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Chapter one
The Arrival


The iron gates of Elk Trace Distillery parted before Shelby Hensley's government sedan like reluctant guards, the weathered metal groaning in protest as if warning her to turn back.

She gripped the steering wheel tighter, her knuckles whitening as the limestone buildings rose before her—not just structures but sentinels, watching her intrusion with centuries of silent judgment.

The late afternoon sun struck the weathered stone, casting long shadows across the property that seemed to reach for her vehicle like grasping fingers from the past.

Shelby drove slowly down the gravel path, her federal-issue suit suddenly feeling like a costume against the raw authenticity of this place.

Through her open window, the air assaulted her senses—thick, yeasty, sweet with fermenting corn mash.

It coated the back of her throat, forcing her to swallow hard as memories of her grandfather's illegal still flickered unbidden through her mind.

She banished them with a sharp inhale that only filled her lungs with more of the intoxicating distillery air.

To her right, massive warehouses stood with doors propped open, revealing rows upon rows of charred oak barrels stacked six high, each bearing the branded mark of Ransdell sovereignty.

Men in worn denim moved between them with practiced efficiency, their shoulders stooped from generations of the same labor.

They paused as her car passed, their gazes following the government plates with the familiar wariness she'd seen throughout Appalachia.

She parked in a spot marked "VISITORS" near the main building, the sign's elegant script suggesting both welcome and boundary.

Checking her reflection in the rearview mirror, Shelby tucked a stray auburn strand back into her tight bun and straightened her collar.

Her hazel eyes stared back, momentarily revealing the uncertainty she refused to acknowledge before hardening again with professional resolve.

The cobblestones beneath her heels announced her approach with betraying clicks that echoed against the limestone walls.

Each step resonated with unintended formality, marking her as foreign against the backdrop of mountain tradition.

A fat black crow perched on the weathervane above tracked her movement, its head tilting in assessment before taking flight with a harsh caw that seemed to announce her arrival to the entire property.

The heavy wooden door to the main office yielded to her push with surprising ease, swinging inward to reveal a foyer of polished oak and bourbon-stained heritage.

The air inside hung still and cool, preserved like the history it contained.

Brass fixtures gleamed in the diffused light from leaded windows, and the walls displayed sepia photographs of stern-faced men standing beside copper stills—generations of Ransdells overseeing their empire.

Shelby stepped inside, her federal badge a heavy weight in her pocket.

The floorboards, worn smooth by a century and a half of footsteps, did not creak beneath her—an outsider's grace not yet earned.

She felt the perspiration gathering at the small of her back, beneath layers of polyester blend that suddenly seemed vulgar against the raw linen and wool textures surrounding her.

She looked up and found him.

Tobias Ransdell III stood at the top of a grand staircase, his placement so perfectly staged it could only be deliberate.

Light filtered through a stained-glass window behind him, casting his silhouette in amber and crimson that mimicked the color of aged bourbon.

He remained motionless, forcing her to crane her neck upward in supplication, the choreography of their positions establishing hierarchy before either spoke a word.

"Agent Hensley." Her name emerged with the rounded edges of old money, each syllable carrying generations of privilege, yet underneath ran the unmistakable current of Appalachian bedrock—not condescension, but recognition. "Welcome to Elk Trace." He descended three steps, extending the courtesy without surrendering his elevation. "Though I confess the Treasury Department's timing could be better. We're in the middle of our fall barrel selection."

Shelby squared her shoulders, her feet planting more firmly on the floor. "Mr. Ransdell. Thank you for accommodating my visit on short notice."

"Of course." He paused on the step, the controlled precision of his movement reminding her of a mountain lion she'd once encountered on a trail near her childhood home—watchful, measured, claiming territory through mere presence rather than obvious threat. "Though I suspect you understand that government notices are never truly short. They arrive when sufficient suspicion has been gathered."

"This is a routine compliance audit, Mr. Ransdell. Nothing more." The lie felt stale on her tongue.

"There's nothing routine about a TTB agent with your particular background being assigned to Elk Trace." His eyes—the deep amber of perfectly aged bourbon—held hers with something that might have been respect. "Harlan County, if I'm not mistaken. Third-generation coal miner's daughter who put herself through EKU while working two jobs." He paused, and his expression softened almost imperceptibly. "That's not an easy road. My grandfather always said the mountains produce either broken people or unbreakable ones."

Heat flashed up Shelby's neck, not from flattery but from the unsettling realization that he'd recognized something in her she'd worked hard to conceal. She had expected to be the one with informational advantage.

"My background isn't relevant to this audit." She kept her voice level, suppressing the mountain drawl that threatened to surface under stress.

"Everything is relevant when the government sends someone with Appalachian blood to investigate old mountain ways."

His lips curved in what approximated a smile but never reached his eyes.

"We have the necessary ledgers prepared. Three years of production records, barrel inventory, proof gallons, tax payments. All in order, as they have been since my great-great-grandfather negotiated terms with President Lincoln himself during the early days of the excise tax."

Shelby removed her credential folio from her inner pocket, the leather warm against her fingers.

"I'll need to verify that personally."

"Of course you will," Tobias replied, descending the remaining steps with deliberate, unhurried confidence.

He stopped on the last stair, still maintaining a height advantage as he looked down at her.

"But understand something, Agent Hensley. Your badge gives you federal authority, but I command ancestral sovereignty on this land. My family was making bourbon when the revenuers were still chasing moonshine phantoms through these hills."

The warning in his tone hung between them, clear as the limestone spring water that fed their mash.

"The law applies equally to phantoms and aristocrats, Mr. Ransdell," she responded, the formal words at odds with the blood warming beneath her skin.

His expression remained unchanged, but something shifted in his eyes—a flicker of either respect or calculation, she couldn't determine which.

"Indeed. Though history suggests otherwise." He gestured toward a corridor to his right.

"Shall we proceed to the records room? The ghosts of my ancestors are eager to prove their compliance."

Shelby nodded once, swallowing against the dryness in her throat.

As she moved to follow him, she felt the weight of unseen eyes—whether from the portraits on the walls or something more visceral in the building itself, she couldn't say.

She had encountered wealth and power before in her official role, but never this peculiar blend of aristocratic authority and raw mountain ownership that Tobias Ransdell wore like a second skin.

She was on his territory now, where Treasury badges held less sway than blood and legacy.

The audit suddenly felt like something far more complex than columns of numbers and regulatory compliance.
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Tobias descended the final steps with unhurried precision, each footfall of his hand-tooled leather shoes producing a soft, authoritative sound against the polished wood.

No longer suspended above her like some bourbon deity, he now occupied the same floor, yet something in his posture—the slight backward tilt of his shoulders, the deliberate way he held his chin—maintained the elevation he'd physically surrendered.

He stopped precisely three feet before her, close enough that Shelby could detect the mingled scents of cedar, tobacco, and the distinctive note of aged spirits that seemed to emanate not from his clothes but from his very skin.

"I apologize for the inconvenience, but I'll need your credentials and phone for the security intake." He extended his hand, palm up, the gesture somehow both formal and apologetic. "Our proprietary methods are protected by seventeen non-disclosure agreements and two federal exemptions signed by the Secretary of the Treasury himself."

Shelby's fingers tightened reflexively around her badge case. Every institutional instinct screamed against surrendering her identification and device. "That's not standard procedure for a regulatory inspection, Mr. Ransdell."

"No, it's not," he acknowledged, and something in his tone suggested he didn't particularly enjoy this part either. "But Elk Trace hasn't survived a century and a half without protecting what makes us unique. Nothing with recording capability enters our production areas." He met her eyes directly. "I give you my word the items will be returned undamaged and unexamined."

Before she could formulate a response grounded in TTB regulations, he closed the distance between them.

The movement was smooth, unhurried, yet suddenly he stood close enough that the fine wool of his suit jacket nearly brushed against her blouse.

Shelby held her ground, though every nerve ending along her spine sparked with the primitive urge to step back.

"I'll need to verify those exemptions," she said, her voice steadier than the pulse now throbbing visibly at the base of her throat.

"By all means," he replied. "After the security intake."

When Shelby didn't immediately move to hand over her badge, Tobias reached forward—not snatching, but extending his hand to receive what he'd already asked for. His fingers brushed against hers as he took the badge case, the contact brief and clearly unintended. Warm skin against cool. The friction generated a jolt that traveled up her arm, and from the way his hand stilled for half a second, she suspected he'd felt it too.

Shelby exhaled slowly through her nose, fighting the warmth spreading across her chest. She reached into her pocket for her government phone, determined to hand it over herself this time, to reclaim some agency in this ritual. But even this small assertion of control was complicated as his fingers met hers at the edge of her pocket. This time the contact lingered—his thumb resting against her wrist for the briefest moment before he took the device, the touch raising her pulse in a way that had nothing to do with protocol.

"Interesting choice," he murmured, examining the standard-issue phone. "Government technology—always five years behind and twice as cumbersome."

His observation stung with unexpected accuracy. The outdated device was indeed a constant frustration, its sluggish operation a daily reminder of bureaucratic inefficiency.

That he would notice and name this small irritation felt oddly personal, as if he'd glimpsed something private.

With her credentials and phone in his possession, Tobias stepped back and performed a visual assessment that felt more intrusive than any TSA pat-down she'd ever endured.

His gaze traveled from her face to her shoulders, down the length of her standard-issue blazer to her sensible heels, then back up again with deliberate slowness.

There was nothing overtly inappropriate in his inspection—no lingering on particular curves or features—yet the thoroughness of it felt like fingers tracing her outline, mapping her dimensions and cataloging her weaknesses.

"Knowledge is the foundation of respect, Agent Hensley." He returned her badge but pocketed her phone in his suit jacket. "I make it a point to understand who crosses my threshold."

"And what exactly do you think you understand about me?" The question escaped before she could filter it through professional detachment.

"You're Harlan County born and raised, aren't you? Third-generation coal miner's daughter from the eastern hollows." When she stiffened, he continued, his tone gentler. "I'm not trying to unsettle you, Agent Hensley. But I recognize certain things—the particular cadence you work so hard to smooth over, the way you hold yourself like you're still proving something."

He glanced toward the window where the rickhouses stood against the hillside. "My family's been making bourbon in these hills for generations. Your family pulled coal from them. Different work, same mountains. Same people who understand creek water and generational struggle." A pause. "That's not something to hide behind a Revenuer's badge. It's strength."

Shelby felt something shift in her chest—not quite stripped bare, but recognized in a way that felt both unsettling and oddly validating. Her mouth went dry. No one in her D.C. office had ever correctly identified which county she hailed from, let alone spoken of creek water and coal dust with anything other than condescension. Those worlds remained carefully separated in her life—professional advancement built on the strategic burial of her origins.

"My background ain't—" She caught herself, teeth clicking together as she swallowed the mountain cadence that had tried to surface. "Isn't relevant to this investigation."

Something flickered in Tobias's eyes—recognition, perhaps, or satisfaction at having found the seam in her armor. "On the contrary." He remained where he stood, not closing the distance further. "It's precisely why you're here. They sent you because you understand the language of these hills, the unwritten code of mountain people. They hope your Appalachian blood will grant you access my family has denied a dozen agents before you."

The accusation landed with unsettling accuracy. Her supervisor's exact words echoed in her mind: "You speak their language, Hensley. Get us what we need."

"I'm here to verify compliance with TTB regulations," she insisted, though the official line tasted false on her tongue.

"Of course you are." His tone carried neither mockery nor belief, but something more complex—a recognition of the game they were both playing, the roles assigned by forces beyond this room.

He stepped back, granting her space that felt like sudden cold after the heat of his proximity.

"You'll find no violations at Elk Trace, Agent Hensley. My family has been complying with—and occasionally rewriting—governmental regulations since before your great-grandparents were born."

Her body began to relax at the increased distance, but the relief was short-lived.

Tobias moved to her side, his hand emerging to hover near the small of her back without quite touching it—a gentleman's escort that promised both courtesy and control.

"The records room is this way," he said, the slight pressure in the air between his palm and her spine urging her forward.

"I believe you'll find our documentation impeccable, if somewhat... unconventional."

Shelby's pulse hadn't slowed since he'd first approached her, her body betraying reactions her mind struggled to suppress.

This was supposed to be a routine audit—papers and production methods, taxes and compliance.

Nothing in her training had prepared her for this assault of proximity, this invasion of personal history, this man who seemed to read her as easily as the faded labels on his family's oldest bottles.

She moved forward, her heels striking the floor with what she hoped sounded like confidence rather than retreat, acutely aware of his presence beside her, his hand still hovering at the boundary of contact, directing her path through his ancestral domain.
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The private corridors of Elk Trace unfolded before Shelby like a labyrinth of bourbon-soaked history.

Tobias guided her with his hand now placed firmly at the small of her back, the pressure neither gentle nor harsh—simply proprietary.

Through the fine fabric of her blouse, his touch radiated heat that traveled up her spine, marking territory no badge could reclaim.

Each doorway they passed revealed glimpses of the distillery's inner sanctum—rooms ordinary tourists never entered, where the real business of the Ransdell legacy transpired behind layers of security and tradition.

"These hallways date back to 1868," Tobias said, his voice pitched low as if sharing a confidence rather than historical fact.

"My great-great-grandfather expanded the original structure after acquiring additional land from a neighboring farmer who lost everything in a single night of cards."

His hand remained steady at her back, thumb occasionally brushing against the bottom edge of her shoulder blade with each turn they navigated.

"The limestone was quarried on our own property. Ransdells have always believed in self-sufficiency."

Shelby nodded, afraid her voice might betray the effect his casual touch was having on her nervous system.

The corridor narrowed as they approached a juncture where the original structure merged with the expansion, the architectural necessity forcing them to walk closer together.

His arm shifted slightly behind her, elbow now brushing against her side with each step.

She could feel the heat of him along the entire right flank of her body—a living, breathing boundary pressing against her mental armor.

"Watch your step here," he murmured, close enough that his breath stirred the fine hairs at her temple.

"The foundation settled unevenly after the flood of '27."

The scent of him enveloped her in the confined space—cedarwood cologne layered over the distinctive perfume of bourbon mash that seemed to have penetrated his very skin through years of proximity.

Beneath those notes, something more primal registered—the clean sweat of a man who worked with his hands despite his aristocratic bearing, the mineral tang of limestone dust, the faint smokiness of charred oak.

The combination triggered something visceral and unwanted in her body, a response to male presence that had no place in a federal investigation.

They emerged into a slightly wider passage where portraits of stern-faced men and severe women lined the walls, their eyes following her progress through their domain with painted suspicion.

Tobias's hand remained at her back, guiding her past generations of his bloodline.

"My grandfather," he noted, gesturing to a distinguished gentleman standing beside an ancient copper still.

"And there, my great-grandmother Mary, the true spine of the Ransdell legacy."

Shelby glanced at the portrait of a formidable woman seated in a straight-backed chair, her eyes holding the same amber warmth as the man currently touching her back.

There was something in Mary's expression—a guarded knowledge, a protective vigilance—that resonated with Shelby's own experience as a woman navigating male-dominated spaces.

"The records room," Tobias announced as they reached a heavy oak door at the end of the corridor.

He stepped forward to open it, his arm brushing fully against her side as he moved past her.

The door swung inward to reveal a wood-paneled office that smelled of leather-bound ledgers, aged paper, and generations of masculine authority.

A massive mahogany desk dominated the center of the room, its surface already arranged with orderly stacks of leather-bound accounting books.

Behind it, floor-to-ceiling bookcases housed what appeared to be decades—perhaps centuries—of Ransdell business records.

To the left, a limestone fireplace held the cold ashes of previous fires, above it mounted the mounted head of an elk with impressive antlers, its glass eyes staring down at the desk as if still guarding the secrets contained in the ledgers below.

"Please," Tobias gestured to the leather chair positioned before the desk. "Make yourself comfortable."

Shelby moved to the chair, grateful for the opportunity to put space between them and reclaim her professional composure.

The leather creaked beneath her as she sat, cool and smooth against her thighs.

She reached for the nearest ledger, determined to focus on the task at hand rather than the lingering heat along her side where his body had pressed against hers.

Before she could open the book, Tobias moved to stand beside her chair—not behind, which would have felt predatory, but to her right, close enough to reach the ledger but at an angle where she could see him. He leaned forward to open the first volume, and only then did the geometry of the moment become awkward: his chest near her shoulder, his sleeve brushing her arm, the scent of cedar and bourbon suddenly very present.

He seemed to realize it at the same moment she did. "Apologies." He straightened slightly, creating an inch more space, though his hand remained on the page. "Habit. I'm used to working these ledgers alone."

"This volume contains our production records for the past five years," he explained, his voice low but no longer quite so close to her ear. "Mash bills, fermentation times, barrel entry proofs—all documented according to TTB requirements."

His index finger traced a column of numbers, the blunt nail leaving a faint impression on the aged paper. Shelby forced herself to focus on the ledger rather than the proximity of his body or the heat radiating from him like a woodstove in January. An involuntary shiver traced its way down her spine when he shifted position and his tie brushed against her shoulder blade.

"The Ransdells have always understood the value of meticulous documentation," Tobias said, finally stepping back to give her proper space. "Though you'll find certain details... selectively recorded."

He straightened, moving to stand where she could see him rather than hovering at her shoulder. When he spoke again, his voice carried a note of quiet sincerity.

"One thing before I leave you to it, Agent Hensley." He met her eyes directly. "You're going to find some... unconventional notations in those records. Century-old abbreviations, family shorthand, methods that predate modern TTB classifications." He gestured to the oldest ledgers. "My family has never hidden anything from legitimate federal oversight, but we also don't make it simple for those who come looking for problems that don't exist."

Something in his expression shifted—not quite a smile, but an acknowledgment of mutual understanding. "I suspect you know the difference between an honest operation with complicated history and an operation trying to hide wrongdoing. I'm trusting you to make that distinction."

He moved toward the door, then paused with his hand on the frame. "The bell on the desk will summon assistance if you have questions about any of the older records. My family's accounting methods can be... arcane." He paused at the doorway, his frame filling it completely. "You have three hours before the production areas close for the day. I suggest you use them wisely."

The door closed behind him with a soft click that somehow sounded more final than a slam.

Shelby exhaled a breath she hadn't realized she was holding, her shoulders dropping from their tense position near her ears.

Alone in the wood-paneled room, surrounded by generations of Ransdell accounting practices, she pressed her palm against her sternum where her heart continued to race at an unprofessional pace.

The ledger lay open before her, columns of numbers and notations swimming before her eyes as she struggled to focus her fractured attention.

This was precisely why the department had protocols against personal contact during audits—the human element complicated what should be straightforward regulatory oversight.

She shook her head, attempting to clear it of Tobias Ransdell's lingering presence—the scent of him, the heat of him, the deliberate way he'd invaded her space and left her feeling marked by the encounter.

She was here to investigate potential irregularities in Elk Trace's reporting, not to succumb to the calculated intimidation tactics of its master distiller, no matter how effectively he wielded them.

Shelby squared her shoulders and pulled the ledger closer, forcing herself to examine the first column of production figures.

Three hours wasn't much time to uncover whatever the Treasury Department suspected was hidden in these records.

She couldn't afford to let Tobias Ransdell's proximity tactics distract her from the investigation.

Yet even as she immersed herself in barrel inventory and proof gallons, her skin still burned where his breath had touched it, her body remembering what her mind was determined to forget.


Chapter two
The Big House


Shelby stared at the ledger before her, columns of numbers swimming in the waning afternoon light.

Three hours of meticulous examination had yielded one completed volume—out of fifteen.

At this rate, she'd need two weeks to complete what her superiors had characterized as a "routine audit."

She pressed her fingers to her temples, massaging away the beginnings of a headache as dust motes danced in the slanting sunbeams through the window.

The office had grown uncomfortably warm as the day progressed, the ancient radiator in the corner hissing and clanking like an iron beast with consumption.

She reached for her government-issued pen—cheap plastic that felt foreign against the leather-bound tomes—and made another notation on her pad.

The older entries contained abbreviations she couldn't decipher: "G.Y." appeared consistently, sometimes paired with percentages, sometimes with cryptic notations like "strong" or "diminished."

Without context, they meant nothing, yet they appeared with such regularity she suspected they were central to whatever the Treasury Department believed the Ransdells were concealing.

The door opened without a warning knock, and Tobias Ransdell filled the frame, his broad shoulders momentarily blocking the light from the corridor.

Shelby straightened instinctively, smoothing her already-smooth blazer, a gesture that betrayed her unease.

"Three hours," he said, glancing at his grandfather's pocket watch. "You've made it through—what, one ledger?"

His tone carried neither mockery nor impatience, but rather a matter-of-fact assessment of her impossible task.

"One and a quarter," she corrected, her voice stiff with forced professionalism. "There are discrepancies I need to verify."

"At this rate, you'll be here until Christmas." He moved into the room with that same deliberate grace she'd observed earlier, the calculated movements of a man who knew his own dimensions in space.

"The office closes at six. Security protocols."

"Then I'll return tomorrow."

"And lose whatever momentum you've built today." He leaned against the edge of the desk, close enough that she caught the cedar-and-bourbon scent of him again.

"I have a proposition."

Shelby kept her expression neutral, though her pulse quickened. "I'm listening."

"Move the audit to my library at the manor house. Better light, no closing hours."

His amber eyes held hers, direct and unapologetic. "You can work as late as you need."

The suggestion made logical sense, yet alarm bells sounded in her mind.

Moving the investigation to his personal residence blurred professional boundaries already made tenuous by their earlier interactions.

"The guest wing has its own entrance," he added, his voice dropping slightly. "You'll have complete privacy."

Something in his tone suggested reasons beyond efficiency for wanting her under his roof.

Shelby weighed her options. Commuting back and forth would waste hours and fragment her investigation.

Staying at a local hotel would mean transporting sensitive materials daily.

And truth be told, the longer she stayed in this airless room, the less progress she seemed to make.

"The chain of custody for these records must be maintained," she said, clinging to protocol like a lifeline.

"Of course." He nodded, respect in his expression. "You'll supervise the packing and transportation personally. Nothing leaves your sight."

Against her better judgment—against the screaming warnings of her Treasury training—she nodded. "Alright. But this is a temporary arrangement."

"Naturally." The smile that touched his lips didn't reach his eyes. "I'll have Samuel prepare the guest suite."

Twenty minutes later, Shelby watched as each ledger was carefully placed in archival boxes under her supervision.

Tobias directed the process with quiet authority, his employees moving with practiced efficiency.

She maintained a professional distance, but couldn't help noting how the workers treated the ledgers with reverence—these weren't just business records but family history, handled with the same care as the bourbon itself.

The journey up the hill to Ransdell Manor felt ceremonial, her government sedan following Tobias's vintage Land Rover along a limestone gravel road that wound through stands of oak and maple ablaze with autumn color.

With each curve, the distillery receded below them, its limestone buildings and copper-topped stills diminishing until the entire operation was laid out like a miniature kingdom.

Shelby realized with a start that this was precisely the view the Ransdells had cultivated for generations—the lord's perspective, surveying all they commanded.

The road crested a final hill, and Ransdell Manor revealed itself: a Federal-style mansion of white brick with massive black shutters.

A deep wrap-around porch supported by Doric columns encircled the structure, its elevation providing an unobstructed view of the distillery below and the rolling Kentucky hills beyond.

The late afternoon sun struck the windows, turning them to sheets of flame that watched her approach with blank, burning eyes.

Tobias parked in a circular drive of crushed limestone, waiting beside her car as she emerged.

"Welcome to the big house," he said, the folk term taking on new meaning when applied to this aristocratic residence.

A man emerged from the front door—sixties, dignified, with the weathered hands of someone who'd worked hard his entire life.

He wore no uniform, but his bearing suggested long service.

"Samuel," Tobias nodded to the man. "This is Agent Hensley. She'll be staying in the east guest suite while conducting an audit of our records."

Samuel's eyes warmed with a genuine welcome that surprised Shelby. "Agent Hensley." He inclined his head slightly.

"I've prepared the room. If you'll follow me, I'll show you where everything is."

The entrance hall of Ransdell Manor struck Shelby immediately as the antithesis of the distillery office.

Where that space had been professional and austere, this was undeniably a home—lived-in, loved, weighted with generations.

Persian rugs softened the gleaming hardwood floors. Oil portraits hung alongside framed photographs spanning eras.

A hunting dog—some breed of setter with a graying muzzle—rose from a cushion near the fireplace to inspect her with mild curiosity before returning to its nap.

"This way, ma'am," Samuel directed her toward a wide staircase.

The guest suite exceeded every expectation. A sitting room with a limestone fireplace opened into a bedroom dominated by a four-poster bed draped in linens so fine Shelby hesitated to touch them.

The adjoining bathroom featured a claw-foot tub deep enough to submerge in completely, antique fixtures gleaming like new.

"My mother's taste," Tobias explained, appearing in the doorway behind her. "She renovated this wing five years ago."

He moved into the room with the easy familiarity of someone who'd grown up navigating these spaces.

He demonstrated the domestic quirks with surprising patience: how the radiator needed an extra quarter-turn to truly heat the room, where the hot water took a minute to reach the pipes, which floorboards creaked and which didn't.

"There are toiletries in the bathroom," he said, gesturing to the adjoining door.

"My mother keeps the guest suites stocked. The library is downstairs, second door on the left from the main staircase. The boxes have already been delivered there."

These mundane details felt surprisingly intimate, as if she were being inducted into the private rhythms of his home rather than accommodated for an investigation.

"I'm usually in my study if you need anything," he added, moving toward the door.

"Two doors down from the library."

And then he was gone, leaving Shelby standing in the center of the borrowed room.

She listened to his footsteps recede down the hallway, the sound muffled by expensive carpets.

Only when she was certain he was truly gone did she allow her shoulders to slump, the weight of her situation settling upon them.

She was sleeping in the enemy's house, would be wearing his mother's toiletries, eating his food, dependent on his hospitality to do her job.

Every agency protocol warned against such arrangements, yet here she stood, seduced by practicality and the promise of efficiency.

Shelby moved to the window, gazing down at the distillery spread below like a fiefdom.

From this vantage point, the Ransdell sovereignty that Tobias had spoken of was no metaphor but a tangible reality—land, buildings, history, all under the watchful eye of the manor that crowned the hill.

She turned back to the room, to the luxurious bed and the fireplace laid ready to light, and felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature.

She had crossed a boundary, stepped from governmental territory into Ransdell domain, and she couldn't shake the feeling that Tobias had orchestrated every moment of it.
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Shelby unpacked her meager overnight bag—a precautionary spare blouse and underwear she kept in her car trunk for unexpected overnight assignments.

The items looked pathetically inadequate against the luxury of the guest suite.

With fingers that betrayed her nervousness, she extracted her government-issued phone and dialed her supervisor's number.

Three rings, then the familiar voice of Deputy Director Mitchell, gruff with implied impatience.

"Agent Hensley. What's your status?"

"Sir, I've relocated the audit to the Ransdell residence." She kept her tone clipped, professional.

"The volume of documents exceeds initial projections. Working from the manor will expedite the process."

A weighted pause filled the line. "You're staying at the subject's home?"

"The chain of custody remains intact," she countered, feeling defensive despite herself.

"All materials are secured, and the alternative would significantly delay completion."

Another pause, longer this time. She could almost see Mitchell rubbing his balding head, weighing protocol against results.

"Get what we need, Hensley. Two weeks if that's what it takes." His voice lowered.

"But remember who signs your checks. If there's something there, I want it. Don't go native on me."

The phrase stung like an accusation. "Yes, sir."

The call ended, leaving Shelby with a sour taste in her mouth.

Mitchell's words carried a clear implication: her Appalachian roots made her suspect, potentially compromised by mountain loyalty.

The same background that had made her valuable for this assignment now raised questions about her reliability.

She set the phone down with more force than necessary, straightened her jacket, and headed downstairs to begin work in earnest.

The Ransdell library unfolded before her like a temple to bourbon and legacy.

Floor-to-ceiling bookcases of dark walnut housed leather-bound volumes whose gilt titles winked in the lamplight.

A massive partners desk dominated the center of the room, its surface already arranged with her boxes of ledgers.

Leather chairs the color of aged bourbon were positioned strategically throughout the space—some near the unlit fireplace, others by windows that offered views of the darkening distillery below.

The ledgers were neatly stacked, ordered by decade. Shelby removed her jacket, draping it over the back of a chair, and rolled up her sleeves.

This simple preparation felt strangely intimate in this masculine sanctuary.

The scent of polished wood, leather, and the faint, persistent note of bourbon enveloped her as she settled into a chair that had likely seated generations of Ransdell men.

Hours passed as she worked her way through the second ledger, then the third. The notation "G.Y." appeared with increasing frequency in entries from the 1920s, often accompanied by cryptic annotations: "strong yield," "must protect at all costs," "divided for safety." Without context, the abbreviation remained meaningless, yet its prominence suggested significance. In the margins of older entries, another notation appeared regularly: "S.M.M.B." followed by percentages or location names.

The deeper Shelby delved, the more she felt the weight of being watched.

The portraits lining the library walls—stern-faced Ransdell patriarchs and the occasional formidable matriarch—seemed to follow her progress with painted eyes that judged each page turn, each note she made.

Most prominent was a portrait of an elderly woman with Tobias's amber eyes and a mouth set in lines of determination.

The brass plate beneath identified her simply: "Miriam Ransdell, 1941-" The matriarch, still living, still watching.

Shelby worked until her eyes burned and her hand cramped around her pen.

The grandfather clock in the corner solemnly announced ten o'clock with resonant chimes that vibrated through the floorboards.

Only then did she realize she hadn't eaten since the quick sandwich at noon.

Her stomach should have been growling, but she was too wired for hunger, her mind racing with numbers and codes and the persistent feeling of intrusion.

Tobias never appeared. The house remained silent except for occasional creaks of settling wood and the steady ticking of the clock.

She was alone with ledgers and Ransdell ghosts, buried in records that told a story she could sense but not yet decipher.

Near eleven, exhaustion finally overcame determination. Shelby carefully marked her place, arranged her notes in meticulous order, and retreated upstairs to the guest suite.

The hallway felt longer in the darkness, the portraits reduced to looming shadows that seemed to whisper as she passed.

In the bathroom, Shelby discovered what Samuel had euphemistically referred to as "toiletries": French milled soap in paper wrappers embossed with the Ransdell crest, shampoo in glass bottles labeled in elegant script, and hanging behind the door, a silk robe the color of deep burgundy.

She lifted it gingerly, the material flowing through her fingers like water.

