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The white lilies were perfect.

Wendy Sutter adjusted the final stem in the funeral spray, stepping back to study the arrangement with a critical eye. Mrs. Patterson had lived ninety-two years in these mountains, raised five children, buried two husbands, and outlasted every resort that had ever employed her family. She deserved something beautiful to mark her passing—something that said this woman mattered even if the world had forgotten the little town where she'd spent her whole life.

The cooler hummed behind the counter. Morning light filtered through the front windows of Ozark Blooms, catching dust motes in the air and making the buckets of roses and carnations glow like stained glass. Four years she'd been building this place. Four years of early mornings and late nights, of driving thirty miles to pick up wholesale shipments, of convincing brides that yes, she could make their vision happen on half the budget they'd planned.

Four years of proving that beautiful things could still grow in soil everyone else had written off as dead.

The bell above the door chimed.

Wendy's hands stilled on the lily stems. She didn't need to look up to know who'd just walked in. The energy in the room shifted—went from peaceful to predatory in the space of a heartbeat.

Two men. She'd seen them before. The taller one had a face like a hatchet, all sharp angles and cold calculation. His partner was broader, with the kind of muscle that came from hurting people for a living rather than honest work.

"Morning," Hatchet-Face said, his voice carrying the false pleasantness of a snake offering to help a mouse across the road. "Nice flowers."

Wendy straightened behind the counter, her fingers finding the florist scissors without conscious thought. The weight of them settled against her palm—not much of a weapon, but better than nothing.

"We're not open yet."

"That's alright." He smiled, and it didn't reach his eyes. Nothing about this man would ever reach his eyes. "We're not here to buy."

His partner drifted toward the cooler, studying the arrangements like he was pricing them for destruction rather than purchase. Wendy tracked his movement in her peripheral vision while keeping her focus on the one doing the talking.

"Mr. Moody sent us," Hatchet-Face continued. "He wanted us to deliver his final offer personally. Make sure there's no... misunderstanding."

Final offer. The words landed like stones in her stomach.

She'd already said no. Said it when they first approached her three weeks ago with their proposal—let them use her back room as a waypoint for their "deliveries," let them borrow her van when they needed legitimate-looking transport, and they'd make it worth her while. She'd said no when they came back a week later with a number that would have paid off her business loan in six months. She'd kept saying no even after Robert ended up in the hospital with broken ribs and a shattered kneecap, even after her delivery van went up in flames in her own parking lot at three in the morning.

"My answer hasn't changed."

"See, that's the thing." Hatchet-Face moved closer, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive that didn't match the violence in his posture. "Mr. Moody's been real patient with you. Eighteen years he's been running routes through these mountains. He knows how to work with people. Knows how to make arrangements that benefit everyone."

"I'm not interested in arrangements."

"You should be." He leaned against her counter, casual as death. "That van of yours? That was a message. Your driver? Another message. Mr. Moody doesn't like sending messages. He'd rather just do business. But you keep making him send messages, eventually the messages get... permanent."

His partner had circled behind her now. She could feel him there, a wall of menace at her back. Her grip tightened on the scissors.

"This is a flower shop," she said, and she was proud that her voice didn't shake. "I arrange bouquets. I make centerpieces. I help people mark the moments that matter in their lives. I don't—"

"You don't what?" Hatchet-Face cut her off. "You don't help smugglers? Lady, look around you. Look at this whole goddamn town. Half the businesses left are only still standing because they learned to be flexible about who they work with. The other half are boarded up. Which category you want to be in?"

"The one that can sleep at night."

Something flickered in his eyes—not respect, exactly, but acknowledgment. Like he'd expected her to fold and found her stubbornness mildly interesting.

"Sleep's overrated," he said. "And it's real hard to do when you're worried about your shop catching fire. Or wondering if maybe someone's waiting in your parking lot when you close up. Or thinking about all the ways a woman alone in a strip mall can have accidents."

The threat hung in the air between them, heavy as summer humidity before a storm.

"You've got until Friday," he continued. "That's three days to think about your future. Mr. Moody will send someone to collect your answer. You say yes, everything goes smooth—you get money, protection, and you never have to deal with any unpleasantness again. You say no..."

He reached out and touched one of the lily stems in her funeral arrangement. Just a light brush of his fingers. But Wendy felt it like a violation, like he'd put his hands on something sacred.

"Well," he said softly, "Mrs. Patterson's not the only one who'll be needing flowers."

Her hand moved before she could think about it. The scissors came up, and she had them leveled at his throat—not close enough to cut, but close enough to make a point.

"Get out of my shop."

For a long moment, nobody moved. The man behind her shifted his weight, and Wendy's heart hammered against her ribs so hard she could hear it in her ears. This was stupid. This was so stupid. Two of them, one of her, and she was threatening the man who worked for a smuggler with eighteen years of bodies behind him.

But she'd be damned if she'd cower. She'd be damned if she'd let them see her shake.

Hatchet-Face studied her with those empty eyes. Then, slowly, a smile spread across his face—and this time it was almost genuine.

"Moody said you had backbone." He stepped back, adjusting his jacket like she hadn't just held a blade to his jugular. "That's good. He likes that. Means you'll be useful once you come around."

"I won't."

"Friday," he repeated. He snapped his fingers at his partner, and the big man peeled away from his position behind her. "Three days. Make the smart choice."

They walked out like they owned the place. Like they owned her. The bell chimed cheerfully above the door as it swung shut, and Wendy stood there in the sudden silence with scissors still clutched in her white-knuckled grip.

Her hands started shaking.

She set the scissors down on the counter before she dropped them, pressing her palms flat against the cool surface until the tremors subsided. Deep breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth. She'd learned that trick years ago, back when she was working corporate and dealing with bridezillas who thought screaming at the florist would somehow make their wedding better.

