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The coffee had gone cold two hours ago, but Dr. Venice Perry couldn't bring herself to leave her campus office. Not when three of her most vulnerable students had vanished into thin air.

She stared at the missing person reports scattered across her desk like puzzle pieces that refused to fit together. Sandra Wilton, nineteen, first-generation college student working two jobs to stay afloat. Brittany Johnson, twenty, aging out of foster care with nowhere to go if she lost her scholarship. Megan Bertram, eighteen, supporting her sick grandmother on work-study wages that barely covered ramen noodles.

All three had one thing in common—they'd responded to a "modeling opportunity" from Elite Campus Talent.

Venice's fingers drummed against her desk, a nervous habit left over from her Army psyops days when patterns meant the difference between mission success and body bags. Three girls. Three different majors. Three different social circles. But all desperate enough to believe some smooth-talking photographer when he promised easy money and a path to better things.

Her phone buzzed. Another text from the same unknown number that had been harassing her all week.

Stop looking for them. They made their choice.

Venice's jaw clenched. She'd seen enough wolves in the military to recognize territorial pissing when it came knocking. Someone wanted her to back off, which meant she was getting close to something they desperately wanted hidden.

She grabbed her jacket and headed for the door. Time to pay Elite Campus Talent a visit.

The address led her to a strip mall on the sketchy side of town, wedged between a check-cashing place and a pawn shop that specialized in "no questions asked" transactions. The kind of neighborhood where college girls disappeared and nobody bothered filing reports.

The office looked legitimate enough from the outside—glossy headshots taped to the window, professional signage promising "Your Dreams Start Here." But Venice's trained eye caught the details that screamed amateur hour. The headshots were stock photos, probably pulled from the internet. The business license in the window was photocopied, not original. And the hours posted on the door claimed they were open, but the lights were off and the parking lot was empty except for her beat-up Honda.

She tried the door anyway. Unlocked.

Venice slipped inside, her psyops training kicking in automatically. Always know your exits. Always trust your instincts. And right now, her instincts were screaming that this place was all wrong.

The reception area looked like someone had decorated it from a Hollywood casting office catalog—leather couches, professional lighting, walls covered with signed headshots of "successful models" who all looked suspiciously similar. But the dust on the magazines was three months thick, and the coffee maker in the corner had never been used.

She moved deeper into the office, past empty desks with computers that had never been turned on, toward a back room where light spilled from under the door. Professional equipment lined the walls—cameras, lighting rigs, backdrop stands. Real gear, not props. Expensive real gear.

Venice pulled out her phone and started taking pictures. The serial numbers on the cameras. The model names on the lighting equipment. The business cards scattered on a desk in the corner.

Her blood went cold when she saw what was tucked under a stack of fake contracts.

Photographs. Dozens of them. College-aged girls in various states of undress, some crying, some defiant, all terrified. And in the bottom right corner of each photo, a small logo she'd seen before.

Shadow Riders MC.

Venice had done enough intelligence work to know a trafficking operation when she saw one. These weren't modeling photos. They were inventory shots.

She was so focused on documenting the evidence that she almost missed the sound of a car pulling into the parking lot outside. Almost.

Venice pocketed her phone and moved toward the back exit, but footsteps were already echoing in the front office. Male voices, casual conversation about "cleaning up loose ends" and "nosy bitches who don't know when to quit."

Her heart hammered against her ribs as she pressed herself against the wall beside the back door, calculating distances and angles like the soldier she'd once been. Two men, both moving with the confident swagger of hunters who thought they held all the cards.

"Thought we told that social worker to back off," one of them said, his voice carrying the kind of casual menace that promised violence.

"We did. Guess she didn't get the message." The second voice was younger, eager. "Want me to make it clearer?"

Venice's hand found the small dragon tattoo behind her ear, a reminder of battles fought in darker places than campus offices. She'd left the military because she was tired of using psychological warfare to break people. But these bastards had just declared war on her students.

Time to remind herself why the Army had trained her so well.

