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The cinnamon rolls were perfect.

Abby Mercer pulled the tray from the oven and let herself have three seconds of satisfaction—golden spirals of dough, the glaze bubbling at the edges, that smell of butter and brown sugar that made customers line up before she unlocked the doors. Three years of sixty-hour weeks, and she'd finally gotten the recipe exactly right.

Then someone outside started screaming.

She set the tray down and was moving before her brain caught up, pushing through the kitchen's swinging door into the front of Sweet Ridge Bakery. Through the plate glass window, she could see her delivery van—her only delivery van, the one she'd bought used and nursed through two transmissions—engulfed in flames.

Orange light licked through the windows. Black smoke billowed into the clear mountain morning. Her regulars scattered across the parking lot, coffee cups abandoned, phones out, faces slack with shock.

Abby grabbed the fire extinguisher from behind the counter and ran.

The heat hit her like a wall when she got close. She could feel it singeing the fine hairs on her arms, smell the chemical stink of burning plastic and rubber mixing with something sharper—accelerant, her mind supplied. Someone did this on purpose.

She knew who. She'd known since Monday, when Vince Palermo's nephew had smiled at her across the counter and told her she had a nice little place here. Real shame if something happened to it.

The extinguisher felt pathetically small in her hands, but she aimed at the base of the flames anyway, spraying white foam that hissed and sizzled against the inferno. The van was already lost—she could see that. The flames had spread too fast, too deliberately, eating through metal and glass like they were hungry for it. But she couldn't just stand here and watch everything she'd built go up in smoke.

"Ma'am, you need to step back—"

She ignored whoever was shouting. Step back? That van represented her delivery contracts. Her expansion plans. Three years of scraping by, reinvesting every penny, building something from nothing because nobody in her life had ever given her a damn thing.

The foam sputtered. The canister was almost empty.

No. She shook it, squeezed the trigger harder, but physics didn't care about determination. The flames roared higher, mocking her.

Then a second stream of white foam arced over her shoulder, joining hers, doubling the assault. Abby didn't turn to see who was helping—she just adjusted her aim, working in sync with the other extinguisher to attack the heart of the blaze.

The van's tires exploded. She flinched but held her ground.

Sirens wailed in the distance. The other extinguisher ran dry a moment before hers did, and Abby finally lowered her arms, chest heaving, lungs burning from smoke inhalation, and watched her van die.

"Fire department's coming." The voice was quiet. Not loud enough to carry over the chaos, but somehow she heard every word perfectly. "Nothing left to save."

Abby turned.

The man beside her was lean and wiry, built like someone who spent his life squeezing through tight spaces. Scarred hands lowered an industrial extinguisher—not the little red residential kind, something bigger, professional. He had dark hair, eyes black as underground rivers, and a stillness about him that made the chaos around them feel distant. Like he existed in a pocket of calm even standing next to a burning vehicle.

His eyes met hers, and something in Abby's chest stuttered.

Not the time. Not even close to the time.

"Where did you come from?" she asked, her voice rough from smoke.

"Across the street." He tilted his head toward the hardware store. "Saw the flames, grabbed what they had."

"Thank you." The words felt inadequate. She looked back at the van—a blackened skeleton now, fire department pulling up too late to do anything but hose down the corpse. "That's... that was my livelihood."

"Insurance?"

"Some." Not enough. Never enough.

The firefighters swarmed the scene, ordering everyone back, stringing up tape. Abby let herself be herded toward the sidewalk, too numb to protest. The stranger stayed beside her like a shadow, and she found herself grateful for the solid presence at her shoulder.

An hour later, the van was a smoking husk and the fire chief was shaking his head at her. Accelerant confirmed. They'd be calling the police, opening an investigation that would go exactly nowhere because Vince Palermo owned enough cops to ensure it.

Abby sat on the curb outside her bakery and tried to remember how to breathe.

The stranger dropped onto the curb beside her. He moved quietly—she hadn't heard him approach. Now that the chaos had settled, she could see him better. The rope burn scars that wrapped both hands. The intricate tattoo on his forearm that looked like... cave maps? Lines and chambers and passages inked into his skin.

"You know who did this." It wasn't a question.

Abby looked at him sharply. "Why would you say that?"

"Because you're not surprised." His gaze studied her with an intensity that should have been uncomfortable. Instead, it felt like being seen—really seen, for the first time in longer than she could remember. "You're angry. You're scared. But you're not surprised."

