
        
            
                
            
        

    
Proofed

A Bourbon Erotica The Ransdell Dynasty Book 2
Holt Chandler


Mythcode Press



Copyright © 2026 by Holt Chandler

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.


Contents


1. THE RAID
2. THE DEVIL'S BARGAIN
3. THE ARRIVAL
4. THE VETTING
5. THE FRICTION
6. THE MIDNIGHT HEIST
7. THE CONFESSION
8. THE AUDITOR'S EYE
9. FRUIT OF THE POISONOUS TREE
10. SHELBY'S RECKONING
11. THE EXILE
12. THE INITIATION
13. CHAPTER 13: THE LEGACY
14. EPILOGUE



Chapter one
THE RAID


Dawn came to the Kentucky hollers the way it always did—slow, reluctant, like it knew what kind of day was about to unfold. Jesse "Copperhead" Caudill had been running shine for thirty-seven years, and he'd learned to read the mountains the way other men read newspapers. This morning, the ridge line felt wrong.

The still sat in a hollow two miles up Blackberry Creek, hidden by laurel thickets and a limestone overhang that kept the smoke close to the ground. Copperhead stood beside the copper pot he'd built himself twenty years ago, one hand resting on the warm metal while he watched condensation drip into the collection barrel. That rhythmic sound—drip, drip, drip—had been the soundtrack of his adult life. Three hundred gallons of white lightning aged in charred oak barrels stacked against the limestone wall, another two hundred gallons working through the fermentation tanks. Premium product, the kind that dive bars across Eastern Kentucky paid top dollar for.

Not rotgut. Never rotgut.

Pride in his craft ran deep, even if the law called it criminal. Every seal was hand-soldered, every measurement precise, every batch tested until it ran clear and clean at exactly 120 proof. His daughter Savannah used to help him with that when she was younger, before she got smart and went legitimate. Girl's got a gift for readin' mash, he thought. Could tell by smell and color when the fermentation was perfect, when the yeast had done its work and the wash was ready for the still.

He missed having her here, but he was glad she'd stayed away. This life had a way of catching up to you.

His cousins, Harlan and Burke, were loading the last of the previous week's run into the pickup—twenty gallons in mason jars, carefully packed in newspaper to keep them from clinking. The bars in Harlan County were waiting on this delivery. Good customers, paid on time, never watered down his product or tried to pass it off as something it wasn't.

That's when Copperhead heard it. The sound every moonshiner dreaded.

Helicopter rotors, coming over the eastern ridge.

Two of them. Federal birds, not local sheriff. The sound echoed off the hollow walls, getting louder, closer. His stomach dropped hard. He'd been raided before—county deputies, state police—but he'd never seen federal helicopters. Someone talked, he thought grimly. Someone gave 'em specifics.

"Goddamn," Harlan breathed, dropping the barrel he'd been lifting. It hit the ground and cracked, clear liquor spilling into the dirt like blood from a gut-shot deer. The smell of corn mash and oak char filled the air, mixing with the wet-earth scent of the hollow.

Copperhead didn't run. Running was for amateurs, for the young fools who thought they could outpace trained agents in their own mountains. He'd been caught before. Knew how this worked. But his hand tightened on the copper still, feeling the warmth of the metal, the weight of thirty-seven years of craft and pride and work that the law would label criminal.

The ATF agents came through the laurel like they knew exactly where they were going. Eight of them, body armor and rifles, moving with the kind of precision that said they'd rehearsed this. They weren't searching. They were executing a plan.

The lead agent, a hard-faced woman in her forties, pointed directly at Copperhead. Not at the still, not at the barrels—at him. She knew who she was looking for.

"Jesse Caudill," she called out, voice carrying over the sound of the choppers. "Federal agents. You're under arrest."

Copperhead raised his hands slow, careful. Beside him, Harlan and Burke did the same, though Burke looked like he might bolt. Copperhead caught his eye and shook his head once. Don't. Running just made it worse. Added years to the sentence, gave them an excuse to get rough.

The agents moved in, efficient and professional. Cold metal cuffs bit into his wrists—tight enough to remind him who was in charge, not tight enough to leave marks. They knew what they were doing. This wasn't their first raid.

While two agents secured the three of them, the others swarmed the operation. Copperhead watched them work with a distiller's detachment, noting how they photographed everything, catalogued every piece of equipment, every barrel. One agent pulled out measuring tape, documented the dimensions of the copper pot. Another took samples from the fermentation tanks, labeling each one with careful precision.

They knew what they were looking at. This wasn't some rookie raid where local deputies stumbled on a still and didn't know a thumper keg from a worm coil.

The lead agent—badge said Morrison—walked the perimeter of the still, examining the copper pot with something that looked almost like respect. She ran her hand along one of the solder seams, testing it with her thumb.

"Nice work," she said, glancing at Copperhead. "Traditional design, quality solder. You know your craft."

"Been doin' it a while," Copperhead said, voice flat. No point in being friendly, but no point in being hostile either. Mountain pragmatism, he thought. Accept what you can't change, endure what you have to endure.

Morrison pulled out a notepad, read from it. "Three still locations. Blackberry Creek, Possum Hollow, and Trace Fork. Distribution network covering six counties. Supply contracts with seventeen establishments. Customer list includes McGinty's Tavern in Harlan, The Derby Room in Hazard, Slim's Bar and Grill in—"

"How'd you get that?" Copperhead interrupted, his voice dropping into deeper mountain cadence. The list she was reading wasn't general knowledge. McGinty's had been buying from him for twelve years, and the owner guarded that information like it was nuclear codes. Inside information. The kind only someone close to the operation would know.

Morrison didn't answer, just kept reading. "Three hundred gallons here at Blackberry Creek, estimated two hundred gallons at Possum Hollow, another two hundred at Trace Fork. Combined production approximately four hundred gallons per month. That's federal trafficking volume, Mr. Caudill. Distribution across state lines. You're looking at ten years minimum, maybe more depending on what the prosecutors want to charge."

Ten years. The weight of it settled in his chest like a stone. He was fifty-nine years old. Ten years meant he'd walk out at sixty-nine—if he walked out at all. Federal prison wasn't kind to mountain men. The ones who went in rarely came out the same.

But worse than the years was the knowledge burning in his gut: Someone sold me out. Someone gave the Revenuers enough detail to build an airtight case. The locations, the customers, the volume, the distribution routes—that wasn't lucky police work. That wasn't some anonymous tip that led to surveillance.

That was betrayal. Chapter and verse.

Morrison was still talking, reading charges from her notepad like she was going through a grocery list. Trafficking. Distribution. Conspiracy. Tax evasion. Each word added years to the potential sentence, stacked one on top of the other until the weight was almost unbearable.

Copperhead looked past her, toward the copper still he'd built with his own hands. The metal was cooling now, no longer warm to the touch. The drip of condensation had stopped. His life's work—thirty-seven years of craft and pride and heritage—was being dismantled by federal agents with cameras and bolt cutters.

He thought of Savannah. Twenty-six years old, tending bar in Lexington, working legitimate jobs and staying clean the way he'd made her promise. Smart girl. Got my gift for distillin', but smart enough to stay out of the family business. She'd built a life that didn't involve copper stills and government helicopters.

She'll be safe from this, he thought. That's somethin', at least.

They loaded him into the helicopter, hands cuffed behind his back. The interior smelled like aviation fuel and gun oil. Through the window, he could see the agents below, systematically photographing and tagging every piece of his operation. His copper still. His fermentation tanks. The barrels he'd aged for six months, letting the charred oak work its magic on the raw spirit.

As the helicopter lifted over the ridge, Copperhead looked down at Blackberry Creek—at the hollow where he'd built his legacy, at the limestone overhang that had hidden his stills for two decades. The morning sun was burning off the mist, and in the golden light he could see the agents dismantling everything he'd built.

Thirty-seven years. Gone in a single morning.

And somewhere in these mountains, the son of a bitch who sold me out is probably countin' his thirty pieces of silver.
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TWO HOURS LATER - LEXINGTON

Savannah Caudill was pouring a bourbon neat for a regular when her phone buzzed. The screen showed Cousin Darla's name, and something in her gut went cold. Darla didn't call during work hours unless it was serious.

She stepped into the back hallway, pressed the phone to her ear. "What happened?"

"Your daddy's been arrested." Darla's voice was tight, mountain accent thick with stress. "Revenuers. Raided all three stills this mornin'. They got him in federal holdin' in Lexington."

The floor tilted under her feet. "How bad?"

"Bad. They're talkin' ten years. Traffickin' charges, distribution across state lines. Real federal shit, not county nonsense."

Savannah closed her eyes, pressed her free hand against the wall to steady herself. Ten years. Daddy's fifty-nine years old. Ten years might as well be a death sentence.

"Who talked?" The question came out sharper than she intended, mountain anger rising hot and fast.

"Don't know yet. But they knew everything, Savannah. Still locations, customers, distribution routes. Somebody gave 'em chapter and verse."

A memory surfaced—twelve years old, standing beside her father's copper pot still while he taught her to read the temperature by ear, by the sound of the boil. He'd shown her how to make the cuts—when to separate the heads from the hearts, when the hearts gave way to tails. How to judge the proof by the way the liquid beaded on a spoon.

She'd loved it. The precision, the craft, the way science and tradition came together in that copper pot. Her father had a gift, and he'd passed it to her. But he'd also made her promise—when she turned eighteen and could make her own choices—that she'd stay out of the illegal side. Work legitimate jobs. Keep her head down. Have the kind of life he never could.

She'd kept that promise. Worked bars and restaurants, stayed clean, built a life in Lexington away from the hollers and the stills. But that didn't mean she'd forgotten the craft. Didn't mean she'd stopped caring about the man who'd taught her everything she knew about distilling.

"I'm comin' home."

"Ain't nothin' you can do, girl. Federal case means federal lawyers, federal time. This ain't county jail we're talkin' about."

"I'm still comin'."

She hung up before Darla could argue, pulled off her apron, and told her manager she had a family emergency. Twenty minutes later she was on Highway 421, driving east into the mountains, toward a federal holding facility and a father facing the end of his life.

The mountains closed in around her as she drove, the autumn colors blurring past her windows. Red maples, golden hickories, the deep green of pine forests that never changed. This is home, she thought. Not Lexington with its bars and restaurants and legitimate jobs. Home is hollers and ridges, limestone springs and copper stills, the smell of mash fermentin' in oak barrels.

She'd left it behind because her father told her to. Because he'd wanted better for her than federal raids and ten-year sentences. But now he was the one facing those years, and she couldn't just stay away and let it happen.

Somewhere in these mountains is the answer—who betrayed Daddy, and why. Federal raids don't happen by accident. Someone handed them Daddy on a silver platter.

And when I find out who, there'll be hell to pay.
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The federal holding facility in Lexington looked like every government building Savannah had ever seen—gray concrete, narrow windows, the kind of architecture that said efficiency and budget and nothing about human dignity. She went through security, surrendered her phone and keys, signed paperwork, and waited in a room that smelled like industrial cleaner and desperation.

When they finally brought her to the visitation room, she barely recognized her father.

Jesse "Copperhead" Caudill looked smaller than she remembered. The orange jumpsuit hung loose on his frame, like he'd already lost weight in the twelve hours since his arrest. The fluorescent lights washed out his weathered face, made the lines around his eyes look deeper. But his hands—when he picked up the phone on his side of the bulletproof glass—were still the hands she remembered. Scarred from copper burns, strong from years of lifting barrels and building stills.

"You shouldn't-a come," he said into the phone, voice tinny through the handset.

Savannah picked up her own phone, pressed it to her ear. "Like hell I shouldn't-a." Her mountain accent came back full force, the way it always did when she was with him. No code-switching, no softening. This was who she was. "Darla said they knew everythin'. Still locations, customers, routes. Who talked, Daddy?"

Copperhead's jaw tightened. She could see him weighing his words, deciding how much to tell her. "Harley Mullins. Has to be. He's been sniffin' around my territory for years, tryin' to undercut my prices with watered-down rotgut that burns like gasoline and tastes worse. But I didn't think he'd go to the Revenuers. Thought he had more pride than that."

"Can you prove it?"

"Don't matter if I can." Copperhead leaned closer to the glass, and exhaustion lined his face like creek beds after a hard rain. "Federal prosecutor says they got me dead to rights. Traffickin' charges, distribution across state lines, tax evasion. My public defender's a kid fresh outta law school who's carryin' forty other cases. Says the best I can hope for is a plea deal—seven years instead of ten."

Seven years. The number hit her like a fist. Her father would be sixty-six when he got out. If he got out. Mountain men didn't do well in federal prison. The culture was too different, the rules too foreign. Men who'd spent their lives in hollers and ridges didn't adapt well to concrete and razor wire.

"There's gotta be somethin' we can do."

"Ain't nothin' to do, girl." His voice carried the weight of acceptance, the mountain pragmatism that said endure what you can't change. "I made my choices, and now I'm payin' for 'em. But you—you stayed clean. You got a legitimate life in Lexington. Don't throw that away tryin' to save me."

"I ain't throwin' anything away. I'm just—"

"No." Command weight settled into his voice, the same tone he'd used when she was sixteen and wanted to help with a run, when she'd offered to drive distribution because she had a clean record and wouldn't get pulled over. "You go back to Lexington. You work your job. You keep your head down. That's what I want. That's what I've always wanted for you."

Tears burned behind her eyes but she refused to let them fall. Mountain women didn't cry in public, didn't show weakness where others could see. "Daddy—"

"Promise me, Savannah Marie." Copperhead pressed his palm against the glass, and Savannah matched it with her own, the bulletproof barrier cold between them. "Promise me you'll stay clean. Stay legitimate. Don't let this drag you into the life."

The guard called time before she could answer. She watched her father stand, watched him walk away without looking back—mountain stoicism, accepting what couldn't be changed—and something broke inside her chest.

She sat in her car in the parking lot for twenty minutes, hands gripping the steering wheel, trying to breathe through the weight pressing down on her lungs. Daddy's facin' ten years—maybe seven if he takes a plea deal—and there's nothin' I can do about it.

Nothin' legal, anyway.

The drive back to Lexington felt longer than it should have. The mountains gave way to rolling hills, then to the flat farmland around the city. Her phone buzzed with texts from Darla, from other cousins, all saying the same thing: Sorry. Nothing we can do. Federal case, federal time.

But someone has to be able to do somethin'. Someone sold Daddy out, and sold him clean, and there has to be a way to prove it. To expose whoever betrayed him.

By the time she pulled into the parking lot behind McGrath's Tavern, her hands had stopped shaking. The grief was still there, heavy in her chest, but underneath it was something harder. Something that tasted like copper and oak char and mountain justice.

Daddy taught me to distill when I was twelve. Showed me how to read mash, how to judge temperature, how to build a still that ran clean and true. But he also taught me somethin' else: in the mountains, betrayal always comes with a price.

And sooner or later, somebody's gonna pay it.


Chapter two
THE DEVIL'S BARGAIN


The lunch shift at McGrath's Tavern the next day was brutal. Football crowd, heavy drinkers, the kind of men who ordered bourbon and Coke like they were doing the whiskey a favor by mixing it with soda. Savannah moved through it on autopilot—pouring drinks, clearing glasses, smiling when she had to—but her mind was back in that federal holding facility, watching her father through bulletproof glass.

You go back to Lexington. You work your job. You keep your head down.

Good advice, probably. The kind of advice that kept girls like her out of federal holding facilities. But it didn't help her father. And it didn't answer the burning question that had kept her awake all night: Who betrayed him?

A regular came up for a refill. Businessman type, mid-forties, always ordered Maker's Mark neat. She poured two fingers without asking, set it in front of him with a napkin.

"You know your bourbon," he said, nodding at the pour. "Most bartenders would've grabbed the well whiskey."

"Maker's uses winter wheat in the mash bill instead of rye," Savannah said automatically, her accent softening the way it did when she was working. "Makes it smoother, sweeter. You don't mix bourbon like that with Coke. You don't mix it with anything."

The businessman smiled. "Your daddy teach you that?"

Her hand stilled on the bottle she'd been returning to the shelf. "What?"

"The bourbon knowledge. Someone taught you. Most bartenders just pour what the customer orders without thinking about it."

"My daddy taught me a lot of things." Her voice had gone flat, the way it did when she didn't want to continue a conversation. She turned away, moved to the other end of the bar where a server was waiting for a round of beers.

But the businessman's words stayed with her. Your daddy teach you that?

Yeah. Daddy taught me. Not just about bourbon—about all of it. The craft, the chemistry, the art of turning corn and water and time into something that tasted like heritage and rebellion. Copperhead had shown her how mash should smell when it was ready, how to read the temperature by the sound of vapor moving through copper coils, how to judge proof by the way the spirit beaded on the surface.

She'd loved it. The precision, the tradition, the way her father's rough hands could be so careful when he was testing a batch or adjusting a still. He'd treated the craft with respect, even when the law said it was criminal. Even when running shine could get you ten years in federal prison.

The lunch crowd thinned out around two o'clock. Savannah was restocking the beer cooler when her manager told her she had a visitor.

"Said he knows your family," the manager said. "Waiting at the end of the bar."

Savannah straightened, wiped her hands on her apron. Family don't come to Lexington. Family stays in the mountains, where federal agents can't trace connections quite so easily. She walked to the bar, scanning the few remaining customers.

The man at the end was well-dressed—button-down shirt, dark jeans, the kind of casual that cost money. Maybe forty years old, with the easy confidence that came from old money or old bourbon or both. He was nursing a Basil Hayden's neat, which meant he knew bourbon but wasn't showing off about it.

"You're Copperhead's daughter," he said when she approached.

Her hand moved instinctively to the rag tucked in her apron, defensive habit. "I don't know you."

"Caleb McBrayer." He extended his hand across the bar. "Old Sentinel Distillery. Six generations of legitimate bourbon, all legal and licensed. I knew your father—professionally speaking."

Savannah didn't take his hand. Her mind was already working through the implications. McBrayer. That was a name she knew, even if she'd never met the man. Old Sentinel was one of the smaller bourbon operations, regional rather than national, but they had a reputation. Good product, traditional methods, the kind of distillery that bourbon purists respected.

"If you knew my daddy professionally," Savannah said carefully, "then you're in the same business he was. Which means I got nothin' to say to you."

"I'm legitimate," Caleb said, withdrawing his hand without taking offense. "Family distillery, registered with the state, pay our taxes every quarter. But I know the mountain families. I know your father's reputation. Best shine in Eastern Kentucky—maybe the best in the state."

Pride and grief twisted together in her chest until she couldn't tell which was which. "That what you came here to tell me? That my daddy made good moonshine?"

"I came to tell you he didn't deserve what happened to him."

The words hung in the air between them. Her hand tightened on the bar towel, and she forced herself to breathe slowly, carefully. "And what exactly happened to him?"

Caleb glanced around the bar, checking who was close enough to hear. The lunch crowd was gone, just a couple of regulars nursing beers at the far end, too drunk or too tired to pay attention to anyone else's conversation.

"Can we talk somewhere more private?" Caleb asked.

"We can talk right here, or not at all."

He nodded, accepting the boundary. Savannah watched him take a sip of his bourbon, watched the way he held the glass—comfortable, familiar, the grip of someone who'd spent time around stills and barrels. Not just a businessman. A distiller.

"Your father was set up," Caleb said finally, voice low. "The raid, the detailed intel the ATF had—that didn't come from some rival moonshiner looking to eliminate competition."

"My cousin said it was Harley Mullins."

"Harley's a two-bit hack who can't make decent shine if his life depended on it." Caleb's voice carried genuine contempt. "His product tastes like paint thinner and burns like battery acid. He doesn't have the connections to orchestrate a federal raid, and he sure as hell doesn't have the brains."

"Then who did?"

Caleb set his glass down carefully, and Savannah noticed his hands. Scarred, like her father's. Burns from hot copper, cuts from working with metal. These were a distiller's hands, not a businessman's.

"Toby Ransdell," Caleb said.

The name meant something. Savannah had heard it before, seen it on bourbon bottles in the liquor store. Ransdell Reserve. Gabbard's Gift. Blue Run Ransdell. Big-name bourbon, the kind that sold for sixty dollars a bottle in the fancy liquor stores, the kind that won awards and got written up in whiskey magazines.

"Why would some bourbon aristocrat care about my daddy's operation? He's makin' moonshine in the hollers, not competin' with distilleries that sell nationally."

"Because it's not about competition." Caleb leaned forward, and conviction burned in his eyes, the kind of righteous anger that looked genuine. "It's about control. The bourbon elite—families like the Ransdells—they don't just want to dominate the legitimate market. They want to destroy the mountain tradition entirely. Your father represents everything they hate: independent craft, authentic heritage, competition they can't control through licensing boards and distribution networks."

Cold weight settled in her stomach. It fits. God help me, it fits the narrative I grew up with—the rich gettin' richer while mountain families struggle to survive, bourbon aristocracy crushin' anyone who don't bow to their system.

"Even if that's true," Savannah said slowly, "what am I supposed to do about it?"

"That depends." Caleb finished his bourbon, set the glass down with a soft click. "How much do you care about getting your father out of federal holding?"

"I'd do anything."

The words were out before she could think about them, before she could hear how desperate they sounded. Caleb's expression shifted—just slightly, just enough to show he'd heard exactly what he wanted to hear.

"I have lawyers," he said. "Good ones. The kind that can find holes in federal cases, get evidence suppressed, make prosecutions disappear. They're expensive, but they're effective."

"I don't have money." $847 and some change. Not even enough to pay for a consultation with a real lawyer, let alone the kind of defense attorney who could take on federal prosecutors.

"I'm not asking for money." Caleb signaled the other bartender—a college kid who barely knew the difference between bourbon and scotch—and ordered another Basil Hayden's. "I'm asking for help. A small favor, really. Nothing illegal, nothing dangerous."

Every instinct screamed at her to walk away. She'd stayed out of her father's business her whole adult life specifically to avoid moments like this. Moments where someone offered you something that sounded too good to be true, because it always was.

But the image of Copperhead in that orange jumpsuit, looking smaller and older than he should, burned in her mind.

"What kind of favor?"

Caleb waited until the college kid delivered his bourbon and moved away. "Elk Trace Distillery is hiring. Entry-level positions, warehouse work, bottling line. Nothing that requires a degree or years of experience. I can make sure your application gets looked at, maybe put in a good word with their hiring manager."

"Why would you do that?"

"Because I need someone inside." Caleb's voice stayed casual, like he was suggesting she apply for a job at Walmart. "Elk Trace is expanding, investing in new equipment, developing new product lines. I need to know what they're planning. Industry intelligence. It's not illegal—every distillery keeps tabs on their competitors."

"You want me to spy on them."

"I want you to observe. There's a difference." Caleb took a sip of his fresh bourbon, and Savannah noticed he didn't wince at the taste, didn't add water or ice. He drank it the way her father did—neat, respectful, appreciating the craft. "You're not sabotaging anything. Just watching and reporting. You see what equipment they're buying, what their production volume looks like, what their master distiller is working on. Basic industry intelligence."

Her hands were shaking. She pressed them flat against the bar to hide it. "And in exchange?"

"In exchange, my lawyers get your father's case dismissed. They find the holes, prove the warrant was defective, get the evidence thrown out. Your father walks free. You get your life back."

Too easy. Too clean. But Savannah thought about her father's public defender—a kid fresh out of law school carrying forty other cases, who'd already told Copperhead that a plea deal was the best option. Seven years instead of ten. Seven years that'll turn my fifty-nine-year-old father into an old man, if he survives federal prison at all.

"How do I know you can do what you're sayin'?"

"You don't." Caleb pulled out a business card, slid it across the bar. Embossed lettering, quality paper stock. Caleb McBrayer, Master Distiller, Old Sentinel Distillery. A phone number, an email address. "But ask yourself this: who else is offering to help? Your father's public defender isn't going to save him. The federal prosecutor isn't going to have a crisis of conscience. And Toby Ransdell sure as hell isn't going to confess to destroying a mountain family's livelihood."

He stood, dropped two twenties on the bar for a fifteen-dollar drink. "Think about it. You work at Elk Trace for a few months, tell me what you see, and in exchange, my lawyers get your father out. It's that simple."

"Nothin's ever that simple."

"You're right." Caleb smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "But sometimes the complicated choice and the simple choice lead to the same place. Question is whether you're willing to take it."

He walked out before she could respond, leaving her alone with a business card and a choice that felt like stepping into quicksand.

---

Savannah didn't call the number that night. She told herself she was thinking it over, weighing her options, being smart about it. She poured drinks and cleared glasses and went through the motions of her shift, but her mind was somewhere else.

Toby Ransdell tipped off the ATF.

She didn't know if it was true. Caleb could be lying, could be manipulating her for reasons she didn't understand. But the logic worked. Bourbon aristocracy destroyin' mountain competition. The rich crushin' anyone who don't play by their rules. It fit everything she'd been taught about how the world worked.

The next day, she drove back to the mountains. Not to the federal holding facility this time—to Blackberry Creek, to the hollow where her father had built his life's work.

The ATF had left everything dismantled. The copper still lay in pieces, photographed and tagged as evidence. The fermentation tanks were empty, the barrels confiscated. Even the limestone overhang looked different without the smoke, without the smell of mash working through the stages toward shine.

Savannah stood in the hollow where her father had taught her the craft, and felt the weight of thirty-seven years of tradition crushed under federal boots.

She pulled out her phone. Pulled out Caleb's business card.

I'd do anything.

The words she'd said without thinking, the promise she'd made before she understood what it might cost.

Daddy told me to stay clean, to keep my head down, to build a legitimate life. But what kind of life is it if I let him rot in federal prison while I pour drinks for businessmen who don't know the difference between good bourbon and rotgut?

Savannah dialed the number.

Caleb answered on the second ring, like he'd been waiting.

"I'll do it," Savannah said, her mountain accent thick with emotion. "I'll work at Elk Trace. I'll tell you what I see. But you get my daddy out. That's the deal."

"That's the deal," Caleb agreed, and something in his voice sounded like victory. "I'll have your application submitted tomorrow. Be ready to interview next week."

"How do you know they'll hire me?"

"Because Toby Ransdell thinks he's untouchable. He'll see a mountain girl with bartending experience and distilling knowledge, and he'll think he can mold you into something useful. He won't see you coming until it's too late."

Savannah ended the call and stood in the hollow, surrounded by the wreckage of her father's life. The morning sun was burning through the trees, casting long shadows across the limestone. Somewhere in the distance, a crow called out—harsh, sharp, like a warning.

