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The black Chevy rolled past Lacey Simmons's salon window for the third time in an hour.

Different driver this time. This morning it had been a thick-necked guy with a shaved head. Now it was someone leaner, ball cap pulled low, moving at exactly twenty-two miles per hour like he had all the time in the world. Like he was counting windows. Counting doors.

Counting her.

Lacey's hands never faltered on Mrs. Patterson's foils. Twenty-seven years of survival instincts screamed at her to run, to hide, to do something—but she'd learned a long time ago that panicking got you killed. So she kept her fingers steady, kept sectioning the silver-streaked hair, kept her voice light and easy while her eyes tracked every vehicle on Main Street through the reflection in her station mirror.

"And then Harold says to me, 'Barb, I don't care what the doctor says about my cholesterol, I'm having bacon with my eggs.'" Mrs. Patterson chuckled, completely oblivious to the fact that her hairdresser was cataloging escape routes. "Men. Fifty years of marriage and they still think they're invincible."

"Mmhmm." Lacey folded another foil with practiced precision. "Sounds like Harold."

The Chevy turned left on Cedar, disappearing behind the old hardware store. She exhaled slowly through her nose. That made four different vehicles in the past week. The white panel van on Thursday. The gray sedan over the weekend. The blue pickup yesterday morning. Now the Chevy, with rotating drivers like they were running shifts.

They're watching you, the voice in her head whispered. They've been watching you for days, and you know exactly why.

She did know. God help her, she knew.

Three weeks ago, she'd taken a wrong turn coming back from her supplier in Springfield. GPS had glitched, sent her down some back road she'd never seen before, and she'd stumbled onto something she was never supposed to see. A barn lit up bright as day at two in the morning. Men with tools swarming over vehicles. The sharp chemical smell of paint and solvents cutting through her open window.

She'd reversed out of there fast, headlights off, heart slamming against her ribs. But not fast enough. Someone had seen her. Someone had gotten her plate number.

And now they were circling.

"You alright, honey?" Mrs. Patterson peered at her in the mirror. "You look a little peaked."

Lacey forced her customer-service smile into place—the one that said everything's fine, tell me more about your life. "Just tired. Been picking up extra appointments to save for new equipment."

It wasn't entirely a lie. The salon was her life. Three chairs, good products, fair prices, and the kind of skill that made women drive forty minutes from Eureka Springs just to get their color done right. She'd built this place from nothing—started cutting hair at sixteen because it was free vocational training, got her license at nineteen, saved every penny she made until she could sign a lease two years ago.

Lacey's Locks & Color. Stupid name, maybe, but it was hers. Proof that a poor kid from the wrong side of Harrison could become something more than her circumstances.

Now someone wanted to make her disappear, and everything she'd built would vanish with her.

The bell over the door chimed, and Lacey's hand twitched toward the scissors before she caught herself. Just Denise Whitmore, right on time for her four o'clock blowout. Lacey watched her reflection cross to the waiting area, picking up a magazine, settling in like the world wasn't full of men in black trucks running surveillance patterns.

Get it together, Lacey told herself. You're not dead yet.

She finished Mrs. Patterson's foils and moved her under the dryer, then started on Denise's blowout. The motions were automatic—section, brush, heat, smooth—leaving her mind free to calculate. The back door opened onto the alley, but there was no cover between here and the parking lot. The bathroom window was too small to squeeze through. Her car was parked four spaces from the front entrance, and she'd started backing in so she could pull out fast if she needed to.

The mace in her purse was industrial strength. She'd ordered it online after the first day she noticed the van.

"Did you hear about the Hendersons?" Denise's voice cut through her tactical planning. "Apparently Steve's been stepping out on Marie with that new waitress at the Waffle House. Can you imagine?"

"Shocking," Lacey murmured, even though nothing shocked her anymore. Running a salon was like being a bartender and a therapist rolled into one—people told you everything while you worked on their hair. Affairs, addictions, family feuds, financial disasters. She knew secrets that could destroy half the marriages in Harrison.

She also knew how to keep her mouth shut. That was supposed to protect her. That was the whole point of being the girl who heard everything and said nothing.

