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Nicole Barnes stared at the empty file folder in her hands, her stomach churning with a familiar dread. Three weeks ago, seventeen-year-old Destiny Williams had been living at Riverside Group Home. Now there was no trace of her in the system—no transfer paperwork, no runaway report, nothing but a hollow manila folder that should have contained months of case documentation.

"This is the fourth one this month," she muttered, tossing the useless folder onto her cluttered desk. Four teenage girls, all from state-funded group homes in rural Georgia, all vanished without proper documentation. The missing person reports she'd filed had disappeared faster than the girls themselves, buried in what her supervisor called "bureaucratic reshuffling."

The afternoon sun slanted through the grimy windows of the Department of Family and Children Services building in Macon, casting long shadows across Nicole's cramped office. She'd been a social worker for six years, long enough to know when something stank worse than the building's ancient plumbing.

Her phone buzzed. Margie Bostrom, her closest colleague and the only person in this godforsaken department she trusted completely.

"Nicole, you need to see something." Margie's voice was tight with fear. "Conference room B. Now."

Nicole found Margie hunched over a laptop, her dark hair falling across her face as she scrolled through what looked like financial records. "I've been digging into those group home transfers you asked about," Margie whispered. "The state's paying these facilities for girls who aren't there anymore."

"What do you mean?"

"Look at this." Margie pointed to the screen. "Riverside Group Home received $3,847 last month for Destiny Williams' care. But according to their internal log—the one I'm not supposed to have access to—she was discharged three weeks ago. No forwarding address, no transfer facility listed."

Nicole's blood ran cold. "They're still collecting state funds for kids who've disappeared?"

"It gets worse." Margie clicked to another screen. "I found similar patterns at four other facilities. Girls aged fifteen to eighteen, all discharged without proper documentation, but the state keeps paying. Someone's collecting money for ghosts."

"Jesus Christ." Nicole sank into a chair. "How long has this been going on?"

"At least two years, maybe longer. And Nicole?" Margie's voice dropped to barely a whisper. "I think someone's selling these girls."

The words hit Nicole like a physical blow. Human trafficking. She'd suspected it, had seen the signs in the missing reports and the way her supervisor, Director Welch, shut down every inquiry with cold bureaucratic efficiency. But hearing it spoken aloud made her hands shake with rage.

"We have to report this," Nicole said.

"To who? Welch signs off on all the group home contracts. Hell, he personally approved the last three facility expansions." Margie closed the laptop. "Nicole, what if the corruption goes all the way to the top?"

Before Nicole could answer, her office phone rang. The caller ID made her stomach drop: Director Raymond Welch.

"Barnes," his clipped voice commanded through the speaker. "My office. Now."

Nicole exchanged a look with Margie. "I'll be right there, sir."

Twenty minutes later, Nicole sat across from Welch's massive oak desk, trying to keep her expression neutral as he slid a thick folder toward her. The man looked like he'd been carved from granite—sharp cheekbones, steel-gray hair, and eyes that could freeze hell. At fifty-one, he'd climbed the bureaucratic ladder by stepping on anyone who got in his way.

"Falsified case files," Welch said without preamble. "Found in your office this morning during a routine inspection."

Nicole opened the folder and felt the blood drain from her face. Case files for three of the missing girls, all bearing her signature, all documenting transfers to facilities that didn't exist. Documents she'd never seen before, authorizing placements she'd never approved.

"I didn't write these," she said.

Welch's smile was colder than a January morning. "Your signature says otherwise. Client endangerment, falsification of state records, possible collusion with unlicensed facilities." He leaned back in his chair. "I'm recommending immediate termination and criminal investigation."

"This is bullshit, and you know it." Nicole slammed the folder shut. "Someone planted these files because I've been asking questions about missing girls. Girls who disappeared from group homes while the state kept paying for their care."

"Careful, Barnes." Welch's voice carried a subtle threat. "Paranoid delusions won't help your case. Accept the termination with dignity, and maybe the criminal charges disappear."

Nicole stood, her chair scraping against the floor. "Go to hell, Welch."

His laugh followed her out of the office. "Clean out your desk by five o'clock. Security will escort you out."



Four hours later, Nicole sat in her Honda Civic in the parking lot of Riverside Group Home, watching the sun sink toward the horizon. Her cardboard box of personal items sat in the passenger seat—six years of social work reduced to a few photos and a coffee mug.