I just made a deal with the devil. Now I gotta hope I can live with the consequences. Because in the mountains, deals like this always come with a price. And the price is never just money.

---

The call came three days later. A woman's voice, professional and efficient, identifying herself as the hiring manager for Elk Trace Distillery. They'd reviewed Savannah's application—her bartending experience, her knowledge of spirits, her references from McGrath's Tavern—and they'd like to schedule an interview.

Savannah said yes before the woman finished explaining the position. Entry-level warehouse work, bottling line, inventory management. Minimum wage plus benefits. Nothing glamorous, nothing that required a degree.

Nothin' that'll raise suspicion about why a mountain girl with no bourbon industry experience is suddenly interested in workin' for one of Kentucky's premier distilleries.

The interview was scheduled for Monday morning. Nine o'clock, at the Elk Trace facility just outside Lexington. Dress professionally but practically—she'd be touring the warehouse and production areas.

Savannah hung up and stared at her phone, feeling the weight of what she'd just agreed to settle over her like a shroud.

I'm gonna walk into Toby Ransdell's distillery. The man who destroyed Daddy. The bourbon aristocrat who used federal agents to crush mountain tradition. I'm gonna smile and be professional and grateful for the opportunity, and I'm gonna watch everything he does. And then I'm gonna report back to Caleb McBrayer, who'll use that information to—what? Compete better? Undercut Ransdell's market share? Don't matter. What matters is gettin' Daddy out of federal holdin'. What matters is justice, even if it comes from the shadows instead of a courtroom.

Savannah pulled out the one good outfit she owned—black slacks, white button-down shirt, shoes that weren't quite professional but would pass for an entry-level interview. She pressed the shirt, polished the shoes, practiced softening her mountain accent in the mirror.

"Yes sir, I appreciate the opportunity. I've always admired Ransdell bourbon. The Gabbard's Gift line is exceptional."

Lies. All of it lies. But I learned to code-switch when I left the mountains, learned to soften my accent and smile and make people comfortable. I can do it again. I can walk into that distillery and be whoever they need me to be. And then I can burn it down from the inside.

---

On Sunday night, she drove back to the federal holding facility one more time. Sat across from her father through bulletproof glass, phone pressed to her ear.

"I got a job interview," she said. "Elk Trace Distillery. Entry-level warehouse work."

Copperhead's expression didn't change. "That's legitimate work. Good pay, good benefits. Better than bartending."

"Yeah." I can't tell him the truth. Can't explain that I made a deal with Caleb McBrayer, that I'm walkin' into Elk Trace as a spy. Daddy told me to stay clean, and this is the opposite of clean. But it's the only way to save him.

"You take that job if they offer it," Copperhead said. "You work hard, keep your head down, learn the legitimate side of the business. That's what I always wanted for you."

Savannah nodded, not trusting her voice.

"And Savannah—" Copperhead leaned closer to the glass. "—whatever happens with my case, you don't do anything stupid. You don't try to help. You don't get involved. You promise me that."

"I promise," Savannah lied.

The guard called time. She watched her father walk away, watched the door close behind him, and felt the weight of her betrayal settle in her chest like a stone.

I promised to stay clean. I promised not to get involved. But some promises are meant to be broken, especially when the alternative is watchin' your father die in federal prison.

Savannah walked out of the holding facility, got in her car, and drove back to Lexington. Tomorrow I'll interview at Elk Trace. Tomorrow I'll smile and be professional and grateful. Tomorrow I'll become the spy Caleb McBrayer needs me to be. And if that makes me a liar and a traitor to Daddy's wishes, then so be it. Because in the mountains, family comes first. Always. Even if it means makin' a deal with the devil.


Chapter three
THE ARRIVAL


Elk Trace Distillery sat in a valley twenty miles outside Lexington, surrounded by rolling hills and limestone springs that fed the operation. Savannah had driven past it before—impossible to miss the black-painted timber buildings and weathered Kentucky limestone, the rickhouses rising like cathedrals against the morning sky. But she'd never paid attention to it, never thought she'd set foot inside.

Now she was pulling into the employee parking lot at eight forty-five on a Monday morning, fifteen minutes early for her interview, trying to calm the nervous energy thrumming through her veins.

The distillery was bigger than she'd expected. Not just one building but a complex—the main stillhouse, multiple rickhouses for aging, bottling facilities, administrative offices. The air smelled like fermenting grain and oak char, a heavy sweetness that coated the back of her throat. Different from her father's operation, but familiar enough to make her chest ache.

She'd dressed carefully. Black slacks, white button-down shirt, her hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. Professional but not trying too hard. She'd practiced softening her accent in the car, reminding herself to code-switch, to be the version of herself that Lexington expected rather than the mountain girl she actually was.

You can do this. Smile. Be grateful for the opportunity. Don't let 'em see you comin'.

The main office building was smaller than the production facilities, but well-maintained. Brick and timber, with brass fixtures and a discreet sign that read Elk Trace Distillery - Est. 1868 - Visitors Please Check In. Savannah pushed through the door into a reception area that smelled like leather and bourbon.

The receptionist was a woman in her fifties, professional and efficient. She smiled when Savannah gave her name, checked her off on a list, and asked her to take a seat. "Mr. Ransdell will be with you shortly."

Savannah sat, trying not to fidget. The waiting area had framed photographs on the walls—old black-and-white images of the distillery through the decades, copper stills and oak barrels, men in work clothes standing beside equipment that looked like it belonged in a museum. The Ransdell family history, on display for anyone who cared to look.

Bourbon aristocracy. Six generations of wealth and tradition and legitimate business. Everything my family ain't.

She was studying a photograph from the 1920s—men loading barrels onto a wagon—when a door opened and a man's voice said, "Miss Caudill?"

Savannah stood, turned, and felt her breath catch.

Tobias Ransdell III looked exactly like what he was: eighth-generation bourbon aristocracy, born and bred to run this operation. Early thirties, maybe, with the kind of unconscious confidence that came from never having to question your place in the world. Dark hair, strong features, wearing work clothes that somehow looked more expensive than her interview outfit. But it was his eyes that caught her—amber-colored, like bourbon in good light, sharp and assessing.

"Mr. Ransdell." Savannah kept her voice level, professional. Extended her hand for a shake.

His grip was firm but not aggressive. His hands were calloused—not soft businessman hands, but working hands. Distiller's hands. The realization surprised her. *Expected bourbon aristocracy to be removed from the actual work, to hire others to do the dirty jobs while they sat in offices and counted money.*

"Come on back," Toby said, gesturing toward the door he'd come through. "We'll talk in my office."

Savannah followed him down a hallway lined with more photographs, more bourbon history. Through a window she could see the stillhouse, copper columns gleaming in the morning light. The operation here is massive compared to Daddy's hidden hollers, but the fundamentals are the same. Grain, water, yeast, time. Copper and oak and craft.

Toby's office was exactly what she'd expected—leather furniture, bourbon bottles on display, a desk that looked like it had been in the family for generations. But there were also blueprints on the walls, production schedules, handwritten notes about barrel rotations and mash bills. This ain't just a showpiece office. This is where work happens.

"Have a seat." Toby gestured to a chair across from his desk, then settled into his own. He pulled out a folder—her application, she assumed—and opened it.

"So," he said, scanning the pages. "Savannah Caudill. Bartending experience at McGrath's Tavern, some cocktail training, good references from your manager. No college degree, no previous distillery experience." He looked up, met her eyes. "Why do you want to work here?"

Savannah had practiced this answer. "I've always been interested in bourbon. Growing up in Eastern Kentucky, you're surrounded by the culture. I want to learn the legitimate side of the industry, understand how professional distilleries operate."

"McGrath's pays better than entry-level warehouse work," Toby said, eyes back on her application. "You'd be taking a pay cut, at least initially."

"I'm not looking for easy money. I'm looking for a career path."

Toby leaned back in his chair, studying her. There was something in his expression—curiosity, maybe, or assessment. Like he was measuring her for something she couldn't quite identify.

"Tell me what you know about bourbon," he said.

This is the test. She could feel it. He was measuring her, seeing if the bartending experience translated to actual knowledge or if she was just good at pouring drinks.

"Bourbon has to be made in America," Savannah said, letting a little of her mountain accent come through—calculated authenticity. "Mash bill has to be at least fifty-one percent corn. Aged in new charred oak barrels. Can't be distilled higher than 160 proof or barreled higher than 125 proof. No additives except water to bring it to bottling proof."

"Legal requirements," Toby said. "Any bartender who sells bourbon could tell me that. I asked what you *know* about bourbon."

Something shifted in her chest. This is the real test. Not memorized facts, but understanding.

"Corn makes it sweet," she said, her accent thickening slightly as she got into it. "But too much corn and it's one-dimensional. The other grains in the mash bill are what make it interesting. Rye adds spice, bite. Wheat makes it softer, smoother—that's what Maker's Mark uses. Malted barley helps with the fermentation, converts the starches. But it's not just the grain—it's the yeast. That's where the real magic happens. Different yeast strains produce different flavor compounds during fermentation. Some distilleries guard their yeast like it's gold, because it is."

She paused, watching his reaction. His expression hadn't changed, but something in his eyes had sharpened.

"And it's not just fermentation," Savannah continued. "It's the cut. Where you make the heads cut, where you make the tails cut, what you keep for the heart. Too much heads and you get acetone flavors. Too much tails and you get fuel oil notes. The heart is what you're after—clean, sweet, with the character you want. That's craft. That's what separates good bourbon from great bourbon."

The silence stretched between them. Toby's amber eyes were locked on hers, and Savannah couldn't tell if she'd impressed him or revealed too much.

"Where'd you learn that?" he asked finally.

Savannah chose her words carefully. "Grew up around it. Eastern Kentucky, you hear things. People talk. And when you work a bar, you pay attention to what you're pouring."

Not a lie. Just not the whole truth. Daddy taught me everything I know about distillin', but Toby don't need to know that. Not yet.

Toby stood, walked to the window overlooking the stillhouse. "Entry-level warehouse position," he said, not turning around. "Minimum wage plus benefits. You'll work inventory, barrel rotation, bottling line support. It's physical work—lifting, moving barrels, standing for eight-hour shifts. You think you can handle that?"

"Yes sir."

"You'll report to the warehouse supervisor. He'll train you on safety protocols, equipment operation, inventory systems. You follow his instructions, you show up on time, you work hard, and we'll see where it goes from there."

Relief flooded through her. "Thank you, Mr. Ransdell. I appreciate the opportunity."

"One more thing." Toby turned from the window. "You'll need to clear security. My general counsel handles all new hires, makes sure we're not bringing in anyone who poses a risk to the operation."

He picked up his phone, pressed a button. "Shelby? Can you come to my office? New hire needs security clearance."

A moment later, the door opened and a woman walked in.

Dangerous. That was Savannah's first thought. Not in an obvious way—the woman was professional, put-together, wearing a blazer and slacks that said lawyer or executive. But there was something in her eyes, sharp and assessing, that made Savannah's instincts flare with warning.

"Savannah Caudill," Toby said, "this is Shelby Hensley, our general counsel and head of security. Shelby, Miss Caudill is our new warehouse hire. She needs to clear the standard background check and security screening."

Shelby's gaze swept over Savannah like she was cataloging every detail—posture, expression, the way she held herself. There was something territorial in it. Protective. Like a guard dog sizing up a potential threat.

"Miss Caudill," Shelby said, voice level and professional. "Come with me. We'll get your paperwork started."

Savannah stood, shook Toby's hand again. "Thank you for the opportunity."

Toby nodded. "Welcome to Elk Trace. Hope you find what you're looking for here."

The way he said it—calm, measured—made Savannah wonder if there was a double meaning she was missing. But before she could think about it too much, Shelby was already walking out the door, clearly expecting Savannah to follow.
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Shelby's office was smaller than Toby's but just as professional. Law books on the shelves, framed diplomas on the wall—University of Kentucky, law degree and undergraduate. A photo on the desk showed Shelby and Toby at what looked like a distillery event, both of them smiling, comfortable with each other in a way that spoke of more than just professional partnership.

"Sit," Shelby said, gesturing to a chair while she settled behind her desk and pulled up something on her computer. "Full legal name, social security number, previous addresses for the last five years."

Savannah provided the information, watching Shelby type with efficient precision. The woman's fingers were quick on the keyboard, professional and practiced. But there was something else in her posture—tension, maybe, or territorial instinct.

"This will take a few minutes," Shelby said, eyes on her screen. "Background check, criminal history. Standard procedure for anyone who'll have access to our production facilities."

Savannah nodded, trying not to fidget. *I got nothin' to hide—no arrests, no charges, clean record. But sittin' across from Shelby Hensley makes me feel like I'm bein' interrogated anyway.*

"You're from Eastern Kentucky," Shelby said, still typing.

"Yes ma'am."

"Grew up around moonshine culture."

It wasn't a question, but Savannah answered anyway. "You grow up in the mountains, you're surrounded by it. Doesn't mean I was involved."

"No," Shelby agreed. "It doesn't." She clicked something, scrolled. Kept typing. More screens. More searches. "Clean record. No arrests, no charges, not even a traffic ticket." She kept going—pulled up something else that made Savannah's stomach tighten. "Credit report... tax history..." Shelby's eyes flicked up briefly. "Thorough screening for warehouse work, I know. But Toby's careful about who gets access to his operation."

This ain't standard. Worked enough jobs to know they don't pull credit and tax records for entry-level positions. She's diggin' deeper. Lookin' for somethin'.

"Everything checks out," Shelby said finally. "You're exactly what you appear to be on paper."

"Is that a problem?"

Shelby looked up then, met Savannah's eyes directly. "It would be more of a problem if you weren't. But let's be clear about something, Miss Caudill. This is Toby's distillery. His legacy, his family's heritage, his responsibility. I'm here to protect that. Which means I need to make sure you're not going to be a problem."

"I'm just here to work."

"Maybe." Shelby stood, walked around her desk. "But I've learned not to take anything at face value. So I'm going to ask you some questions, and I need you to answer them honestly."

Savannah's pulse quickened. "All right."

"Why Elk Trace? There are other distilleries hiring. Why here specifically?"

"Because it's the best," Savannah said, which was true. "If I'm going to learn the bourbon industry, I want to learn from the best."

"Do you have family or friends who work in the moonshine business currently?"

Her throat tightened, but she kept her voice steady. "Not anymore."

Shelby's eyes narrowed slightly. "Not anymore. Meaning you did, but they're not active now?"

"Meaning whatever they did or didn't do isn't my business."

"It becomes my business if it poses a risk to this operation." Shelby moved closer, and Savannah felt the space shrink between them. "I need to know if you have connections to illegal operations. I need to know if someone sent you here. I need to know if you're going to be a problem."

"I'm not a problem," Savannah said, meeting Shelby's eyes. "I stayed out of illegal business my whole life because I wanted a legitimate career. That's all this is."

Shelby studied her for a long moment, then nodded. "I need to complete your physical security screening. Standard procedure for all new hires. I need you to stand up."

Savannah stood, her pulse hammering now. This ain't standard procedure. Worked enough jobs to know that most places don't do physical pat-downs for warehouse positions. But I'm in Shelby's office, in Shelby's territory, and I don't got a choice.

"Arms out to the sides."

Savannah raised her arms, held them out. Tried to keep her breathing steady.

Shelby's hands were professional, efficient, but thorough. She started at Savannah's shoulders, running her palms down her arms, checking for—what? Weapons? Recording devices? The touch was firm, deliberate, making it clear that this wasn't just about security. This is about establishin' hierarchy.

Shelby's hands moved to Savannah's ribs, then higher—fingers trailing along the underside of her breasts, checking the bra line where someone might tape a wire. The touch was clinical, impersonal, but Savannah's breath caught anyway.

"Turn around."

Savannah turned, facing the wall now. She heard Shelby move behind her, felt hands on her shoulders again, then down her back. The touch was clinical but invasive, sliding down her spine, checking the waistband of her slacks.

Shelby's hands moved to Savannah's waist, then lower—hips, outer thighs. Professional technique, the kind law enforcement used, but there was something else underneath it. Something that made Savannah's skin flush, made her breath catch in a way that had nothing to do with fear.

"Inner thighs," Shelby said, voice level.

Savannah felt hands slide down her inner thighs, checking for—something. Anything. The touch was quick but unmistakable, and Savannah's body reacted before her mind could stop it. Heat pooled low in her belly, her pulse quickened, and she hated herself for it.

"You can turn around."

Savannah turned, and Shelby was closer than before. Close enough that Savannah could smell her perfume—something expensive and subtle, mixed with the ever-present scent of bourbon that clung to everyone who worked at a distillery.

Shelby's eyes were locked on hers, sharp and knowing. "Your pulse is elevated."

"You just—" Savannah's voice came out rougher than she intended. "You just did a full body search. That tends to make people nervous."

"Nervous." Shelby's lips curved slightly, something that wasn't quite a smile. "Is that what you're calling it?"

Heat flooded her face. Shelby noticed. Of course she did. The woman notices everything.

"Are we done?" Savannah asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

"Almost." Shelby stepped back, just slightly, but her eyes never left Savannah's face. "I want to make sure you understand something, Miss Caudill. This is my territory. Toby's distillery, but my watch. Anything that threatens this operation, threatens him, goes through me first. And I don't miss much."

"I understand."

"Good." Shelby walked back to her desk, pulled out a folder. "Employee handbook, benefits information, safety protocols. Read all of it before your first shift. You start tomorrow, seven AM, report to the warehouse supervisor. Don't be late."

"I won't."

"And Miss Caudill?" Shelby looked up one more time, and there was something in her expression—warning, maybe, or challenge. "Welcome to Elk Trace. I'll be watching."
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Savannah made it to her car before her hands started shaking.

The security screening—the pat-down, the invasive touch, Shelby's territorial marking—had been more than just procedure. Felt it in the way Shelby's hands lingered, the way her eyes tracked every micro-expression. The woman was assessin' threat level, yes, but also somethin' else.

And worse—far worse—was Savannah's own reaction. The way her pulse had quickened when Shelby invaded her space. The flush of heat that had nothing to do with anger or fear. The awareness of another woman's hands on my body, professional but charged with somethin' I don't wanna name.

Your pulse is elevated.

Shelby had noticed. And from the way she'd looked at Savannah—knowing, assessing—she'd understood exactly what it meant.

Savannah sat in her car, gripping the steering wheel, trying to process what had just happened.

I got the job. That's good. That's what Caleb needs, what the plan requires.

But Toby Ransdell ain't what I expected. He tested my knowledge, hired me despite my obvious Eastern Kentucky background, and there was somethin' in his eyes—curiosity, maybe, or recognition—that makes me wonder how much he actually saw through my cover story.

And Shelby Hensley don't trust me. Marked me as a potential threat, established dominance through that invasive pat-down, made it clear I'm bein' watched.

Savannah pulled out her phone, stared at Caleb's number.

Should call him. Tell him I got the job, that I'm in. That's the deal.

But something stopped her. Maybe it was the way Toby had looked at her when she'd explained the importance of yeast strains and cuts. Like he was measuring her for something more than warehouse work.

Or maybe it was the way Shelby's hands had felt on her body, and the sick realization that part of her—some small, traitorous part—had liked it.

Savannah put her phone away, started her car, and drove back to Lexington.

Tomorrow I'll start work at Elk Trace. Tomorrow I'll be a spy in bourbon aristocracy's kingdom.

Tomorrow I'll find out if I can live with what I've become.

But tonight, I just drive. And try not to think about amber eyes that see too much, or the way another woman's touch made my body betray everything I thought I knew about myself.


Chapter four
THE VETTING


Savannah's first week at Elk Trace passed in a careful balance of hard work and watchful observation.

The warehouse supervisor, Dale Hutchins, ran a tight operation. Fifty-something, built like a bourbon barrel, with three decades of experience that showed in every efficient movement. He'd trained Savannah on inventory systems, barrel rotation schedules, forklift operation, safety protocols. The work was exactly what she'd expected—physical, repetitive, the kind of labor that left her muscles aching and her hands blistered by the end of each ten-hour shift.

But she paid attention to everything else too. The layout of the warehouses, the production volume she could calculate from inventory turnover, the equipment specs she glimpsed on work orders. Catalogin' it mentally, knowin' Caleb'll want details.

She still hadn't called him. Eight days in, and she hadn't reported back once.

Every time she pulled out her phone, something stopped her. Maybe it was the way Toby Ransdell moved through the facility—not like an absentee owner, but like someone who knew every piece of equipment, every employee's name, every detail of the operation. Or maybe it was Shelby Hensley's presence, always somewhere in the periphery, watching with those sharp eyes that missed nothing.

Keep your head down, do your job, and try not to think too hard about the fact that you're a spy who can't bring herself to spy.

On her ninth day, Toby Ransdell found her in Warehouse Three.

She was helping Dale rotate barrels from the lower ricks to the upper levels—standard practice to ensure even aging. The work was hot despite the October chill outside, the warehouse air thick with the Angel's Share evaporation that gave the space its distinctive sweet-oak smell. Savannah had worked up a sweat, her hair escaping from its ponytail, shirt sticking to her back.

"Miss Caudill." Toby's voice cut through the sound of Dale's forklift backing up with its warning beep. "Got a minute?"

Savannah set down the barrel she'd been marking, wiped her hands on her jeans. "Yes sir."

"Come with me. Want to show you something."

Dale caught her eye, gave a slight nod. Go. When the owner wants to show you somethin', you go.

Savannah followed Toby out of the warehouse, across the complex toward the main stillhouse. The morning was crisp, the smell of fermenting mash heavy in the air. She'd walked past the stillhouse every day on her way to the warehouse, heard the hum of the operation through the walls, but she'd never been inside.

"You're doing good work," Toby said as they walked. "Dale says you're picking up the rotation schedules faster than most new hires. Understanding the why, not just the what."

"Makes sense to understand the reason behind the work."

"Most people don't care about the reason. They just want to clock in, do their hours, clock out." Toby pulled open the stillhouse door, and a wave of heat rolled out. "But you ask questions. You look at the chalk marks on the barrels like you're reading a story."

Her pulse quickened. *Been careful, haven't I? Haven't drawn attention, haven't acted like I know more than a warehouse worker should.*

"Just trying to learn," she said, softening her accent.

"Good. That's what I want to see."

The stillhouse interior hit her like a physical blow. The space was massive—cathedral ceilings, copper column stills rising three stories, fermentation tanks lined up like soldiers. But it was the smell that caught her: sweet corn mash, yeast working through its magic, the sharp mineral bite of distillate coming off the stills. Different from her father's operation—bigger, cleaner, more controlled—but the fundamentals were the same.

Smells like home.

"This is where it happens," Toby said, leading her past the fermentation tanks. "Everything else is storage, aging, bottling. But this is where we turn grain and water into whiskey."

Savannah followed, trying not to look too eager, too knowledgeable. But her eyes tracked everything—the height of the stills, the configuration of the condensers, the way the fermentation tanks were arranged for temperature control.

Toby stopped at one of the large wooden fermentation vessels. "What do you know about fermentation?"

"Yeast converts sugar to alcohol." Safe answer. Textbook.

"That's the chemistry. I'm asking what you know." He pulled up a sample with a whiskey thief—the long glass tube distillers used to test without contaminating the batch. Held it up to the light streaming through the high windows.

Savannah looked at the sample. The liquid was cloudy, thick with suspended yeast. Active fermentation, CO2 bubbles still rising. She could see the temperature from the condensation on the outside of the tank, could judge the stage by the color and clarity.

"Four days in," she said before she could stop herself. "Maybe five. Temperature's right around seventy-two, seventy-three degrees. Yeast is still active but startin' to slow down. Another day, maybe two, before it's ready for the still."

Toby was watching her. She felt the weight of his attention like a hand on her shoulder.

"How can you tell?" he asked.

"The bubbles. The way they're risin’. And the—" Shit. "The color. The viscosity."

"The smell," Toby said, extending the sample toward her. "That's what you were going to say."

Savannah took the whiskey thief, brought it to her nose. The smell hit her hard—corn sweetness, yeast esters, the clean fermentation that meant healthy yeast working through good mash. No off-notes, no contamination, just pure transformation.

"Clean fermentation," she said quietly. "Good yeast. Mash bill's high corn, probably seventy-five percent or more, with enough rye to give it some backbone. The yeast strain's workin' clean, no fusels, no esters that shouldn't be there."

She handed the sample back, realized her accent had thickened. Mountain dialect creepin' back in when I talk about the craft.

Toby returned the sample to the tank, sealed it. "Most warehouse workers wouldn't know fusels from esters. Wouldn't be able to read fermentation by smell and sight."

Her pulse hammered in her throat. "I told you, I grew up around bourbon culture. Eastern Kentucky, you pick things up."

"You pick up how to drink it, maybe. How to appreciate it." Toby moved to the next fermentation tank, ran his hand along the wood. "But reading fermentation? Knowing temperature ranges and yeast behavior? That's not something you pick up from living in bourbon country."

He turned to face her then, amber eyes sharp and assessing.

"Someone taught you. Someone who knew the craft inside and out."

The world narrowed to this moment—the heat of the stillhouse, the smell of fermenting mash, Toby Ransdell looking at her like he could see straight through every lie she'd told.

"Copperhead taught you a lot."

The words dropped like a stone into still water.

Savannah froze. Her breath caught in her chest. Every instinct screamed at her to run, to deny, to deflect. But her body wouldn't move, wouldn't respond, like she'd been pinned in place by those six words.

The silence stretched. Toby didn't move, didn't speak, just watched her process.

"Damned shame he didn't go legit," Toby continued, voice casual like they were discussing the weather. "Any distillery would have been lucky to have skills like his."

Her mountain dialect came back full force, defensive and raw. "You know'd exactly who I was the minute I darkened your door."

Not a question. A statement. Mountain pride refusing to be caught off guard even when she was.

"You've got his gift for reading the mash," Toby said, not confirming or denying. "That's rare. Real talent, not just book learning."

"Why?" Her hands clenched at her sides. "Why hire me if you knew?"

"Your father's one of the best distillers in Kentucky. Legal or not, talent like that doesn't appear out of nowhere." Toby leaned against the fermentation tank, arms crossed. "Why don't you tell me why you're really here, Savannah?"

Because Caleb McBrayer told me you ruint my father. ‘Cause I'm s’posed to spy on you and report back. That’s the only way to get him out of federal holdin'.

