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The first dog hit the floor convulsing before Cassie Wilde could even get her stethoscope around her neck.

"Jesus Christ," Tommy Fletcher breathed, his weathered hands shaking as he tried to hold down his prize bluetick hound. "Doc, she was fine this morning. Fine as rain when we headed out to the old Wilson place."

Cassie dropped to her knees beside the seizing animal, her hands moving with practiced efficiency even as her heart hammered against her ribs. The dog's pupils were pinpoints, saliva foaming at her muzzle, muscles locked in rigid spasms that spoke of neurological catastrophe.

"Get her on the table. Now." She grabbed Tommy's elbow, helping him lift the fifty-pound hound onto the examination table in her rural Georgia clinic. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting harsh shadows across the dog's twitching form.

Before Tommy could answer, the clinic door burst open again. Jim Crawford stumbled in carrying a limp Walker hound, the animal's tongue lolling blue-black from lack of oxygen. Behind him, Mary Beth Hall clutched a whimpering beagle mix to her chest, tears streaming down her weathered cheeks.

"All three dogs?" Cassie's voice cracked as the reality hit her. Three different owners, three different breeds, all presenting with identical symptoms within minutes of each other. This wasn't coincidence.

This was poisoning.

"Same hunting area," Jim gasped, laying his dog on the second examination table. "All of us were working the Wilson property this morning. Dogs started dropping about an hour after we got back."

Cassie's hands flew across emergency supplies, pulling IV catheters, activated charcoal, atropine. Her mind raced through toxicology protocols while her body moved on autopilot. Eight years of veterinary training, four years of rural practice, and she'd never seen anything this aggressive, this systematic.

"Mary Beth, get your dog on that table there." She pointed to the third exam station, already calculating dosages. "I need to know exactly where on the Wilson property you were hunting. Every detail."

"The old hunting cabins back in the holler," Tommy said, his voice hollow as he watched his dog's convulsions slow under the emergency medication. "Been hunting that land for thirty years. Dogs love it back there cause of all the game trails."

Cassie's hands stilled for just a moment. The Wilson property. Remote, heavily wooded, perfect cover for anyone wanting to operate without prying eyes. She'd heard whispers around town about strange smells coming from that direction, unusual traffic on the old logging roads.

"Doc?" Jim's voice brought her back to the crisis at hand. "Are they gonna make it?"

She looked at the three animals—Tommy's bluetick was responding to treatment, the convulsions stopping as the atropine countered whatever neurotoxin was ravaging her system. Jim's Walker hound was breathing easier with oxygen support. Mary Beth's beagle mix had stopped whimpering, finally resting quietly under careful monitoring.

"They'll live," Cassie said, pulling off her latex gloves. "But only because you got them here fast. Another hour and..." She didn't finish the sentence. These people loved their dogs like family.

"What the hell did this to them?" Tommy's question carried the edge of a man who'd just watched something precious almost die.

Cassie walked to the window overlooking the rural Georgia landscape, her mind already working the problem. Chemical poisoning, rapid onset, neurological presentation. The symptoms pointed to organophosphate exposure—the kind of industrial chemicals used in certain manufacturing processes.

Manufacturing processes that had no business being anywhere near hunting grounds.

"I need to run blood work to be sure, but this looks like chemical exposure." She turned back to face the three worried owners. "Something industrial. Something that doesn't belong in the woods."

Mary Beth wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "You think someone's dumping chemicals out there?"

"I think someone's doing more than dumping." Cassie's voice carried a steel that surprised even her. "I think someone's manufacturing something that's poisoning the wildlife, the water, everything those dogs came into contact with."

The clinic fell silent except for the steady beep of monitoring equipment and the soft whir of oxygen concentrators. Three hunting dogs lay unconscious but stable, their bodies fighting off toxins that had no business being in rural Georgia woods.

"What do we do?" Jim asked.

Cassie looked at each of them—hardworking people who depended on these woods for recreation, for food, for a way of life that went back generations. Someone was poisoning their heritage, turning their sanctuary into a toxic wasteland.

"I'm going out there tomorrow," she said, surprising herself with the words. "I need soil samples, water samples, anything that can tell us what we're dealing with."

Tommy shook his head. "Doc, that's dangerous talk. If someone's got some kind of operation back there..."

"Then they're poisoning every animal, every water source, every hunting ground in a fifty-mile radius." Her auburn hair caught the fluorescent light as she moved back to check on her patients. "This isn't just about your dogs. This is about the entire ecosystem."

She ran her hands gently over the bluetick's still form, feeling the steady heartbeat that proved they'd caught the poisoning in time. But how many wild animals hadn't been so lucky? How many deer, rabbits, birds had died in those woods, their bodies decomposing and spreading the contamination further?

"I'll go with you," Mary Beth said quietly. "Know those woods better than most."

