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The bruise on eight-year-old Matty Thompson's wrist made Cindy Blake's stomach twist into knots.

"Honey, can you tell me how this happened?" She kept her voice gentle, crouching beside his desk as the other third-graders worked on their math problems.

Matty's dark eyes darted toward the classroom door, then back to his worksheet. "I fell off my bike."

Liar. Cindy had been teaching for six years, and she knew the difference between playground accidents and adult-sized finger marks. This was the third suspicious injury she'd documented in two weeks, all on kids from the same rough neighborhood bordering Macon's east side.

The final bell rang, and twenty-eight children erupted into controlled chaos, stuffing backpacks and racing for freedom. Cindy watched Matty shuffle toward the door, his little shoulders hunched like he was carrying the weight of the world.

"Have a good afternoon, Matty." She touched his shoulder lightly. "Remember, you can talk to me about anything."

He nodded without looking up and disappeared into the hallway flood.

Cindy locked her classroom door and headed for the main office, Matty's file tucked under her arm. Principal Bradshaw needed to see this pattern before another child got hurt. The afternoon sun slanted through tall windows, painting geometric shadows across polished linoleum as her heels clicked a steady rhythm.

"Beth?" She knocked on the principal's open door. "Do you have a minute?"

Beth Bradshaw looked up from a stack of budget reports, her graying hair escaping its usual neat bun. "Come in, Cindy. Close the door."

That tone made Cindy's pulse quicken. She settled into the visitor's chair and opened Matty's file. "I'm worried about some of my students. Look at these incident reports—"

"Cindy." Beth's voice was tight. "I got a call today. About you asking questions."

The file slipped from Cindy's suddenly numb fingers, photographs of bruises scattering across the desk. "What kind of call?"

"The kind that reminded me how much our school district depends on community cooperation." Beth's hands trembled as she gathered the photos. "The kind that suggested certain teachers might be overstepping their boundaries."

"Overstepping?" Cindy's voice cracked. "Beth, these children are being hurt. Matty has finger marks on his wrist. Tiana Williams had a split lip last week that she claimed came from 'walking into a door.' And yesterday, little Kevin Richmond asked me if teachers were allowed to call the police."

"What did you tell him?"

"That teachers are mandatory reporters. That we protect children." Cindy leaned forward. "Beth, someone is using these kids. I think they're being recruited as drug runners."

The older woman's face went white. "You can't know that."

"I've done my homework. There's been a pattern of adult men hanging around the playground after school, specifically targeting kids from single-parent homes or families struggling financially. They offer money for 'simple errands' and threaten violence when children refuse."

"You need to drop this." Beth's voice was barely a whisper. "For your own safety."

"My safety?" Cindy's blood ran cold. "Beth, what aren't you telling me?"

Before the principal could answer, the office phone rang. Beth stared at it like it was a poisonous snake, letting it ring four times before picking up.

"Pine Grove Elementary, this is Beth Bradshaw." Her voice was steady, professional. "Yes, sir. I understand. It won't happen again."

She hung up and wouldn't meet Cindy's eyes.

"Who was that?"

"Cindy, I'm asking you as your principal and your friend—let this go. File your reports with the state if you must, but stop asking questions around the neighborhood."

"And let these kids suffer?"

"Better than letting you get hurt." Beth stood abruptly. "It's after four. You should head home."

Cindy gathered the scattered photos with shaking hands. "I'm not dropping this."

"Then God help you."

The parking lot was nearly empty when Cindy pushed through the school's front doors, her mind racing. If Beth was this scared, the situation was worse than she'd thought. These weren't just local thugs threatening children—this was organized, systematic.

And someone powerful enough to intimidate a school principal.

Her little Honda Civic sat alone under a broken streetlight, looking impossibly vulnerable in the growing dusk. Cindy clutched her car keys and Matty's file, scanning the shadows between parked cars. Everything felt different now, charged with invisible menace.

She was halfway across the asphalt when the black SUV rumbled to life.