But she couldn't say any of that. Not here, not now, not with Toby looking at her like he already knew half the truth and was waiting for her to fill in the rest.

"I came for legitimate work," Savannah said, her accent thick with emotion when thinking about her daddy. "My daddy's facin' ten years. I cain't follow in his footsteps, but I ain't fixin' to abandon the craft either. This is the only way I can honor what he taught me and stay legal."

The truth. Just not the whole truth.

Toby studied her for a long moment. Savannah held his gaze, refusing to look away, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing her break.

"All right," he said finally. "Get back to the warehouse. Dale's probably wondering where you went."

That was it? No interrogation, no demands for the whole story, no threat to fire her?

"That's it?" The question escaped before she could stop herself.

"For now." Toby pushed off from the tank, walked toward the stillhouse door. "But Savannah? When you're ready to tell me the rest, I'll be here."

He left her standing in the stillhouse, surrounded by the smell of fermenting mash and her father's legacy, with the weight of her lies pressing down on her chest like a bourbon barrel.
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Savannah made it back to the warehouse on autopilot. Finished her shift moving barrels, marking inventory, doing the physical work that kept her hands busy while her mind spun in circles.

You know'd exactly who I was the minute I darkened your door.

Toby had known. From the beginning, he'd known she was Copperhead's daughter. And he'd hired her anyway. Had put her in his warehouse, given her access to his operation, let her work alongside his employees.

Why?

The question haunted her through the rest of her shift, through the drive back to Lexington, through the evening as she sat in her apartment staring at her phone.

Caleb's number was right there. Should call him, report that I've been made, that Toby knows who I am. Tell him about the stillhouse, the fermentation tanks, the production volume I've observed.

That was the deal.

But her hand wouldn't dial. Because Toby's voice kept echoing in her head: Damned shame he didn't go legit—any distillery would have been lucky to have skills like his.

Respect. Genuine respect for her father's craft. Not contempt, not dismissal, not the attitude of bourbon aristocracy looking down on criminal mountain shiners. Just recognition of talent, regardless of legality.

That ain't what Caleb told me to expect.

Caleb had painted Toby Ransdell as the enemy—the bourbon elite using federal agents to destroy mountain competition, crushing independent craftsmen to maintain their monopoly. But the man in the stillhouse today hadn't acted like someone who'd betrayed her father. He'd acted like someone who recognized quality work and didn't let the law define whether skill was legitimate.

Savannah put her phone down, pressed her palms against her eyes.

Daddy's still in federal holdin'. Still facin' ten years. Still dependin' on Caleb's lawyers to get him out.

But someone tipped off the Revenuers. Someone gave ‘em everythin’—still locations, customer lists, distribution routes. Some Judas got their thirty pieces of silver for sellin' Daddy out.

If Toby Ransdell respects Copperhead's craft, if he hired his daughter knowin' exactly who she was, would he have ruint him?

The doubt that had been whispering in the back of her mind for days grew louder.

And if Toby didn't betray Daddy, then who did?

Savannah looked at her phone again. At Caleb's number.

I'll call him. Eventually. I'll report back like I promised.

But not tonight. Not when the ground beneath my feet feels like it's shiftin', when everythin’ Caleb told me is startin' to fracture under the weight of Toby Ransdell's respect for my daddy's talent.

Tonight, she just sat in her apartment and wondered if she'd made a deal with the wrong devil.


Chapter five
THE FRICTION


Three days after Toby dropped the Copperhead bomb, Savannah was still trying to figure out which way was up.

She went to work every morning at seven, clocked in, did her warehouse duties with Dale. Moved barrels, updated inventory, learned the rotation schedules and aging protocols. Professional, competent, keeping her head down. But the whole time, her mind was spinning.

You know'd exactly who I was the minute I darkened your door.

Toby had known from the beginning. Had hired her anyway. Had shown her the stillhouse, let her touch the fermentation tanks, recognized her father's gift in the way she read the mash.

That ain't the behavior of a man who destroyed Daddy. That's the behavior of someone who respects craft regardless of legality.

But her father was still in federal holding. Some Judas had still betrayed him, sold him out for thirty pieces of silver. And Caleb McBrayer's lawyers were still the only thing standing between Copperhead and ten years in federal prison.

On her twelfth day at Elk Trace, Savannah finally called Caleb.

She did it from her car during lunch break, sitting in the employee parking lot with a protein bar she wasn't eating and a bottle of water she couldn't swallow.

Caleb answered on the second ring. "Savannah. I was starting to wonder if you'd forgotten our arrangement."

"I've been busy. Learnin' the operation, stayin' under the radar."

"And what have you learned?"

Savannah looked out at the distillery complex—the rickhouses rising like monuments, the stillhouse with its copper stacks gleaming in the October sun. "Production volume's higher than I expected. They're runnin' three shifts on the bottling line, expanding warehouse capacity. Toby Ransdell's hands-on, knows every part of the operation."

"That's useful. What else?"

"He knows who I am."

Silence on the other end of the line. Then: "Explain."

"He knows I'm Copperhead's daughter. Knew from the beginning." Her accent thickened, mountain dialect coming back when she was stressed. "Hired me anyway. Said my daddy was one of the best distillers in Kentucky, that any distillery would've been lucky to have his skills."

"He's playing you." Caleb's voice was smooth, certain. "Classic manipulation. Make you think he respects your father, gain your trust so you won't see the knife coming. That's how these people operate."

"He don't act like someone who destroyed my daddy."

"Because he's good at hiding it. Savannah, listen to me." Caleb's tone shifted, urgent now. "I've been in this industry thirty years. I know how the bourbon elite work. They smile to your face while they stab you in the back. Toby Ransdell tipped off the ATF because your father represented competition he couldn't control through legal channels. Now he's grooming you, making you doubt what you know to be true."

Want to argue, want to push back. But what do I actually know? Worked at Elk Trace for less than two weeks. Caleb's been in the bourbon business for decades.

"What do you want me to do?"

"Keep doing what you're doing. Watch, learn, report back. But Savannah—" Caleb paused. "—now that you're inside, now that Ransdell trusts you enough to show you the operation, I need something more specific."

Her stomach tightened. "What?"

"Samples of the Gabbard yeast strain."

The words hung in the air like smoke from a still fire.

"You said I wasn't stealin' anything," Savannah said slowly.

"I said you weren't sabotaging. This isn't sabotage—it's documentation. Industrial intelligence. Every distillery in Kentucky would kill for access to that yeast strain. It's what makes Ransdell bourbon distinctive. I need samples so my lab can analyze the fermentation characteristics, understand what makes it different."

"That's theft."

"It's leverage." Caleb's voice hardened. "Your father's sitting in federal holding right now. My lawyers are good, but they're expensive, and they need time to build a case. Time your father doesn't have. You get me those yeast samples, I accelerate the timeline. Your father could be out in weeks instead of months."

Savannah pressed her palm against her forehead. The protein bar sat untouched on the passenger seat. Outside her window, she could see other employees on their lunch breaks, talking and laughing like their lives weren't falling apart.

"How am I supposed to get yeast samples? I'm warehouse, not production. I don't have access to the fermentation rooms."

"But you will. Ransdell's already shown you the stillhouse once. He'll show you more. Men like him, they love to display their kingdoms, prove how much they know. You just need to be ready when the opportunity comes."

"And if I get caught?"

"You won't. You're Copperhead's daughter—you know how to move without being seen. You grew up around illegal operations. This is nothing compared to what you watched your father do."

The comparison stung. Daddy taught me the craft, but he also made me promise to stay legitimate. To build a life that didn't involve federal raids and ten-year sentences.

Now here I am, bein' asked to steal proprietary yeast cultures from the man who's shown me nothin' but respect.

"I need to think about it," Savannah said.

"Don't think too long. Your father doesn't have the luxury of time." Caleb's voice softened, sympathetic again. "I know this is hard. I know you want to believe Toby Ransdell is a good man. But good men don't use federal agents to destroy their competition. Remember that."

He hung up before she could respond.
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She sat in her car, staring at the distillery, feeling the weight of the choice pressing down on her chest. Caleb wants me to steal. Actual theft, not just observation. Cross a line I ain't never crossed before.

For Daddy. To get him out of federal holdin'.

Savannah shoved her phone in her pocket, grabbed the protein bar, and got out of the car. She had twenty minutes left on her lunch break, and she needed to walk. Needed to move, to think, to figure out how she'd gotten here.

She walked past the bottling facility, past the administrative building, ending up near Rickhouse No. 3. The massive structure rose six stories, the smell of aging bourbon seeping through the walls even in the cool October air. She'd helped Dale rotate barrels in here earlier in the week, knew the layout, knew the temperature differentials between the upper and lower ricks.

"Miss Caudill."

Savannah turned. Toby was walking toward her from the direction of the stillhouse, work clothes covered in what looked like grain dust.

"Mr. Ransdell."

"Call me Toby. We're past the formalities now." He nodded toward Rickhouse No. 3. "You on break?"

"Got about fifteen minutes left."

"Come with me. Want to show you something."

Savannah followed him into the rickhouse, and the smell hit her immediately—oak and bourbon, the Angel's Share evaporation that made the air thick and sweet. The interior was dim, lit by high windows that cast long shadows across the stacked barrels. Rows and rows of them, thousands of barrels aging in the controlled environment.

Toby led her up the metal stairs to the third level, then down one of the narrow walkways between the barrel ricks. The temperature up here was noticeably warmer—heat rising, concentrating in the upper levels the way it always did.

"We're doing some barrel sampling today," Toby said, pulling a whiskey thief from his belt. "Quality control, checking on a batch that's been aging for four years. Want to see how it's developing."

He stopped at a specific barrel, checked the chalk marks against a clipboard, then carefully removed the bung—the wooden stopper that sealed the barrel. The smell that rolled out was rich, complex, the bourbon having drawn deep into the charred oak over four years of Kentucky summers and winters.

Toby inserted the whiskey thief, drew up a sample of amber liquid, held it to the light.

"What do you see?" he asked, extending it toward Savannah.

She looked. The bourbon was dark, rich caramel color, with good legs running down the sides of the glass tube when Toby tilted it. "Good extraction. Color's deep, means it's pulled a lot from the char."

"What else?"

Savannah brought the sample to her nose—careful, respectful, the way her father had taught her. The smell was layered: vanilla and caramel from the oak, corn sweetness from the mash, spice notes that spoke to rye in the mash bill. But there was something else, something slightly off.

"Position's wrong," she said before she could stop herself.

Toby's eyes sharpened. "How so?"

"This barrel—it's too hot up here. Top level, south-facin' wall. Summer heat would've concentrated on this side of the warehouse, pushed the aging too fast." Her accent thickened as she got into it, mountain knowledge surfacing. "You're gettin' too much char extraction, not enough time for the flavors to marry. It'll taste woody, over-oaked. This barrel needs to move down to level two, east side, where it'll age slower, let the sweetness develop without the char overwhelmin' everything else."

She handed the sample back, realized what she'd just done. Told Toby Ransdell—master distiller, eighth-generation bourbon maker—that his barrel placement was wrong.

The silence stretched between them. The warehouse was quiet except for the distant sound of a forklift on the ground level and the soft creak of wood settling as temperatures shifted.

"Show me," Toby said finally.

"What?"

"Show me where you'd move this barrel. Explain your reasoning."

Savannah led him down the metal stairs to the second level, east side of the warehouse. Found an empty slot in the rick that would give the barrel what it needed—cooler temperature, less direct heat, better aging environment.

"Here," she said. "This position gets mornin' sun but stays cool in the afternoons. Summer heat won't concentrate like it does on the top level. Barrel will age slower, but the flavors will integrate better. The char influence will balance with the grain sweetness instead of overpowerin' it."

She was fully mountain now, accent thick, no code-switching. Talkin' about the craft the way Daddy taught me, usin' his terminology, his knowledge.

Toby moved closer, and suddenly Savannah was aware of how narrow the walkway was between the barrel ricks. How the space had shrunk until there was barely room for two people.

"You're right," Toby said quietly. "That barrel's been aging too fast. I've been meaning to rotate it down, but I've been focused on the expansion project." He closed the distance between them, and Savannah found herself backed against the barrel rick, his presence overwhelming the small corridor. "How'd you know that? Barrel placement, temperature management, flavor development—that's master distiller knowledge, not warehouse work."

"Daddy taught me—"

"More than distilling basics." Toby's voice was low, intense. The smell of bourbon and oak surrounded them, mixed with something else—his scent, cedar and mash and controlled strength. "He taught you everything. How to read a barrel, how to judge aging progression, how to manage a warehouse for optimal flavor development. You're not here to work warehouse, Savannah. You're here for something else."

The heat of the rickhouse pressed down on them. Her pulse hammered in her throat. She was backed against the barrels, Toby close enough now that she could feel the heat coming off him.

"I told you why I'm here—"

"You told me part of it." His hand came up, and Savannah's breath caught as his palm cupped the side of her face. The touch was firm, possessive, his thumb tracing along her cheekbone. "But there's more. Your father's in federal holding, you show up at my distillery with knowledge you shouldn't have, and you're watching everything like you're cataloguing intelligence. You're here for someone. Who is it?"

Her breath came short. The bourbon vapor in the air felt thick, intoxicating. His hand on her face was warm, callused from work, and her body responded before her mind could stop it—heat blooming low in her belly, wetness gathering between her thighs. She hated herself for it, hated that her body was betraying her like this.

"I'm here to work," she managed, but her voice came out rougher than she intended, breathless.

"You're here for something else. And you're going to tell me what it is." His thumb traced down to her jaw, tilted her face up so she had to meet his amber eyes. Not threatening, but unmistakably dominant. Making it clear who was in control. "You're still hiding something. I'm a patient man, but not a stupid one."

The space between them felt charged, electric. Savannah could feel her pulse in her throat, her skin flushed from the heat and arousal she couldn't hide. The wetness between her legs was undeniable now, her body responding to his touch, his proximity, the raw dominance in his voice.

"When you're ready to tell me the truth," Toby said, voice dropping lower, intimate, his hand still cradling her face, "I'll be waiting."

Then he let her go, stepped back, gave her room to breathe again.

"Get that barrel rotated down to this level," he said, casual now like the last thirty seconds hadn't happened. "Mark it for weekly sampling. I want to track how the flavor profile changes with the new position."

He walked away, leaving Savannah pressed against the barrel rick with her heart hammering and her body betraying her with heat that had nothing to do with the warehouse temperature.
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Savannah made it through the rest of her shift on autopilot. Moved barrels, updated inventory, tried not to think about the way Toby had caged her in that narrow walkway, the way his voice had dropped when he'd told her he was waiting for the truth.

The way her body had responded—pulse quickening, skin flushing, awareness crackling through her like lightning through copper.

She drove back to Lexington in the dark, windows down despite the October chill, trying to clear her head. But all she could think about was the choice in front of her.

Caleb wants yeast samples. Actual theft. A line I ain't never crossed.

Toby knows I'm hidin' somethin'. Watchin', waitin', givin' me rope to hang myself.

Daddy's in federal holdin', and time's runnin' out.

Savannah pulled into her apartment parking lot, sat in the car with the engine off. Pulled out her phone, stared at it.

Should tell Caleb no. Should refuse to steal, stick to observation like he originally promised.

But her father's face kept appearing in her mind—orange jumpsuit, bulletproof glass, the resignation in his voice when he'd told her to stay clean.

Family comes first. Always.

Even if it means makin' a deal with the devil. Even if it means stealin' from a man who's shown me nothin' but respect.

Even if it means betrayin' the craft Daddy taught me to honor.

Savannah closed her eyes, leaned her head back against the seat.

Tomorrow I'll go back to Elk Trace. I'll work my shift, watch for opportunities, and try to figure out how to get yeast samples without gettin' caught.

Tomorrow I'll become what Caleb needs me to be.

But tonight, I just sit in my car and try not to think about amber eyes watchin' me, or the way Toby's voice sounded when he said I'll be waiting.


Chapter six
THE MIDNIGHT HEIST


Savannah waited until after midnight.

The stillhouse was supposed to be empty—night shift ran the bottling line, not production. Security did rounds every two hours, and she'd timed them for the past three nights. Twelve-fifteen to twelve-forty-five was the gap. Thirty minutes.

She had small sample vials in her jacket pocket, the kind used for quality control testing. Medical-grade glass, airtight seals. Caleb had been specific about what he needed: active yeast culture from the fermentation tanks, enough for his lab to analyze and reverse-engineer.

Your father's runnin' out of time.

Savannah used her employee badge to access the stillhouse. The door unlocked with a soft click that sounded too loud in the October night. She slipped inside, let her eyes adjust to the dim emergency lighting that kept the space from being completely dark.

The smell hit her immediately—fermenting mash, copper, oak. Daddy's legacy mixed with Toby Ransdell's kingdom. The massive copper stills rose toward the ceiling like monuments, and in the far corner, the fermentation tanks held the Gabbard yeast that Caleb wanted so badly.

Savannah walked toward them, each step feeling like a betrayal.

The fermentation room was separated from the main stillhouse by a glass wall—temperature control, contamination prevention. She badged through the door, heard it seal behind her with a pressurized hiss. The tanks were stainless steel, each one holding thousands of gallons of fermenting wash. The Gabbard yeast cultures were kept in smaller vessels on the far wall—propagation tanks where they grew fresh batches for each production run.

Savannah stood in front of them, pulled the empty vials from her pocket.

This is it. This is the line. Once I cross it, there ain't no goin' back. I'll be a thief. An industrial spy. Everything Daddy taught me NOT to be, even when he was breakin' the law himself.

Respect another man's work. Even when you compete with him, you don't steal his craft.

Her hands were shaking. She uncapped one of the vials, reached for the sampling valve on the propagation tank.

And stopped.

Her father's voice was too loud in her head. The weight of thirty-seven years of moonshining honor, passed down through mountain generations. You don't steal another distiller's yeast. You don't take what ain't yours, no matter how desperate you are.

Even for family. Even to save him from federal prison.

Savannah stood there with the empty vial in one hand and the sampling valve in the other, unable to make herself turn it. Unable to make herself become what Caleb needed her to be.

Tears burned behind her eyes—frustration, shame, desperation all mixed together.

"You've been standing there for ten minutes."

Savannah whirled around, heart hammering. Toby stood in the doorway to the fermentation room, arms crossed, wearing jeans and a work shirt like he'd never gone home. His amber eyes tracked the empty vial in her hand, the uncapped lid, the sampling valve she hadn't turned.

"How long you been watchin'?" Her voice came out raw, mountain accent thick with emotion.

"Long enough." Toby walked into the room, and the door sealed behind him with that same pressurized hiss. "Long enough to see you struggle with it. Long enough to see you couldn't do it."

Savannah looked down at the vial in her hand. Empty. Still empty. "You were waitin' for this. For me to try and steal from you."

"I've been waiting for you to make a choice." Toby moved closer, not aggressive but deliberate. "Caleb McBrayer sent you, didn't he?"

The words hung in the air like smoke. Savannah could lie, could deny, could try to bluff her way out. But she was so tired of lying. So tired of carrying the weight of Caleb's mission and her father's desperation and her own integrity tearing itself apart.

"Yes." The word came out as a whisper.

"How long ago?"

"Before I interviewed. He approached me after Daddy's arrest. Said you tipped off the ATF. Said you used Revenuers to destroy mountain competition." Her accent was fully mountain now, no code-switching left. "He offered to get my daddy out if’n I'd spy on your operation. Report back on equipment, production volume, processes."

"And the yeast?"

"That came later. After I'd been here a while. Said he needed samples to analyze, to level the playin' field." Savannah looked at the empty vial, felt the weight of her failure. "Said my daddy was runnin' out of time. That this was the only way to save him."

"But you couldn't do it."

"No." Her voice broke. "I couldn't steal from you. Even for Daddy, I couldn't— You respected his work. You know’d who I was and you hired me anyway. You showed me your stillhouse, taught me your operation, treated my daddy’s craft like it mattered even though the law says it's criminal. And I was supposed to steal from you like some— like—"

She couldn't finish. The vial fell from her hand, clattered on the concrete floor. Didn't break, just rolled away, still empty.

Toby picked it up, examined it, set it on one of the stainless steel tanks. "How much of what Caleb told you was true?"

"I dunno anymore." Savannah pressed her palms against her eyes. "He said you ruint my daddy. But you don't act like someone who'd do that. He said you were groomin' me, manipulatin' me, but you— you just let me work. Let me learn. Gave me rope and waited to see what I'd do with it."

"I didn't tip off the ATF." Toby's voice was level, certain. "Your father's guilty—he broke federal law, distributed across state lines. But I didn't betray him. That's not how I operate."

"Then who did?"

"That's the question you should've been asking Caleb." Toby walked to one of the propagation tanks, ran his hand along the steel. "You know why he wants this yeast so badly?"

Savannah shook her head.

"Eighteen thirty-four. Mary Gabbard was courted by two men—my ancestor Thaddeus Ransdell, and Elias McBrayer. She chose Thaddeus. Her family gave her their heirloom yeast strain as a wedding gift—been in the Gabbard family since the 1700s. That yeast became the foundation of everything we make here." Toby's voice was quiet, matter-of-fact. "The McBrayers have been nursing that grudge for over a hundred and fifty years. Caleb thinks it's his birthright. Thinks Mary Gabbard betrayed his ancestor, and that I'm profiting from stolen property."

Cold weight settled in her stomach. "He used me."

"He used your desperation. Your father's situation gave him leverage." Toby's amber eyes held hers. "But you didn't take it. You stood in here for ten minutes with an empty vial, and you couldn't make yourself steal. That says something about who you are."

"It says I'm a failure. My daddy's still in federal holdin', still facin' ten years, and I couldn't even—" Her voice broke again. "I cain't save him."

"Maybe that's not your job."

The words hit like a slap. Her head came up, mountain pride flaring hot. "He's my daddy. Family comes first. Always."

"Even if it means you betray everything you believe in?" Toby pushed off from the tank, moved closer. "Your father taught you honor. Taught you to respect another man's craft, even when you competed with him. You think he'd want you to throw that away to save him?"

"I think he'd want to not die in federal prison."

"Maybe. But not at the cost of your integrity." Toby was close now, close enough that she could see the copper flecks in his amber eyes. "You chose honor over desperation tonight. That matters."

Anger ignited in her chest—defensive, raw, cornered. "Easy for you to say. You ain't the one with a daddy in federal holdin'. You're eighth-generation bourbon aristocracy, built your empire on family money and legitimate business. You don't know what it's like to—"

"To what? To work with my hands?" Toby's voice dropped, dangerous. "To build something from the ground up? To prove I'm not just a name on a bottle?"

"You wouldn't know how to work a copper pot still if it had picture instructions." The words came out venomous, mountain pride lashing out. "Probably ain't never built a damn thing in your life. Just inherited it all and pretended you earned it."

Toby's expression went very still. Then he turned, walked toward the oldest copper pot still in the corner of the stillhouse—the one that looked like it belonged in a museum, traditional design, every seal hand-soldered.

He put his hand on the copper, the same way Savannah had seen him do before. Proprietary, intimate, the touch of someone who knew every inch of the metal.

"I built this one," he said quietly. "With my own hands. Every rivet. Every seal. Every goddamn weld. I was twenty-five years old, trying to prove I was more than just a trust fund and a last name."

He turned back to her, and there was something fierce in his eyes now. "It runs hotter and cleaner than anything your daddy ever cobbled together in the woods. And I can prove it."

Her breath caught. The challenge hung between them—mountain craft versus bourbon aristocracy, her father's legacy versus Toby's proof.

"You want to insult my work again?" Toby moved toward her, predatory now. "Or are you ready to admit you were wrong?"

Her back hit the fermentation tank. "I—"

"You what?" Toby was close enough now that she could feel the heat coming off him, smell the bourbon and cedar and something else, something purely male. "You judged me without knowing what I've built. You let Caleb McBrayer poison you against me because it was easier than admitting you might be wrong."

"He said you ruint my daddy—"

"And you believed him. Didn't ask for proof, didn't verify, just accepted his word because it fit what you wanted to believe about bourbon aristocracy."

The accusation stung because it was true. I wanted to believe Toby was the enemy. Needed someone to blame for Daddy's arrest, for the federal holdin' and the ten-year sentence and the way my world collapsed.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

"Sorry for believing Caleb? Or sorry you got caught?"

"Both. Neither. I don't—" Her hands clenched at her sides. "I don't know anymore. Everything's so fucked up and I cain't— I couldn't steal from you. I tried, I stood here for ten minutes tryin' to make myself do it, and I couldn't because you— because—"

"Because you have integrity." Toby's hand came up, cupped her jaw, forced her to meet his eyes. "Even when it costs you. Even when your father's life depends on it. You chose honor."

"And now he's gonna die in federal prison because of it."

"No." Toby's thumb brushed across her cheekbone, and electricity spiked through her. "He's going to face justice. There's a difference. But you—" His eyes darkened. "—you came to my distillery as a spy. You lied to me, watched me, reported back to my competition. You're going to pay for that."

Her pulse hammered. "What are you—"

Toby's mouth came down on hers, hard and claiming. Not gentle, not asking permission. Taking. His hand fisted in her hair, angling her head, his other hand gripping her hip and pulling her against him.

Savannah gasped against his mouth and he took advantage, his tongue sliding past her lips, tasting her. The kiss was possession, domination, punishment and reward all mixed together until she couldn't tell which was which.

Should push him away. Should resist. But her body had other ideas—her hands fisted in his shirt, pulling him closer, and she kissed him back with everything she had. All the frustration and fear and desperate attraction she'd been fighting for weeks.

Toby pulled back just enough to look at her, his amber eyes dark with heat. "You came here to steal from me. Now you're mine. Understood?"

"I—" Savannah couldn't form words. Her lips were swollen from his kiss, her body thrumming with need.

"Say it." His hand tightened in her hair, just enough to make her feel it. "Say you're mine."

"I'm yours." The words came out before she could stop them, mountain pride surrendering to something stronger.

Toby's smile was predatory. "Good girl."

He kissed her again, harder this time, his body pressing her back against the fermentation tank. The steel was cold against her back, but Toby was all heat—his hands sliding under her shirt, calloused palms rough against her skin.

Savannah arched into his touch, a sound escaping her throat that was half moan, half plea. Toby's hands moved to her jeans, unbuttoning them with practiced efficiency, sliding the zipper down. His fingers hooked in the waistband, pulling her jeans and underwear down in one motion until they pooled at her ankles.