A monogram on the breast pocket—"ER"—identified it as Eleanor Ransdell's property, now offered for her use with casual intimacy.

The shower ran hot and strong, steam filling the marble-tiled space.

Shelby stood beneath the spray longer than necessary, trying to wash away the feeling of being observed by generations of Ransdells.

The French soap lathered between her palms, releasing scents of vanilla and oak that echoed notes from the bourbon she'd analyzed earlier.

Even here, in this most private moment, the Ransdell legacy enveloped her.

With her hair wrapped in a plush towel, Shelby considered her options.

Her cotton underwear and camisole seemed terribly plain against the luxury surrounding her.

After a moment's hesitation, she reached for Eleanor's silk robe, sliding it over her shoulders.

The material settled against her skin like a whisper, the sleeves slightly long on her frame.

She caught her reflection in the bathroom mirror and barely recognized herself—her professional armor stripped away, replaced by borrowed elegance that transformed her into someone softer, less certain.

The bed, when she finally slipped beneath the covers, was sinfully comfortable. Yet sleep refused to come.

The house was too quiet—a profound silence broken only by occasional creaks and groans as the old structure settled.

Shelby was accustomed to city sounds: traffic, sirens, the white noise of humanity.

Here there was only stillness punctuated by the house's ancient murmurings.

And beneath it all ran her awareness that Tobias was somewhere close, perhaps also awake.

The thought sent an unexpected shiver along her spine that had nothing to do with the cool air of the bedroom.

Shelby tossed restlessly, her body tired but her mind racing. The notations from the ledgers swam before her closed eyes: "G.Y."—Gabbard Yeast? The name appeared in family records. And "S.M.M.B."—some kind of special mash or blend? She needed context, needed to understand the abbreviations to determine whether they represented legitimate business practices or evidence of wrongdoing.

Around one in the morning, she surrendered to wakefulness. Sitting up, she switched on the bedside lamp, its glow casting warm circles in the darkness.

Her notebook lay open on the nightstand, its pages filled with questions without answers.

"This is ridiculous," she muttered, swinging her legs over the side of the bed.

She'd get water, maybe review her notes once more before attempting sleep again.

She stood, adjusting the silk robe around her thin slip—the only sleepwear she had available.

The mirror caught her reflection—auburn hair loose around her shoulders instead of its severe bun, bare feet pale against the dark floorboards, the borrowed robe transforming her from Treasury agent to vulnerable woman.

The hallway outside her room was lit only by moonlight filtering through tall windows at either end, transforming the corridor into a study in silver and shadow.

Portraits loomed as dark rectangles on the walls, their subjects hidden in darkness yet somehow still watching.

Shelby moved carefully, each floorboard releasing a soft groan despite her attempt at quiet footfalls.

She felt like a trespasser, stealing through spaces where she didn't belong.

At the top of the grand staircase, she hesitated, suddenly uncertain of her direction.

The kitchen would be somewhere beyond the main foyer, but in the dark, the lower level of the house was a maze of shadowed doorways.

Then she saw it—a thin line of warm light beneath a door to the right of the staircase. The library.

At one in the morning, someone was still awake.

Her heart accelerated as she descended the stairs, each step deliberate to minimize noise.

The line of light grew more defined as she approached, a golden thread in the darkness.

For a moment she stood before the door, her bare feet chilled against the hardwood, her hand hesitating at the knob.

Everything about this moment—her state of dress, the hour, her very presence in this house—crossed professional boundaries she'd never before questioned.

Yet she turned the knob anyway, pushing the door open with a soft creak that seemed thunderous in the midnight silence.
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The library unfolded before Shelby in a tableau of amber light and shadow.

A small fire burned in the grate, not for warmth but for light and atmosphere, its flames casting flickering patterns across leather-bound volumes and polished wood.

Tobias Ransdell sat in a high-backed leather chair near the hearth, a book open in one hand, a cut crystal tumbler of bourbon on the table beside him.

He'd removed his jacket and tie, his white shirt unbuttoned at the collar and rolled to his elbows, revealing forearms corded with the kind of muscle that came from actual labor rather than performative fitness.

This was Tobias unprepared, unguarded, in his natural habitat—more dangerous somehow than his professional persona.

He looked up at her entrance, no surprise registering in his expression.

He'd been expecting her, or at least expecting someone. The fire caught the amber in his eyes, turning them to liquid gold that matched the contents of his glass.

"Couldn't sleep either?" His voice was quieter than during the day, softened by lateness and bourbon.

The gentler cadence revealed more of his Kentucky roots, the edges of words rounded by generations of hill country inheritance.

Shelby stood frozen in the doorway, suddenly, painfully aware of her state of dress.

Eleanor's silk robe covered her slip, but the material was thin, revealing more than it concealed in the firelight.

Her hair fell loose around her shoulders, her feet bare against the hardwood.

She was caught between retreat and advance, professional instinct warring with something more primal.

Tobias saved her from indecision, gesturing to the chair opposite his. "Join me." The invitation carried no command, merely suggestion.

"Though I'm afraid I can't offer much beyond bourbon and bad company at this hour."

She should decline. Should retreat to her room like the professional she claimed to be.

Instead, she crossed to the chair and sat, the silk whispering against her skin as she moved.

The firelight played across her exposed collarbones and shins, painting her in the same amber glow that illuminated the room's dark corners.

Without asking, Tobias rose and moved to a sideboard where crystal decanters caught and fractured the firelight.

His movements were unhurried, deliberate, as he selected a bottle and poured a finger of amber liquid into a second crystal glass.

The sound—that gentle glug of premium spirits against fine crystal—resonated in the quiet room.

"Gabbard's Gift," he said, returning to offer her the glass.

"A wheated bourbon, softer than our rye-forward blends. Easier for a first tasting."

Their fingers brushed as she accepted it—another moment of contact that seemed both accidental and inevitable.

His skin was warm, slightly rough at the fingertips. Working hands that knew both ledgers and still operations.

Shelby had barely tasted bourbon before. Her grandfather's moonshine didn't count—raw, unaged white lightning that burned all the way down and made your eyes water.

She lifted the glass to her nose first, as she'd seen Tobias do earlier.

The aroma enveloped her senses—vanilla, caramel, oak, with undercurrents of fruit and spice that hinted at complexity beyond her untrained palate.

The first sip burned despite Tobias's assurance of softness. The liquid flowed across her tongue, igniting nerve endings that transmitted signals of heat, sweetness, and depth. She swallowed, and the burn transformed as it traveled down her throat—no longer sharp but warming, settling into her chest like a small sun. A flush crept up her neck that had nothing to do with the alcohol and everything to do with the way Tobias watched her reaction over the rim of his own glass. The aftertaste lingered, notes of vanilla and caramel giving way to something deeper, more complex.

"What drove you to government service, Agent Hensley?" Tobias asked, settling back into his chair.

In the firelight, the formal title sounded almost like an endearment.

The question caught her off-guard. She took another sip of bourbon to buy time, the second taste smoother than the first.

"That's rather personal for a regulatory audit."

"We're well past the boundaries of a regulatory audit." He gestured to her robe, her bare feet, the midnight hour.

"Most people from Harlan either stay or run as far as they can get. You chose to run toward the very government that's been regulating your people's livelihood for generations."

Defensiveness flared, hot and immediate. "I chose law and order. Structure. Something better'n coal dust and black lung."

She caught herself immediately, the mountain cadence she worked so hard to suppress slipping through.

"Better than coal dust," she corrected, teeth clicking together.

Something flickered in Tobias's eyes—recognition, perhaps, or satisfaction at having found the seam in her armor again.

"And yet here you are, back in the hills, auditing bourbon instead of coal."

His voice held no judgment, only curiosity. "You can take the woman out of Appalachia..."

"Is there a point to this, Mr. Ransdell, or are you just trying to unsettle me further?"

She gripped the crystal tumbler tighter, the cut facets pressing into her palm.

He leaned back in his chair, studying her over his glass.

The firelight hollowed his cheekbones, casting his face in planes of light and shadow that emphasized its aristocratic structure.

"I'm trying to understand why they sent you. A woman with everything to prove and nothing to lose. That makes you either very dangerous or very useful to them."

The bourbon loosened something in Shelby, a knot of caution she'd carried since stepping onto Ransdell property. "Maybe I'm both."

The boldness of her response surprised her—was it the liquor? The lateness of the hour?

The way the silk moved against her skin as she shifted in the chair?

"There she is. The real Shelby Hensley, not the bureaucratic automaton. I wondered how long it would take the armor to crack."

The fire cast shadows across his features, highlighting the planes of his cheekbones, the strong line of his jaw.

His rolled sleeves revealed forearms marked by occasional scars—evidence that despite his position, Tobias Ransdell worked alongside his men, felt the same heat and pressure, risked the same injuries in service to the family legacy.

Shelby was hyperaware of her own vulnerability: barefoot, silk-wrapped, her auburn hair loose around her shoulders instead of pinned in its professional bun.

Light and shadow painted her exposed collarbones and the curve of her calves where the robe had fallen open.

Yet in this moment, she felt oddly powerful—as if her very exposure granted her a different kind of authority.

"Why did you really invite me to stay here?" she asked, the bourbon loosening her tongue.

"You could have let me commute from a hotel, work regular office hours."

"Because I wanted to see who you are when the suit comes off," he said directly, without artifice or apology. Treasury agents are easy to predict. People are not."

"And what do you see?" The question emerged before she could censor it.

A long pause followed. His eyes traveled over her in a way that felt like a physical touch, assessing rather than objectifying.

"Someone caught between two worlds. Someone who hasn't decided yet whether she's here to prove herself to Washington or to prove something to the girl who used to drink creek water."

Tobias rose from his chair, moving to the fireplace to add another log though the fire didn't need it.

It was a pretext to move, to change position. When he straightened, he was closer to her chair than before.

Not looming—but close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes.

"You asked earlier what I understand about you. Here's what I know: You're terrified you'll find something in those ledgers that proves we're exactly what they suspect. Because that means you'll have to choose—duty to your badge or mercy to people who understand the same mountains you come from. And you're equally terrified you won't find anything. Because then you'll have failed the people who gave you a chance to escape Harlan. Either way, you lose."

Her throat tightened, words of denial rising and dying unspoken. "That's not—"

She stood abruptly, putting the glass down with too much force. The bourbon sloshed, nearly spilling. "You don't know me."

But her voice wavered, and they both heard it.

She was too close to him now—had stood up too fast, hadn't accounted for the geometry of their positions.

They were a foot apart, the fire warming her back, his presence radiating heat in front of her.

Tobias didn't touch her. Didn't need to. His stillness was more powerful than movement would be. "Don't I?"

His voice dropped to almost a whisper. "You're wearing my mother's robe, drinking my family's bourbon, standing in my library at one in the morning. If you truly believed we were criminals, you wouldn't be here."

Shelby's breath caught in her throat. Because he was right.

Some part of her had already decided the Ransdells weren't the enemy she'd been sent to find, and that realization was terrifying.

"I should go. This was... inappropriate." She stepped back, reclaiming distance.

"The bourbon or the conversation?" Tobias asked, not following, letting her retreat.

"Both. All of it." She moved toward the door, her bare feet silent on the polished floor.

As she reached the threshold, he spoke her first name: "Shelby."

The intimacy of it stopped her. During all their interactions, he'd called her "Agent Hensley," maintaining the formal boundary between them.

Her name in his mouth felt like a transgression of professional borders, a claiming.

"Sleep well. Tomorrow the real audit begins." There was something in his tone—not quite a threat, not quite a promise, but something that suggested higher stakes than government paperwork.

She fled—there was no other word for it—back to her guest suite.

Closing the door, she leaned against it, heart racing, the taste of bourbon still on her tongue.

Through the floor, she could feel the subtle vibration of Tobias moving below in the library—banking the fire, perhaps pouring himself another glass.

She touched her fingers to her lips, remembering the way he'd looked at her in the firelight—not predatory, but knowing.

As if he could see straight through the silk and the Treasury badge to the woman underneath who was rapidly losing her certainty about everything: her mission, her loyalties, and most disturbing of all, the boundaries she'd once believed inviolable.
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Sunlight sliced through unfamiliar curtains, painting warm stripes across Shelby's face.

She woke with a start, momentarily disoriented by the luxurious weight of the down comforter and the unfamiliar ceiling above.

For one suspended moment, panic fluttered in her chest like a trapped bird—where was she?

Then reality reasserted itself in layers: the guest suite at Ransdell Manor, the audit, and most unsettlingly, the midnight encounter in the library with Tobias Ransdell.

She closed her eyes again, as if darkness might erase the memory, but it only intensified the images: firelight playing across his face, the brush of his fingers as he handed her the bourbon, the way his voice had dropped to a whisper when he said her name. Evidence of her compromised position lay scattered around her—Eleanor's burgundy silk robe draped across the chair where she'd flung it, her notebook open on the nightstand with bourbon-impaired handwriting noting "G.Y.—Gabbard Yeast?" and "S.M.M.B.—Special Mash?"

Shelby pressed her palms against her eyelids until colors burst behind them.

A slight headache pulsed at her temples—the consequence of drinking on an empty stomach, amplified by the unsettling conversation that had followed.

More disturbing than the physical discomfort was the knowledge that she'd revealed too much of herself, allowed Tobias to see past her armor to the conflicted woman beneath.

"This stops now," she murmured to the empty room, pushing back the covers and swinging her legs over the side of the bed.

Today she would be Agent Hensley, not the barefoot woman in borrowed silk who'd let Tobias Ransdell see too much.

She would rebuild her professional boundaries brick by brick, starting with her appearance.

From her overnight bag, she extracted her most formal suit—charcoal gray with subtle pinstripes, severe in its tailoring, designed to command respect rather than invite familiarity.

The bathroom mirror reflected a woman still marked by the night before—eyes slightly shadowed, lips bearing the faint memory of bourbon.

Shelby turned the shower to its hottest setting, stepping under the spray as if it might scald away the lingering sensations of silk against skin, of amber eyes studying her in firelight.

She used the French soap again—no alternative available—but scrubbed harder this time, as if she could erase the scent of Ransdell luxury from her pores.

With methodical precision, she reconstructed her professional facade. Hair pulled back into a severe bun without a single strand permitted escape.

Minimal makeup applied with surgical focus—enough to look polished, not enough to invite notice.

The suit buttoned to her throat, a barrier between her vulnerability and the world.

When she examined the final result, she barely recognized the soft woman who had sat by the fire last night in Eleanor's silk robe.

This was Agent Hensley, TTB enforcer, professional and impenetrable. Yet underneath the tailored wool, her skin remembered the whisper of silk, and beneath her composed expression, her lips still held the memory of Gabbard's Gift.

The scent of coffee guided her downstairs, through the labyrinth of hallways now transformed by morning light from mysterious shadows to merely expensive architecture.

She followed her nose to a kitchen that managed to be both grandly appointed and unexpectedly homey—copper pots hanging from a rack, morning sunlight streaming through windows that overlooked an herb garden, a worn wooden table that had clearly hosted countless family meals.

Samuel stood at an industrial-grade range, spatula in hand, tending to what smelled like bacon and eggs.

He turned at her entrance, his weathered face creasing in a smile that carried genuine warmth.

"Good morning, Agent Hensley. Coffee?" Without waiting for her response, he reached for a mug from an open shelf and filled it from a copper coffee press.

"Black, I'm guessing?"

Shelby accepted the mug with murmured thanks, surprised at his accurate assessment of her preference.

The coffee was, of course, perfect—rich without bitterness, strong enough to cut through the lingering fog of her restless night.

"Mr. Tobias asked me to tell you he'll be gone most of the day," Samuel continued, turning back to the stove.

"Production issue down at the rickhouse that needs his attention. Said to tell you you'll have the library to yourself."

He slid eggs and bacon onto a plate. "Breakfast?"

"Just coffee, thank you," Shelby replied, her stomach uncertain after the previous night's bourbon and her current state of nervous tension.

"When do you expect Mr. Ransdell to return?"

Samuel shrugged, his movements economical with the ease of long practice.

"Hard to say with distillery emergencies. Could be afternoon, could be evening. The nature of the beast, especially during harvest season."

Relief and disappointment warred in Shelby's chest—both reactions equally inappropriate for a federal agent conducting an audit.

Relief won by a narrow margin. A day without Tobias meant a day to regain her professional footing, to examine the ledgers without his distracting presence or penetrating observations.

"Thank you," she said, raising the coffee mug in a small gesture of appreciation before turning to leave.

"I'll be in the library if you need me."

"I'll bring lunch around noon," Samuel called after her. "Don't argue—you need to eat."

The library in morning light was transformed from the intimate, shadowed space of the previous night.

Sunlight poured through tall windows, illuminating dust motes that danced in golden beams across polished wood and leather.

Shelby set her coffee on the desk and surveyed the stacks of ledgers with renewed determination.

Today she would be methodical, thorough, and above all, professional.

She would find what Treasury sent her to find, or she would clear the Ransdells, and then she would leave this house and never think about bourbon-amber eyes or the way Tobias's voice had dropped to a whisper in the firelight.

Her gaze caught on something out of place—the crystal tumbler from last night, still sitting on the side table where she'd abandoned it.

Tobias hadn't cleaned it up or had it removed. Whether oversight or intentional reminder, she couldn't say.

The glass remained exactly as she'd left it, containing a half-finger of Gabbard's Gift, a silent witness to boundaries crossed.

Shelby moved toward it, intending to take it to the kitchen.

Instead, she found herself lifting the glass to her nose.

The scent of the bourbon—vanilla, caramel, oak, and underneath it all, something uniquely Ransdell—filled her senses.

For a suspended moment, she was back in the firelight, Tobias's eyes holding hers as he said her name for the first time.

She set the glass down abruptly, as if burned, and returned to the desk.

Opening the first ledger with hands that weren't quite steady, she forced her attention to columns of numbers and cryptic notations.

She would focus. She would be professional. She would ignore the persistent memory of Tobias saying she'd already made her decision about the Ransdells, and the even more unsettling possibility that he was right.


Chapter three
The Audit Begins


Sunlight streamed through the library windows, transforming the intimate space of the previous night into a laboratory of investigation. Shelby sat at the massive partners desk, ledgers arranged in precise chronological order before her, a legal pad filled with her cramped handwriting to her right. Three hours of uninterrupted work had yielded more progress than the entire previous day. Without Toby's distracting presence—his amber eyes watching her, his voice dropping to that intimate register that seemed to bypass her ears and travel directly to her spine—she could finally think clearly, could finally be Agent Hensley again.

She'd developed a system, methodical and thorough. The regulatory audit required cross-referencing multiple documents: production logs against tax filings, barrel inventory against excise payments, proof gallons recorded against certificates of distillation. Each ledger yielded information that needed verification in another, creating a complex web of data points that would have overwhelmed a less organized mind. Shelby attacked it with the precision of someone who'd spent years learning the letter of the law, mapping the flow of bourbon from mash bill to bottle with the same attention Toby gave to his distillation process.

Her pen tracked across columns of numbers, occasionally pausing to make a notation on her pad. The mysterious "G.Y." that had appeared throughout the ledgers finally revealed itself through context: Gabbard Yeast, used in the distillery's premium lines, named after Mary Gabbard who had married into the family. The "S.M.M.B." notation corresponded to special limited releases—"Special Mary's Mash Batch," produced only at specific intervals. Nothing obviously illegal—just complex family record-keeping spanning generations, shorthand that made perfect sense once you held all the pieces.

A gentle knock at the door interrupted her concentration. Samuel entered carrying a silver tray with coffee and what smelled like freshly baked scones.

"Thought you might need refueling," he said, his weathered face creased in a gentle smile as he set the tray on a side table away from the precious ledgers. "Productive morning?"

"Very," Shelby replied, surprised to find she meant it. "Thank you, Samuel."

He nodded, his movements economical as he arranged the coffee service. Unlike Toby, whose presence filled any room he occupied, Samuel's quiet efficiency created a sense of comfort without intrusion. He belonged in these rooms, among these artifacts of Ransdell history, in a way that felt neither threatening nor overwhelming to Shelby.

"Will you eat something today?" he asked, gesturing to the scones. "Ms. Eleanor always insisted guests shouldn't work on empty stomachs."

Shelby glanced at the scones, butter melting into their warm centers, and realized she was indeed hungry. "Maybe just one," she conceded.

Samuel's smile deepened, revealing laugh lines earned through decades of service. "Good. Mr. Toby called from the distillery. Said he'll be back around noon to check on your progress."

A flutter of nervousness disturbed Shelby's professional calm at the mention of Toby's imminent return, but she suppressed it with practiced discipline. "Thank you for letting me know."

After Samuel departed, Shelby returned to the ledgers with renewed focus, determined to accomplish as much as possible before Toby returned. The coffee was perfect—strong and black, exactly as she preferred. The scone disappeared in four quick bites between entries. For the first time since arriving at Elk Trace, she felt competent, in control. Agent Hensley was back, her professional armor intact, her purpose clear. The woman who'd stood barefoot in Eleanor's silk robe, pulse jumping when Toby said her name, seemed like someone else entirely—a momentary lapse, nothing more.

The morning advanced as Shelby worked systematically through the most recent ledgers. The Ransdells' record-keeping was indeed meticulous, reflecting a family that took its obligations seriously. Tax payments were recorded to the penny, production volumes logged with scientific precision. She found herself unexpectedly impressed by the depth and consistency of the documentation, spanning back to the days when bourbon taxes had helped fund the Civil War.

At 11:07 AM, her finger stopped tracking across a column of numbers in the 2023 ledger. She blinked, certain she've misread something. Flipped back several pages, then forward again. Her pulse accelerated as she pulled another ledger closer—the tax filing documentation for the same period. She laid them side by side, comparing entries line by line.

There it was. A discrepancy in the barrel count for the quarter ending June 2023. The production ledger showed 847 barrels dumped and bottled, but the tax filing records indicated only 839 barrels were reported and taxed. Eight barrels sold but untaxed.

Shelby's training kicked in automatically, her mind calculating the implications. Each barrel contained approximately fifty-three gallons of bourbon. At 125 proof, that represented roughly 10.6 barrels at bottling strength after dilution. The excise tax was roughly $13.50 per proof gallon. She scribbled calculations on her legal pad, numbers flowing from her pen with increasing urgency.

Eight untaxed barrels equated to approximately $250,000 in unpaid tax liability.

This wasn't some obscure historical anomaly or complex family accounting method. This was recent, substantial, and exactly what Treasury had suspected. Her hands trembled slightly as she made detailed notes, documenting page numbers, specific entries, and the exact nature of the discrepancy. She'd found it—clear evidence that the Ransdell family had sold product without paying the required taxes.

Professional triumph surged through her, the satisfaction of doing her job well, of justifying Treasury's faith in her abilities. Yet beneath it ran an unexpected current of hollowness, a peculiar ache behind her sternum that had no place in a federal investigation. She tried to ignore it, to focus on the concrete facts before her, but it persisted—a shadow across her victory.

The evidence was irrefutable. The Ransdell family, for all their talk of honor and legacy, had under-reported production to avoid taxes. Toby had lied to her face about their compliance. His confidence, his assertions about family integrity—all undermined by eight untaxed barrels and a quarter million in unpaid taxes.

Shelby stared at the numbers until they blurred slightly, her vision swimming with conflicting emotions. She should feel vindicated. Instead, she felt something dangerously close to disappointment. The Ransdells were exactly what Mitchell had said they were—wealthy tax cheats using their heritage as cover for criminal activity. Toby was exactly what she should have assumed—a privileged man who believed rules applied to others, not to him.

So why did the discovery feel like a personal betrayal? Why did the evidence in black and white before her create this hollow sensation in her chest? She had no personal stake in the Ransdells' innocence. She'd spent three days in their home, not three generations. One midnight conversation over bourbon didn't create loyalty. The fact that Toby had seen through her professional facade to the conflicted woman beneath didn't mean she owed him anything.

She was an agent of the Treasury Department. She had a duty to report exactly what she'd found.

Shelby gathered her notes with hands that still weren't quite steady, arranging them in perfect order the way she'd been trained. The evidence was clear. Her path forward should be equally clear. Yet as she documented the discrepancy in precise legal language, she couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong—not with the numbers, but with the story they told about the family whose legacy filled the room around her.
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At 12:30 PM, columns of figures blurred before Shelby's eyes as she tracked the discrepancy through multiple ledgers. Eight barrels. Two hundred fifty thousand dollars. The numbers tattooed themselves behind her eyelids, irrefutable evidence against the Ransdells. She was so absorbed in following the paper trail that she didn't hear the library door open, didn't sense another presence until a voice—low, too close to her ear—broke the silence.

"Find something interesting?"

Shelby startled, her pen skidding across her notepad and leaving an accusatory black streak. She turned to find Toby standing directly behind her chair, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from him. "You're late. Samuel said noon."

"Apologies. We had an issue at the still that needed immediate attention." His tone suggested the delay was unavoidable, not dismissive of her time. "I came as soon as we had it resolved."

He'd returned from the distillery still in his work clothes: dark jeans worn thin at the stress points, a flannel shirt with sleeves rolled to expose forearms dusted with char, leather boots bearing the distinctive black fungus that thrived in the distillery's alcohol-laden air. This was Toby the distiller, not Toby the bourbon aristocrat, and somehow this version of him—hands bearing the honest dirt of production, smelling of cedarwood, charred oak, and the yeasty perfume of fermenting mash—was more intimidating than his boardroom persona.

"Mr. Ransdell—" Her voice emerged higher than intended.

Something flickered in his eyes—amusement, perhaps, or recognition of the distance she was trying to maintain. "I think we're well beyond 'Mr. Ransdell,' don't you?" His voice dropped lower. "Call me Toby."

The intimacy of the command—because that's what it was, a command wrapped in casual suggestion—sent heat crawling up her neck. Using his first name would acknowledge what had passed between them in this library at midnight, would admit that professional boundaries had already been crossed.

"The discrepancy—" she started.

"Toby," he repeated, not moving, waiting for her capitulation.

She exhaled slowly. "Toby." His name felt strange on her tongue, too familiar, too intimate for an audit subject.

He leaned forward, one hand coming to rest on the desk beside her ledger, the other settling on the back of her chair. The movement caged her without a single point of actual contact, his body creating a barrier of warmth and masculine presence that she couldn't escape without pushing directly against him.

"Samuel said you've been making progress." His voice carried the cadence of a man who'd spent the morning giving orders, a rough edge that hadn't been present the night before. His gaze moved from her face to the ledgers spread across the desk, then back again with deliberate assessment. "Show me."

Not a request. An instruction wrapped in two simple words that carried all the aristocratic authority of generations of Ransdell commands. Shelby tried to formulate a professional response, tried to remember that she'd just uncovered evidence of a federal crime, but her pulse hammered visibly at her throat and they both knew it. Her mind screamed at her to move, to create distance, to reestablish the professional boundaries that his proximity dissolved, but her body remained stubbornly in place, caught in the gravity well of his presence.

"There's a discrepancy in the 2023 records." She turned slightly in her chair to face the ledger, fighting to control the tremor in her voice. "The barrel count doesn't match between inventory and tax documentation."

Toby shifted behind her, leaning closer still, ostensibly to examine the ledger. His chest hovered inches from her shoulder, his breath disturbing the fine hairs at her temple as he spoke. "Show me where."

Shelby's finger wasn't quite steady as she indicated the relevant entries. "Here. And here. Your production records show 847 barrels dumped for the quarter ending June 2023, but your tax filings only reported and paid taxes on 839 barrels." She forced herself to continue despite the way his proximity scrambled her thoughts. "That's eight barrels that were sold but not taxed. Approximately two hundred fifty thousand in unpaid tax liability."

Toby remained silent, studying the entries she indicated. His finger traced along the column of numbers, the movement methodical and unhurried. The rich scent of bourbon mash that clung to his clothes enveloped her, mingling with the earthy notes of charcoal and oak that seemed infused in his very skin. This close, she could see the fine lines at the corners of his eyes, the shadow of beard along his jaw, the way his pulse beat strong and steady at his throat while hers raced erratically.

"A discrepancy," he murmured, his voice vibrating through the scant space between them. His finger paused on the entry, then moved to the edge of her legal pad where she'd calculated the tax implications. "Your handwriting gets tighter when you're pursuing something important. Did you notice that?"

The observation—so personal, so unexpected—knocked her further off balance. That he'd been watching her closely enough to note such a detail sent heat flooding through her that had nothing to do with the evidence before them.

"The numbers, Toby." She fought to keep her voice even, his first name still feeling too intimate on her lips. "I need an explanation for the missing barrels."

Toby's hand moved from the ledger, and for a heart-stopping moment Shelby thought he might touch her. Instead, he tapped his finger twice on the desk beside her notepad, the sound sharp in the charged silence between them.

"Your pulse just jumped, Agent Hensley." The observation carried no inflection, yet landed with the precision of a blade. "Are you certain it's the numbers that have you unsettled?"

Heat flooded her face. That he was watching her body's reactions with the same attention he gave his bourbon—cataloging her responses, noting the visible evidence of her compromised state—filled her with a conflicting cocktail of outrage and arousal. She was losing control, losing professional ground, and he knew it.

"I need an explanation for the discrepancy," she repeated, her voice firmer now as anger provided temporary armor against his effect on her. "Eight barrels were sold without paying taxes. That's a significant liability."

Toby's gaze held hers, his eyes the exact shade of the bourbon they'd shared by firelight. For a long, suspended moment, he studied her face as if memorizing its contours, as if he could read her conflict inscribed there like numbers in his ledgers. Then, without warning, he straightened, finally giving her space to breathe.

"I'll look into it." The statement was maddening in its casualness, as if she'd pointed out a minor clerical error rather than evidence of tax fraud.

"That's not good enough." Shelby rose from her chair, needing to stand, needing to reclaim some measure of authority. Even upright, he maintained his height advantage, forcing her to tilt her head back to meet his gaze. "This isn't a minor discrepancy. It's potentially criminal."

"I said I'll look into it." His tone hardened slightly, the first indication that her discovery had penetrated his calm exterior. "The explanation may be simple. A transcription error. A barrel count recorded before some were moved to the experimental rickhouse."

"Or deliberate tax evasion," she countered.

Something flickered in his eyes—not guilt or concern, but something more complex. "You've already decided what you've found, haven't you?" The question carried an echo of their fireside conversation, of his assertion that she'd already made choices about the Ransdells that she wouldn't admit to herself.

"The numbers speak for themselves."

"Numbers without context are just figures on a page." He stepped back, increasing the distance between them, though the air remained charged with unresolved tension. "I need to check the movement records in my office. The mistake likely originated there."

