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Maya Cruz adjusted the telephoto lens and cursed under her breath. Three hours crammed in the back of her surveillance van, and Richard Hartwell was finally making his move. The cheating bastard strutted across the hotel parking lot like he owned the world instead of just a chain of tire shops and a wife who deserved better.

"Come on, asshole," she muttered, finger hovering over the camera's shutter. "Give me something worth my client's retainer."

The brunette who slid out of the black Escalade wasn't what Maya expected. Too polished. Too expensive. Designer dress, perfect makeup, the kind of woman who charged by the hour, not the night.

Maya's lens caught everything. The practiced smile. The way Hartwell's hand settled on the small of the woman's back with casual ownership. The exchange of something small and rectangular—not money, something else.

Then she saw the second woman.

Younger. Much younger. Maya's blood chilled as she focused on the girl stumbling out of the Escalade's backseat. Barely eighteen if that, with the hollow-eyed look Maya had seen too many times in missing persons cases. The girl's wrists showed faint marks even from this distance.

"What the hell?" Maya's finger found the shutter, rapid-fire clicking as her brain processed what she was seeing.

This wasn't adultery. This was something much worse.

The brunette's phone buzzed. She answered, spoke briefly, then grabbed the younger girl's arm with casual brutality. Hartwell nodded, handed over an envelope thick enough to choke a horse, and followed both women toward the hotel entrance.

Maya's hands shook as she switched to video mode. The younger girl stumbled, and the brunette yanked her upright with practiced cruelty. Maya caught it all—the fear in the girl's eyes, the way Hartwell's gaze swept the parking lot like a man conducting business instead of cheating on his wife.

Three men emerged from a panel van parked two rows over. Not hotel guests. Not johns. Maya had worked enough cases to recognize muscle when she saw it. They spread out with military precision, flanking the hotel entrance.

Her surveillance van suddenly felt like a trap.

Maya grabbed her gear bag and backup hard drives. Whatever Richard Hartwell was involved in went way beyond marriage counseling material. The girl's terrified face burned in her memory as she stuffed equipment into cases with practiced speed.

The van door opened with barely a whisper. Maya slipped out, keeping low, using parked cars as cover. Her motorcycle waited three blocks away—old habit that might save her life tonight.

Footsteps echoed off concrete. Male voices, low and professional.

"White surveillance van, Georgia plates. Someone's been taking pictures."

Maya's heart hammered against her ribs. She clutched the camera bag containing evidence of something that could get people killed. The girl's face flashed in her mind again. Hollow eyes. Bruised wrists. Barely legal and definitely not willing.

She made it two blocks before the black sedan appeared in her rearview mirror.

Maya gunned her Kawasaki through downtown Athens, taking corners that would scrape paint off anything with four wheels. The sedan stayed with her, joined by a second vehicle. Professional drivers. Professional hunters.

Her apartment was compromised. Her office definitely compromised. Maya's mind raced through safe locations as she threaded between late-night traffic, engine screaming.

The parking garage appeared on her right—five levels, multiple exits, her best chance to lose them in concrete and shadows. Maya leaned into the turn, rear wheel sliding as she hit the entrance ramp at forty miles per hour.

Behind her, engines roared. They weren't giving up.

Level three. Maya killed her headlight and coasted into shadows between support pillars. Her breathing sounded like thunder in the sudden quiet. She counted seconds, listening for footsteps, car doors, anything that would tell her which direction death was coming from.

The elevator chimed.

Maya's blood turned to ice water. They'd split up. Some in the stairwell, others using the elevator to bracket her position. Professional as hell.

She was about to restart her bike when another engine echoed through the garage. Different note. Deeper. A motorcycle, not a car.

The new arrival moved like liquid shadow between concrete pillars. No headlight, just engine sound and instinct. Maya caught a glimpse of leather and chrome, someone who knew these streets better than the hunters did.

The sedan's occupants had spread out on foot, moving between cars with tactical precision. Maya watched through her mirrors as the mystery rider positioned himself behind them, engine so quiet it might have been running on whispers.

Then hell broke loose.

The first attacker went down before he could draw his weapon, taken out by two hundred pounds of motorcycle moving at ramming speed. The rider dismounted in one fluid motion, and Maya caught her first clear look at him.

Tall. Dangerous. Moving with the kind of controlled violence that came from serious training and zero hesitation about using it.

The second attacker swung around, gun clearing leather. Maya's rescuer moved faster, closing distance like a predator built for this exact moment. The gun went flying, followed by its owner.

