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The smell of her grandmother's biscuits filled the truck like a ghost's embrace.

Joanna Beck pulled another tray from the small commercial oven, the heat washing over her face as she transferred golden-brown perfection onto the cooling rack. Three years she'd been running Ozark Eats, and this moment still hit her the same way every time—the scent of buttermilk and lard and love baked into something people could taste. Grammy's recipe, Grammy's legacy, Grammy's trust.

The Eureka Springs farmers market was already buzzing with Saturday morning energy. Tourists in hiking boots mixed with locals who knew exactly which vendors had the good stuff. Joanna's line would start forming in twenty minutes, right when the biscuits hit optimal temperature and she opened the serving window.

She was arranging her grandmother's handwritten recipe card in its little frame—the one she displayed at every event, the ink faded but the love permanent—when the hair on the back of her neck stood up.

Two men. Across the parking lot. Leaning against a black pickup that hadn't been there five minutes ago.

She recognized them instantly. The tall one with the shaved head had grabbed her arm at the cabin last week, twisted it behind her back while his buddy explained what would happen if she didn't sign over Grammy's land. The shorter one with the goatee had laughed when she'd swung the cast iron skillet and connected with his shoulder.

They weren't laughing now. They were watching. Waiting.

Brett sent them.

Her cousin had spent six months making her life hell, and it was getting worse. The threatening letters she could handle. The vandalism at her apartment, the slashed tires, the dead possum left on her doorstep—disgusting but survivable. But last week they'd kicked in Grammy's cabin door while she was alone, and the message had been crystal clear: sign over the inheritance or disappear into the Ozark hills where nobody would ever find her.

Joanna's hands shook as she arranged napkins in the dispenser. She forced them steady. Grammy hadn't raised a woman who trembled.

"You okay, honey?"

Martha Fox from the kettle corn stand was setting up next door, her silver hair caught in a practical bun, concern creasing her weathered face.

"Fine." Joanna manufactured a smile. "Just tired."

Martha didn't look convinced, but she nodded and went back to her setup. Joanna's gaze drifted to the two men again. They hadn't moved. Hadn't approached. Just stood there like vultures waiting for something to die.

They want me scared. They want me to run.

She wouldn't give them the satisfaction.

The next two hours were torture wrapped in customer service. Joanna served her grandmother's biscuits with honey butter, her fried chicken sandwiches, her blackberry cobbler that made a grown man from Little Rock actually tear up. She smiled and made change and thanked people for coming, and the whole time those two men watched from across the lot.

They never approached. Never ordered. Never did anything that would give her a reason to call for help. They just existed, a constant reminder that Brett's patience was running out.

By eleven, her hands wouldn't stop shaking.

By noon, the fear had settled into her bones like ice water.

At one o'clock, she made the call.

"Closing up early today, folks," she announced to the small line of disappointed customers. "I'll be back next Saturday with extra cobbler to make up for it."

Packing up took twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of her back exposed, twenty minutes of waiting for those men to finally make their move. But when she locked the serving window and climbed into the cab, they were gone.

The black pickup had vanished like it had never been there.

Maybe they just wanted to scare me. Maybe that's all this was.

She should have known better.

Joanna climbed out of the cab and walked around to the driver's side, keys already in her hand, mind already on the hot bath and locked doors waiting at her apartment—

The truck listed hard to the left.

Both tires on the driver's side had been slashed. Not just punctured—destroyed. Rubber hung in ribbons from the rims, and when she stumbled around to check the other side, she found the same carnage.

"No. No, no, no—"

The windshield was shattered. Spider-web cracks radiating from a central impact point, chunks of safety glass scattered across the dashboard. The serving window had been smashed too, her grandmother's recipe card torn from its frame and ripped into pieces that littered the ground like confetti.

Joanna stood in the wreckage of three years of work and felt something inside her crack.

Grammy's recipe. They destroyed Grammy's recipe.

The original was safe at home—she'd never been stupid enough to bring the actual document to events. This was just a copy. But seeing those pieces on the ground, seeing her grandmother's handwriting scattered in the dirt...

Rage replaced fear.

