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The cast on Nadine's left wrist made everything harder.

Wrapping the new rod and reel for Jimmy Dalton took twice as long as it should have, her good hand doing all the work while the other sat useless in its plaster prison. Three weeks since Vickers had snapped the bones like dry kindling, and she still hadn't figured out how to tie a decent knot one-handed.

"Take your time, honey." Jimmy was seventy-two and patient as lake water. He'd been buying bait from her father before Nadine could walk. "Bass ain't going anywhere."

"They might if you keep using that spinner." She managed a smile, tucking the paper tight around the box. "Try the crawfish pattern. Smallmouth are hitting hard on the east shore this week."

The bell over the door chimed, and Nadine's spine went rigid.

She didn't need to look up to know. The air changed when Cantrell's men walked in—got heavier, fouler, like the lake before a storm. But she looked anyway, because a woman who didn't watch her threats didn't survive them.

Two of them today. Donnie Pruitt and the one they called Skinny, though he wasn't. Both wearing the same cheap button-downs Cantrell made his collectors wear, like dressing wolves in sheep's clothing fooled anyone. Donnie had a neck thicker than her thigh and mean little eyes that swept the shop like he was already calculating its value.

"Miss Greer." Donnie's smile showed too many teeth. "How's business?"

Jimmy Dalton stiffened beside her, old instincts recognizing predators. She pressed his wrapped package into his hands and kept her voice steady. "Here you go, Jimmy. Good luck out there."

He hesitated, looking between her and the men who'd stopped just inside the door. "Nadine, you need me to—"

"I'm fine." She wasn't. But Jimmy was seventy-two with a bad hip, and these men would break him like they'd broken her wrist. "Go catch some fish."

He left slowly, casting a look back that said he'd be calling the sheriff the second he hit the parking lot. Not that it would matter. Sheriff Denton had been in Cantrell's pocket for a decade. Everyone on the lake knew it.

The door swung shut. The bell chimed again, cheerful and obscene.

"Place looks good." Donnie wandered toward the counter, trailing his fingers over a rack of fishing lures. "Your daddy would be proud."

Her hand drifted toward the .38 under the register. The metal was warm from the heat of the day, familiar against her palm. She'd practiced drawing it left-handed since the cast went on—awkward, slow, but she could still put a bullet where it needed to go.

Two of them, though. She could drop Donnie before Skinny cleared the tackle aisle. Maybe. If she was fast. If her hand didn't shake.

It was shaking now.

"We're here for our weekly check-in," Skinny said, like this was a business meeting. Like they hadn't put her in the hospital three weeks ago. "Mr. Cantrell's curious about your progress."

"My progress." The word tasted like copper.

"Finding Cody." Donnie stopped on the other side of the counter, close enough that she could smell the cigarettes on his breath. "Your brother owes fifty thousand dollars, Miss Greer. That debt doesn't disappear because he ran."

"I don't know where he is."

"See, that's the problem." Donnie leaned forward, planting both hands on the worn wood her father had sanded smooth thirty years ago. "Mr. Cantrell's been patient. Real patient. But patience has limits, and yours runs out this weekend."

Nadine's fingers tightened on the revolver's grip. "I can't give you money I don't have."

"Good thing you've got other assets." His eyes crawled over her, then around the shop—the walls lined with tackle, the cases of lures, the counter where three generations of Greers had served lake country. "This place is worth something. You're worth something. Cody knew that when he ran. Left you holding his marker like a good sister."

The door chime rang again, and Nadine's heart slammed against her ribs—

But it wasn't more of Cantrell's men.

It was him. The lean one. The quiet customer who came in at odd hours, always buying bait when nobody else was around, paying cash without conversation. She'd served him a dozen times over the past few months and couldn't remember him saying more than ten words total.

He moved past Skinny without acknowledgment, heading for the tackle wall like two predators weren't standing in the middle of the store. There was something different about him today. Something in the way he carried himself, the set of his shoulders. Like a spring wound too tight.