She'd come here to see if she could find any trace of Destiny Williams, any clue about where the girls had really gone. The group home sat on the outskirts of town, a converted motel that looked more like a prison with its chain-link fence and barred windows.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Margie: They fired me too. Said I was your accomplice. Be careful, Nicole. Someone's watching my house.

Nicole's hands tightened on the steering wheel. They were eliminating anyone who knew about the missing girls. How many other social workers had asked the wrong questions and ended up destroyed?

A movement in her rearview mirror caught her attention. A black SUV with tinted windows had pulled into the lot behind her. Then another. And another.

Nicole's heart hammered against her ribs as three men climbed out of the vehicles. They moved with predatory purpose, spreading out to block her exit routes. The largest one, a mountain of muscle with neck tattoos, pulled something from his jacket.

A gun.

Nicole fumbled for her keys, her hands shaking as the engine turned over. The men were walking toward her now, no longer bothering with subtlety. She threw the car in reverse, tires squealing as she backed toward the lot's rear exit.

The SUVs roared to life behind her.

Nicole floored the accelerator, her Honda shooting out onto the county road as the black vehicles gave chase. Her phone was in her purse, useless for calling 911 while she fought to keep control of the car around winding curves.

The lead SUV slammed into her rear bumper, sending her fishtailing across the centerline. Nicole gripped the wheel, adrenaline overriding panic as she took the next turn too fast, feeling her tires lose traction on the gravel shoulder.

They were going to kill her. Just like they'd probably killed the girls who'd asked too many questions, who'd threatened to expose the trafficking network that reached all the way to the state capitol.

The roar of a motorcycle engine cut through her terror.

In her side mirror, Nicole saw him—a man on a massive Harley, black leather and chrome, riding hard behind the SUVs. He looked like something out of a nightmare, or a fantasy, depending on your perspective. The kind of dangerous bastard mothers warned their daughters about.

The kind who might be crazy enough to take on three armed men in broad daylight.

The biker pulled alongside the rear SUV and did something that made the vehicle swerve violently off the road, flipping into a drainage ditch in an explosion of glass and twisted metal. The second SUV tried to ram him, but he was already gone, dancing his bike between the vehicles like he was born for this kind of violence.

Nicole's Honda shuddered as the lead SUV clipped her bumper again, but now the biker was beside her, his engine thundering like controlled lightning. He gestured sharply—follow me.

She had maybe three seconds to decide whether to trust a stranger who looked like he ate bullets for breakfast, or take her chances with the traffickers who wanted her dead.

Easy choice.

Nicole yanked the wheel hard right, following the biker onto a dirt road that disappeared into thick Georgia pines. Behind them, the remaining SUVs struggled with the sudden turn, their urban-designed vehicles no match for backwoods terrain.

The biker led her through a maze of back roads, his machine handling the rough ground like it was built for war. Which, Nicole realized as she caught glimpses of him in her headlights, it probably was. Everything about him screamed lethal—from the way he rode to the tactical precision of his route selection.

Twenty minutes later, they pulled into what looked like an abandoned courthouse complex. The biker killed his engine and walked to her driver's side window, pulling off a black helmet to reveal a face that belonged on a wanted poster.

Dark hair, darker eyes, and a jawline that could cut glass. Scars traced along his left temple, and when he smiled, it was the kind of grin that promised violence to anyone stupid enough to cross him.

"You Nicole Barnes?" His voice was whiskey and gravel, pure Southern menace wrapped in unexpected courtesy.

"How do you—"

"Name's Mason. And lady, you just stumbled into a war you didn't know was happening." His eyes traveled over her face, and Nicole felt something electric pass between them—dangerous attraction crackling like a live wire. "Question is, are you ready to fight back, or do you want to keep running until they put a bullet in your head?"

Nicole looked at this man—this beautiful, terrifying stranger who'd just saved her life—and felt something shift inside her chest. Fear, yes. But also something else, something that recognized the predator in him and whispered mine before her rational mind could shut it down.

"I'm ready to fight," she said.

Mason's smile turned absolutely lethal. "Then welcome to the Rebel Dawgs, darlin'. We've got some corrupt bastards to hunt."
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Robert "Mason" Dixon watched the social worker trying to process what she'd stumbled into, and felt something dark and possessive curl in his chest. Nicole Barnes sat across from him in the Rebel Dawgs' main meeting room, her hands wrapped around a mug of coffee that had gone cold twenty minutes ago, and Mason wanted nothing more than to pull her onto his lap and promise her that no one would ever threaten her again.

Which was a problem, because Mason didn't make promises he couldn't keep, and this woman had painted a target on herself that would take blood to erase.

