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The bottle shattered three inches from Autumn Reilly's head.

She didn't flinch. Couldn't afford to—not when the Iron Horse was packed with roughnecks running on whiskey and payday adrenaline, and two strangers were tearing apart her bar like they'd been paid to do exactly that.

Which, she was starting to realize, they probably had.

"Hey!" She grabbed the Louisville Slugger from under the register and vaulted the bar top, landing in a crouch that put her directly between the brawl and the pool tables. "You want to throw hands, take it outside. You break my furniture, I break your face."

The bigger of the two strangers—six-two, soft hands that had never seen a rig, smile that didn't reach his eyes—threw Gary Hoffmann into the jukebox hard enough to crack the glass. Gary was sixty-three, a retired derrickman with a bad back and a tab he paid every Friday like clockwork. He hit the floor and didn't get up.

Something cold and sharp settled in Autumn's chest.

"That's it." She raised the bat. "Everyone out. Now."

The Friday night crowd knew that tone. They'd seen her use it on drunks twice her size, seen her follow through when idiots tested her. Chairs scraped. Boots shuffled. Within thirty seconds, every regular had cleared out, leaving only the two strangers and the destruction they'd caused.

The smaller one—lean, quick, with the particular cruelty of someone who enjoyed watching people squirm—picked up a barstool and held it like he was considering throwing it through the mirror behind the bar. Three years of tips. Three years of building something that was hers.

"Put it down," Autumn said. Her voice came out flat. Steady. The same voice she'd used on foster fathers who thought teenage girls were easy targets. "Or I start swinging and I don't stop until one of us isn't moving."

The big one laughed. Actually laughed, like she'd told a joke instead of a promise. "Relax, sweetheart. We're just having fun."

"Fun's over." She didn't lower the bat. "Door's behind you."

They exchanged a look—something passing between them that she couldn't read but didn't like—and then the big one shrugged. Straightened his jacket. Smiled that empty smile again.

"See you around," he said. Like it was a threat. Like it was inevitable.

They walked out without hurrying, stepping over Gary's groaning form like he was furniture. The smaller one paused at the door, turned back, and winked at her.

Then they were gone, and Autumn was alone with the wreckage.

She didn't move for a full minute. Just stood there with the bat raised, waiting for them to come back, waiting for the other shoe to drop. When it didn't, she finally let out the breath she'd been holding and went to check on Gary.

"I'm fine, I'm fine." He waved her off, struggling to sit up. Blood trickled from a cut on his forehead. "Just bruised my pride is all."

"Your pride will survive. Your skull might not." She helped him to his feet, one hand on his elbow to steady him. "You need a hospital."

"I need another drink."

"Gary—"

"Please." The word came out rough. Embarrassed. "Just let me sit here a minute. Pretend that didn't happen."

She understood that kind of pride. Had built her whole life on it. So she got him a clean rag for his head and poured him two fingers of the good whiskey—on the house, not that she'd tell him that—and let him sit at the end of the bar while she surveyed the damage.

Three tables overturned. Four chairs broken. The jukebox glass cracked down the middle. Bottles scattered across the floor, whiskey and beer mixing with broken glass in a sticky mess that would take hours to clean. The mirror behind the bar had survived, but one of the tap handles was bent at an angle that meant she'd be pulling from bottles until the owner could get a replacement.

All in all, it could have been worse. It had been worse, over the past few weeks.

This was the fourth "incident" in two weeks. The third fight started by men she didn't recognize, men who didn't belong in a bar that catered to oil workers and locals who wanted cheap drinks and no pretension. Men who smiled when they left, like they'd accomplished exactly what they came for.

Autumn grabbed a broom and started sweeping, her mind turning over the pattern she'd been trying to ignore.

First it was the health inspector showing up three times in one week, finding violations that hadn't existed the day before. Then it was the delivery trucks getting "lost," her orders arriving damaged or not at all. Then the fights. The "accidents." The sense that someone was slowly, methodically, making this bar impossible to run.

She was almost done sweeping when she found the note.

It was tucked into her tip jar, folded once, written in neat handwriting that looked almost professional. Like someone's assistant had typed it up and printed it out.

How many more bad nights before you find somewhere else to work?

Autumn read it twice. Three times. Then she crumpled it in her fist and threw it across the room with a sound that was half scream, half snarl.