Donnie tracked him with narrowed eyes. "Shop's closed, friend."

The man didn't turn around. Just stood there studying the spinner baits, hands loose at his sides. Nadine noticed the scars on those hands for the first time—old burns, mottled and thick, covering his knuckles and disappearing up his wrists.

"I said—"

"Heard you." His voice was quiet. Not soft—quiet. The kind of quiet that came before thunder.

Something shifted in the air. Nadine watched Donnie's shoulders tighten, watched Skinny's hand drift toward the bulge under his cheap shirt. They felt it too. The wrongness of this man who didn't flinch, didn't turn, didn't do any of the things normal people did when cornered by wolves.

He looked at them then, and Nadine understood.

He wasn't cornered. They were.

His eyes were the color of creek water over limestone—pale and clear and absolutely empty of fear. He took in Donnie's bulk, Skinny's hand on his piece, the whole threatening picture, and nothing changed in his expression. Like he'd seen worse. Like he'd been worse.

Donnie's tongue darted over his lips. "We got business here."

"Looks like you're done." Not a question. A statement of fact, delivered with the kind of calm that made Nadine's skin prickle.

For a long, terrible moment, nobody moved.

Then Donnie pulled back from the counter, his bravado cracking at the edges. "This weekend, Miss Greer. Cody or payment. After that, Mr. Cantrell gets creative."

They left. Both of them, moving faster than they'd come in, the door slamming behind them hard enough to rattle the windows.

Nadine didn't release her breath until their truck engine faded down the gravel road. Her hand was still on the .38, fingers cramped from gripping it too hard. She made herself let go, flexing feeling back into her palm.

The man hadn't moved. He was still standing by the tackle wall, studying her now instead of the lures. Those pale eyes missed nothing—not the cast on her wrist, not the fear she couldn't quite hide, not the way she kept her body angled toward the gun under the counter.

"Thank you," she said, because her daddy had raised her with manners even when she wanted to scream. "For... whatever that was."

He just watched her. Patient as the hills, like he had all day to stand there and wait.

"You want something?" She heard the edge in her own voice and couldn't smooth it. "Bait? Lures? Because if you're here to rob me too, I should warn you—there's nothing left worth taking."

"Not here to rob you."

Five words. The most she'd heard him say at once.

"Then what?" She came around the counter because standing behind it felt like hiding, and she was done hiding. Her father had never hidden from anything in his life. "What do you want?"

He was shorter than Donnie but built different—lean muscle and wiry strength, the kind that came from hard work rather than gym time. The burn scars on his hands told a story she didn't know yet. So did the leather cut peeking from under his flannel jacket, patches she couldn't quite make out.

"Those men," he said. "How long they been coming around?"

"Why do you care?"

His jaw tightened. Something flickered in those pale eyes—anger, maybe. Or something older. "Because I've seen their type before. The kind that don't stop until they've taken everything."

Nadine laughed, and it came out broken. "You don't know my type. My type doesn't get rescued. My type handles her own problems and dies trying."

"Looked like you were calculating which one to shoot first."

She stilled. "You saw that?"

"Saw you thinking." He moved closer, not threatening, just... there. Solid as the mountains. "Saw you deciding Pruitt had to go first because the other one's slower. Saw you wondering if you could make the shot with a busted hand."

"Could have." Probably not. But she'd have tried.

"Yeah." His eyes dropped to her cast, and his expression hardened. "They do that?"

She didn't answer. Didn't need to.

"Your brother," he said. "He's the one who owes?"

"Cody." The name scraped her throat. "He got in deep with a man named Cantrell. Gambling debts. Fifty thousand dollars' worth of bad decisions, and when it came time to pay..." She gestured at herself, at the empty shop, at everything her father had left her. "He ran. Left me to cover his marker."

"And they broke your wrist as a reminder."