"Mistake," she repeated, the word hollow.

"Yes, Agent Hensley. Mistake." His gaze traveled over her face once more, lingering on her lips, her throat, the pulse that still beat too rapidly there. "Unless you've already determined we're guilty. In which case, nothing I show you will matter, will it?"

Before she could formulate a response, he moved toward the door, then paused with his hand on the frame. "I need to look into this properly. The production records are at the distillery." He turned back, his expression serious. "This isn't what it appears to be, Agent Hensley. But I can't explain until I understand it myself."

"When will you—"

"When I have answers," he said quietly. "Not excuses."

The door closed behind him with a soft click, leaving Shelby standing beside the desk, her heart racing, her professional composure in tatters. The ledgers lay open before her, the evidence clear and damning, yet somehow insufficient in the wake of Toby's presence. She pressed her palms flat against the desk, steadying herself against the lingering effect of his proximity.

She was a TTB agent who'd just uncovered evidence of tax fraud. She should be calling her supervisor, documenting her findings, initiating formal proceedings. Instead, she stood frozen, her body still humming with awareness, her mind replaying the way Toby had watched her pulse jump when he leaned close.

The numbers hadn't lied. But Shelby wasn't certain, in that moment, that she hadn't.
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The grandfather clock struck four, each resonant chime punctuating the silence of the library where Shelby sat alone, surrounded by evidence of a crime she hadn't reported. Hours had passed since Toby left with his maddeningly vague promise to "look into it," leaving her with damning numbers and no clear path forward. The Treasury agent in her knew exactly what to do: call Deputy Director Mitchell immediately, report the discrepancy, let the criminal division take over. That was protocol. That was her job. Yet her phone remained in her pocket, untouched, the call unmade.

Shelby stared at the ledgers spread before her, the numbers now burned into her memory. Eight barrels. Two hundred fifty thousand dollars. The evidence was clear, the violation unambiguous. In her three years with Treasury, she'd initiated proceedings for far less significant discrepancies. A report now would trigger a formal investigation—agents with warrants rather than polite requests for records, potential seizure of documentation, interviews with employees. The Ransdell operation would be scrutinized down to the last drop of bourbon and grain of corn.

She should want that. It was what she'd been sent to find.

Instead, she continued working, telling herself she needed to be thorough before filing a report. She cross-referenced inventory records from previous quarters, looking for patterns, for context that might explain the anomaly. She traced barrel movement documentation across multiple ledgers, searching for notes about experimental batches or special projects that might account for the missing product.

The truth was more complicated than professional thoroughness: somewhere in the past three days, her certainties about the Ransdells had fractured. The meticulous record-keeping spanning one hundred fifty years, the carefully preserved bottles of each generation's signature bourbon, the pride with which Samuel had explained the family's commitment to quality—none of it fit with deliberate tax fraud. This wasn't a family that needed to cheat for profit; this was a dynasty that had survived Prohibition, two world wars, and the bourbon industry's collapse and resurgence. Why risk it all to avoid paying taxes on eight barrels?

And then there was Toby himself. The way he spoke of his family's legacy not as wealth but as responsibility. The reverence with which he handled the ancient ledgers. The pride in his voice when he'd explained the meaning of Ransdell sovereignty—not arrogance, but a deep-rooted commitment to tradition and quality that transcended profit margins.

Shelby pressed her fingers against her temples, trying to quiet the competing voices in her mind. She was compromised, and she knew it. Her attraction to Toby colored her judgment, making her search for innocence where the evidence pointed to guilt. Her own Appalachian roots created conflicted loyalties—the mountain girl who understood generational pride warring with the federal agent who'd sworn to uphold regulations. The midnight conversation over bourbon that had stripped away her professional armor left her vulnerable in ways she hadn't anticipated.

A darker suspicion had been growing since her call with Mitchell. His warning—"don't go native on me"—carried an implication that went beyond routine oversight. They had sent her specifically—a woman with Appalachian blood and coal dust in her family history—to this particular distillery. Why? The question nagged at her with increasing urgency. The Treasury Department didn't assign agents at random, especially not to operations as significant as Elk Trace.

What if there was more to this audit than verifying compliance? What if they'd sent her because they wanted something specific—wanted her to find something that would give them leverage over the Ransdells? The thought was unsettling, but not implausible. Federal agencies had their own agendas, their own power games that foot soldiers like her weren't privy to.

Shelby's gaze drifted to the window where the late afternoon sun slanted across the distillery buildings below. From this vantage point, Elk Trace looked like a model village, its limestone structures and copper-topped stills arranged with the precision of something built rather than evolved. The employees moving between buildings seemed like figures in a diorama, their movements purposeful, coordinated, part of something larger than themselves.

She turned back to the ledgers, to the numbers that told one story while everything else around her suggested another. If the Ransdells were guilty of tax evasion, she would do her duty. But what if the discrepancy had an explanation? What if there was context she didn't yet understand? What if her instinct that something didn't add up was correct?

As evening shadows lengthened across the library, stretching from the bookcases toward the desk where she sat surrounded by a century and a half of Ransdell history, Shelby made a decision. She would investigate further before reporting anything. She needed to understand what she'd really found. She needed to talk to Toby—really talk, not just exchange loaded glances over ledgers.

She closed the ledger containing the damning evidence, setting it aside without returning it to the shelf. The formal report would wait, but the evidence wouldn't be hidden. She was walking a line between duty and doubt—choosing to wait for answers rather than rushing to judgment.

The decision settled in her chest like a weight—not the relief of certainty but the burden of choice. Her loyalty to her badge, to the government that had given her a badge and a purpose, warred with a growing suspicion that this situation wasn't as straightforward as columns of numbers suggested. She'd been sent here because she spoke the language of these hills, understood the unwritten code of mountain people. That understanding now told her something wasn't right—not with the Ransdells, perhaps not with Treasury's interest in them either.

Shelby gathered her notes, tucking them into a folder that she placed beside the ledger rather than in her briefcase. Not hidden, but not surrendered either. A middle path that preserved her options while she sought answers.

The grandfather clock chimed the half-hour, the sound resonating through the heavy silence of the library. Four-thirty. Toby had promised to return by evening with documentation explaining the discrepancy. She would wait. Would listen. Would decide whose version of events to believe.

And she would figure out whose side she was truly on—the government that had given her a badge and a purpose, or the man whose proximity made her pulse jump in ways no law enforcement training had prepared her to control.


Chapter four
Domestic Tension


Morning light spilled through the library windows, painting harsh rectangles across the ledgers spread before Shelby. She'd arrived before dawn, seeking the clarity that came with solitude and strong coffee. Four cups of black coffee thrummed through her system as she methodically sorted the 2024 quarterly reports, her pen moving across columns with the precision born of three years enforcing tax law. Today, she would find answers—whether those answers vindicated Toby or condemned him remained to be seen.

The stillness of early hours wrapped around her like a shroud. She'd deliberately come early, before the house stirred, before Toby could materialize at her shoulder with his distracting proximity and unsettling observations. In this emptiness, she could think clearly, could follow numbers without the interference of bourbon-scented breath against her ear or the gravitational pull of his presence.

Her system was meticulous—tax documentation in one stack, production logs in another, inventory records in a third. Cross-referencing required a dance between all three, her finger tracing columns with practiced efficiency, her notes expanding in tight, controlled handwriting that revealed nothing of her inner turmoil.

The 2024 first quarter balanced perfectly—every barrel accounted for, every tax dollar paid. The second quarter similarly reconciled, numbers aligning with satisfying precision. Shelby felt a flicker of something she couldn't quite name—was she hoping to find more discrepancies to justify her suspicions, or hoping to find none to vindicate Toby?

When she reached the June 2024 documentation, her finger stopped midway down a column. Her pulse, already quickened by excessive caffeine, accelerated further. She pulled the inventory log closer, comparing entries line by line, her breath shallow as the pattern emerged with unmistakable clarity.

"Eight barrels," she whispered to the empty room. "Again."

The production ledger showed 851 barrels reported and taxed for the quarter ending June 2024. The inventory records documented only 843 actually dumped. Eight barrels unaccounted for. The same quantity as the 2023 discrepancy. The same quarter. The same approximate tax liability of $250,000.

Shelby's training crystallized around this repetition, recognition flaring like a match struck in darkness. This wasn't random error. This wasn't clerical oversight. This wasn't even opportunistic theft. The identical nature of both discrepancies—same quantity, same quarter, same dollar amount—screamed deliberate action.

Years of regulatory work coalesced into certainty: someone was systematically falsifying the Ransdell records to create the appearance of tax evasion. Not massive enough to bankrupt the company, but significant enough to trigger serious penalties. Precise enough to appear intentional rather than accidental.

Her gaze darted to the shelf where she knew the 2025 documentation would be stored. If her theory was correct, there would be a third identical discrepancy—eight more missing barrels in the June quarter of this year, creating a three-year pattern that would be impossible to dismiss as coincidence.

She crossed the room, her heels striking the hardwood with sharp clicks. The 2025 ledgers sat on the upper shelf, leather-bound and pristine. She pulled the production log free and returned to the desk, her hands steadier now that suspicion was hardening into certainty.

June 2025. She found the entry almost immediately. 856 barrels reported and taxed. 848 actually dumped.

Eight barrels missing.

Three years. Three identical discrepancies. $750,000 in manufactured tax liability.

Shelby pressed her palm against her sternum where her heart hammered against her ribs. She forced herself to breathe slowly, to think through the implications with the clarity this discovery demanded.

Someone had created a perfect pattern. Not random enough to be error, too precise to be coincidence. Three identical events constituted proof of systematic fraud—but fraud committed against the Ransdells, not by them.

The question that burned through her with new urgency: who?

She'd been sent here specifically—mountain girl turned government agent, uniquely positioned to understand both sides. Why? Not just to audit records that any agent could review, but because someone knew she would be competent enough to find the discrepancies and conflicted enough to hesitate before reporting them.

Someone wanted her conflicted. Someone wanted her to hesitate just long enough for the trap to spring completely.

Her gaze fell to the notes spread across the desk—evidence that would hold up in any court. Three quarters, three years, twenty-four barrels, three-quarters of a million in unpaid taxes. Her duty was clear: report the findings, initiate proceedings, let the system take its course.

But what if the system was the weapon being used against Toby?

Shelby gathered the papers with trembling hands, arranging them in perfect order while her mind raced ahead. She needed to understand who stood to gain from Toby's downfall. Needed to decide whether her loyalty belonged to the badge that had given her escape from coal country, or to the truth that was emerging like bourbon rising in a still.

She closed the ledger with gentle reverence, a silent apology to generations of Ransdells who had built something that someone now wanted desperately to destroy. The morning light caught the dust motes she'd disturbed, transforming them into golden particles suspended in time, much like her decision—caught between action and restraint, duty and doubt.

Shelby Hensley sat very still in the library as the enormity of her position settled over her like the limestone weight of the hills themselves. Someone had weaponized her badge against an innocent man.

The question was what she intended to do about it.
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Toby found her in the library, surrounded by paper evidence of conspiracy. She sat perfectly straight, her auburn hair pulled into that severe bun that begged for his fingers to unravel it, her eyes fixed on the ledgers with an intensity that spoke of discovery. He paused in the doorway, studying the line of her neck where it disappeared beneath her collar, the controlled movements of her hands as she made notes in handwriting tight with tension.

Something had changed since yesterday—a new quality to her focus, a different set to her shoulders.

"Agent Hensley," he said, letting his voice drop to the register that had made her pulse jump at her throat. "I believe it's time we approached this from a different angle."

She looked up, her eyes meeting his with a flash of something beyond wariness—recognition, perhaps, or the beginning of trust. "I've found another discrepancy," she said, her voice carefully controlled. "Same pattern. Eight more barrels missing in the 2024 records. Same quarter. And another in 2025. Three identical discrepancies, Toby. Three years, same amount, same timeframe. That's not error. That's construction."

Toby absorbed this, his face revealing nothing though his mind raced through implications. "Then we definitely need to talk. Not here." He stepped back from the doorway, creating space for her to pass. "My study. Some conversations require privacy."

Shelby hesitated only momentarily before gathering her notes and rising. She followed him through corridors she hadn't yet explored, up a narrow staircase that curved around an interior wall, to a door of dark walnut inlaid with a pattern of oak leaves in lighter wood.

The study wrapped around her like an embrace as she crossed the threshold. Unlike the formal library downstairs, this room breathed with his presence—leather chairs softened by use, bookshelves containing volumes with cracked spines and dog-eared pages, a desk bearing the scars of actual work. The walls held not portraits of ancestors but maps—old survey documents of the Ransdell property, detailed renderings of the limestone aquifer beneath their land, hand-drawn diagrams of still designs spanning two centuries. The air carried the scent of him—cedarwood and charcoal, bourbon and something more primal that she could now identify as simply Toby.

"What exactly do you mean by 'different angle'?" she asked, struggling to maintain professional distance in this most personal of spaces.

Toby moved to a cabinet along the far wall, his movements deliberate as he extracted a wooden box inlaid with the same oak leaf pattern as the door. "You're evaluating our records, but you haven't properly evaluated our product." He placed the box on a small table near two leather chairs positioned close enough for confidential conversation. "Bourbon is more than numbers in ledgers. It's a living thing with history in every drop."

He opened the box to reveal four crystal glasses nestled in velvet, alongside a bottle bearing a simple label: "Mary's Heirloom Batch." The glass was deep amber, older looking than modern bottles, sealed with dark red wax bearing the Ransdell crest.

"This is our rarest release," he said, reverence softening his voice. "Named for Mary Gabbard Ransdell, produced only once a decade from our oldest barrels. The current batch was laid down by my grandfather when my father was born." His fingers caressed the bottle's shoulder with the same care he showed the oldest ledgers. "To understand what we're protecting, you need to taste it properly. Not just drink it—experience it."

"I'm not sure that's appropriate during an audit," Shelby said, though her eyes remained fixed on the bottle, on his hands as they began breaking the wax seal.

"Nothing about your presence in my home is appropriate," he countered, meeting her gaze directly. "We crossed that line when you accepted bourbon in my library at midnight."

The memory hung between them—silk robe, firelight, his voice saying her name for the first time. She swallowed against the sudden dryness in her throat. "What exactly are you proposing?"

Toby loosened his tie—deep burgundy silk against the crisp white of his collar. "True tasting requires focus. Eliminating visual distractions heightens other senses." He slipped the tie free with a soft whisper of silk against cotton. "I'm proposing a lesson in proper evaluation. A trust exercise, if you will."

The tie dangled from his fingers—an invitation, a challenge, a silk barrier between professional distance and something far more dangerous. Shelby's pulse accelerated, visible at the hollow of her throat. "You want to blindfold me." Not a question but a recognition.

"I want you to experience what we protect," he corrected. "Sight creates preconceptions. Without it, you'll taste truth."

Every instinct screamed against it—allowing an audit subject to blindfold her, to control her senses, to guide her through an experience where she would be vulnerable. Yet she found herself nodding, a single sharp movement that surprised them both.

"Turn around," Toby instructed, his voice dropping lower.

Shelby complied, presenting her back to him, the most basic act of trust. She felt his presence behind her—not touching, but close enough that his body heat registered against her shoulder blades through her blouse. The silk whispered against her temples as he positioned the tie over her eyes, his breath stirring the fine hairs at her nape. His fingers brushed against her hair as he secured the knot, careful not to catch any strands. The silk settled against her skin like a caress, warm from his body, scented faintly with his cologne.

"Too tight?" he asked, his voice close to her ear.

"No." Her own voice sounded strange—breathier, less certain.

His hands settled on her shoulders, guiding her to turn, then to sit in one of the leather chairs. The loss of sight heightened everything else—the creaking leather beneath her, the soft brush of air against her cheeks as Toby moved around her, the crystalline sound of glass touching glass as he prepared their tasting.

"First, you need to understand nosing technique," Toby said, his voice materializing directly before her. She felt the cushion dip as he sat on the ottoman facing her chair, close enough that his knees bracketed hers without quite touching. "Hold out your hands."

She extended them, palms up. Something cool and smooth pressed into them—a glass, weighted with liquid she couldn't see. Then his hands enveloped hers, larger and warmer, slightly rough at the fingertips from work that belied his aristocratic bearing.

"Bourbon changes with how you approach it," he said, his voice intimate as midnight confession. "Mouth open slightly. First sniff just above the glass." His hands guided hers, raising the glass toward her face, positioning it precisely.

Shelby inhaled, the scent of Mary's Heirloom Batch filling her senses—vanilla and caramel, oak and spice, but something more complex beneath, something that hinted at secrets kept across generations.

"Again," he instructed, his breath warm against her cheek. "Deeper this time. Let it fill you."

The second inhale revealed new layers—dried fruit, leather, a whisper of smoke that spoke of charred oak barrels aging in Kentucky summers.

"That's..." she began, struggling for words.

"Put your lips to the glass," he said, guiding her hands again. "Don't sip yet. Just let the liquid touch your lips, wet them slightly."

She obeyed, feeling the cool glass against her mouth, the whisper of bourbon wetting her lips. His hands remained over hers, steadying the glass, his thumbs resting against her wrists where her pulse hammered visibly.

"Now taste," he said, tipping the glass slightly. "Just a drop. Let it sit on your tongue before you swallow."

The liquid touched her tongue—complex, layered, alive with history. Heat bloomed in her mouth, spreading across her palate in waves of flavor that evolved with each passing second. She made a small sound of surprise at the intensity.

"Feel how it changes?" Toby's voice had dropped even lower. "That's Mary Gabbard's legacy in physical form. That's what someone's trying to take from us."

His hands guided hers to lower the glass, then one hand released her to brush a strand of hair that had escaped her bun back from her face. The touch was fleeting, barely there, yet it burned against her temple.

"Another," he said. "Different mash bill this time. More rye forward."

The ritual repeated—his hands over hers, raising a new glass, guiding it to her nose, her lips, positioning it just so. With each round, Shelby felt her barriers eroding—government agent giving way to woman, detachment surrendering to sensory immersion. Without sight, she existed only in a world of taste and scent and touch, in the heat of Toby's hands over hers, in the warmth of his breath against her neck as he leaned close to instruct.

By the third tasting, her breath came quicker, her head tilting unconsciously toward his voice. By the fourth, a flush had spread across her cheeks that had nothing to do with alcohol and everything to do with the way Toby's thumb traced small circles against her wrist as he guided the glass to her lips.

"This is what you're investigating," he said, his voice so close to her ear that his lips nearly brushed her skin. "Not just a business. A legacy. Something worth protecting."

Shelby felt herself leaning toward him, drawn by gravity more powerful than duty. The blindfold had become not a limitation but liberation—permission to experience without analyzing, to feel without justifying.

A sharp knock fractured the moment. "Mr. Toby?" Samuel's voice from beyond the door. "Afternoon delivery needs your signature."

Toby's hands withdrew from hers slowly, reluctantly. "I'll be right there," he called, his voice rough with an emotion Shelby recognized in her own body.

She felt him rise, felt the absence of his heat like a physical loss. Then his fingers were at the back of her head, untying the blindfold with movements that sent shivers across her scalp.

The silk slipped away, light flooding back. Shelby blinked, adjusting to the visual world again, finding Toby standing before her, his pupils dilated, his breathing as uneven as her own.

"That," he said, rewinding his tie around his palm with deliberate slowness, "is what we protect. Not profit. Heritage. And someone's trying to destroy it."

He moved toward the door, paused with his hand on the knob. "Think about what you just experienced while I deal with this delivery. Then we need to talk about those missing barrels—and who put them there."

The door closed behind him, leaving Shelby alone in his study, her lips still tingling with the memory of Mary's Heirloom Batch, her skin alive with the ghost of his touch, her certainties in tatters around her.
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Evening draped the library in indigo shadows, transforming its daytime grandeur into something more intimate, more conspiratorial. Amber-shaded lamps created islands of light where Shelby and Toby worked in separate corners, each absorbed in their own investigation, yet hyperaware of the other's presence. The grandfather clock measured out the silence between them with solemn strokes, marking time that seemed both too fast and too slow.

Shelby turned another page, her eyes scanning entries she'd already memorized. The three identical discrepancies stared back at her from her notes—damning in their precision, obvious in their construction. Across the room, Toby examined disposal certificates with a jeweler's loupe, his brow furrowed with concentration that failed to mask his periodic glances toward the woman who held evidence that could destroy everything his family had built.

"These are forgeries," Toby said suddenly, his voice cutting through the silence.

Shelby looked up. "What?"

He crossed to her desk, placing three disposal certificates before her—documents supposedly authorizing the destruction of spoiled barrels. "The paper's wrong. Too smooth, too white. We use pre-printed forms on cotton-fiber stock with the Ransdell crest watermarked into the paper itself." He tilted one document under the lamp. "No watermark. This is modern copy paper. Good enough to pass casual inspection, but not authentic."

Shelby examined the documents, recognition dawning. "Someone with access to your records created these. Someone who knew what disposal certificates should look like but didn't have access to the actual forms."

"Or didn't want to risk stealing them," Toby added. "Easier to forge new ones than explain why originals went missing."

"Who has access to your records?"

"Besides family? Samuel. Our production manager Marcus. And..." He hesitated, something flickering across his face that looked like pain. "Our accountant. Silas Vane."

The name meant nothing to Shelby, but the way Toby said it—with the weight of betrayal—told her everything she needed to know about the relationship.

"Tell me about him," she said quietly.

Toby moved to the cabinet where he kept bourbon, pouring two glasses before he spoke. "Silas has been with us for eight years. Started as a bookkeeper, worked his way up to managing all our tax filings and regulatory paperwork." He handed her a glass, his fingers brushing hers. "His mother got sick three years ago—pancreatic cancer. No insurance. I paid her medical bills, got her into the best treatment facility in Louisville. When she beat it, Silas brought his family to Sunday dinners here at the house. His wife Sarah, their two kids. The children called me Uncle Toby."

The revelation hit Shelby like a physical blow. Not just an employee, but family. Someone Toby had helped, trusted, welcomed into his home.

"I'm sorry," she said, the words inadequate.

"Marcus—my production manager—sent me a text this afternoon." Toby pulled out his phone, showing her the message. "Silas was in the records room last Thursday. Unauthorized. Nervous. Didn't sign the visitor log."

Shelby read the text, her investigative instincts sharpening around this new information. "Last Thursday. After I'd already found the first discrepancy but before I found the others."

"Checking his work, maybe. Making sure the evidence was still in place." Toby's jaw tightened. "Or planting more of it."

She set down her glass and gathered her notes, spreading them across the desk alongside the forged disposal certificates. "Someone orchestrated this carefully. They knew exactly how much tax liability would trigger serious investigation without being large enough to be obvious. They knew which quarters to target. They had intimate knowledge of your record-keeping practices."

"Silas knows all of that," Toby said quietly. "He files our quarterly tax returns. He knows our inventory systems. He has legitimate reasons to access the records room."

"But not to forge disposal certificates," Shelby countered. "And not to falsify barrel counts across three consecutive years." She studied Toby's face, seeing the struggle there—loyalty warring with evidence, the desire to believe in someone he'd treated as family colliding with mounting proof of betrayal. "The question is why. What does Silas gain from destroying you?"

"Nothing directly. Which means someone else is pulling his strings."

Shelby nodded slowly, her mind working through possibilities. "Someone with enough leverage over him to make him risk everything. Money, maybe. Or threat."

"Or both." Toby sipped his bourbon, his eyes distant. "I need to talk to him. Confront him directly."

"No." The word came out sharper than she intended. "Not yet. If Silas is working with someone else, confronting him now alerts whoever's behind this. We need to know who benefits from your downfall before we make any moves."

"We?" Toby's gaze sharpened on her face.

Shelby met his eyes directly. "Someone used my badge as a weapon against you. Made me complicit in a frame-up. I need to know who and why just as much as you do."

"And your duty? Your obligation to report what you've found?"

She'd been wrestling with that question since the moment she'd discovered the pattern. "I found evidence of systematic fraud. But the fraud isn't tax evasion—it's falsification of records to create the appearance of tax evasion. That's a different crime entirely, and it requires different investigation."

"Investigation you're willing to conduct?" The question carried weight beyond its simple words.

Shelby took a long drink of bourbon, letting it burn clarity through her confusion. "I'm going to request an extension of my audit period. Tell my supervisor I've found discrepancies that require deeper investigation. That buys us time."

"Time to find who's behind this."

"Time to build a case that proves your innocence instead of your guilt." She paused, the implications of what she was proposing settling over her. "But I need more than suspicion, Toby. I need proof. Real, granite-solid proof that will survive scrutiny."

"Then we find it together." He stepped closer, not touching her but creating a shared space between them that felt like an alliance forming. "You have investigative training. I have generational knowledge of who might want to hurt my family."

"This crosses boundaries," she said, though her voice lacked the conviction it should have carried.

"Those boundaries were crossed the moment they tried to use you against me." His eyes held hers, amber catching lamplight and transforming it into something warmer. "The question is whether you're going to let them succeed, or whether you're going to find out who's really behind this."

The grandfather clock struck nine, each chime emphasizing the weight of her decision. Shelby took another sip of bourbon, weighing duty against conscience, obligation against emerging trust in the man before her.

"I make the call to my supervisor tomorrow," she said finally. "Request the extension. But I'm not hiding what I've found—I'm investigating it properly."

"And I'll start quietly looking into Silas's finances," Toby said. "See if there's evidence of payoffs or pressure."

Not a full partnership, but a tentative alliance. Not surrender of her professional identity, but recognition that truth mattered more than predetermined conclusions.

They stood in the amber-lit library, surrounded by generations of Ransdell history, united by suspicion of a common enemy whose identity remained shadowed. Not quite friends, not quite adversaries, but something new forged in the crucible of shared discovery—two people who valued truth over convenience.

The bourbon in their glasses caught the lamplight, transforming it into liquid gold that mirrored the cautious warmth growing between them. A warmth tempered by the knowledge that someone powerful wanted them at odds, wanted Shelby to be the instrument of Toby's destruction.

Someone who had significantly underestimated them both.

And somewhere in Elk Trace Distillery, Silas Vane went about his work, unaware that the trap he'd set was beginning to close around him instead.


Chapter five
The Sampling


Morning light cut across Toby's study like a blade, illuminating dust motes that danced above the scattered papers covering his desk. He'd been here since dawn, coffee growing cold beside him as he dug through county records, marriage certificates, and family histories with the same meticulous attention he gave to measuring proof in the still house. Sleep had evaded him after that midnight conversation with Shelby in the library—her revelation about the three identical discrepancies, the unmistakable pattern of sabotage. Something kept nagging at him, a missing piece that explained not just how but why Silas would betray him after eight years of loyal service.

The answer had come buried in county marriage records, pulled from digital archives with patient, methodical searching. Now it lay before him, the certificate's official seal catching the sunlight: Silas Robert Vane to Sarah Elizabeth McBrayer, dated nine years ago. One year before Silas had applied for the bookkeeping position at Elk Trace.

McBrayer. The name landed in Toby's chest like a stone dropped in still water, sending ripples of realization outward through his body.

He pulled his grandfather's magnifying glass from the desk drawer, examining the certificate more closely. Sarah Elizabeth McBrayer, born in Harlan County, daughter of James McBrayer and Rebecca Ellis. Further digging had connected her family tree back to the main McBrayer line—a second cousin once removed to Caleb McBrayer, current master distiller at Old Sentinel and the man who'd spent the last decade trying to resurrect the McBrayer name in bourbon circles.

Toby leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking beneath him as the weight of generations settled on his shoulders. Not just an employee turned traitor, but family loyalty pulling Silas back to the McBrayer side of a divide that had existed since before the Civil War.

His mind conjured images of Sunday dinners—Silas and Sarah at the Ransdell table, their children Daniel and Emma running through the garden with Samuel trailing behind them, making sure they didn't disturb Eleanor's prize roses. The way six-year-old Daniel had once climbed into Toby's lap and asked if he could taste the "special grown-up drink," resulting in the smallest possible sip of bourbon and a face so comically disgusted that everyone had laughed for five minutes straight. The Christmas when four-year-old Emma had solemnly presented Toby with a hand-drawn picture of the distillery, complete with stick-figure representations of "Uncle Toby" and her father working the stills side by side.

Uncle Toby. The familial title now tasted bitter in his memory.

Had Sarah known? Had she sat at his table, accepted his hospitality, watched her children form an attachment to him while harboring the knowledge that her husband was systematically falsifying records to destroy everything the Ransdells had built? Or had she been as deceived as he was, caught between loyalties she might not even fully understand?

Toby ran his fingers through his hair, disheveled from hours of research. The McBrayer connection explained everything and nothing. It provided motive where before there had been only confusion, but it left unanswered the deeper question of why now, after eight years of apparently faithful service.

He reached for a leather-bound volume on the corner of his desk—the family history his grandmother had compiled for his twenty-first birthday. The pages fell open naturally to the section detailing what the family euphemistically called "the Gabbard incident"—Mary Gabbard choosing Thaddeus Ransdell over Elias McBrayer in 1868, bringing with her the heirloom yeast strain that would become the backbone of Ransdell bourbon. The McBrayers had never forgiven what they considered theft of their birthright, their resentment calcifying into generational hatred that survived temperance, Prohibition, and bourbon's fall from fashion.

The story was family legend, told and retold at Ransdell gatherings—how Mary had recognized quality in Thaddeus that the bitter, possessive Elias lacked, how she'd chosen not just a husband but a steward for the precious yeast her family had cultivated since crossing the Cumberland Gap. The McBrayers told a different version—one of seduction and betrayal, of Thaddeus stealing what rightfully belonged to Elias through trickery and Mary's weakness.

A hundred and fifty years of grudge, crystallized into tax fraud and falsified barrel counts.

Toby spread the documents before him like a bourbon mash bill, each element essential to the final product. Marriage certificate. Family trees. Employment records showing Silas's hiring date, his promotion to accountant, his gradual accumulation of access to sensitive records. The forged disposal certificates Shelby had identified. The three identical discrepancies spanning three June quarters—eight barrels each time, the same quantity, the same timing, creating a pattern too perfect to be coincidental.

It all pointed to McBrayer involvement—specifically Caleb, who'd spent the last decade rebuilding Old Sentinel Distillery with a single-minded determination that bordered on obsession. Caleb, whose "Birthright Rye" marketing campaign barely disguised its reference to the yeast he believed his family had been cheated out of. Caleb, who'd once cornered Toby at a Kentucky Distillers Association meeting and, after too many samples, slurred that "everything circles back eventually" before being led away by his sister Maeve.