This was different. This was so much worse. But the breathing still helped.

Friday.

Three days to decide whether she was going to let criminals use her life's work as a waypoint for their smuggling operation, or watch everything she'd built burn to the ground.

Three days.

Wendy moved through the shop on autopilot, checking the cooler temperature, adjusting the displays, making sure the funeral arrangement was ready for pickup. Normal tasks. Routine tasks. Things she could do with her hands while her mind raced through options that all led to dead ends.

She couldn't go to the police. These mountains had learned a long time ago that the law only helped people who could afford it, and a small-town florist didn't rank high on anyone's priority list. Robert had already filed a report about his assault. Nothing had come of it. Nothing would.

She couldn't run. The shop was everything she had—four years of sweat and hope and stubborn refusal to let the dying tourist economy take her dreams down with it. If she walked away now, she'd have nothing. No business, no savings, no future. Just another casualty of a region that chewed people up and spit them out.

She couldn't fight. Two men had just demonstrated exactly how outmatched she was, and they weren't even the main threat. Moody had sixteen men, according to the rumors. Sixteen men who'd been making problems disappear for almost two decades.

But you didn't back down, a voice in her head whispered. You held those scissors to his throat and you didn't back down.

Small comfort. Backbone didn't stop bullets.

Wendy moved to the front window, adjusting a display of mixed bouquets that didn't need adjusting. The strip mall parking lot stretched out before her—half-empty, like always. The nail salon two doors down had closed last month. The insurance office on the corner was hanging on by a thread. Only Ozark Blooms and the small engine repair shop at the far end showed any signs of life.

That's when she noticed the truck.

It was parked at the far end of the lot, a dark blue pickup that had seen better days. Nothing special about it—half the trucks in the Ozarks looked exactly the same. But something about the figure behind the wheel made her pause.

She knew him. Not well, but well enough. He'd started coming in about six months ago, always buying a simple arrangement. Roses, sometimes. Carnations, others. Nothing fancy, nothing expensive. The kind of flowers you put on a grave.

He'd mentioned once that they were for his mother. Said it quietly, like he wasn't used to talking about her. Wendy had learned not to ask questions about grief—people shared what they wanted to share, and the rest was none of her business.

But now he was sitting in his truck, engine off, just... watching. His face was turned toward the shop, and even from this distance she could see the tension in his shoulders. The way his hands gripped the steering wheel like he was holding himself back from something.

He'd been here when Moody's men arrived. She was sure of it. She remembered hearing a truck pull in right before the bell chimed.

Had he seen them? Heard them?

As if sensing her attention, he turned his head. Their eyes met through the glass.

For a moment, neither of them moved. Wendy's heart did something strange in her chest—a flutter that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the way he looked at her. Like she mattered. Like what had just happened to her mattered.

Then his jaw tightened. Something dark and dangerous flickered across his features—an expression she'd seen on men before, but never directed for her rather than at her.

He reached for his keys.

The engine roared to life, and the truck pulled out of the lot with a spray of gravel. Wendy watched it disappear down the highway, heading toward Branson, and wondered why a working-class regular who bought flowers for his mother's grave looked at her shop like he was ready to go to war.
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The Conclave smelled like leather and whiskey and the particular tension that filled a room when brothers gathered to discuss blood.

Crossroad stood at the scarred oak table, his callused hands flat against the wood, and felt the weight of every patch in the room. Stone at the head, immovable as the limestone bluffs that gave him his name. Reaver to his right, knuckles already flexing like he could smell violence coming. Judge, Backroad, Timber, Whiskey—men who'd bled together, buried problems together, built something worth protecting in mountains the rest of the world had forgotten.

"Talk," Stone said. One word. All he ever needed.

Crossroad had rehearsed this on the ride back from town. Had tried to find the calm, measured words that would lay out the situation without revealing how deep it had already gotten under his skin. But when he opened his mouth, what came out was raw.

"Dale Moody's trying to take Ozark Blooms."

Silence. The kind that meant brothers were listening.

"The flower shop?" Reaver leaned back in his chair, scarred eyebrow raised. "The one out on the highway? What the hell does a smuggler want with roses and shit?"

"Waypoint." Crossroad's jaw tightened. "Highway frontage, back entrance, delivery van that goes all over the region without raising questions. Perfect cover for moving product. He approached the owner three weeks ago. She told him no."

"And?" Stone's voice was granite.

"And he put her driver in the hospital. Broken ribs, shattered kneecap. Then he burned her van in her own parking lot." Crossroad's hands curled into fists against the table. "I was there this morning. Watched two of his boys walk in like they owned the place. Heard enough to know they gave her until Friday to change her answer."

"Or?" Judge asked, cold and precise.

"Or they make her the next message."

The room shifted. Brothers exchanged glances loaded with meaning. This was their territory—had been for years. Moody's routes might have skirted the edges, might have moved through without causing problems, but establishing infrastructure? That was different. That was a claim.

"How many men?" Backroad asked, already calculating routes and approaches.

"Sixteen, give or take. Drivers, muscle, enforcers. His operation's been running eighteen years because he's smart and he's careful." Crossroad met Stone's eyes. "But he's not from here. He thinks knowing the roads makes him local. It doesn't."

Stone's scarred hand tapped once against the table. Thinking. "This florist. She connected to us?"

"No." The word came out harder than Crossroad intended. "She's just... she's building something. In a town where everything's dying, she's building something beautiful. Weddings, funerals, all of it. People drive thirty miles for her flowers because she gives a damn when nobody else does."

Reaver snorted. "Brother, you sound like you're writing poetry about the woman."

Heat crawled up Crossroad's neck, but he didn't look away from Stone. "My mother used to buy arrangements there. Before she died. It's one of the last decent things left in
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