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Tank’s blood was everywhere.

Phoenix Nash kept his hands steady as he worked on the gash across the massive forearm of the big man, muscle memory from a hundred battlefield patches taking over while his mind catalogued the damage. Clean slice, missed the major vessels, wouldn't need surgery if he could get the bleeding stopped. Standard Saturday night at the Rogue Horizon compound.

"Hold still, you big bastard," Phoenix muttered, threading the needle with practiced efficiency. "This is gonna hurt."

Tank just grunted, not even flinching when the needle bit into torn flesh. "Other guy looks worse."

"Other guy's not my problem." Phoenix pulled the suture tight, his movements economical and sure. "You are."

The clubhouse door slammed open, and Steel Mackey's boots echoed across the concrete floor. Phoenix didn't look up from his work—the club president would wait until he was done. That was one thing about being the medic; even Steel respected the sanctity of keeping brothers breathing.

"We got a problem," Steel said, his voice carrying that particular edge that meant someone was about to bleed.

Phoenix tied off the last stitch and reached for the gauze. "What kind of problem?"

"The kind where kids die while bureaucrats shuffle papers."

That got Phoenix's attention. He looked up from Tank's arm, meeting Steel's granite stare. "Talk to me."

"Jimmy Rodriguez brought his boy to the ER yesterday. Kid's appendix was ready to burst. Hospital told them they needed 'insurance verification' before they could operate." Steel's jaw worked like he was chewing nails. "Kid died this morning waiting for approval."

The gauze went tight in Phoenix's grip. He'd seen too many good people die because some pencil-pushing asshole decided their lives weren't worth the paperwork. It never got easier. "Jimmy's family?"

"Destroyed. Completely fucking destroyed." Steel's voice dropped to that deadly quiet that made smart men step back. "This isn't the first time. Three families in the past month, all veterans, all getting the runaround from the same hospital."

Phoenix finished bandaging Tank's arm, his movements sharp with contained fury. The regional hospital was supposed to serve everyone in the county, but lately it seemed like veteran families were getting treated like second-class citizens. Or worse—like they didn't matter at all.

"That's not standard delay," Phoenix said, standing and wiping his hands on a towel. "Insurance verification doesn't take that long for emergency procedures. Someone's actively blocking care."

"That's what I figured." Steel's expression didn't change, but Phoenix caught the subtle shift in his posture that meant the president was moving from information gathering to problem solving. "Question is, what do we do about it?"

Phoenix had been asking himself the same thing for weeks. He'd joined Rogue Horizon after his Navy discharge because he needed purpose, needed brotherhood, needed something that mattered more than his own nightmares. The club gave him all of that, plus the chance to use his medical training to help people the system had forgotten.

But this was different. This wasn't patching up brothers after bar fights or helping families who couldn't afford doctors. This was systematic denial of care, the kind of bureaucratic murder he'd seen too many times overseas when supplies got "delayed" or medevac requests got "lost in the system."

"I want to investigate," Phoenix said. "Find out who's making these decisions and why."

The room went quiet except for the low murmur of conversation from the bar area. Brick McClane, the VP, leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, watching Phoenix with those sharp pilot's eyes that missed nothing. Tank flexed his newly stitched arm, testing the repair work.

"Could be dangerous," Steel said. "Hospitals have lawyers, administrators, people with real power. Not like dealing with rival clubs or street dealers."

Phoenix's smile held no warmth. "I've dealt with worse."

That was true enough. He'd kept marines breathing while incoming rounds tore up his aid station. He'd performed field surgery under sniper fire, saved lives while bureaucrats back home argued about funding and equipment. A hospital administrator didn't scare him.

"What's the plan?" Brick asked.

"Start with the families," Phoenix said, his mind already working through the angles. "Document the delays, find the patterns. Then get inside the hospital, see what's really happening with these 'insurance verifications.'"

Steel nodded slowly. "You'll need backup."