She should lie. She should make up something about faulty wiring or bad luck, send this stranger on his way and deal with the Palermo problem on her own the way she dealt with everything on her own.

But there was something about that steady patience, those scarred hands, those eyes that had mapped places most people couldn't imagine.

"There's a man," she said slowly. "His family runs... operations. Drugs, gambling, I don't know what else. He wants my bakery."

"For a front."

She nodded. "Told me I could sell or I could suffer. I said no." Her laugh came out bitter. "Guess this is the suffering part."

"How long has this been going on?"

"Two weeks. Started small—supplier problems, equipment breaking down. Then they got less subtle." She swallowed. "His nephew beat up my assistant in the alley last week. Nailed a dead rat to my back door with a note that said Next time it's you."

Something shifted in the stranger's expression. The calm didn't break, but it hardened, turning into something cold and sharp as a blade. His eyes, which had seemed merely dark before, now looked like cave entrances—passages into something deep and dangerous that went down forever.

"They did that." His voice stayed low, but the quality of that quiet had changed. "To a woman. Running a bakery."

"I'm not exactly a helpless victim here." Abby straightened her spine. She'd fought burning vehicles with a fire extinguisher and sheer stubbornness. She wasn't going to let this man—whoever he was—think she needed rescuing. "I've got a lawyer sending letters. I've called the cops three times. I—"

"Letters." The corner of his mouth twitched. Not a smile, exactly. Something darker. "That work for you?"

"Not yet. But I'm not giving up."

He was quiet for a long moment, studying her with those cave-dark eyes. Abby felt heat rise in her cheeks that had nothing to do with the fire she'd been fighting. The way he looked at her, it was like he was mapping her—tracing her contours, memorizing her patterns, learning how she was built.

"Sweet Ridge Bakery," he said finally. "That's yours?"

"Every inch of it."

"Good cinnamon rolls?"

Despite everything—the destroyed van, the Palermo threat, the fear that coiled in her belly like a snake—Abby felt herself almost smile. "The best in the Ozarks."

He stood, brushing ash from his jeans. Reached into his pocket and pulled out a twenty, which he pressed into her hand before she could protest.

"Save me one for tomorrow." He started to turn away, then paused. "What's your name?"

"Abby. Abby Mercer."

"Abby." He said it like he was tasting it, like he was tucking it away somewhere safe and dark where he kept important things. "I'm Cavern."

"That's... not a name."

"It is where I come from." Those eyes held hers, and her breath caught—Loss of air, loss of words, a reaction stronger than before. "The men who did this. They're going to find out there are worse things in these mountains than dead rats and fire."

He walked away before she could respond, disappearing around the corner of the hardware store with that silent, fluid movement she was starting to think was just how he existed in the world.

Abby sat on the curb with twenty dollars in her hand and smoke in her lungs and the strange, inexplicable feeling that something had just shifted in her universe. That the ground beneath her feet had tilted toward something she couldn't name.

Her phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number.

You had your warning. Next time we take the bakery AND you. Final answer?

She stared at the screen, and for the first time in two weeks, the fear didn't feel quite as overwhelming.

Cavern. What kind of name was that?

The kind, something whispered in the back of her mind, that came from a world where men didn't send lawyers' letters. Where problems got solved in ways that didn't show up in police reports.

She should be terrified. She should call the cops again, file another useless report, try to fight the Palermos with the systems and structures that had never protected people like her.

Instead, she pocketed the twenty dollars and walked back into her bakery to box up cinnamon rolls she didn't have a van to deliver anymore.

Tomorrow, the stranger with the scarred hands would come back for one.

Abby found herself looking forward to it.
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The clubhouse smelled like motor oil and woodsmoke, the scent of home seeping into Cavern's bones as he walked through the main room. Brothers scattered across worn leather furniture, bottles clinking, rough laughter bouncing off timber walls. Reaver had someone in a headlock by the pool table—friendly, from the look of it, though with Reaver you never knew until blood appeared.

Cavern moved through it all like smoke, drawing nods but no conversation. The brothers had learned years ago that he wasn't much for small talk. Words cost something down in the dark, where echoes could collapse unstable passages or alert things you didn't want alerted. He'd never quite broken the habit of treating silence like survival.

But tonight, he had words. Too many of them, pressing against his chest like cave pressure at depth.