Joanna climbed into the ruined truck through the broken serving window, glass crunching under her boots. She found the baseball bat she kept wedged behind the prep station—thirty-four inches of Louisville Slugger that Grammy had given her when she'd first started doing night events alone.

"You ever feel unsafe, sweetheart, you swing first and ask questions never."

She positioned herself on the floor behind the counter, bat across her knees, and waited.

If Brett's men came back to finish the job, they'd find out exactly how a Beck woman handled threats.



The sun had shifted when she heard the motorcycle.

Not the distant rumble of traffic on the highway—this was close. Getting closer. The growl of a big engine dropping to an idle, then cutting completely.

Footsteps on gravel.

Joanna's grip tightened on the bat.

A shadow fell across the broken serving window, and then a face appeared—lean and hard, with a scar above one eye and the kind of watchful intensity that made her think of guard dogs and loaded guns.

She'd seen him before. The prospect who'd been showing up at her stand for the past few weeks, ordering biscuits and eating them at a picnic table while he watched the crowd. He'd never said more than a few words. Never flirted. Never did anything except tip well and leave.

Now he was staring at the destruction with an expression that made her blood run cold.

"Who did this?"

Three words. Flat and hard as Ozark limestone. Not what happened or are you okay—he went straight to threat assessment.

"None of your business." She didn't lower the bat.

His eyes shifted to her, taking in her position, her weapon, the murder in her expression. Something flickered across his face—not pity, not concern. Recognition. Like he was seeing something familiar.

"You're hiding in your own truck with a bat," he said. "Means you know who did it. Means you're expecting them back."

"I said it's none of your business."

He was already moving, circling the truck to examine the damage with the methodical focus of someone cataloging a crime scene. She tracked him through the broken windows, bat ready, heart pounding.

"Tires slashed clean." His voice carried through the shattered glass. "Not amateur work. Windshield was a bat or crowbar, personal anger behind it. Serving window too." He appeared at the back door, trying the handle. Locked. "You gonna let me in, or you gonna sit there waiting for whoever did this to come finish the job?"

"Why would I let a stranger into my truck?"

"Because I'm not the one who destroyed it." He met her eyes through the window, and the intensity there made her breath catch. "And because you've been feeding me biscuits for three weeks, which means you know I keep coming back. A man keeps coming back for a woman's cooking, he's not looking to hurt her."

Joanna's hands were shaking again, but not from fear. Adrenaline and fury and something else, something that sparked when he looked at her like she was a puzzle he intended to solve.

"You're a prospect." She'd noticed the rocker on his cut, the way the full-patch members treated him at the market. "Ozark Outlaws."

"Yeah."

"Your club has a reputation."

"We have several." His jaw tightened. "The one that matters right now is we protect the communities in these mountains. Someone's targeting a local business owner with this kind of escalation, that's our concern."

"I didn't ask for your concern."

"No. You're sitting in a destroyed truck with a baseball bat, ready to brain anyone who comes through that door." His voice dropped, rough and warm in a way that made her stomach flip. "That's not a woman asking for help. That's a woman who's been fighting alone too long."

The words hit harder than they should have.

Grammy had been gone for eight months. Eight months of Brett's harassment, his lawyers, his thugs, his absolute certainty that he could take what Grammy had left her. Eight months of fighting alone because there was no one else to fight with her.

Joanna lowered the bat.

"My cousin thinks he's entitled to my grandmother's land." The words scraped out of her like broken glass. "The courts disagreed. So he's been trying to convince me to sign it over voluntarily."

"The men at the market today. The ones watching you."

She blinked. "You saw them?"

"Hard to miss." He was still at the back door, patient as stone. "Big guy with the shaved head, shorter one with the goatee. They had the look."

"What look?"

"The look of men who hurt women for money."

Joanna stared at him through the broken window, this stranger with his sharp features and unreadable eyes, and felt something shift in her chest. He wasn't offering pity. Wasn't treating her like a victim. He was assessing the situation like a man who understood exactly what kind of war she was fighting.

She unlocked the back door.

He stepped inside, and the truck suddenly felt very small. He was lean but solid, coiled energy barely contained, and up close she could see the calluses on his hands, the way his eyes never stopped scanning for threats.

