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Venom Slater knew something was wrong the moment he saw the ambulance.

The vehicle sat outside the Veterans' Hope Center like a bad omen, its red and blue lights painting the brick building in alternating shadows. Venom cut the engine on his Harley and studied the scene with the careful attention that had kept him alive through three tours with the Green Berets. Emergency vehicles meant casualties. Casualties at a veteran support center meant someone had targeted the most vulnerable people he knew.

That kind of targeting demanded a response.

He dismounted and approached the building, his boots silent on the cracked asphalt. The center occupied a converted warehouse in the industrial district—not pretty, but functional. A place where guys who'd seen too much could find help without judgment. Venom had referred more than a few brothers here over the years, men whose demons had followed them home from Afghanistan and Iraq.

The EMTs wheeled out a stretcher. The man strapped to it was maybe thirty, wearing a faded Army t-shirt soaked with blood. His face was swollen beyond recognition, one arm bent at an unnatural angle. Professional work—methodical, designed to cause maximum damage without killing.

Venom's jaw tightened. He'd seen interrogation injuries before. This wasn't random violence.

"What happened?" he asked one of the EMTs as they loaded the stretcher.

The woman looked up, taking in his leather cut and the patches that marked him as Rogue Horizon MC. Her expression shifted to professional caution. "Assault victim. Found him in the alley behind the building."

"He say anything?"

"Conscious but not talking. Trauma response, probably."

Venom nodded and stepped aside as the ambulance pulled away. Three other men stood near the center's entrance—staff members, judging by their body language. One of them, a heavyset guy with graying hair, separated from the group and approached.

"You're Slater, right? From the MC?"

"Yeah." Venom studied the man's face, noting the stress lines and exhaustion. "You are?"

"Dave Morrison. I run this place." Morrison's handshake was firm but distracted. "Thanks for coming. I wasn't sure who else to call."

"You called me?"

Morrison looked confused. "Thought you got my message. Left it with someone at your shop."

Venom made a mental note to check with whoever had been manning the phones. Messages like this didn't usually get lost. "What exactly happened?"

"That's Marcus Torres. Good kid, been coming here for six months. PTSD from Afghanistan. Was making real progress." Morrison's voice carried the weight of personal investment. "Someone jumped him in the alley. Beat the hell out of him, but here's the thing—they didn't take his wallet."

"Professional job."

"That's what I figured. Third incident this month."

The number hit Venom like a punch to the gut. "Third?"

Morrison nodded grimly. "Two weeks ago, someone torched Jake Sullivan's apartment. Jake's a regular here, Marine veteran. Lost everything. Last week, Danny Reeves got run off the road coming home from group therapy. Truck was totaled, but Danny swears it was deliberate."

A pattern. Three incidents, all targeting veterans connected to the center. Venom's mind shifted into tactical mode, the same analytical framework that had made him valuable to Special Forces operations. Someone was systematically attacking vulnerable veterans, and they were doing it with enough skill to avoid police attention.

"Cops involved?"

"Filed reports. Nothing came of it." Morrison's tone suggested he hadn't expected much. "These guys don't exactly trust law enforcement to begin with."

That tracked. Most combat veterans had complicated relationships with authority, especially local cops who'd never seen real action. Add PTSD and trauma responses to the mix, and police interactions rarely went smoothly.

"You have security footage?"

"Camera system's been on the fritz for two weeks. Keeps cutting out at convenient times."

Venom felt the familiar cold anger settling in his chest. Professional targeting. Disabled security. Local law enforcement showing no interest. This wasn't random violence or even organized crime looking for quick cash. This was something else entirely.

"I need to see where it happened."

Morrison led him around the building to a narrow alley that ran between the center and an abandoned auto parts store. The space was perfect for an ambush—limited sight lines, multiple escape routes, no witnesses. Blood stained the concrete near a dumpster, along with what looked like pieces of broken glass.

Venom knelt and examined the scene with practiced eyes. The blood spatter suggested Torres had been beaten against the brick wall, then dragged toward the dumpster. Multiple attackers, based on the boot prints in the dirt. Professional spacing, coordinated movement.

"Whoever did this knew what they were doing," he said, standing and dusting off his hands.

"That's what scares me." Morrison looked around the alley nervously. "These guys come here because they're trying to heal. They've been through enough."

The protective instinct that had driven Venom through three combat tours flared to life. He'd joined the military to protect people who couldn't protect themselves. That mission hadn't ended when he'd left the service—it had just found new targets.

"I'm going to look into this."

Morrison's relief was visible. "I was hoping you'd say that. The center doesn't have much money, but—"

"This isn't about money." Venom's voice carried the flat certainty that had made him effective in special operations. "Someone's targeting our brothers. That's not acceptable."

