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The acrid smell hit Dr. Emma Chase before she saw the death.

She crouched beside the contaminated creek, watching another dead fish float past her waterproof boots. The pH strips in her field kit had turned colors that shouldn't exist in nature—deep chemical purples and sickly yellows that screamed industrial poison.

"Jesus Christ," she whispered, pulling out her tablet to document the massacre. Three miles of Sweetwater Creek, and everything in it was dying.

The GPS coordinates placed her deep in protected Georgia wetlands, forty miles from the nearest industrial facility. Yet the water samples she'd collected over the past two weeks told a story of systematic contamination that made her stomach clench. Heavy metals, industrial solvents, and chemical compounds that belonged in hazardous waste facilities, not pristine marshland that supported half the county's drinking water.

Emma photographed the fish kill, tagged water samples, and tried to ignore the way her hands shook as she worked. Twenty-seven families in rural Hartwell County had reported mysterious illnesses over the past six months. Kidney problems, respiratory issues, and three cancer diagnoses in children under ten. The kind of health crisis that happened when someone dumped poison where it didn't belong.

Her field research had started as routine environmental monitoring. Now it looked like evidence of murder.

The sound of an approaching vehicle made her look up from her contamination readings. A black SUV wound down the dirt road toward her research station, moving too fast for the rough terrain. Emma frowned—she'd specifically chosen this remote location to avoid curious locals and interference.

The SUV stopped twenty yards from her equipment trailer. Two men in expensive suits climbed out, their shoes completely wrong for wetland fieldwork. The driver was thick-set with dead eyes, while his passenger looked like management—gray hair, predator's smile, and the kind of confidence that came from buying politicians.

"Dr. Chase?" The older man approached with his hands visible but his posture screaming threat. "I'm Nathanial Cray, executive coordinator for environmental compliance. We need to discuss your research activities."

Emma's training kicked in. She was alone, miles from help, with men who'd found her in a location she hadn't shared with anyone except her research partner. Her satellite phone was in the trailer, her vehicle blocked by their SUV.

"My research permits are current," she said, keeping her voice steady. "All sampling follows EPA protocols."

Cray's smile turned arctic. "I'm afraid there's been a misunderstanding about your data collection. We've received reports that you're conducting unauthorized environmental testing and making false claims about water quality."

The lie was so smooth it almost sounded reasonable. Emma felt ice form in her chest as she realized these men knew exactly what she'd found.

"False claims?" She gestured toward the dead fish floating past them. "The contamination speaks for itself."

"Industrial accidents happen," Cray said. "But making unsubstantiated allegations about systematic environmental crimes... that's professional misconduct."

The driver moved to flank her, cutting off her escape route to the trailer. Emma's pulse spiked as she calculated distances and options. These men weren't here to discuss research methodology.

"In fact," Cray continued, "we've discovered some troubling irregularities in your field data. Falsified readings, manufactured evidence of contamination where none exists. Fraud is a serious federal offense, Dr. Chase."

Emma's blood went cold. "You planted evidence in my files."

"Prove it," Cray said. "But first, let's discuss how you're going to cooperate with our compliance review."

The sound of motorcycle engines roared across the wetlands, growing louder by the second. Cray's confident expression flickered as the noise became a thundering wall of sound approaching fast through the marsh access road.

Five Harleys burst into the clearing like mechanical cavalry, their riders in leather cuts displaying patches Emma couldn't read at distance. The lead bike was a massive touring machine ridden by a man who looked like he'd been carved from granite and lethal intentions.

The motorcycles formed a loose circle around the SUV, engines idling with predatory rumbles. The lead rider dismounted with fluid grace, pulling off his helmet to reveal steel-gray eyes, a weathered face, and the kind of deadly competence that made smart people step back.

"Problem here, Doc?" His voice carried the authority of a man accustomed to being obeyed. His cut bore the name "TITAN" above patches that read "REBEL DAWGS MC" and "SOUTHERN JUSTICE."

Cray tried to regain control. "This is a private business meeting—"

"Looks like harassment of an environmental researcher to me," Titan said, moving between Emma and the enforcers. His brothers remained mounted but ready, hands resting near weapons Emma suddenly realized they were carrying.