"Not for the investigating part. If I'm going to get inside the hospital, I need to look like a medic, not a biker." Phoenix stripped off his blood-stained gloves and tossed them in the medical waste bin. "But if we find out who's responsible..."

"Then we handle it the Rogue Horizon way," Steel finished.

Phoenix felt that familiar tightness in his chest, the one that came when lives were on the line and bureaucrats were playing games. He'd lost too many good people to system failures, watched brothers die because some asshole in an office decided their lives weren't worth the expense.

Never again.

"Set up meetings with the families," he said. "I want to hear their stories, get the details the hospital 'forgot' to mention. And Steel?" Phoenix met the president's eyes. "This stays in-house until we know what we're dealing with. If someone's targeting our people, they might not stop with just denying care."

Steel's nod was sharp. "Understood. How soon can you start?"

Phoenix looked around the clubhouse, taking in the familiar sight of his brothers, the men who'd become his family when blood family wasn't enough. They counted on him to keep them breathing, to patch them up when the world tried to break them down. But their families counted on him too, and right now the system was failing them in the worst possible way.

"Tomorrow," he said. "I start tomorrow."

Tank stood up, testing his stitched arm with careful movements. "Phoenix." The big man's voice was unusually serious. "Jimmy Rodriguez has been crying for two days straight. Grown man, war veteran, and he can't stop crying because he couldn't save his boy."

Phoenix's hands clenched into fists. He'd seen that look before, in too many fathers' eyes when the system failed their children. It was a look that burned itself into your memory, the kind of helpless rage that turned good men into broken shells.

"I'll find who's responsible," Phoenix said, his voice carrying the same deadly quiet Steel used when someone threatened the family. "And when I do..."

He didn't need to finish the sentence. Everyone in the room knew what happened to people who hurt Rogue Horizon family. The club had its own way of handling problems, and it didn't involve lawyers or bureaucrats or endless appeals processes.

It involved making sure the problem never happened again.

Steel clapped Phoenix on the shoulder, the gesture carrying the weight of brotherhood and shared purpose. "Do what you do best, brother. Keep our people breathing."

Phoenix nodded and headed for his bike. Tomorrow he'd start hunting. And when he found whoever was playing games with veteran families' lives, they were going to learn why Navy Corpsmen were taught to save lives—and why some people weren't worth saving.

The engine roared to life beneath him, and Phoenix rode into the California night with one thought burning in his mind: someone was going to pay for Jimmy Rodriguez's tears.

The only question was how much.
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Dr. Dahlia Sterling was elbow-deep in a chest cavity when the alarms started screaming.

"What've we got?" she called out, not taking her eyes off the torn artery she was repairing. The trauma bay at Regional Medical Center never stayed quiet for long, but the urgency in the paramedic radio chatter told her this was bad.

"Motorcycle accident, five minutes out," Jenny Masterson, the head trauma nurse, called back. "Rider and passenger, both critical."

Dahlia's hands moved with surgical precision, tying off the repair with practiced efficiency. "Prep trauma two. I'll be there in thirty seconds."

She finished the suture, checked her work, and stepped back from the table. "Dr. Kim can close. I want these people stable before they hit the door."

The controlled chaos of trauma medicine was where Dahlia lived and breathed. It was the only place where hospital bureaucracy couldn't touch her, where her decisions mattered more than insurance forms and administrative protocols. In the trauma bay, she was God, and her word was law.

The ambulance doors burst open just as she finished scrubbing in. Two paramedics wheeled in a man with leather jacket cut away, blood soaking through makeshift bandages. Behind them came a second gurney with a woman whose leg was bent at an impossible angle.

"Male, approximately thirty-five, massive blood loss from abdominal trauma," the lead paramedic rattled off as they transferred the patient. "Vitals dropping fast. Female has compound fracture of the femur, possible internal bleeding."