"I'm Flint."

"Joanna."

"I know." Something that might have been a smile ghosted across his face. "Your name's on the truck."

She almost laughed. Would have, if she wasn't standing in the wreckage of her livelihood with a baseball bat in her hands.

"This cousin of yours," Flint said, already moving through the truck to examine the damage from inside. "He got a name?"

"Brett Conley. He's been escalating for months. Last week his men kicked in the door at my grandmother's cabin while I was there alone." She watched him freeze, something dangerous flickering behind his eyes. "I got one of them with a cast iron skillet before they grabbed me."

Flint turned to face her. The look on his face made her breath catch—fury and respect and something possessive that had no business being there for a woman he'd just met.

"You fought back."

"I'm a Beck woman. We don't surrender what's ours."

He stared at her for a long moment, and Joanna felt the weight of his attention like a physical thing. Like he was seeing past the flour on her clothes and the fear she was trying to hide, straight through to the steel underneath.

"No," he said quietly. "I don't imagine you do."

He pulled out his phone, still watching her with those intense eyes.

"I'm bringing this to my club. Tonight. Men like your cousin—they don't stop until someone stops them." His voice went flat. "The Outlaws stop them."

Joanna should have argued. Should have insisted she could handle it herself, the way she'd been handling everything since Grammy died.

But she was so goddamn tired of fighting alone.

"Okay," she heard herself say.

Flint nodded once, sharp and certain. Then he was moving, pulling out tools she hadn't noticed on his belt, starting to board up her broken windows with the efficient focus of a man who knew exactly how to fortify a position.

"You got somewhere safe to stay tonight?"

"My apartment. But—"

"Nowhere connected to you." He didn't look up from his work. "They know where you live?"

The ice water was back in her veins. "Probably."

"Then you're not going there." He finally met her eyes, and the intensity there pinned her in place. "You're coming with me."

"I don't even know you."

"You know I kept coming back for your biscuits." His mouth curved, just slightly. "And you know I'm the kind of man who sees something worth protecting and doesn't walk away."

Joanna's heart was pounding. This was insane. She didn't trust strangers, didn't rely on anyone but herself, didn't—

"Why?" The word came out rough. "Why do you care what happens to me?"

Flint set down his tools and crossed to her in two strides. He didn't touch her, but he was close enough that she could feel the heat of him, smell leather and motor oil and something underneath that made her want to lean in.

"Because someone tried to take something you earned." His voice was low, rough, certain. "And I've got a real problem with entitled bastards who think they can steal what they didn't build."

The words hit her like a fist to the chest. Like he understood, on some bone-deep level, exactly what this fight was about.

Not just land. Not just money.

Earned things don't surrender to entitled things.

"Okay," she said again, and watched something fierce and satisfied flare in his eyes.

"Get what you need from the truck. We're leaving in ten minutes."

Joanna moved to gather her things, and behind her, Flint went back to boarding up her windows with the single-minded purpose of a man who'd just claimed a mission.

Or maybe something more.
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The compound felt different when you were about to ask for something.

Flint rolled through the gates as the last light bled out of the Ozark sky, his bike growling up the gravel drive toward the converted lodge that served as the clubhouse. Joanna was tucked into a cabin on the back of the property—one of the guest units the club used for people who needed to disappear for a while. He'd left her with a burner phone, a loaded shotgun, and instructions to shoot anyone who came through the door without knocking first.

She'd taken the gun like she knew how to use it. Hadn't flinched. Hadn't argued.

My kind of stubborn.

The thought caught him off guard. He'd known the woman for three weeks of biscuits and brief exchanges, plus four hours of crisis management. That wasn't enough time to be thinking words like my.

But the image of her sitting in that destroyed truck with a baseball bat across her knees, ready to brain anyone who threatened what she'd built—that was burned into his brain like a brand. Most people would have been crying. Calling the cops. Waiting for someone else to fix it.

Joanna Beck had armed herself and waited for war.

Flint parked his bike in the gravel lot and killed the engine. Saturday night meant the clubhouse was loud—music thumping through the walls, laughter and shouting from brothers blowing off steam. Normally he'd grab a beer and find a corner to
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