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The fluorescent lights of the Onslow County Sheriff's station hummed overhead as Allie Price slapped her paperwork onto the intake desk, satisfaction rolling through her like good whiskey.

Another skip delivered. Another bond collected. Another day proving she was damn good at her job.

"Nathan Dickens," she announced to the desk sergeant, a heavyset man with tired eyes and a coffee stain on his uniform shirt. "Failure to appear on aggravated assault charges. Bond was fifty thousand. He's all yours."

The sergeant—his nameplate read BRIGGS—barely glanced at the paperwork. His attention stayed fixed on the holding area where two deputies were processing her catch. Dickens was still running his mouth, promising retribution, swearing he'd find her when he got out.

Allie had heard it all before. Every skip talked tough until they realized talking didn't change the fact they were going back to lockup.

"You're Price?" Briggs finally looked at her, something shifting in his expression. "The bounty hunter?"

"Bail enforcement agent." She signed the transfer documents with practiced efficiency. "There's a difference."

"Right." He didn't sound convinced. His gaze flicked back to Dickens, then to her, and that uneasy look deepened. "You know who you just brought in?"

"Nathan Dickens. Like I said. Skipped on assault charges three weeks ago, been hiding at his girlfriend's mother's place in Richlands." She pushed the completed forms across the counter. "Standard pickup."

"That's Gregory Donovan's nephew."

The name landed like a stone in still water. Allie kept her expression neutral, but her pulse kicked up a notch. She knew that name. Everyone who worked bail enforcement in eastern North Carolina knew that name.

The Donovans had been running organized crime through this region for three generations. Protection rackets, loan sharking, illegal gambling—they had their fingers in everything dirty and their hooks in half the officials who were supposed to stop them.

"Dickens's wanted on a valid warrant," she said carefully. "His family connections don't change that."

"No." Briggs leaned forward, lowering his voice. "But they change what happens next. The Donovans don't forget when someone embarrasses them. And you just dragged their golden boy's nephew into county lockup in front of half a dozen witnesses."

"He embarrassed himself when he jumped bail."

"That's not how they'll see it."

Allie gathered her copies of the paperwork, tucking them into her messenger bag with deliberate calm. She'd been doing this work for seven years. She'd faced down armed fugitives, handled ex-cons twice her size, walked into situations that would make most people run the other direction.

She wasn't about to let some mob family's reputation spook her.

"Thanks for the warning, Sergeant." She slung the bag over her shoulder. "Have a good night."

The parking lot was half-empty at this hour, her black pickup truck sitting under a security light that flickered like it couldn't decide whether to stay on. Allie fished her keys from her pocket, already thinking about the cold beer waiting in her refrigerator and the hot shower she desperately needed after three hours of surveillance followed by a chase through a trailer park.

She was ten feet from her truck when she saw the damage.

All four tires slashed. Not just punctured—gutted, the rubber hanging in strips like something had attacked them with a machete.

"Son of a bitch."

Allie stopped, hand moving automatically to the Glock holstered at her hip. She scanned the parking lot, the shadows between vehicles, the tree line at the edge of the property.

Movement. Three figures stepping out from behind a white panel van she hadn't noticed before.

The man in front was built like a refrigerator, thick through the shoulders with hands that looked like they'd crushed plenty of things in their time. Mid-forties, hard eyes, wearing an expensive leather jacket that didn't match his brutal face.

She knew who he was before he opened his mouth. Neil Harding. The Donovan family's chief enforcer. The one who made problems disappear.

"Allie Price." He said her name like he was tasting it, deciding whether he liked the flavor. "We need to have a conversation."

The two men flanking him spread out slightly, cutting off her angles. Professional positioning. These weren't street-level thugs—they knew what they were doing.

"About what?" She kept her voice steady, her hand resting on her weapon without drawing. "My tire warranty?"

Harding smiled. It didn't reach his eyes. "About respect. About understanding your place in this community. About what happens to people who embarrass the Donovan family."

"Your boss's nephew embarrassed himself. I just did my job."

"Your job." Harding took a step closer. "Let me explain something about your job, Ms. Price. You work in our territory. You operate with our permission. When we let bond agents chase skips through Onslow County, it's because we allow it. That permission can be revoked."

"I work for bondsmen with valid contracts and courts with valid warrants. I don't need your permission for anything."

Something dangerous flickered across Harding's face. He took another step, close enough now that she could smell his cologne—expensive, probably meant to cover the stench of whatever violence he'd committed that day.

"You've got a nice little operation," he said softly. "Office on Henderson Street. Apartment on Brynn Marr. Blue pickup truck that's not going anywhere tonight." He glanced at her gutted tires. "You've built something here. Be a shame to watch it all burn."

Allie's fingers tightened on her weapon. "Is that a threat?"

"It's an education." Harding's smile widened. "The Donovan family has been running this territory since before you were born. We've buried people who thought they could disrespect us. Cops, judges, businessmen—people with a lot more power than one bounty hunter working alone."

"Bail enforcement agent."

"Whatever you want to call yourself when they find the body."