"No." Cassie's response was immediate and firm. "If I'm right about what's happening out there, this is something I need to handle alone. At least until we know what we're dealing with."

She didn't mention the real reason—that she'd seen what happened to people who got too close to illegal operations. Her veterinary training included enough forensic work to know that chemistry labs and witness elimination often went hand in hand.

As the three owners settled in to monitor their recovering dogs, Cassie retreated to her office to review toxicology protocols. But her mind kept returning to the Wilson property, to the remote cabins hidden in the Georgia woods, to the systematic poisoning that suggested something far more dangerous than simple chemical dumping.

Someone was running an operation out there. Someone who didn't care about collateral damage to animals, to the environment, to anyone who might stumble across their activities.

Tomorrow, she'd find out who. And tomorrow, she'd find out exactly what they were cooking up in those isolated hunting cabins.

The bluetick hound whimpered softly in her sleep, fighting dreams filled with chemical burns and toxic forests. Cassie reached over to stroke her head, making a silent promise.

Whatever was happening in those woods, it ended now.
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Pete "Beast" Briggs stood in the doorway of the Rebel Dawgs clubhouse, his weathered hands gripping the prospect patch on his leather cut. Three months of proving himself, three months of following orders and keeping his mouth shut, and today Rebel McKenzie would either give him a real assignment or send him packing.

The converted courthouse still smelled like old wood and Southern justice, but the brotherhood had made it theirs. Tactical maps covered the walls where legal documents once hung, and the air carried the scent of gun oil and leather instead of musty law books.

"Beast." Rebel's voice cut through the morning quiet like a blade. The club president sat behind what used to be the judge's bench, his gray eyes taking in every detail of the man standing before him. "Time we had a talk."

Pete stepped forward, his boots echoing in the high-ceilinged room. At thirty-one, he'd learned to read dangerous men, and Rebel McKenzie was the most dangerous he'd ever met. The kind of alpha who commanded loyalty through respect rather than fear, which made him infinitely more lethal than the corrupt officials Pete had dealt with in Florida.

"Yes, sir."

"Drop the sir shit," Titan Willis growled from his position near the tactical display. The VP's massive frame blocked out half the morning light streaming through the courthouse windows. "We ain't the military."

"Titan's right," Rebel said, leaning back in his chair. The movement was casual, but Pete caught the predatory stillness underneath. "We're something else entirely. Question is, you ready to be part of it?"

Pete's jaw tightened as memories flashed through his mind—his partner Danny Ryland bleeding out in the Everglades while drug smugglers disappeared into the swamp, the department brass more interested in covering their asses than catching killers, the slow realization that the system he'd sworn to protect was rotten from the inside out.

"I'm ready," he said, and meant it.

"Tell me about Florida." Rebel's command was quiet, but it carried the weight of absolute authority.

Pete had told this story before, but never to men who understood what it meant to watch corruption destroy everything you believed in. "Danny and I were tracking drug smugglers using the Everglades as a trafficking route. Boats coming up from the Caribbean, using the wildlife preserve as cover."

"Environmental contamination?" This from Cotton Barnes, the club treasurer. The man had a mind like a steel trap when it came to criminal operations.

"Worse. They were dumping chemicals from processing operations directly into the water. Killing everything in a fifty-mile radius." Pete's hands clenched into fists. "Manatees, dolphins, birds—anything that got in their way was just collateral damage."

"What happened to your partner?" Rebel's question carried a weight that said he already knew the answer wouldn't be good.

"They ambushed us during a surveillance operation. Shot Danny three times in the chest, left him to die in contaminated water while they scattered into the swamp." Pete's voice stayed steady, but the rage underneath it was molten. "Department blamed us for going in without backup, said we violated protocol. Case got buried, smugglers disappeared, and I got transferred to a desk job reviewing fishing licenses."

The clubhouse fell silent except for the distant sound of motorcycles in the compound yard. Pete could feel the brotherhood weighing his words, measuring his character against their own code of honor.

"So you walked away," Titan said. It wasn't a question.

"I quit the day they gave me a commendation for my 'dedication to wildlife preservation.'" Pete's laugh was bitter as winter wind. "Couldn't stomach pretending the system worked when it had just protected the bastards who killed my partner."

Rebel stood, his movements fluid and controlled. "And now you want to be part of our system."

"I want to be part of something that actually gives a damn about protecting people." Pete met the president's gaze without flinching. "Something that doesn't let killers walk because it's politically convenient."

"Environmental protection," Moonshine Turner spoke up from his position near the intelligence files. "That expertise could be useful."

"More than useful," Rebel said, walking around the bench to stand directly in front of Pete. The president was shorter than Pete's six-foot-two frame, but his presence filled the room like a gathering storm. "We got ourselves a situation that needs someone with your particular skill set."

Pete's pulse kicked up a notch. After three months of running errands and proving his loyalty, this felt like the real
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