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The number sat on the screen and wouldn't let her look away.

Twelve percent. That's what last autumn had cost them — a twelve-percent drop in seasonal beverage sales, laid out in Marcus's spreadsheet like a quiet accusation. Chloe stood behind the counter with a dish towel in her hand and felt the number land somewhere underneath her ribs. Honey & Rye wasn't just a job. She'd spent three years learning the personality of every machine in this place, memorizing which regulars took oat milk without being asked, building something that felt — to her at least — like it actually mattered.

A twelve-percent drop mattered right back.

"I want something original this fall," Marcus said, closing the laptop. "Our own pumpkin spice blend. Built from scratch, not pulled from a flavor catalog."

Chloe reached for her notebook. The creative part of her brain was already moving — cinnamon ratios, the difference between fresh and dried nutmeg, the way clove could anchor a blend or quietly destroy it. "Timeline?"

"Festival weekend. You've got three weeks."

She wrote the number down and circled it. Three weeks was tight. Three weeks was also doable — if she could get her hands on the right ingredients.

"One condition." Marcus grabbed his jacket from the hook by the office door. "Local sourcing only. I don't want anything that shipped from a warehouse. Real farms, real product."

That night she filled two notebook pages at her kitchen table, a forgotten cup of tea going cold beside her elbow. Flavor combinations, ratios, three different versions of a base blend. The ideas came fast and easy. They always did.

The sourcing was the problem.

The next morning, Briar's Market confirmed what she'd suspected. Shelves half-empty, the good fall stock already claimed by restaurants that had planned ahead. The girl at the register looked up when Chloe described what she needed — fresh, local, the real thing.

"Calloway Farm," she said. "Route 9 East, past the old mill." Then she paused in a way that felt like a small, deliberate warning. "If you're planning to go out there."

"I am."

The girl leaned slightly forward, lowering her voice as though someone might overhear. "Just so you know — last year a restaurant owner tried the same thing. Owen turned him away at the gate. Didn't even let the man onto the property."

Chloe felt something sharpen in her chest — not quite concern, not quite curiosity. Something in between. "Why?"

"That's the thing." The girl shrugged. "Nobody ever really knows why Owen Calloway does anything. He's just..." She searched for the word. "Like that."

Chloe wrote down the address, capped her pen, and walked out into the morning. The air hit her clean and cold, carrying something from the fields at the edge of town — damp earth, dried leaves, the faint sweetness of fruit left on the vine too long.

Three weeks. One blank recipe. And apparently a locked gate with a man behind it who'd already turned away someone who'd tried before her.

She tucked the notebook into her bag and started walking toward her car.

She wasn't a restaurant owner. She was a barista who mixed flavors for a living and had never once accepted "no" as a final answer.

The dirt road leading to Calloway Farm had opinions about being driven on.

Chloe felt every rut and ridge through her steering wheel as she turned off Route 9 and left the asphalt behind. The path narrowed between two stretches of pumpkin fields that rolled out on either side like something from a painting — deep orange, heavy on the vine, catching the early morning light in a way that made them look almost deliberate. She slowed the car and looked. These weren't the uniform, pale globes she'd seen stacked outside grocery stores. Each one was slightly different. Lopsided, rich-colored, imperfect in a way that felt more honest than anything she'd ever pulled from a commercial supplier.

Then she saw the gate.

Wooden, heavy, and latched from the inside. A white sign was nailed to the center post: Private Property. Below it, smaller, written by hand on a strip of wood that had weathered to gray: No unscheduled visits.

Chloe cut the engine and stepped out. There was a bell mounted to the post — old iron, hung on a loop of rope, worn smooth where hands had pulled it before. She gave it one pull. A dry clang drifted toward the farmhouse somewhere beyond the tree line.

She waited.

Nothing.

She pulled it again, longer this time.

Footsteps, distant at first, then closer, then — silence. The gate didn't open. Instead, a voice came from directly on the other side, close enough that she instinctively stepped back.

"You have an appointment?"

"No," she said, choosing honesty over strategy. "But—"

"Then turn around."

Chloe pressed her hand flat against the gate post. "My name is Chloe Merritt. I work at Honey and Rye, the café on Main Street. I'm developing a fall spice blend and I need locally sourced pumpkins — fresh ones, quality ones. I think what you're growing out here is exactly—"

"I heard about it."

She stopped. "Sorry?"

"The café's new fall blend." A pause, short and unimpressed. "Word gets around. Answer's still no."

The gate opened — not as an invitation. He stepped through it the way someone exits a conversation they've already ended. Owen Calloway was taller than she'd pictured from the cashier's vague warning, somewhere in his mid-thirties, with the kind of tan that came from months outdoors rather than a weekend at the beach. His hands were streaked with dried soil. He looked at her the way you look at weather — noting it, not particularly moved by it.