Headlights blazed, blinding her as the vehicle lurched forward. Cindy stumbled backward, her heel catching in a crack. The file scattered, photos of bruised children fluttering across dark pavement like broken wings.

Two men climbed out of the SUV, moving with predatory confidence. The driver was tall and lean, his face sharp-angled in the harsh light. His passenger was built like a linebacker, knuckles scarred from frequent violence.

"You the teacher been asking questions?" The tall one's voice carried a faint accent, Hispanic maybe. His smile was all teeth and menace.

Cindy's throat closed. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Sure you do, sweetheart." The big man stepped closer, close enough that she could smell cigarettes and cheap cologne. "Carlos Mendez sent us to have a little chat. About minding your own business."

Carlos Mendez. Cindy filed the name away even as terror flooded her system. "I need to get home."

"Home?" The tall one laughed, a sound like breaking glass. "See, that's the thing about pretty teachers who stick their noses where they don't belong. Sometimes they don't make it home."

The linebacker cracked his knuckles. "Boss says you been real interested in our business arrangements with certain kids. Says maybe you need motivation to focus on teaching instead of playing detective."

"Those children are being hurt."

"Those children are earning money for their families." The tall one's smile vanished. "And teachers who interfere with business tend to have accidents. Real tragic ones."

Cindy backed toward her car, fumbling for her phone. "I'm calling the police."

"Go ahead." The big man pulled out his own phone, showing her a text conversation. "Ask for Detective Reynolds. He's real understanding about community cooperation."

Even in the poor light, Cindy could read enough of the messages to understand. The police weren't coming to help her.

"So here's how this works," the tall one continued, circling closer. "You forget about asking questions. You forget about calling social services. You focus on teaching ABCs and leave the real world to people who understand it."

"And if I don't?"

"Then we pay you another visit. Maybe when you're alone in that little apartment on Maple Street." His grin was pure malice. "Third floor, right? Corner unit with the fire escape?"

Cindy's blood turned to ice. They'd been watching her.

"Or maybe," the linebacker added, "we visit some of those kids you're so worried about. Show them what happens when teachers can't mind their own business."

"You can't—"

"We can do whatever we want, sweetheart. That's the point."

The tall one stepped close enough to touch her, his breath hot against her ear. "Twenty-four hours to decide. Keep your mouth shut and everyone stays safe. Keep asking questions..." He shrugged. "Well, accidents happen."

They turned toward their SUV, laughing like they'd just shared a joke instead of threatening violence against children and a teacher trying to protect them.

Cindy stood frozen in the parking lot, watching their taillights disappear into traffic. Her hands shook so badly she could barely hold her phone, and when she tried to pick up the scattered photos, her vision blurred with tears of rage and helplessness.

These monsters were using children as drug runners, threatening their families, and now targeting her for trying to help. And the police were compromised.

She was completely alone.

Cindy finally managed to get her car door open, collapsing into the driver's seat as the magnitude of the situation crashed over her. Those men knew where she lived. They had police connections. And they'd made it clear that her continued interference would result in violence against the very children she was trying to protect.

But how could she live with herself if she did nothing?

She was still sitting in the parking lot, paralyzed by impossible choices, when the rumble of motorcycle engines filled the air.

Three bikes pulled into the lot, their riders wearing leather cuts that caught the security lights. The lead bike was massive, piloted by a man whose presence seemed to fill the entire space around him. Even from a distance, Cindy could feel the controlled danger radiating from his powerful frame.

The bikers parked near her car, and the leader swung off his Harley with fluid grace. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair and the kind of face that belonged in old Western movies—all sharp angles and weathered strength. His cut bore patches she couldn't quite read in the dim light, but the authority in his posture was unmistakable.

He approached her car with measured steps, hands visible and non-threatening, but every line of his body screamed trained fighter.

"Ma'am?" His voice was deep, tinged with a slight Southern drawl. "You having car trouble?"

Cindy rolled down her window a crack, her heart hammering. After the encounter with Mendez's thugs, strange men approaching in the dark didn't feel like coincidence.

