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The Rusty Nail smelled like beer, cigarette smoke, and thirty years of working men drowning their sorrows. Pearl Dawson wouldn't have it any other way.

She pulled a draft for Jimmy Coates, same as she had every Friday night since she was tall enough to reach the taps. The old trucker's hands shook worse than they used to, but his money was still green and his stories were still bullshit, and that made him family as far as Pearl was concerned.

"You're pouring slow tonight, girl." Jimmy's weathered face crinkled into a grin. "Getting soft on me?"

"Getting tired of your mouth." Pearl slid the beer across the bar top, foam kissing the rim. "That's your fourth. Pace yourself or I'm cutting you off before the game starts."

The Cardinals were playing on the ancient TV mounted above the liquor shelf, volume low enough that she could hear the door if it opened. Eight regulars filled the stools and scattered tables—men who'd been drinking here since before she was born, who'd watched her grow up behind this bar, who'd carried her father's casket three years ago when his liver finally surrendered.

The Rusty Nail wasn't making her rich. But it was hers. Bought and paid for, no partners, no debts, no one to answer to.

Pearl grabbed a rag and wiped down the bar, her gaze sweeping the room out of habit. Corner booth in the back had a new face tonight—a man she didn't recognize, sitting alone with a whiskey he hadn't touched. Something about him made her look twice. He wasn't big, not like some of the truckers who rolled through, but he sat like a man who knew exactly how much space he took up and didn't waste an inch of it. Gray eyes caught the dim light when he glanced toward the bar, and Pearl felt something cold slide down her spine.

Military, maybe. He had that look. The kind that said he'd seen things that didn't make the news and learned not to talk about them.

She filed him away and moved on. Strange customers weren't unusual on Highway 65. Strange customers who nursed a single drink and watched the room like they were mapping exits—that was different. But he wasn't causing trouble, and Pearl had learned from her father that the best policy with quiet men was to leave them quiet.

The door banged open at nine-fifteen.

Four men walked in with the kind of swagger that said they'd never been told no in their lives. Pearl's hand found the edge of the bar, three inches from the Louisville Slugger her father had mounted there when Reagan was president.

She recognized the one in front. Ray Kelso. He'd been in twice before, once to make his offer and once to make it again with less patience. Bates's man, with mean eyes and a smile that made her skin crawl.

"Evening, Pearl." Kelso spread his hands like they were old friends. "Nice crowd tonight. Lots of familiar faces."

The regulars had gone quiet. Jimmy's hand tightened on his beer glass. Old Pete Marsden, seventy-three years old and meaner than a rattlesnake, shifted on his stool like he was remembering the shotgun in his truck.

"Bar's closed." Pearl kept her voice flat. "Private party."

"Funny." Kelso's smile didn't waver. "Sign says open till midnight."

"Sign's wrong."

The four men spread out without seeming to move—a choreographed drift that put two near the pool tables, one by the door, and Kelso close enough to the bar that Pearl could smell his cologne. Expensive. The kind of thing a man bought when he wanted people to know he had money.

"Mr. Bates is done waiting." Kelso planted his hands on the bar top, close enough that Pearl could see the bruised knuckles. Recent work. "Seven hundred a month. That was the deal."

"There's no deal. I told you that last time."

"See, that's where you're confused." Kelso leaned in, still smiling. "The deal exists whether you agree to it or not. That's how protection works. We protect your bar, your customers, your pretty face. You pay for the privilege."

Pearl's fingers brushed the bat. "I don't need your protection."

"Everybody needs protection." Kelso's gaze dropped to her chest, lingered, came back up slow enough to make his point. "Some people just don't know it yet."

"Hey." Jimmy Coates was on his feet, beer forgotten. "You heard the lady. Get the hell out."

Kelso didn't even look at him. One of the men by the pool tables moved, quick and brutal, and Jimmy went down with a crack that might have been his ribs or might have been the stool breaking under him.

