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The dogs knew before she did.

Corinne Yates was halfway through the morning feeding when Judge lifted his massive head from her boot and growled—low, sustained, the kind of warning that meant stranger and threat in the same breath. She set down the kibble bucket and wiped her hands on her jeans, scanning the tree line beyond the training yard.

Nothing moved. Dawn mist still clung to the hollows between the oaks, and the only sound was her twenty-two boarders shifting in their runs, ears pricked toward the gravel drive.

Then she heard the bike.

Not the throaty rumble of Hollow's Harley—she'd learned that particular engine note over three months of training sessions, could pick it out of traffic now without thinking. This was something else. Something heavier, approaching from the main road.

No. Not a bike. A vehicle.

Corinne grabbed the shotgun she kept propped inside the feed shed door and walked toward the front of the property, Judge falling into step beside her. Ninety pounds of Rottweiler with a head like a cinder block and teeth that had discouraged more than one aggressive dog owner from making stupid decisions.

The black Suburban rolled up her gravel drive like it owned the place. Tinted windows, government-clean exterior, the kind of vehicle that screamed money and trouble in equal measure. Corinne planted her feet at the edge of her porch and waited, shotgun barrel pointed at the ground but ready.

Two men stepped out.

The driver was thick-necked and heavy, moving with the casual confidence of someone who'd spent years making people afraid of him. The passenger was leaner, older, with close-cropped gray hair and eyes that catalogued everything they touched—the kennels, the tree line, her stance, Judge's position.

"Corinne Yates?" The gray-haired man smiled like they were old friends. "Beautiful property you've got here. Your uncle build all this?"

"My uncle's been dead six years." She didn't lower the shotgun. "What do you want?"

"We're looking for your cousin. Dwight Yates." The thick-necked one took a step forward, and Judge's growl deepened. "Word is you two were close growing up."

"Word's wrong. Haven't seen Dwight since my uncle's funeral." True enough. Dwight had shown up drunk, tried to contest the will, and she'd run him off the property with this same shotgun. "Now get off my land."

The gray-haired man's smile didn't waver, but something shifted behind his eyes. Something cold and patient and utterly without mercy.

"Here's the thing, Miss Yates. Your cousin made some poor financial decisions recently. Took something that didn't belong to him from people who don't forgive debts." He glanced at the kennels, at the dogs watching from their runs. "Sixty thousand dollars is a lot of money. The kind of money a man might hide with family he trusts."

"Then you don't know Dwight." Corinne's voice stayed flat. "He doesn't trust anyone, and nobody in this family trusts him. Whatever trouble he's in, it's got nothing to do with me."

"We'll need to verify that." The thick-necked man smiled, and there was nothing friendly in it. Nothing human. "Tonight. We'll come back with some friends, have a proper conversation about your cousin's whereabouts. You should have a better answer ready by then."

The threat hung in the morning air like woodsmoke.

Corinne raised the shotgun. "You're on my property without invitation. I'm giving you thirty seconds to get back in that vehicle before I exercise my legal right to defend myself."

The gray-haired man laughed—a short, sharp sound that made Judge's hackles rise. "I like her, Ronnie. She's got fire." He turned back toward the Suburban, then paused. "Tonight, Miss Yates. We'll be back with friends. Eight, maybe ten. Your shotgun won't be enough."

They climbed back into the vehicle and pulled away slow, deliberate, letting her watch until the Suburban disappeared around the bend in her drive.

Corinne's hands were steady. Years of facing down aggressive dogs had taught her to control the fear response, to project calm authority even when her pulse was screaming. But underneath the steady grip on her shotgun, her mind was racing.

Dwight. You stupid, greedy bastard. What did you do?

She heard the Harley before she saw it—that familiar rumble cutting through the morning quiet. Hollow's bike appeared at the tree line, and she watched him roll up to the porch and cut the engine without taking his eyes off the road the Suburban had taken.

He swung off the bike in one fluid motion. Six-three, rangy and road-worn, with a starburst scar under his jaw that caught the early light. His hands were unnaturally still as he set his helmet on the seat—she'd noticed that about him early on, the way other men fidgeted and he just... didn't.

"Saw the vehicle on my way in." His voice was low, rough, words parceled out like they cost him something. "Trouble?"

"Maybe." Corinne lowered the shotgun but didn't set it aside. "They were asking about my cousin Dwight. Said he stole sixty thousand from them, and they think I know where he is or where he hid the money."

Hollow's jaw tightened. "Description of the men?"

"One older, gray hair, moves like he's got all the time in the world. The other's younger, thick neck, mean eyes. They called him Ronnie."

Something flickered across Hollow's face. Recognition, maybe. Or the beginning of calculation.

"They say when they'd be back?"

"Tonight. With friends." Corinne met his gaze and held it. "Eight or ten, he said. Like he wanted me to know I couldn't fight them off."

Hollow was quiet for a long moment, his eyes moving across her property—the kennels, the tree line, the angles of approach. Reading terrain the way she'd watched him read a dog's body language during training sessions. Patient. Methodical. Dangerous in a way that didn't announce itself.