But pointing wasn't proving. The connection was circumstantial—compelling to someone who understood the history, but nothing that would hold up under legal scrutiny. Nothing Toby could take to Shelby as evidence without seeming like he was grasping at historical grievances rather than facts.

He made methodical notes on heavy cream-colored paper, his handwriting the precise, controlled script his mother had insisted upon throughout his childhood. Marriage date. Employment timeline. Discrepancies in 2023, 2024, 2025—all June quarters, all eight barrels, all creating identical tax liability of approximately $250,000. The forged disposal certificates. The timing of Silas's nervous behavior in the records room that Marcus had observed. Each fact a distillation of the larger truth, each note another piece of evidence in what he now recognized as a vendetta spanning generations.

Toby stared at his notes, weighing the decision before him. He should tell Shelby immediately—share the McBrayer connection, explain the historical context, help her understand the depth and breadth of this revenge plot. But something held him back. Instinct, perhaps, or the recognition that she needed to reach this conclusion independently if it was to have any credibility beyond his word.

She was following the money, tracking the paper trail with the discipline of someone trained to find truth in numbers. If there was a direct connection between Silas and Caleb McBrayer—financial transactions, communication, concrete evidence of conspiracy—she would find it. And that evidence would carry more weight coming from a Treasury agent with no prior knowledge of the family feud than from a Ransdell recounting ancient grievances.

No, he wouldn't mention the McBrayers yet. He would continue his own investigation, build his case in parallel to hers, and wait for the moment when their separate paths converged on the same conclusion. Then they would have something solid—something that could withstand scrutiny from the Treasury Department and whatever other authorities became involved once the true nature of this fraud was exposed.

Toby gathered the documents, arranging them in a leather portfolio that he locked in his desk drawer. The weight of betrayal settled into his bones—not just Silas's betrayal, but the betrayal of trust across generations, the poison of resentment that had finally found its way inside his gates through a man he'd helped, promoted, considered family.

He needed to see Shelby, needed to move their investigation forward without revealing what he'd discovered. Needed to find a way to channel the anger burning in his chest into something productive rather than destructive.

The Ransdells had survived Prohibition, survived two world wars, survived bourbon's fall and rise in American favor. They would survive this too. But first, he needed proof—not just for Shelby or the Treasury Department, but for himself. Proof that what he'd built was worth saving, that his legacy wouldn't end with a forged barrel count and a grudge older than the rickhouses that bore his family name.
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Shelby slammed the ledger shut, her frustration finally boiling over after hours of meticulous examination that had yielded nothing new. The evidence of fraud was clear—three identical discrepancies spanning three years couldn't be coincidence—but the paper trail ended there, maddeningly empty where it mattered most. Whoever had planted those false records knew exactly how to create damning evidence while hiding the connections that would identify them. She pressed her fingertips against her temples, trying to massage away the headache building behind her eyes, when the library door opened and Toby appeared, framed in the doorway like a deliberate interruption to her circular thoughts.

"Finding anything?" he asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

"Nothing that connects the dots." She gestured at the spread of papers before her. "Whoever did this was careful. They left evidence of what but not who or how."

Toby crossed to the desk, maintaining a careful distance that felt deliberate after yesterday's blindfold tasting—his hands over hers, guiding the glass to her lips, his breath warm against her ear. The memory sent heat crawling up her neck despite her attempts to focus on the investigation.

"I think we need a break," he said, studying her face with that unsettling attentiveness that made her feel simultaneously seen and exposed. "You've been staring at those ledgers since dawn. Let me show you something else—where these alleged 'missing' barrels would have originated. Barrelhouse Number One, our oldest rickhouse."

Shelby hesitated, professional instinct warring with the undeniable fact that the records had yielded all they were going to yield for now. "Is that where the eight barrels from each quarter would have been stored?"

"Yes. Our premium stock ages there—the barrels that would have been dumped for bottling in those June quarters." His eyes held hers, neither of them acknowledging the undercurrent flowing beneath their professional exchange. "Sometimes seeing the physical space clarifies things ledgers can't show."

She nodded, gathering her notes and tucking them into a folder. "Alright. Show me."

The crisp autumn air hit her like clarity after the library's close atmosphere. Shelby breathed deeply, pulling the collar of her jacket tighter as they descended the manor house steps and started along a limestone-paved path that wound through maple trees blazing with October color. Fallen leaves crunched beneath their shoes, creating a percussion track to their carefully measured conversation.

"The barrelhouse system is designed around temperature variation," Toby explained as they walked, his hands in his pockets, his gaze fixed on the distillery buildings below rather than on her. "Summer heat forces the bourbon into the charred wood, winter cold pulls it back out, extracting color and flavor with each cycle. Barrelhouse One sits at the perfect elevation—high enough for temperature swings but protected from extreme weather by the hills."

Shelby matched his stride, keeping a precise professional distance between them. "And it's the oldest building?"

"Built in 1868 by my great-great-grandfather, expanded in 1897. The original timbers came from oak trees cleared to build the distillery." Pride colored his voice, the same pride she'd heard when he spoke of the Ransdell legacy during their first meeting. "Seven stories of heritage and science working together."

They passed through the heart of the distillery complex where copper stills gleamed in the midday sun, their rounded shapes catching and reflecting light. Workers nodded respectfully to Toby, their gazes sliding curiously to Shelby before returning to their tasks. She felt their assessment—not hostile, but watchful, protective of the man whose family had employed generations of their own.

"The black growth on the buildings—is that mold?" she asked as they approached a massive timber-frame structure whose exterior was darkened by what looked like soot but wasn't.

"Baudoinia compniacensis—distillery fungus. It feeds on the ethanol vapor released during aging—the 'angel's share.' That's how you know you're near a working distillery." Toby gestured to the black patina that covered the building's exterior, the nearby trees, even the limestone outcroppings. "Some rickhouses leak more than others. Number One breathes deeply."

The barrelhouse loomed before them, seven stories of dark timber weathered by a century and a half of Kentucky seasons. Unlike the pristine limestone of the main buildings, this structure wore its age openly, the wood silvered in places, blackened in others, testifying to the slow alchemy happening within. A set of massive double doors stood partially open, their iron hinges thick with age and purpose.

"We never fully close the doors," Toby said, leading her toward the entrance. "The building needs to breathe with the seasons. Temperature-controlled rickhouses produce consistent bourbon, but not extraordinary bourbon."

The threshold felt significant as Shelby crossed it—not just entering a building but stepping into the heart of what made Elk Trace distinctive. The immediate sensory impact was overwhelming: dimness after bright sunlight, the powerful scent of aging bourbon hanging in the air, the cool stillness after the autumn breeze outside. Her eyes adjusted gradually to reveal a cathedral of bourbon—thousands of barrels stacked six high in ricks that stretched upward through multiple floors, disappearing into shadowed heights above.

"My God," she whispered, the space commanding reverence despite her professional detachment.

Toby's smile held satisfaction at her reaction. "This is where the real magic happens—not in the still house, not in the fermentation room, but here. Time and wood and patience."

He led her deeper into the warehouse, down a central aisle between towering racks of barrels. Shafts of sunlight pierced through narrow gaps in the exterior walls, creating pillars of illuminated dust motes that danced with their movement. The air grew thicker as they proceeded, the bourbon vapor more concentrated, coating her tongue with phantom sweetness that she could taste without drinking.

"These are fourth-floor barrels," Toby explained, stopping beside a rick where each barrel bore chalk markings and numbered tags. "Premium aging position—not too hot like the upper floors, not too cool like the ground level. This is where the eight missing barrels from each June quarter would have been located."

He stood close—necessarily so in the dim light—showing her the inventory tags, the chalk marks indicating rotation dates. Each barrel was meticulously documented, its position and contents tracked through the years of its maturation. Shelby found herself leaning toward him, ostensibly to see the small markings, but drawn by something more primal than professional interest.

"Everything is recorded," he continued, his voice dropping lower as he pointed out details, his arm brushing against hers with the movement. "Date filled, mash bill, proof at entry, position changes, sampling dates. We can track every barrel from the day it's filled to the day it's dumped."

The concentrated ethanol vapor—the angel's share that had accumulated in the still air of the barrelhouse—was having a subtle effect on them both. Not drunkenness exactly, but a lightening of inhibition, a softening of barriers. Shelby felt it in the slight disorientation when she turned her head too quickly, in the warmth spreading through her limbs that had nothing to do with the barrelhouse temperature.

"Which makes the falsification even more pointed," she said, forcing her mind back to the investigation. "Whoever did this knew exactly which barrels to target—specific ones that would create a pattern once discovered."

Toby nodded, his face close enough in the dim light that she could see the amber flecks in his eyes, could feel his breath disturbing the air between them. "They knew our systems intimately. Knew where to plant evidence that would be found once someone started looking carefully." His gaze held hers for a moment too long before he stepped back slightly. "Come on. The oldest barrels are in the center section."

He moved deeper into the warehouse, and Shelby followed, acutely aware of the growing tension between them, the way it seemed amplified by the thick, sweet air and the reverent dimness of this space where bourbon slept and transformed. The professional conversation continued, but beneath it ran a current of awareness that made her skin prickle with anticipation—of what, she wasn't entirely certain, but something inevitable was building between them, accelerated by the intoxicating atmosphere of Barrelhouse Number One.
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The center of Barrelhouse Number One existed in perpetual twilight, the few shafts of sunlight that penetrated this deep appearing as hazy columns in the bourbon-saturated air. Shelby followed Toby between massive ricks of barrels, some bearing dates from decades past, the wood darkened by years of absorbing and releasing the precious liquid within. The angel's share was overwhelming here—a thick, sweet miasma that coated her lungs with each breath, making her light-headed in a way that had nothing to do with alcohol consumption and everything to do with the concentrated ethanol vapor that had been accumulating for more than a century.

"These are our oldest barrels," Toby said, his voice hushed as if in the presence of sleeping elders. "Some won't be bottled in my lifetime. My grandfather laid them down, and perhaps my children or grandchildren will determine when they're ready."

Shelby nodded, feeling the weight of generations pressing down on her—Ransdells who had built this cathedral of bourbon, who had watched over these barrels through world wars and depressions, through bourbon's fall and resurgence. The dim light transformed Toby's face, hollowing his cheeks and darkening his eyes, making him appear somehow both more approachable and more intimidating.

"The barrel rotation system ensures even aging," he explained, moving closer to indicate chalk marks on a nearby barrel that were barely visible in the low light. "Every quarter, each barrel is moved slightly to account for temperature variations within the rickhouse."

He stood beside her now, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body, could smell the cedarwood and charcoal scent that seemed infused in his skin. The proximity wasn't entirely necessary, yet neither moved to increase the distance.

"How do you verify inventory in conditions like this?" Shelby asked, her voice sounding strangely intimate in the hushed atmosphere. "It must be difficult to maintain accurate counts."

She turned to look at him as she asked the question and found his face inches from hers, his eyes focused on her with an intensity that had nothing to do with barrel rotation systems. The air between them seemed to thicken, charged with something beyond the ethanol vapor—the accumulated tension of five days of circling each other, of midnight bourbon by firelight, of his hands guiding the glass to her lips during the blindfold tasting.

Neither moved for a suspended moment. Then Toby's hand came up, his thumb tracing the curve of her cheekbone with a gentleness that belied the barely controlled tension in his frame.

"Shelby." Her name emerged as both question and statement, an acknowledgment of the line they were about to cross and a request for permission to cross it.

She answered by closing the distance between them, pressing her lips against his with all the frustration and confusion and desire of the past five days. His response was immediate—one arm wrapping around her waist, pulling her against him while his other hand threaded into her hair, dislodging the careful bun she'd reconstructed after their last encounter.

He backed her against a stack of aging barrels, the solid wood unyielding behind her as his body pressed against her front. The kiss deepened, became something desperate and hungry, months of professional restraint dissolving in the bourbon-laden air. His tongue sought hers, tasting faintly of the coffee he'd been drinking earlier, the bitterness contrasting with the sweet vapor surrounding them.

Shelby's hands found their way under his shirt, fingers splaying across the warm skin of his back, feeling the muscles built from years of working the stills. He groaned into her mouth at the contact, the sound vibrating through her, awakening sensations she'd been suppressing since their first meeting.

Her hair fell completely loose as Toby's fingers freed it from its remaining pins, the auburn strands cascading over her shoulders. He broke the kiss to look at her, his eyes dark with desire, his breathing as ragged as her own.

"God, I've wanted to see you like this since that first day," he murmured, his voice rough with want. "When you stood in my foyer with all that control locked down tight, all I could think about was what you'd look like with your hair down and your defenses abandoned."

His words sent heat coursing through her body, pooling low in her abdomen. She pulled him back to her, reclaiming his mouth in a kiss that held nothing back. Their breaths mingled, bourbon vapor mixing with shared exhalations, creating an intoxicating blend that lowered inhibitions with each passing moment.

Toby's hands moved to her hips, lifting her suddenly so that she sat on the edge of a barrel, the position bringing them eye to eye. Shelby wrapped her legs around him, drawing him closer, feeling the hard evidence of his desire pressed against her. The position changed something between them—shifted the encounter from heated kiss to explicit intent.

His hands worked at the buttons of her blouse while his mouth trailed down her neck, teeth grazing the sensitive skin where her pulse hammered visibly. Shelby's head fell back against the barrel, a soft moan escaping her lips as his fingers brushed against the lace of her bra, the barrier maddeningly insufficient between his touch and her skin.

She fumbled with his belt buckle, normally dexterous fingers clumsy with urgency. They were both breathing heavily, lost in each other, the bourbon vapor and mounting desire creating a haze that obliterated all concerns of propriety or professional boundaries.

"I want you," he whispered against her throat, the words a confession and a plea. "Have wanted you from the moment you walked onto my property looking at me like I was something to be regulated."

"Yes," she breathed, the single syllable encompassing permission, reciprocation, and surrender.

His hand slid beneath her skirt, fingers tracing a path along her thigh that left fire in their wake. Shelby's eyes fluttered closed, her entire world narrowing to the points of contact between them—his mouth on her neck, his hand on her thigh, his body between her legs.

They were fumbling with remaining barriers, breathless and desperate, when a voice echoed from the entrance of the warehouse, shattering the moment like a glass dropped on stone.

"Mr. Toby? You in here? We got a question about the bottling schedule."

Marcus's voice carried clearly through the cavernous space, the professional query absurdly at odds with what was happening in the shadowed center of the warehouse. Toby froze, his forehead dropping to rest against Shelby's, both of them breathing hard. For a suspended moment, neither moved, as if hoping the interruption might somehow evaporate if ignored.

"Don't move," Toby whispered, his voice rough with frustrated desire. Then, louder, with remarkable control: "I'll be right there, Marcus."

Footsteps approached, echoing against the wooden floors. Toby carefully set Shelby down, both of them frantically straightening disheveled clothing. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders, impossible to pin back up in the seconds they had. His shirt was half-untucked, his belt partially undone. They looked thoroughly compromised.

"Stay here," he murmured, the command gentle but firm. "I'll intercept him before he gets this far."

He stepped away, creating distance between them, and Shelby felt the loss like physical pain. He ran a hand through his hair, tucked in his shirt with quick, efficient movements, and then strode toward the approaching footsteps with a confidence that belied what had just happened.

"Marcus, what's the issue with the bottling schedule?" His voice carried back to her, remarkably steady and professional, as if he hadn't been seconds away from taking her against century-old bourbon barrels.

Shelby leaned back against the wood, her heart hammering, her lips swollen, her body humming with frustrated arousal. She could hear Toby's voice in the distance, calm and authoritative, discussing production schedules while she stood in shadows trying to remember how to breathe normally, how to exist as Agent Hensley again rather than a woman burning with desire for the man she was supposed to be investigating.

The interruption had left them both wanting, the sexual tension now unbearable rather than resolved. She knew with bone-deep certainty that what had started here would eventually be finished—the only questions were when and where, not if. That knowledge thrummed through her blood like bourbon heat, terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure.
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"We can adjust the bottling schedule for the small batch, but I'll need to sign off on the label proofs first," Toby said, maintaining eye contact with Marcus while his body screamed with frustrated desire. He'd managed to intercept the production manager well before he could reach the shadowed center of the warehouse where Shelby waited, her hair loose around her shoulders, her lips swollen from his kisses. The conversation about bottling dates and label approvals felt surreal, disconnected from the reality of what had just happened—what had almost happened—against barrels that had been aging since before either of them was born.

"I'll have them on your desk by tomorrow morning," Marcus replied, making notes on his clipboard. "And the Talbott order needs your signature before we can ship."

"Bring it to the house later." Toby forced himself to focus on the mundane details of distillery operations while his pulse still hammered with arousal. "Is there anything else?"

"That's all for now," Marcus said, then hesitated. "Everything alright, Mr. Toby? You seem a bit... distracted."

Toby managed a smile that felt foreign on his face. "Just considering some adjustments to the winter aging protocol. The barometric pressure readings suggest we might need to modify our rotation schedule."

The lie came easily, wrapped in enough technical jargon to discourage further questions. Marcus nodded and turned to leave, his footsteps echoing on the wooden floor as he made his way back toward the entrance. Toby waited until the sound faded completely before returning to where he'd left Shelby.

She was gone. The space between the barrels stood empty, only the faintest lingering scent of her perfume suggesting she'd ever been there. He ran a hand through his hair, feeling the loss like a physical ache. She must have slipped away while he dealt with Marcus, unwilling to risk discovery or perhaps needing distance to process what had happened between them.

Toby remained in the barrelhouse for another half hour, ostensibly checking inventory but actually giving Shelby time to return to the manor without having to face him immediately. The delay also allowed his body to cool, though his mind continued to replay the sensation of her legs wrapped around him, her fingers on his skin, the soft sound she'd made when he'd kissed her neck.

He walked back to the manor alone, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows across the distillery grounds. The autumn air felt sharp against his face after the bourbon-saturated atmosphere of Barrelhouse Number One, bringing with it a clarity that was both welcome and unwelcome. His thoughts alternated between Shelby—the taste of her mouth, the heat of her skin—and the Sarah McBrayer connection he'd discovered that morning, which now felt like it had happened in another lifetime.

The two investigations were hopelessly entangled in his mind: the betrayal by someone he'd trusted, the conspiracy against his family legacy, and now this unexpected, overwhelming attraction to the woman sent to potentially destroy everything he'd built. The irony wasn't lost on him—that in the midst of fighting to save his family's reputation, he'd crossed a line that could compromise both of their professional standings.

When he reached the manor, he paused at the library door, knowing she would be there. Sure enough, Shelby sat at the desk, ledgers spread before her just as they had been when he'd found her that morning. Her hair was pulled back into its severe bun again, not a strand out of place. She'd reconstructed her professional armor completely—back straight, expression focused, fountain pen moving methodically across her legal pad.

Only the faintest flush across her cheekbones and a certain tension around her mouth betrayed what had happened between them hours earlier.

"Find anything new?" he asked, his voice carefully neutral as he stepped into the room.

She looked up, her gaze meeting his for only a moment before returning to the ledger. "Nothing conclusive. I'm cross-referencing employee access records with the dates the discrepancies would have been entered."

The conversation was absurdly normal—as if they hadn't been pressed against each other in the dim light of Barrelhouse Number One, hands beneath clothing, breaths mingling, bodies straining toward completion. Neither acknowledged what had happened, what had almost happened, what still hummed between them like electricity seeking ground.

"I'll be in my study if you need anything," he said, the formal words feeling hollow in his mouth.

She nodded without looking up. "Thank you."

He retreated to his study, closing the door behind him before leaning against it, exhaling a breath that seemed to have been held since Marcus's voice shattered the moment in the barrelhouse. The portfolio containing his discovery about Sarah McBrayer sat where he'd left it in the desk drawer, waiting for his attention. He should focus on that—on building the case against Silas and, by extension, Caleb McBrayer. He should be reviewing financial records, looking for evidence of payments or pressure that would prove the connection.

Instead, he sat at his desk staring unseeing at the documents before him, his mind filled with auburn hair falling loose around shoulders usually hidden beneath formal blazers, with the soft gasp Shelby had made when he lifted her onto the barrel, with the way her legs had wrapped around him with such natural precision, as if they'd been designed to hold him exactly that way.

Evening shadows lengthened across his study, matching those growing in the library where Shelby continued her methodical investigation. They worked separately, two rooms apart, each pretending to focus on paper trails and evidence while their bodies remembered the feeling of being pressed together in bourbon-scented darkness.

Toby forced himself to review county records, searching for additional connections between the Vanes and the McBrayers, but his concentration kept fracturing. He found himself staring at the same page for minutes at a time, unseeing, his mind replaying the taste of Shelby's mouth, the silk of her hair between his fingers, the heat of her beneath his hands.

This separation was temporary, this pretense of professional distance merely a delaying action against something inevitable. The question wasn't whether they would finish what had started in Barrelhouse Number One—it was simply when and where. The certainty of eventual consummation hung between them like the angel's share in the warehouse air, invisible but potent, affecting everything.

Night fell completely, and still they worked in their separate spaces, connected by the knowledge of what had happened and what was still to come. The manor creaked and settled around them, the old wood speaking its own language of patience and time. Barrels aged for decades before reaching their perfect moment. Perhaps this, too, required proper aging—the right conditions, the right moment for completion.

But unlike bourbon, the waiting only increased the potency, the urgency building with each passing hour. Eventually, one of them would break, would cross the distance between study and library, between professional obligation and personal desire. Eventually, the tension would snap, and they would finish what they'd started against century-old barrels in the heart of Ransdell legacy.

It wasn't a question of if, but when. And they both knew it.


Chapter six
The Discovery


Dawn arrived as a pale suggestion beyond the guest suite windows, finding Shelby already awake, curled in the window seat with her knees drawn to her chest. She hadn't truly slept—just drifted through fragmented dreams dominated by the scent of aging bourbon, the pressure of Toby's body against hers, and the lingering heat where his hands had traveled beneath her clothing. The memory sent another wave of frustration through her, desire unresolved and amplified by the hours of separation. But desire wouldn't solve this case. Desire wouldn't explain who was setting up the Ransdells, or why. And desire certainly wouldn't untangle the web of falsified records she'd discovered.

Shelby pressed her forehead against the cool window glass, watching as the landscape gradually emerged from darkness—first the distillery buildings below, then the rolling hills beyond, finally the limestone outcroppings that seemed to rise from the earth like ancient guardians. She needed clarity. Needed to think beyond the persistent memory of Toby's mouth on her neck, his hands lifting her onto that barrel, the weight of him between her thighs.

With deliberate movements that belied her inner turmoil, she retrieved her laptop from the desk and returned to the window seat. The computer hummed to life, its artificial glow harsh against the gentle dawn light filtering through Kentucky maples. She entered her credentials, accessing the Treasury Department's secure databases with the same authority she'd wielded since joining the agency three years ago.

"Start with the basics," she murmured to herself, fingers moving across the keyboard with practiced efficiency. "Who initiated this audit?"

All Treasury investigations began somewhere—a tip, a flag in the system, a routine review cycle. She navigated to the case origin files, her clearance granting her access to information most field agents never saw. The audit of Elk Trace Distillery had been triggered by an anonymous complaint, routed through proper channels, alleging potential tax fraud and falsification of records.

Anonymous on the surface, but someone had filed it. Someone had pointed Treasury specifically at the Ransdells.

She pulled up the original referral document, eyes skimming over the formal language until she reached the source field. Her breath caught, a small sound of surprise escaping her lips.

Halloway, Clay & Beaumont.

Not anonymous at all, but submitted through one of Kentucky's most prestigious law firms—the very firm where she'd been cultivating connections for the past two years. The firm where she'd attended networking events, where she'd strategically placed herself in conversations with senior partners, where she'd imagined building her second career after paying her dues in government service.

The firm she'd trusted with her professional aspirations had weaponized her badge against Toby Ransdell.

Shelby stared at the name on her screen, feeling something cold and leaden settle in her stomach. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, momentarily frozen as the implications crystallized in her mind. This wasn't just any law firm. This was Halloway Clay—white-shoe firm, bourbon aristocracy, the establishment gatekeepers who determined which distilleries thrived and which faltered in Kentucky's complex regulatory landscape.

And they had specifically requested an audit of Elk Trace.

Her shock gave way to methodical anger, a slow-burning determination that focused her mind more effectively than caffeine. She began pulling financial records for Halloway Clay, using her Treasury access to request their banking transactions for the past year. While she waited for the data to populate, she cross-referenced the firm's client list against Kentucky distilleries.

On paper, they represented dozens of bourbon producers—handling everything from label approvals to distribution contracts to export compliance. Among their client list, a name stood out: Old Sentinel Distillery, owned by Caleb McBrayer. The name meant nothing to her yet, but instinct told her to make a note. She'd ask Toby later if it carried significance.

The financial records loaded, spreadsheets of transactions appearing on her screen. Shelby narrowed the parameters, filtering for unusual patterns, large transfers, anything that deviated from standard legal billing. This was the tedious work of investigation—sifting through mountains of data for the single grain that didn't belong.

Row after row, transaction after transaction. Coffee grew cold beside her as morning light strengthened, casting long shadows across the room. Three hours passed as she sorted, filtered, cross-referenced, built spreadsheets that visualized money flows into and out of Halloway Clay's accounts.

Then she found it.

A $500,000 payment from a company called Limestone Heritage LLC, transferred to Halloway Clay three months before they filed the anonymous tip about Elk Trace. A single transaction that stood out from the regular billing patterns, the invoice description vaguely labeled "Strategic Industry Consultation."

Half a million dollars for "consultation." Three months later, an anonymous tip targeting the Ransdells.

The timing was too perfect to be coincidence. The amount too large for routine legal work.

"Limestone Heritage," she murmured, making notes on a legal pad beside her. The name carried Kentucky bourbon connotations—limestone-filtered water being essential to the state's distinctive spirits. But she'd never heard of this company in her three years overseeing distillery compliance.

Shelby traced the payment back further, searching Delaware corporations registry for Limestone Heritage LLC. A shell company, registered three years ago, with minimal public information. The type of entity created specifically to obscure ownership and financial flows.

Her pulse quickened with the thrill of investigation, the familiar satisfaction of following threads that others had tried to hide. This was what she excelled at—finding connections in seemingly disconnected data, building cases from fragments that others dismissed.

But this time, the case she was building wasn't against the Ransdells. It was against the very institution she'd hoped would eventually welcome her into its ranks.

She stared at her screen, the evidence undeniable: Halloway Clay had received half a million dollars, then triggered an audit of Elk Trace using Treasury channels. Using her. They had deliberately positioned her as the instrument of Toby Ransdell's destruction, counting on her Appalachian background to lend credibility to whatever she found, knowing her ambition might blind her to being manipulated.

The betrayal burned deeper than professional disappointment. This wasn't just a career setback—this was a fundamental violation of trust. They had used her aspirations against her, confident that her desire for their approval would outweigh any doubts she might develop about the audit's legitimacy.

And they had nearly succeeded. If the discrepancies had been less obvious, if the pattern hadn't been so precisely constructed, if Toby hadn't been so confident in his innocence—she might have filed her report without questioning, might have delivered exactly the outcome they'd paid for.

Shelby closed her eyes briefly, remembering Deputy Director Mitchell's warning: "Don't go native on me." Had he known? Was Treasury itself compromised, or merely being used? The questions multiplied, the conspiracy expanding beyond what she'd initially imagined.

She opened her eyes, resolution hardening her expression. Limestone Heritage LLC was her next target. Someone owned that shell company. Someone had paid Halloway Clay to set this trap. And she would find them, expose them, make them understand exactly what happened when you turned Shelby Hensley into an unwitting weapon.

The sun had fully risen now, bathing the room in warm light that contrasted with the cold determination settling in her bones. She reached for her cold coffee, grimacing at the bitter taste but drinking it anyway. The day had just begun, and she had much more digging to do.
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The sun climbed higher, shadows shortening across the guest suite floor as Shelby hunched over her laptop, half-empty coffee cup long gone cold beside her. Her back ached from hours in the same position, but the discomfort registered only distantly as she followed the money trail like a bloodhound locked onto a scent. Limestone Heritage LLC had appeared from nowhere three years ago, its digital footprint deliberately obscured behind registered agents and filing services. But Treasury databases gave her access beyond public records—into the banking information that revealed beneficial ownership. Three more queries, two authorization codes, and there it was: Limestone Heritage LLC, owned by another shell company, which was in turn controlled by a McBrayer family trust with multiple beneficiaries.

She dug deeper, following the chain of ownership through corporate veils designed to obscure rather than reveal. The trust listed six beneficiaries—various McBrayer family members, including Caleb McBrayer, master distiller and CEO of Old Sentinel Distillery. But the trust structure made it impossible to determine who specifically had authorized the payments. Any of the beneficiaries could have acted, or they could have acted collectively.

She sat back, rolling her stiff shoulders. Caleb McBrayer. The name still meant nothing to her personally—just another bourbon producer in an industry filled with family dynasties and corporate players. But the pattern was suspicious: the McBrayer family trust had paid Halloway Clay half a million dollars, then the firm filed an anonymous tip triggering an audit of Elk Trace. Caleb was the most prominent McBrayer, the public face of Old Sentinel, but proving he personally orchestrated this would be another matter entirely.

"Why would one distiller target another?" she murmured, making notes in tight, controlled handwriting.

Competition alone didn't explain the elaborate scheme. This wasn't simple market rivalry—this was systematic destruction, years in planning, meticulous in execution. No competitor invested this much time and money unless the stakes transcended business.

Shelby pulled up Old Sentinel's corporate profile. Mid-sized distillery, nowhere near Elk Trace's market position or historical significance. Recently rebranded, apparently working to elevate their position in the premium bourbon space. Their signature product—"Birthright Rye"—had launched three years ago.

Three years. The same timeframe as the falsified records at Elk Trace. The same timeframe as Limestone Heritage's formation.

She dug deeper into Limestone Heritage's transactions, pulling every payment made from the shell company's accounts since its inception. Credit card statements, wire transfers, checks cleared—the entire financial history of an entity created solely to channel funds without detection.

A pattern emerged from the data—smaller transactions, regular amounts, spread across thirty-six months. All to the same recipient account. She cross-referenced the account number against Treasury databases and froze, her breath catching as the name appeared on screen: Silas Vane.

Monthly payments of $5,000 for three years. Thirty-six payments totaling $180,000, all flowing from the McBrayer shell company to Toby's accountant. The man who had access to every record, who understood the Ransdells' accounting systems, who could manipulate inventory counts without raising immediate suspicions.