"You have no jurisdiction here," Cray snapped.

Titan's smile was all teeth and no warmth. "This is Rebel Dawgs territory. Everything that happens in these wetlands is our jurisdiction."

Emma felt the shift in power dynamics like electricity in the air. Whatever authority Cray represented, these bikers didn't recognize it. More importantly, they were positioning themselves as her protection against men who'd come to make her disappear.

"Dr. Chase was just explaining how she's going to cooperate with our investigation," Cray said, but his confidence was cracking.

"Investigation's over," Titan said. "Time for you boys to head back to whatever office spawned you."

The driver's hand moved toward his jacket. Four motorcycle engines revved in response, and suddenly Emma was looking at drawn pistols in the hands of men who clearly knew how to use them.

"Smart choice would be leaving," Titan advised. "Dumb choice gets you buried in these same wetlands you've been poisoning."

Cray's mask finally slipped, revealing the cold killer underneath. "This isn't over. The fraud charges stand, and Dr. Chase will answer for her interference."

"She'll answer to us," Titan said. "Now get the fuck off our land."

The standoff stretched taut as a bowstring. Then Cray nodded to his driver, and they backed toward their SUV with the careful movements of hunters acknowledging apex competition.

"Interesting research data you've collected, Dr. Chase," Cray called as he climbed into the passenger seat. "I'm sure it will make fascinating reading for federal investigators."

The SUV pulled away, leaving Emma alone with five armed bikers who'd just saved her life and possibly destroyed her career in the same moment.

Titan holstered his weapon and studied her with those penetrating steel eyes. "Emma Chase, right? Wildlife conservationist working contamination research in areas where people keep getting mysteriously sick."

"How do you know that?" she asked.

"We know everything that happens in our territory. Question is, what kind of hornets' nest did you kick over?"

Emma looked at her contaminated water samples, then at the man who'd just faced down enforcement agents to protect her. Everything about him screamed lethal—the tactical way he moved, the authority in his voice, the casual competence with weapons. But he was asking about her research instead of demanding she leave, treating her like someone whose work mattered.

"The kind that's been poisoning families for profit," she said. "And now they're going to destroy me for finding proof."

Titan nodded like he'd expected that answer. "Pack your gear, Doc. We need to get you somewhere safe before Cray's people come back with more firepower."

"I can't just abandon my research—"

"You can't research shit if you're dead." His voice carried absolute certainty. "Those weren't government investigators. They were cleaners sent to make you disappear."

Emma's hands clenched around her field tablet. Two years of environmental research, proof of systematic contamination that was killing children, and now she was supposed to run?

"I won't let them cover this up," she said.

Something shifted in Titan's expression—approval, maybe, or recognition of a kindred stubborn streak. "Good. We don't let predators destroy our territory either. But first we keep you breathing long enough to fight back."

The sound of approaching engines made them both tense. Not motorcycles this time—multiple vehicles moving fast down the access road.

"Company," one of the other bikers called. "At least three vehicles, moving tactical."

Titan was already striding toward his Harley. "Doc, you got thirty seconds to grab what matters and get on the bike. Everything else we'll collect later if you survive the next hour."

Emma's scientific training warred with instinct. Then she heard the unmistakable sound of automatic weapons being racked, and instinct won.

She grabbed her laptop, field samples, and research notes, cramming them into her waterproof pack. By the time she reached Titan's bike, he had the engine running and was holding a second helmet.

"Ever ridden?" he asked.

"No, but—"

"Hold tight and don't lean into turns. Trust the bike."

Emma swung her leg over the seat behind him, her arms automatically circling his waist. Through his leather cut she could feel muscle and controlled power, like hugging a caged wolf.

The first enforcement vehicle crested the hill as Titan's Harley roared to life. Emma caught a glimpse of tactical gear and rifle barrels before they were flying down a marsh trail she hadn't known existed, Titan's brothers flanking them in perfect formation.