Dahlia's trained eye took in the scene instantly. The man was the priority—pale, sweaty, blood pressure bottoming out. Classic signs of internal hemorrhaging. The woman was stable enough to wait for orthopedics.

"Get him to trauma one, now," she ordered, already moving. "Type and cross for six units, call OR and tell them we're coming up. Jenny, I need—"

"Dr. Sterling." The voice cut through the controlled chaos like a blade. Administrator Vance stood in the doorway, his expensive suit looking completely out of place in the blood-soaked trauma bay. "I need to speak with you."

Dahlia didn't even look up from her patient. "Not now, Vance. I've got a bleeder."

"This can't wait. There are insurance verification issues with these patients."

Her hands stilled for exactly one second. Insurance verification. During a trauma code. While someone was bleeding out on her table.

"Get out of my trauma bay," she said, her voice deadly quiet. "Now."

"Dr. Sterling, hospital policy clearly states—"

"Hospital policy can kiss my ass." Dahlia's hands resumed their work, checking vitals, assessing damage. "I'm not letting someone die while you shuffle papers."

She could feel the tension radiating from her staff. Jenny's jaw was tight with suppressed anger, and the other nurses were exchanging glances. Everyone knew the drill by now. Administrator Vance appeared whenever certain types of patients came through the doors—uninsured, veterans, anyone who might not be profitable enough for the hospital's liking.

"These patients appear to be associated with a known motorcycle club," Vance continued, his tone taking on that sanctimonious edge that made Dahlia want to throw scalpels. "We need to verify their ability to pay before proceeding with expensive procedures."

The man on the table groaned, blood seeping through the bandages faster than they could replace them. Dahlia's training kicked into high gear, her hands moving with the kind of precision that came from years of saving lives while administrators played politics.

"Prep him for emergency surgery," she told her team. "Internal bleeding, probable splenic rupture. We're going up now."

"Dr. Sterling, I'm ordering you to stop," Vance said, his voice rising. "Hospital policy requires—"

"Your policies don't apply in my trauma bay." Dahlia finally looked up, and the expression on her face made Vance take a step backward. "This man is dying. I'm going to save him. You can write all the memos you want afterward."

The trauma bay doors swung open again, and another figure stepped inside. Dahlia caught a glimpse of dark hair, broad shoulders, and the kind of controlled movement that spoke of military training. The newcomer's eyes swept the scene, taking in the chaos with the practiced assessment of someone who'd seen plenty of blood.

"That's my brother on your table," the man said, his voice carrying an authority that made even Vance shut up. "What's his status?"

Dahlia's eyes met his for the first time, and something electric shot through her chest. Dark eyes, intelligent and intense, with the kind of focus she recognized in her own mirror. This wasn't some panicked family member. This was someone who understood medical emergencies.

"Internal bleeding, probable splenic rupture," she said, falling automatically into professional mode even as her pulse kicked up a notch. "I need to get him to surgery immediately."

The man nodded, his gaze never leaving hers. "What do you need from me?"

Not 'how bad is it' or 'is he going to be okay.' What do you need. Like he understood that questions could wait until after she'd done her job.

"Stay out of my way while I save his life," Dahlia said, already moving toward the elevator.

"Done."

Vance stepped forward again, clipboard in hand like some kind of bureaucratic weapon. "I'm sorry, but without proper insurance verification—"

The newcomer's attention shifted to Vance, and Dahlia felt the temperature in the room drop ten degrees. When he spoke, his voice carried the kind of quiet menace that made smart people reconsider their life choices.

"My brother's bleeding out, and you're worried about paperwork?"

"Hospital policy—"

"Here's a new policy." The man stepped closer to Vance, and despite being in a hospital surrounded by security, the administrator actually backed up. "You're going to get out of this doctor's way and let her do her job. Then you're going to process whatever paperwork makes you happy. But if my brother dies because you delayed treatment..."

He didn't finish the threat. He didn't need to. The promise of violence hung in the air like smoke, and Vance's face
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