"Step out," he ordered, voice rough.

Savannah obeyed, kicking off her boots, her jeans. Standing in the fermentation room in nothing but her shirt and the cool air against her bare skin.

Toby's hands slid up her thighs, spreading her legs, and her breath caught. "You're already wet for me."

It wasn't a question. His fingers slid through her folds, finding her slick and ready, and her head fell back against the steel tank.

"Toby—"

"That's not what you call me when I'm fucking you." His fingers circled her clit, maddeningly light. "Try again."

Her mind was hazy with need, her body trembling. "Sir?"

"Close." His fingers pressed harder, and pleasure spiked through her. "But not quite."

He pulled his hand away and Savannah whimpered at the loss. Toby unbuckled his belt, unzipped his jeans, freed his cock. He was thick, hard, the head already glistening with pre-cum.

"Last chance," he said, gripping himself. "You walk out that door right now, and this doesn't happen. But if you stay, you're mine. Completely. No more lies, no more spying, no more divided loyalty. You belong to me."

Savannah looked at him—at the man who'd built a copper still with his own hands, who'd respected her father's craft, who'd given her a chance when he had every reason not to. The man who was offering her a choice even now.

"I ain't walkin' out," she whispered.

"Then say it properly."

The realization hit her—the way he'd looked at her in the rickhouse, the command in his voice, the dominance that wasn't just physical. The word formed on her lips before she fully understood why.

"Master."

Toby's eyes flared. "Good girl."

He gripped her hips, lifted her, and Savannah wrapped her legs around his waist as he pinned her against the fermentation tank. The steel was cold against her bare ass, but then Toby was positioning himself, the head of his cock pressing against her entrance, and she stopped caring about anything except the need burning through her.

He pushed inside in one hard thrust, and Savannah cried out—pleasure and stretch and fullness all at once. He was thick, splitting her open, claiming her in the most primal way possible.

"Fuck," Toby ground out, his voice strained. "So tight. So perfect."

He pulled back and thrust again, harder this time, and her nails dug into his shoulders. The angle was brutal, perfect, hitting something deep inside her that made her see stars.

"Say it again," Toby demanded, setting a punishing rhythm. "Say who you belong to."

"You." Her voice broke on a moan. "Master. I belong to you."

"Damn right you do."

He fucked her against the fermentation tank with single-minded intensity, each thrust driving her higher, making her body sing. Her head fell back, her legs tightening around his waist, taking everything he gave her.

"Touch yourself," Toby ordered. "Make yourself come on my cock."

Her hand slid between them, finding her clit, circling the swollen bud. The combination of his cock filling her and her own fingers pushing her toward the edge was too much.

"That's it," Toby growled, watching her. "Come for me. Show me you're mine."

The orgasm hit her like lightning, white-hot pleasure tearing through her body. She cried out, clenching around his cock, her body convulsing with the force of it.

Toby didn't stop, didn't slow. He kept fucking her through her orgasm, prolonging it, making her whimper with oversensitivity. Then he pulled out, set her on her feet, turned her around.

"Hands on the tank."

Savannah braced her hands against the cold steel, her legs still shaking from her orgasm. Toby kicked her feet wider apart, positioned himself behind her, and thrust back inside in one brutal stroke.

This angle was deeper, harder. Savannah felt him hit her cervix, the mix of pleasure and pain making her gasp. Toby's hand fisted in her hair, pulling her head back, his other hand gripping her hip hard enough to bruise.

"This is what happens when you lie to me," he growled in her ear, punctuating each word with a thrust. "When you spy on me. When you think about stealing from me."

"I'm sorry," Savannah gasped. "Master, I'm sorry—"

"You will be." His hand slid around to grip her throat—not choking, just holding, claiming. "By the time I'm done with you, you'll remember who you belong to."

He fucked her relentlessly, the sound of skin slapping against skin echoing in the fermentation room. Savannah felt another orgasm building, impossibly soon, her body already sensitized and desperate.

"Please," she begged. "Please, Master, I need—"

"I know what you need." Toby's hand released her throat, slid down to her clit. "Come again. Come on my cock like the good little spy you couldn't be."

The second orgasm was sharper, almost painful in its intensity. Savannah screamed, her pussy clenching around him, and Toby groaned behind her.

"Fuck, yes. Milk my cock." His rhythm faltered, becoming erratic. "Where do you want it?"

"Inside," Savannah gasped. "Please, Master. Inside me."

Toby thrust deep one final time and came, his cock pulsing inside her, flooding her with heat. He stayed buried in her, his forehead pressed against her shoulder, both of them breathing hard.

Finally, he pulled out. Savannah felt his cum start to leak down her thigh, warm and undeniable proof of what had just happened.

Toby turned her around, cupped her face, forced her to meet his eyes. His thumb brushed across her swollen lips. "You're mine now. No more lies, no more divided loyalty. Understood?"

"Yes, Master." The words came easier now, natural.

"Good girl." He kissed her, slower this time, possessive but not punishing. When he pulled back, his eyes were still dark with heat. "Get dressed."

Savannah pulled on her clothes with shaking hands, Toby's cum still dripping down her thigh, seeping into her underwear. Every step was a reminder of what had just happened, of who she belonged to now.

When she was dressed, Toby pulled her against him, his hand fisting in her hair one more time. "Tomorrow, you're going to tell me everything. Every conversation with Caleb, every piece of information you gave him, every lie he told you. But tonight—" He kissed her hard, claiming her mouth one more time. "—tonight you're mine. And you're going to remember it."

Savannah felt his cum between her thighs, felt the ache in her body where he'd taken her, felt the possessive weight of his hand in her hair.

I came here to steal. Instead, I've been claimed.

And God help me, I don't want to take it back.


Chapter seven
THE CONFESSION


Savannah woke up in Toby Ransdell's bed.

The morning light filtered through heavy curtains, casting the master suite in muted gold. She was alone, the sheets beside her cool to the touch, which meant Toby had been up for a while. Her body ached in ways that made the previous night come rushing back—the fermentation room, the claiming, the way he'd made her say Master while his cock filled her.

She sat up carefully, felt the soreness between her thighs, the dried evidence of what they'd done still on her skin. Her clothes from last night were folded on a chair—Toby's doing, probably—and a silk robe lay across the foot of the bed.

Savannah pulled on the robe, walked to the window. The distillery complex spread out below, already active at seven in the morning. Workers moving between buildings, forklifts carrying barrels, the stillhouse chimney releasing its steady plume of steam.

A soft knock at the door. "You decent?"

Toby's voice. Savannah tightened the robe. "Yeah."

He came in carrying two mugs of coffee, handed her one. He was already dressed for work—jeans, work shirt, boots. Like last night had been just another evening, not the moment everything changed.

"How're you feeling?" he asked.

"Sore." No point lying. "Confused. Scared."

"Good. You should be all three." Toby leaned against the windowsill, watching her. "We need to talk. Everything Caleb told you, everything you told him, every conversation you had. I need all of it."

Savannah wrapped her hands around the coffee mug, felt the heat seep into her palms. "Where you want me to start?"

"The beginning. When he first approached you."

So she told him. All of it. The bar in Lexington three days after Copperhead's arrest. Caleb's lie about Toby tipping off the ATF. The offer to help get her father out in exchange for spying. The gradual escalation from observation to theft. Her own doubt growing as Toby's behavior never matched Caleb's description.

Toby listened without interrupting, his amber eyes never leaving her face. When she finished, he was quiet for a long moment.

"What did you tell him? What information did you give Caleb?"

"Production volume estimates from inventory turnover. Equipment specs I saw on work orders. General layout of the facilities." Her accent thickened with shame. "Nothin' proprietary. Nothin' that would actually help him compete. I kept stallin', kept tellin' him I needed more access before I could get anything useful."

"Because you didn't want to betray me."

"Because I didn't know if I believed him anymore." Savannah met Toby's eyes. "You respected my daddy's work. You hired me knowin' exactly who I was. You showed me your operation, taught me, treated me like I had value. That ain't the behavior of a man who destroys mountain families for sport."

"No. It's not." Toby set down his coffee mug. "You remember what I told you last night? About Mary Gabbard choosing my ancestor over Elias McBrayer?"

Savannah nodded.

"Caleb thinks that yeast is his birthright. Thinks if he can steal it, he'll finally prove the McBrayers should've been the premier bourbon family instead of us." Toby moved closer, cupped her face. "But he's wrong. You can't steal over a hundred and fifty years of craftsmanship. And he'll keep trying until someone stops him."

A knock at the bedroom door, sharper this time. "Toby?"

Shelby's voice. Savannah's stomach dropped.

"Come in," Toby called.

The door opened and Shelby Hensley walked in, stopped when she saw Savannah standing there in Toby's silk robe, coffee mug in hand, obviously having spent the night.

Shelby's expression didn't change—professional, controlled—but something flickered in her eyes. Assessment. Calculation. Jealousy?

"We need to talk," Shelby said, her voice level. "About Miss Caudill's situation."

"Savannah," Toby said. "Her name is Savannah, and she knows she fucked up. She's told me everything."

Shelby's eyes cut to Savannah, sharp and assessing. "Everything? Including the fact that she's been reporting to Caleb McBrayer for the past two weeks?"

"He knows," Savannah said quietly. Ain't no point in denyin' it now.

"And the attempted theft last night?"

"I know about that too," Toby said. "She couldn't do it. Stood in the fermentation room for ten minutes and couldn't make herself steal. That counts for something."

"It counts for hesitation, not integrity." Shelby moved into the room, closed the door behind her. "Caleb McBrayer has been trying to get access to our yeast cultures for years. He sent a spy into our operation, and you—" She looked at Toby. "—you brought her into your bed instead of having her arrested."

"She's mine now." Toby's voice carried weight, finality. "No more spying, no more divided loyalty. She belongs to me."

The possessive language hung in the air. Shelby's eyes flicked between them, reading something Savannah couldn't quite identify.

"And you trust her?" Shelby asked.

"I trust that she couldn't steal when it mattered. I trust that she's been fighting her own doubt for weeks. I trust that last night, she made a choice." Toby's hand found Savannah's, pulled her closer. "She chose honor over desperation. That's worth something."

Shelby studied Savannah for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then: "If she's staying, she needs to understand what that means. No more secrets. No more contact with Caleb. And she needs to prove she's committed."

"Agreed," Toby said.

"I'll handle the legal exposure," Shelby continued, her lawyer voice taking over. "Industrial espionage, attempted theft of trade secrets—if Caleb wants to press charges, we're vulnerable. But he won't. Making this public would expose his own tactics."

She moved closer to Savannah, her sharp eyes assessing. "What I need from you is everything Caleb told you about your father's case. Every detail about his arrest, the charges, how Caleb claimed he could help."

Wait. She's gonna investigate? "You think Caleb was lyin' about helpin' Daddy?"

"I think Caleb McBrayer manipulates desperate people to get what he wants. And I think your father's arrest was awfully convenient for someone trying to recruit you as a spy." Shelby's voice was firm. "I'm going to investigate who actually tipped off the ATF. If it wasn't Toby—and it wasn't—then someone else manufactured that case. And I want to know who."

"He'll come after my daddy if you dig into this."

"Your father's already facing ten years. It can't get worse." Shelby paused. "But it could get better. If someone manufactured the probable cause, if the warrant was based on lies, your father walks. That's worth investigating."

The implication settled in Savannah's chest. She's offerin' to save Daddy. Not because Caleb promised it, but because it's the right thing to do.

God, I've been so stupid.

"I'll tell you everything," Savannah said. "Everything Caleb said, everything he promised, every lie he told me about Toby."

Shelby nodded, seemed to relax slightly. "Good. We'll start this afternoon. I'll need dates, exact quotes if you remember them, any documentation you have." She turned to leave, paused at the door. "And Savannah? Welcome to Elk Trace. For real this time."
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After Shelby left, Toby pulled Savannah back into the master suite.

"You did good," he said. "Telling the truth, agreeing to cooperate. That took courage."

"Feels more like I'm cleanin' up my own mess."

"That too." Toby's thumb traced her jaw. "But you're committed now. No going back."

"I know."

"Do you?" His eyes darkened. "You're mine, Savannah. That's not just words. That's a claim. You understand what that means?"

Her pulse quickened. Last night in the fermentation room, callin' him Master, his cock fillin' me while I came apart. "I think so."

"Then let me show you."

He led her to a different room—smaller, more intimate. A tasting room, she realized. Leather chairs, a table with several bottles of bourbon arranged like soldiers, glasses waiting.

"Sit," Toby said, gesturing to one of the chairs.

Savannah sat, the silk robe sliding against her bare skin underneath. She was acutely aware that she was naked beneath it, that Toby knew it, that the memory of last night was thick in the air between them.

Toby selected a bottle—Gabbard's Gift, their premium expression—and poured two fingers into a glass. He handed it to her.

"Nose it first," he said. "Tell me what you smell."

Savannah brought the glass to her nose, inhaled carefully. Vanilla. Caramel. Oak char. Corn sweetness. Something else underneath—floral notes, maybe fruit. "Vanilla and caramel from the oak. Corn's there, but it's integrated. There's somethin' floral, like honeysuckle. And stone fruit—peach, maybe apricot."

"Good." Toby's eyes tracked her face. "That's the Gabbard yeast. It produces esters during fermentation that create those fruit and floral notes. That's what makes this bourbon distinctive. What Caleb wanted so badly."

He poured another glass, different bottle. "Now this one."

Savannah nosed it. Different. Spicier. Rye-forward. "More rye in the mash bill. Pepper notes, cinnamon. Oak's still there but the char's lighter. Younger, maybe?"

"Four years versus Gabbard's Gift at six. You're reading it correctly." Toby moved closer, stood behind her chair. "Taste them. Compare."

Savannah sipped the first bourbon—Gabbard's Gift. The flavor exploded on her tongue, layered and complex. Sweet entry, spice in the middle, long finish with that honeysuckle note lingering.

Then the second. Hotter, more aggressive, the rye bite prominent. Shorter finish.

"The first one's better," she said. "More complex, better integration."

"Why?"

"Time. The extra two years let the flavors marry. And the yeast—" She paused. "The Gabbard yeast is workin' through the fermentation creating those fruit esters, and six years in oak lets them develop fully. The second one's good, but it ain't finished yet."

"Perfect." Toby's hands came down on her shoulders, warm and possessive. "That's what you need to understand. Bourbon isn't just chemistry and time. It's heritage. The Gabbard yeast has been in my family for nearly over a hundred and fifty years. Every bottle we make carries that history."

His hands slid down, pulled the silk robe off her shoulders. Savannah gasped as the fabric pooled at her waist, leaving her bare from the waist up.

"And now you're part of that heritage," Toby said, his voice low. "You belong to me. To this distillery. To this legacy."

His hands cupped her breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples. Savannah's head fell back against his stomach, her breath coming faster.

"Say it," Toby commanded. "Say you belong to me."

"I belong to you." The words came easier this time. "Master."

"Good girl." His hands moved lower, sliding the robe off completely until she sat naked in the leather chair. "Now finish your bourbon. Slowly. I want to watch you taste it while I touch you."

Savannah brought the glass to her lips with shaking hands, took a slow sip. The bourbon burned down her throat, warming her from the inside, while Toby's hands explored her body—possessive, claiming, reminding her of last night and promising more.

"That's it," Toby murmured against her ear. "Taste the craft. Understand what you're part of now."

His hand slid between her thighs, fingers finding her already wet. Savannah moaned, the glass trembling in her hand.

"Don't spill it," Toby ordered. "Finish the pour."

She took another sip, fighting to stay still while his fingers circled her clit. The combination of bourbon on her tongue and his touch between her legs was overwhelming—craft and claiming, heritage and possession, all mixed together until she couldn't tell where one ended and the other began.

"This is what you are now," Toby said, his fingers sliding inside her. "Mine. Part of this legacy. Part of Elk Trace. No more lies, no more spying. Just you, belonging to me. Understood?"

"Yes," Savannah gasped, the glass finally empty, her body trembling on the edge. "Yes, Master. I understand."

"Good girl. Now come for me."

His fingers pressed harder, his thumb finding her clit, and Savannah came apart in the leather chair with the taste of bourbon still on her tongue and Toby's voice in her ear telling her she was his.

When she could breathe again, Toby pulled her up, kissed her hard. She could taste the bourbon on her own lips, mixed with his possession.

"Get dressed," he said. "You've got work to do. And tonight—" His eyes darkened. "—tonight I'll show you more of what it means to be mine."

Savannah dressed in her clothes from last night, Toby's scent still on her skin, his cum from the night before dried between her thighs, and the taste of Gabbard's Gift bourbon lingering on her tongue.

I came here as a thief. Now I'm something else entirely—claimed, owned, collateral for crimes I didn't commit and confessions I finally made.

And God help me, I don't wanna be anything else.


Chapter eight
THE AUDITOR'S EYE


Shelby Hensley had built her career on finding things people wanted to stay hidden.

She'd spent years with the Treasury Department hunting tax cheats and money launderers before Toby recruited her to Elk Trace. She knew how to follow paper trails, how to recognize shell companies and cutout transactions, how to find the fingerprints criminals always left behind no matter how careful they thought they were.

Caleb McBrayer thought he was careful. Shelby was about to prove him wrong.

She started with Harley Mullins. Eastern Kentucky moonshiner, competitor of Copperhead Caudill, known for watered-down product and questionable business practices. The kind of man who'd sell out a rival if the price was right.

Shelby pulled everything she could access legally—public records, business filings, property records. Harley owned a small property in Harlan County, drove a ten-year-old pickup, had no legitimate income beyond occasional construction work. On paper, he was barely scraping by.

But people who were barely scraping by didn't tip off federal agents with the kind of detailed intelligence that led to successful raids. That took time, surveillance, documentation. Resources Harley Mullins shouldn't have had. Which means someone paid him.

Shelby opened her files from the previous investigation—the one that had exposed Caleb's attempts to recruit spies into Elk Trace's operation. Limestone Heritage LLC. Shell company, registered eighteen months ago, managing member listed as a law firm in Louisville. She'd identified it as one of Caleb's cutout structures during her last deep dive into his business dealings.

Now I need to connect Limestone Heritage to Harley Mullins. Show the money trail.

Banking records would be ideal, but those required subpoenas or warrants. Shelby didn't have that kind of authority anymore—she'd left the Treasury Department for private practice, traded her badge for a business card.

But she had other tools. She called a private investigator she'd worked with before, a former FBI agent who specialized in financial forensics. Asked him to pull what he could on Limestone Heritage's transaction history.

"This legal?" he asked.

"Gray area. I'm building a civil case, not a criminal one. I need to know if money moved from this LLC to a specific individual."

"Name?"

"Harley Mullins. Eastern Kentucky. Last six months."

"Give me forty-eight hours."

Shelby hung up, made another call. This one to a contact at the ATF—not official channels, just a friend from her Treasury days who owed her a favor.

"I need details on a raid. Eastern Kentucky, six weeks ago. Jesse Caudill, trafficking charges."

"That's an active case. I can't—"

"I'm not asking for evidence. Just the basics. Who was the confidential informant? When was the tip filed? What did they claim to have?"

A pause. "Why?"

"Because I think the tip was manufactured. And if I'm right, your case is poisoned."

Another pause, longer this time. "Hold on."

Shelby waited, listening to keyboard clicks on the other end of the line.

"Confidential informant filed the tip on September fifteenth. Claimed months of direct observation. Provided detailed intelligence—still locations, distribution routes, customer lists. Warrant was issued September eighteenth, raid executed September twentieth."

September fifteenth. Shelby wrote it down, underlined it twice.

"Who was the CI?"

"I can't give you a name."

"I already know it's Harley Mullins. I'm asking you to confirm so I know I'm looking in the right direction."

A long silence. Then: "Off the record, you didn't hear this from me, but yes. Harley Mullins. He's cooperating in exchange for immunity on his own operations."

Shelby felt something cold and sharp settle in her chest. "Thanks. I owe you."

She hung up, stared at her notes.

September fifteenth. The tip that led to Copperhead's arrest. Now I just need to prove Limestone Heritage paid Harley Mullins before that date. If the payment came after, Caleb could argue it was unrelated—payment for something else, pure coincidence. But if the payment came before... That's conspiracy. Manufactured evidence. Fruit of the Poisonous Tree.
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Shelby's phone buzzed. Text from her PI contact: Got preliminary. Call you in 30.

She spent the thirty minutes reviewing everything else she had on Savannah Caudill. The background check had come back two days ago, but Shelby hadn't had time to review it in detail—too focused on the Caleb angle, on protecting Toby from whatever threat Savannah represented.

Now she read it carefully.

Savannah Marie Caudill. Twenty-six years old. Born in Harlan County, raised in the mountains around Blackberry Creek. High school diploma, no college. Employment history: waitressing, bartending, retail. Tax returns filed on time for the past eight years, modest income, no red flags.

Criminal history: none. Not even a parking ticket.

Credit report: decent. Some student debt from a community college program she'd started but never finished, paid off two years ago. No late payments, no collections, no bankruptcies.

Social media presence: minimal. Facebook account with privacy settings locked down, last post six months ago.

References from employers: uniformly positive. Reliable, hardworking, good with customers, knowledgeable about spirits.

Shelby read through it twice, looking for the angle, the hidden problem. But there wasn't one.

Savannah Caudill is exactly what she appears to be—a mountain girl who stayed clean, worked legitimate jobs, kept her head down. Which makes what she almost did—stealing from Elk Trace—even more significant. Desperation pushed her to the edge of a line she'd never crossed before. And she pulled back at the last second. That matters. I don't want to admit it, but it matters.

Her phone rang. The PI.

"Got your answer," he said without preamble. "Limestone Heritage LLC made a payment to Harley Mullins on September twelfth. Twelve thousand dollars, wire transfer to his personal checking account."

September twelfth.

Three days before Harley filed the ATF tip.

Shelby felt triumph and cold fury mix together in her chest. "You're sure?"

"Transaction cleared September twelfth. I've got the bank records. Limestone Heritage to Harley Mullins, twelve thousand even."

"Can you document this? I'm going to need it for a legal filing."

"Already done. Sending you the report now. But Shelby—this is conspiracy-level stuff. If you're building a case, you need a real lawyer, not just documentation."

"I am a real lawyer. And I'm about to tear apart someone's manufactured evidence."

She hung up, opened her laptop, and started pulling everything together. The timeline, the payment, the impossible claim of "months of observation" when Harley had only been paid three days before filing the tip.

Beautiful. Airtight. The kind of evidence that would make any judge suppress the warrant and throw out the case. Copperhead Caudill's guilty—been running illegal operations for decades. But Caleb McBrayer manufactured the evidence that led to his arrest. Which means legally, the case is poisoned. Fruit of the Poisonous Tree. One of the first doctrines I learned in law school, and still one of the most powerful.

She picked up her phone, called Toby.

"I've got it," she said when he answered. "Caleb paid Harley Mullins twelve thousand dollars three days before the ATF tip. I've got the bank records, the shell company structure, everything."

"You're sure?"

"I'm sure. Caleb manufactured the raid. And I can prove it."
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Toby called a meeting for seven o'clock that evening. His private office, just the three of them—Toby, Shelby, and Savannah.

Shelby arrived first, spread her documentation across Toby's desk. Transaction records, corporate filings, ATF timeline, all of it organized and annotated.

Savannah arrived a few minutes later, still wearing work clothes from the stillhouse, smelling like mash and bourbon vapor. She looked nervous, uncertain—like she wasn't sure whether Shelby was about to throw her out or arrest her.

Shelby gestured to a chair. "Sit."

Savannah sat. Toby leaned against his desk, arms crossed, watching.

"I have good news and bad news," Shelby said. "The bad news is your father's guilty. He's been running illegal operations for decades, and the evidence the ATF seized is real. He distributed across state lines, evaded taxes, all of it."

Savannah's face fell. "I know that. I've always known that."

"The good news," Shelby continued, "is that the warrant that led to the raid was based on manufactured evidence. Which means legally, everything the ATF found is inadmissible. Fruit of the Poisonous Tree."

Savannah's head came up. "Fruit of the what?"

Shelby turned her laptop around, showed Savannah the timeline. "Harley Mullins filed a tip with the ATF on September fifteenth. Claimed he'd been observing your father's operations for months, had detailed intelligence on still locations and distribution networks."

"But?"

"But on September twelfth—three days before the tip—Harley Mullins received a twelve-thousand-dollar wire transfer from Limestone Heritage LLC. A shell company I've already connected to Caleb McBrayer."

Savannah stared at the screen. "He paid Harley to snitch."

"He paid Harley to manufacture probable cause. Harley claimed months of observation, but he couldn't have been observing for months if he was only paid three days before filing the tip. The timeline doesn't work. Which means the probable cause for the warrant was fabricated. Which means the warrant itself is legally poisoned."

"So the case gets thrown out?"

"If we can get a hearing and present this evidence, yes. A good defense attorney can file a motion to suppress, argue Fruit of the Poisonous Tree, and get the case dismissed."

Savannah looked at Toby, then back at Shelby. "My daddy walks free?"

"Your daddy walks free because the warrant was defective, not because he's innocent," Shelby clarified. "He's still guilty. He'll still have enemies. And if he's smart, he'll disappear and never touch a still again. But legally? Yes. He walks."

Tears welled in Savannah's eyes. "How do we do this? How do we get the hearing?"

Shelby took notes, cross-referenced dates and details. "I need you to walk me through every conversation you had with Caleb. Every claim he made, every lie he told, every instruction he gave."

Savannah nodded. "He approached me three days after Daddy's arrest. Said Toby used Revenuers to destroy mountain competition, that my daddy was just the latest victim."

Shelby took notes, letting Savannah talk. The story matched what Toby had told her—Caleb recruiting Savannah as a spy, promising legal help in exchange for industrial intelligence, escalating to theft when observation wasn't enough.

"And you believed him?" Shelby asked.

"At first." Savannah's accent thickened with emotion. "Made sense, you know? Rich bourbon family destroyin' mountain competition. Fit everything I'd been taught about how the world works. But then Toby—" She glanced at him. "—he didn't act like someone who'd do that. Hired me knowin' who I was. Showed me his operation. Respected my daddy's craft even though it was illegal."

"When did you start doubting Caleb?"

"Week two. Toby took me into the stillhouse, tested my knowledge. Could've exposed me right then, but instead he taught me. That ain't manipulation. That's—" She paused. "—that's respect. Real respect."