Branches whipped past her helmet as they tore through Georgia backroads at speeds that should have been impossible on dirt and gravel. Behind them, pursuit vehicles tried to follow, but the bikers knew every hidden trail and back way through their territory.

Emma pressed closer to Titan's back, feeling his muscles work as he controlled the powerful machine through turns that defied physics. This close, she caught his scent—leather, motor oil, and something purely male that made her pulse spike despite the mortal peril surrounding them.

They were flying through a world she'd never seen—the Georgia wetlands from the perspective of men who treated them as their personal fortress. Titan rode like he'd been born on two wheels, reading the terrain with hunter's instincts that kept them ahead of enforcers who wanted her silenced permanently.

When they finally stopped at a fortified compound surrounded by peach orchards, Emma's legs were shaking from adrenaline and proximity to the formidable man who'd just saved her life.

Titan helped her off the bike, his hands strong and sure on her waist. "Welcome to Rebel Dawgs territory, Doc. Hope you're ready for a war."

Emma looked around at the converted courthouse and jail complex that served as their headquarters, then back at the man whose steel eyes held promises of violence and protection in equal measure.

"I've got proof they're poisoning families," she said. "If you can help me expose them—"

"We don't expose predators," Titan said, his smile sharp as a blade. "We eliminate them."

Something dark and primal stirred in Emma's chest. After months of watching bureaucrats protect business interests while children got sick, maybe elimination was exactly what the situation required.

"Then let's get started," she said.
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The Rebel Dawgs compound looked like something out of a tactical warfare manual crossed with Southern Gothic architecture. Titan led Dr. Emma Chase through the main gate of the converted courthouse complex, watching her scientist's mind catalog every detail of their fortress.

The woman had backbone, he'd give her that. Most civilians would be shaking after a high-speed chase through wetlands with automatic weapons involved. Emma just kept her research pack clutched tight and her green eyes alert, processing information like the environmental analyst she was.

"This used to be Hartwell County's courthouse and jail," Titan explained as they walked past the main building. "County went broke, sold it to developers who went broke, and we bought it for back taxes. Perfect headquarters for men who don't trust the system that used to employ us."

Emma's gaze swept over the converted cells that now served as individual quarters, the workshop areas, and the tactical center that had once been the county clerk's office. "You were law enforcement?"

"Prison guards and county deputies, mostly. Until we discovered the system we'd sworn to protect was rotten from the foundation up." Titan kept his voice neutral, but the old anger still burned. "Private prison company took over county corrections, brought their own brand of institutional reform. When we reported systematic abuse and illegal medical experiments on inmates, they fired us for interfering with operational efficiency."

The heavy steel door to the main clubhouse opened as they approached. Cotton, the club treasurer, stepped out with his usual careful assessment of new arrivals. Behind him came Moonshine, their intelligence specialist, whose pale eyes missed nothing.

"Doc Chase, meet some of the brotherhood," Titan said. "Cotton handles our finances and legitimate business operations. Moonshine coordinates information gathering and maintains our records."

Emma nodded politely, but Titan could see her scientific training kicking in. She was studying the dynamics between the men, noting the deference they showed him as vice president, cataloging the weapon placement and security measures.

"The contamination you discovered," Cotton said without preamble. "How extensive?"

"Three miles of affected waterway so far, but the chemical signature suggests a much larger operation," Emma replied. "The compounds I've identified don't break down naturally. Someone's been dumping industrial waste in protected wetlands for months, maybe years."

Moonshine pulled out a tablet and started taking notes. "The families reporting illnesses—you have medical documentation?"

"Hospital records, blood work, tissue samples where families consented to testing. The pattern is consistent with heavy metal poisoning and exposure to specific industrial solvents." Emma's voice gained strength as she talked about her research. "Twenty-seven confirmed cases, three fatalities that the county coroner ruled natural causes."

Titan felt his jaw clench. Natural causes his ass. He'd seen enough institutional cover-ups to recognize one when it was killing children.

"The man who threatened you," he said. "Nathanial Cray. What did he represent?"

"Environmental compliance coordinator, according to his introduction. But he knew details about my research that aren't public information." Emma's hands tightened on
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