Stone sat at the bar with Judge, both men nursing whiskey and watching the room with the casual vigilance of predators who'd long since established their territory. The President's gaze tracked Cavern's approach, reading something in his body language that made him set down his glass.

"Church," Cavern said. "We need to talk."

Stone didn't ask questions. He never did when a brother came to him with that particular weight in his voice. Just stood, caught Reaver's eye across the room, and jerked his head toward the back.

Five minutes later, the core brotherhood sat around the scarred oak table in the Conclave—Stone at the head, Reaver to his right with those gnarled knuckles drumming restlessly, Judge still and watchful, Backroad leaning back with his arms crossed, Timber filling his chair like a mountain that had learned to sit, and Whiskey spinning a lighter between his fingers with the absent focus of a man whose hands always needed occupation.

Cavern stood at the far end of the table. He didn't like sitting when he had something to say. Made him feel trapped.

"Palermo family's making a move on Eureka Springs," he said, letting the name land like a grenade.

The reaction rippled around the table. Reaver's drumming stopped. Whiskey's lighter went still. Stone's expression didn't change, but his eyes went hard as Ozark limestone.

"Vince Palermo?" The President's voice was flatter than a cave floor. "The hell is he doing in our territory?"

"Expanding. Looking for fronts to wash money through—legitimate businesses with good foot traffic and back entrances." Cavern saw her again in his mind's eye: flour-dusted and furious, fighting flames with nothing but a fire extinguisher and pure stubborn will. "He picked a bakery. Sweet Ridge, downtown. Owner's a woman named Abby Mercer."

"And how do we know this?" Judge asked, his cold gray eyes assessing.

"Because I watched her van burn this morning. And because she told me what they've been doing to her for the past two weeks." Cavern's jaw tightened. "Palermo's nephew beat her assistant in an alley. Nailed a dead rat to her door. When she still wouldn't sell, they torched her vehicle."

"Sounds like a personal problem," Reaver said, but there was no heat in it. Just testing, the way he always did. "We in the business of rescuing baker ladies now?"

"We're in the business of keeping outside operations out of our territory." Stone's voice cut through the room. "Vince Palermo runs the Arkansas side of a two-generation crime family. Drugs, gambling, enough muscle to field a small army. If he's setting up shop in Eureka Springs, he's not stopping at one bakery."

"He'll squeeze every business on that strip," Backroad said, nodding slowly. "Use them as fronts, distribution points. Then he'll want the roads."

"Our roads." Timber's rumble carried weight. "The routes we've spent five years securing."

Cavern watched the brotherhood do what it did best—take a threat and examine it from every angle, finding the places where it connected to their interests, their territory, their survival. But he kept seeing honey-blonde hair escaping its pins. Warm brown eyes that held fury instead of fear. The way she'd planted her feet in front of that burning van like she could will it to stop through sheer refusal to back down.

"What's your read?" Stone asked, looking directly at Cavern. "You were there. You talked to her."

"She's not going to fold." The certainty surprised him. He'd known her for an hour, maybe less, but some things you just recognized. "Palermo can burn every vehicle she owns, send every man in his organization—she'll stand in the ashes and tell him to go to hell."

Reaver snorted. "Got some backbone on her, then."

"She ran at a burning van with a fire extinguisher." Cavern let that sit for a moment. "Alone. Before anyone else moved."

Something shifted in the room. Brothers exchanging glances, recalculating. A woman who ran toward fire instead of away from it—that meant something to men who lived by similar principles.

"The nephew," Judge said. "Nicky Palermo. I've heard the name. Vince's heir apparent, handles enforcement because he likes the blood more than the business."

"He's the one who beat her assistant?"

"And nailed the rat. Personally, according to what she told me." Cavern's hands curled into fists at his sides. The scars across his palms pulled tight. "He wanted to watch her fear."

"Little shit." Whiskey's lighter flicked open, flame dancing. "Bet he's never seen what real fear looks like."

Stone was quiet for a long moment, that calculating stillness that meant the gears were turning. When he spoke, his voice carried the weight of a verdict already decided.

"Palermos think they can walk into our mountains and take whatever they want because they've got family money and soldiers who follow orders. They don't know what they're dealing with." His scarred hand flattened on the table. "We remind them."

"So we're doing this." Reaver's grin split his face, all teeth and violence. "Taking on a crime family for some girl who makes cinnamon rolls."

"We're protecting our territory," Stone corrected. "The girl's a bonus."

Cavern stepped forward. "I'll
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