"Get on," he called to Maya, voice carrying absolute authority. "Now."

Maya didn't hesitate. She abandoned her bike and sprinted toward him, camera bag clutched against her chest like armor. He was already swinging his leg over a machine that looked like it had been built for war—matte black, no chrome, pure functional menace.

She climbed on behind him as the third attacker emerged from the stairwell. Her arms went around his waist, and even through leather and adrenaline, she felt the solid muscle of someone who stayed in fighting shape as a professional requirement.

"Hold tight," he said. "This is gonna be interesting."

The bike launched forward like a missile. Maya pressed her face against his back as they screamed down the exit ramp, concrete walls blurring past at suicidal speed. Behind them, voices shouted orders and car engines roared to life.

They hit street level doing sixty, rear wheel barely touching pavement as they flew into downtown traffic. Maya's rescuer threaded between cars with precision that should have been impossible, using gaps that existed for maybe half a second before closing again.

The black sedan appeared in the intersection ahead, trying to cut them off. Maya felt her rescuer's back muscles tense, felt the bike's engine note change from urgent to absolutely furious.

Instead of slowing down, he accelerated straight at them.

Maya bit back a scream as they shot through the gap between the sedan and a delivery truck with inches to spare on either side. The sedan's bumper actually brushed her boot.

They took the next three turns at angles that defied physics, leaning so far over that Maya's knee nearly kissed asphalt. Her rescuer knew these streets like a man born to them, using alleys and shortcuts that turned downtown Athens into his personal race course.

After ten minutes of high-speed chase, the pursuit faded. Maya's rescuer finally slowed, guiding them through a maze of industrial buildings toward what looked like an abandoned courthouse complex surrounded by peach orchards.

Only when they were through the gates did Maya realize she was still holding onto him like he was the only solid thing in a world gone sideways. Her arms were locked around his waist, her face pressed against leather that smelled like motorcycle exhaust and something darker. Dangerous.

He killed the engine, and sudden silence felt like a physical presence. Maya's heart was still hammering from the chase, from the adrenaline, from the solid warmth of the man who'd just saved her life.

"You can let go now," he said, voice carrying dry amusement. "We're safe."

Maya's arms didn't want to obey. Something about this man made every instinct she had sit up and pay attention. Not just gratitude for the rescue—something more primitive and entirely unwelcome.

She forced herself to climb off his bike, camera bag still clutched against her chest. In the weak light from the compound's security floods, she got her first real look at her rescuer.

Frank Mitchell looked like he'd been carved from granite and bad intentions. Tall enough to make her crane her neck, broad enough to block out stars, with the kind of face that belonged on wanted posters or the covers of books her mother told her not to read. Dark hair, darker eyes, and a mouth that looked like it rarely smiled but might be worth the wait when it did.

"Frank Mitchell," he said, pulling off riding gloves that looked like they'd seen serious use. "Most people call me Jackknife."

"Maya Cruz." She shifted the camera bag to offer her hand, and his fingers engulfed hers. Warm. Calloused. Strong enough to crush bone if he wanted to, gentle enough to make her pulse skip for reasons that had nothing to do with the chase. "Thank you for—"

"What did you see tonight?" His voice cut through her gratitude like a blade. Professional. Focused. "In that hotel parking lot. What exactly did you photograph?"

Maya's blood chilled for the second time in an hour. "How do you—"

"Answer the question." Not a request. A command delivered with the kind of quiet authority that made her spine straighten automatically.

Maya looked around the compound for the first time. Motorcycles lined up with military precision. Men emerging from various buildings, all carrying themselves like soldiers who'd never quite learned to be civilians.

"I was conducting surveillance on an adultery case," she said carefully. "Richard Hartwell, cheating on his wife. But what I saw..." She swallowed hard. "There was a girl. Young. Looked like she didn't want to be there."

Jackknife's expression went from professional interest to something much colder. "How young?"

"Eighteen, maybe. Scared out of her mind. Bruises on her wrists." Maya clutched the camera bag tighter. "The woman with her wasn't just an escort. She was handling that girl like property."

"You got pictures?"

"Video too. Everything." Maya met his eyes, saw something there that made her stomach tighten with recognition. This man had seen the same kind of darkness she'd just stumbled into. "Those men who came after me—they weren't just trying to protect a cheating husband's reputation, were they?"

"No." Jackknife's smile was sharp enough to cut glass. "They weren't."

"What did I walk into?"

"Something that's been operating in our territory for way too long." He gestured toward the main building. "Come on. Time you learned exactly what Richard Hartwell's really been buying, and why those pictures are gonna get you killed if you're not careful."

