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Chapter 1: Thanksgiving Prep
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The morning sun streamed through the kitchen windows of Mac and Travis Blake's apartment above the Emerald Isle Brewery, casting golden light across the scattered invoices covering their dining table. Mac pushed her auburn hair behind her ear and squinted at the latest batch of supplier bills, her legal mind automatically cataloging expenses and payment schedules.

"Sweet mother of pearl," she muttered, holding up a notice from the North Carolina Department of Agriculture. "Roy Singer's hop farm is getting another inspection next week. Third one this year."

Travis looked up from the stove where he was stirring scrambled eggs, his brown eyes concerned. "That's unusual. We typically see state inspections once annually, maybe twice if there's a specific issue."

"Right? And look at this." Mac shuffled through more papers. "Emma Hartwell's organic vegetable farm got hit with a surprise inspection two weeks ago. Failed for some microscopic violation about storage container labeling. She's been certified organic for eight years running."

"Storage containers?" Travis set down his spatula and moved to peer over her shoulder at the official document. "Emma's operation is cleaner than most hospital kitchens. I've been there."

Mac leaned back against his chest, appreciating the warmth and solidity of her husband of exactly one month. The October wedding at the brewery seemed like yesterday and a lifetime ago simultaneously. "Something stinks worse than week-old grain mash."

"Speaking of grain," Travis said, returning to breakfast duty, "I'm planning our Thanksgiving Amber Ale today. Roy's Cascade hops should be perfect for the seasonal blend. Assuming this inspector doesn't shut him down."

The apartment door burst open without a knock, which meant exactly one person. Dolores "Dot" Whitfield swept in wearing her typical whirlwind of energy and a bright orange sweater decorated with turkeys.

"Morning, newlyweds!" Dot called out, already surveying their breakfast preparations with military precision. "Travis, those eggs are thirty seconds from being rubbery. Mac, honey, you need more coffee if you're planning to tackle those books this early."

"Good morning to you too, Dot," Mac said dryly. "And we do knock in civilized society."

"Civilized society doesn't leave doors unlocked," Dot retorted, settling into a chair and eyeing the agricultural notices with interest. "Besides, I bring news. That state inspector everyone's been grumbling about? He's arriving this afternoon instead of Monday."

Travis rescued the eggs just in time. "Inspector?"

"Jed Crawford," Dot said with the tone usually reserved for discussing tax auditors or root canals. "Been making the rounds through Burke and Caldwell counties, leaving a trail of failed inspections behind him. Heard tell he's failed six family farms in two months."

Mac's anti-authority instincts began humming like a tuning fork. "Six farms failed in two months? What are the odds of that being legitimate?"

"About the same as finding hen's teeth," Dot replied crisply. "Especially since every single one of those farms got bought out by some big agricultural company within six weeks of failing inspection."

"Now that," Mac said, setting down her coffee cup with deliberate precision, "is what we lawyers call a pattern of suspicious behavior."

Travis served breakfast while Mac's mind shifted into investigation mode. Her legal training had taught her to spot systematic manipulation, and this situation reeked of it. State inspectors wielding arbitrary power over family operations, followed immediately by corporate buyouts? In her book, that spelled corruption with capital letters.

"What kind of farms are we talking about?" she asked Dot.

"Heritage operations, mostly. Multi-generational family places with specialty crops or organic certifications. The kind that actually add character to a community instead of turning everything into industrial monoculture." Dot's voice carried the righteous indignation of someone who'd watched Hopefield fight off corporate exploitation before.

"Roy Singer's family has been growing hops in this valley for five generations," Travis added quietly. "His grandfather started supplying local breweries during Prohibition. Legally, of course," he added with a slight smile.

Mac snorted. "Of course. Because our family brewery was completely above board during the dry years too."

"The point is," Travis continued, "Roy's operation represents authentic agricultural heritage. His hop varieties are adapted specifically to our microclimate and soil conditions. You can't replicate that kind of terroir in a corporate greenhouse."

"Terroir?" Mac raised an eyebrow.

"French term. The combination of soil, climate, and tradition that makes agricultural products unique to their specific location. Roy's Cascade hops taste different from anyone else's because of where and how they're grown."

Dot nodded approvingly. "Exactly why corporate agriculture wants to eliminate places like Roy's farm. Can't standardize and mass-produce what you can't control."

Mac's phone rang, interrupting her growing irritation with faceless agricultural inspectors. The display showed Emma Hartwell's number.

"Emma? What's wrong?" Mac had learned to read panic in people's voices during her corporate law career.

"Mac, I need help," Emma's voice was tight with stress. "That state inspector, Jed Crawford? He just left my farm. Says he's recommending immediate certification suspension for my organic vegetables. Claims I'm using unauthorized pest control methods."

