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The char wouldn't wash out.

Harper had scrubbed her farmers' market jacket twice, hung it in the sun for three days, and still caught the burned smell every time she lifted her arm to make change. Three hives. Forty thousand bees. Thirteen years of patient work turned to cinder and melted wax in twenty minutes.

She handed a jar of sourwood honey to Mrs. Patterson and managed something close to a smile. "Same time next week."

"You look tired, honey." Mrs. Patterson tucked the jar into her canvas bag with the concerned frown she'd been wearing since Harper's grandmother died. "You eating enough?"

"Always do."

The lie came easy. Eating required caring about something other than the blackened frames she'd pulled from the wreckage, the dead bees scattered like burnt rice across her grandmother's land. Harper had buried them in the garden plot behind the house, working until her shoulders screamed and her eyes were too dry for tears.

Warning shot, the note had said. Typed, not handwritten. Professional. Smart people take the money and walk away.

The money. Sixty thousand dollars for twelve acres her grandmother had worked for forty years. Land that backed up to a county road nobody used except—

Except the trucks. The ones that rumbled past at three in the morning with their headlights off, tarps pulled tight over loads that sat too high and too heavy for legitimate cargo.

Harper straightened the jars on her display table and pretended she didn't notice the young biker two booths down glancing her way again. He'd been doing it all morning—quick looks between customers at the craft booth he was running security for, like he couldn't quite figure her out.

She couldn't figure him out either.

He didn't look like the bikers she saw roaring through town on their way to Branson, the weekend warriors with their pristine leather and chrome. This one had working man's shoulders, forearms thick enough to suggest he knew his way around heavy labor, and a burn scar webbing up his left wrist that said the labor had fought back. His cut marked him as Ozark Outlaws—the club everyone whispered about but nobody discussed outright.

The club that handled things the sheriff's department couldn't. Or wouldn't.

Harper caught herself rubbing at the dark smudge on her sleeve again and forced her hand down. Nervous habit. Dead giveaway. She'd survived aggressive hives in hundred-degree heat, extracted swarms from rotted barn walls, built her business one split at a time when everyone said a woman alone couldn't make it work. She wasn't about to fall apart over one blaze and one threat and the knowledge that Roman Petrov would send his men back when she didn't take the money.

She was going down swinging. Her grandmother had taught her that much.

"Sourwood, huh?"

The voice was low and unhurried, a mountain drawl smoothed by something she couldn't place. Harper looked up to find the biker standing at her table, his eyes measuring her the way he'd measured the rest of the market all morning—careful, patient, cataloging everything.

"Best in the Ozarks." She kept her voice steady. "Twelve dollars a jar."

He picked one up, turned it in hands that were scarred and calloused but surprisingly gentle with the glass. "How long's it take? Making honey."

"Bees make the honey. I just give them somewhere to live." Harper watched him study the golden liquid like it held secrets. "You don't seem like the honey type."

Something flickered in his eyes—amusement, maybe, or recognition. "What type do I seem like?"

"The type who buys things he doesn't need to start conversations he shouldn't be having."

He set the jar down carefully. Pulled a twenty from his cut pocket and laid it on the table without breaking eye contact.

"Keep the change."

"I don't need charity."

"Didn't say you did." He picked up the jar again, and this time his gaze moved to her sleeve—the soot stain she couldn't scrub out, couldn't stop touching. "Fire's a hell of a thing. Takes everything you built and turns it to nothing before you can blink."

Harper's throat tightened. "You know something about fires?"

"I know something about watching bad men win because good people stay quiet." He tucked the honey into the pocket of his cut, the movement pulling the leather tight across shoulders that looked like they'd carried more than their share of weight. "I know what it looks like when someone's already decided how they're going to die."

The words hit like a slap. Harper felt heat rush to her face, felt her carefully constructed armor crack down the middle.

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me." He didn't look away, didn't soften the blow with false sympathy. "You've got smoke in your clothes and ash under your fingernails and you're standing here selling honey like the world didn't just tell you to run. That's not courage. That's a death wish."

"Maybe it's none of your business."

"Maybe not." He shrugged, one shoulder lifting beneath the weight of his cut. "But I've spent too many years watching people die because I kept my mouth shut when I should've spoken up. Don't feel like doing that anymore."

Harper stared at him. At the scar on his wrist, the quiet patience in his eyes, the way he stood like a man who'd learned to wait for exactly the right moment before moving.

"Three hives," she heard herself say. "They burned three of my hives last week. Forty thousand bees. Warning shot, the note said. Smart people take the money and walk away."

"What money?"