Pearl grabbed the bat.

She got it halfway up before Kelso caught her wrist, his grip hard enough to grind bones together. The other hand closed on her throat—not squeezing, just there, a promise of what he could do if he wanted.

"There she is." His breath was hot on her face. "I like the ones with fight in them."

Pete Marsden came off his stool with a roar, seventy-three years old and too stubborn to know better. The man by the door met him halfway, and Pearl heard the sick thud of fist meeting face, then the heavier thud of Pete hitting the floor.

"Anyone else?" Kelso called out to the room, his hand still wrapped around Pearl's throat. "Anyone else feeling heroic tonight?"

Eddie Quinn, who'd served two tours in Vietnam and still walked with shrapnel in his hip, tried to stand. The fourth man put him down with a pool cue across the shoulders, hard enough that Eddie screamed.

"That's what I thought." Kelso turned back to Pearl, thumb stroking the side of her neck in a gesture that made her want to vomit. "Now. Let's talk about your payment options. Mr. Bates is a reasonable man. If you can't pay in cash, he's willing to accept other forms of compensation."

His eyes dropped to her body again, slower this time.

Pearl spat in his face.

Kelso's hand tightened on her throat, cutting off air, and for a long moment she thought he was going to kill her right there behind her father's bar. Then he laughed—a hard, ugly sound—and released her, wiping his face with his sleeve.

"Sunday night." He stepped back, adjusting his jacket like nothing had happened. "We'll be back Sunday night for a final answer. And Pearl?" He waited until she met his eyes. "Make sure it's the right answer. Because the next conversation won't be this friendly."

They left the way they came, four men walking out into the night like they owned it. Pearl's regulars lay groaning on the floor, her throat burned where Kelso's hand had been, and she was shaking so hard she had to grip the bar to stay upright.

She didn't cry. Dawsons didn't cry. Her father had taught her that.

"Jesus Christ." Jimmy was trying to sit up, one arm wrapped around his ribs. "Pearl, you gotta call the cops."

"And tell them what?" Her voice came out hoarse. "That a man threatened me and walked out? They won't do a damn thing and Bates will know I tried."

"Then what—"

"I don't know." She found the bat on the floor, picked it up, set it back in its place behind the bar. Her hands were steadier now. The shaking was turning into something else, something hot and sharp that felt a lot like fury. "But I'm not paying those bastards a dime, and I'm not letting them take anything else."

She moved around the bar to help Pete to his feet, checking his face for damage. Split lip, swelling around the eye, nothing that wouldn't heal. Eddie was worse—he'd need someone to look at his shoulder—but he waved her off when she tried to help.

"I'm fine," Eddie growled. "Took worse than that in Khe Sanh."

Pearl was about to argue when she realized the man in the corner booth hadn't moved.

He sat exactly where he'd been, whiskey still untouched, watching her with those cold gray eyes. He hadn't jumped in when the fighting started. Hadn't tried to help, hadn't tried to run. Just sat there like he was observing something that didn't concern him.

But the way he looked at her now—like he was taking her apart piece by piece, calculating something she couldn't begin to understand—made her think he'd seen everything. Filed it away. Made some kind of decision.

"You need something?" Pearl's voice came out sharper than she intended. "Bar's closing early."

The stranger didn't answer right away. He lifted his whiskey, took a single measured sip, and set the glass back down with a soft click.

"Those men." His voice was quiet, controlled, the kind of voice that didn't waste words. "They work for Vernon Bates."

It wasn't a question.

"You know him?"

"I know what he does." The stranger's gaze moved past her, toward the door, then back. "Protection rackets. Small businesses. He's been bleeding towns like this for over a decade."

Pearl felt something shift in her chest. Not hope—she'd learned better than that—but something close to it. "And you're what, a cop? Fed?"

The ghost of something that might have been a smile crossed his face. "No."

"Then why do you care?"