"What kind of pest control?"

"Beneficial insects. Ladybugs and lacewings. Methods I've been using for eight years without a single violation." Emma's voice cracked slightly. "He says because I can't prove the exact genetic lineage of every insect, they could be genetically modified organisms that void my organic certification."

Mac felt her jaw clench. "He wants you to DNA test ladybugs?"

"That's not even scientifically possible for field applications," Travis said quietly, having caught enough of the conversation to understand the absurdity.

"Mac," Emma continued, "I've got three generations of customers depending on my Thanksgiving produce orders. If I lose organic certification now, I lose everything. My mortgage, my family's land, everything."

"Don't panic yet," Mac said, her legal mind already working. "Forward me everything Crawford gave you. Documents, citations, his contact information. I want to review the specific regulations he's claiming you violated."

"Thank you," Emma breathed. "I knew you'd understand how wrong this feels."

After ending the call, Mac stared at the agricultural notices scattered across their table with new understanding. Three inspections of established, successful operations in one small county during the same season? All targeting heritage or organic farms that would be attractive to corporate buyers?

"Travis," she said slowly, "what do you know about agricultural inspection procedures?"

"Enough to know they're typically scheduled well in advance, conducted during optimal growing seasons for fair assessment, and designed to support farmers rather than destroy them." His voice carried the quiet anger of someone who'd watched small producers get crushed by bureaucratic manipulation.

"And what do you know about hop processing that might be relevant to brewing?"

Travis looked puzzled by the apparent subject change. "Hops contain alpha acids that provide bitterness and act as natural preservatives. During brewing, we extract these compounds through controlled temperature and time. Different varieties have different acid profiles, and processing methods can concentrate or dilute these compounds significantly."

"Concentrate how significantly?"

"With proper equipment and knowledge? You could create extracts potent enough to be dangerous if misused. Why?"

Mac didn't answer directly, but her mind was already cataloging possibilities. If someone wanted to eliminate agricultural inspectors who were systematically destroying family farms...

Dot cleared her throat meaningfully. "Speaking of dangerous, you should know that Crawford's planning to inspect all three of our local heritage operations this week. Roy Singer's hop farm, Emma Hartwell's organic vegetables, and Lila Patterson's heritage apple orchard."

"All in one week?" Mac's voice sharpened.

"All before Thanksgiving. Says he wants to complete his regional assessment before winter shutdown." Dot's expression suggested exactly what she thought of that explanation.

Travis began clearing breakfast dishes with controlled movements that Mac recognized as suppressed anger. "Lila Patterson's heritage apples include varieties that date back to the 1800s. Some of those cultivars exist nowhere else in the region."

"Perfect targets for corporate agricultural companies looking to patent traditional varieties," Mac said grimly. Her legal background included enough intellectual property law to understand how corporations could steal traditional agricultural knowledge.

The apartment phone rang again. This time the caller ID showed Roy Singer's number.

"Roy?" Mac answered.

"Mac, thank God you're there." Roy's typically calm voice was strained. "That state inspector just told me he'll be conducting a 'comprehensive evaluation' of my hop processing operation Thursday morning. Says he's received complaints about quality control in my extraction equipment."

"What kind of complaints?"

"He wouldn't specify. Just said he needs to verify that my processing methods meet current state standards for supplier operations." Roy paused. "Mac, I've been processing hops the same way for twenty years. Never had a complaint or violation. My equipment is regularly maintained and inspected by the brewing industry associations."

"Roy," Mac said carefully, "has anyone approached you about selling your farm recently?"

The silence stretched long enough that Mac thought the connection had dropped.

"Two weeks ago," Roy finally said. "Representative from something called AgriTech Solutions. Offered me three times market value for immediate sale. Said they were looking to consolidate regional hop production for efficiency."

Mac and Travis exchanged looks. Travis shook his head slightly, indicating that efficiency was the last thing corporate hop production would provide.

"What did you tell them?"

"Same thing my grandfather would have told them. Singer hops aren't for sale at any price." Roy's voice carried five generations of stubborn pride. "This land has been growing hops since before your grandfather started brewing, Mac. It's not a commodity to be traded."

After Roy hung up, Mac sat staring at her cold coffee while her mind connected dots that formed an increasingly ugly picture. Three heritage farms, all targeted for inspection by the same state official, all recently approached by corporate buyers, all scheduled for evaluation during the same week.

"Travis," she said quietly, "I think we're about to watch someone try to steal three families' entire agricultural heritage."

"And what exactly do you propose we do about it?"

Mac's smile held no warmth whatsoever. "What I do best. Find out who's pulling the strings and make their lives as legally complicated as possible."