The man whose mother Toby had helped through cancer treatment. The man whose children called him "Uncle Toby."

"You son of a bitch," Shelby whispered, anger rising hot and immediate at the calculated betrayal.

The conspiracy unfurled before her like a distillery schematic—each component precisely engineered for maximum destruction. The McBrayers had paid Silas to under-report production in the Ransdell tax filings, creating identical discrepancies across three years—real product sold without paying required taxes—that would suggest deliberate tax evasion rather than clerical error. They'd paid Halloway Clay to file the anonymous tip that triggered Treasury's investigation, knowing the prestigious firm's complaint would receive immediate attention.

And she'd been the final piece—the Appalachian-born agent sent to find exactly what they'd planted, to build the case that would destroy the Ransdells. Her mountain background lending authenticity, her government authority providing legitimacy, her career ambitions ensuring she'd be thorough.

They had weaponized every aspect of her identity—her heritage, her training, her aspirations. And she had nearly delivered exactly what they wanted.

Shelby pushed back from the desk abruptly, needing physical distance from the evidence of her manipulation. She paced the guest suite, anger propelling her in tight circles as the full implications settled into her consciousness. This wasn't just professional—this was personal. They had used her against Toby, against a family who'd done nothing wrong, against a legacy that stretched back generations.

The memory of Toby in Barrelhouse Number One rose unbidden—not just their physical encounter, but the reverence with which he'd spoken of the aging bourbon, the connection to his ancestors, the responsibility he felt to preserve something authentic in a world increasingly dominated by shortcuts and profit margins.

Her feelings for him—already complicated by attraction and their near-consummation against century-old barrels—transformed into something fiercer, more protective. Fury that someone would use her against him. Determination that they would not succeed.

And beneath it all, guilt. Guilt that she'd been so easily manipulated, that she'd questioned Toby's integrity even briefly, that she'd been the instrument someone else had aimed at his destruction.

Shelby stopped before the window, looking out at Elk Trace spread below—the limestone buildings, the copper-topped stills, the black-painted barrelhouses where bourbon aged in darkness, transformed by time and patience into something worth protecting. Something the McBrayers wanted badly enough to orchestrate this elaborate frame.

She couldn't go back to Treasury. Couldn't pretend this was just another case, couldn't file reports that would trigger investigations, couldn't maintain the professional distance her job required. Not when she knew she'd been manipulated, not when she understood that even doing her job by the book meant playing into the McBrayer scheme.

And she certainly couldn't pursue that position at Halloway Clay—the dream job she'd been cultivating for years, the prestigious firm that had taken money to destroy an innocent family, the institution that had seen her as nothing more than a useful tool in a vendetta she didn't understand.

She returned to the laptop, purpose hardening her movements as she opened a new document. Not a Treasury report with its formal language and bureaucratic structure. Evidence for Toby—clear, comprehensive, irrefutable. Everything she'd discovered, everything that proved his innocence and revealed the conspiracy against him.

Shelby worked with methodical intensity, compiling bank records, transaction histories, the original anonymous tip, the timeline showing three years of payments to Silas corresponding precisely with the falsified records. She created charts showing money flows from the McBrayer trust through Limestone Heritage to both Silas and Halloway Clay. She built a case more thorough than any she'd assembled during her government career—not to prove guilt, but to establish innocence.

He needed to know. Tonight. Needed to understand who had targeted him and how they had done it. Needed to see the evidence that his accountant had betrayed him, that a rival distiller had orchestrated his destruction, that a prestigious law firm had weaponized the government against him.

And he needed to hear it from her—the woman who'd been sent to destroy him, who now understood exactly how she'd been used, who was choosing his truth over her career.

Her fingers moved across the keyboard with newfound certainty, each keystroke a rejection of the role she'd been assigned in this conspiracy. She wasn't Treasury's instrument anymore. She wasn't Halloway Clay's unwitting accomplice. She wasn't the McBrayers' weapon.

She was simply Shelby—the woman who had seen the truth, who wouldn't look away, who would stand against those who had manipulated her. And whatever consequences came from that choice—professional, legal, personal—she would face them.

But first, she would tell Toby everything.

[image: ]

Afternoon light slanted through the guest suite windows, casting amber patterns across the spread of documents Shelby had compiled throughout the day. She'd barely moved except to refill her coffee mug, too absorbed in building her case to register hunger or fatigue. The evidence mounted hour by hour—transaction records, bank statements, timelines connecting the McBrayers to Silas, Silas to the falsified records, the records to the audit that had brought her to Elk Trace. Her righteous anger had crystallized into something colder, more purposeful—the concentrated determination of a woman who had discovered precisely how she'd been used and intended to make every responsible party pay for their calculation.

She opened a new document and began drafting her formal complaint to the Kentucky Bar Association. The prose flowed with devastating precision as she detailed Halloway Clay's ethical violations—accepting payment to file false claims with a government agency, engaging in conspiracy to defraud, weaponizing regulatory systems against an innocent business. She cited specific statutes, attached evidence of the $500,000 payment, connected each partner's signature to the corresponding ethical breach.

"Your March to the Sea," she murmured, remembering the Civil War reference her history professor had used to describe Sherman's devastating campaign. That's what this complaint would be—a scorched-earth assault on the firm that had used her badge as a weapon. Halloway Clay wouldn't merely face embarrassment; they would burn for this betrayal. Their reputation would collapse, their bourbon industry connections would evaporate, their partners would face disbarment.

She worked through the afternoon, methodically building her case against everyone involved—the McBrayers, Silas, Halloway Clay. Samuel knocked once, offering dinner, but she declined with distracted politeness, unwilling to break her concentration even for food. The light outside her windows shifted from afternoon gold to evening violet, then to full darkness broken only by the security lights illuminating the distillery below.

Around nine, footsteps in the hallway outside her door made her glance up. The distinctive cadence of Toby's walk slowed as he approached her suite, then stopped completely. Shelby held her breath, staring at the door, waiting. A moment of complete silence followed—Toby pausing outside her room, perhaps considering knocking, perhaps remembering their interrupted encounter in the barrelhouse. Then the footsteps resumed, continuing down the hall toward his wing of the manor.

The hesitation told her everything—he wanted her, was giving her space, was waiting for her to come to him when she was ready. No pressure, no demand, just quiet certainty that what had started between them would eventually be finished.

She returned to her work with renewed focus, compiling everything into a single document for Toby—not a dry recitation of facts, but a narrative of betrayal and manipulation centered on the McBrayer vendetta. She included evidence of every payment, screenshots of banking records, copies of the anonymous tip, her analysis of the identical discrepancies spanning three years.

By eleven, she was finished. The evidence sat before her—complete, irrefutable, devastating. She sat back in her chair, staring at her laptop screen, fully understanding what she was about to do.

She was going to confess that she had been sent here as a weapon.

She was going to admit she'd been manipulated into investigating an innocent man.

She was going to burn her career at Treasury, destroy her professional reputation, abandon any hope of that dream job at Halloway Clay.

And then—if he would still have her after learning the truth—she was going to surrender completely.

The realization settled into her bones with surprising lightness. This wasn't some momentary impulse born of attraction or proximity. This was choice. Deliberate, conscious, informed. She was choosing Toby and truth over career and ambition.

Shelby closed her laptop, gathering the evidence she'd printed as backup. Then she moved to the bathroom, turning the shower to its hottest setting. As steam filled the marble-tiled space, she methodically removed her clothing—the practical cotton undergarments, the serviceable blouse, the tailored slacks that had been her uniform throughout this investigation. She stood naked before the mirror, studying herself with new awareness.

The woman reflected back at her was no longer Agent Hensley of the Treasury Department. She was simply Shelby—a woman who had discovered exactly how she'd been used and had chosen her own path forward.

She stepped under the scalding spray, letting the water sluice away the last vestiges of her professional persona. She washed her hair with Eleanor's French shampoo, scrubbed her skin with bourbon-scented soap, erased every trace of the woman who had arrived at Elk Trace six days ago with a badge and a mission.

When she emerged, wrapped in a plush towel, she faced the most significant choice of all—what to wear when she went to Toby's room with her evidence and her surrender. Her gaze fell on the burgundy silk robe hanging on the bathroom door—Eleanor Ransdell's robe, the one she'd worn during that first midnight encounter in the library when everything had changed between them.

She let the towel drop, reaching for the silk with deliberate movements. The material slipped over her naked skin like water, settling against her body with sensuous weight. She belted it loosely, the silk parting slightly to reveal the valley between her breasts, the line of her collarbones, the curves of her calves.

Nothing underneath. Just silk and skin and the decision she'd made.

Shelby gathered her damp hair over one shoulder, leaving it loose and unconstrained. She collected her laptop and the printed evidence, then stood before the mirror one final time. The woman reflected back bore little resemblance to the TTB agent who had arrived at Elk Trace. Her eyes held knowledge now—of conspiracy, of desire, of choice. Her lips, bare of professional gloss, seemed fuller, more vulnerable. The silk robe transformed her from government instrument to woman, from weapon to ally.

Barefoot—like she'd been that night in the library, but this time not from insomnia or accident. From deliberate choice. From surrender.

She left her room, walking through the darkened manor toward Toby's wing. The silk whispered against her bare legs with each step, a sensual reminder of her nakedness beneath the single layer of borrowed fabric. She carried truth in her hands—the laptop and documents that would reveal everything about the McBrayer conspiracy. She carried surrender in her body—unarmored, unshielded, completely open to whatever came next.

Portraits watched her progress through the darkened corridors—generations of Ransdells bearing witness to her transformation from adversary to advocate, from investigator to intimate. She wondered briefly what they would think of this mountain girl walking toward their descendant, bearing both vindication and vulnerability.

But it didn't matter. The only opinion that mattered waited behind the door at the end of this hallway—Toby, who had seen through her professional armor from the beginning, who had recognized the conflicted woman beneath the badge, who had almost claimed her against century-old bourbon barrels.

Shelby paused outside his door, her heart beating a rhythm more ancient than distillation itself. Then she knocked—three soft sounds in the midnight silence, announcing her arrival, her surrender, her choice.


Chapter seven
The Walk to Canossa


The door opened and Shelby stood frozen in the warm light spilling from Toby's study, suddenly aware of how she must appear—barefoot, wearing only Eleanor's burgundy silk robe, her damp hair loose around her shoulders, clutching her laptop and a folder of documents to her chest like armor. Toby stood framed in the doorway, still dressed in the clothes he'd worn all day, his white shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows, a crystal tumbler of bourbon dangling from his fingers. His eyes darkened as they traveled from her face down to her bare feet and back again, understanding instantly that this was surrender, though not yet knowing what kind.

"Shelby." Just her name, a question suspended between them, his voice rough with something between wariness and desire.

She stepped forward without invitation, forcing him to step back, her bare feet silent against the hardwood as she entered his sanctuary. His scent enveloped her—bourbon and cedarwood and male heat—the same scent that had surrounded her in Barrelhouse Number One when they'd nearly consumed each other against century-old barrels.

"I need to tell you something," she said, her voice already unsteady. "Everything."

Toby closed the door behind her, the soft click magnified in the midnight quiet. He set his bourbon down on a side table and waited, arms crossed, creating space between them when every molecule in her body craved closeness. The study wrapped around them like an embrace—leather and wood and books bearing the imprint of his presence, the place where he'd blindfolded her with his silk tie and guided bourbon to her lips.

"I've been investigating." She placed her laptop on his desk, her fingers trembling slightly as she opened it. "Not just your ledgers. The origin of this audit."

She began to pace, her bare feet padding across the antique rug as righteous anger bubbled up through her carefully maintained composure. "The anonymous tip that brought me here? Not anonymous at all. It came from Halloway Clay." She spat the firm's name like something bitter on her tongue. "The prestigious law firm where I've spent two years networking, attending their events, cultivating relationships with partners. The place I planned to work after Treasury."

She turned to face him, the silk robe swirling around her calves with the sudden movement. "Do you understand what I'm saying? The firm I wanted to build my career with set me up. They weaponized my badge against you."

Toby's expression remained carefully neutral, only the tightening of his jaw revealing that her words had landed.

"That's a serious accusation."

"It's not an accusation. It's fact." Shelby moved to her laptop, pulling up the documents she'd gathered throughout the day. "I traced the tip back through Treasury systems. Halloway Clay filed it three months ago, specifically requesting a thorough audit of Elk Trace's tax compliance."

She clicked through screens, bringing up bank records with the precision of someone who'd spent years following money trails. "Then I found this. A $500,000 payment to Halloway Clay from a company called Limestone Heritage LLC. Labeled 'Strategic Industry Consultation.'" Her finger jabbed at the screen. "Half a million dollars, Toby. Three months before they filed the anonymous tip that brought me here."

His eyes narrowed as he studied the transaction details. "Limestone Heritage. I've never heard of them."

"Because they don't really exist." The anger in her voice sharpened. "Shell company, registered in Delaware three years ago specifically to obscure ownership and financial flows."

She clicked to another screen, displaying corporate registry information. "I used Treasury database access to trace the beneficial ownership. Limestone Heritage LLC is wholly owned by Caleb McBrayer, master distiller and CEO of Old Sentinel Distillery."

A muscle twitched in Toby's jaw at the name. "McBrayer."

Shelby noticed his reaction but pressed on, her rage building with each revelation. "It gets worse. I pulled every transaction made by Limestone Heritage since its formation." She brought up a spreadsheet showing dozens of payments. "Monthly transactions of $5,000 for the past three years. All to the same recipient."

She watched Toby's face as she scrolled to highlight the account holder's name: Silas Vane.

"Your accountant. The man whose mother you saved from cancer. The man whose children call you 'Uncle Toby.'" Her voice broke on the familiar title. "He's been taking payments from McBrayer for three years. Thirty-six payments. $180,000 total."

Toby stared at the evidence, his expression hardening into something dangerous. "Silas."

"He under-reported your production deliberately." Shelby pulled documents from her folder, spreading them across the desk with methodical precision that belied the storm inside her. "Created those identical discrepancies across three June quarters. Eight barrels each time. Same pattern. Same tax liability."

She slammed her palm against the desk, the sharp sound punctuating her words. "The bourbon was actually sold, Toby. The liability is real. You actually owe the taxes because Silas hid real revenue from Treasury."

Her professional control began to crack, anger giving way to something rawer as the full weight of her manipulation settled on her shoulders. "They used me. All of them. McBrayer bought off your accountant, paid a law firm to file a tip, and I was the perfect weapon they aimed at your head."

Shelby's pacing became more erratic, her hands gesturing sharply as she spoke. "I was so fucking careful to do everything right. To be thorough. To follow procedure. And the whole time I was doing exactly what they wanted."

She turned to him, tears threatening behind her rage. "I almost destroyed you. I almost filed that report. If the pattern hadn't been so obvious, if you hadn't been so confident in your innocence, I would have given them exactly what they paid for."

Her voice caught, the professional veneer cracking completely. "They knew exactly who to send—mountain girl with Treasury credentials. I'd be believable when I found what they planted. I'd be thorough enough to build the case they needed."

The tears broke free now, streaming down her face as the full emotional impact of the betrayal crashed through her defenses. "I was their instrument, Toby. I was the final piece of their plan."

She sank into a chair, her laptop forgotten, the silk robe parting to reveal her bare calves and knees. "I spent three years building a reputation at Treasury. Two years cultivating relationships at Halloway Clay. And they used all of it—every ambition, every skill, every credential—to make me the weapon that would destroy you."

Shelby looked up at him through her tears, all pretense of professional distance abandoned. "When I realized what they'd done—how they'd manipulated me—I couldn't bear it. I'm done with Treasury. I'm done with Halloway Clay. I've drafted a formal complaint to the Kentucky Bar Association that will burn that firm to the ground."

Her shoulders slumped, the fight leaving her as grief took its place. "I was their weapon, Toby. And I didn't even know it until it was almost too late."

The confession hung in the air between them, her evidence spread across his desk, her tears flowing unchecked down her face. She had come to him with everything—the truth about the conspiracy, the evidence of betrayal, and most significantly, herself—stripped of professional armor, of ambition, of the barriers she'd maintained since arriving at Elk Trace.

She waited for his response, vulnerable in a way that transcended her near-nakedness beneath the silk robe. She had surrendered everything—her career, her ambitions, her carefully constructed professional identity. All that remained was Shelby, raw and exposed, having chosen his truth over her own future.
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Toby went perfectly still, his face a mask that revealed nothing of the thoughts racing behind his amber eyes. The silence stretched between them, thick with the weight of her confession. Shelby felt her heart constrict—she had hurt him with the truth, with the admission that she had been sent here as a weapon against him. Perhaps she had lost everything after all.

When he finally spoke, his voice was controlled, deliberately even. "You were sent here to destroy me."

The statement hung in the air, neither accusation nor question—just a plain acknowledgment of fact that landed between them like a stone dropped in still water. Another beat of silence passed, filled only with the sound of her uneven breathing. She couldn't bring herself to meet his eyes.

Then his voice softened. "And instead, you're here. Barefoot in my mother's robe, burning your career to save mine."

He crossed to where she sat, one hand reaching out to tilt her chin up, forcing her to meet his gaze. The touch sent electricity through her skin.

"They made you the weapon, Shelby. But you're the one who chose where to aim it."

Relief flooded through her, so powerful she nearly swayed toward him. He understood. He saw her choice for what it was—not just confession, but allegiance. Not just truth, but alliance.

He released her chin and took the laptop from her trembling hands. Moving to his desk, he began reviewing her evidence with methodical focus, his expression hardening as he scrolled through transaction records and bank statements. Shelby watched as he absorbed it all—McBrayer's shell company, the payments to Silas, the timeline of the three identical discrepancies.

"The Treasury access that got you these records—using it this way could end your career," he observed without looking up, his fingers scrolling through the evidence she'd compiled.

"My career ended the moment I walked through your door tonight," she replied, her voice steadier now. "I'm not going back."

When he reached the Halloway Clay payment, a soft curse escaped his lips. "Half a million dollars. They bought a law firm to destroy us."

He closed the laptop with deliberate care, as if the evidence inside were fragile, combustible. Then he turned to face her fully, his eyes more intense than she'd yet seen them.

"I found something too." He moved to his desk drawer, extracting a leather portfolio she hadn't noticed before. From it, he withdrew a document and handed it to her. "Silas's wife is Sarah McBrayer. Second cousin to Caleb. I found it this morning."

Shelby stared at the marriage certificate, the implications crystallizing in her mind. "So this isn't just business rivalry."

"No." His voice dropped lower, weighted with generations of history. "This is family."

He took the certificate from her hands, replacing it in the portfolio. "The McBrayers and Ransdells have been enemies since 1868, when Mary Gabbard chose my great-great-grandfather Thaddeus over Elias McBrayer. She brought with her a family heirloom—a yeast strain developed by her grandmother that became the foundation of Ransdell bourbon."

Toby moved to the window, staring out into the darkness beyond as if he could see into the past itself. "Family legend says Mary didn't feel safe with Elias. Something about his temper, his need for control. She chose Thaddeus instead—not just as a husband, but as a steward for the yeast her family had cultivated since crossing the Cumberland Gap."

He turned back to her, the moonlight casting half his face in shadow. "The McBrayers tell a different story. In their version, Thaddeus seduced Mary, stole what rightfully belonged to Elias through trickery. They believe the yeast should have been theirs—that Ransdell bourbon was built on McBrayer birthright."

"A hundred and fifty years of grudge," Shelby whispered, seeing the pattern with new clarity.

"A hundred and fifty years of grudge," Toby confirmed, "crystallized into tax fraud and falsified barrel counts." He moved back to his desk, spreading out the documents from his portfolio—family trees, employment records, the forged disposal certificates she'd identified days earlier. "Caleb's been trying to resurrect the McBrayer name in bourbon circles for a decade. His 'Birthright Rye' is a direct reference to what he thinks we stole."

Shelby rose from her chair, drawn to the evidence laid out before her. Their separate investigations converged on the desk surface—her financial records showing the money trail from McBrayer to Silas to the falsified documents, his historical research showing the generations of resentment that had fueled the conspiracy.

"Silas must have mentioned his wife's maiden name when he applied," she said, the investigator in her filling gaps in the narrative. "McBrayer recognized the opportunity—someone with access to your records, someone you would trust."

"He played the long game," Toby agreed. "Eight years Silas worked here. Three years taking payments to falsify our records." His hand tightened into a fist on the desk surface. "I paid for his mother's cancer treatment. I taught his son to fish in our pond."

The betrayal in his voice pierced her. She moved closer, not quite touching him, but near enough to feel the heat radiating from his body. "McBrayer used Silas's family loyalty against both of you. Paid him to sabotage you from within, then weaponized Treasury through Halloway Clay to finish the job."

"And sent you to pull the trigger." His eyes met hers, intense in the dim light.

"But I didn't pull it," she reminded him softly.

A moment passed between them, charged with everything still unsaid. Then Toby straightened, his expression shifting to something more practical. "What happens now?"

Shelby gestured to the laptop. "I've drafted a formal complaint to the Kentucky Bar Association. Detailed evidence of Halloway Clay's ethical violations—accepting payment to file false claims with a government agency, engaging in conspiracy to defraud, weaponizing regulatory systems against an innocent business. They won't just face embarrassment, Toby. They'll burn for this. Partners will be disbarred."

She took a deep breath, steadying herself for what came next. "I'm done with Treasury. I can't go back. Won't go back. Not after this. Not knowing how easily the system can be corrupted."

Her hand reached for his desk to steady herself, fingers brushing against the wood where his ancestors had signed shipping manifests, approved barrel selections, built a legacy that had endured for generations. "I chose you over all of it. My career, my dream job, everything."

The admission hung between them, more intimate than her near-nakedness beneath the silk robe. She had surrendered everything that defined her professional identity, had burned the bridges behind her, had chosen his truth over institutional loyalty.

Toby stood perfectly still, watching her with an intensity that made her skin flush beneath the silk. The air between them seemed to thicken, charged with the inevitability of what would happen next. They had shared truth, exposed conspiracy, revealed betrayal. Only one barrier remained between them—the silk robe that covered her body, the final shield between professional alliance and complete surrender.

Shelby felt her heart beating against her ribs like a bird seeking freedom. She had come to his room to give him evidence, to show him the truth about McBrayer's conspiracy. But beneath that purpose lay another, more primal intent—to give herself completely to the man who had seen through her professional armor from the first moment, who had recognized the conflicted woman beneath the badge, who had almost claimed her against century-old bourbon barrels.

The choice stood before her now, as clear as the limestone springs that fed the Ransdell stills—retreat into what remained of her professional dignity, or surrender the final barrier between them.
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The air between them shifted, molecules rearranging themselves around the gravity of what was about to happen. Shelby had bared her soul, shown him everything—the conspiracy, her choice, her surrender of career and ambition. Now only one barrier remained.

She stood slowly, holding Toby's gaze with a steadiness that belied the trembling in her legs. Her hands moved to the silk belt at her waist, fingers working the loose knot.

"I came here to give you everything," she said, voice barely above a whisper as she pulled the tie free.

The burgundy silk parted, sliding off her shoulders in a whisper of fabric against skin, pooling around her bare feet. She stood before him completely naked—breasts full and nipples already hard from anticipation, the soft curve of her belly, the dark triangle of hair between her thighs. Just as she'd planned when she'd left her room. Just as she'd known this night would end.

"I'm yours," she said simply, making no move to cover herself. "If you'll have me."

Toby's control—already tested by six days of wanting her, by their interrupted encounter in the barrelhouse, by the weight of betrayal and conspiracy they'd uncovered—shattered completely. The transformation was visible: his eyes darkening to near-black, jaw tightening, something primal replacing the cultivated restraint of the bourbon aristocrat.

He crossed to her in two strides. One hand tangled in her damp hair, fisting it at the base of her skull, tilting her head back to expose the vulnerable column of her throat. His other hand gripped her hip, fingers digging into soft flesh hard enough to leave marks.

"Mine." Not a question but a claim, growled against her skin before his mouth descended on hers.

The kiss was brutal, possessive—teeth catching her lower lip, tongue invading her mouth, claiming every inch. He tasted of bourbon and dominance. Shelby melted into him, her hands clutching at his shirt, surrendering to his assault as she had surrendered everything else tonight.

He walked her backward toward the desk, never breaking the kiss, his clothed body pressed against her nakedness—the rough fabric of his shirt abrading her nipples, the hard bulge of his cock straining against his trousers, grinding against her belly. When her ass met the edge of the desk, he released her mouth long enough to sweep one arm across the surface. Laptop, papers, bourbon glass—all crashed to the floor in a single violent movement.

His hands gripped her waist, lifting her onto the cleared surface. The polished wood felt cool against her bare ass, her thighs. He stepped between her legs, spreading them wide, still fully clothed while she sat naked and exposed before him.

"Tell me you want this." His voice was rough gravel and smoke. One hand traced up her inner thigh, stopping just short of where she was already wet for him.

"I want this." She was breathless, aching, her pussy clenching around nothing. "Want you. Please, Toby."

He retrieved the fallen bourbon glass from the floor—miraculously unbroken, a finger of amber liquid still captured within. With deliberate slowness, he poured the bourbon directly onto her collarbone. The liquid was cool against her overheated skin, trailing down between her breasts, pooling in her navel, a single rivulet running down to the juncture of her thighs.

"The most perfect vessel for Gabbard's Gift," he murmured, his voice dark honey and sin.

Then his mouth was on her throat, tongue lapping bourbon from her skin. He traced the path of liquor with his lips and teeth—down her collarbone, between her breasts, pausing to take one nipple into his mouth and suck hard enough to make her gasp. His tongue swirled around the peaked flesh, teeth scraping sensitive skin before he moved to the other breast, leaving the first wet and aching.

He continued downward, tasting bourbon from her ribs, her belly, dipping his tongue into her navel to capture the pool of liquid there. Lower still, his breath hot against the curls between her thighs where the last drops of bourbon had settled.

"Spread your legs wider," he commanded.

She obeyed, opening herself completely, her pussy lips parting with the movement, exposing the pink wetness within. He knelt between her thighs, his hands gripping her hips to hold her in place on the desk.

"Beautiful," he said, his breath ghosting over her slick folds. "So fucking wet for me already."

Then his tongue was on her, licking a long stripe from her opening to her clit, the flat of his tongue pressing against the swollen bud. Shelby's head fell back, a moan tearing from her throat as sensation exploded through her. He devoured her like she was premium bourbon—savoring, tasting, consuming. His tongue circled her clit, flicked against it, then moved lower to thrust into her opening, fucking her with his mouth while his thumb found her clit and rubbed in tight circles.

"Toby—oh god—" Her hands fisted in his hair, hips bucking against his mouth shamelessly.

He pulled back just as she approached the edge, leaving her gasping and desperate. She whimpered at the loss, her pussy clenching, needing to be filled.

"Not yet," he said, standing. "You come on my cock, not my tongue."

He stripped quickly—shirt hitting the floor, then his trousers, boxers. His cock sprang free, thick and hard, the head flushed dark and already slick with precum. Shelby's eyes widened slightly at the size of him. It had been years since college, since fumbling encounters with boys who didn't know what they were doing. Toby was a man who knew exactly what he wanted and how to take it.

He stepped between her spread thighs again, one hand wrapping around the base of his cock, the other gripping her hip. He dragged the head of his cock through her wetness, coating himself with her arousal, the blunt tip nudging against her clit and making her gasp.

"You're going to take everything I give you," he said, his eyes locked on hers. Not a question—a command.

"Yes." Her voice was barely a whisper, surrender and need braided together.

He notched the head of his cock at her entrance and thrust forward in one hard stroke, burying himself to the hilt inside her. The sudden stretch was intense, bordering on pain, her pussy struggling to accommodate his girth after years of nothing. Shelby cried out, her back arching, nails digging into his shoulders.

"Fuck, you're tight," he groaned, holding still to let her adjust. "Like a vice around my cock."

She could feel every thick inch of him inside her, stretching her, filling her completely. The burning stretch began to fade into something else—a fullness, a rightness, her body recognizing what it needed even as her mind struggled to process the intensity.

"Move," she gasped. "Please—I need—"

He pulled back slowly, almost all the way out, then slammed back in. Set a relentless rhythm—hard, deep thrusts that drove her across the smooth desk surface, his cock hitting deep inside her with each stroke. She wrapped her legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, meeting him thrust for thrust.

The wet sounds of their coupling filled the study—skin slapping against skin, her wetness coating his cock, the groans and gasps torn from both their throats. He fucked her like he was claiming territory, like he was branding her from the inside out.

"Look at you," he growled, one hand fisting in her hair again, forcing her to meet his eyes. "Taking my cock so well. Your pussy was made for me, wasn't it?"

"Yes—oh god, yes—" The pleasure was building impossibly, her pussy clenching around him, pulling him deeper.

His free hand moved between them, thumb finding her clit and rubbing in time with his thrusts. The dual stimulation pushed her higher, her body tightening like a spring being wound.

"Toby—" she gasped, teetering on the edge. Then another word slipped out, rising from some deep place she hadn't known existed: "Master—"

The effect was immediate and devastating. His hips stuttered, his cock jerking inside her. His grip in her hair tightened almost painfully as his eyes locked on hers, something fierce and primal flaring in their amber depths.

"What did you call me?" His voice was rough, dangerous, thrilling.

"Master." She surrendered completely to what she needed, what he awakened in her. "Master, please—"

Something in him unleashed. He pulled out of her completely, making her whimper at the loss, then flipped her over on the desk. One hand pressed between her shoulder blades, bending her forward, her breasts crushed against the cool wood, her ass raised and presented to him.

"You want to call me Master?" He brought his hand down on her ass in a sharp slap that made her gasp. "Then you'll take what your Master gives you."

He thrust back inside her from behind, the new angle driving even deeper, the head of his cock hitting a spot inside her that made stars explode behind her eyes. He fucked her brutally, one hand gripping her hip hard enough to bruise, the other tangled in her hair, pulling her head back, arching her spine.

"This pussy belongs to me now," he growled in her ear, his chest pressed to her back, his cock pounding into her. "Every inch of you belongs to me. Say it."

"I'm yours—" she sobbed, pleasure overwhelming, her pussy clenching around him desperately. "All yours—Master—"

"That's right. Mine. My Shelby. My pussy. My woman."

The claiming words, the brutal possession, the angle of his cock inside her—it all converged. Her orgasm hit like a lightning strike, pleasure shattering her completely. Her pussy spasmed around his cock, clenching and releasing in waves, a scream tearing from her throat as she came harder than she'd ever come in her life.