"Sixty thousand dollars. For twelve acres my grandmother built from nothing." Harper's voice cracked, and she hated herself for it. "Land that backs up to the county road they use to move whatever the hell they're moving at three in the morning."

The biker went still. Something shifted behind his eyes—recognition, calculation, the pieces of a puzzle clicking into place.

"Tarps over the loads? Heavy equipment sitting too high for the truck beds?"

Harper nodded slowly. "You know what it is?"

"I know who." His jaw tightened, and for a moment she saw something dangerous flash across his face—not the performative menace of men trying to look tough, but the real thing. Cold. Patient. Lethal. "Roman Petrov. Runs a stolen-equipment operation out of a compound south of town. Tractors, generators, construction rigs. He's been moving product through these mountains for years without anyone doing anything about it."

"And now I'm in his way."

"Now you've seen too much." He pulled a card from his cut—plain white, just a phone number and a single word: Cinder. "When they come back—and they will come back—you call that number. Don't wait to see what they're planning. Don't try to handle it yourself. You call."

Harper took the card. The paper was warm from his body heat, slightly creased at the corners. "Why do you care?"

He was already turning away, but he paused at her question. Looked back over his shoulder with eyes that had seen too much and stopped looking away.

"Because some things are worth stinging for," he said. "Your grandmother teach you that?"

Harper's heart stopped. The words—her grandmother's words, the ones she'd whispered to herself every morning since the fire—hung in the air between them like smoke.

"How did you—"

"Lucky guess." Something that might have been a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "Stay alive, Harper. I'll be seeing you."

He walked back to his booth, and Harper watched him go with the card burning in her palm and the smell of smoke still clinging to her clothes. The morning sun caught the chrome of bikes in the parking lot, flashing like warnings she should have heeded weeks ago.

She thought about the trucks on her road. The note. The burned hives and the sixty thousand dollars that was probably the last offer she'd ever get.

She thought about her grandmother, who'd taught her to stand her ground against anyone who came for what was hers. Who'd died in that farmhouse with a shotgun across her lap and a smile on her face because she'd never let anyone run her off land that was rightfully hers.

Harper tucked the card into her pocket. Straightened her jars. Lifted her chin and waited for the next customer.

She'd already decided how she was going to die.

But that didn't mean she was going to make it easy for them.
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The jar of sourwood honey sat on Cinder's workbench like an accusation.

He'd been staring at it since he got back from the market yesterday, turning it in his hands while his mind ran circles around a woman with smoke in her clothes and steel in her spine. Harper Ellison. He'd gotten her name from Maren before leaving the market, watched her pack up her booth alone while the afternoon shadows stretched long across the parking lot.

She hadn't looked at him again. Hadn't needed to.

Everything she was thinking had been written in the set of her jaw and the white-knuckle grip on her steering wheel as she drove away.

Going down swinging.

Cinder knew that look. Had worn it himself, once, standing over a section of pipe he knew was bad while his foreman waved off his concerns and sent them all back to work. He'd kept his mouth shut that day. Followed orders. Watched a good man die because speaking up felt like too much trouble.

Never again.

He grabbed the honey jar and his cut, heading for the main lodge before the morning got any older.



The clubhouse smelled like coffee and gun oil, the usual combination for a Monday morning. Brothers scattered across the main room—Timber at the pool table running solo practice shots, Whiskey hunched over a map spread across the bar, Judge cleaning a rifle with the methodical focus of a man who'd done it ten thousand times.

Stone sat in his usual chair by the cold fireplace, reading something on his phone with the expression of a man who'd already handled three problems before breakfast and expected three more before lunch.

Cinder crossed to him and waited.

Stone looked up. Took in the honey jar, the tension in Cinder's shoulders, the look on his face that said this wasn't a social call.

"Problem?"

"Maybe." Cinder set the jar on the table between them. "Woman at the farmers' market yesterday. Harper Ellison, runs an apiary outside town. Someone burned three of her hives last week. Left a note telling her to take sixty thousand for her land or things get worse."

Stone's eyes narrowed. "And you're bringing this to me because?"

"Because her property backs up to a county road that sees heavy truck traffic at three in the morning. Tarps over loads sitting too high for the beds. Equipment that doesn't belong on civilian transport."

The room had gone quiet. Cinder felt the weight of attention from every corner—brothers who'd stopped what they were doing to listen.

Stone set his phone down slowly. "Stolen equipment."

"That's my read."

"Petrov." The name came from Judge, flat and certain, his hands never pausing on the rifle. "Roman Petrov's been running rigs through these mountains for years. Farm tractors, generators, construction equipment. Moves it through a network stretching from Texas to Michigan."

"And nobody's done anything about it," Timber rumbled from the pool table, "because nobody's had a reason to care."

"We've got































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