"Let me get this straight," Nicole said, her voice steady despite the way her fingers trembled against the ceramic mug. "You're telling me that the state of Georgia has been systematically selling teenage girls to human traffickers, and Director Welch is coordinating the entire operation?"

"That's exactly what I'm telling you." Mason leaned back in his chair, studying the way her dark hair caught the overhead lights. She was beautiful in a way that made a man want to protect and claim in equal measure—sharp intelligence in her green eyes, stubborn set to her jaw, and a spine made of pure steel. The kind of woman who'd fight alongside a man instead of cowering behind him. "Welch has been running this network for at least three years, maybe longer. State-funded group homes are his supply chain."

Nicole's face went pale. "How many girls?"

"Conservative estimate? Over two hundred." Mason watched her absorb the number like a physical blow, saw the moment when professional outrage transformed into something colder and more personal. Good. She'd need that ice-cold fury to survive what was coming. "Your investigation threatened to expose the entire operation, so they decided to eliminate the problem. Permanently."

"By framing me and then having me killed." Nicole's laugh held no humor. "Jesus Christ, no wonder my missing person reports kept disappearing."

"Welch controls the pipeline from intake to elimination," Mason confirmed. "Group homes identify vulnerable girls with no family connections, case workers like you get reassigned or terminated if they ask questions, and the girls disappear into trafficking networks that span half the Southeast."

Nicole set down the coffee mug with a sharp click. "How do you know all this?"

Mason studied her face, looking for any sign that she couldn't handle the truth. Finding none, he made his decision. "Because the Rebel Dawgs have been hunting these bastards for two years. Ever since we discovered they were using our territory as a distribution hub."

"Your territory?"

"Rural Georgia counties, small towns within a hundred miles of Macon." Mason's voice carried the edge that made grown men reconsider their life choices. "We protect what's ours, and that includes every family, every child, every honest person trying to make a living in these communities. When corporate predators move into our backyard, we move them out. Permanently."

Nicole's eyes narrowed. "You're vigilantes."

"We're what happens when the system fails so completely that good people have no other choice." Mason stood and walked to the window overlooking the compound's main yard, where several of his brothers were working on their bikes. "Tell me, Nicole—in your six years as a social worker, how many times did the system actually protect the kids who needed it most?"

The silence stretched long enough for Mason to know he'd hit the mark.

"Not often enough," Nicole admitted quietly.

"The Rebel Dawgs are former prison guards and small-town cops who tried to work within the system," Mason continued. "We exposed corruption in the private prison industry, testified about systematic abuse, followed every proper channel. You know what happened? We got fired, blacklisted, and threatened. The corporate bastards we tried to stop got promoted."

Mason turned back to face her, letting her see the controlled violence that lived just beneath his surface. "So we formed a motorcycle club and decided to handle justice the old-fashioned way. Direct action, no bureaucratic bullshit, and no mercy for predators who hurt innocent people."

Nicole's gaze traced over his face, lingering on the scars that marked him as a man who'd seen serious combat. "And now you want my help to take down Welch's trafficking network."

"I want you to stay alive long enough to help us save those girls," Mason corrected. "Because right now, you're the only person with inside knowledge of how Welch's operation works. You've seen the patterns, you understand the documentation, and you can identify which social workers are complicit and which ones are just being kept in the dark."

"And after we take down Welch?"

Mason felt his jaw tighten with possessive heat. "After we take down Welch, you get to decide whether you want to keep running from the corruption that destroyed your career, or whether you want to join an organization that actually protects kids."

Nicole stood and walked to the window beside him, close enough that Mason could smell her shampoo and the faint scent of fear-sweat that still clung to her clothes. "What kind of organization?"

"The kind that doesn't file reports or hold committee meetings," Mason said. "When we identify a threat to children in our territory, we eliminate it. Quickly, quietly, and permanently. No trials, no appeals, no chance for the predators to slip through legal loopholes and hurt more kids."

Nicole was quiet for a long moment, staring out at the compound where men in leather vests moved with the casual precision of trained soldiers. "My colleague Margie Bostrom texted me before those men tried to kill me. She said someone was watching her house."

Mason pulled out his phone and sent a quick message to Moonshine, their intelligence specialist. "What's her address?"

Nicole rattled off the information, and Mason forwarded it immediately. "She'll have protection within the hour. The Dawgs don't abandon people who fight for the same cause we do."

"You can't protect everyone," Nicole said.

"No," Mason agreed. "But I can protect you."

The
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