Shelby made notes, cross-referenced dates and details. When Savannah finished, Shelby had enough for an affidavit that would support a motion to suppress.

"This is good," Shelby said. "Strong testimony, consistent with the financial evidence." She looked at Toby. "We'll need to hire a defense attorney for her father. Someone who specializes in federal cases, someone who can actually fight."

"Agreed," Toby said. "Recommend someone."

"Harrison Whitfield. Former prosecutor, now does defense work. He's one of the best federal criminal defense attorneys in Kentucky—gets more suppression motions granted than most lawyers file in their entire careers."

Toby nodded. "Set it up. I'll cover the retainer."

Savannah's head snapped up. "You're gonna pay for my daddy's lawyer?"

"I'm going to make sure your father gets a fair fight," Toby said. "Caleb poisoned his case. That's not justice, that's manipulation. Your father's guilty of running shine, but he doesn't deserve to go down for ten years because Caleb McBrayer paid someone to lie."

Shelby felt something warm settle in her chest. This is why I work for him. This is why I belong to him. Toby's sense of justice didn't bend based on whether someone was technically a criminal. If the process was corrupt, he'd fix it—even for a moonshiner who'd broken federal law.

"I'll reach out to Harrison Whitfield tomorrow," Shelby said. "Provide him with all the documentation—the payment records, Savannah's testimony, the connection to Caleb. He'll file a motion to suppress, request a hearing. We should get in front of a judge within two to three weeks."

"And then?" Savannah asked, her voice thick with emotion.

"Then Harrison presents the evidence to the judge. Shows them the payment to Harley, your testimony about Caleb's pattern of weaponizing federal agents, the manufactured intelligence that led to the raid. If the judge agrees the warrant was poisoned, the evidence gets suppressed and the case gets dismissed."

"Just like that?"

"Just like that." Shelby closed her notepad. "Your father walks out of federal holding. What he does after that is his problem, but the immediate threat goes away."

Savannah's eyes filled with tears—relief, hope, gratitude all mixed together. "Thank you."

Shelby felt something shift in her chest. She chose integrity over desperation. Couldn't go through with the theft even knowing what it cost her. That takes strength.

"There's something else," Shelby said, pulling up another document on her laptop. "Your background check came back."

Savannah tensed.

"Spotless," Shelby said. "No criminal history. Not even a parking ticket. You stayed completely out of your father's operations your entire adult life. Every employer speaks highly of you. Tax returns filed on time. Credit's decent. You're exactly what you said you were—someone who wanted legitimate work."

Savannah blinked. "You thought I was lying?"

"I thought you might be. People lie about their past all the time. But you didn't." Shelby closed her laptop. "You stayed clean. Which makes what Caleb almost turned you into even worse. He tried to make you a thief when you'd spent your whole life being honest."

"I tried to steal from you," Savannah said quietly. "I stood in that fermentation room with those vials and I tried."

"But you didn't. That's what matters." Shelby looked at Toby. "She chose integrity when it cost her everything. That says something about who she is."

Toby's expression softened slightly. "It says she's worthy of being claimed."

The words hung in the air. Shelby understood what he was really saying: She's worthy of being part of this. Part of us.

Maybe this could actually work.

"Don't thank me yet," Shelby said. "We still have to win the hearing. And Caleb's going to fight back when he realizes what we're doing."

"Let him," Toby said, voice hard. "I'm done playing defense with Caleb McBrayer. Time to go on offense."

Shelby met his eyes, saw the determination there. Toby wasn't interested in destroying Caleb—that wasn't his nature. But he was done allowing Caleb to attack without consequences.

"What do you want me to do?" Shelby asked.

"Document everything about this specific scheme. The shell company, the payment to Harley, the manufactured warrant. I want it airtight." Toby's voice was level but hard. "When Copperhead's case gets dismissed, I want every defense attorney, every judge, every person in the legal system to know exactly what Caleb tried to do. Make it impossible for him to try this again."

Not destruction. But consequences.

Shelby smiled. "I can do that."

Savannah looked between them, something in her expression shifting—realization, maybe, or understanding. She was seeing the machinery of power in action. Seeing how Toby protected what was his, not with violence or overt revenge, but with precision and exposure.

"I want to help," Savannah said. "Whatever you need. I can testify about what he told me, how he approached me, the lies he used—"

"You can work the stillhouse and learn the legitimate side of the craft," Toby said, cutting her off. "That's your job. Mine and Shelby's job is to handle Caleb."

"But—"

"No." Command weight in his voice. "You're not getting pulled back into Caleb's world. You're mine now, which means you're clean. Legitimate. You work for Elk Trace, you learn the bourbon business the right way, and you leave the rest to us."

Savannah opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. Nodded. "Yes, Master."

"Good girl." Toby released her, turned to Shelby. "Keep digging. Find everything. I want it all documented and ready when the time comes."

Shelby gathered her laptop and files. As she walked to the door, she paused, looked back at Savannah.

"For what it's worth," Shelby said, "I'm glad you couldn't go through with it. The theft. Some lines, once you cross them, you can't come back from."

Savannah met her eyes. "Thank you."

Shelby nodded and left, closing the door behind her.
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In the hallway, she leaned against the wall and took a breath. Processed everything that had just happened.

Toby's claimed someone else. Someone who'll be part of our lives, part of our dynamic. I knew it would happen eventually—Toby's not built for monogamy, and I accepted that from the beginning. But acceptin' it intellectually and livin' it are different things.

Still. Savannah had chosen integrity when it cost her everything. Had walked away from the theft even knowing what it meant for her father. That takes strength. Takes honor. Maybe—maybe—this could work.

Shelby pushed off the wall and headed back to her office. She had work to do. Evidence to gather. A case to build.

And a man named Caleb McBrayer to expose.


Chapter nine
FRUIT OF THE POISONOUS TREE


The federal courthouse in Lexington was all marble and authority, the kind of building designed to remind you that the full weight of the United States government could crush you if it wanted to.

Behind the defense table, hands clenched in her lap, Savannah watched her father being led into the courtroom in an orange jumpsuit and chains. Jesse "Copperhead" Caudill looked thinner than he had three weeks ago, the orange washing out his already pale skin. But his eyes were still sharp, still taking in everything.

When he saw her, something flickered across his face—surprise, maybe, or concern. She gave him a small nod. I'm here. It's gonna be okay.

She hoped that wasn't a lie.

Two rows behind her, Shelby sat dressed in her lawyer armor—tailored blazer, hair pulled back, the professional mask that said I know things you don't. She'd catch Savannah's eye occasionally, give a slight nod. Reassurance without words.

Toby had stayed at Elk Trace. Too many complications if bourbon aristocracy showed up defending a moonshiner. Bad optics. Let the lawyers handle it.

At the defense table, Harrison Whitfield was organizing his files. Toby had hired him two weeks ago—one of the best federal criminal defense attorneys in Kentucky, a man who'd gotten more suppression motions granted than most lawyers filed in their entire careers. Silver-haired, early fifties, the kind of calm competence that came from three decades of winning cases.

The prosecutor was younger—maybe thirty-five, ambitious-looking, the type who saw every case as a stepping stone to a political career. His name was Marcus Webb, and according to Shelby's research, he had an eighty-percent conviction rate and a reputation for being ruthless.

"All rise," the bailiff called. "The Honorable Judge Patricia Brennan presiding."

Everyone stood. Judge Brennan entered—sixty-something, African American woman with silver-streaked hair and the kind of eyes that said she'd seen every trick in the book and wasn't impressed by any of them. She'd been on the federal bench for twenty years, and her reputation was for being fair but tough.

"Be seated," Judge Brennan said, settling into her chair. "We're here for a suppression hearing in United States v. Jesse Caudill. Mr. Whitfield, you've filed a motion to suppress all evidence obtained pursuant to the search warrant executed on September twentieth. Proceed."

Harrison Whitfield stood, buttoned his suit jacket. "Thank you, Your Honor. The defense moves to suppress all evidence obtained from the search of Mr. Caudill's property on the grounds that the warrant was issued based on fabricated probable cause. Specifically, we will demonstrate that the confidential informant who provided the tip leading to the warrant was paid to manufacture false testimony by a third party with no legitimate law enforcement interest. Under the doctrine of Fruit of the Poisonous Tree, all evidence obtained from that poisoned warrant must be suppressed."

"That's a serious allegation, Mr. Whitfield," Judge Brennan said. "You're claiming the warrant itself was fraudulent?"

"Not the warrant application, Your Honor. The underlying probable cause. The informant claimed months of direct observation of Mr. Caudill's alleged illegal activities. We will prove that claim was impossible, and that the informant was paid to fabricate his testimony three days before filing the tip with federal agents."

Marcus Webb shot to his feet. "Your Honor, the government objects. The reliability of confidential informants is protected. The defense is attempting to undermine a legitimate investigation—"

"Mr. Webb, I haven't heard the evidence yet." Judge Brennan's voice was dry. "Sit down. Mr. Whitfield, call your first witness."

"The defense calls Shelby Hensley."

Shelby stood and walked to the witness stand with the same controlled precision she did everything. The bailiff swore her in, and she settled into the chair, hands folded, professional and calm.

Harrison Whitfield approached. "Ms. Hensley, please state your occupation for the record."

"I'm General Counsel for Elk Trace Distillery. Prior to that, I was a Senior Revenue Agent with the Treasury Department's Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau."

"How many years did you work for the federal government?"

"Approximately eight years in various capacities within Treasury and related agencies."

"And during that time, were you involved in investigations of illegal alcohol production?"

"Yes. It was a significant part of my duties."

"So you're familiar with how confidential informants are used in these types of cases?"

"Very familiar."

Whitfield pulled up a document on the screen. "Your Honor, this is the ATF tip filed on September fifteenth by confidential informant Harley Mullins. Ms. Hensley, can you read the relevant portion for the court?"

Shelby read from the document. "The informant states: 'I have directly observed Jesse Caudill's illegal distilling operation over the past several months. I can provide detailed information on still locations, distribution networks, and customer lists.'"

"Several months," Whitfield repeated. "That's the claim the warrant was based on—months of direct observation. Ms. Hensley, did you conduct an investigation into Mr. Mullins's financial records?"

"I did, through a licensed private investigator with access to banking records."

Marcus Webb stood again. "Objection, Your Honor. Private investigators don't have legal authority to access banking records—"

"The records were obtained through legitimate financial forensics channels," Whitfield cut in smoothly. "Mr. Mullins's banking information is his own financial record, not protected government information. There's no privacy violation here."

Judge Brennan considered. "I'll allow it. But Mr. Whitfield, this better be going somewhere."

"It is, Your Honor." Whitfield pulled up another document. "Ms. Hensley, what did your investigation reveal?"

"On September twelfth, three days before the ATF tip was filed, Harley Mullins received a wire transfer of twelve thousand dollars into his personal checking account."

The courtroom went very quiet.

"Who sent that payment?" Whitfield asked.

"A limited liability company called Limestone Heritage LLC, registered in Kentucky with a Louisville address."

"And did you investigate the ownership of Limestone Heritage LLC?"

"I did. The managing member is listed as a Louisville law firm specializing in corporate formation. The firm declined to disclose the beneficial owner, citing attorney-client privilege."

"But you have reason to believe you know who controls that company, correct?"

Marcus Webb was on his feet immediately. "Objection! Speculation. The witness just admitted she doesn't know the actual owner—"

"I'll connect it, Your Honor," Whitfield said calmly. He turned back to Shelby. "Ms. Hensley, is there any legitimate business reason for someone to pay Harley Mullins twelve thousand dollars three days before he files a tip with federal agents?"

"None that I can identify. Mr. Mullins has no legitimate business operations, no services he provides that would warrant that payment. The timing—three days before the tip—is highly suspicious."

"In your professional opinion, based on your eight years with Treasury investigating similar cases, what does this payment suggest?"

"It suggests Mr. Mullins was paid to provide false or manufactured information to federal agents."

Marcus Webb shot up again. "Objection! The witness is not qualified to determine whether information was false or manufactured. That requires investigation by law enforcement—"

"The witness is qualified to assess whether financial transactions suggest improper influence," Whitfield countered. "She spent nearly a decade investigating exactly these types of schemes."

Judge Brennan leaned forward. "I'll allow the testimony, but Mr. Webb, you'll have the opportunity to cross-examine. Continue, Mr. Whitfield."

"Thank you, Your Honor. Ms. Hensley, in your experience with Treasury, have you seen cases where informants were paid to provide false tips?"

"Yes. It's rare, but it happens. Usually it's competitors trying to eliminate business rivals by manufacturing federal investigations."

"And would you say the pattern here—payment three days before tip, claim of months of observation—fits that scheme?"

"Yes. The timeline is inconsistent with legitimate observation. If Mr. Mullins had been watching Mr. Caudill for months as he claimed, the payment timing wouldn't make sense. But if he was paid to fabricate the tip, the timeline fits perfectly."

"No further questions."

Marcus Webb stood for cross-examination, jaw tight. "Ms. Hensley, you're not an ATF agent, correct?"

"Correct. I worked for Treasury's TTB, which handles tax enforcement."

"So you have no direct knowledge of the Caudill investigation?"

"No direct knowledge of the ATF's operational details, correct."

"And you're not aware of any other evidence the ATF might have had beyond Mr. Mullins's tip?"

"I can only speak to what's in the warrant application, which relies heavily on Mr. Mullins's claims."

"So it's possible—isn't it—that the ATF had independent corroboration of Mr. Mullins's information?"

"Possible, but not documented in the warrant application."

Webb pounced. "So you're speculating."

"I'm analyzing the financial records and the warrant application. The timeline is factual, not speculative."

Webb tried a different angle. "Ms. Hensley, you currently work for Elk Trace Distillery, correct?"

"Yes."

"And Elk Trace is owned by Tobias Ransdell?"

"Yes."

"And Mr. Ransdell has a personal interest in this case, doesn't he? Because the defendant's daughter works for him?"

Whitfield was on his feet. "Objection. Relevance."

"Goes to bias, Your Honor," Webb argued.

"I'll allow limited exploration," Judge Brennan said. "But get to the point, Mr. Webb."

"Ms. Hensley, isn't it true that Mr. Ransdell paid for Mr. Whitfield's services?"

"Yes. Mr. Ransdell hired Mr. Whitfield to represent Mr. Caudill."

"And you conducted this investigation at Mr. Ransdell's direction?"

"I conducted the investigation because the circumstances were suspicious. Mr. Ransdell's interest doesn't change the facts of the financial records."

"But it does suggest a motivation to discredit the government's case, doesn't it?"

"The facts speak for themselves. The payment occurred three days before the tip. That's not interpretation—that's documentation."

Webb saw he wasn't getting anywhere and shifted tactics. "Ms. Hensley, you mentioned that Mr. Mullins has no legitimate business operations. How do you know that?"

"Public records. Business registration, tax filings, property records. There's no evidence of any business activity that would justify a twelve-thousand-dollar payment."

"But you don't know everything about Mr. Mullins's life, do you?"

"I know what the public records show."

"So you can't definitively say the payment was for false testimony?"

"I can say the timing is suspicious and the payment amount is inconsistent with any legitimate explanation I can identify."

Webb gave up. "No further questions."

Judge Brennan looked at Whitfield. "Any redirect?"

"No, Your Honor. The facts speak for themselves."

"Very well. Call your next witness, Mr. Whitfield."

"The defense calls ATF Special Agent Rebecca Morrison."

The woman who'd led the raid on Copperhead's still walked to the stand. She was sworn in, settled into the chair with the calm competence of someone who'd testified dozens of times.

Whitfield approached. "Agent Morrison, you led the investigation into Jesse Caudill, correct?"

"Yes."

"And the warrant for the September twentieth search was based primarily on information from confidential informant Harley Mullins?"

"The warrant was based on Mr. Mullins's tip, yes, along with our assessment of his reliability."

"What assessment did you conduct?"

"Standard protocol. We interviewed Mr. Mullins, evaluated the specificity of his information, cross-referenced with known intelligence about illegal distilling operations in the area."

"Did you investigate Mr. Mullins's financial records?"

Morrison's jaw tightened slightly. "No."

"Did you investigate whether Mr. Mullins had any financial incentive to provide false information?"

"No. That's not standard protocol for confidential informants."

"So you had no knowledge that Mr. Mullins received twelve thousand dollars three days before he filed his tip with you?"

"No, I did not."

"If you had known about that payment, would it have affected your assessment of his reliability?"

Morrison hesitated. Marcus Webb was watching her intently, willing her to give the right answer.

"Yes," she said finally. "A payment of that size, that close to the tip, would have raised questions about his motivation."

"Would you have proceeded with the warrant application if you'd known?"

"I would have investigated the source of the payment first."

"But you didn't know, so you proceeded based on information that turned out to be compromised by a financial incentive you weren't aware of? That’s the definition of a bare-bones affidavit, Agent Morrison."

"Objection," Webb said. "Assumes facts not in evidence. We don't know the payment compromised the information."

"Your Honor, Agent Morrison just testified that the payment would have raised questions about motivation," Whitfield said. "That's the definition of compromised reliability."

Judge Brennan nodded. "Overruled. Answer the question, Agent Morrison."

"We proceeded based on the information we had at the time," Morrison said carefully. "If Mr. Mullins was paid to provide false information, we had no way of knowing that."

"You didn’t know because your department did not complete due diligence on a previously unknown informant. Thank you, Agent Morrison. No further questions."

Marcus Webb stood for cross. "Agent Morrison, the evidence you seized from Mr. Caudill's property—the stills, the distribution records, the hundreds of gallons of illegal spirits—that was all real, correct?"

"Yes. The physical evidence was substantial."

"So regardless of Mr. Mullins's motivation for providing the tip, Mr. Caudill was in fact running an illegal operation?"

"Yes. The evidence speaks to that."

"No further questions."

Whitfield stood. "Redirect, Your Honor. Agent Morrison, does the fact that Mr. Caudill turned out to be guilty change whether the warrant was based on compromised information and a bare-bones affidavit?"

"No. The two issues are separate."

"Thank you. Nothing further."

Judge Brennan looked at Whitfield. "Any more witnesses?"

"No, Your Honor. The defense rests."

"Then we'll take a thirty-minute recess before closing arguments."
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During the recess, Savannah stepped outside the courthouse and pulled out her phone with shaking hands.

Toby answered on the first ring. "How's it going?"

"Shelby testified about the payment." Her mountain accent was thick with stress. "Proved Harley got twelve thousand dollars three days before he filed the tip. Judge is hearin' closin' arguments after the break."

"The timeline's damning. Three days isn't several months."

"What if it ain't enough?"

"It will be. Judge Brennan doesn't tolerate manufactured probable cause." Toby's voice was firm. "The warrant was based on a lie. That's all she needs to see."

"Daddy's still guilty, though. Still ran shine for thirty-seven years."

"But the government can't prove it with poisoned evidence. That's the point of the Fourth Amendment."

She closed her eyes, leaned against the courthouse wall. "Shelby said you want to meet with Daddy tomorrow. At Elk Trace."

"I do."

"Why?"

"Because he needs to understand the new reality. He's not going back to running shine. Not here, not anywhere near my operation."

"He won't listen to you."

"He will if he's smart. The alternative is worse."

Dread settled cold in her gut. "You're gonna exile him."

"I'm going to give him a choice. Exile, or I make sure the next federal case against him is airtight."

It should have felt like betrayal. Should have made her angry. But all she felt was exhaustion and a strange kind of relief.

"Okay. I'll make sure he comes."

"Good. Now get back in there and watch Whitfield close. You need to see how this ends."

She hung up, stared at her phone. Daddy's free, but he ain't really free. And Toby's the one holdin' the keys.

She put her phone away and went back into the courtroom.
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When court reconvened, Marcus Webb made his closing argument. "Your Honor, the government doesn't dispute that Mr. Mullins received a payment. But payment alone doesn't prove the information was false. The evidence seized from Mr. Caudill's property was real—illegal stills, distribution records, hundreds of gallons of untaxed spirits. Mr. Caudill is guilty, and suppressing this evidence would let a criminal walk free on a technicality."

"Mr. Whitfield?" Judge Brennan said.

Harrison Whitfield stood. "Your Honor, the Fourth Amendment doesn't include an exception for 'probably guilty anyway.' The warrant in this case was based on a claim that the informant observed Mr. Caudill's operations for several months. But the evidence shows that informant was paid twelve thousand dollars three days before filing that tip. You can't observe something for months if you only started three days ago. That's not a technicality—that's manufactured probable cause."

He pulled up the timeline on the screen. "September twelfth: payment. September fifteenth: tip claiming months of observation. September eighteenth: warrant issued. September twentieth: raid. The government relied on false information, information they did not complete their due diligence on, to obtain that warrant. Under the Fruit of the Poisonous Tree doctrine, everything obtained from that poisoned warrant must be suppressed. Not because Mr. Caudill is innocent—he's not—but because the government cannot use manufactured evidence to prosecute anyone, guilty or not."

Judge Brennan leaned back in her chair, silent for a long moment. The courtroom was so quiet Savannah could hear her own heartbeat.

"I'm going to rule from the bench," Judge Brennan said finally. "I've reviewed the evidence presented here today, and I'm troubled by the timeline. Mr. Mullins received a substantial payment three days before filing a tip that claimed months of observation. The government had no knowledge of that payment and conducted no investigation into Mr. Mullins's financial incentives."

She looked at Marcus Webb. "Mr. Webb, your argument is essentially that we should overlook a potentially fabricated warrant because the defendant is guilty anyway. That's not how the Fourth Amendment works. If we allow law enforcement to rely on manufactured probable cause simply because the target turns out to be guilty, we've gutted the warrant requirement entirely."

Webb started to object, but Judge Brennan raised her hand.

"The timeline here is fatal. Three days is not several months. Mr. Mullins could not have conducted the surveillance he claimed in the time between receiving payment and filing his tip. That makes his claim of 'months of observation' false. And if that claim is false, the probable cause for the warrant collapses."

She looked at Harrison Whitfield. "Mr. Whitfield, your motion is granted. All evidence obtained pursuant to the September eighteenth warrant is suppressed. Without that evidence, the government cannot proceed."

She turned to Marcus Webb. "Mr. Webb, does the government have any evidence against Mr. Caudill that was not obtained from the suppressed warrant?"

Webb's face was stone. "No, Your Honor. All physical evidence came from the September twentieth search."

"Then the case is dismissed. Mr. Caudill, you're free to go." Judge Brennan banged her gavel. "We're adjourned."

The courtroom erupted. Tears sprang to Savannah's eyes, relief flooding through her so intense it hurt. She pressed her hands to her face, shaking.

At the defense table, Harrison Whitfield was shaking Copperhead's hand. The federal marshals were removing Copperhead's chains, processing his release paperwork. It would take a few hours, but by tonight, her father would be out of federal holding.

Shelby appeared beside her, touching her shoulder briefly. "We won."

Without thinking, she turned and wrapped her arms around Shelby. The woman stiffened for just a moment, then her hand came up, awkward but there, patting Savannah's back once.

"Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you."

When she pulled back, Shelby's professional mask was firmly back in place. "Your father's going to walk out of here tonight. What he does with that freedom is up to him. But Savannah—" Her voice dropped. "—this doesn't mean he's innocent. It doesn't mean he gets a free pass. It just means the evidence against him was obtained illegally."

"I know. But at least he won't die in federal prison."

"No. He won't." Shelby glanced toward where Whitfield was handling paperwork. "I need to coordinate with Whitfield, make sure the release goes smoothly. You should head back to Elk Trace. Toby will want to know."

"When will my daddy be out?"

"Few hours for processing. I'll text you when he's released." Shelby's eyes held hers. "And Savannah? Toby wants to meet with your father tomorrow. At Elk Trace. You need to be there."

Something in Shelby's tone made her stomach tighten. "Why?"

"Because there are going to be conditions. Your father's free, but that doesn't mean he can go back to business as usual. Toby will explain tomorrow."

Shelby walked away, all business again. Alone in the courthouse, watching her father being processed out of chains, Savannah felt relief and dread warring in her chest.
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The drive back to Elk Trace passed in a blur. Hands shaking on the steering wheel, October sun bright and cold, autumn colors blurring past her windows.

Daddy's free. The case is dismissed.

But Shelby's words echoed in her head: There are going to be conditions.

She pulled into Elk Trace, parked, sat in her car for a moment. Toby would be in his office, waiting. Wanting to know how it went. Wanting to plan tomorrow's meeting with Copperhead.

She got out and walked toward the administrative building, feeling the weight of what came next settling over her.

Daddy's free. But freedom comes with conditions. And tomorrow, everyone's gonna understand exactly what those are. And maybe—maybe—that's better than ten years in federal prison.

She found Toby in his office, looking over production schedules. When she walked in, he looked up, read her face.

"We won," she said.

He stood, crossed to her, pulled her into his arms. "Shelby texted. Said the judge granted everything. Your father walks tonight."

"Shelby said you want to meet with him tomorrow."

"I do." Toby's voice was firm. "There are going to be rules, Savannah. He can't go back to running shine—not here, not anywhere near Elk Trace."

"He won't listen to rules from bourbon aristocracy."

"He will if the alternative is worse." Toby's amber eyes were steady, implacable. "I'm not asking him, Savannah. I'm telling him. And if he's smart, he'll accept it and disappear."

Something cold settled in her stomach. "You're going to exile him."

"I'm going to give him a choice. Exile, or I make sure the next federal case against him is airtight."

It should have felt like betrayal. Should have made her angry. But all she felt was exhaustion and a strange kind of relief.

"Okay," she said quietly. "When do you want to meet him?"

"Tomorrow afternoon. Here at Elk Trace. You'll be there when I talk to him."

"Why?"

"Because you need to see it. Need to understand what happens next. You're mine now, Savannah. Which means your loyalty is to me, not to him. And you need to make sure he understands that too."

She nodded, felt the weight of it settle over her.


Chapter ten
SHELBY'S RECKONING


Long after the sun had set, Shelby sat in her office at Elk Trace, staring at the case files spread across her desk.

Copperhead Caudill was free. The motion had been granted, the case dismissed, justice served—if you could call a technicality justice. But the law was the law, and manufactured evidence was manufactured evidence. She'd done her job.

So why did she feel hollow?

She knew why. She just didn't want to admit it.

Savannah Caudill had wrapped her arms around her in that courthouse. Had whispered thank you with tears in her eyes, genuine gratitude that Shelby hadn't earned and didn't want. And Shelby had—for just a moment—hugged her back.