"Someone came out here last year," he said. "Restaurant owner. Same pitch — local sourcing, original recipe, great opportunity for both of us." He said the last part without any particular inflection, like he was quoting from a script he'd already read twice. "Canceled his order mid-season. Found a cheaper supplier."

"I wouldn't do that."

"That's what he said too."

Chloe opened her notebook. She knew how it looked — slightly desperate, overly prepared — but it was all she had. "I have three weeks until the fall festival. I'm not looking for a long-term contract or a business partnership. I just need product. Good product. The kind that actually tastes like something grew it."

Owen glanced at the notebook, then back at her face. Something moved behind his eyes — not warmth, not softening. More like a door closing quietly on a room she hadn't even been offered.

"Calloway Farm doesn't do wholesale." His voice carried no apology. "I sell at the farmers market. Direct to families, direct to people I know. Cafés and restaurants—" He shook his head once. "No."

"Why not?"

He paused. Didn't turn away, just paused, and in that stillness Chloe caught something underneath the flatness of his expression — something older than irritation. Something that had been decided a long time ago.

"You're not reliable," he said. "Any of you."

He stepped back through the gate and latched it.

Chloe stood on the outside of it and didn't move for a moment. The fields stretched behind the wooden slats — perfect pumpkins, impossible light, everything she needed sitting twenty feet away on the wrong side of a locked gate.

She walked back to her car. Pulled out of the dirt lot. Watched the farm shrink in her rearview mirror until the road curved and took it away.

You're not reliable. Any of you.

The words rode with her all the way back to town, settling into the passenger seat like an unwelcome guest she hadn't agreed to bring along.

She had two weeks and six days left. And somehow, she was going to have to go back.

Chloe hadn't made it to her car yet.

She stood at the edge of the dirt lot with her notebook hanging open in her hand, not reading it, just holding it — the way you hold something familiar when the ground feels slightly less solid than it did five minutes ago. The gate was latched. The farm was quiet. And she was trying to decide whether driving back to town and telling Marcus she'd struck out on day one counted as giving up or being realistic.

Then a voice came from the side of the fence.

"Bad timing."

She turned. A man was stepping through a narrow side gate she hadn't noticed, latching it behind him with the ease of someone who'd done it ten thousand times. Seventies, white-haired, shorter than Owen and carrying about half his tension. He had a pair of garden gloves tucked under one arm and was looking at her with an expression she hadn't seen once since arriving at this property — genuine curiosity.

"Dale Calloway." He pulled off one glove and extended his hand. "Owen's uncle."

She shook it. "Chloe Merritt."

"I know." The corner of his mouth lifted. "I also know he shut that gate hard enough to spook the chickens in the back barn." He glanced toward the main entrance with the mild, unsurprised look of a man who had seen this particular scene before. "He told you no."

"He told me no before I finished my second sentence."

Dale leaned against the fence post, in no apparent hurry. "Last year a man came out here. Restaurant in town — nice place, decent reputation. Placed an order, shook hands, seemed straightforward." He paused. "Canceled mid-season. Owen had planned the whole second harvest around that contract. Turned down three other buyers to hold the volume." Another pause, quieter. "It cost him."

Chloe hadn't known that part. The cashier's version had made Owen sound merely difficult. This version made him sound like someone who had learned a specific lesson the hard way and decided never to need to learn it again.

"I wouldn't do that," she said. Softer than she'd said it at the gate.

Dale studied her for a moment — not unkindly, but thoroughly. "Saying it to me doesn't help you much. Owen's the one who needs to believe it."

"He won't give me the chance."

"Not on his own, no." Dale straightened and moved toward the side gate, lifting the latch. "But I can give you the chance. Come on — let me show you the farm. If you understand what's actually growing here, you'll have something real to say when you talk to him." He held the gate open. "And I'll talk to him first."

Chloe hesitated. "He's not going to like this."

"He's not going to like it at all." Dale said it pleasantly, the way you state a fact about weather. "But not liking something and being right about it aren't always the same thing."

She walked through the gate.

Dale took her through the property without rushing — the barn, the small greenhouse along the south fence, the footpaths between rows of pumpkins that were even more impressive up close than they'd been from the road. He knew every variety by name and character, explaining which ones ran sweeter, which carried deeper spice notes in the flesh, how the soil composition in the east field produced something slightly different from the west. Chloe took notes. Real ones, not polite ones.

They were standing at the edge of the far field when Owen appeared.

He came out of the barn and stopped the moment he saw her. His expression didn't shift dramatically — it didn't need to. The stillness itself was enough. His eyes moved to Dale, slow and deliberate.

"Dale."

"Owen." Dale's voice held steady, easy. "I showed her around."

"You shouldn't have done that."

"Probably not." Dale tucked his gloves into his back pocket. "But she's still here, and you haven't heard her out. So do that — just once. If you want to say no after, you'll at least know what you're saying no to."

The silence that followed had weight. Owen looked at Chloe — that same flat, measuring look from the gate, the one that gave nothing away. She didn't
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