She waited until they moved deeper into the office, then slipped out the back door into the alley. But instead of running, she circled around to the front of the building, staying low behind parked cars until she could see their vehicle.

Black SUV with tinted windows and custom rims. Georgia plates. And a small Shadow Riders decal on the rear window.

Venice memorized the license plate number and took photos from three different angles. Then she settled in to wait. Sooner or later, they'd come back out, and when they did, she'd be ready to follow them wherever they went.

Her phone buzzed again. Same unknown number.

Last warning. Walk away.

Venice typed back without hesitation.

Come and make me.

She hit send and smiled grimly. In her military days, she'd specialized in getting inside enemy heads, learning their weaknesses, exploiting their fears. These amateur-hour traffickers had no idea what they'd just challenged.

But they were about to find out.

The sun was setting over the Georgia pines when the two men finally emerged from the office, carrying equipment bags and looking satisfied with whatever cleanup they'd just completed. Venice waited until their SUV turned onto the main road, then followed at a careful distance.

Time to hunt some hunters.

Her phone rang as she navigated the winding back roads that led deeper into rural Georgia. Unknown number, but not the same one that had been texting threats.

"Dr. Perry?" The voice was young, female, terrified. "It's Brittany. Brittany Johnson. I need help."

Venice's grip tightened on the steering wheel. "Brittany? Where are you? Are you safe?"

"I don't know. I'm scared. The modeling thing, it wasn't... they're not photographers. And the other girls..." Her voice broke. "Dr. Perry, they've got us locked up somewhere. I managed to get to a phone, but I don't have long. They said if anyone comes looking—"

The line went dead.

Venice pulled over to the side of the road, hands shaking as she tried to call back. Straight to voicemail. But she'd heard enough to confirm what the evidence had already told her.

Her students weren't missing. They were being held.

And somewhere out in these dark Georgia woods, they were running out of time.

Venice turned her Honda around and headed back toward town, but not to the police station. She'd learned enough about local law enforcement during her time at the college to know they moved too slow and asked too many questions. By the time they finished filling out paperwork and following procedure, Brittany and the other girls would be shipped off to buyers who collected vulnerable young women like trophies.

No, this called for a different kind of help. The kind that didn't worry about warrants or jurisdiction or plausible deniability.

She'd heard rumors around campus about a motorcycle club that handled problems the system couldn't touch. Veterans who'd gone rogue after the bureaucracy had failed them one too many times. Ruthless men who protected their territory with Old Testament justice.

The Rebel Dawgs MC.

Venice had never imagined she'd need their kind of help. But then again, she'd never imagined she'd be hunting traffickers through rural Georgia either.

Time to make some new allies.

Even if they turned out to be just as lethal as the enemies she was hunting.
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Kyle "Smoke" Chapman killed the engine of his black V-Rod in the Rebel Dawgs compound parking lot and sat for a moment in the Georgia twilight, letting six months of deep cover bullshit drain out of his system. The chemical burn scars on his forearms itched beneath his leather jacket—phantom pain from riot control days when corrupt guards had left him and his partner outnumbered in a prison uprising.

His partner hadn't made it out.

Smoke had. And he'd spent the last six months making sure the traffickers who'd bought protection from those same corrupt guards would never hurt another kid.

The compound's main courthouse building glowed with warm light, brotherhood voices carrying across the peach orchards that surrounded their fortress. Home. After half a year of pretending to be scum, sleeping in flophouses, and watching innocent girls get sold like cattle, Smoke needed the cleansing fire of righteous violence and brotherhood loyalty.

He shouldered his gear bag and headed for the clubhouse, noting the tactical improvements the brothers had made while he was gone. New cameras. Reinforced perimeter. Motion sensors along the tree line. Good. The enemies were getting smarter, so the Rebel Dawgs got smarter too.

"Well, look what the cat dragged in." Cotton Barnes looked up from his laptop at the main table, financial records spread around him like battle plans. "Thought those Shadow Rider assholes might've put you in the ground."

"They tried." Smoke dropped into a chair across from the treasurer, muscles finally relaxing for the first time in months. "Where's Rebel?"

