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Jordana Mynx watched her Tuesday night crowd dwindle to nothing and knew exactly who to blame.

The Rusty Spoke should've been packed—it was dollar draft night, the White Sox had won, and payday had hit yesterday. Instead, she counted eight customers scattered across her uncle's bar like survivors of a shipwreck, and three of those were nursing the same beer they'd ordered an hour ago. The jukebox played to vacant tables. The pool table sat abandoned under dim lights that made the green felt look like an autopsy table.

Six weeks ago, this place had been standing room only on Tuesday nights.

She wiped down the bar with mechanical efficiency, her hands knowing the rhythm even while her mind calculated losses. Forty percent down in revenue. Maybe more. The math made her stomach twist because she knew what came next—missed payments, then foreclosure, then watching some corporate chain turn her uncle's legacy into another generic sports bar with flat screens and overpriced wings.

The door opened and Jordana's hand moved toward the baseball bat she kept under the register before she recognized old Frank Delaney shuffling toward his usual stool. He'd been drinking at The Rusty Spoke since before she was born, back when her uncle Tommy had first opened the place.

"Quiet tonight," Frank said, settling his weathered frame onto the cracked vinyl.

"Yeah." Jordana pulled his usual—Jack and Coke, heavy on the Jack—without asking. "Seems to be a trend."

Frank accepted the drink and stared into it like it held answers. "Heard some Russians been causing trouble around here. Scaring folks off."

"You heard right." Jordana kept her voice level even though rage burned in her chest. She'd spent ten years running this bar, handling every type of drunk and criminal Chicago's South Side could produce. She'd thrown out bikers, gangbangers, and off-duty cops with equal efficiency. But the Russians were different. Organized. Professional. Relentless.

The door opened again and three men walked in with the kind of confidence that said they owned the place. Jordana recognized two of them immediately—the muscle who'd been showing up for the past month and a half, starting fights and intimidating her regulars. Big guys with prison tattoos and dead eyes, wearing leather jackets that probably cost more than her monthly take.

The third man was new. Older, maybe mid-forties, wearing a suit that screamed money and carrying himself like violence was just another business tool. His eyes swept the bar with the cold assessment of someone calculating value and finding it lacking.

Frank muttered something in Russian that probably wasn't complimentary and got up, leaving his drink half-finished. The other customers found reasons to leave too, sliding cash onto tables and avoiding eye contact on their way out. Within two minutes, Jordana stood alone facing three Russians who looked like they'd walked straight out of her worst nightmare.

"You are Jordana Mynx." The older man's accent was thick, his English precise. Not a question. A statement of fact that made her skin crawl.

"And you're trespassing." Jordana kept both palms visible on the bar top, fighting the urge to reach for the bat. "I don't serve assholes who scare off my customers."

The man smiled without humor. "Direct. I appreciate this. I am Dmitri Gregori. Perhaps you have heard of me."

She had. Russian Bratva commander who'd been systematically taking over bars and small businesses throughout the North and West sides, forcing owners to sell through escalating violence and intimidation. Word on the street said twelve businesses had folded in the past year, their owners taking pennies on the dollar rather than risk what happened to the ones who refused.

"I've heard you're a parasitic piece of shit who preys on hardworking people." Jordana met his cold eyes without flinching. "Now get out."

Gregori's smile widened. "Your bar. Yes. This is what we must discuss." He gestured to one of his enforcers, who pulled out a manila envelope and slid it across the bar. "Inside is generous offer for this establishment. More than it is worth, considering recent decline in business."

"I'm not selling." Jordana didn't touch the envelope.

"You misunderstand situation." Gregori's voice dropped several degrees. "This is not negotiation. You will sell, or you will regret very much not selling."

The larger of his two enforcers—a monster with a scarred face and hands like sledgehammers—stepped closer to the bar. "Boss is being nice," he said in heavily accented English. "Most places, we just take. You get money, you get to walk away. Good deal."

Jordana's pulse hammered but she refused to reach for the bat. Three against one with her only exit blocked was suicide math. "My uncle built this place forty years ago. Raised me here after my parents died. This bar is everything I have left of him, and I'd rather burn it down than let you Russian bastards turn it into a money laundering front."

"Then you choose hard way." Gregori shrugged like it didn't matter to him either way. "Alexei, make sure she understands what hard way means."

The scarred enforcer—Alexei—smiled and it was the ugliest thing Jordana had ever seen. "With pleasure, boss."