"As a first reminder." Her voice cracked despite herself. "The weekend deadline's real. After that, Cantrell takes the shop. Maybe more. Maybe everything."

The stranger stood there, absorbing it all. Not offering platitudes or empty comfort, not rushing to fix things he didn't understand. Just... listening. Like her problems had weight and he was willing to carry some of it.

"Why are you telling me this?" she whispered. "I don't even know your name."

"Whiskey." He said it like it meant something, and maybe it did. She'd seen enough bikers on the lake roads to recognize a road name when she heard one.

"That's not an answer."

"No." He reached up, slow and deliberate, and pulled the flannel aside. The leather cut beneath read Ozark Outlaws MC, patches declaring him one of the mountain men she'd heard whispers about. Dangerous. Violent. The kind who made problems disappear.

Her heart should have been pounding. She should have been afraid. But looking into those eyes—pale and patient and seeing her clearly for the first time in months—all she felt was something she'd almost forgotten existed.

Hope.

"I'm an answer," Whiskey said quietly. "If you want one."

The afternoon light slanted through the dusty windows, catching the scars on his hands, the hard line of his jaw, the cut that marked him as something more dangerous than Cantrell's collectors could ever be. Nadine stood in her father's shop with a broken wrist and a brother who'd abandoned her and a deadline that would take everything, and for the first time since Vickers had grabbed her arm and twisted until the bones cracked—

She didn't feel alone.

"Tell me," Whiskey said, "everything."

So she did.
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The clubhouse smelled like motor oil, woodsmoke, and brotherhood.

Whiskey stood by the bar nursing a beer he hadn't touched, watching his brothers filter through for church. The main room of the converted lodge was rough-hewn timber and stone, pool tables quiet for once, the massive fireplace cold in the summer heat. Through the windows, he could see the compound spread out below—converted cabins, the garage where chrome gleamed in the fading light, the gravel lot where forty bikes waited like horses outside a saloon.

Home. The only one he'd had since the feds burned the other one down.

But tonight his mind wasn't on the compound. It was fifteen miles away, in a bait shop that smelled like live worms and lake water, where a woman with a broken wrist and fire in her eyes had told him everything while her hand stayed within reach of the gun she'd have used if she had to.

Nadine.

Her name sat in his chest like a coal that wouldn't cool.

"You look like someone pissed in your shine."

Timber dropped onto the stool beside him, the wood creaking under his massive logger's frame. Jake Sullivan was the biggest of them—six-three and built like the trees his family used to cut—but he moved quiet when he wanted to. The chainsaw scar across his shoulder disappeared under his cut, same as all their scars disappeared under patches and leather.

"Got something for church," Whiskey said.

"Yeah?" Timber's eyes sharpened. For all his size, the man missed nothing. "Something or someone?"

Whiskey didn't answer. Didn't need to. Timber had been in the same place six months ago, bringing Maren's trouble to the table, wearing that same look that said this one's different without words.

The brothers knew. They always knew.

Reaver came through from the back, still wiping grease from his hands, Backroad on his heels talking about a route through Stone County that needed clearing. Judge followed silent as death, gray eyes sweeping the room out of habit before he took his position by the door.

Then Stone.

Garrett Wade filled a doorway like other men filled chairs—inevitable, immovable, carved from the same limestone as the bluffs outside. Forty-three years of mountain justice lived in the lines of his face, the factory-accident scar on his right hand, the way every brother in the room straightened when he walked past.

"Church," Stone said. One word. Enough.

They filed into the Conclave—the old lodge's converted meeting room, soundproofed and secured, where Ozark Outlaws business got handled away from ears that shouldn't hear. The heavy timber table dominated the space, patches and road names carved into the wood by brothers living and dead. Whiskey took his seat, feeling the weight of the room settle around him.

Stone didn't waste time. "What do you have?"

All eyes turned to Whiskey.

He told it straight, the way mountain men told things—no decoration, no drama, just facts laid out like stones in a
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