"Fuck—yes—" He drove into her twice more, then buried himself deep as his own orgasm took him. She felt his cock pulse inside her, felt the hot splash of his cum coating her inner walls, marking her in the most primitive way possible.

He collapsed over her back, both of them gasping for breath, sweat cooling on their skin. His cock was still hard inside her, their combined fluids leaking out around him where they were joined.

After long moments, he pulled out slowly, his cum immediately beginning to drip down her inner thighs. He turned her in his arms, lifting her from the desk with the same effortless strength he'd shown earlier, cradling her against his chest.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, burying her face against his shoulder. He carried her through a door to his bedroom—masculine and understated, dominated by a four-poster bed that had probably been in the family for generations.

He laid her on the sheets, following her down, his body curving protectively around hers. His hand settled possessively on her hip, thumb tracing small circles on skin that would bear his fingerprints tomorrow.

"Tomorrow," he said, voice soft in the darkness, "we deal with Silas. Build a case against McBrayer. Fight this together."

She nodded against his chest, her body still humming with aftershocks. "What happens to us?"

His arm tightened around her. "You're mine now. That's not negotiable. The rest we figure out as we go."

The simple certainty in his voice soothed something ragged in her. She had chosen him over everything—career, ambition, identity. And he had claimed her completely.

She fell asleep in his arms, the scent of sex and bourbon surrounding them, his cum still wet between her thighs, her body marked by his possession.

---

In the predawn darkness around 4 AM, Shelby woke. Toby slept beside her, one arm still possessive even in sleep. She slipped carefully from the bed, her body protesting—deliciously sore between her thighs, marks on her wrists and hips where he'd gripped her, her pussy tender from the thorough fucking he'd given her.

She retrieved the silk robe from where it had fallen hours ago, wrapping it around her naked body. Professional appearances had to be maintained until they were ready to reveal what they'd discovered.

She padded silently back to her guest suite, the manor quiet, portraits watching her progress. Their secret lay between them like aging bourbon—transforming into something stronger with each passing hour.

Tomorrow they would face the world together. But for now, she carried the evidence of his claim—the ache between her thighs, the bruises on her skin, the sticky remnants of his cum on her inner thighs, the lingering taste of him in her mouth.

Agent Hensley was gone. Only Shelby remained—claimed, owned, and unexpectedly free.


Chapter eight
Bluegrass Justice


Morning light streamed through the formal dining room's east-facing windows, catching in the crystal decanters arranged on the sideboard and painting prisms across the damask tablecloth. Shelby paused at the threshold, taking a steadying breath before entering. She had dressed with particular care—charcoal pencil skirt, crisp white blouse buttoned to her throat, hair pulled back into a severe bun that matched the one she'd worn on her first day at Elk Trace. Professional. Controlled. As if last night had never happened. As if her body didn't bear the evidence of Toby's possession beneath her carefully constructed armor.

The collar of her blouse concealed the purpling marks on her throat where his teeth had claimed her. The long sleeves hid the bruises circling her wrists. Each carefully chosen garment served as both concealment and reminder—the silk of her underwear sliding against tender flesh with every movement, the constriction of her bra against breasts still sensitive from his attention, the waistband of her skirt pressing against fingerprint bruises on her hips. Her entire body was a map of last night's surrender, hidden beneath the austere uniform of Agent Hensley.

Samuel moved quietly around the table, pouring coffee into bone china cups with the practiced economy of long service. Toby sat at the head of the table, his attention seemingly absorbed in the Lexington Herald-Leader spread before him, though something in the set of his shoulders suggested awareness of her arrival. Across from Toby's place sat Silas Vane, production ledgers stacked neatly beside his barely-touched breakfast, his complexion pale beneath the overhead lighting. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, his fingers restlessly adjusting and readjusting his silverware as he waited for their morning production meeting to begin.

"Good morning, Miss Hensley," Samuel greeted her, pulling out a chair two places down from Toby. "Coffee?"

"Thank you," she replied, her voice betraying nothing of the soreness in her throat, the result of crying out Toby’s name—his title—as he'd taken her repeatedly through the night. She slid into the seat, a jolt of awareness shooting through her as tender flesh pressed against the hard wood beneath the cushion.

Toby lowered his newspaper precisely, folding it along existing creases before setting it aside. His eyes met hers across the damask expanse, amber depths containing the same heat that had burned between them hours earlier.

"Agent Hensley," he said, his voice carrying the same measured control she remembered from the boardroom, not the guttural commands he'd growled against her skin. "I trust you found everything to your satisfaction last night?"

Coffee splashed dangerously close to the rim of her cup as her hand jerked involuntarily. The double meaning landed like a physical touch—his words carrying perfect professional courtesy on the surface while underneath lay the memory of her arching beneath him, begging, surrendering.

She felt heat rising in her cheeks as Samuel placed a plate of eggs and toast before her, oblivious to the charged exchange. Across the table, Silas glanced between them with confusion, his anxiety visibly increasing though he couldn't possibly understand why.

"The library resources, I mean," Toby continued, the ghost of a smile touching the corner of his mouth. "Samuel mentioned you were working late. I hope you found what you needed."

Shelby took a careful sip of coffee, using the moment to compose herself. "Very thorough," she managed, proud of how level her voice remained despite the rush of memory—his desk cleared with one sweep of his arm, her body spread across the polished surface, his mouth moving down her bourbon-painted skin. "I found exactly what I needed."

She focused on cutting a piece of toast into precise triangles, aware of the flush spreading up her neck, the way her pulse jumped visibly at her throat. She wondered if the others could see it—the physical evidence of her response to him. She wondered if they could tell she was his now, marked and claimed in ways that went beyond the bruises hidden beneath her clothes.

Samuel refilled coffee cups and offered more toast, his manner unchanged, his demeanor suggesting nothing more unusual than a standard business breakfast. Silas, however, seemed to grow more unsettled with each passing minute, his attention darting between production figures and the strange undercurrent he clearly sensed but couldn't decipher.

"The bottling schedule for next week," Silas said finally, pushing a spreadsheet toward Toby with hands that trembled slightly. "We need final approval on the label changes for the small batch release."

"Of course." Toby's tone shifted to pure business, though his eyes flickered to Shelby briefly as he reached for the document. "Any issues with the redesign?"

"No, sir. Everything came back from TTB approved." Silas's voice steadied slightly as they moved into familiar territory. "We just need your signature here and here."

Shelby concentrated on her breakfast, the food tasteless in her mouth as she maintained her professional demeanor. The conversation continued around her—production numbers, distribution targets, marketing plans—normal business operations conducted as if yesterday hadn't revealed a conspiracy, as if last night hadn't transformed everything between her and Toby.

Beneath the table, her thighs pressed together, the ache between them a constant reminder of what had changed. She was no longer just Agent Hensley of Treasury. She was Toby's—claimed and marked and surrendered. Yet here she sat, playing her role, maintaining appearances while they planned Silas's downfall.

The accountant grew more visibly agitated as the meeting progressed, tugging at his tie, repeatedly checking his watch. Whatever performance had sustained him through months of betrayal was cracking under the weight of proximity to the man he'd helped frame.

"If you'll excuse me," Silas said finally, gathering his papers with clumsy haste. "I need to prepare the quarterly projections before the board call at two."

"Of course." Toby's response was perfectly cordial, betraying nothing of what they knew. "We'll continue this after lunch."

Silas nodded, relief evident in the loosening of his shoulders as he escaped the dining room. Samuel followed shortly after, moving toward the kitchen with empty plates.

Silence settled between them as the door swung shut, leaving them momentarily alone. Shelby raised her eyes to find Toby watching her, his expression transformed from polite business owner to something darker, more possessive.

"Did you sleep well, Agent Hensley?" he asked, his emphasis on her title deliberate, reminding her of how she'd gasped a very different title in his bed.

"Perfectly well, thank you." Her voice remained steady despite the heat building low in her belly.

The corner of his mouth lifted in a slight smile. "Good. We have a rather significant day ahead." He rose, straightening his suit jacket with the same precise movements he'd used to adjust her body beneath him. "My study, fifteen minutes. We have calls to make."

She nodded, watching him leave, his posture revealing nothing to any observer about what had transpired between them. The master of Elk Trace, conducting business as usual. Only she knew what lay beneath the perfect surface—the man who had claimed her so completely, the fire that burned behind his controlled exterior.

Fifteen minutes. Time enough to finish her coffee, to settle the trembling in her hands, to prepare for whatever came next. Time enough to remember that she had chosen this—chosen him over career and ambition. Time enough to accept that despite the marks hidden beneath her clothes, despite surrendering completely to his dominance, she had never felt more powerful.
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Toby's study bore no evidence of their encounter from the night before. The desk had been righted, papers neatly arranged, bourbon glass replaced. If not for the lingering ache between her thighs and the memory of being spread across that polished surface, Shelby might have convinced herself it had been a dream. She closed the door behind her, watching as Toby paced near the window, phone pressed to his ear, his back rigid with controlled anger.

"Yes, William. Seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Wire it this morning." He paused, listening. "No, I understand the amount is substantial. That's irrelevant. I want it transferred from my personal account, not the company's." Another pause. "Because the liability is mine to address."

Shelby moved to one of the leather chairs, settling into it quietly. The morning sun illuminated the right side of Toby's face, highlighting the hard set of his jaw, the intensity in his eyes as he continued his conversation with the banker.

"I don't care what the accountant said. The order comes directly from me." His voice carried the weight of generations of Ransdell authority. "The wire goes to the United States Treasury Department, Alcohol and Tobacco Tax Division. I'll send the account details momentarily."

He listened again, then his expression hardened further. "No negotiations, no installment plans. The full amount, today." He glanced at Shelby briefly before turning back to the window. "The liability is legitimate, William. The product was sold, and the taxes weren't paid. End of discussion."

Toby ended the call, setting his phone carefully on the desk rather than slamming it down, though the careful control of the movement suggested he wanted to. He remained standing, hands resting on the desk surface, head bowed slightly as if bearing an invisible weight.

"You're paying the full amount," Shelby said, the statement caught between question and realization. "Seven hundred fifty thousand dollars."

"The taxes are owed," he replied simply, straightening to face her. "Whatever Silas's intentions, whatever McBrayer's manipulations, the reality is that we sold twenty-four barrels over three years and didn't pay the required excise tax."

The sunlight caught the amber in his eyes, bringing out gold flecks that matched the bourbon in the cut crystal decanter on his sideboard. "The Ransdells have never shirked a legitimate debt, even when created through treachery."

Something turned over in Shelby's chest—not quite pride, not quite admiration, but a recognition of integrity in its purest form. After all the complexity of conspiracy and betrayal, his response was this simple: acknowledge the debt, pay it in full, face the consequences directly.

"You're taking responsibility for someone else's crime," she said, her voice soft with understanding.

"I'm protecting my family's reputation, which matters more than money." He moved from behind the desk, coming to stand before her chair. "The Treasury will receive every penny owed, with interest and penalties. What happens to those who created this situation is a separate matter."

He reached toward her, his fingers brushing briefly against her jawline in a touch so light it might have been imagined. "And what about you, Shelby? What's your next step?"

She leaned into his touch without thinking, then caught herself. "I've drafted my resignation from Treasury. Effective immediately. And I've completed a formal complaint to the Kentucky Bar Association regarding Halloway Clay's ethical violations."

"You're burning every bridge," he observed, the statement neither approval nor criticism, simply acknowledgment.

"Some bridges deserve to burn." She met his eyes directly. "Halloway Clay accepted half a million dollars to file false claims with a government agency. They engaged in conspiracy to defraud, weaponized regulatory systems against an innocent business. Every partner who touched this deserves disbarment."

"And your Treasury career?"

"Over." The word felt lighter than she'd expected. "I can't go back. Not after this. Not knowing how easily the system can be corrupted."

Toby nodded, accepting her decision without question. He moved to pour two small measures of bourbon into crystal glasses, handing one to her before taking the chair opposite.

"So what comes next for you?" His question hung in the air between them, layered with implications beyond the professional.

Shelby took a careful sip of bourbon, letting the familiar heat bloom on her tongue before answering. "I need a job."

The corner of his mouth lifted slightly. "Convenient timing. Elk Trace needs a General Counsel." He watched her over the rim of his glass. "Someone who understands our business, who's proven their loyalty to the Ransdell legacy, who has the training to navigate regulatory complexities."

She blinked, surprised by the directness of the offer. "You're offering me a position? Here?"

"Yes." The simplicity of his answer contrasted with the complexity of everything it represented. "The salary is competitive. The benefits package includes housing on Ransdell property. The job responsibilities include protecting our interests against any who would harm us."

He set his glass down, leaning forward slightly. "You've seen our vulnerability. You've identified our enemies. You've chosen our side at significant personal cost. There's no one better qualified."

Shelby considered the offer, turning it over in her mind. Not a consolation prize for surrendering her career, but a recognition of her skills and loyalty. Not charity, but opportunity.

"Yes," she said finally. "I accept."

Something shifted in his expression—satisfaction perhaps, or relief. "Good. Because I take care of what's mine."

The possessive statement sent heat curling through her, the memory of his claim from the night before echoing between them. She took another sip of bourbon, using the moment to steady herself against the intensity of his gaze.

"There's something else you should know," he continued, his voice shifting to a more businesslike tone though his eyes remained focused on her. "I'm confronting Silas this afternoon. In Barrelhouse Number One."

The mention of the barrelhouse sent a flush across her cheeks—the place where he'd first kissed her, where they'd nearly given in to their attraction before Marcus's interruption.

"Why there?" she asked.

"Neutral territory. Away from the office where he's spent eight years betraying us. Away from the house where his children played." Toby's expression hardened. "The barrelhouse is where we create what matters most—our legacy, our heritage. It's fitting that he face the consequences surrounded by the product he tried to destroy."

"What will you do?"

"Give him a choice," Toby replied, the words carrying a finality that brooked no argument. "But not much of one."

Shelby nodded, understanding that whatever happened, Silas Vane would not walk away unscathed. The betrayal went too deep, the damage too carefully orchestrated to allow for mercy.

"When?" she asked.

"One o'clock. After he finishes preparing the quarterly projections he mentioned at breakfast." Toby's mouth curved in a smile that held no warmth. "His last official act for Elk Trace. I’ve already postponed the board call until tomorrow. I don’t want Silas to have any further interaction with the board or Elk Trace after he finishes what is he doing today."

The morning sun had fully filled the study now, bathing them in light that seemed at odds with the darkness of their conversation. Yet there was clarity in this moment—a shared purpose forming between them, professional boundaries redrawn, new alliances forged.

Shelby set her glass down, straightening her shoulders. "Then we have a few hours to prepare."

Toby's expression softened slightly as he looked at her. "We do. And there's another matter we should discuss before then."

"What's that?"

"The transition from Treasury agent to General Counsel." He stood, moving behind his desk with measured steps. "There's paperwork, of course. Contracts to sign." He extracted a folder from his desk drawer. "I had Samuel prepare these after our conversation last night. I believe in planning ahead."

Of course he had. Toby Ransdell, master distiller, bourbon aristocrat, left nothing to chance. He had claimed her completely in his bed, and now he would bind her professionally to his legacy.

And she, who had surrendered everything else, would surrender to this too.
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Shelby shouldn't have followed them. Toby had made it clear the confrontation with Silas was his to handle, yet something pulled her toward Barrelhouse Number One as she watched them cross the distillery grounds from her new office window. The distance between the two men as they walked told a story—Toby leading with measured stride, Silas following two steps behind, confusion evident even from afar. She slipped out through a side door, her heels exchanged for soft-soled boots kept in the closet for distillery tours, and made her way along the limestone path that wound between buildings blackened with distillery fungus.

She reached the barrelhouse minutes after they entered, easing the heavy door open just enough to slip inside before closing it silently behind her. The familiar atmosphere enveloped her immediately—the thick, sweet miasma of evaporating bourbon, the cathedral-like darkness broken only by narrow shafts of light filtering through slits in the wooden walls. Shelby moved deeper into the warehouse, navigating between towering ricks of barrels with careful steps, guided by the sound of voices echoing from the central area.

The barrelhouse's unique acoustics carried their words clearly through the still, ethanol-saturated air. She positioned herself in shadow behind a stack of barrels, where the wooden ricks created a natural alcove that concealed her completely while allowing her to see the two men standing in a shaft of dusty sunlight near the center aisle.

"This section shows some inconsistencies in the rotation records," Toby was saying, maintaining the inventory review pretext that had brought them here. His voice carried the same measured authority it always did, betraying nothing of what was to come.

Silas nodded, looking relieved at the mundane topic. "I can have Marcus check the chalk markings against the digital system."

"That won't be necessary." Toby turned to face him directly, his expression shifting to something harder, colder. "I wired seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars to Treasury this morning."

The statement landed like a physical blow. Silas's face drained of color, his clipboard slipping from suddenly nerveless fingers to clatter against the wooden floor. The sound echoed through the barrelhouse like a gunshot.

"I don't—I'm not sure what you—" Silas stammered, his eyes darting toward the exit.

"I know about McBrayer's payments," Toby continued, his voice remaining calm despite the devastating content of his words. "One hundred and eighty thousand dollars. Five thousand per month for three years, paid through Limestone Heritage LLC to your personal account."

Silas took a half-step back, his shoulders hitting a barrel rack.

"I know about Sarah," Toby added, not moving closer, not needing to. His stillness was more threatening than any aggressive movement could have been. "Sarah Elizabeth McBrayer. Second cousin once removed to Caleb McBrayer."

Shelby watched from her hidden position, heart pounding against her ribs. This wasn't performance; this was Toby in his truest form—controlled, precise, devastating in his command of facts. He didn't know she was watching. This was who he was when no one was looking.

"You don't understand," Silas whispered, his voice barely audible over the settling of aging wood around them.

"I understand perfectly." Toby's expression remained impassive. "Mary Gabbard chose my ancestor Thaddeus Ransdell over Elias McBrayer in 1868. She brought with her the heirloom yeast strain that became the foundation of Ransdell bourbon." He paused, letting the history settle between them. "The McBrayers have never forgiven what they call theft, what we call choice. A hundred and fifty years of grudge, of bitterness passed down through generations."

The shaft of sunlight illuminating them shifted slightly as clouds moved overhead, painting stark shadows across their faces. In that ethereal light, surrounded by centuries of aging bourbon, the weight of history pressed down on them all.

"And you let Caleb use you," Toby finished. "Let him leverage your wife's family loyalty to destroy mine."

Silas pressed his palms against his face, fingers digging into his skin as if trying to hold himself together. "It wasn't supposed to go this far," he said, his voice breaking. "It started as just information—telling Sarah's family about production schedules, special releases. Things any competitor might want to know."

"Eight barrels, Silas." Toby's voice remained level, but something dangerous flickered in his eyes. "Eight barrels each June quarter. Three years. Three identical discrepancies designed specifically to look deliberate. That wasn't information gathering. That was sabotage."

"Caleb said it would just be trouble with Treasury," Silas pleaded. "A fine, maybe some bad press. Not—not this. Not criminal charges."

"You falsified federal tax documents." Toby's statement fell between them like a judge's gavel. "You created a paper trail showing we deliberately evaded taxes. What exactly did you think the consequences would be?"

From her hidden vantage point, Shelby could see the exact moment Silas broke. His shoulders slumped, his body seemed to fold in on itself, whatever justifications he'd built collapsing under the weight of Toby's controlled anger.

"Sarah's family was everything to her," he said, the words emerging as if dragged from some deep, painful place. "When her father got sick, Caleb was there with specialists, experimental treatments. When we had the kids, he made it clear they were McBrayers too, despite my name. He'd talk about family loyalty, about birthright, about how the Ransdells had taken what belonged to them."

Silas looked up, tears tracking down his face. "Then he started asking for small things—production schedules first, then inventory reports. Said it was just business intelligence. By the time I realized what he really wanted, I was already compromised. The first payment came after I changed that first tax filing. After that, I couldn't go back."

"Sarah knew?" Toby asked, his voice giving away nothing.

"Not at first." Silas wiped at his face with his sleeve. "When she found out, she begged me to stop, to tell you everything. But it was too late. Caleb made it clear what would happen if I backed out—he'd ruin us, make sure I never worked again. Said he'd take the kids if Sarah chose your side over her blood."

"Her blood," Toby repeated, the words carrying the weight of generations of division. "The McBrayers have always valued blood over character."

Shelby pressed her hand against her mouth, stifling any sound that might betray her presence. The raw betrayal unfolding before her was private in a way that transcended her connection to Toby. This wasn't about their relationship—this was about a legacy older than either of them, about a man facing the consequences of choosing the wrong side in a war he'd never fully understood.

"I'm sorry," Silas whispered, the words inadequate against the magnitude of his betrayal.

Toby's face remained impassive, carved from the same limestone that filtered the water for their bourbon. No performance, no theatrics—just the cold, hard truth of a man whose principles formed the bedrock of his existence.

"Sorry doesn't erase the damage." His voice was quiet, but it filled the barrelhouse like the angel's share, permeating every corner. "Sorry doesn't rebuild trust that took generations to establish. Sorry doesn't undo what you've done to my family's reputation."

Shelby watched as Toby stepped closer to Silas, not threatening, but imposing in his calm certainty. This was the man she'd chosen—not just the lover who had claimed her body, but the man who stood for something beyond himself, who carried responsibility with the same natural authority with which he carried his name.

From her place in the shadows, unseen and unknown, she witnessed his true character—not performed for her benefit, not calculated for effect, just Tobias Ransdell III standing in the truth of what mattered to him. And in that moment, she knew with bone-deep certainty that she had chosen correctly when she'd burned her career to stand with him.
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The confession hung in the air between the two men, Silas's "sorry" evaporating into the bourbon-soaked atmosphere like so much angel's share. Toby let the silence stretch, allowing the weight of betrayal to settle fully before he spoke again. When he did, his voice carried the precision of a master distiller measuring out the components of a perfect mash bill.

"You have two options," Toby said, hands clasped behind his back, stance wide and planted like the oak trees that provided their barrel staves. "Prison—federal charges for tax fraud, falsification of government documents, conspiracy. Five to eight years behind glass walls, watching your children grow up through a visitors' room divider."

Silas swayed slightly, his face ashen in the filtered light.

"Or," Toby continued, "a felony plea under Kentucky Revised Statute 244.090. You admit to what you've done. You accept permanent disqualification from working in the bourbon industry—no distillery, no distributor, no retailer will ever be permitted to employ you again."

"Industry exile," Silas whispered, understanding dawning in his eyes.

"You never work with bourbon again," Toby confirmed. "You leave Kentucky. Start fresh somewhere your name means nothing."

Shelby watched from her hiding place as Silas's shoulders slumped, resignation settling over him like a shroud. The choice was no choice at all—a carefully constructed trap offering the illusion of options while providing only one viable path.

"I choose exile," Silas said, his voice barely audible over the settling of barrel staves around them. "For my family's sake."

A fleeting expression crossed Toby's face—not satisfaction, not pleasure, but perhaps the grim acknowledgment of a necessary task completed.

"The sheriff is waiting outside," Toby said, the words landing like physical blows. "The magistrate has the paperwork ready. You take the deal now, not tomorrow, not after consulting a lawyer. Now."

Silas's head jerked up, shock replacing resignation. "You already arranged—"

"Everything," Toby finished for him. "I make contingency plans, Silas. You should know that after eight years."

As if summoned by the words, the barrelhouse door swung open, a shaft of bright sunlight cutting through the dim interior. A figure materialized from the glare—tall, broad-shouldered, the distinctive outline of a sheriff's badge catching the light as he approached.

"Mr. Ransdell," the sheriff nodded, his manner suggesting this was a pre-arranged meeting rather than a response to a call. "Everything in order?"

"Mr. Vane has agreed to the terms," Toby replied, his tone businesslike, as if discussing a routine contract rather than a man's future. "He'll be signing the plea today."

The sheriff turned to Silas, his expression neither harsh nor sympathetic. "I have a deputy waiting outside with a car. You'll be taken directly to Judge Patterson's chambers. Your wife has been notified and will meet you there."

Silas stared at Toby, comprehension dawning in his eyes. "You called Sarah?"

"I called her this morning," Toby confirmed. "Explained everything—McBrayer's manipulation, your choices, the consequences. Gave her the option to accompany you into exile or remain here with the children."

From her hidden vantage point, Shelby could see the exact moment Silas understood the full extent of Toby's planning—not just the legal consequences, but the careful dismantling of his entire life. The thoroughness was breathtaking and terrible.

"And what did she—" Silas couldn't finish the question.

"That's between you and your wife," Toby replied. "But she's waiting at the courthouse."

Silas nodded slowly, acceptance settling over him like a weight. The sheriff stepped forward, not quite touching Silas's elbow but clearly indicating it was time to leave.

"One more thing," Toby said, extracting his phone from his pocket. He opened an application and began tapping the screen with methodical precision. "Your authorization in the Treasury Department's Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau database. I'm removing you from our personnel records. Effective immediately."

Silas watched as Toby completed the electronic form, his fingers moving across the screen with the same deliberate care he showed when selecting barrel samples.

"Access codes, credentials, authorizations—all terminated," Toby continued, turning the phone to show Silas the confirmation screen. "You're done."

The finality of the statement echoed through the barrelhouse like a bell toll. Silas seemed to diminish before their eyes, shoulders curving inward as if physically bearing the weight of his fall.

"Come on, Silas," the sheriff said quietly. "Let's get this over with."

Silas cast one last glance around the barrelhouse—at the barrels he'd helped inventory for eight years, at the central aisle where production meetings had sometimes been held on summer days when the office was too stifling, at the man whose trust he'd betrayed. Then he turned and followed the sheriff toward the door, his steps dragging against the wooden floor.

The heavy door closed behind them with a sound like judgment rendered, leaving Toby alone in the bourbon-scented dimness. Or so he thought.

Shelby remained motionless in her hiding place, watching as Toby stood perfectly still, his back to her, head slightly bowed as if in private acknowledgment of something painful but necessary. After a long moment, he straightened his shoulders and walked toward the door without looking back, unaware of her presence or her witness to this most private of confrontations.

She waited until his footsteps faded before emerging from the shadows, her mind full of what she had seen—not just the public consequences of betrayal, but the private weight of enforcing them. Toby had shown her many sides of himself in their short time together, but this—this unflinching adherence to principle even when no one was watching—revealed more than any intimate confession could have.

---

Hours later, as evening shadows lengthened across the manor grounds, Toby brought Shelby to the family library. The room was quiet, the only sound the ticking of the grandfather clock that had witnessed generations of Ransdell decisions. He moved to a cabinet she hadn't noticed before, extracting a massive leather-bound volume that he placed reverently on the central table.

"The family ledger," he explained, his voice soft in the library's hushed atmosphere. "Not production records or tax documentation. This is different. Every Ransdell who has worked for the family business is recorded here—name, position, years of service."

He opened the book carefully, the binding creaking slightly as it revealed pages of handwritten entries spanning centuries. Names recorded in different hands, different inks, some pages yellowed with age, others more recent. He turned to one of the last entries: Silas Robert Vane, Chief Accountant, 2016-2025.

Shelby watched as Toby uncapped his fountain pen—the same one she'd seen him use to sign contracts that morning. With steady hand, he drew a single precise line through Silas's name. Not erased, not removed, but struck through.

"The betrayal is documented for posterity," Toby said, his voice quiet but firm. "Future generations will know what happened, will learn from it. In the entire history of Elk Trace, this is the first time a name has ever been struck from the books."

Shelby studied the line—perfectly straight, decisively drawn, a permanent mark that transformed Silas's entry from record to warning.

"He doesn't know about this, does he?" she asked. "This wasn't part of what you showed him."

"No," Toby confirmed, carefully closing the ledger. "The legal consequences are public. This is family business—private, internal, for those who carry the Ransdell legacy."

The realization settled over her like a mantle—he had brought her here, had shown her this private ritual, had included her in something meant only for family. Not as Treasury agent, not as General Counsel, but as something more intimate, more permanent.

"Thank you," she said simply, understanding the significance of what he had shared.

Toby placed the ledger back in its cabinet, his movements deliberate and respectful. When he turned to her, his expression had softened from the cold justice of the barrelhouse to something warmer, more personal.

"You followed me today," he said, not a question but an observation without accusation.

Shelby felt heat rise in her cheeks. "I needed to see."

"What you would have seen if I'd known you were watching," he replied, stepping closer to her, "is exactly what you saw when I didn't know."

The simple truth of the statement washed over her. No performance, no different faces for different audiences. Just Tobias Ransdell III, consistent in his principles whether observed or not. The rarest form of integrity—the kind that existed when no one was looking.

He reached for her hand, his fingers warm against hers. "Come," he said. "We have much more to do."

She followed him from the library, the struck-through name in the ledger lingering in her mind—not just as a record of betrayal, but as evidence that she had been granted access to something far more valuable than bourbon recipes or production secrets. She had been welcomed into the heart of what it meant to be a Ransdell, to protect a legacy that spanned generations, to stand for something that transcended profit or convenience.

And in that moment, she knew that whatever came next—whether confronting McBrayer, rebuilding her career, or navigating her new role in Toby's life—she would approach it with the same unflinching clarity she had witnessed in the barrelhouse. Not because he demanded it, but because she had chosen it for herself.


Chapter nine
The Reckoning


Morning light flooded Toby's study, catching the dust motes that danced above the mahogany desk where Shelby sat with her laptop open, fingers poised over the keyboard like a pianist about to begin a concerto that would end her old life and cement her new one. Toby stood behind her chair, one hand resting on her shoulder—steady pressure, grounding weight, silent support as she prepared to burn every bridge that had brought her to this moment.

"You're certain," he said. Not a question, but an acknowledgment of the irreversibility of what she was about to do.

"I've never been more certain of anything." She pulled up the Kentucky Bar Association's ethics complaint portal, the cursor blinking in the empty form fields like a heartbeat counting down to execution.

She began typing with the methodical precision of someone who had spent three years documenting violations, building cases, translating complex fraud into bureaucratic language that regulators understood. But this wasn't routine documentation. This was a weapon, carefully constructed, designed for maximum devastation.

**IN RE: HALLOWAY, CLAY & BEAUMONT LLP - FORMAL ETHICS COMPLAINT**

The heading alone felt powerful. She continued, her fingers moving faster as righteous anger fueled each keystroke.