Then he picked up his coffee cup from her porch railing—he always left it there during sessions, always finished it before he worked with his dog—and drained the last cold swallow.

"I need to make some calls." He set the cup down without a sound. "Don't go anywhere alone. Keep Judge close. And if they come back before I do, you call me first, then you shoot."

"I can handle myself."

His eyes found hers, and for a moment something raw flickered there. Something that looked almost like fear, but not for himself.

"I know you can. But these aren't drunk idiots trespassing for a thrill." He moved toward his bike, then paused, looking back at her. "The older one. Gray hair, patient eyes, smile that doesn't reach?"

"That's him."

"Don't let him get close to you. Don't let him in your house, don't let him get his hands on you, don't trust a goddamn word he says." Hollow's voice had dropped to something barely above a growl. "I've seen what his people leave behind."

He swung onto his bike and kicked the engine to life, the rumble filling her chest like a second heartbeat.

"Stay armed," he said. "I'll be back before dark."

Corinne watched him tear down her gravel drive, engine screaming as he hit the main road and disappeared toward town. Judge pressed against her thigh, and she dropped one hand to his broad head, fingers finding the familiar warmth of his coat.

Twenty-two dogs in her kennels. Ten acres she'd built with her own hands. A life she'd carved out of nothing after her parents died and her brothers scattered to the four winds.

And now some deadbeat cousin she hadn't seen in six years was going to burn it all down.

"Come on, boy." She headed back toward the kennels, shotgun over her shoulder. "We've got work to do before the shooting starts."

The dogs watched her pass, silent and alert, reading her tension the way they read everything. She had six hours until dark. Six hours to prepare for men who'd already promised to return in numbers she couldn't fight alone.

But she wasn't alone. Not anymore.

She thought about Hollow's hands—steady when other men's shook. The way he moved through her property like he'd already mapped every defensive position. The look in his eyes when he'd warned her about the gray-haired man.

Don't let him get close to you.

Corinne had spent her whole life not letting anyone get close. Four older brothers had taught her that lesson early, and years of living alone had reinforced it. But something about the way Hollow had said those words—like her safety mattered to him personally, viscerally—made her pulse skip in a way that had nothing to do with fear.

Dangerous thinking, she told herself. Focus on surviving the night first.

But she couldn't stop her eyes from drifting to the road he'd taken, couldn't stop her ears from straining for the sound of his engine returning.

Judge whined softly, and she shook off the distraction.

Work to do. Dogs to protect. A life to defend.

The shooting would come later.
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Chapter Two
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The clubhouse smelled like coffee and gun oil when Hollow walked through the door.

Stone was at the bar, going over a parts manifest with Backroad. Reaver sprawled in one of the leather chairs, boots on the table, cleaning a pistol with the casual attention of a man who'd done it ten thousand times. Timber and Whiskey played pool in the back, the crack of balls echoing off rough-hewn timber walls.

Normal morning. Brothers doing brotherhood things.

Hollow killed that in three words.

"We've got trouble."

Every head turned. Stone set down his coffee and gave Hollow his full attention—that immovable limestone stare that had built this club from nothing and held it together through blood and fire.

"Talk," Stone said.

Hollow crossed to the bar and laid it out. The black Suburban. The two men asking about Corinne's cousin. The threat to return tonight with eight to ten more. The older one with gray hair and patient eyes who moved like violence was a language he spoke fluently.

"Described him as late forties, close-cropped gray, prison-hard." Hollow's voice stayed flat, but his hands wanted to curl into fists. "The younger one they called Ronnie. Thick neck, corrections officer build. Enjoyed delivering the threat."

Stone's expression didn't change, but something shifted behind his eyes. "Gray hair. Patient. Smile that doesn't reach his face."

"That's him."

"Ellis Ward." Stone said the name like a curse. "Armed robbery crew that's been hitting rural banks and cash businesses across four states. Leaves bodies behind. Feds have bulletins out, but Ward's smart—keeps moving, keeps his crew tight, doesn't leave witnesses."

"Corinne's not a witness to anything," Hollow said. "Her cousin stole sixty thousand from them. She hasn't seen the bastard in six years."

"Won't matter to Ward." Reaver looked up from his pistol, scarred knuckles catching the light. "Man like that, he'll tear her apart looking for money that might not even be there. Then he'll kill her because she saw his face."

The words landed in Hollow's chest like a fist.

He thought about Corinne on her porch, shotgun steady, jaw set, refusing to show fear to men who'd probably killed a dozen people between them. Thought about her hands—calloused and strong from wrestling dogs twice her weight. The way she'd met his eyes and told him she could handle herself.

She could. He believed that.

But not against eight armed men who murdered witnesses as policy.

"I want the protection detail," Hollow said.

Reaver's eyebrows rose. "You've been training your dog with her for three months. That all this is?"

"I know the property layout. Every approach, every blind spot, every defensive position." Hollow met Reaver's gaze without flinching. "Makes tactical sense."

"Tactical sense." Whiskey's voice drifted from the pool table, dry as August dust. "That why you're white-knuckling the bar right now?"

Hollow looked down. His hands had gone tight on the wood without his permission—the stillness he'd cultivated over years cracking at the edges. He forced
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