"That bad?"

She spun, bat already in her hand—when had she picked it up again?—and found Pete Lindgren standing in the doorway. The owner. Sixty-one, tired eyes, hands that shook when he thought no one was looking. He'd inherited the bar from his father, run it for thirty years, and looked like every single one of those years was sitting on his shoulders tonight.

"Sorry," she said, lowering the bat. "Thought you were—"

"The guys who did this?" He stepped inside, glass crunching under his work boots. His face went pale as he took in the damage. "Christ. It's getting worse."

"Yeah." She watched him move through the wreckage, touching broken chairs like he was saying goodbye to old friends. "Pete. What the hell is going on?"

He didn't answer right away. Just kept walking, kept touching, kept looking at his life's work scattered across the floor in pieces. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely a whisper.

"The landlord."

"What about him?"

"He's connected." Pete turned to face her, and she saw something in his eyes she'd never seen before. Fear. Real fear, the kind that kept you up at night and made you flinch at shadows. "I don't know who exactly, but—there's money behind him. Serious money. The kind that doesn't take no for an answer."

Autumn felt that cold sharpness settle deeper in her chest. "He wants you to sell."

"He wants me to give it to him. Sign over the building for half what it's worth, walk away, keep my mouth shut." Pete laughed, but there was no humor in it. "I told him no. Told him my father built this place, my grandfather drank here before it was even a bar. This is my family's history. I'm not just giving it away."

"So he's trying to break you."

"Trying to break the bar." Pete's hands were shaking again. He shoved them in his pockets, but Autumn had already seen. "Make it so unprofitable I can't afford to keep the doors open. Make it so dangerous no one wants to work here. Make it so miserable I don't have a choice."

She thought about the health inspections. The lost deliveries. The fights that always seemed to target regulars, the "accidents" that always seemed to happen to equipment that cost money to replace.

"How long?" she asked.

"Three months. Started right after I said no the first time."

Three months. She'd been fighting this war for three months without even knowing there was a war to fight. All those nights she'd blamed bad luck, coincidence, the general shittiness of running a bar in an oil boom town. All those nights she'd gone to bed exhausted and woke up wondering why she bothered.

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"Because you'd do exactly what you're doing right now." Pete pulled his hands out of his pockets, gestured at her face. "You'd get that look. That 'I'm going to fix this' look. And I don't want you to fix it, Autumn. I want you to be safe."

"Safe." The word tasted bitter in her mouth. "You think I've ever been safe?"

"I think you've survived a lot." His voice softened. "I think you deserve better than getting caught in the middle of whatever this is."

"I've been caught in the middle since the first fight." She picked up the broom again, started sweeping with short, sharp strokes. "They're not trying to drive away customers, Pete. They're trying to drive away me."

The truth of it hit her as she said it. All those fights—they'd started near her. Near the bar, near the register, near wherever she happened to be standing. The note in her tip jar. The men who smiled when they left, like they'd delivered a message and were waiting for her to receive it.

She wasn't collateral damage. She was the target.

"You're good at this job," Pete said quietly. "Best bartender I've ever had. You handle drunks, you handle fights, you handle everything I throw at you without blinking. That's why I gave you the apartment upstairs, why I pay you more than I can probably afford. Because you're the reason this place still runs."

"So they figure if they get rid of me, you'll fold."

"Or maybe they just don't like that you keep getting in their way." He reached out, touched her shoulder. The first time he'd touched her in three years of working together. "I don't know how much longer I can hold on. The money's tight, the insurance is going up, and every time something breaks it takes longer to fix. But I don't want you getting hurt because of my stubbornness."

Autumn stopped sweeping. Looked at the bar she'd tended for three years—the sticky floor she'd mopped a thousand times, the regulars' names scratched into the wood, the apartment upstairs that was the first real home she'd ever had. Everything she'd built. Everything she'd earned. Everything she'd clawed out of nothing because she'd refused to disappear like everyone expected.

"I'm not going anywhere," she said.

"Autumn—"

"I'm not going anywhere." She met his eyes, let him see the steel underneath the exhaustion. "This is my bar too, Pete. Maybe not on paper, but I've bled for it. I've fought for it. And I'm not letting some connected asshole take it away just because he's got money and muscle."

Pete stared at her for a long moment. Then he nodded, once, and something in his shoulders relaxed.