They left, and Jordana locked the door behind them with trembling fingers. She'd stood up to plenty of violent men in her thirty years. Had learned from her uncle that showing weakness got you destroyed. But the Russians were different. They had organization, resources, and the kind of patient brutality that wore you down until surrender seemed like relief.

She poured herself two fingers of bourbon—her uncle's favorite—and stared at the bar that had been her home since childhood. Every scar in the wood told a story. Every crack in the vinyl held a memory. This place was sacred ground, built on Tommy's sweat and dreams, maintained through her own exhausted determination.

Jordana had never backed down from a fight in her life.

But looking at that manila envelope sitting on the bar like a threat made flesh, she wondered if this was the fight that would finally break her.

Her phone buzzed. Text from David Wong, who owned the convenience store three blocks over. They came to me too. Signed papers yesterday. Sorry.

Another one down. Jordana knocked back the bourbon and felt it burn, numbing nothing.

The next few days proved Alexei hadn't been making idle threats. Thursday night, two of his men started a fight that destroyed three tables and sent her best waitress to the ER with a broken nose. Friday, someone slashed the tires on her car. Saturday, the health inspector showed up with a list of violations that would cost thousands to fix—violations that hadn't existed the week before when everything had passed inspection with flying colors.

Sunday night, Jordana worked alone because her last two employees had quit, too terrified to keep showing up. She served maybe fifteen customers total, and half of those looked over their shoulders the whole time like they expected Russian enforcers to kick in the door any second.

Monday, her distributor called to say they couldn't deliver her beer order. No explanation. Just a terse apology and a disconnected line when she tried calling back.

Tuesday, she stood in her bar at nine PM with zero customers and did the math on her dwindling savings account. Six weeks of this systematic destruction had gutted her revenue and driven away her regulars. Another month and she'd miss her mortgage payment. Two months and the bank would foreclose.

The Russians knew what they were doing. This was professional business takeover refined through years of practice, probably throughout Eastern Europe before they'd brought their expertise to Chicago. They didn't just threaten—they orchestrated campaigns that made resistance feel futile.

The door opened and Jordana grabbed the bat before she recognized the leather cuts. Urban Sentinels MC—she'd been serving brothers from the club for three years now, ever since they'd established their compound in the industrial district five blocks away. They were criminals by any legal definition, but they'd treated her with respect and paid their tabs in full.

Tonight it was just two of them—Diesel and Havoc. Diesel was the larger one, six-foot-two with the thick build of someone who'd spent years loading trucks, dark skin and close-cropped hair. He moved with surprising speed for his size, always relaxed until violence was needed. Havoc was younger, wired with reckless energy, always grinning like he hoped someone would start shit.

"Awful quiet in here," Diesel said, his deep voice carrying easy humor that somehow made the deserted bar feel less like a tomb. "Tuesday night used to be standing room only."

"Yeah, well." Jordana pulled two bottles of beer without asking what they wanted—she knew their orders by heart. "Seems like people have found better places to drink."

Diesel accepted his beer and studied her with eyes that saw too much. "Or someone's been encouraging them to find better places."

Jordana met his gaze and saw understanding there. The Sentinels knew what was happening in their territory—they made it their business to know. Which meant Diesel wasn't here by accident.

"Russians making trouble?" Havoc asked, and his grin had disappeared into something cold and anticipating.

"Russians are making me an offer I supposedly can't refuse." Jordana pulled the manila envelope from under the register where she'd been keeping it like evidence. "Forty cents on the dollar for what Tommy built. And if I don't take it, well. Things will keep getting worse until I do."

Diesel opened the envelope and scanned the papers inside, his expression unreadable. "Dmitri Gregori's signature. He's been taking over businesses throughout North and West sides. Professional operation with international backing." He looked up at her. "He threaten you directly?"

"Him and his enforcer Alexei. Came in here a week ago making it clear this wasn't negotiation." Jordana surprised herself by admitting it out loud. "They've been destroying my business systematically ever since. Scaring off customers, starting fights, cutting off my suppliers. It's working."

"You planning to sell?" The question came without judgment, just genuine curiosity about what she'd decided.

"I'd rather burn this place down than hand it over to those parasitic bastards." The words came out fiercer than she'd intended, ten years of exhausted determination condensing into pure rage. "Tommy built this bar from nothing. Raised me here, taught me everything he knew about running a business and handling trouble. This place is what I have left of him, and I'll be damned if I let some Russian mob commander steal it because he thinks I'm too weak to fight back."