"I'm fine, thank you."

His dark eyes swept the scattered photos on the asphalt, then returned to her face. "Doesn't look fine. Looks like someone scared you pretty bad."

There was something in his tone—not threat, but genuine concern. And when he crouched to gather the photos, his movements were careful, respectful.

"These your students?" He held up a picture of Matty's bruised wrist, his expression hardening.

"Yes." The word came out as a whisper.

He stood slowly, photos in hand, and Cindy saw his face in the security light. His features were carved from stone, but his eyes held a fury so cold it made her shiver.

"Someone's hurting kids."

It wasn't a question.

"Yes." Cindy's voice grew stronger. "And when I tried to report it, men came to threaten me. They said..." She swallowed hard. "They said accidents happen to teachers who ask questions."

The biker's stillness was absolute, predatory. "What men?"

"They work for someone named Carlos Mendez."

If Cindy had expected surprise, she was disappointed. The man's expression didn't change, but something shifted in the air around him. His companions had moved closer, flanking her car in a protective formation that felt automatic, practiced.

"Mendez sent soldiers to threaten a schoolteacher." His voice was conversational, almost pleasant. "Interesting."

"You know him?"

"We've heard the name." He handed her the photos through the window. "I'm Joseph Lee. Most people call me Preacher. These are my brothers, Bulldog and Cotton."

"Cindy Blake." She accepted the photos, noting how careful he was not to touch her fingers. "Are you...?"

"Rebel Dawgs MC." His tone was matter-of-fact. "We handle problems in this area when the regular authorities can't."

"Can't or won't?"

"Both." His smile was sharp as a blade. "Ms. Blake, how long have you been trying to protect these kids?"

"Two weeks since I noticed the pattern. Six years since I started teaching." Cindy felt something inside her chest unfurl, a desperate hope she'd thought was dead. "They're using children as drug runners. Threatening their families. And the police..." She gestured helplessly.

"The police work for whoever pays them best." Preacher's voice carried absolute certainty. "But we don't."

"We?"

"Rebel Dawgs protect this territory. And that includes teachers trying to keep kids safe from predators."

Cindy stared up at him, this dangerous man whose presence somehow made her feel safer than she had in weeks. "What does that mean?"

"Means you're under our protection now." His voice was calm, final. "Mendez's boys won't be back."

"You can't know that."

Preacher's smile was razor-edged and utterly confident. "Ma'am, those men threatened a teacher for protecting children. In our territory." He straightened to his full height, and Cindy realized just how large he was. "They won't be back because they won't be able to come back."

The promise in his voice made Cindy's pulse race for entirely different reasons. This man wasn't just offering protection—he was offering justice. The kind that didn't depend on corrupt police or compromised systems.

"I need to get these kids away from Mendez," she said.

"You need to get yourself somewhere safe first." Preacher nodded toward her car. "Follow us. We're taking you to our compound."

"I can't just—"

"Ms. Blake." His voice was gentle but immovable. "Those men know where you live. They know your schedule. They'll be back tonight to make sure their message was clear." His eyes met hers through the window. "The only question is whether you'll be alone when they come calling."

Cindy looked at the photos in her lap, at the evidence of children being systematically abused and exploited. Then she looked up at Preacher, this motorcycle club enforcer who'd appeared like an answer to desperate prayers.

The smart thing would be to drive straight to the police station, even knowing they were compromised. The safe thing would be to pack a bag and leave town until this blew over.

But both options meant abandoning her students to monsters.

"If I come with you," she said slowly, "what happens to Mendez?"

Preacher's expression didn't change, but his voice carried the weight of absolute conviction. "He stops being a problem."

"And his men?"

"Same thing."

Cindy took a shaky breath, making the most dangerous decision of her life. "Lead the way."

As she followed three motorcycles through the darkening Georgia streets, Cindy Blake had no idea she'd just put herself under the protection of the most dangerous man she'd ever met.

Or that he'd just decided she was his.

d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