That moment kept replaying in her head.

She'd seen the way Toby looked at Savannah. Had watched him claim her, mark her, make her his. Shelby had known it was coming—Toby wasn't monogamous by nature, had never pretended to be. She'd accepted that from the beginning of their relationship.

But accepting it intellectually and living it were different things.

A knock at her office door. "You planning to sleep here tonight?"

Toby's voice. She looked up, found him leaning in the doorway, still wearing work clothes from the distillery.

"Might," Shelby said. "Got paperwork to finish."

"Liar." Toby came in, closed the door behind him. "You're avoiding going home because you're processing."

"Processing what?"

"Savannah. Me. What happens next." Toby sat on the edge of her desk, too close, deliberately invading her space the way he always did when he wanted her full attention. "Talk to me, Shelby."

She set down her pen, leaned back in her chair. "What do you want me to say? That I'm fine with you fucking someone else? That watching you claim her doesn't bother me?"

"I want you to tell me the truth."

"The truth is I watched you look at her the way you used to look at me. The truth is she's young and pretty and desperate, and you love saving people. The truth is—" Her voice cracked slightly. "—the truth is I knew this would happen eventually, but that doesn't make it easier."

Toby was quiet for a long moment. Then: "You think I don't look at you that way anymore?"

"Do you?"

"Shelby." His hand came up, cupped her face, forced her to meet his eyes. "I claimed you six months ago. You think that changed just because I claimed someone else?"

"I think you have a type. Smart women in over their heads who need saving. I was that once. Now Savannah is."

"You're right. That is my type." Toby's thumb brushed across her cheekbone. "But you're wrong about the rest. You're not something I outgrew. You're not a phase I moved past. You're mine. Still. Always."

"And so is she."

"Yes."

The word hung between them. Simple, honest, undeniable.

"I can't do this if you expect me to compete with her," Shelby said quietly. "If every time you touch her I have to wonder if you're comparing us, if I'm losing ground—"

"There's no competition. There's no losing ground." Toby leaned closer, his voice dropping. "You're not interchangeable. You're not replaceable. What I have with you doesn't diminish because I have something with her too."

"Then what is it? What do you have with her that's different from what we have?"

Toby considered that. "With you, I have trust. Partnership. We've built something together. You know me—not just the parts I show the world, but the parts I keep hidden. You've seen me at my worst and stayed anyway."

"And with her?"

"With her, I have someone who needs what I can give. Someone who chose integrity when it cost her everything. Someone who's still figuring out who she is, and I get to be part of that." He paused. "But Shelby, what I have with her doesn't replace what I have with you. It's different. Not better. Not worse. Different."

She wanted to believe him. Wanted to accept that she could share him without losing him. But the jealousy was real, visceral, burning in her chest like bad whiskey.

"I saw the way she looked at you," Shelby said. "After the hearing, when I told her about tomorrow's meeting. She trusts you completely. Belongs to you in a way that's—" She searched for the word. "—absolute."

"The same way you belong to me."

"Is it the same? Because it doesn't feel the same."

His hand slid to the back of her neck, gripping just hard enough to make her feel it. "You want me to prove it's the same? Want me to remind you who you belong to?"

Heat pooled low in her belly despite the jealousy, despite the confusion. Her body knew him, responded to him, even when her mind was churning with doubt.

"I want to understand," she said. "I want to know how this works. How we—" She gestured vaguely. "—how we do this without destroying what we have."

"Then let me tell you how this works." He released her neck, stepped back. "Come with me."

He walked out of her office. Shelby hesitated, then followed.
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Toby led her through the quiet distillery complex, past the dark stillhouse, to his private residence on the estate grounds. The main house where Savannah had woken up the morning after the midnight heist. Where Shelby had lived with him for the past six months.

As they approached, she saw lights on in the kitchen. Through the window, she could see Savannah washing dishes, wearing one of Toby's old work shirts like a dress.

Toby paused at the door, turned to her. "Wait here a minute."

He went inside. Standing on the porch, watching through the window as Toby spoke quietly with Savannah, Shelby couldn't hear the words, but she could see Savannah's reaction—nodding, understanding, no argument. Toby cupped her face, kissed her forehead, and Savannah smiled.

A moment later, Savannah dried her hands, headed upstairs. Toby returned to the porch, gestured for Shelby to come in.

"What was that about?" she asked.

"Asked her to sleep in the guest room tonight. Told her you and I need to talk privately." Toby closed the door behind them. "She understood."

"She didn't argue?"

"Why would she? She's not threatened by you, Shelby. She knows where she stands." Toby moved to the bourbon cabinet. "Savannah doesn't have hangups about sharing. Mountain families are practical about relationships—you make it work with what you have."

Something complicated twisted in Shelby's chest. Savannah had just been asked to leave Toby's bed so he could comfort another woman, and she'd done it without complaint.

Inside, Toby poured two glasses of Gabbard's Gift—the private reserve, not the commercial version. Handed one to her, settled onto the leather couch in his study.

"Sit," he said.

She sat, cradling the bourbon, waiting.

"Before you," Toby said, "there were others. Not many. Three, over the years. Women I tried to build something with."

This was new territory. Toby rarely talked about his past relationships, and she had never pushed. But now she needed to know.

"What happened to them?" she asked.

"First one was when I was twenty-five. Lexington socialite, old money family. Beautiful, educated, everything my parents wanted for me." Toby sipped his bourbon. "She wanted the Ransdell name and the distillery empire. Didn't want me. When she figured out I wasn't interested in playing bourbon aristocrat for the rest of my life, she left."

"Second?"

"Few years later. Artist from Louisville. Brilliant, creative, passionate about her work. We had chemistry, but she couldn't handle the intensity. I'm—" He paused, choosing words carefully. "—I'm demanding. In and out of bed. She needed someone gentler. Someone who didn't require submission."

She understood that. She'd felt that intensity from the first night, the way Toby took control, the way he demanded everything and gave it back tenfold.

"And the third?"

"Lawyer. Five years ago, before you." Toby's expression went carefully neutral. "Smart, ambitious, worked for a bourbon industry lobbying firm. We lasted almost a year. She wanted monogamy. I tried. It didn't work. I'm not built that way, and pretending I was just made us both miserable."

"So you told her you needed to see other people?"

"I told her I couldn't promise exclusivity. That if she needed monogamy, I wasn't the right person." Toby met her eyes. "She left. And I didn't chase her. Because forcing myself into a box I don't fit just to keep someone isn't fair to either of us."

She processed that. "And when you met me?"

"I told you the same thing. Early on, before we got serious. I told you I'm not monogamous by nature, that I'd never promise exclusivity, that if you needed that you should walk away then."

She remembered. She'd been new to Elk Trace, fresh from the Treasury Department, still figuring out whether she was making the right choice leaving federal service for private practice. Toby had been honest—brutally so. Had told her exactly what he could and couldn't offer.

And she'd stayed anyway.

"I stayed because I thought I could handle it," she said quietly. "Because intellectually, I understood. But now that it's actually happening—"

"It's harder than you thought."

"Yes."

Toby set down his bourbon, moved closer. "Here's what I need you to understand. When I claimed you, I meant it. When I told you that you're mine, that was permanent. Adding Savannah doesn't change that. It doesn't dilute it. It doesn't mean you're less important or less valued."

"Then what does it mean?"

"It means I have room for more than one. It means what I give you isn't finite, isn't something I have to ration because there's someone else." He cupped her face again, forced her to hold his gaze. "I don't love in scarcity, Shelby. I don't love like there's only so much to go around. When I claim someone, I claim them completely. And that doesn't diminish what I have with anyone else I've claimed."

He gestured to the bourbon cabinet behind him. "Does one bottle of Gabbard's Gift become less valuable just because I have another rare bourbon sitting next to it? Does a twenty-year single barrel lose its character because there's a thirty-year expression in the same collection?"

She followed his logic despite herself. "No. Each bottle has its own profile, its own worth."

"Exactly. You don't compare them. You appreciate what makes each one unique. What makes each one irreplaceable." Toby's thumb brushed across her cheekbone. "That's how I love. Each person I claim is their own expression. Their own proof. And having more doesn't diminish any of them—it just means I get to appreciate more complexity."

Something cracked in her chest. "How do I know that's true? How do I know you won't get bored with me once the novelty with her wears off?"

"Because I've had six months with you and I'm not bored yet." Toby's voice was gentle but firm. "Because you challenge me, match me, push back when I need it. Because you're not just someone I claimed—you're my partner. In the business, in this life we're building. That doesn't change."

"And what is she?"

"She's someone who needs what I can give. Someone who chose honor when it cost her everything. Someone I'm going to protect and train and help become who she's meant to be." He paused. "But she's not you. She doesn't replace you. She complements what we have."

"Complements how?"

Toby's smile was slow, knowing. "You're dominant by nature, Shelby. You submit to me because you trust me, but it's not your default. With Savannah—she's naturally submissive. Responds to authority, needs structure, craves someone to make decisions when she's overwhelmed. That dynamic is different from what you and I have."

Her pulse quickened. "You're saying—"

"I'm saying there's room for both. Room for you to submit to me when you need it, and room for you to be something else with her. Room for all of us to figure out what this looks like together."

The possibility hung in the air between them. Not competition. Not replacement. Something more complex, more layered.

"I don't know if I can do that," she admitted. "I don't know if I can share you without resenting her."

"Then figure it out. But Shelby—" Toby's grip tightened on her face, just enough to make her feel it. "—if you can't do this, if you need monogamy, tell me now. I won't chase you if you leave. But I also won't give up Savannah. So you need to decide. Can you accept this, or do you need to walk away?"

The ultimatum was clear. Honest. Painful.

She thought about the past six months. The way Toby had claimed her, trusted her, built something with her that was more than just sex or professional partnership. The way he'd never lied to her, never promised things he couldn't deliver.

She thought about Savannah—young, desperate, choosing integrity when it cost her everything. The way she'd hugged Shelby in that courthouse, genuine gratitude in her eyes.

And she thought about what Toby was offering. Not scarcity. Not competition. But expansion. Room for all of them to be claimed, to be valued, to be part of something larger.

"I need time," she said finally. "I need to process this. Figure out if I can really do it."

"How much time?"

"I don't know. Days. Maybe weeks."

Toby studied her, then nodded. "All right. But Shelby, while you're figuring it out, Savannah stays. I'm not putting her on hold while you decide. She's mine now, and that's not changing."

The words stung. But they were also honest.

"I understand," she said.

He released her face, stood. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow I'm meeting with Copperhead. You should be there."

"Why?"

"Because you're my partner. Because you investigated the case that freed him. And because Savannah needs to see that we're united. All of us."

She nodded, stood, set down her empty bourbon glass. Started toward the door.

"Shelby."

She turned.

He crossed the space between them, pulled her against him. But before he could kiss her, the words burst out—frustration and jealousy and confusion all mixing together.

"You can't just expect me to accept this, Toby. You can't just—"

He went very still. His amber eyes locked on hers, and the temperature in the room dropped ten degrees.

"Who?" he said quietly.

The single word stopped her cold. Her breath caught in her throat.

Oh God.

"Master," she whispered, the correction automatic, instinctive. "I meant... Master."

His hand came up slowly, deliberately, and cupped the back of her neck. Not rough, but absolutely controlled. His thumb traced along her jaw.

"That's better," he said, voice low and dark. "You forget who you're talking to when you're upset. But you don't get to forget who owns you just because you're processing jealousy."

Heat flooded through her—shame and arousal mixing together until she couldn't tell them apart. He was right. She'd slipped, let her emotions override the dynamic they'd built, and he'd caught her immediately.

"I'm sorry, Master," she whispered.

"I know you are." His grip tightened just slightly. "But you need to remember something. When you submit to me, that doesn't turn off just because you're angry or hurt or confused. You're mine. That means all of you. Including the parts that want to push back right now."

She nodded, couldn't speak.

"Say it," he commanded. "Tell me who you belong to."

"You, Master. I belong to you."

"Good girl."

Then he kissed her—hard and possessive, his hand fisted in her hair, his other arm wrapped around her waist, claiming her body the way he'd claimed everything else.

When he pulled back, his amber eyes were dark with heat. "You're still mine. Don't forget that while you're processing."

Her breath came short. The word had already slipped out once, and it came easier now: "Yes, Master."

Toby's smile was predatory. "Good girl."

He released her, stepped back. "Get some sleep. I'll be in the office in the morning if you need me."

She nodded, left his study, walked down the hallway to their bedroom. The bedroom they'd shared for the past six months. The one that was supposed to be theirs.

She crawled into bed alone, stared at the ceiling until dawn.

She could accept this—accept Savannah, accept sharing, accept that love wasn't finite—or she could walk away.

Those were the options. Clear. Honest. Impossible.

By morning, she still didn't have an answer.

But she knew she wasn't walking away.

Not yet.

Maybe not ever.


Chapter eleven
THE EXILE


Jesse "Copperhead" Caudill walked out of federal holding at three o'clock on a Tuesday afternoon, wearing the same clothes he'd been arrested in six weeks earlier. The October sun felt too bright after weeks of fluorescent lights and concrete walls. He stood on the courthouse steps, breathed in autumn air that tasted like freedom and uncertainty.

Shelby Hensley was waiting for him at the bottom of the steps, leaning against a black SUV. Not Savannah. Not family. The lawyer woman who'd testified at his hearing, who'd built the case that got him released.

"Mr. Caudill," Shelby said, straightening. "I'm here to take you to a hotel for the night. Mr. Ransdell wants to meet with you tomorrow afternoon at Elk Trace."

Slowly, stiff from weeks of prison food and concrete bunks, he descended the steps. "Why not just let me go home?"

"Because you don't have a home anymore. ATF seized your property during the raid." Shelby's voice was matter-of-fact, not cruel. "Mr. Ransdell is covering the hotel. And your daughter will be at tomorrow's meeting."

The mention of Savannah made something tight loosen in his chest. He'd seen her at the hearing, sitting in the gallery, tears streaming down her face when the judge dismissed the case. But they hadn't spoken. The federal marshals had processed him too quickly, and by the time he'd been released, she was gone.

"What's Ransdell want with me?"

"That's between you and him. But Mr. Caudill—" Shelby's eyes were sharp, assessing. "—I'd suggest you listen to what he has to say. Your freedom came at a cost. Time to understand what that cost is."

He studied her. Smart woman. Dangerous woman. The kind who saw through bullshit and didn't tolerate games. She'd torn apart the government's case with nothing but a timeline and bank records. He respected that, even if he didn't like what it implied.

"All right," he said. "Take me to the hotel."
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The drive took twenty minutes. Shelby didn't make small talk, didn't ask questions. Just drove through Lexington in professional silence while Copperhead watched the city pass and tried to figure out what the hell was happening.

The hotel was nicer than anywhere he'd stayed in his life—one of those places bourbon tourists used, all exposed brick and expensive bourbon on the bar. Shelby checked him in, handed him a key card.

"Room 412. There's a restaurant downstairs if you're hungry. Mr. Ransdell's covering everything."

"When tomorrow?"

"I'll pick you up at two. The meeting's at three."

Copperhead took the key card, headed for the elevators. As he waited, he noticed them—two men in the lobby, dressed casual but too alert, too aware. Private security. Not cops, but professional. One by the main entrance, one near the bar, both with the kind of build that said ex-military or high-end corporate protection.

They weren't hiding. Weren't trying to be subtle. They wanted him to know they were there.

Ransdell's makin' sure I don't run. Smart. If Copperhead had wanted to disappear, tonight would be his best chance—before whatever meeting Ransdell had planned, before whatever price his freedom was going to cost.

But where would he go? ATF had seized his property. His stills were evidence. His home was gone. And Savannah was at Elk Trace, waiting.

He rode the elevator to the fourth floor, found his room, locked the door behind him. The room was clean, comfortable, with a king bed and a view of downtown Lexington. There was a bottle of bourbon on the dresser—Elk Trace Distillery, naturally—and a note: See you tomorrow. —TR

Copperhead poured two fingers, sat by the window, and watched the city lights while he tried to figure out what Tobias Ransdell wanted from him.

By morning, he still didn't have an answer. But he knew running wasn't an option.
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Shelby picked him up at two o'clock Wednesday afternoon, right on schedule. The security detail watched him leave but didn't follow. Their job was done—he'd stayed put, hadn't run, was going to the meeting like a good boy.

The drive to Elk Trace took forty minutes. Shelby still didn't make small talk, didn't ask questions. Just drove through the Kentucky hills in professional silence while Copperhead watched the landscape pass.

Elk Trace Distillery sprawled across a valley like something out of a magazine. Black-painted timber buildings, weathered limestone, copper stills visible through high windows. This was bourbon aristocracy at its finest—six generations of wealth and tradition and legitimate business. Everything Copperhead's family wasn't.

Shelby parked near the administrative building, led him inside without ceremony. Through hallways lined with photographs of Ransdell history, past offices where people worked at computers and talked on phones. The legitimate bourbon business, running smooth and legal while men like Copperhead hid in the hollers and prayed the ATF didn't find them.

She stopped at a closed door, knocked once. "He's here."

"Come in," Toby Ransdell's voice called.

Shelby opened the door, gestured for Copperhead to enter. He walked into what was clearly Toby's private office—expensive furniture, bourbon bottles on display, production schedules on the walls. And sitting in chairs facing the desk: Savannah and Toby Ransdell himself.

Savannah stood when she saw him. "Daddy."

Her voice broke on the word. Copperhead crossed to her, pulled her into his arms, felt her shake against his chest. She smelled like bourbon vapor and copper—like she'd been working in a stillhouse, not just visiting one.

"You're okay," he murmured into her hair. "You stayed clean. That's what matters."

When she pulled back, something in her eyes surprised him. Guilt, maybe. Or resignation.

"Sit down, Mr. Caudill," Toby said from behind the desk. Not a request. A command.

Copperhead released Savannah, turned to face the man who'd paid for his defense. Tobias Ransdell III looked exactly like what he was—eighth-generation bourbon aristocracy, born and bred to run empires. Early thirties, work clothes that somehow looked expensive, amber eyes that missed nothing.

"You got me out," Copperhead said, staying standing. "I'm grateful for that. But I don't owe you anything beyond gratitude."

"You're right. You don't owe me anything." Toby leaned back in his chair, calm and implacable. "But your daughter does. And because she's mine now, that makes your problems my problems. So sit down, and let's talk about what happens next."

The words hit like a fist. She's mine now. Copperhead looked at Savannah, saw her standing beside Toby's desk with her hands clasped, saw the way she didn't argue or correct him. Saw the truth written all over her face.

"What the hell does that mean?" Mountain dialect came back full force, thick with emotion. "She's mine now?"

"It means I claimed her," Toby said, voice level. "It means she works for me, lives under my roof, and answers to me. It means when Caleb McBrayer tried to turn her into a spy and a thief, she chose integrity over desperation. And I rewarded that choice by making her part of my operation."

"You're fuckin' her." Not a question. A statement. Mountain bluntness cutting through bourbon aristocracy bullshit.

Toby didn't flinch. "Yes."

Copperhead's hands clenched. He looked at Savannah, saw her face flush but saw no denial in her eyes. No shame either. Just acceptance.

The floor tilted under him. "Caleb McBrayer. What's he got to do with this?"

"Sit down," Toby repeated. "And I'll explain."

Copperhead sat. Not because Toby had authority over him, but because his legs suddenly felt weak.

Shelby moved to stand beside Toby's desk, arms crossed, watching. Savannah stayed where she was, looking at Copperhead with something that might have been apology or shame or both.

"Caleb McBrayer paid Harley Mullins twelve thousand dollars to tip off the ATF," Toby said. "Three days before Harley filed that tip claiming months of observation. The timeline doesn't work—you can't observe someone for months if you're only paid three days before reporting. That's why the warrant got suppressed. That's why you're free."

He processed that. "Caleb set me up."

"Yes. He manufactured the probable cause, used federal agents as weapons to eliminate competition he couldn't beat legitimately. And when your daughter showed up at my distillery looking for work, I knew exactly who she was and exactly who'd sent her."

Savannah made a small sound. Copperhead looked at her. "You worked for him? For Caleb?"

"He approached me after your arrest." Her voice was small and mountain-thick with shame. "Told me Toby had tipped off the ATF. Said if I'd spy on Elk Trace, report back on their operation, his lawyers would get you out. I believed him. I was desperate, and I believed him."

"And you spied?" His voice came out flat, disbelieving. "You worked for the man who destroyed me?"

"I tried." Tears welled in her eyes. "I tried to steal yeast samples from the fermentation room. Stood there with empty vials for ten minutes tryin' to make myself do it. But I couldn't. I couldn't steal from Toby because—" Her voice broke. "—because he respected your work, Daddy. He knew who I was and he hired me anyway. He showed me his operation, taught me legitimate distillin', treated your craft like it mattered even though the law says it's criminal. And I couldn't betray that."

Copperhead stared at his daughter. At the woman he'd raised to stay clean, to honor the craft, to never cross lines that couldn't be uncrossed. And she'd almost become a thief. Almost betrayed everything he'd taught her.

For him. To save him.

"You should've let me rot," he said quietly. "Should've stayed away, stayed clean like I told you. I ain't worth compromisin' your integrity."

"That's what I told her," Toby said. "Your father taught you honor. He'd rather die in federal prison than watch you throw that away to save him. But she couldn't see that until she was standing in my fermentation room with those empty vials, trying to make herself steal."

Copperhead looked at Toby Ransdell, saw something in those amber eyes that surprised him. Respect. Not for Copperhead the moonshiner, but for Copperhead the father. For the values he'd instilled in his daughter even while breaking federal law himself.

"So you caught her tryin' to steal," Copperhead said. "Why didn't you have her arrested?"

"Because she didn't steal. Because she chose integrity when it cost her everything." Toby's voice was firm. "And because I claimed her. Gave her a position at Elk Trace, taught her legitimate distilling, showed her what she could build here. She's my assistant master distiller now. Learning the craft the legal way."

Copperhead felt something twist in his chest. Pride and loss mixing together until he couldn't tell them apart. "You gave my girl a future."

"I gave her what she earned. She has a gift for distilling—your gift. That matters more than where she learned it."

"And what do you want from me in exchange?"

"Your exile," Toby said simply. "You leave Kentucky. Tonight. Never come back. Never run shine again, never operate within five hundred miles of this state. You disappear, and you stay disappeared."

The words landed like a prison sentence. Worse than a prison sentence. At least in federal holding, he'd still been in Kentucky. Still been home.

"And if I refuse?"

"Then I make sure the next federal case against you is airtight. No manufactured evidence, no poisoned warrants. Just solid investigation and documentation that leads to twenty years instead of ten." Toby's voice was implacable. "I gave you your freedom, Mr. Caudill. But that freedom comes with conditions."

"You're threatenin' me."

"I'm protecting my operation. And I'm protecting your daughter." Toby leaned forward. "Caleb McBrayer isn't done. He'll try again—different method, different target, but he'll try. And if you're still here running shine, you're a weapon he can use against Savannah. Against me. I won't allow that."

Copperhead looked at Savannah. "This what you want? Me gone?"

"I want you alive and free, Daddy." Tears streamed down her face. "I want you safe. Even if that means I never see you again."

The words broke something inside him. Because they were true. Because she meant them.

"Where am I supposed to go?"

"West," Toby said. "Montana, Wyoming, somewhere the mountains are bigger and bourbon aristocracy doesn't have reach. Shelby will drive you to the bus station, give you enough money to get settled. You start over. Clean slate."

"And my daughter?"

"Stays here. Learns legitimate distilling. Builds a career that won't end in federal prison." Toby's voice softened slightly. "She'll be safe here, Mr. Caudill. I keep what's mine protected."

Copperhead stood, walked to the window, looked out at the distillery complex. At the legitimate bourbon empire his daughter would help build. At the future she could have if he just... walked away.

"How long do I have?"

"Tonight. Shelby leaves in an hour."

An hour. Sixty minutes to say goodbye to the only family he had left, to the daughter he'd raised alone after her mother died. To the life he'd built in these mountains for fifty-nine years.

"Can I talk to her alone?" Copperhead's voice was rough. "Just for a minute?"

Toby nodded. "Shelby and I will wait outside."

They left. The door closed. Copperhead turned to face Savannah, saw her standing there with tears on her face and guilt in her eyes.

"Come here, girl."

She came to him, and he pulled her into his arms again. Felt her shake against his chest, felt his own tears burning behind his eyes.

"I'm sorry, Daddy," she whispered. "I'm so sorry. I tried to help, and I just made everything worse."

"You didn't make anything worse. You stayed true to who you are. That's all I ever wanted." He pulled back, cupped her face in his scarred hands. "Your mama would be proud of you. I'm proud of you. You chose honor even when it cost you everything."

"It cost me you."

"No. It gave you a future. That's worth more than havin' me around." He wiped the tears from her cheeks. "You stay here with Toby Ransdell. You learn everything he can teach you. You build somethin' legitimate, somethin' that won't land you in federal holdin'. You hear me?"

"Yes, Daddy."

"And Savannah—" His voice broke. "—you be happy. Don't spend your life regrettin' this. You made the right choice. The only choice. I just wish it didn't hurt so damn much."

"I love you, Daddy."

"I love you too, baby girl. More than anything in this world."

He kissed her forehead, held her for one more moment, then let her go. Because if he didn't let go now, he never would.

"Tell Ransdell I'm ready."

Savannah left to get them. Copperhead stood alone in the office, memorizing the view through the window. The Kentucky hills he'd never see again. The hollers where he'd learned to distill from his own father, where he'd taught Savannah everything he knew.

Home. The only home he'd ever known.

And he was leaving it forever.

[image: ]

Toby and Shelby came back in. Copperhead turned from the window, faced them.

"I'll go," he said. "But I got conditions too."

"Name them," Toby said.

"You keep her safe. Not just from Caleb, but from herself. She's got my stubborn streak, my pride. That'll get her in trouble if you let it. You don't let it."

"Agreed."

"And if she ever wants to find me—if she ever needs me—you don't stand in her way. You let her go."

Toby considered that. "If she wants to find you, I won't stop her. But Mr. Caudill—you and I both know she's not going to come looking. This is goodbye. Permanent goodbye. You need to accept that."

The words were brutal. Honest. True.

"I accept it."