Something shifted in Diesel's expression—respect mixed with recognition, like he understood defending legacy meant. "Then you're gonna need backup." He pulled out his phone. "Because Gregori doesn't stop until he gets what he wants or someone makes him stop permanent."

"I can't afford to hire protection." Jordana hated admitting weakness, but facts were facts. "Revenue's down forty percent and falling. I'm already looking at missing mortgage payments."

"Who said anything about hiring?" Diesel was texting someone. "You serve brothers from our club, respect our business, and refuse to back down when threatened. That makes you someone we protect." He looked up from his phone. "Judge is calling church meeting tomorrow. Time to discuss this Russian problem threatening our territory."

Jordana felt something crack open in her chest—hope mixed with terror because accepting help from the Sentinels meant accepting their world of violence and permanent solutions. But the alternative was surrendering Tommy's legacy to criminals who saw his forty years of work as just another acquisition.

"Thank you," she said quietly.

Diesel's smile was easy and warm, but his eyes promised violence. "Thank us after we handle it. Right now, you should probably head to our compound for the night. Place has security and the Russians aren't stupid enough to attack MC property."

"I'm not abandoning this place."

"Not abandoning. Protecting." He finished his beer and stood. "Gregori's going to escalate when he realizes you've got backup. Better you're somewhere safe when that happens."

Jordana looked around the bar Tommy had built—vacant tables and silent jukebox, the weight of forty years pressing down on her shoulders. Then she grabbed her keys and the baseball bat and followed two bikers out into the Chicago night, choosing violence over surrender because that's what Uncle Tommy had taught her.

Sometimes you had to stand your ground, even when it felt like standing alone.

But tonight, for the first time in six weeks, she wasn't alone anymore.
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Diesel watched Jordana follow Havoc toward the compound entrance and felt something tighten in his chest that had nothing to do with the Russian problem.

She moved with the efficient confidence of someone who'd spent years handling trouble, carrying that baseball bat like she knew how to use it. No hesitation in her step even though she was walking into an MC compound after dark. Most civilians would've been nervous. Jordana just looked pissed off and determined.

He liked that about her. Had liked it for three years, ever since the first time he'd walked into The Rusty Spoke and watched her throw out a drunk twice her size without breaking a sweat.

"She's got backbone," Havoc said, grinning like he'd just discovered something entertaining. "Russians picked the wrong bar owner to fuck with."

"Yeah." Diesel pulled out his phone and texted Judge. Got a situation. Need church tonight.

The response came back in seconds. 20 minutes.

They got Jordana settled in one of the compound's spare rooms—clean space with a lock on the inside of the door, away from the main clubhouse noise. She looked around the space with the same assessing eye she probably used for new liquor distributors.

"Bathroom's through there," Diesel said, pointing. "Lock works. Nobody comes in this wing without permission."

"Appreciate it." Jordana set the baseball bat against the wall within easy reach. "How long until your president decides whether to help?"

"Judge called church meeting for twenty minutes from now." Diesel leaned against the doorframe, watching her process that information. "He'll want details about Gregori's operation. Everything you know about his enforcers, their patterns, how they've been hitting your business."

"I can do that." She met his eyes without flinching. "But I need to be clear—I'm not looking for someone to rescue me. I want to fight back. Whatever that takes."

Something hot moved through Diesel's chest. Most people wanted protection that kept them safely away from violence. Jordana wanted to be part of the solution, even knowing what that meant with the Sentinels.

"Good," he said. "Because this won't be clean, and it won't be legal."

"I figured." She almost smiled. "You're bikers, not social workers."

Diesel grinned. "Get some rest. I'll come get you after church, let you know what Judge decides."

He headed toward the main clubhouse where brothers were already gathering, the sound of engines filling the compound as word spread about emergency church. The Sentinels didn't call meetings at ten PM unless shit was serious.

Inside, the clubhouse smelled like leather, motor oil, and spilled beer—home in a way nothing else had been since his partner died. Brothers sprawled across couches and barstools, rough men who'd found purpose in the club after the world had failed them. Judge stood behind the bar pouring bourbon, his cold eyes already calculating.

"We all here?" Judge asked.

Diesel did a quick count. Sixteen brothers present, everyone who mattered for a territorial discussion. Steel leaned against the wall with his
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