Maya followed him toward the courthouse, acutely aware of the other men watching her with professional interest. She'd stumbled into something bigger than adultery, bigger than her usual cases. The camera bag in her arms contained evidence of something that had already put a target on her back.

But the man walking beside her moved like violence was just another tool in his toolkit, and something about that made her feel safer than she had in hours.

Even if every instinct she had was screaming that Frank "Jackknife" Mitchell might be the most dangerous thing she'd encountered all night.
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Frank Mitchell watched Maya Cruz scan the courthouse lobby with the sharp eyes of someone who'd learned to read trouble before it announced itself. Good. She'd need those instincts where they were going.

The Rebel Dawgs compound at midnight looked like something between a fortress and a motorcycle dealership. Security lights threw harsh shadows across the converted jail cells that served as member quarters. The old courthouse itself had been gutted and rebuilt into a clubhouse that would make most military installations jealous.

"Impressive," Maya said, still clutching that camera bag like it contained nuclear launch codes. Which, considering what she'd stumbled into, might not be far off. "How long have you been operating out of here?"

"Three years." Frank guided her toward the main meeting room with a hand on the small of her back. Professional escort, he told himself. Nothing more. The way her spine straightened at his touch suggested she felt the current running between them too. "Ever since we figured out the system wasn't going to clean itself up."

The meeting room had been Judge Harmon's courtroom once upon a time. Now it served as tactical headquarters for a different kind of justice. Maps covered the walls, marked with red pins showing territory, threat assessments, and operational zones. Maya's photographer's eye took in every detail.

"Rebel Dawgs MC," she read from the patch display on the wall. "Southern Justice. What exactly does that mean?"

"Means when the system fails, we don't." Jackknife moved to the tactical display, noting how she tracked his movements. Professional awareness or something more personal? The way her pulse jumped when he'd touched her back suggested the latter. "Your boyfriend Richard Hartwell's been buying more than just sex. He's been buying silence."

Maya's head snapped up. "He's not my boyfriend. He's a target. My client hired me to document his affairs so she could take him for everything in the divorce."

"Your client's gonna be disappointed." Jackknife pulled up a surveillance photo on the main display. Hartwell, the brunette, and three other men Maya hadn't seen. "Richard's not just cheating. He's investing."

The tactical door opened with a creak that announced company. Rebel sauntered in, followed by Mason and Cotton. The brotherhood moved with the casual confidence of men who owned their territory completely.

"This our photographer?" Rebel's president patch caught the harsh fluorescent light as he studied Maya with professional interest. "The one who stirred up the hornet's nest?"

"Maya Cruz," she said, straightening to meet the club president's gaze directly. No backing down, no intimidation. Jackknife felt something tighten in his chest. Not many civilians stood toe-to-toe with Rebel McKenzie Crawford on their first meeting.

"Private investigator," Maya continued. "And I didn't stir up anything. I just took pictures of what was already happening."

Mason stepped closer, his sergeant-at-arms presence filling the room like a storm front. "Pictures that got you hunted through downtown Athens by professional killers."

"Which means those pictures are worth killing for," Cotton added, his treasurer's mind already calculating angles. "Question is, what exactly did you capture?"

Maya's grip tightened on the camera bag. Jackknife watched her weigh her options, saw the moment she decided to trust them. Professional recognition between people who understood dangerous work.

"Human trafficking," she said simply. "That girl in the video couldn't have been more than eighteen. Scared out of her mind, bruised, being handled like property. The woman with her wasn't an escort—she was a handler. And Richard Hartwell was paying for access to merchandise, not services."

The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. Jackknife felt his brothers' attention sharpen to a killing edge. Trafficking was personal for the Rebel Dawgs. Too many of them had seen what institutional corruption could do to the vulnerable.

"How much documentation do you have?" Rebel's voice carried the quiet authority that had built this club from nothing.

Maya unzipped the camera bag with steady hands. "Full video surveillance of the exchange. Photos of Hartwell, the handler, the victim, and the money changing hands. Audio from their conversation about 'expanding operations' and 'new routes through rural Georgia.'"

"Rural Georgia." Mason's expression went from professional interest to something much darker. "Our territory."

"Your territory's being used as a trafficking corridor," Maya confirmed. "The handler mentioned something about 'moving packages through small towns where nobody asks questions.' She specifically referenced route connections through counties around Macon."

Jackknife moved closer to Maya, close enough to catch her scent beneath the adrenaline and motorcycle
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