Didn't help you three weeks ago, did it?

By the time she finished Denise and swept up the hair, the sun was starting its slow slide toward the Ozark ridgeline. Five-thirty. One more client—Karen Booth, getting a trim before her daughter's wedding—and then she could lock up and white-knuckle it home.

The Chevy passed again while Karen was in her chair. Same lean driver, same deliberate pace.

Lacey's scissors didn't falter, but something cold settled in her chest. They weren't even trying to hide anymore. They wanted her to know she was being watched. Wanted fear to do their work for them, softening her up, making her sloppy.

Jokes on you, assholes. I've been scared my whole life. Didn't stop me yet.

She finished Karen's trim at six-fifteen, accepted the twenty percent tip with genuine gratitude, and watched her last client of the day drive away in a sensible Honda Accord. Then she was alone. Just her and the empty salon and the knowledge that somewhere out there, men were waiting.

Lacey moved through her closing routine with deliberate calm. Swept the floors. Wiped down the stations. Counted the register and locked the cash in the small safe she'd bolted to the floor of her supply closet. Every motion bought her time to think, to watch, to plan.

The street outside her window was quiet now. Monday evening in Harrison meant most folks were home having dinner, watching TV, living normal lives where nobody wanted them dead. The antique shop across the street had already closed. The insurance office next door was dark. Even the little diner on the corner—Mabel's, famous for chicken-fried steak and gossip—only had a handful of cars in the lot.

She checked the back door. Locked. Checked the bathroom window. Latched. Checked her phone—no service, but that had been spotty all week. Probably nothing. Probably coincidence.

And probably those men in the Chevy just really love your window displays.

The mace was already in her hand when she killed the lights. Small canister, fits in a palm, shoots a twelve-foot stream of concentrated capsaicin. She'd practiced with it in her backyard until she could draw and fire in under two seconds. Not much against a gun, but better than nothing.

Lacey took one last look around the salon—her salon, her dream, her proof that she was more than where she came from—and headed for the front door.

The street was empty.

Too empty.

She stood in the doorway, keys in her left hand, mace in her right, scanning the shadows between buildings. The Chevy wasn't in sight. Neither was the van, the sedan, or the pickup. For the first time in a week, nobody seemed to be watching.

That should have made her feel better.

It didn't.

She stepped onto the sidewalk, locked the door behind her, and started the long walk to her car. Four spaces. Forty feet. An eternity when you knew someone wanted you in the ground.

Twenty feet. Keep walking. Don't run.

Running meant panic. Panic meant mistakes. Mistakes meant—

Movement at the diner caught her eye.

Lacey's hand tightened on the mace, but she didn't turn her head. Just shifted her gaze, using her peripheral vision the way she'd taught herself over the past three weeks of hell. There was a man sitting at the window booth in Mabel's. Lean build. Weathered skin. The kind of stillness that didn't belong in a diner at dinnertime.

He wasn't watching her.

He was watching the street. Tracking something—or someone—with the focused intensity of a predator assessing prey. His eyes moved in a pattern she'd started to recognize: vehicle, shadow, roofline, repeat. The same pattern she used when she was counting her stalkers.

He's watching my watchers.

The realization hit her like ice water. This wasn't one of them. Whoever this man was, he was tracking the same people she'd been tracking, with the kind of calm competence that came from doing it professionally. He sat utterly still, coffee untouched in front of him, and something about the way he held himself—the economy of motion, the coiled readiness—reminded her of a hunting dog on point.

Waiting.

Their eyes met through the diner window.

He didn't smile. Didn't nod. Didn't acknowledge her at all except for the brief flicker of attention—there and gone in a heartbeat, replaced by that same predator's scan of the street.

But in that single instant of contact, something clicked into place behind her ribs. A recognition she couldn't explain. This man had looked at her and seen exactly what she was: prey being circled by wolves.

And he'd looked at her wolves the same way.

She made it to her car without incident. Slid behind the wheel, locked the doors, and pulled out of the lot with her eyes on the rearview mirror. The black Chevy didn't materialize. The van didn't follow. For the first night in a week, her drive home was clear.