*Complainant Shelby Ann Hensley hereby submits this formal complaint against Halloway, Clay & Beaumont LLP and specifically names the following partners: Jonathan Halloway, Josiah Clay, Richard Beaumont, Clara Mae Hargrove, David Morrison, and Patricia Walsh.*

She detailed every violation with clinical precision. The $500,000 payment from Limestone Heritage LLC, labeled "Strategic Industry Consultation." The anonymous tip filed three months later, triggering a Treasury audit based on false pretenses. The conspiracy to weaponize governmental regulatory systems against an innocent business. The abuse of attorney-client privilege to shield criminal activity.

Toby's hand tightened on her shoulder as she typed the most damning paragraph:

*The undersigned has personal knowledge of these violations, having been the Treasury agent deliberately positioned as the instrument of this conspiracy. The firm cultivated a professional relationship with me for two years, knowing they intended to use my badge and authority to execute a client's vendetta against a competitor.*

She attached everything. Bank statements showing the payment. Corporate records tracing Limestone Heritage to Caleb McBrayer. The timeline of payments to Silas Vane. The original anonymous tip with Halloway Clay's fingerprints all over it. Screenshots of email exchanges where senior partners had invited her to networking events, praised her thoroughness, suggested she "keep them in mind" for future opportunities.

Evidence of cultivation. Evidence of manipulation. Evidence of weaponization.

Her finger hovered over the submit button. Once she clicked this, the Kentucky Bar Association's disciplinary machinery would begin its inexorable grind. Emergency hearings. Preliminary suspensions. The slow, methodical destruction of careers built over decades.

"No mercy," Toby murmured, reading her hesitation correctly.

"No mercy," she agreed, and clicked submit.

The confirmation page loaded instantly. **Your complaint has been received and assigned case number 2025-3847. You will be contacted within 48 hours.**

One down.

She opened a new browser tab, navigating to the Treasury Department's whistleblower portal. This one required her employee credentials—credentials that would be deactivated within hours, but were still valid for this one last act.

The form was longer, more bureaucratic, designed to protect whistleblowers while gathering evidence against the institutions they were exposing. She filled it with the same meticulous attention to detail.

*I am reporting systemic failures in the Treasury Department's handling of anonymous tips, specifically regarding the audit of Elk Trace Distillery. Evidence suggests the tip originated from a law firm that had been paid to file false claims. Senior officials who handled this tip either knew or should have known of its fraudulent origin.*

She didn't name Mitchell specifically—didn't need to. The audit trail would lead investigators directly to him. His signature on the assignment order. His decision to send her specifically, an Appalachian-born agent to investigate bourbon aristocracy. Either gross negligence or deliberate complicity, and neither would save his career.

She attached the same evidence package, then added one more document: her own audit notes, showing how the pattern of discrepancies was too perfect, too identical, too obviously constructed to be genuine tax fraud. Any competent reviewer should have questioned it. Mitchell hadn't.

Click. Submit. Confirmation received.

Two down.

The resignation was simpler. She opened her work email—the @treasury.gov address she'd used for three years—and composed a message to Mitchell with HR copied.

*Deputy Director Mitchell,*

*Please accept this as my formal resignation from the United States Department of the Treasury, effective immediately. I am pursuing opportunities in the private sector.*

*Thank you for the professional development opportunities provided during my tenure.*

*Respectfully,*

*Shelby Ann Hensley*

Professional. Courteous. Completely devoid of explanation or justification. Let him wonder. Let him sweat.

Attached: formal resignation letter on Treasury letterhead, digitally signed.

Click. Send.

Three down.

She paused, staring at the sent message confirmation, feeling the weight of what she'd just done. Three years of building a career, of proving herself, of climbing the ladder toward something she'd thought mattered. Gone in three mouse clicks.

"Regrets?" Toby asked, his voice soft.

"Not one." She meant it. The Treasury had used her. Halloway Clay had manipulated her. Mitchell had positioned her like a chess piece, either incompetently or deliberately. None of them had seen her as Shelby—just as a tool, a credential, a badge to be aimed at their chosen target.

Only Toby had seen her. Had recognized the woman beneath the professional armor, had challenged her assumptions, had claimed her completely while respecting who she was.

She opened a new email, this one personal. No official letterhead, no formal language. Just truth.

*Deputy Director Mitchell,*

*By the time you read this, you'll have received my resignation. You'll also have been notified of my whistleblower complaint. I want you to understand why.*

*You sent me to Elk Trace to find evidence of tax fraud. I found it—but not where you expected. The fraud was committed against the Ransdells, not by them. Someone planted evidence, manipulated agency systems, and used my investigation as a weapon.*

*I learned from you that evidence leads where it leads, regardless of whose ox gets gored. I followed that evidence. It led to a law firm that paid to destroy an innocent family. It led to Treasury officials who either knew or should have known they were being manipulated.*

*It led to uncomfortable places. Just as you taught me.*

*Thank you for the education.*

*Shelby Hensley*

She read it twice, making sure the tone was perfect—respectful enough to avoid seeming vindictive, pointed enough to make clear she knew exactly what she was doing. Then she clicked send before she could second-guess herself.

Four down. All dominoes set.

She closed the laptop and leaned back in the chair, Toby's hand still steady on her shoulder. The morning sun had climbed higher, painting the study in amber light that matched his eyes, matched the bourbon in the cut crystal decanter on the sideboard, matched the legacy he'd asked her to help protect.

"It's done," she said simply.

"Not quite." He moved around the chair to face her, crouching down so they were eye level. "In three hours, I'm announcing to the distillery that you're our new General Counsel. Press will be there. Employees. Board members. Everyone who matters in Kentucky bourbon will know by evening that you chose us over Treasury."

Her stomach tightened with nervousness she hadn't felt since her first day at Elk Trace. "That's very public."

"Yes." His hand cupped her face, thumb tracing her cheekbone. "You're mine, Shelby. Time the world knew it."

The possessive certainty in his voice sent heat pooling low in her belly despite the gravity of the moment. He'd claimed her privately in his bed, in his study, against century-old bourbon barrels. Now he would claim her publicly, in front of everyone who mattered.

"I'm ready," she said, and discovered she meant it.

"Good." He stood, pulling her up with him, his hands settling on her waist. "Because we're about to watch everything you just set in motion tear through Kentucky like a bourbon-fueled wildfire. And I want you standing beside me when it does."

She leaned into him, letting his solid warmth steady her against the reality of what was coming. By evening, Halloway Clay would be in flames. Treasury would be scrambling. Mitchell would be drowning in the consequences of his choices.

And she would be exactly where she belonged—standing with the man who had seen her true worth from the beginning, protecting the legacy he'd trusted her to defend.

The dominoes were falling. Time to watch them burn.
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The distillery warehouse had been transformed. Production equipment pushed to the sides, temporary podium erected at the front, rows of chairs arranged in neat lines facing a backdrop of stacked bourbon barrels that served as both decoration and reminder of what they were all here to protect. Shelby stood in the wings—literally in the shadowed space beside the podium—watching employees file in, their faces curious and uncertain.

Marcus was there, his weathered face tight with worry since Silas's exile had left him without his usual partner in managing production logistics. Samuel stood near the back, his posture as impeccable as always, though something in the set of his shoulders suggested he knew this announcement mattered. The office staff clustered together, whispering among themselves. Warehouse workers in their canvas jackets and work boots filled the back rows.

The board members occupied the front row like bourbon royalty—six men and two women who'd overseen Elk Trace through boom and recession, who'd trusted the Ransdell name through generations. They knew something significant was coming; Toby had given them advance notice of the general outline, though not the specifics.

And then there was the press. Local news crews with cameras, reporters from the Louisville Courier-Journal and Lexington Herald-Leader, representatives from bourbon industry publications whose readers would parse every word for signs of weakness or strength. They'd been summoned with a simple press release: *Elk Trace Distillery to Make Major Announcement Regarding Recent Regulatory Matters.*

Vague enough to generate interest. Specific enough to guarantee coverage.

Shelby smoothed the skirt of her navy suit—new, purchased yesterday specifically for this moment. Not Treasury gray. Not the severe charcoal she'd worn during the audit. Navy, like the Ransdell family crest, like the labels on their premium bottles. Toby's colors now, not the government's.

"Ready?" Toby appeared beside her, immaculate in a charcoal suit that made his amber eyes seem to glow. He looked every inch the bourbon aristocrat—commanding, confident, born to stand before crowds and shape narratives.

"As I'll ever be," she murmured.

His hand found the small of her back, the touch brief but grounding. "Remember—you earned this. You saved this distillery. Everyone here owes you more than they know."

Then he was stepping onto the platform, and the murmur of conversation died instantly. Command presence, bred in the bone, honed through years of leading men who'd worked for his family since before he was born.

"Thank you all for coming," Toby began, his voice carrying easily through the warehouse without need for microphone. "I know production schedules have been disrupted by this gathering, and I appreciate your flexibility. What I have to announce today affects every person in this room, every barrel in our rickhouses, and the future of Elk Trace Distillery."

He paused, letting the weight settle. Cameras clicked. Reporters scribbled notes.

"Three weeks ago, the United States Treasury Department sent Special Agent Shelby Hensley to conduct a comprehensive audit of our tax compliance." His gesture toward the wings was Shelby's cue. She stepped into view, joining him at the podium, hyperaware of hundreds of eyes assessing her.

"Agent Hensley discovered discrepancies in our tax filings," Toby continued. "Eight barrels per quarter across three years, creating a pattern that suggested deliberate tax evasion. The evidence was clear. The violations were documented. By every standard metric, her investigation should have resulted in criminal charges against Elk Trace and the Ransdell family."

The board members shifted uncomfortably. Marcus's face had gone pale. Several employees exchanged worried glances.

"But Agent Hensley didn't file that report," Toby said, his voice hardening. "Because she did something better. She investigated deeper. She asked the question any thorough auditor should ask: who benefits from this pattern?"

He let that hang in the air for a moment before continuing.

"The discrepancies were real. The tax liability was legitimate—I wired seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars to Treasury earlier this week to settle that debt. But the discrepancies were not our creation. They were sabotage."

Gasps rippled through the assembled employees. The board members leaned forward in their chairs.

"Our former Chief Accountant, Silas Vane, accepted one hundred and eighty thousand dollars over three years from a competitor to falsify our records. He under-reported actual production to create those discrepancies—real product we sold, real taxes we owed, but deliberately hidden to make us look like criminals."

Toby's voice took on an edge Shelby had heard only once before—in the barrelhouse when he'd confronted Silas. Cold fury, precisely controlled.

"Agent Hensley identified the fraud. She traced the payments to their source. She discovered that a prominent Louisville law firm had been paid half a million dollars to file the anonymous tip that triggered her investigation in the first place." He paused. "She uncovered a conspiracy designed to destroy this distillery using governmental regulatory systems as the weapon."

The reporters were scribbling frantically now. Camera operators zooming in for close-ups. This was the story they'd come for, and it was bigger than any of them had expected.

"Rather than file a report based on false evidence—rather than become the instrument of someone else's vendetta—Agent Hensley exposed the truth. She identified our enemies. She documented their methods. And in doing so, she burned her career at the Treasury Department."

Toby turned to face Shelby directly, his expression softening just enough that she could see the pride beneath the public performance.

"Which is why I'm announcing today that Shelby Hensley, formerly Special Agent with the United States Department of the Treasury, is now General Counsel of Elk Trace Distillery."

The applause started with the board members—slow at first, then building as employees joined in. Not universal, not overwhelming, but genuine. These were people who understood loyalty, who recognized that she'd sacrificed something valuable to stand with them.

Shelby felt heat rising in her cheeks, unused to being the center of attention, but she held her ground beside Toby, accepting the acknowledgment with a slight nod.

"Miss Hensley has full authority to protect Elk Trace's interests," Toby continued once the applause faded. "She knows our vulnerabilities better than anyone. She knows our enemies. She's proven beyond any doubt where her loyalty lies."

His eyes swept the crowd, making contact with key employees, with board members, with the cameras recording this moment for broadcast.

"The conspiracy went deeper than one accountant. The law firm that accepted payment to weaponize governmental systems against us is currently under investigation by the Kentucky Bar Association and federal authorities. We will pursue every legal remedy available. We will protect this family—and make no mistake, everyone in this room is family—against anyone who threatens what we've built."

He gestured to Shelby. "Anyone who comes for Elk Trace now answers to her. And to me."

The claim was public, witnessed, undeniable. Shelby wasn't just an employee; she was protection, advocate, the shield he'd positioned between his legacy and those who would destroy it. The press would report it that way. The bourbon industry would understand it that way.

And standing there beside him, accepting the weight of that public trust, Shelby felt something settle into place that had been loose and uncertain since the moment she'd arrived at Elk Trace with her badge and her assumptions. She belonged here. Not because she'd surrendered to him in his bed—though that was part of it—but because she'd chosen truth over career, integrity over ambition, and the Ransdell legacy over institutional loyalty.

The press conference continued—questions shouted, answers carefully measured. Toby handled it with the ease of someone born to command public attention, while Shelby stood beside him, silent but present, the visible symbol of the choice she'd made.

By the time the last reporter packed up their equipment and the employees filtered back to their stations, the press release had already hit newswires. **Former Treasury Agent Joins Elk Trace as General Counsel; Exposes Conspiracy Against Distillery.**

The story would dominate Kentucky bourbon coverage for weeks. But more importantly, it established the narrative: Shelby Hensley hadn't been fired or disgraced. She'd chosen sides in a war most people didn't know was being fought, and she'd done so publicly, irrevocably, completely.

As they left the warehouse together, Toby's hand found hers briefly—a private touch in the midst of public performance.

"You're officially mine now," he murmured. "The whole world knows it."

"Good," she replied, surprised by how much she meant it. "Let them."
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The study felt like a war room. CNN played on the wall-mounted television, volume low but visible, the chyron scrolling with breaking news updates. Shelby's phone lay on the desk between her and Toby, screen dark for now but soon to light up with the consequences of everything she'd set in motion that morning.

It was 2:17 PM when the first domino fell.

The CNN anchor interrupted mid-story, pressing one hand to her earpiece. "We're getting breaking news out of Louisville, Kentucky. FBI agents are reportedly executing search warrants at the offices of Halloway, Clay & Beaumont, a prominent law firm specializing in bourbon industry regulatory matters."

The screen split—live helicopter footage on the left showing FBI vehicles outside a limestone building in downtown Louisville, recorded footage on the right of federal agents in windbreakers entering the building's glass doors.

Shelby's breath caught. She'd known this was coming—had set it in motion herself—but seeing it unfold in real time sent adrenaline flooding through her system.

"Jesus," Toby murmured, moving closer to the screen.

The helicopter feed zoomed in, capturing agents carrying boxes out of the building, loading them into vans. Then the camera caught something better: two men in suits, hands behind their backs, being escorted out by FBI agents. The image quality was good enough to identify them.

Jonathan Halloway. Senior founding partner. The man who'd personally invited Shelby to the firm's annual bourbon tasting event last year, who'd praised her thoroughness, who'd suggested she "keep in touch" about future opportunities.

Marcus Clay. The other founding partner. The man whose name was on the letterhead, whose signature was on the anonymous tip to Treasury.

Both doing the perp walk.

Shelby's phone buzzed. Text message: *Holy shit, Shelby. Turn on the news. Is this what you were working on?*

From a colleague at Treasury. She ignored it.

Another text: *You filed the whistleblower report, didn't you? You absolute fucking legend.*

Delete.

The phone started ringing. Number she didn't recognize. Ignore.

CNN cut to a reporter on the ground outside Halloway Clay's offices. "—multiple arrests being made, though we don't have official confirmation of charges yet. Sources tell us this is related to a federal investigation into conspiracy to defraud and abuse of regulatory systems."

More FBI agents emerged from the building, escorting three more people in handcuffs. Shelby recognized two of them—senior partners she'd networked with, whose hands she'd shaken, who'd treated her cultivation as a long-term investment in a useful government contact.

That investment was being led away in handcuffs on live television.

"They moved fast," Toby observed. "Your report must have included everything they needed for warrants."

"It did." Shelby's voice was steady despite the surreal quality of watching her former dream employer being systematically dismantled. "Bank records, corporate filings, communications. I gave them a conspiracy tied up with a bow."

Her phone rang again. This time, the caller ID made her stomach tighten: **Mitchell, Harold - TTB Deputy Director.**

She let it ring. Voicemail.

Immediately, he called again.

"You should answer," Toby said quietly. "Let him sweat."

She picked up the phone, putting it on speaker. "Deputy Director Mitchell."

"Shelby." His voice was tight, controlled panic underneath the professional veneer. "We need to talk about your report. There are protocols—"

"I followed protocols. Filed through proper whistleblower channels. Everything documented according to Treasury policy."

"You implicated—" He stopped, clearly aware he was on speaker, aware anything he said could be used against him. "This is going to cause significant disruption. We should meet. Discuss the proper way to handle—"

"I don't work for Treasury anymore, sir. My resignation was effective immediately. I have nothing to add to my filed reports."

"Shelby, be reasonable. This affects people at very high levels. If there was negligence in how the tip was processed, it was institutional, not individual. There's no need for—"

"For what? For consequences?" Her voice remained professional, but ice ran beneath every word. "A law firm was paid to file false claims. Someone at Treasury processed those claims without proper vetting. Either that's incompetence or complicity, and neither one deserves protection."

Silence on the line. She could almost hear Mitchell's mind racing, trying to find an angle, a way to spin this that didn't end with his career in ruins.

"You've burned a lot of bridges, Shelby," he said finally, the professional veneer cracking to reveal something more personal underneath. "The Treasury Department has a long memory."

"Good. Maybe the next time someone tries to weaponize your agents, that memory will make you ask better questions." She paused. "Have a good day, Deputy Director."

She hung up before he could respond.

Toby was watching her with something like pride. "That was cold."

"That was necessary." She set the phone down, but kept it on speaker mode. "He either knew what Halloway Clay was doing and didn't care, or he was incompetent enough to miss it. Either way, he doesn't deserve mercy."

CNN coverage continued. More arrests. Office staff being escorted out while FBI agents photographed everything, inventoried files, sealed evidence. Yellow tape across the entrance. The firm's website—she checked on Toby's laptop—had gone dark, replaced with a generic "Site Unavailable" message.

Her phone buzzed with incoming texts. She glanced at the screen:

*You destroyed us. You fucking destroyed us.* - Unknown number, but she could guess. One of the senior partners she'd cultivated relationships with.

She showed Toby.

He took the phone from her hand, typed a response with deliberate care: *You destroyed yourselves when you took McBrayer's money. Shelby just documented it. - Tobias Ransdell III*

Sent it. Handed her phone back.

"Let them know who they're dealing with," he said simply.

By 3 PM, CNN had brought in legal analysts. A former federal prosecutor explained the charges likely being filed: conspiracy to defraud the United States, wire fraud, false statements to governmental agencies, obstruction of justice.

"These are serious charges," the analyst said, his tone grave. "We're not talking about regulatory violations or civil penalties. This is criminal conspiracy at an institutional level. If prosecutors can prove the firm knowingly filed false claims to trigger a federal investigation—that's conspiracy. If they can show the partners coordinated this activity—that's wire fraud. The penalties could include significant prison time."

An industry expert joined the panel. "The impact on Kentucky bourbon can't be overstated. Halloway Clay represented dozens of distilleries. They handled label approvals, export compliance, tax matters. This is the firm you called when you had a problem with Treasury or FDA or anyone else. Now they're gone."

"Gone?" the anchor pressed.

"Effectively, yes. Even if some partners aren't charged, the firm's reputation is destroyed. No distillery will touch them. The Bar Association will likely move for emergency suspension of their licenses pending investigation. Halloway Clay, as an institution, is finished."

The screen showed b-roll footage of the firm's dark offices, yellow tape across the doors, FBI evidence van being loaded.

Shelby watched her March to the Sea unfold on live television. The firm she'd wanted to join, that she'd cultivated for two years, being systematically destroyed because they'd made the mistake of trying to use her.

Her phone kept buzzing. Text after text, call after call. She watched the count climb: 47 missed calls. 83 unread texts. Colleagues wanting to know what she knew. Former supervisors asking if she was safe. Friends concerned she'd been targeted.

And one text from a number she recognized: *The Bar Association has scheduled an emergency meeting for Friday. We expect preliminary suspensions for all named partners. Thank you for your detailed documentation. - KBA Ethics Division*

Justice, moving at institutional speed. Slow but inexorable.

CNN cut to a new angle: Treasury Department spokesperson at a podium, reading from prepared statement.

"The Treasury Department takes these allegations extremely seriously. We have initiated an internal investigation into how the anonymous tip regarding Elk Trace Distillery was processed and assigned. Any official found to have been negligent or complicit will face appropriate consequences."

The camera cut to reporters shouting questions.

"Can you comment on Deputy Director Mitchell's involvement?"

The spokesperson's face remained carefully neutral. "I cannot comment on specific personnel matters during an ongoing investigation."

Which was as good as confirmation. Mitchell was in the crosshairs.

Another reporter: "Is it true the whistleblower was the agent who conducted the Elk Trace audit?"

"I cannot confirm the identity of whistleblowers. That information is protected by statute."

But the non-denial was enough. Combined with the press release from Elk Trace, every journalist covering this story would connect the dots: Shelby Hensley, former Treasury agent, now General Counsel at the distillery she'd been sent to investigate, had blown the whistle on the conspiracy that had weaponized her.

The narrative was set. The dominoes were falling exactly as she'd arranged them.

By 4 PM, the coverage had expanded. Bar Association confirming emergency investigation. Treasury announcing internal review. FBI press conference scheduled for 6 PM. Client lists being published—dozens of bourbon distilleries scrambling to find new legal representation.

Halloway Clay's website still dark. Phone lines disconnected. Partners unreachable.

Institutional collapse, happening in real time.

Shelby powered off her phone—83 unread messages had become 127, and she was done reading them. She knew what they would say: shock, questions, accusations, congratulations. None of it mattered anymore.

She turned to Toby. "It's done."

He pulled her into his arms, and she let herself lean into his solid warmth. "You brought down an institution."

"We brought down conspirators hiding behind an institution," she corrected. "There's a difference."

Through the study windows, she could see the sun beginning its descent toward the hills, painting the distillery in amber light. On the muted television, CNN continued its coverage—more arrests announced, more evidence being catalogued, the systematic dismantling of everything Halloway Clay had built over decades.

Sherman's March to the Sea, complete. Enemy territory scorched. Bridges burned. Justice served with bourbon-fueled precision.

And Shelby, standing in Toby's arms watching it all unfold, felt no regret. Only the clean satisfaction of a job well done and the certain knowledge that she was exactly where she belonged.
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Evening had settled over Elk Trace like aged bourbon in a barrel—smooth, rich, transforming everything it touched. Shelby stood in Toby's quarters, the news coverage finally turned off, the phone permanently silenced, the day's chaos reduced to satisfied exhaustion that thrummed through her body like a bass note.

Toby emerged from his study carrying a bottle she didn't recognize—dark glass, hand-numbered label, no familiar branding. "Twenty-three year old single barrel," he explained, setting it on the sideboard with the reverence it deserved. "From the center of Barrelhouse One. I've been saving it for something significant."

"And this qualifies?" She watched him retrieve two glasses, then pause, setting them aside in favor of something else—a long copper tube with a cork at one end.

"A whiskey thief." He held it up, the copper catching lamplight. "Distillers use it to sample bourbon directly from the barrel. Lets you taste it without breaking the seal."

Shelby's pulse quickened, understanding the implications. This wasn't just celebration. This was ritual, claiming, the continuation of what had started in his study when he'd poured bourbon on her skin and tasted it from her body.

"Take off the suit," he said, his voice dropping to that register that bypassed her brain and went directly to her nervous system, triggering responses she'd learned to associate with his dominance.

She unbuttoned the navy blazer, shrugged it off her shoulders. The blouse followed, then the skirt, each piece of professional armor removed until she stood in black lace lingerie that was decidedly not government-issued.

"All of it."

She unhooked the bra, let it fall. Stepped out of the panties. Stood before him naked, not nervous anymore. This was familiar territory now—the vulnerability, the exposure, the trust required to surrender herself completely to his control.

He hadn't undressed. Still wore the charcoal suit from the press conference, still carried himself with that unconscious sovereignty that marked him as master of everything he surveyed. Including her.

Toby uncorked the bottle, poured bourbon into the whiskey thief until the copper tube was full of amber liquid that had aged nearly as long as Shelby had been alive. He approached her slowly, deliberately, his eyes tracking over her naked body with possessive appreciation.

"We're celebrating," he said, lifting the thief above her collarbone. "Your victory. Your choice. Your surrender."

He tipped the thief, and bourbon poured out in a thin stream that hit her skin cool and shocking. The liquid trailed down between her breasts, following the valley of her sternum, leaving a path of wetness that made her skin prickle with sensation.

Toby set the thief aside and bent his head, tongue following the bourbon's path. He tasted her slowly, thoroughly, the heat of his mouth contrasting with the cool trail of liquor. His hands steadied her hips as he worked his way down, tasting bourbon from her ribs, from the curve of her belly, from the hollow of her hip bone.

He filled the thief again, this time pouring bourbon onto her shoulder. His mouth followed, sucking gently at the joint where her neck met her collarbone, teeth scraping just enough to make her gasp. The copper tube was cool against her overheated skin when he poured more bourbon down her spine, then turned her around to chase it with his tongue.

"Toby—" His name escaped her lips as a plea.

"Not yet." He guided her backward toward the bed, never breaking contact, his clothed body pressing against her nakedness in deliberate contrast. "I'm not finished tasting you."

He poured bourbon onto the inside of her thigh, high up where her leg joined her body, and she trembled as his mouth followed the trail upward, his breath hot against her most sensitive flesh. But he didn't touch her there—not yet. Just tasted bourbon from her skin, making her wait, making her want.

When he finally stepped back to remove his own clothes, Shelby reached for him eagerly, needing to feel his skin against hers, needing the completion that had been building since he'd first poured bourbon on her body. But he caught her wrists, holding them gently but firmly.

"Say it," he commanded, his voice rough with desire held carefully in check.

She knew what he wanted. Had known since that first time on his desk when the word had slipped out unbidden and transformed everything between them.

"Master."

His eyes darkened with satisfaction and something more primal. "Again."

"Master, please."

He released her wrists, and she immediately reached for him, her hands exploring the planes of his chest, the muscles of his shoulders, the hard length of his cock already thick and ready for her. But he controlled the pace, guiding her onto the bed, settling between her thighs with deliberate slowness.

When he finally entered her, it was different from that first desperate claiming on his desk. Still intense, still dominant, but layered with affection, with belonging, with the joy of claiming what was already his. He moved slowly at first, watching her face, reading her responses, adjusting his angle until she gasped and tightened around him.

"That's it," he murmured, his voice approving. "Take what I give you."

She wrapped her legs around him, meeting each thrust, her body responding to his with practiced familiarity now. They'd learned each other's rhythms, each other's tells, the small adjustments that transformed good sex into something transcendent.

He changed their position—pulling out despite her whimper of protest, flipping her onto her stomach, pulling her hips up so she was on her knees, exposed and vulnerable. Then he was entering her again from behind, the angle driving deeper, hitting places inside her that made stars explode behind her eyes.

His hand fisted in her hair, pulling her head back, arching her spine. "Whose pussy is this?"

"Yours, Master." The words came easily now, truth rather than performance.

"Say my name."

"Toby—oh god, Toby—"

His other hand reached around, finding her clit and rubbing in tight circles that made her inner muscles clench around his cock. "Who do you belong to?"

"You." She was gasping now, pleasure building to unbearable intensity. "Only you, Master."

"That's right." He drove into her harder, faster, the rhythm becoming less controlled as his own pleasure built. "Mine. My Shelby. My woman. My fucking everything."

The dirty claim, the possessive words, the pressure on her clit and the fullness of his cock inside her—it all converged. Her orgasm hit like bourbon heat spreading through her bloodstream, pleasure radiating out from her core until every nerve ending was alight with it.

"Toby—Master—yes—fuck—" The words tumbled out incoherent as she came, her pussy clenching rhythmically around him, pulling him deeper.

He followed her over the edge with a groan, her name rough on his lips as he spilled inside her, his hips jerking with the force of his release. They stayed locked together for long moments, both breathing hard, sweat cooling on their skin.

When he finally pulled out and collapsed beside her on the bed, he immediately pulled her against him, refusing to let the distance between them grow even in the aftermath. His hand traced possessive patterns on her hip, her waist, claiming her in small touches even now.

"No regrets?" he asked quietly, the question he'd asked before, but weighted differently now after everything that had happened today.

"None." She turned in his arms to face him. "I chose correctly."

Something in his expression softened. "Yes. You did."

He reached for his laptop on the nightstand, propping it on the bed between them. Pulled her against his side, both of them still naked, still sticky with sweat and bourbon and sex. Opened a browser to CNN.

The evening news coverage had shifted focus. More arrests at Halloway Clay—six partners now in custody. The firm's offices dark, sealed, guarded by federal agents. Clients fleeing en masse, the exodus captured in interviews with nervous distillery owners scrambling to find new representation.

Then the chyron changed: **TREASURY DEPARTMENT ANNOUNCES INTERNAL INVESTIGATION INTO SENIOR OFFICIALS.**

Shelby's breath caught.

The anchor read from breaking news: "The Treasury Department has expanded its internal investigation into the handling of the Elk Trace Distillery audit. Sources tell CNN that investigators are examining whether senior officials knew or should have known that the anonymous tip originated from a law firm that had been paid to file false claims."

Cut to Treasury spokesperson at evening press conference: "We take allegations of institutional failure seriously. Anyone found to have been negligent or complicit in the abuse of our regulatory processes will face appropriate disciplinary action."

Reporter: "Can you address Deputy Director Harold Mitchell's status?"

Spokesperson's face remained neutral. "Deputy Director Mitchell has been placed on administrative leave pending the outcome of our investigation."

There it was. Mitchell, suspended. His career in freefall, his decisions under microscope, his judgment being questioned by the same institution he'd served for twenty years.

Shelby watched it unfold with something close to clinical detachment. Not satisfaction exactly—Mitchell had been her mentor, had taught her to follow evidence wherever it led. But he'd also positioned her as a weapon without caring whether she understood her role. Either through incompetence or complicity, he'd made her a tool in someone else's conspiracy.

Now he was paying for that choice.

"He called you this afternoon," Toby observed, watching her face. "Tried to save himself."

"He tried to blame institutional process," Shelby corrected. "Diffuse responsibility so no one person could be held accountable."

"And you told him no."