He stood, unfolding from the booth with an economy of motion that made her think of predators. Panthers, maybe. Things that knew exactly how to move and didn't waste energy showing off.

"I care," he said, dropping a twenty on the table for a whiskey he'd barely touched, "because men like Bates shouldn't get to operate in this territory."

He walked past her toward the door, and Pearl found herself turning to follow his movement, unable to look away.

"Wait." The word came out before she could stop it. "Who are you?"

He paused at the door, one hand on the frame, and looked back at her. Those gray eyes held something now—interest, maybe, or assessment. Something that made her feel like she'd passed a test she hadn't known she was taking.

"Ask around about the Ozark Outlaws," he said. "Then ask yourself if you want help."

The door closed behind him, and Pearl stood in her father's bar with blood on the floor and her throat still aching, watching the space where a stranger had been.

"Ozark Outlaws." Jimmy limped up beside her, still clutching his ribs. "Hell, Pearl. That's an MC. They're not exactly the helpful type."

But Pearl was remembering the way the stranger had watched Kelso's men—cold, calculating, like a man marking targets. She was remembering the controlled way he moved, the flat certainty in his voice.

And she was thinking that maybe, for once, she'd found someone who hated bullies as much as she did.

Sunday was two days away. She had until then to decide if asking for help was worth whatever price it would cost.

Pearl picked up the stranger's glass, still cool in her hand, and made herself breathe.

She'd never backed down from a fight in her life. She wasn't about to start now.
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Judge waited.

He'd learned patience in places where impatience got men killed, and he applied it now—watching from the shadows of the parking lot as the wounded shuffled out, as Pearl Dawson locked her door and stood alone in the glow of a flickering neon sign that said RUSTY NAIL in letters that had seen better decades.

She didn't cry. Didn't call anyone. Just stood there with her keys in her hand and her shoulders squared like she was ready to fight the whole damn world.

Something about that made him move.

"You're not safe here."

She spun fast, keys jutting between her fingers like a weapon. Smart. The fury in her green eyes when she recognized him was even smarter—she didn't trust him just because he hadn't jumped in with Bates's men.

"You again." Her voice was raw from where that bastard had grabbed her throat. Judge felt something twist in his chest at the sight of the bruises already forming on her skin. "Thought you left."

"I don't leave situations unfinished."

"This isn't your situation."

He stepped closer, into the light, letting her see him clearly for the first time. "It is now."

Pearl's chin came up, defiant. She was small—barely came up to his shoulder—but she held her ground like she had six inches and fifty pounds on him. Like backing down wasn't something she knew how to do.

"I don't need a rescue," she said. "And I don't know you."

"Judge." He offered the name like it explained everything. In his world, it did. "I'm with the Ozark Outlaws. The men who hurt your people tonight—they work for Vernon Bates. He's been running protection rackets across the Ozarks for over a decade."

"I know who he is." Pearl's jaw tightened. "He's been squeezing businesses from here to Harrison. I just didn't think he'd—" She stopped, swallowed. "I thought if I said no enough times, he'd move on."

"Men like Bates don't move on. They escalate."

"Yeah." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "I'm getting that."

Judge studied her in the dim light—the set of her shoulders, the way her hands had stopped shaking and started curling into fists instead. Most people, after what she'd just been through, would be looking for an exit. Pearl Dawson looked like she was looking for a weapon.

"Tell me about the collections," he said. "How often. How many men. What they've threatened."

"Why?" Suspicion sharpened her voice. "What's in it for you?"

"Bates is operating in Outlaw territory. That makes him my problem."

"And what, you're going to—what? Talk to him? Ask him nicely to leave me alone?"

The corner of Judge's mouth twitched. It wasn't quite a smile. "I don't do nice."

Something shifted in her expression. Understanding, maybe. Or the beginning of it.

"Kelso came twice before tonight," she said slowly. "First time was three weeks ago. Polite. Businesslike. Said Mr. Bates was offering protection services for local
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