Dot nodded approvingly. "That's my girl. Though you might want to hurry. Word is Crawford's planning to have all three operations shut down by Friday."

"Friday?" Mac's voice rose. "That's three days from now!"

"Perfect timing for corporate buyers to swoop in with emergency purchase offers," Travis observed grimly. "Families facing immediate financial ruin are much more likely to accept lowball buyout deals."

Mac stood up abruptly, scattering agricultural notices across the floor. Her legal instincts were screaming that they were witnessing systematic fraud designed to destroy family farming operations for corporate profit.

"Right then," she said with the grim determination that had made her a formidable corporate lawyer. "Time to meet this Jed Crawford character and see exactly what kind of inspector he really is."

The phone rang one more time. Mac snatched it up, expecting another panicked farmer.

"Emerald Isle Brewery, Mac speaking."

"Mrs. Blake?" The voice was male, unfamiliar, and carried the cold authority of bureaucratic power. "This is Inspector Jed Crawford with the North Carolina Department of Agriculture. I understand you source ingredients from several local farms that are currently under investigation."

Mac's grip tightened on the phone. "Investigation for what, exactly?"

"Compliance violations that may affect the safety of your brewing operation. I'll need to conduct an evaluation of your facility Thursday afternoon to ensure you're not using contaminated agricultural products."

"Contaminated with what?"

"That's under investigation. I'll see you Thursday at two o'clock, Mrs. Blake. I trust you'll have all your supplier documentation ready for review."

The line went dead.

Mac stared at the phone for a long moment, then looked up at Travis and Dot, who were watching her with growing concern.

"Well," she said with the kind of smile that had once terrified opposing counsel, "looks like Inspector Crawford just made this personal."
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Chapter 2: Meet the Inspector
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The black sedan with government plates pulled into Roy Singer's hop farm at precisely nine o'clock Thursday morning, kicking up dust clouds that settled on the carefully tended rows of dormant vines. Mac watched from the passenger seat of Travis's pickup truck as a tall, thin man emerged from the sedan, adjusting his tie and surveying the property with the expression of someone inspecting a crime scene.

"That's our boy," she muttered, studying Jed Crawford through the windshield. Everything about him screamed bureaucratic authority, from his pressed gray suit to the clipboard he wielded like a weapon.

Travis cut the engine. "Roy asked us to witness this inspection. Said he wanted brewing professionals present to verify his equipment meets industry standards."

"Smart man. Nothing like expert witnesses to keep inspectors honest." Mac climbed out of the truck, her boots crunching on the gravel drive. "Though something tells me honesty isn't Crawford's strong suit."

Roy Singer emerged from the processing barn, wiping his hands on a shop towel. At sixty-two, he still moved with the easy confidence of someone who'd spent four decades working his family's land. His weathered face showed stress lines that hadn't been there a month ago.

"Inspector Crawford," Roy called out, his tone carefully neutral. "These are my brewing consultants, Mac and Travis Blake from Emerald Isle Brewery. They're here to verify my processing methods meet current industry standards."

Crawford's pale eyes flicked over Mac and Travis with obvious annoyance. "This is an official state inspection, Mr. Singer. I don't require outside interference."

"Not interference," Mac said pleasantly. "Documentation. As Mr. Singer's legal counsel, I want to ensure this inspection follows proper procedures."

"Legal counsel?" Crawford's mouth tightened. "I wasn't informed you'd retained an attorney."

Roy's shoulders straightened. "Didn't realize I needed permission to protect my rights, Inspector."

Travis stepped forward, his diplomatic nature smoothing the growing tension. "We're simply here to provide technical expertise about hop processing standards. My background includes brewing chemistry and quality control protocols."

Crawford made a note on his clipboard with unnecessary force. "Let's proceed with the inspection. I have several other operations to evaluate today."

The processing barn smelled of dried hops and clean machinery. Roy's equipment was older but meticulously maintained, each piece of processing gear arranged with the precision of someone who took pride in his craft. Stainless steel vessels gleamed under fluorescent lights, and electrical connections showed recent professional maintenance.

"Explain your extraction process," Crawford demanded, not bothering to examine the equipment closely.

Roy moved to the largest processing vessel, his hands automatically checking gauges and connections as he spoke. "Hops are dried to optimal moisture content, then processed through this pelletizing system to break down the lupulin glands that contain the alpha acids. Temperature and pressure are carefully controlled to preserve oil content and prevent degradation."

"And these alpha acids," Crawford interrupted, "how concentrated can they become during processing?"

Travis and Mac exchanged glances. The question seemed oddly specific for a general agricultural inspection.

"Depends on the
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