"One more thing," Copperhead said, his voice dropping into something dark and dangerous. "If you hurt her—if you abuse what she's givin' you, if you break her trust—I'll come back. I'll risk federal prison, risk everythin', and I'll kill you myself. Law won't matter. Distance won't matter. You hurt my girl, and you die. We clear?"

Toby didn't flinch. "We're clear. And you have my word—I won't hurt her."

"Your word better be good."

"It is. I keep what's mine safe and cared for. Always."

Copperhead spat in his palm, held out his hand. "Then we seal it proper. Mountain way."

For a moment, Toby just looked at the offered hand. Then, without hesitation, he spat in his own palm and gripped Copperhead's hand. Their spit mixed, blood-oath made flesh, the kind of pact that transcended written contracts and bourbon aristocracy bullshit.

This was generational. Binding. The kind of oath mountain families had sealed for centuries.

"You break this," Copperhead said, grip tightening, "and it ain't just me comin' for you. It's every Caudill who ever lived, every mountain ghost who remembers what honor means. You understand?"

"I understand." Toby's grip was equally firm. "And I'll honor it. She's mine to protect, not to break."

They released. Copperhead wiped his palm on his jeans. The deal was done. Sealed in spit and threat and something older than law.

"Do we have an agreement?" Toby asked.

"We have an agreement."

"Then let's get you on your way."
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Shelby drove him to the bus station in silence. Copperhead didn't look back at Elk Trace as they left. Didn't watch the distillery disappear in the rearview mirror. If he looked back, he'd break. And mountain men didn't break where bourbon aristocracy could see.

After the first ten minutes, Shelby spoke. "You could fight this. You could stay, rebuild somewhere remote. The mountains are big enough to hide in."

"And spend the rest of my life runnin'?" He looked out the window at the Kentucky hills passing by. "Wonderin' when the next raid's comin'? Puttin' Savannah at risk every time I make a batch?"

"She'd understand. She's your daughter."

"She's his now." The words tasted like ash. "Saw it in her eyes. The way she stood beside his desk, the way she didn't argue when he said he'd claimed her. That girl's made her choice, and it ain't me."

Shelby was quiet for a moment. "For what it's worth, he'll keep her safe. Toby doesn't claim people lightly. When he says someone's his, he means it. Completely."

"You one of his?"

"Yes."

"He treat you right?"

"He does." Her hands tightened on the steering wheel. "It's not... conventional. Not what most people would understand. But yes. He treats me right."

He processed that. The lawyer woman and his daughter, both claimed by the same man. Mountain families understood sharing—times were hard, resources were scarce, you made do with what you had. But this felt different. This felt like something bourbon aristocracy did because they could, because they had the wealth and power to build harems like they built distillery empires.

"You jealous?" he asked. "That he claimed my girl?"

She didn't answer immediately. When she did, her voice was careful. "I'm processing. Figuring out what it means. But no. Not jealous. Savannah chose integrity when it would've been easier to steal. That matters. That says something about who she is."

"She gets that from her mama." His voice went soft, remembering. "Died when Savannah was twelve. Lung cancer from too many years breathin' smoke from wood fires. But she was the strongest woman I ever knew. Never compromised, never broke her word, never took the easy path just because it was easy. Savannah's got her mama's spine."

"Toby sees that in her. That's why he claimed her."

"And you? What's he see in you?"

A slight smile. "Competence. Control. Someone who matches him, pushes back when he needs it. We're partners as much as we're—" She paused, searching for the word. "—whatever else we are."

He understood. The lawyer woman wasn't just a possession. She was Toby's equal in ways Savannah wasn't yet. Different roles, different dynamics. Mountain families understood that too—everyone had their place, their value, their contribution to the whole.

Maybe bourbon aristocracy wasn't so different after all.

"Bus station's up ahead," Shelby said. "I'll buy your ticket. Where you want to go?"

"Montana. Kalispell, maybe. Heard there's work on ranches up there, and the mountains are bigger than anything in Kentucky. Big enough to disappear."

Shelby pulled into the parking lot, cut the engine. Reached into her purse, pulled out an envelope. "Toby asked me to give you this."

He opened it. Cash. Hundreds, neatly banded. He counted quickly—fifteen thousand dollars. Enough to get west, get settled, buy six months of breathing room while he figured out what came next.

"I can't take this."

"Yes, you can. Consider it payment for teaching your daughter everything she knows about distilling. Toby's getting a master distiller in training. This is what that knowledge is worth." Shelby paused. "And it's what starting over costs. You've given up everything—your operation, your home, your daughter. Fifteen thousand doesn't cover that, but it's a start."

He stared at the cash. Pride wanted him to refuse. But practicality—mountain practicality, the kind that had kept his family alive for generations—said take it. He'd need that money to start over. Need every dollar if he was going to disappear and stay disappeared.

"Tell him..." He searched for words. "Tell him I'm grateful. And tell Savannah—" His voice broke. "Tell her I love her. That I'm proud of her. That she made the right choice even though it breaks my heart."

"I'll tell her," Shelby said quietly.

Copperhead got out of the SUV, walked into the bus station, bought a one-way ticket to Montana with cash. Sat in the waiting area for forty minutes while other travelers passed around him, oblivious to the fact that a mountain moonshiner had just been exiled from the only home he'd ever known.

When the bus came, he climbed aboard, found a seat near the back, and watched Kentucky disappear through the window as the bus headed west.

Somewhere in those hills, his daughter was learning to be someone new. Someone legitimate. Someone claimed by bourbon aristocracy and protected by wealth he'd never understand.

And he hoped—prayed to whatever gods watched over mountain families—that she'd be happy.

Even if it meant he'd never see her again.
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Through the window, Savannah watched her father leave. Watched him climb into Shelby's SUV and disappear down the long driveway. Felt something break open in her chest—grief and relief and loss all mixed together.

"He's gone," she whispered.

Toby came up behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, pulled her back against his chest. "He's safe. Free. That's what matters."

"I chose you over him."

"You chose your future over his past. There's a difference."

She turned in Toby's arms, looked up at him. "He threatened to kill you if you hurt me."

"I know. I respect that." Toby cupped her face, wiped away the tears on her cheeks. "But he won't need to. Because you're mine, Savannah. Completely. And I keep what's mine safe."

"Yes, Master," she whispered.

Toby kissed her—slow, possessive, claiming her mouth the way he'd claimed everything else. When he pulled back, his amber eyes were dark with heat.

"Tonight," he said quietly. "Tonight, Shelby and I are going to show you what it really means to be mine. What it means to be part of this. Are you ready for that?"

Heat pooled low in her belly, awareness spiking through her. She understood what he was offering. Not just possession. Not just claiming. But initiation into something larger.

"Yes, Master," she said. "I'm ready."

"Good girl." Toby released her, stepped back. "Go clean up. Rest. I'll send for you when it's time."

On shaking legs, she left the office, walked through the distillery complex to the main house. To the bedroom that was supposed to be hers but had somehow become theirs. Where Shelby had slept alone last night while Savannah stayed in the guest room. Where tonight, everything would change again.

Daddy's gone. Exiled to keep him safe, to keep him free. And I stayed behind. Chose Toby Ransdell and Elk Trace and a future that looks nothin' like the life I was raised for.

She crawled into bed, curled up with Toby's pillow that still smelled like cedar and bourbon, and cried until she had nothing left.

By evening, the tears were done. The grief had settled into something manageable. And when Toby sent for her—when he called her to the master bedroom where Shelby was waiting—Savannah went without hesitation.

I'm his. Completely. And tonight, I'll prove it.


Chapter twelve
THE INITIATION


Outside the master bedroom door, Savannah stood with her hand raised to knock, heart hammering in her chest.

Hours had passed since her father left. Hours since she'd watched him disappear down the driveway toward exile and freedom and a life that didn't include her. She'd cried herself empty in the guest room, grieved the loss, let the tears soak the pillow until there was nothing left.

Then she'd showered. Stood under water so hot it burned, washing away the grief, the guilt, the last remnants of who she'd been before. She'd dried off slowly, carefully, preparing her body like it was an offering. Because that's what tonight was—an offering. A commitment. A final severing of the old life and acceptance of the new.

She'd dressed in simple clothes—soft cotton dress, nothing underneath. Easy to remove. Toby had been explicit in his instructions: Come to the master bedroom at sunset. Don't make us wait.

Now the sun had set, the sky outside the windows turning from gold to purple to deep blue. And she was standing at this door, about to cross a threshold she couldn't uncross.

Daddy's gone. Exiled to keep him safe, to keep him free. And I stayed behind. Chose Toby Ransdell and Elk Trace and a future that looks nothin' like the life I was raised for.

Tonight would seal that choice. Make it permanent. Irrevocable.

She took a breath, steadied herself. I chose this. Agreed to it. Wanted it, even, in ways I don't fully understand yet.

She knocked.

"Come in," Toby's voice called.

She opened the door, stepped inside, and felt her breath catch.

The master bedroom was lit by soft lamplight, casting everything in warm gold. The massive bed dominated the space, and on it—waiting—sat Shelby and Toby.

Shelby wore black lace lingerie that left little to the imagination, her hair down around her shoulders instead of pulled back in its usual professional style. She looked dangerous and beautiful and utterly in control despite the submissive implication of the lingerie.

Toby wore nothing but jeans, unbuttoned, his chest bare and marked with old scars from working copper. He looked like what he was—master of this house, this distillery, these women.

"Close the door," Toby said.

She closed it, heard the lock click. The sound felt final, like sealing something she couldn't unseal.

"Come here," Toby ordered.

She crossed to the bed, stood before them. Her mountain dialect threatened to surface, but she kept it controlled. "Yes, Master."

"You know why you're here," Toby said. Not a question.

"Yes, Master."

"Tell me."

Her pulse quickened. "Because you claimed me. Because I'm yours. And because—" She glanced at Shelby. "—because we're both yours."

"Good girl." Toby's amber eyes held hers. "Tonight, Shelby and I are going to teach you what it means to be part of this dynamic. What it means to share, to submit, to be claimed together. Are you ready for that?"

"Yes, Master."

Shelby stood, walked to her, circled her slowly. Assessing, territorial, but not hostile. "When you're with us," Shelby said quietly, "there's no competition. No jealousy. No fighting for position. We're both his. Equally. Completely. Understood?"

"Yes."

Shelby's voice sharpened. "Yes what?"

"Yes, Mistress." The title came naturally, felt right. If Toby was Master, then Shelby—who shared his dominance, who matched his control—was Mistress.

A slight smile crossed Shelby's face. "Good. Strip."

Savannah's hands went to the hem of her dress, pulled it up slowly over her head, let it fall to the floor. She stood naked in the lamplight, completely exposed and vulnerable. No bra. No underwear. Nothing between her skin and their eyes.

Shelby walked closer, ran her hands over her skin. Not sexual, exactly. More like claiming. Learning the territory. Her palms slid over Savannah's shoulders, down her arms, across her stomach, lower.

"You're nervous," Shelby observed.

"Yes, Mistress."

"Good. You should be." Shelby's hand cupped between her legs, felt the wetness there. "But you're excited too."

Savannah's breath hitched. "Yes, Mistress."

"On the bed," Toby said. "Center. On your back."

She climbed onto the bed, lay back against the pillows. The sheets were cool against her heated skin. She watched as Shelby moved to one side of the bed, Toby to the other, both of them looking down at her like she was something to be claimed, possessed, initiated.

"Spread your legs," Toby ordered.

She obeyed, felt the vulnerability of being completely exposed, completely open to them.

Toby's hand slid up her inner thigh, rough and possessive. "You belong to me. Say it."

"I belong to you, Master."

"And what does that mean?"

"It means—" Her voice caught as his fingers found her clit, circled slowly. "—it means you decide. What happens to me, what I do, who touches me. Everything."

"That's right." Toby's fingers slid lower, pushed inside her, two at once. She gasped, her hips arching off the bed. "And tonight, I'm sharing you with Shelby. Because you're mine, which means I decide who gets to touch you. Understood?"

"Yes, Master."

He pulled his fingers out, held them up. They glistened with her arousal. "Shelby. Taste her."

Shelby leaned down, took Toby's fingers into her mouth, sucked them clean. Her eyes stayed on Savannah's face the whole time, watching her reaction. When she released his fingers, she smiled.

"Sweet," Shelby said. "Nervous, but sweet."

Toby moved to the head of the bed, settled against the pillows, pulled Savannah up so her back was against his chest. His arms wrapped around her, holding her in place, and she felt his cock—hard, thick—pressing against her lower back through his jeans.

"Shelby's going to touch you now," Toby murmured in her ear, his breath hot against her skin. "And you're going to let her. You're going to stay still, stay open, and take whatever she gives you. No flinching. No pulling away. No matter how intense it gets. Understood?"

"Yes, Master."

"If you need to stop, what do you say?"

"Red, Master." The safeword. The only word that would make everything stop.

"Good girl. Now let Shelby show you what it means to be touched by someone who knows exactly what she's doing."

Shelby positioned herself between Savannah's legs, which were spread wide over Toby's thighs. She ran her hands up Savannah's inner thighs, slow and deliberate, making Savannah feel every inch of contact. Her fingers were softer than Toby's, more precise, but no less commanding.

"You're shaking," Shelby observed, her voice clinical. "Nervous or excited?"

"Both, Mistress."

"Good answer." Shelby's fingers found her clit, circled with maddening precision. Not too hard, not too soft. Perfect pressure that made her breath catch. "First time with a woman?"

"Yes, Mistress."

"Good. I like being first." Shelby's other hand came up, cupped her breast, squeezed. "I like knowing that when you think about this later—when you remember being touched by another woman—you'll think of me. My hands. My mouth. My control."

Her fingers slid lower, pushed inside—one, then two, curling to find the spot that made Savannah gasp and arch. "There it is. The spot your mountain boys never found because they didn't know to look for it."

"I never—" Her voice broke as Shelby's fingers worked that spot with ruthless precision. "I never had mountain boys. Never had anyone before—before Master."

Shelby's eyes flashed with something dark and satisfied. "A virgin when Toby claimed you?"

"Yes, Mistress."

"Even better." Shelby added a third finger, the stretch intense, almost too much. "Then everything you know about pleasure, you learned from us. From him. And now from me."

Behind her, Toby's hand came up to cup her throat, not squeezing, just holding. Claiming. "That's right. Every orgasm you've ever had has been ours to give. And tonight, you're going to learn what it means when we work together."

Shelby's thumb found her clit while her fingers worked that perfect spot inside, and the combination was overwhelming. Pleasure built fast and hard, her body tensing, her breath coming in gasps.

"Don't come yet," Toby ordered, his hand tightening slightly on her throat. "Not until I say."

"Master, please—"

"Hold it."

Shelby worked her harder, faster, and it was torture—exquisite, perfect torture. Savannah felt like she was going to shatter, felt the orgasm building to the point where she couldn't hold it back, but Toby's command kept her on the edge.

"Please, Master," she begged. "Please, I can't—"

"Yes, you can. Hold it."

Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. The pleasure was so intense it bordered on pain, and she was shaking all over, fighting to obey, fighting not to come.

"Good girl," Toby murmured. "Look how hard you're trying. Look how well you obey even when it's difficult."

"Master, please—"

"Come," he ordered. "Now."

The orgasm hit like lightning. She screamed, her whole body convulsing, Shelby's fingers still working her through it, drawing it out until she was sobbing with the intensity. Wave after wave crashed through her, and Toby's hand stayed on her throat, grounding her, reminding her who she belonged to.

When it finally subsided, she was limp and shaking, barely able to breathe.

"That's one," Toby said. "You're going to give us at least two more before we're done with you."
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Shelby pulled her fingers out, brought them to her own mouth, tasted Savannah's arousal while maintaining eye contact. "Delicious," she said. "I can see why you like claiming her."

"My turn." Toby shifted, moved out from behind Savannah, stood beside the bed. He stripped off his jeans, and his cock stood hard and thick, already leaking. "On your knees. Both of you."

Shelby and Savannah both moved to kneel on the bed, side by side, facing him.

"Hands behind your backs," Toby ordered.

They obeyed, and the position thrust their breasts forward, made them completely vulnerable.

Toby's hand fisted in Savannah's hair, pulled her head back. "Open your mouth."

She opened, and he guided his cock past her lips, pushed deep. She gagged slightly, tears springing to her eyes, but forced herself to relax, to take him.

"That's it," Toby said, his voice rough. "Take it. Show me how well you've learned."

He fucked her mouth with slow, deliberate thrusts, deep enough to make her gag, to make tears stream down her face. Then he pulled out, turned to Shelby, pushed into her mouth the same way.

He alternated between them—several thrusts in Savannah's mouth, then several in Shelby's, back and forth, using them both, making them both feel claimed and shared.

"Touch each other," Toby ordered. "I want to see you together."

Savannah brought her hands forward, reached over to cup Shelby's breast. Shelby's hand came to Savannah's pussy, fingers sliding inside while Toby fucked her mouth.

The visual must have been too much for him. He pulled out of Shelby's mouth, stroked himself twice, and came—ropes of cum hitting both their faces, their breasts, marking them both.

"Don't wipe it off," Toby commanded, breathing hard. "I want you covered in me."
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"On the bed," Toby said after he'd caught his breath. "Shelby on her back. Savannah, I want you to eat her pussy while I fuck you."

Shelby lay back, spread her legs. Savannah positioned herself between them, lowered her mouth to Shelby's pussy for the first time.

The taste was different from what she'd expected—musky, slightly bitter, uniquely feminine. She licked tentatively at first, then with more confidence when Shelby's hand came down to guide her.

"Slower," Shelby instructed. "More pressure on my clit. There—yes, like that."

Behind her, Toby positioned himself, his cock pressing against her entrance. He pushed in slowly, the stretch and fullness making her moan against Shelby's pussy.

"Don't stop licking," Shelby ordered. "I don't care how good his cock feels. Keep working."

Toby fucked her with long, deep strokes, and she tried to maintain her rhythm on Shelby's clit, tried to focus despite the overwhelming sensation of being filled, claimed, used.

"She's doing well," Shelby said to Toby, her voice breathy. "For a first timer."

"She learns fast." Toby's hands gripped her hips, pulled her back harder onto his cock. "And she takes direction. That's what makes her perfect for this."

The praise made warmth bloom in her chest even as her body responded to the physical claiming. She redoubled her efforts on Shelby's clit, determined to make her come.

"Fuck, that's good," Shelby gasped. "Right there, don't stop—"

Shelby came with a low moan, her thighs clamping around Savannah's head, her hand fisting in Savannah's hair to hold her in place. Savannah kept licking through it, tasting Shelby's orgasm, feeling her shake.

"Very good," Toby said, his thrusts getting harder, faster. "You made her come. Now it's your turn."

His hand reached around, found her clit, rubbed with perfect pressure while his cock drove deep. The second orgasm built fast, crashed over her hard, and she cried out against Shelby's pussy, her whole body clenching.

Toby fucked her through it, then pulled out suddenly. "On your back, Savannah. I'm coming inside you this time."

She flipped onto her back, spread her legs, and Toby pushed back inside her. Three hard thrusts and he was coming, his cock pulsing, filling her with his cum. She felt it—hot and thick—and the sensation made her clench around him, milking every drop.

When he pulled out, his cum leaked from her pussy. "Shelby. Clean her."

Shelby moved between her legs, and Savannah felt her tongue—warm and soft—licking up Toby's cum from her pussy, the sensation almost too intense on her oversensitive flesh.

"Good girl," Toby said, watching them both. "Both of you. You're learning what this means. What it means to share. To serve. To be claimed together."
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Hours later, after more rounds of claiming and pleasure and dominance, exhaustion finally won.

"Sleep," Toby murmured, pulling both women close. "You've earned it."

Savannah felt consciousness slipping away, her body surrendering to the weight of the day—grief and initiation and belonging all mixing together until she couldn't separate them anymore.

Lost Daddy today. Lost my old life, my old identity, everything I was before. But I gained this—belongin’, claimin’, a place in somethin' larger than myself.
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When she woke, dawn was breaking through the windows. She was sandwiched between them—Shelby pressed against her back, Toby's arm around both of them. Still marked with Toby's cum and Shelby's touch. Still completely, irrevocably theirs.

Her body ached in ways that made memory flood back—Toby's cock stretching her, Shelby's fingers inside her, the taste of both of them on her tongue. She could feel bruises forming on her hips where Toby had gripped her, could feel the soreness between her legs that came from being thoroughly, repeatedly fucked.

She shifted slightly, and Toby's arm tightened around her. "Stay," he murmured, voice rough with sleep.

"Yes, Master."

Shelby stirred behind her, pressed closer. "How do you feel?"

She considered that. How did she feel? Sore. Used. Claimed. Possessed. And underneath all of that—safe. Valued. Home.

"Complete," she whispered. "I feel complete."

"Good." Shelby's lips brushed the back of her neck. "That's how it's supposed to feel."

They lay together in the early morning light, three bodies intertwined, and she let herself feel the full weight of what had happened. She'd been initiated. Claimed by both of them. Made part of something she still didn't fully understand but knew she wanted.

Daddy's gone. Exiled to Montana or Wyoming or wherever the wind took him. I'll never see him again, never work beside him in the hollers, never learn new techniques from the master moonshiner who taught me everything. But I have this. Have Toby and Shelby and Elk Trace. Have legitimate work, respected craft, a future that doesn't involve federal raids and ten-year sentences. And maybe—just maybe—I can find a way to honor Daddy's legacy within this new life. To take what he taught me and make it matter in bourbon aristocracy's world.

The thought settled something in her chest. Made the grief feel less like loss and more like transition.

"What happens now?" she asked quietly.

"Now you work," Toby said. "Learn the legitimate side of the business. Master the craft your father taught you, but do it by the book. And eventually—" He paused. "—eventually, you'll be ready to create something of your own."

"My own expression?"

"Your own bourbon. Your own legacy." Toby shifted to look at her. "That's what matters, Savannah. Not who your father was or what he did. But what you build with the knowledge he gave you."

Tears pricked her eyes again. "He'd like that. He'd want his craft to matter beyond the hollers."

"Then we'll make sure it does." Toby kissed her forehead. "But first, you rest. Heal. Learn. And when you're ready, we'll talk about what comes next."

For the first time since her father's arrest, she felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be.


Chapter thirteen






CHAPTER 13: THE LEGACY


Six Months Later - April

Savannah stood in front of the small copper pot still, watching steam rise from the column as the first run of Blackberry Creek came off the condenser.

The still was different from the massive column stills that dominated Elk Trace's main production floor. Smaller, traditional design, every seal hand-soldered the way her father had taught her. Toby had commissioned it specifically for this project—a tribute to mountain distilling methods within a legitimate operation.

"Temperature's climbin’," Savannah said, her mountain accent thickening the way it did when she was focused on craft. "Comin' up on the heads cut."

Beside her, Walter Hayes—Elk Trace's other assistant master distiller—watched the thermometer with the practiced eye of thirty years in the industry. "You sure about running it this hot? Most bourbon distillers would've cut to hearts ten degrees ago."

"Mountain way runs hotter. You get more character, more of the grain comin' through. Long as you make the cut clean, you don't pick up the off-notes." Savannah adjusted the flow rate slightly. "Daddy taught me to trust my nose more than the thermometer. Temperature's a guide, not gospel."

Walter smiled. "Your daddy was right. All right, show me. When do you cut?"

Savannah brought a sample glass to her nose, inhaled carefully. The smell was sharp, acetone-forward—classic heads. She waited, testing every thirty seconds, until the aroma shifted. The harshness mellowed, sweetness emerged, and underneath it all she caught the corn and grain character she was after.

"Now," she said, making the cut. The heads—the first portion of the distillate, too harsh for drinking—diverted to a separate container. What flowed now was the hearts. The good stuff. The whiskey.

She collected another sample, brought it to her nose. The smell made something ache in her chest—corn sweetness, mineral notes from the limestone water, and underneath it all, the copper warmth that spoke of traditional methods and mountain craft.

It smelled like home. Like her father's stills hidden in the hollers. Like everything she'd lost and everything she'd gained.

"Perfect," Walter said, tasting the sample. "Clean, characterful, exactly what you were going for. How much longer on this run?"

"Two hours for the hearts, then I'll make the tails cut and shut her down." Savannah checked her notes. "This batch goes into the barrels we selected last month. The ones from Rickhouse Two, upper level, south-facing."

"The hot barrels. You sure about that?"

"Mountain whiskey ages fast. We don't have the luxury of ten-year expressions. These barrels will push the aging, bring out the oak and char quickly. Four years in these barrels will taste like six to eight in the cooler ones."

Walter nodded slowly. "You've thought this through. Every detail. Your father taught you well."

"He taught me everything." Savannah's voice went quiet. "This is how I honor that. Make his craft legitimate. Show bourbon aristocracy that mountain methods have value."

"Well, you've convinced Toby. And if the press event goes well tomorrow, you'll convince the industry too."

Tomorrow. The announcement. Savannah felt nerves flutter in her stomach.

Six months of work was about to become public. Six months of developing Blackberry Creek—the small-batch expression that honored mountain heritage while meeting every federal regulation, every quality standard, every expectation of legitimate bourbon production.

Tomorrow, the industry would know what she'd built. What she'd created from the ashes of her father's exile.
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The press event was held in Elk Trace's private tasting room, a space designed to impress—exposed brick, copper accents, bottles displayed like art. Toby had invited bourbon journalists, industry publications, distributors, and competitors. Everyone who mattered in Kentucky bourbon.

Savannah stood beside a display table that held the Blackberry Creek presentation: a single barrel sample, tasting notes, production details, and the story behind it. Her story. Her father's story. Mountain heritage meeting bourbon legitimacy.

She wore professional clothes—tailored slacks, silk blouse, her hair pulled back. Assistant Master Distiller. Legitimate. But when she spoke, she let her mountain accent come through. No code-switching today. This was about honoring where she came from.

Toby stood at the front of the room, commanding attention the way he always did. "Thank you all for coming. We're here today to announce something we've been working on for the past six months. A project that represents everything Elk Trace values—quality, craft, and respect for tradition. I'll let Assistant Master Distiller Savannah Caudill explain."

Savannah stepped forward, felt every eye in the room on her. Bourbon aristocracy and industry insiders, all waiting to judge whether mountain methods deserved legitimacy.

"Blackberry Creek," Savannah said, her accent thick with pride and purpose, "is a small-batch expression that honors traditional Appalachian distillin’ methods. We're usin’ a copper pot still, traditional mash bill, and techniques passed down through mountain families for generations. Everything illegal about mountain distillin’—the tax evasion, the unlicensed production—we've removed. Everything valuable about mountain craft—the attention to detail, the focus on quality, the respect for traditional methods—we've preserved."