But Lacey couldn't stop thinking about the lean stranger in the diner window—the one who watched her watchers with the patient stillness of something far more dangerous than any of them knew.
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The Conclave smelled like leather, gun oil, and the cheap cigars Reaver refused to give up no matter how many times Stone threatened to shove them down his throat.

Buckshot stood at the far end of the table, arms crossed, waiting for the last of his brothers to settle. Church wasn't called lightly—not on a Monday night when half the club was three beers deep and looking forward to a quiet evening. But what he'd found over the past two days wasn't the kind of thing that could wait for the regular Thursday sit-down.

Someone was hunting on their land. And they'd marked prey that didn't deserve to die.

"Alright." Stone's voice cut through the murmur of conversation like a blade through fog. The President sat at the head of the table, scarred hand flat on the worn wood, eyes sweeping the room with the cold patience of a man who'd rebuilt an entire community from the ashes of economic collapse. "Buckshot called this. Buckshot talks."

Every eye in the room turned to him. Reaver, still pissed about leaving his pool game. Judge, expression blank as a tombstone. Timber, taking up enough space for two men. Whiskey, already rolling a cigarette with fingers that never stopped moving. Backroad, tapping a pen against his palm like he was calculating routes in his head.

His brothers. His pack.

"Got a chop shop running through our territory," Buckshot said. No preamble, no bullshit. Words were tools, and he didn't waste them. "Spotted their operation two days ago—barn off County Road 19, vehicles coming in hot and leaving cold. Professional setup. Seventeen men, maybe more."

"Seventeen." Reaver's scarred face split into something that wasn't quite a smile. "That's a lot of bodies to bury."

"They're not our problem yet." Buckshot pulled a folded paper from his cut and tossed it onto the table. Grainy photo, printed from his phone—the black Chevy, the panel van, the sedan. "These are. They've been running surveillance on a woman in Harrison. Hairdresser named Lacey Simmons. She saw something she shouldn't have, and now they're getting ready to make her disappear."

Silence. The kind that meant his brothers were doing the math—stolen vehicles moving through Ozark roads, outside crews operating without permission, innocent blood about to spill on land the club had bled to protect.

Stone picked up the photo, studied it with those flat, calculating eyes. "How long have they been watching her?"

"Week, minimum. They're rotating vehicles, switching drivers. Letting her see them." Buckshot's jaw tightened. "They want her scared. Softened up."

"Smart." Judge's voice was gravel and ice. "Fear makes people stupid. Stupid makes them easy."

"She's not stupid."

The words came out harder than Buckshot intended, and he felt his brothers' attention sharpen. Reaver's eyebrows climbed toward his hairline. Whiskey's cigarette paused halfway to his lips.

Shit.

"I've been watching her," Buckshot continued, keeping his voice flat. "Counter-surveillance. She's spotted most of the vehicles, changed her patterns, started carrying. Hasn't run, hasn't panicked. She's functioning while knowing she's being hunted."

"So she's got survival instincts." Timber's deep rumble filled the room. "Good for her. What's that got to do with us?"

Buckshot looked at Stone. The President was still studying the photo, but his expression had shifted—calculation giving way to the cold anger that meant someone had violated the code. These mountains were full of people the world had forgotten, and the Outlaws were all they had when trouble came calling.

"They're moving stolen vehicles through our roads," Buckshot said. "That's heat we don't need. Feds start sniffing around chop shops, they find a lot more than car parts. And if these bastards silence a witness on our territory—"

"Innocent blood." Stone set the photo down. "Our land. Our problem."

"Could just let them handle their business," Backroad said carefully. "Not our fight. Girl's got nothing to do with the club."

"She's got everything to do with the club." Stone's voice dropped, and the temperature in the room seemed to follow. "We let outside crews run operations through our territory without permission? We let them kill civilians who stumbled into the wrong place? That's not who we are. That's not what these mountains are for."

Reaver cracked his knuckles, the sound like small bones breaking. "So we hunt the hunters. I like it. Been too long since I got to play with someone who deserves it."

"Not yet." Stone held up a hand. "We need intel. How many men. Where they're
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