"War room with Titan. They've been waiting for your debrief." Cotton's expression turned grim. "We've got problems in our territory, brother. Big ones."

Before Smoke could respond, Rebel Crawford emerged from the back office with Titan Willis at his side. The club president moved with the lethal grace of a man who'd been dispensing Southern justice for years, gray eyes assessing Smoke's condition in one sharp glance.

"You look like hell," Rebel said, settling into the chair at the head of the table. "But you're breathing, so I'm guessing the mission was a success."

"Shadow Riders are worse than we thought." Smoke pulled out his phone and scrolled through encrypted photos. "They're not just running girls between clubs anymore. They've gone full corporate—recruitment, processing, distribution. Professional operation with psychological manipulation that'd make military psyops specialists proud."

Titan leaned forward, scarred knuckles flexing against the table. "How professional?"

"Fake modeling agencies. Social media recruitment campaigns. They're targeting college students specifically—scholarship kids, foster system graduates, anyone desperate enough to believe their bullshit promises." Smoke's voice carried the cold edge he'd learned in riot control, when talking meant the difference between containing violence and letting it explode. "Derek Stone is running the whole network. Former Hollywood talent scout with a sexual assault conviction."

"Hollywood." Rebel's tone suggested what he thought of California perverts operating in Georgia. "What's their footprint in our territory?"

"At least three recruitment centers that I confirmed. Elite Campus Talent is the main front—they've got an office near the college that's been active for months." Smoke pulled up surveillance photos on his phone. "Stone's got two main lieutenants. Craig Murphy handles the photography and initial processing. Tony Manero runs social media manipulation and online recruitment."

Cotton's fingers stilled on his keyboard. "Elite Campus Talent. We've had inquiries from campus social services about missing students. Three girls in the last month."

"They're probably already in the pipeline." Smoke's jaw clenched as riot memories surfaced—watching helpless kids get brutalized while corrupt authorities looked the other way. "Stone's operation is sophisticated. They don't just grab girls off the street. They recruit them with promises, get them isolated, then use psychological conditioning to break down resistance."

"Psychological conditioning?" Titan's question carried the weight of a man who'd seen too many broken people.

"Military-grade mindfuck techniques. Isolation, dependency creation, systematic degradation of self-worth combined with false hope." Smoke had studied the reports during his infiltration, each page another nail in Stone's eventual coffin. "By the time the girls realize what's happening, they're too psychologically damaged to fight back effectively."

Rebel's expression hardened. "How many girls are we talking about?"

"Twenty that I confirmed. Probably twice that number across the Southeast network." Smoke locked eyes with his president. "They're planning a major auction next weekend. High-end buyers, private location, biggest payday of the year."

"Auction." The word came out of Titan's mouth like a curse.

"Stone thinks he's untouchable because he's got psychological leverage over the merchandise and political protection from buyers with deep pockets." Smoke set his phone on the table. "He's wrong."

Cotton looked up from his financial analysis. "What kind of timeline are we looking at for response?"

"Immediate." Smoke's riot control instincts kicked in—assess the threat, contain the damage, neutralize the problem. "Every day we wait is another day those girls get processed through their system. And once they're sold at auction, they disappear into private collections where we'll never find them."

Rebel studied the photos on Smoke's phone, his president's mind already calculating angles and resources. "You volunteer for point on this?"

"Already planning it." Smoke had been thinking about nothing else during the long ride home. "I've got the psychological profile knowledge and undercover experience. I know their operational methods and security protocols."

"It's not a one-man job," Titan pointed out. "Stone's got a full crew and political connections."

"I'm not planning to go alone." Smoke leaned back in his chair, finally allowing himself to relax in the presence of brotherhood. "But I want primary responsibility for ending this threat. Those girls deserve someone who understands how the psychological manipulation works."

Rebel nodded slowly. "Fair enough. What do you need?"

"Intelligence on their local operations. Surveillance on known locations. And backup when it's time to clean house." Smoke's voice carried the cold promise of violence that had made him legendary in riot suppression. "These bastards think they can run psychological warfare games in our territory. Time to
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