The two men behind him shifted, and Allie calculated angles, distances, odds. Three against one. She was good, but she wasn't superhuman. If this turned into a firefight in a sheriff's station parking lot, she might take one or two of them down, but she wouldn't walk away.

"Here's what's going to happen," Harding continued. "You're going to leave Jacksonville. Tonight. You're going to pack whatever you can carry and drive your ass out of Onslow County, and you're never coming back. Find somewhere else to chase your little bail jumpers. Somewhere far away from Donovan territory."

"And if I don't?"

"Then we make an example." His voice dropped to something almost intimate. "We've done it before. We'll do it again. The cops in this town work for us. The courts work for us. You could scream for help and nobody would hear you." He reached out, almost casual, and touched a strand of her hair. "Pretty thing like you? We could make it last for days."

Allie moved before she could think about it, grabbing his wrist and twisting hard enough to make him stumble. She had her Glock out and pressed under his chin before the two enforcers could react.

"Touch me again," she said quietly, "and I'll redecorate this parking lot with your brain matter."

For a long moment, nobody moved.

Then Harding laughed—a low, ugly sound that sent ice down her spine. "There it is. That fire. I can see why you've lasted this long in this business." He pulled back slowly, and she let him go, keeping her weapon trained on his chest. "But fire burns out eventually. And we're patient people."

He straightened his jacket, smoothing the leather where she'd grabbed him.

"You've got forty-eight hours. After that, we stop asking nicely." He nodded to his men, already turning away. "And Ms. Price? Don't bother calling the cops. Half of them are on our payroll, and the other half know better than to get involved."

They disappeared into the darkness, engine noise fading as their van pulled away.

Allie stood in the parking lot for a long time, weapon still drawn, heart pounding against her ribs. The security light flickered overhead, casting her in alternating shadow and harsh illumination.

She looked at her truck. At the destroyed tires. At the message they represented.

Seven years she'd been building her business. Seven years of proving herself in a field dominated by men twice her size with half her intelligence. Seven years of tracking down the worst humanity had to offer and dragging them back to face justice.

And now some organized crime family thought they could run her out of town because she'd done her job too well.

Allie holstered her weapon and pulled out her phone. She had a tow truck to call, new tires to buy, and forty-eight hours to figure out how to handle a threat that went way beyond any skip she'd ever chased.

One thing was certain: she wasn't running. She'd built something here, and she'd be damned if she'd let Gregory Donovan take it from her.

The Donovans might own half the county, but they didn't own her.

Not yet. Not ever.

She punched in the number for roadside assistance, already planning her next move. If the Donovans wanted a war, they'd better be ready for what they were about to get.
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The bail bonds office on Western Boulevard smelled like stale cigarettes and desperation—two things Coleman "Train" Fitzgerald had learned to recognize in the seven years since he'd traded Marine armor for a Leatherneck cut.

He leaned against the counter, waiting for Jimmy Weaver to finish a phone call, and let his gaze drift over the wanted posters papering the walls. Skip tracers and bondsmen occupied a world adjacent to the MC's operations—not quite allies, not quite competition. Useful for information when the brotherhood needed to know who was moving through their territory.

Jimmy hung up and scrubbed a hand over his balding head. "Train. Didn't expect to see you this early."

"Club business." He slid a photograph across the counter. "This guy jumped on a loan from one of our protected businesses. Word is he's been using your services."

Jimmy squinted at the photo, then shook his head. "Haven't seen him. But I can ask around—"

The front door banged open and two men walked in, both wearing the rumpled look of guys who'd been up all night. Train recognized the type. Independent skip tracers, probably working the same circuits he'd just been asking about.

"Jimmy, you hear about the Donovan thing?" The taller one dropped into a plastic chair like his legs couldn't hold him anymore. "Whole county's talking about it."

Train went still. Donovan wasn't a name you threw around casually in Onslow County.

Jimmy's expression tightened. "I heard."

"Crazy, right? Some bounty hunter grabbed Nathan Dickens right off the street. Dragged his ass into county lockup like he was any other skip." The man laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Dickens's Gregory Donovan's nephew. The nephew. And this hunter just... took him down."

"Who?" Train kept his voice casual, but something had sparked in his chest. Curiosity. Maybe something else.

The shorter skip tracer glanced at him, sizing up the cut, the patches, the size of the man wearing them. Whatever he saw made him decide cooperation was smarter than attitude.

"Allie Price. Independent operator, been working the area about seven years. Tough as hell, good reputation." He shook his head. "But she just painted a target on her own back. Donovan's people already slashed her tires at the sheriff's station last night. Neil Harding showed up with a crew and told her to get out of town."

"She leaving?"

"Not according to the grapevine. Word is she told Harding to go to hell." The man let out a low whistle. "Girl's got balls, I'll give her that. But she's working alone. No backup, no crew. Donovan's got twenty guys and half the sheriff's department in his pocket."

Train filed that away. A woman who told Neil Harding—a man known for making bodies disappear—to go to hell. That took either stupidity or serious steel.

Something told him it wasn't stupidity.

"What's Donovan going to do?" Jimmy asked, and Train heard the nervousness underneath. Everyone in this business knew the Donovan family's
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