"Okay," he said. "Okay. Then I guess we fight."

"Yeah." Autumn turned back to the wreckage, grip tight on the broom handle. "We fight."

She didn't know how yet. Didn't know what she was up against, who was pulling the strings, or how much worse it was going to get before it got better. But she knew one thing with absolute certainty.

They'd come for her because she was in the way. Because she was the reason this bar still functioned, still fought back, still refused to die.

Which meant she wasn't the problem.

She was the solution they were trying to remove.

And Autumn Reilly had never been easy to remove.
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Phoenix found a dark corner booth and waited to see what kind of trouble the Badlands Brotherhood had inherited.

The Iron Horse wasn't much—sticky floors, country music bleeding from a cracked jukebox, the smell of spilled beer and working men who'd rather drink than shower. Neon signs advertising cheap domestics cast the room in shades of red and blue, and the crowd was pure oil field: roughnecks spending payday money, derrickmen drowning twelve-hour shifts, the occasional trucker passing through on Highway 85.

But this bar was in MC territory, which meant whatever was happening here was the club's problem now.

Frontier's orders had been simple: Sit. Watch. Report back.

So Phoenix sat. Watched. Nursed the same beer he'd been nursing for two hours and tried to ignore the way his hands wanted to shake.

They did that sometimes. When the memories crept in. When the bar got too loud and the noise started sounding like screaming, like the roar of flames eating through metal and flesh, like his crew calling out names that nobody answered because—

He killed the thought. Took a slow breath. Focused on the bartender instead.

She was worth focusing on.

Five-five, maybe. Dark hair pulled back in a ponytail that said she had better things to do than look pretty. Lean build that moved behind the bar like she'd been born there, all efficient grace and zero wasted motion. She poured drinks without looking, made change without counting, handled the crush of Saturday night roughnecks like she was conducting an orchestra instead of slinging whiskey.

But it was her eyes that caught him. Dark. Watchful. The kind of eyes that had seen too much to be surprised by anything.

Survivor's eyes.

Phoenix knew those eyes. Saw them every morning in the mirror, right before he looked away.

He watched her work the crowd like a general commanding troops. She knew every regular by name, knew their drinks before they ordered, knew which ones needed cutting off and which ones could handle another round. A big derrickman tried to start a tab with a sob story about his ex-wife, and she shut him down with a laugh that somehow left him smiling instead of offended.

"Cash only tonight, Earl. You know the rules."

"Come on, Autumn. I'm good for it."

Autumn. The name fit her. Something about the sharpness of it, the way it sounded like falling leaves and endings.

"You're good for it next Friday when you get paid. Tonight you're three drinks past broke." She slid him a glass of water with a wink. "Hydrate. Your liver will thank me."

Earl grumbled but took the water. A few stools down, someone laughed and offered to buy him a beer. Crisis averted, dignity intact.

Phoenix found himself leaning forward, watching her handle the next situation before it even started.

A commotion near the pool tables. Two guys squaring up, voices rising, that particular energy that said fists were about to fly. One of them was big—former linebacker type, all chest and swagger. The other was lean and wiry, the kind of scrapper who fought dirty because he had to.

Phoenix tensed. His body wanted to move, wanted to insert himself into the violence because violence was the only thing that made him feel real anymore. But the bartender—Autumn—was already sliding out from behind the bar, a rag still in her hand.

"Jimmy. Darren." Her voice cut through the noise like a blade. "You two gonna make me call your wives?"

The bigger one—Jimmy—went pale. "You wouldn't."

"Try me." She smiled, and there was nothing friendly in it. "Linda's got my number. Told me to use it next time you came home with bloody knuckles. And Darren, pretty sure Marcy said something similar after the Fourth of July incident."

Jimmy backed down so fast he nearly tripped over his own boots. His buddy followed, both of them mumbling apologies as they retreated to opposite ends of the bar.

Autumn went back to pouring drinks like nothing had happened.

Something shifted in Phoenix's chest. Something he didn't want to examine too closely.

She handles herself.

The thought came unbidden, followed by another one he liked even less: She shouldn't have to.

Twenty minutes later, another situation. This time it was a group of pipeline workers getting too loud, too drunk, too close to a table of locals who didn't appreciate the invasion. Phoenix could read the tension building, could see the moment before
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