She gestured to the production details. "We're running hotter temperatures than most bourbon distillers, makin’ cuts based on sensory evaluation rather than just thermometer readings. We're aging in aggressive barrels that push the maturation process. The result is a four-year bourbon that drinks like it's been aging twice as long. Full of character, full of the grain and copper and craft that defined mountain whiskey before Prohibition drove it underground."

A hand went up. Frank Morrison from Bourbon Review, an industry publication with serious influence. "Ms. Caudill, I understand your father was Jesse 'Copperhead' Caudill, one of the most notorious moonshiners in Eastern Kentucky before his arrest last year. How do you respond to critics who might say you're romanticizing illegal activity?"

Savannah's mountain accent sharpened. "My father is Jesse Caudill. Not was. He's alive and well, just not in Kentucky anymore." She paused, let that land. "And I'm not romanticizin’ illegal activity. My father broke the law. That's not romantic, and I'm not defendin’ it. But the craft he practiced—the knowledge, the techniques, the dedication to quality—that's legitimate. That's valuable. Blackberry Creek isn't about glorifyin’ moonshine. It's about recognizing that mountain distillers developed methods worth preservin’, and bringing those methods into legal production where they can be appreciated without anyone goin’ to federal prison."

She met Morrison's eyes directly. "And if my father somehow hears about this, I want him to know I love him. That I honored what he taught me. That his craft matters."

Another hand. Sarah Bennett from Whiskey Advocate. "What's the production volume? Will this be widely available?"

"Small batch. We're producing approximately five hundred bottles per release, twice a year. Distribution will be regional at first—Kentucky, Tennessee, surrounding states—with potential for expansion if demand supports it."

"Price point?"

"Seventy-five dollars per bottle. Premium positioning, reflecting the hand-crafted nature and limited availability."

More questions came—about the mash bill, the aging process, the barrel selection. Savannah answered each one with confidence, with detail, with the mountain knowledge her father had given her translated into bourbon industry language.

When the questions ended, Toby stepped forward again. "We're offering samples to everyone here today. Taste what Savannah's created. Judge for yourselves whether mountain craft deserves recognition."

The journalists and distributors moved to the tasting table. Savannah poured samples, watched faces as they nosed and tasted Blackberry Creek.

Frank Morrison from Bourbon Review took his time, nosing carefully, tasting, adding water, tasting again. Finally he looked at Savannah. "This is good. Really good. The copper comes through beautifully, the grain character is expressive without being overwhelming, and the finish has complexity you don't usually see in a four-year bourbon. Where'd you learn to make cuts like this?"

"My father," Savannah said simply. "He taught me to trust my nose, to read the still by sound and smell, to make decisions based on what the whiskey was telling me rather than what the textbook said. That's mountain knowledge. That's what makes Blackberry Creek different."

Morrison nodded slowly. "I'll be writing about this. And I'll be buying a bottle when it hits shelves."

Other reactions followed—praise for the quality, interest in the story, questions about future releases. Sarah Bennett from Whiskey Advocate approached with her notebook. "Can I ask about the name? Blackberry Creek?"

"It's where I grew up," Savannah said. "Hollers around Blackberry Creek in Harlan County. Where my father taught me the craft. Seemed right to honor that."

"And the label design? I noticed it features a copper pot still."

"Traditional design. Same style my father used, same style we're using for Blackberry Creek. It's a visual reminder that this bourbon connects to mountain heritage."

Bennett made notes, then looked up. "One more question. Your father's in exile now, correct? Part of the conditions of his release?"

Savannah's throat tightened. "That's correct."

"Do you think he knows about this? About what you've created?"

"I hope so. I hope word reaches him somehow. This is—" Savannah's voice caught. "—this is my way of telling him his teaching mattered. That the craft he gave me has value beyond the hollers."

Bennett's expression softened. "That's a beautiful story. I'm going to make sure it gets told properly."

Another journalist approached—David Kim from The Bourbon Truth, a popular podcast and blog. "Ms. Caudill, there's been some controversy in craft distilling circles about big distilleries appropriating small-batch or heritage language for marketing purposes. How do you respond to accusations that Elk Trace is appropriating Appalachian culture?"

Toby stepped in before Savannah could answer. "I'll take that one. Savannah isn't appropriating Appalachian culture—she is Appalachian culture. She's a mountain woman who learned traditional distilling from her father. This isn't Elk Trace using heritage as a marketing gimmick. This is Elk Trace providing platform and resources for a master distiller to honor her family's tradition in a legitimate way."

Kim nodded slowly. "Fair point. And the production methods are genuinely traditional, not just marketing language?"

"Taste it," Toby said. "Every technique Savannah describes—the copper pot still, the hot temperatures, the sensory-based cuts—that's real. That's how this bourbon is actually made. We're not faking heritage for sales. We're preserving it."

By the time the event ended two hours later, Savannah had fielded dozens of questions, poured countless samples, and watched bourbon aristocracy's representatives taste mountain craft and nod with approval.

Frank Morrison pulled her aside as people started leaving. "Off the record—this is one of the best small-batch bourbons I've tasted this year. And the story behind it? That's going to resonate with consumers. You've created something special here."

"Thank you," Savannah managed. "That means a lot."

"Your father would be proud. I mean that."

After everyone left, after the room was cleaned and the bottles were stored and the journalists had their samples and their stories, Savannah stood alone for a moment, processing what had just happened.

She'd stepped into bourbon aristocracy's world as a mountain woman and been respected for it. Had honored her father's craft and been praised for it. Had taken everything illegal about moonshining—stripped away the law-breaking—and shown that the craft underneath deserved legitimacy.

It was everything she'd hoped for. Everything she'd worked toward.
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That evening, Savannah stood in the stillhouse alone, looking at the small copper pot still that had produced Blackberry Creek. The building was quiet, the day shift long gone, just her and the lingering smell of mash and copper.

She heard footsteps behind her. Toby and Shelby, coming to find her.

"How do you feel?" Toby asked.

"Like I honored him," Savannah said quietly. "Like I found a way to make his teaching matter without breaking the law. Like maybe exile wasn't the end of his legacy."

Shelby moved to stand beside her. "The press response has been overwhelmingly positive. Bourbon Review is running a feature. Whiskey Advocate wants to do a profile on you. Distributors are already asking about allocation."

"It's going to be successful," Toby said. "Not just commercially. But as what it represents—mountain heritage respected by bourbon aristocracy. That matters, Savannah. That changes the conversation about Appalachian distilling."

Savannah felt tears prick her eyes. "I wish he could taste it. Wish he could see what I built from what he taught me."

"He will," Toby said. "In four years when the first bottles hit shelves, your father can walk into any liquor store that carries Elk Trace and buy what you created. He's exiled, not dead. This isn't goodbye—it's a message across distance. A way to tell him his craft mattered."

"You think he'll find out about it?"

"I think word travels. I think someone will send him a newspaper clipping or he'll see it online. And when he does, he'll know you honored him." Toby's hand found hers, squeezed. "That's what this is really about, isn't it? Making sure your father knows his life's work wasn't wasted."

"Yes," Savannah whispered. "That's exactly what this is about."

Shelby's arm came around her waist, pulled her close. "You did good. Better than good. You created something that will outlast all of us. That's legacy."

The three of them stood together in the quiet stillhouse, surrounded by copper and the promise of whiskey aging in barrels, and Savannah felt something settle in her chest.

She'd lost her father to exile. Lost her old life, her old identity. But she'd built something new from the pieces. Something that honored where she came from while embracing where she was going.

Blackberry Creek wasn't just bourbon. It was proof that mountain craft and bourbon aristocracy could coexist. That tradition and innovation weren't enemies. That her father's knowledge—earned through decades of illegal distilling—had value in the legitimate world.

It was her way of saying: I remember. I honor you. Your teaching mattered.

And someday, when the first bottles reached Montana or wherever her father had disappeared to, he'd taste what she'd made and know it was true.
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Montana - Small Town Diner - One Week Later

Jesse "Copperhead" Caudill sat in a corner booth of the Trail's End Diner, nursing his third cup of coffee while rain pattered against the windows. Six months in Montana had weathered him further—more lines around his eyes, more gray in his hair, hands scarred from ranch work instead of copper stills.

He'd found work on a cattle ranch outside Kalispell. Hard labor, decent pay, no questions asked about where he'd come from. The owner knew he was running from something—everyone who ended up in Montana was running from something—but respected the silence.

Copperhead had built a simple life. Rented room above a feed store, work six days a week, church on Sunday because it was what you did in small towns and anonymity required fitting in. He didn't touch stills, didn't talk about whiskey, didn't do anything that might draw attention.

But he thought about Savannah every day. Wondered if she was safe, if Toby Ransdell was keeping his word, if she'd found a way to make the craft matter in bourbon aristocracy's world.

The diner's door opened, letting in a gust of wet April wind and a rancher Copperhead recognized from the feed store. The man grabbed a newspaper from the stack by the register, settled into a booth, started reading.

Copperhead should finish his coffee, pay his bill, head back to the ranch. But something made him stand, walk to the register, grab his own newspaper. The Billings Gazette, Montana's biggest paper, carrying AP wire stories from across the country.

He returned to his booth, unfolded the paper, scanned the front page. National news, state politics, nothing that mattered to a man trying to disappear.

Then he turned to the business section and froze.

The headline read: Kentucky Distillery Honors Appalachian Heritage with New Expression

Copperhead's hands started shaking before he even read the article. He knew. Somehow he knew.

Elk Trace Distillery announced today the launch of "Blackberry Creek," a small-batch bourbon expression honoring traditional Appalachian distilling methods. The project, spearheaded by Assistant Master Distiller Savannah Caudill, uses copper pot stills and mountain techniques passed down through generations...

Copperhead's vision blurred. He blinked hard, forced himself to keep reading.

"This isn't about romanticizing illegal activity," Caudill told industry journalists at yesterday's press event. "It's about recognizing that mountain distillers developed methods worth preserving, and bringing those methods into legal production."

Caudill, 27, is the daughter of Jesse "Copperhead" Caudill, a notorious Eastern Kentucky moonshiner whose arrest and subsequent release on technical grounds made headlines last year...

His hands were shaking so hard he could barely hold the paper. His daughter. His Savannah. She'd done it. She'd taken everything he'd taught her and made it legitimate. Made it matter.

The bourbon will be aged four years and released in small batches, with the first bottles expected to hit shelves in 2030...

Four years. Four years from now, he could walk into a liquor store in Montana and buy a bottle of what his daughter created. Could taste the craft he'd taught her, distilled through legitimate channels, respected by bourbon aristocracy.

A tear escaped, ran down Copperhead's weathered cheek. He wiped it away quickly, glanced around to make sure no one had seen. The diner was quiet, everyone focused on their own meals, their own coffee, their own lives.

He read the article three more times, memorizing every word. Then carefully—with the precision of a man who'd spent decades making delicate cuts on copper stills—he tore the article from the paper. Folded it into a small rectangle. Held it in his work-roughened hands.

"You okay, hon?" The waitress appeared beside his booth, coffee pot in hand. "You look like you got some news."

"I'm fine," Copperhead managed, his voice rough. "Just... just fine."

He pulled out his wallet—battered leather, worn thin from six months of ranch work—and slid the folded clipping inside next to his Montana driver's license. The license bore a different name, a different history. But the clipping carried the truth.

His daughter had honored him. Had found a way to make his life's work matter without breaking the law, without risking federal prison, without sacrificing everything the way he had.

She'd done what he never could—legitimized mountain craft.

Copperhead paid his bill, left a generous tip, walked out into the Montana rain. His truck sat in the parking lot, mud-splattered and reliable. He climbed behind the wheel but didn't start the engine. Just sat there, rain drumming on the roof, hands on the steering wheel, the clipping pressed against his heart in his wallet.

Pride swelled in his chest so intense it hurt. His daughter. His Savannah. She'd taken his teaching and built something beautiful.

Four years. The article said first bottles expected in 2030. Four years from now, he'd walk into a liquor store somewhere in Montana—maybe Kalispell, maybe Billings—and ask for Blackberry Creek. Pay seventy-five dollars for a bottle of what his daughter created. Pour a glass, nose it, taste it, and know his teaching in every note.

He'd recognize the copper warmth, the grain character, the traditional cuts she'd learned at his side. Taste mountain heritage translated into bourbon aristocracy's language. Know that exile hadn't ended his legacy—it had transformed it.

The thought made his hands shake again. He gripped the steering wheel tighter, pressed his forehead against it, let himself feel the full weight of what his daughter had accomplished.

She'd done what he never could. Had taken the same knowledge, the same techniques, the same dedication to craft—and made it legitimate. Made it respected. Made it matter beyond the hollers.

And in doing so, she'd proven that his life hadn't been wasted. That the decades of hiding in the mountains, the constant fear of federal raids, the eventual arrest and exile—all of it had produced something valuable. Had taught his daughter craft that bourbon aristocracy recognized as worthy.

Four years seemed like forever. Four years seemed impossibly short.

Either way, Copperhead would wait. He'd count the days. Keep that clipping in his wallet and touch it every time he paid for coffee or feed or anything else, reminding himself that he had something to look forward to.

A connection to his daughter across exile. A taste of the legacy she'd built from his teaching. Proof that mountain craft mattered.

The grief was still there—the loss of his daughter, his home, his identity. But underneath it, stronger now, was hope.

Hope that someday she'd forgive him for the life he'd led. That Blackberry Creek would be everything she'd promised. That when he finally tasted what she'd made, he'd recognize his own teaching in every sip.

Copperhead pulled the clipping from his wallet one more time, unfolded it carefully, read his daughter's words again.

"My father taught me to trust my nose, to read the still by sound and smell, to make decisions based on what the whiskey was telling me rather than what the textbook said. That's mountain knowledge. That's what makes Blackberry Creek different."

He refolded the clipping, returned it to his wallet, and started the truck.

Every time he opened that wallet from now on—every time he pulled it out to pay for coffee or feed or anything else—he'd see that clipping. Would remember that exile wasn't the end. That his teaching lived on in his daughter's hands. That mountain craft had found respect in bourbon aristocracy's world.

Four years. He just had to wait four years.

Copperhead drove back to the ranch through the rain, counting down the days until he could taste his daughter's legacy.


Chapter fourteen






EPILOGUE


Caleb McBrayer threw the bourbon magazine across his office hard enough to dent the wall.

Bourbon Review's feature spread on Blackberry Creek stared up at him from the floor—glossy pages showing Savannah Caudill standing beside a copper pot still, professional photograph capturing her mountain pride and bourbon legitimacy in one perfect shot.

The headline read: MOUNTAIN HERITAGE MEETS BOURBON ARISTOCRACY: ELK TRACE LAUNCHES BLACKBERRY CREEK

Caleb wanted to burn it. Wanted to rip every page to shreds and scatter them across his distillery like ash. But he'd already read it three times, memorizing every word, every detail, every way Tobias Ransdell had beaten him again.

"Bless your heart, you're going to give yourself a heart attack," Cordelia Breckinridge said from the leather chair across from his desk. She crossed her legs slowly, deliberately, the movement calculated to draw his attention. "It's just bourbon. Just marketing."

"It's not just bourbon." Caleb paced behind his desk, hands clenched. "It's everything I wanted to do. Everything I tried to do. Mountain heritage, traditional methods, legitimizing Appalachian craft—that was supposed to be my innovation. My expression. And Ransdell stole it."

"He didn't steal it. That Caudill girl developed it."

"The Caudill girl I sent to spy on him!" Caleb's voice rose. "She was supposed to steal his yeast, bring me the Gabbard formula. Instead she—" He gestured violently at the magazine. "—instead she becomes his assistant master distiller and launches the exact bourbon I should have created."

Cordelia watched him with dark eyes that revealed nothing. She'd been watching Caleb unravel for two weeks now, ever since the Blackberry Creek announcement hit industry publications. Watched him obsess over every article, every review, every praise heaped on Savannah Caudill and Elk Trace.

It was pathetic. And useful.

"So what are you going to do about it?" Cordelia asked, her voice carrying just enough challenge to hook him.

Caleb stopped pacing, turned to face her. "I need someone inside Elk Trace. Someone Ransdell won't suspect. Someone who can get close to him, find his weaknesses, figure out how to destroy what he's built."

"You tried that already. It didn't work."

"Because Savannah Caudill was weak. Sentimental. She chose integrity over opportunity." Caleb leaned against his desk. "I need someone stronger. Someone who understands what's at stake. Someone who won't be seduced by Ransdell's bourbon aristocracy performance."

Cordelia felt something cold and sharp settle in her chest. This was it. The opening she'd been waiting for.

She'd known this moment would come. Had been laying groundwork for weeks—subtle comments about Elk Trace's success, careful questions about Ransdell's operation, manufactured interest in the bourbon industry's power players. All designed to plant the seed in Caleb's obsessive mind that she could be useful.

And now he was handing her exactly what she wanted.

"What exactly are you proposing?" she asked, keeping her tone neutral, professional. The voice of someone considering a business proposition, not someone whose pulse had just quickened with anticipation.

"You," Caleb said. "I want you to go work at Elk Trace."

Perfect.

Cordelia let silence hang for a moment, as if considering. In reality, she'd been considering this possibility for weeks. Ever since she'd started researching Tobias Ransdell III, learning everything she could about the man who'd beaten Caleb so thoroughly.

She'd expected another spoiled bourbon aristocrat. Another man who'd inherited wealth and mistaken it for competence. Another ego wrapped in expensive suits and family legacy.

Instead, she'd found something far more interesting.

Ransdell had built Elk Trace from regional distillery to national brand through actual skill. Had respected tradition while embracing innovation. Had hired brilliant people and let them excel instead of micromanaging or taking credit.

And he'd claimed two brilliant women in a dynamic that should have collapsed into jealousy and dysfunction—but hadn't.

That was what fascinated Cordelia most. The relationship. The power structure. The way two accomplished women had apparently surrendered to the same man and made it work.

She'd dug deep on both of them.

Shelby Hensley: federal agent turned corporate counsel, reputation for being ruthless and brilliant. Not the type to submit to anyone without good reason. Yet according to industry gossip, she'd been with Ransdell for months, lived in his house, functioned as his partner in business and bed.

Savannah Caudill: moonshiner's daughter who'd stayed clean her entire adult life despite growing up in illegal operations. Had chosen integrity when Caleb tried to corrupt her. Had walked away from theft even though it cost her father's freedom. Now she was assistant master distiller, launching expressions that honored her heritage.

Two women who didn't need Tobias Ransdell. Two women who could succeed on their own. Two women who'd chosen to belong to him anyway.

That wasn't weakness. That was something Cordelia didn't fully understand yet.

And she wanted to understand it.

Wanted to see up close what kind of man inspired that level of loyalty. What kind of dynamic made brilliant women choose to stay when they could succeed independently. What kind of power structure could absorb multiple people without collapsing into chaos.

Not because Cordelia wanted to destroy it. Not because she shared Caleb's vendetta.

But because she wanted to know if she could be part of it.

"Why would Elk Trace hire me?" she asked, pulling herself back to the conversation. "I work for you. That's a conflict of interest."

"Not if we stage a falling out. Make it public, make it dramatic. You storm out of Old Sentinel, trash me on social media, make it clear you want nothing to do with the McBrayer family." Caleb's eyes gleamed with desperation disguised as cunning. "Then you apply to Elk Trace. Marketing position, brand development, something that gets you close to operations. Ransdell likes recruiting talent from competitors—he'll see it as poaching from me. His ego won't let him pass it up."

Cordelia processed that. It was a terrible plan. Transparent, obvious, the kind of scheme that would fail within weeks if Ransdell had even basic security protocols.

But it gave her exactly what she wanted: legitimate reason to get close to Tobias Ransdell.

"And what do you want me to do once I'm inside?" Cordelia asked.

"Find his weaknesses. Report back. Help me figure out how to destroy him."

He actually thinks I'd do this for him, Cordelia thought, keeping her expression neutral. Thinks I'm loyal. Thinks I care about his century-and-a half-old grudge against the Ransdells.

"There's a complication," Cordelia said carefully. "Ransdell's personal life. It's... unconventional."

Caleb waved dismissively. "You mean the lawyer and the Caudill girl? I know. He's fucking both of them. Thinks he's building a harem or something. Bourbon aristocracy entitlement at its finest."

"And you think that's a weakness?"

"Of course it's a weakness. Multiple relationships, divided loyalties, jealousy. That kind of dynamic always falls apart. We just need to find the right pressure point."

Cordelia filed that away. Caleb saw Ransdell's non-monogamous relationships as weakness. Saw the two women as liabilities, complications, cracks in the foundation.

He was wrong.

Cordelia had done her research. Had read everything she could find about Shelby Hensley and Savannah Caudill. The lawyer who'd left federal service to work for Ransdell. The moonshiner's daughter who'd chosen integrity over desperation.

These weren't weak women. Weren't simple possessions. They were accomplished, intelligent, powerful in their own right.

And Tobias Ransdell had claimed them both.

That didn't speak to weakness. That spoke to capability. To control. To a man who understood power dynamics in ways Caleb McBrayer never would.

It intrigued her.

"So you want me to get close to him," Cordelia said slowly. "Find his weaknesses. Report back. Help you destroy Elk Trace."

"Exactly." Caleb smiled, the expression sharp with vindictive satisfaction. "Can you do it?"

Can I do it, Cordelia thought. Pretend to be your loyal spy while actually pursuing my own agenda. Get close to Tobias Ransdell and figure out what makes a man capable of building bourbon empires and claiming brilliant women with equal confidence.

Yes. She could do it.

"I'll need guarantees," Cordelia said. "If this goes wrong, if Ransdell figures out I'm connected to you, I need protection. Money, legal support, something that ensures I don't go down with you."

"Done. I'll set up an account, offshore. Half a million dollars, accessible only by you. Consider it insurance."

Half a million dollars to betray Caleb's trust and pursue her own interests. Cordelia almost smiled.

"Then yes," she said. "I'll do it."

Caleb crossed the office, pulled her to her feet, kissed her hard. Possessive, claiming, desperate. Cordelia let him, played the role, made the appropriate sounds.

When he pulled back, his eyes were dark with satisfaction and delusion. "You're perfect. Exactly what I need."

I'm exactly what I need, Cordelia thought. You're just the vehicle to get there.

"When do we start?" she asked.

"Next week. We'll stage the falling out at the bourbon industry reception. Very public, very dramatic. Give you a reason to leave Old Sentinel that Ransdell will believe."

"And then?"

"Then you apply to Elk Trace. Get hired. Get close to Ransdell. And find me the leverage I need to destroy everything he's built."

Cordelia nodded, let Caleb think she was onboard with his plan. Let him think she shared his obsession, his vendetta, his need for revenge.

In reality, she had her own agenda.

Tobias Ransdell had built something Caleb McBrayer never could—an empire based on respect rather than grudges, on quality rather than cutting corners, on claiming brilliant women rather than manipulating desperate ones.

And Cordelia wanted to understand how he'd done it.

Wanted to get close enough to see the machinery of power in action.

Wanted to figure out if a man who could claim a federal lawyer and a moonshiner's daughter could claim someone like her.

Not out of loyalty to Caleb. Not out of desire to destroy Elk Trace.

But out of pure, calculated curiosity about what it would take to earn Tobias Ransdell's attention.

Because if Cordelia Breckinridge was going to belong to anyone, it would be on her terms. With her eyes open. Knowing exactly what she was getting into.

And from everything she'd learned about Tobias Ransdell, he was exactly the kind of man who'd appreciate that.

---

Later that night, after Caleb had left to obsess over his plans, Cordelia sat alone in her apartment with a glass of bourbon and her laptop.

She pulled up the draft posts that would stage her falling out with Old Sentinel. Started planning exactly how she'd position herself for Elk Trace's hiring managers. Started building the persona of a disillusioned marketing director looking for legitimate bourbon work instead of grudge-driven vendettas.

The key would be authenticity. She couldn't fake disillusionment—she'd have to actually be disillusioned with Caleb. That part was simple. Watching him obsess over century-and-a-half-old grudges while Ransdell built actual empires made the disillusionment genuine.

She'd trash Caleb publicly. Make it clear she wanted nothing to do with his vendettas. Position herself as someone who valued craft over competition, quality over cutting corners, innovation over inheritance.

All true. All authentic. And all designed to get her exactly where she wanted to be.

Inside Elk Trace. Close to Tobias Ransdell. Part of whatever dynamic he'd built with Shelby Hensley and Savannah Caudill.

The question Cordelia kept coming back to was simple: what did she actually want?

Caleb thought she wanted to help him destroy Ransdell. Thought she shared his obsession, his need for revenge, his desperation to prove McBrayer bourbon mattered.

But Cordelia had never cared about the McBrayer-Ransdell rivalry. Had never invested in Caleb's grudges or his ego.

What she cared about was power. Understanding it. Wielding it. Knowing who had it and how they'd gotten it.

And Tobias Ransdell had power in ways Caleb McBrayer never would.

Not just wealth—Caleb had wealth. Not just legacy—Caleb had that too.

But the ability to build something that lasted. Claim brilliant people and keep them. Respect tradition while creating innovation. Make women like Shelby Hensley and Savannah Caudill surrender without breaking them.

That was mastery.

And Cordelia wanted to understand it from the inside.

Wanted to know if a man who could handle two brilliant women could handle her. If a dynamic that worked for a federal lawyer and a moonshiner's daughter could absorb someone like Cordelia Breckinridge—cold, calculating, ambitious, and utterly uninterested in pretending otherwise.

She didn't want to destroy Tobias Ransdell.

She wanted to earn his attention. Test his control. See if he could claim someone who came to him with eyes wide open and agenda intact.

And if he couldn't? If she proved too complicated, too calculating, too self-interested?

Then she'd know. Would walk away with the knowledge that some men—even powerful ones—had limits.

But if he could...

If Tobias Ransdell could look at Cordelia Breckinridge—could see through her calculations and her cold ambition and her refusal to pretend she was anything other than what she was—and still find her worthy of claiming...

Then maybe bourbon aristocracy's most dangerous man was exactly as interesting as she suspected.

Cordelia finished her bourbon, closed her laptop, and smiled—cold and sharp.

The game was beginning.

And Cordelia Breckinridge always played to win.
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