who he was dealing with.

But Jolene wasn't stupid, either. She'd survived three deployments by understanding odds, and the odds here were bad. Stoker had eighteen men, according to what she'd been able to piece together. Drug money, weapons, territory carved out of mountain poverty. The local law was either bought or too scared to intervene—she'd seen the sheriff's deputy turn around and drive the other way when Pruitt's boys rolled through town.

She couldn't fight this alone.

The thought crystallized slowly, taking shape from memories and half-heard rumors. The Outlaws. Ozark Outlaws MC—the motorcycle club that operated out of a compound somewhere in the mountains between here and Branson. She'd heard the stories. Everyone in the Ozarks had heard the stories. Dangerous men who'd risen from the same forgotten communities Stoker preyed on. Men who handled problems with violence, not lawyers or cops.

Men who might have their own reasons for wanting a drug operation like Stoker's removed from the territory.

Jolene pulled up a browser and started searching. Not much online—clubs like that didn't advertise. But there were whispers. Forum posts from locals. A news article about a bar fight in some mountain town that mentioned "motorcycle club members" without naming them. Breadcrumbs that led toward something real.

She found an address. A bar called The Rusty Spoke, about forty minutes into the mountains. Not the compound itself, but close enough. A place where a woman might go to make contact with people who could help her kill a drug dealer.

She closed the laptop and sat in the gathering dark of her office, letting the plan take shape. Saturday night. That was the deadline. Forty-eight hours to find allies, or watch everything she'd built turn to ash.

Jolene stood up and reached for her jacket.

She hadn't survived three wars to lose this one.
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Reaver was three whiskeys deep and winning at poker when the prospect came through the clubhouse door looking like he'd seen a ghost.

"Got a situation at the gate," the kid said, voice cracking on the words. Prospect couldn't be more than twenty-two, still green enough to spook at shadows. "There's a woman out there."

Timber didn't look up from his cards. "We get women here all the time, prospect. You forget what they look like?"

Laughter rumbled through the table. Whiskey threw back his shot and reached for the bottle. Judge just watched with those cold gray eyes that never seemed to blink.

"She ain't—" The prospect swallowed hard. "She ain't here for the party. Says she wants to talk to whoever handles territorial problems. Those were her exact words."

The laughter died.

Reaver set down his cards—full house, kings over sevens, would've cleaned out half the table—and felt something shift in his chest. Territorial problems. That was club business language. The kind of words that meant someone had done their homework before showing up at an outlaw compound after dark.

"She crying?" he asked.

"No."

"Begging?"

"No, sir. She's just... standing there. Asked real polite, like she was ordering coffee or something."

Reaver pushed back from the table, his chair scraping against the worn hardwood. The other brothers exchanged looks but didn't move. Stone was in the back office with Backroad, going over some route logistics that didn't concern the rest of them. This was Reaver's call to make.

"I'll take it," he said.

The walk to the gate gave him time to roll his shoulders loose, shake off the whiskey warmth and settle into the cold focus that made him good at his job. Territorial problems usually meant one of two things: someone encroaching on Outlaw business, or someone desperate enough to seek out monsters for protection.

Either way, it was his kind of work.

The compound's front gate was reinforced steel, motion sensors hidden in the treeline, cameras mounted at angles that covered every approach. The woman standing in the wash of the floodlights didn't seem bothered by any of it. She stood with her weight balanced, hands visible at her sides, watching him approach with the patience of someone who'd waited in worse places for worse reasons.

Reaver stopped on his side of the gate and looked at her.

Something hit him square in the chest.

She wasn't beautiful—not in the soft, easy way the sweet butts who hung around the clubhouse were beautiful. This woman was built like a weapon. Five-eight, lean muscle under a worn leather jacket, short dark hair that didn't get in the way of her sightlines. The bruises along her jaw and cheekbone were three days old, maybe four, yellowing at the edges. She wasn't hiding them.

But it was her eyes that stopped him cold. Dark and steady and full of the kind of controlled fury that came from staring down something terrible and refusing to blink.

He'd seen eyes like that in the mirror.

"You're not crying," he said.

"Should I be?"

Her voice was whiskey-rough and utterly calm. No tremor. No fear. Just a woman who'd walked up to an outlaw compound in the dark and asked to speak with dangerous men like it was the most reasonable thing in the world.

Reaver felt his mouth curve into something that wasn't quite a smile. "Most people who show up here asking for help are shaking by now."

"I'm not most people."

"No." He let his gaze drag down her body—not sexual, not yet, just assessment. The way she held herself. The old combat boots. The hands that hung loose and ready at her sides. "No, you're not. What's your name?"

"Jolene Ryder. I own a craft store in Eureka Springs."

A craft store. He almost laughed. This woman with her soldier's bearing and her battered face and her absolute refusal to flinch ran a goddamn craft store.

"And what's a craft store owner doing at my gate after dark?"

"Looking for people who can help me kill a drug dealer."

The words landed like a punch. Flat and hard and completely serious. Reaver gripped the gate with one hand, the cold steel grounding him against the sudden rush of interest that flooded his system.

"That's direct."

"I don't have time for anything else. Darrell Stoker wants to use my basement as a stash house. I said no. His men beat me in an alley three days ago to change my mind." She touched her bruised jaw without flinching. "I broke his enforcer's arm before they put me down. Now he's given me until Saturday night to agree, or he burns my store with me in it."

Saturday night. Two days. This woman had a death sentence hanging over her head and she'd walked into a den of outlaws asking for alliance instead of running for the hills.

Something dark and hungry uncurled in Reaver's chest.

"Why us?" he asked. "Why not the cops?"

"Because the cops are bought or scared, and Stoker's got eighteen men who know how to hurt people." Her chin lifted, defiant. "I spent ten years in the Army. Combat medic, three deployments. I know when I'm outgunned. I also know that you don't win a war by hiding—you win by finding allies with more firepower than the enemy."

"And you think we're those allies."

"I think Stoker's been running drugs through Outlaw territory without permission, and I think you might want to do something about that."

Smart. Tactical. She wasn't just asking for help—she was offering the club a reason to care about her problem. Stoker operating in their territory without a blessing was exactly the kind of disrespect that Stone wouldn't tolerate.

Reaver unlocked the gate and swung it open. "Come inside."

She didn't hesitate. Walked right past him into the compound like she belonged there, like she wasn't surrounded by dangerous men who could make
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