"I told him consequences matter. Institutional or individual, someone accepted that tip without proper vetting. Someone assigned me specifically to investigate bourbon aristocracy." She met Toby's eyes. "Either he was incompetent or he knew what he was doing. Neither one deserves protection."

The news coverage continued. More analysis, more expert commentary, more footage of Halloway Clay's dark offices and FBI evidence collection. The systematic dismantling of an institution, broadcast for anyone to witness.

Shelby's phone—still powered off on the nightstand—undoubtedly had hundreds of messages by now. Colleagues. Former friends. People wanting to know if she'd really done this, if she'd really burned down a law firm and brought federal investigators to Treasury's door.

She'd answer none of them. The evidence spoke for itself. Her choices were documented. Anyone who wanted to understand what she'd done could read her whistleblower report, could watch Toby's press conference, could draw their own conclusions about whether she'd acted with integrity or vindictiveness.

She knew the truth. Toby knew the truth. That was enough.

"What happens tomorrow?" she asked quietly, watching the news coverage paint Louisville in crisis.

"Tomorrow we start rebuilding." His arm tightened around her. "You'll meet with the board formally, review our compliance protocols, identify any other vulnerabilities. We'll prepare for McBrayer's next move—because there will be one."

"And us?"

"Us?" He turned to face her fully, his expression serious. "You're mine, Shelby. That's not negotiable. You live here. You work here. You belong here." His hand cupped her face. "Everything else—titles, contracts, public perception—that's just paperwork confirming what we both already know."

She leaned into his touch, accepting the claim, accepting the certainty. She'd burned every bridge that had brought her to this moment. Ended her career at Treasury. Destroyed the law firm she'd wanted to join. Watched her former mentor be suspended in disgrace.

And lying here naked in Toby's bed, marked by his possession, watching her enemies fall on live television, she felt no regret. Only the deep satisfaction of knowing she'd chosen correctly when it mattered most.

The news coverage eventually shifted to other stories—international politics, economic reports, weather forecasts. Toby closed the laptop, set it aside, pulled her closer.

"Sleep," he murmured against her hair. "Tomorrow we face whatever comes next. Tonight, you rest."

She closed her eyes, her body finally relaxing after the adrenaline-fueled day. Tomorrow would bring new challenges—board meetings, compliance reviews, whatever response McBrayer crafted to the collapse of his conspiracy.

But tonight, she was exactly where she belonged.

In Toby's bed. Naked and claimed. General Counsel to a bourbon dynasty. Protector of a legacy that stretched back generations.

Agent Shelby Hensley was gone forever, destroyed as thoroughly as Halloway Clay's reputation.

Only Shelby remained—and she was his.


Chapter ten
Embers


Evening settled over Old Sentinel Distillery like a burial shroud—heavy, oppressive, suffocating in its finality. Caleb McBrayer sat behind his desk, the overhead lights turned off, relying only on the glow from the wall-mounted television and the amber lamplight from a single fixture in the corner. The office that had once felt like a command center now resembled a tomb, each shadow a reminder of plans carefully constructed and catastrophically collapsed.

CNN played on endless loop, the crawl at the bottom of the screen cycling through variations of the same devastating narrative: **FBI RAIDS PROMINENT KENTUCKY LAW FIRM... BOURBON INDUSTRY CONSPIRACY EXPOSED... TREASURY LAUNCHES INTERNAL INVESTIGATION.** The anchors had been dissecting the story for hours, legal experts weighing in with grave expressions about conspiracy charges and RICO statutes, industry analysts predicting the ripple effects through Kentucky's bourbon establishment.

Caleb had watched it all unfold with a peculiar detachment that had gradually given way to something colder, more visceral. The plan had been elegant in its simplicity: Halloway Clay files anonymous tip, Treasury sends Agent Hensley to investigate, planted evidence leads to Ransdell destruction. Clean. Indirect. Untraceable.

Instead, he'd handed them Shelby Hensley.

The screen showed b-roll footage now—FBI agents in windbreakers carrying evidence boxes from Halloway Clay's limestone building, yellow tape stretched across ornate doors that had welcomed Kentucky's bourbon elite for a century and a half. Senior partners doing perp walks, hands behind their backs, faces slack with the shock of consequences they'd never imagined facing.

Half a million dollars. Three years of payments to Silas Vane. Meticulous planning. All of it exposed in a single day by a Treasury agent who was supposed to be his weapon, not theirs.

His phone buzzed against the desktop, screen lighting with another incoming text. He'd silenced the ringer an hour ago, unable to tolerate the constant interruptions, but the visual notifications continued their relentless assault. Messages from board members demanding explanations. Texts from his accountant seeking guidance. Voicemails from his lawyer using carefully neutral language that barely concealed panic.

And multiple messages from Maeve: **Tell me you didn't do this.**

He'd ignored them all. What could he say that wouldn't make things worse? The truth would destroy him. Lies would just delay the inevitable.

Caleb poured two fingers of Birthright Rye into a crystal tumbler, the bourbon catching lamplight as it filled the glass. His signature product—the rye whiskey he'd positioned as reclaiming McBrayer heritage, as proof that his family could compete with bourbon aristocracy on equal footing. The marketing had been brilliant: "Reclaiming Kentucky Heritage." "The Bourbon That Should Have Been." Every bottle a subtle middle finger to the Ransdells and their ilk, every sale proof that McBrayers deserved their place among the elite.

But it wasn't enough. It had never been enough. Not when the Ransdells still stood on their limestone estate, still aged bourbon in barrelhouses older than most distilleries, still carried the legacy that should have been McBrayer birthright if Mary Gabbard had made the right choice 150 years ago.

The bourbon tasted like ash on his tongue—no heat, no complexity, just the flat bitterness of failure.

CNN shifted to a new segment, and Caleb's attention snapped back to the screen. Split screen now: footage of Elk Trace Distillery on the left, a press conference on the right. Tobias Ransdell III stood at a podium, sunlight catching the amber in his eyes, that unconscious sovereignty in every line of his posture. And beside him—

Shelby Hensley.

Not in Treasury gray anymore. Navy suit that matched the Ransdell colors. Hair styled differently, softer somehow. Standing at Toby's side with the confidence of someone who belonged there, who'd earned her place through fire.

"Today I'm announcing that Shelby Hensley, formerly of the United States Treasury Department, will serve as General Counsel for Elk Trace Distillery," Toby's voice carried through the television speakers with perfect clarity. "Agent Hensley discovered evidence of a conspiracy against this family. Rather than become an instrument of destruction, she chose truth. She chose integrity. She chose us."

The camera caught Toby's hand finding Shelby's, a brief touch that spoke volumes about what existed between them. Public claiming. Witnessed by press, by employees, by the entire bourbon industry watching this story unfold.

Caleb's grip tightened on his glass. The woman he'd positioned as the weapon to destroy the Ransdells was now their General Counsel. Their protector. Their ally. Standing beside Toby Ransdell with the kind of certainty that came from choosing sides and meaning it.

He'd given them exactly what they needed to be untouchable.

His phone buzzed again. Text from a number he didn't recognize: **Limestone Heritage LLC is being investigated by Treasury. Thought you should know.**

Ice flooded his veins. They were already following the money. Already tracing the shell company back through its corporate layers. The trust structure might protect him—multiple beneficiaries, plausible deniability, no single point of failure. But even if they couldn't prove he personally authorized the payments, the suspicion alone would destroy Old Sentinel's reputation.

The bourbon industry was built on legacy and trust. Once either was compromised, recovery became nearly impossible. Clients would leave. Distributors would drop them. Banks would reconsider financing. The board would try to force him out to save the company.

Maeve had been right about that much, at least.

Another text, this one from his sister: **FBI called me. Asked about our relationship with Halloway Clay. We need to talk.**

Caleb stared at the message, dread settling like sediment in his stomach. Maeve knew. She might not have proof, might not be able to connect all the pieces, but she knew him well enough to recognize his fingerprints on this disaster.

CNN coverage continued, now showing Treasury Department headquarters, a spokesperson at a podium fielding questions about the internal investigation. "We take these allegations extremely seriously. Any official found to have been negligent or complicit will face appropriate consequences."

A reporter's question: "Can you confirm that Deputy Director Harold Mitchell has been placed on administrative leave?"

The spokesperson's carefully neutral expression: "I cannot comment on specific personnel matters during an ongoing investigation."

Which was confirmation enough. Mitchell—the man who'd assigned Shelby to the Ransdell audit, who'd warned her not to "go native"—was now facing his own reckoning. The dominoes Caleb had set in motion were falling in directions he'd never anticipated, taking down people he'd never targeted.

The conspiracy was expanding beyond his control, investigators following threads he'd woven without realizing how far they extended. Every connection, every payment, every anonymous tip now subject to official scrutiny.

His phone lit up again, but this time it was a call. Maeve. He let it ring, watching his sister's name flash on the screen until it finally went to voicemail. Thirty seconds later, another call. Then another.

On the fourth attempt, he answered. Put it on speaker, his voice flat: "Maeve."

"Don't you dare screen my calls." Her voice carried the kind of cold fury that reminded him uncomfortably of their mother—that same controlled rage that could strip skin from bone with precisely chosen words. "I've been trying to reach you for an hour. The FBI called me, Caleb. Called ME. Asked about Old Sentinel's relationship with Halloway Clay & Beaumont."

"What did you tell them?"

"That I knew nothing about any relationship with that firm, which is true." A pause. "But I know you, brother. I know your spite, your need to prove you're better than you actually are. I've watched you nurse that grudge against the Ransdells since we were children."

Caleb said nothing, just took another sip of bourbon that continued to taste like failure.

"I'm coming to your office," Maeve said. "Don't leave. We're going to talk about this whether you want to or not."

The line went dead.

Caleb set his phone face-down on the desk, cutting off the constant notifications. On screen, CNN had moved to analysis of the broader implications—how this scandal might affect other bourbon distilleries, what regulatory changes might follow, whether the Treasury Department's tip procedures would be reformed.

None of it mattered. The damage was done. Old Sentinel would survive or it wouldn't, but either way, Caleb McBrayer's reputation was finished. The man who'd tried to take down bourbon aristocracy through conspiracy and fraud. The McBrayer who'd proven exactly what the establishment had always believed about his family—that they were bitter, vengeful, undeserving of their place among Kentucky's elite.

He poured more bourbon, the bottle now half-empty. Birthright Rye. The bourbon that should have reclaimed McBrayer honor but would now forever be associated with this scandal. He wondered if sales would drop immediately or if it would be a gradual decline as customers quietly stopped ordering, as distributors let contracts lapse without renewal.

Through his office window, he could see the Old Sentinel barrelhouses—newer than Elk Trace's century-old rickhouses, but still impressive in their way. Forty thousand barrels aging inside those buildings, bourbon that would take years to mature. Years Caleb might not have if the FBI investigation led where he suspected it would.

The trust structure would protect him legally. His lawyers had assured him of that much. Multiple beneficiaries, complex ownership chains, no direct evidence tying him personally to the payments. Circumstantial at best. Insufficient for prosecution.

But insufficient for prosecution wasn't the same as innocent. Everyone would know. Everyone would suspect. And in an industry built on handshakes and century-old reputations, suspicion was enough to destroy you.

His office door opened without warning, no courtesy knock to announce the intrusion. Maeve stormed in like weather—sudden, forceful, impossible to ignore. She closed the door behind her with controlled precision that was somehow more threatening than if she'd slammed it.

Late thirties, dressed in the business casual she favored for her role as VP of Operations—practical slacks, button-down shirt, Old Sentinel logo embroidered above the pocket. Her dark hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, her face carrying the same McBrayer features Caleb saw in his own mirror but somehow sharper, more focused.

"Turn off the television," she said.

Caleb complied, the CNN coverage disappearing with a click of the remote. The sudden silence felt oppressive.

Maeve remained standing, arms crossed, studying him with the kind of analytical attention she usually reserved for production reports and efficiency analyses. "Tell me you didn't do this."

"I don't know what you're—"

"Don't." The single word cracked like a whip. "Don't insult me by pretending. I know you, Caleb. I've known you your entire life. I watched you throw tantrums as a child when the Ransdell boys won youth distilling competitions. I saw you obsess over every Elk Trace product launch, every award they won, every article that praised their legacy." She stepped closer to his desk. "I know your fingerprints even when I can't prove they're yours."

Caleb met her eyes, saying nothing. What could he say? Denial would be pointless. Confession would be stupid. So he just sat there, bourbon in hand, and let her fury wash over him.

His phone buzzed with a new notification. Email from the board chairman: **Emergency meeting called for tomorrow morning. Your attendance is mandatory.**

They were going to pressure him to resign. Try to convince him it was best for the company. But they couldn't actually force him out—not with the charter requiring a McBrayer at the helm, not with his controlling stake in the trust. Maeve was right about that much. He was untouchable.

Which somehow made everything worse.
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Maeve's expression hardened further, which Caleb wouldn't have thought possible. "The FBI wants to know about our relationship with Halloway Clay. They specifically asked if we'd made any payments to them in the last three years." She paused, letting that sink in. "Three years, Caleb. The same timeframe as those discrepancies in the Ransdell tax filings."

"We haven't done business with Halloway Clay," Caleb said carefully. "Old Sentinel uses Brennan & Associates for legal work. You know that."

"Old Sentinel does," Maeve agreed. "But what about Limestone Heritage LLC?" She watched his face carefully, reading the micro-expressions he couldn't quite control. "That shell company the news keeps mentioning? The one that paid Halloway Clay half a million dollars? The one that's registered to a McBrayer family trust?"

Silence stretched between them, heavy with accusation and unspoken admission.

"You can't prove I had anything to do with that," Caleb said finally. "The trust has six beneficiaries. Any of them could have authorized those payments."

"But they didn't," Maeve said softly. "We both know they didn't. Aunt Patricia is seventy-eight and barely remembers what day it is. Uncle James hasn't been involved in the business since his stroke. The cousins in Lexington wouldn't risk their law practices. That leaves you, me, and Father's estate."

She leaned forward, palms flat on his desk. "So let me be very clear: I didn't authorize anything. Which means either you did, or someone's been forging trust documents. And if it's forgery, we need lawyers immediately. If it's you..." She straightened. "Then you just bet our entire distillery on a 150-year-old grudge."

Caleb took a long pull from his bourbon, using the pause to gather his thoughts. When he spoke, his voice carried defensive edge: "The Ransdells have what should have been ours. What Elias earned. Mary Gabbard brought that yeast to them—"

"Mary Gabbard brought that yeast as a wedding gift," Maeve interrupted. "AFTER she married Thaddeus. It wasn't stolen. It wasn't even part of any courtship. It was hers to give, and she gave it to her husband."

"She should have married Elias—"

"Why?" Maeve's voice cut through his objection like a blade. "Because he wanted her? Because his pride couldn't accept that she chose someone else?" She moved around the desk, getting into his space in a way that made Caleb instinctively lean back. "Let me tell you something the men in this family have never wanted to hear. Something that gets whispered from mother to daughter but never spoken aloud where y'all can hear it."

She pulled his guest chair around to face him directly, sitting so their eyes were level. "The women in this family know something you don't. Something that's been passed down for six generations, careful and quiet, because God forbid we challenge the McBrayer mythology."

Caleb felt something cold settle in his stomach. "What are you talking about?"

"Elias McBrayer was violent," Maeve said, each word precise and deliberate. "He had a temper that turned dangerous when he didn't get what he wanted. He was the kind of man who scared people—women especially. Mary Gabbard didn't choose Thaddeus Ransdell just because of love, though maybe that was part of it. She chose him because she was afraid."

"That's not—that's old wives' tales. Gossip—"

"It's truth," Maeve said flatly. "Passed from our great-great-grandmother to her daughters, from them to theirs, all the way down to me. Elias McBrayer was a bastard, Caleb. A mean, violent bastard who couldn't accept that a woman had the right to choose her own husband. And when she chose safety over him, he spent the rest of his life poisoning his sons against the Ransdells, building this mythology that something was stolen from him."

She leaned closer, voice dropping. "Nothing was stolen. Mary Gabbard exercised the only agency women had in 1868—she chose the man she felt safe with. And she brought her family's yeast as a gift AFTER the wedding, once she was protected by the Ransdell name, because she knew Elias couldn't touch her anymore."

Caleb wanted to argue, wanted to dismiss this as exactly what he'd called it—old wives' tales, women's gossip distorted over generations. But something in Maeve's absolute certainty, in the way she delivered this information like evidence rather than rumor, made him hesitate.

"Even if that were true," he said finally, "it doesn't change the fact that the Ransdells built their empire on that yeast—"

"On yeast that was freely given to them by a woman who had every right to give it," Maeve finished. "The only theft here is what you're trying to steal—their reputation, their legacy, their freedom. And you're doing it the same way Elias would have done it. With spite. With violence. With an inability to accept that someone chose differently than you wanted them to."

She stood, looking down at him with something that might have been pity if it weren't so clearly laced with contempt. "You sound like him, Caleb. Like Elias. The same bitterness. The same need to control outcomes. The same refusal to accept that you might not be owed what you think you deserve."

"I'm nothing like—"

"You paid someone to sabotage the Ransdells," Maeve said, voice hardening again. "You weaponized a federal agent against an innocent family. You conspired with a law firm to manufacture evidence and trigger a fraudulent investigation. Tell me how that's different from Elias's violence? It's just a different kind of assault, more sophisticated maybe, but the same impulse underneath—punish them for not giving you what you want."

Caleb felt rage building in his chest, hot and defensive. "They have everything. Legacy, reputation, market position—"

"They have what they earned over six generations," Maeve corrected. "What they built through legitimate work, through maintaining quality, through treating people fairly. You know why Silas Vane betrayed them? Why it shocked everyone?" She didn't wait for an answer. "Because the Ransdells treated him like family. Paid for his mother's cancer treatment. Let his children call Toby 'Uncle.' They built loyalty through decency, and you corrupted that by offering money."

She walked toward the door, then paused with her hand on the knob. "The FBI is going to investigate. They'll find the trust structure, they'll see multiple beneficiaries, and they probably won't be able to prove you personally authorized those payments. The legal barriers you put in place might protect you from prosecution."

Maeve turned back to face him. "But everyone will know, Caleb. Everyone in the bourbon industry will suspect. Our clients will quietly drop us. Our distributors will let contracts expire."

She paused, and when she spoke again, her voice carried a different kind of certainty—colder, more devastating.

"The FBI might not be able to prove you authorized those payments. The trust structure protects you legally. And the company charter requires a McBrayer at the helm—with me gone, that's you. You own 51% of Old Sentinel, Caleb. We can't remove you even if we wanted to."

She let that sink in for a moment.

"So congratulations. You're untouchable. You'll stay Master Distiller while clients leave, distributors drop us, and everyone whispers about the McBrayer conspiracy. You'll preside over Old Sentinel's slow death, and there's nothing any of us can do to stop you."

"So what are you suggesting?" Caleb asked, voice tight. "That I just accept defeat? Let the Ransdells win?"

"I'm suggesting you stop fighting a war that ended 150 years ago," Maeve said. "I'm suggesting you accept that Mary Gabbard made her choice and it wasn't wrong just because it wasn't what Elias wanted. I'm suggesting you build something worth having instead of trying to tear down what others built."

She opened the door, then delivered her final blow: "And I'm resigning. Effective immediately. VP of Operations, board member, everything. I'm done with Old Sentinel. Done with this family's poisoned legacy. Done watching you become exactly what Elias was."

"You're abandoning your own blood?" Caleb couldn't keep the betrayal from his voice.

"I'm saving myself from drowning when you finally sink," Maeve replied. "You bet our entire distillery on a grudge built on lies. You proved that McBrayers are exactly what bourbon aristocracy always believed we were—bitter, vengeful, undeserving. And I won't let you drag me down with you."

She stepped through the doorway, then paused one last time. "You want to know the real tragedy? There are girls from moonshine families all over these hills who dream of going legitimate. Who want to work in bourbon instead of running illegal stills. Who look at families like the Ransdells and see proof that quality and integrity still matter, that legacy can be earned through excellence rather than just inherited through blood. Girls who could have looked at Old Sentinel that way—if you'd built something worth aspiring to instead of nursing a 150-year grudge."

Maeve's expression softened slightly, something like sadness crossing her features. "You could have built that. Could have made Old Sentinel into something worth joining. Instead, you're going to be the cautionary tale. The bitter McBrayer who tried to destroy what he couldn't earn."

The door closed behind her with a soft click that somehow felt more final than any slam could have been.

Caleb sat alone in his office, Maeve's words echoing in the sudden silence. The bourbon in his glass had grown warm, the taste even flatter than before. He drained it anyway, then poured another measure that he knew wouldn't improve the flavor.

He'd lose his reputation. All of it gone because Shelby Hensley had turned his weapon against him.

No—that wasn't quite right. All of it gone because he'd been arrogant enough to think he could manipulate a Treasury agent without consequences. Because he'd believed the Ransdells could be destroyed through conspiracy rather than competition. Because he'd inherited Elias's bitterness and made it his own.

Caleb's eyes drifted to the wall where his ancestor's portrait hung—Elias McBrayer, stern and unsmiling in oil paint darkened by age. The man who'd started this. The man who couldn't accept rejection, who'd passed his grudge down through generations like a poisoned inheritance.

The man Maeve said he was becoming.

He thought about her words: *Elias was violent... she was afraid... you sound like him.*

Old wives' tales. Women's gossip. Stories distorted over a century and a half of retelling.

Except... Maeve had delivered it with absolute certainty. Not rumor, but truth carefully preserved. And if it was true—if Mary Gabbard had chosen Thaddeus out of fear rather than ambition, if the yeast had been a gift after marriage rather than the cause of courtship—then everything Caleb believed about his family's grievance was built on lies.

No. He couldn't accept that. Wouldn't accept that.

The McBrayers were owed. Deserved recognition. Had been cheated by circumstance and the Ransdells' luck.

And if this attempt to reclaim what was theirs had failed, then he'd just have to be more careful next time. More clever. More patient.

Caleb stood, glass in hand, and faced Elias's portrait directly. "This is your fault," he said to the painted image. "Your pride. Your violence. Your refusal to let her go."
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The bourbon in his glass caught lamplight as he raised it in mock salute to his ancestor. "Your refusal to accept that she made her choice and it had nothing to do with you."

Then he threw the glass.

Not at the television—too expensive, too practical to replace. Not at the portrait itself—that would be too symbolic, too much like admitting Maeve was right about him.

At the wall beside Elias's portrait. The crystal tumbler shattered against plaster with a satisfying crack, bourbon splashing across the frame's edge, amber liquid running down the painted face like tears or blood or judgment. Shards of crystal scattered across the floor, glittering in the lamplight like fragments of something precious and irretrievably broken.

Caleb stood breathing hard, staring at the wreckage he'd created. The shattered glass. The bourbon-stained portrait. The physical manifestation of rage he couldn't quite direct at any single target—not at Elias for starting this, not at Maeve for comparing them, not at himself for maybe, subconsciously, proving her right.

The Ransdells had won. Shelby Hensley had exposed the conspiracy, Silas was exiled, Halloway Clay was destroyed, and the FBI was investigating. Even if the trust structure protected him legally, the reputation damage was done. Old Sentinel would survive or it wouldn't, but Caleb McBrayer's position as master distiller was secure.

Maeve had seen to that by resigning publicly. The board would pressure him to resign tomorrow. But they couldn't actually force him out. The charter required a McBrayer. His controlling interest in the trust protected him. He was legally untouchable, even as his reputation burned.

But he wasn't beaten. Not really. Just... adapting.

Different approach next time. More careful. More patient. No shell companies traced to family trusts. Different cutouts. Better insulation.

Caleb moved to the window, looking out at Old Sentinel's barrelhouses silhouetted against the darkening sky. Bourbon aging inside those buildings, transforming through time and patience. The same fundamentals that had made bourbon for two centuries—grain, water, yeast, wood, time. The same process whether you called it moonshine or bourbon, whether you ran an illegal still in the hills or a licensed distillery with tourism and gift shops.

The Caudills understood those fundamentals. Jesse "Copperhead" Caudill had been running shine in the eastern Kentucky hills since before Caleb was born, evading ATF for decades through some combination of luck and skill. Old mountain family. The kind bourbon aristocracy dismissed as hillbillies and criminals while profiting from the same chemistry they'd just criminalized.

And Copperhead had a daughter. Caleb didn't remember her name, but he'd heard she stayed clean—worked some legitimate job in town instead of running shine.

Not because she didn't know the craft—rumor said Copperhead trained all his kids from childhood, the way moonshine families always had. But the daughter had stayed out of the illegal side. Worked legitimate, kept clean.

Smart move, probably. Keep your nose clean while learning the fundamentals, then maybe transition into bourbon work when the opportunity came. Plenty of distilleries didn't ask too many questions about where someone learned their craft, as long as they knew what they were doing.

Mountain families produced good distillers. The chemistry was the same whether you called it moonshine or bourbon—just different tax implications.

Maeve's words came back to him: *There are girls from moonshine families all over these hills who dream of going legitimate. Who want to work in bourbon instead of running illegal stills. Who look at families like the Ransdells and see proof that quality and integrity still matter.*

The irony wasn't lost on Caleb. Another woman choosing bourbon aristocracy over her own family. Another woman believing the "legitimate" distillers represented something better than what her blood had built.

Just like Mary Gabbard. Just like Shelby Hensley.

The pattern made something cold and calculating settle in Caleb's mind. Not a complete plan yet—just ingredients aligning, like grain and water and yeast coming together in a mash bill. The beginning of fermentation, that moment when separate elements transformed into something stronger.

What if Copperhead faced consequences? Federal consequences. An ATF raid that finally caught him after decades of evasion.

Not because Caleb tipped them off—nothing so direct. But if someone were to make an anonymous call to ATF, provide specific information about still locations and distribution schedules, offer details that would guarantee the raid succeeded... well. That someone would need to be paid. A cutout with no connection to Old Sentinel, no trail back to Caleb, just someone motivated by money rather than grudge.

Different from the Halloway Clay approach. More careful. Better insulated.

And if the raid succeeded, if Copperhead was arrested and facing serious federal time, then his daughter would be desperate. Alone. No money for lawyers. No way to fight the system that had finally caught her father.

What if someone offered help? Not Old Sentinel—nothing official. Just... a concerned member of the bourbon industry who'd heard about her father's situation. Someone with resources. Someone who could connect her with lawyers, maybe help with legal fees.

Not payment. Nothing so crude. Just... assistance. Support. In exchange for what? A recommendation, perhaps. A reference to help her get the kind of legitimate job she'd always wanted.

Like at Elk Trace. They were always hiring for entry-level positions—bottling line, warehouse work, maybe even retail at their gift shop. The kind of jobs that didn't require college degrees or extensive backgrounds, just willingness to work hard and learn the business.

And once she was inside those limestone gates, once she was working at the distillery she'd probably dreamed about her entire life, once she had access to their operations...

Well. A woman who'd learned distilling from Copperhead would understand fermentation. Would recognize the value of proprietary yeast strains. Would know that the Gabbard Yeast was the foundation of everything the Ransdells had built over 150 years.

If she happened to acquire samples while working there—if she brought those samples to someone who might offer additional compensation, might help ensure her father got the best possible legal defense—that would just be... fortuitous.

Caleb didn't work out all the details. Didn't need to. Just let the concept settle in his mind, aging like bourbon in a barrel, developing complexity through time.

He'd learned from his mistakes. Wouldn't use shell companies traced to family trusts. Wouldn't involve law firms that could flip. Wouldn't create paper trails connecting back to him.

But some methods worked. The anonymous tip had worked with Halloway Clay—brought Treasury investigation exactly as planned. The only problem had been Shelby Hensley's integrity, her refusal to play her assigned role.

An anonymous tip to ATF would work better. Mountain stills were simpler targets than bourbon conspiracies. ATF agents wouldn't question good intelligence about illegal operations. They'd raid, they'd arrest, they'd seize equipment. Clean. Straightforward. Effective.

And a paid cutout meant no connection. Just someone motivated by reward money, by the standard payment ATF offered for tips leading to arrests. Completely ordinary. Completely untraceable.

Different approach than before, yes. But not entirely different. Just refined. Improved. More sophisticated in its execution while maintaining what had worked.

The Ransdells thought they'd won. Thought their new General Counsel and her Treasury connections made them untouchable. Thought the conspiracy's exposure meant the threat was eliminated.

They had no idea what was coming.

Caleb looked at the bourbon-stained portrait of Elias, at the shattered crystal glittering on his office floor like fragments of grudge and mythology. Maeve's words echoed: *You sound like him... same spite... same refusal to accept...*

Old wives' tales. Women's stories. Gossip distorted over generations.

He dismissed them from his mind, focusing instead on what mattered: adapting, learning, preparing. The McBrayer legacy wouldn't end with his damaged reputation. Wouldn't die with Old Sentinel's client exodus. Wouldn't be erased by Maeve's betrayal or the board's pressure.

It would evolve. Transform. Become something more patient, more careful, more devastating in its eventual execution.

Mountain girls who wanted to be legitimate. Who wanted to be part of bourbon history. Who wanted to work for families like the Ransdells.

And Caleb would help make those dreams come true—with just a few conditions attached.

He moved back to his desk, the CNN coverage still paused on the dark screen, and sat down to wait for tomorrow's board meeting. Let them pressure him to resign. Let them think they'd contained the damage. Let the Ransdells celebrate their victory.

In a few months, when a certain moonshiner faced federal charges, when his daughter found unexpected assistance, when the Ransdells' precious yeast strain found its way into new hands...

Then they'd understand that some grudges don't die. They just ferment in darkness, transforming into something stronger, more complex, more dangerous than what they'd been before.

Not beaten. Not finished.

Just getting started.

The office settled into silence broken only by the soft tick of the wall clock and the distant sound of barrels settling in the aging warehouses. Caleb sat in the wreckage of his first attempt, already planning the second, blind to the pattern Maeve had tried to show him—that he was becoming exactly what Elias had been, that his methods were just violence by another name, that his inability to accept defeat was proof of the very flaw that had started this grudge 150 years ago.

He poured another measure of Birthright Rye, ignoring the continued bitterness, and raised the glass toward Elias's bourbon-stained portrait.

"Your legacy continues," he said to his ancestor's painted face. "One way or another, the McBrayers will reclaim what's ours."

The bourbon tasted like ash and spite and 150 years of poisoned inheritance.

He drank it anyway.
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From copper stills hidden in Kentucky hollers to the barrel-lined halls of Elk Trace, betrayal and bourbon were about to collide. Pre-order Proofed today!
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