As they walked back toward the street, a battered Honda Civic pulled up to the curb. The woman who emerged moved with the controlled economy of motion that Venom associated with medical training. She was maybe five-six, with dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail and eyes that seemed to catalog everything they saw. Late twenties, athletic build, wearing scrubs under a worn leather jacket.

"Adriana," Morrison called out. "Glad you could make it."

The woman approached with quick, efficient steps. "How is he?"

"Conscious. They took him to County General." Morrison turned to Venom. "This is Adriana Maze. She runs trauma counseling for some of our guys. Adriana, this is Venom Slater from Rogue Horizon MC."

Adriana's gaze moved to Venom with professional assessment. Her eyes lingered on his hands—noting calluses and old scars—then moved to his face with the careful attention of someone accustomed to reading threat levels.

"You're investigating what happened to Marcus?"

"Starting to." Venom found himself studying her with equal intensity. Something about her careful movements and hyperaware posture suggested military or medical training. Possibly both. "You know Torres well?"

"He's been working through some complex trauma. This kind of assault..." She shook her head. "It'll set him back months, maybe years."

Her voice carried genuine concern, but underneath was something harder. Anger, maybe. Or recognition.

"Morrison says this is the third incident."

"That I know of." Adriana's jaw tightened slightly. "There might be more. A lot of these guys don't report problems. They've learned not to trust systems."

"What kind of systems?"

She gave him a look that suggested he was asking obvious questions. "Medical. Legal. Military. Take your pick. Most of the men I work with have been failed by institutions they trusted. They're not eager to reach out for help when someone targets them."

The assessment was accurate and depressing. Venom had seen it firsthand—guys who'd served with honor, only to come home and get ground up by bureaucracies that didn't understand what they'd been through.

"You think this is organized?"

"Three targeted attacks on veterans receiving trauma treatment? Yeah, I'd say that's organized." Her tone carried the flat certainty of someone stating obvious facts. "Question is whether it's opportunistic or systematic."

"What's the difference?"

"Opportunistic means someone figured out these guys make easy targets. Systematic means someone wants to shut down veteran support networks." She paused, studying his face. "Which one would bring the MC into it?"

The question was direct and challenging. Venom appreciated that—he didn't have patience for people who danced around difficult subjects.

"Either one," he said. "These are our brothers."

Something in Adriana's expression shifted, a slight relaxation around her eyes. "Good. Because if this is systematic, it's going to get worse before it gets better."

Morrison looked between them with the expression of someone watching a conversation he didn't fully understand. "What do you need from me?"

"List of everyone who's been here in the last month," Venom said. "Staff, volunteers, clients. Anyone who would know the patterns."

"I can't give you client information—"

"Dave." Adriana's voice was gentle but firm. "Someone is hunting these men. Privacy concerns are secondary to keeping them alive."

Morrison hesitated, then nodded. "I'll put together what I can."

As Morrison headed back toward the building, Adriana turned her full attention to Venom. Up close, he could see the intelligence in her dark eyes, along with something else—a wariness that spoke of hard experience.

"You military?" she asked.

"Special Forces. Three tours."

"Medical training?"

"Combat medic certification. Why?"

"Just trying to figure out if you understand what you're dealing with. These aren't just victims—they're men who've been systematically broken down by trauma, then slowly rebuilt through trust and therapy. Whoever's targeting them knows exactly how much damage they can do."

The clinical assessment carried personal weight. Venom studied her face, noting the slight tension around her eyes and the way her hands moved restlessly at her sides.

"You talk like you've seen this before."

"I have." She didn't elaborate, but the flat tone suggested experiences she didn't discuss casually. "The question is what the MC plans to do about it."

"Find who's responsible. Stop them."

"How?"

The simple question carried layers of challenge. Venom recognized the test—she was evaluating whether he understood the complexity of what they were facing.

"Carefully," he said. "With intelligence gathering and tactical precision. These guys have been through enough without us making things worse."

Adriana nodded slowly. "Good answer. Wrong approach, but good instincts."

"What's the right approach?"

"Understanding that whoever's doing this wants us to react. Wants us to come charging in with guns blazing. That kind of response validates everything they're trying to prove about veterans being dangerous and unstable."

The insight was sharp and uncomfortable. Venom felt his initial tactical response shift as he considered the broader implications. Someone targeting veterans wouldn't just be trying to cause harm—they'd be trying to control the narrative.

"You think this is political?"

"I think someone benefits from veterans looking like broken, violent men who can't be trusted in society." Adriana's voice carried bitter experience. "And I think they're using trauma as a weapon to make that narrative stick."

The assessment hit home with uncomfortable accuracy. Venom had seen how veteran PTSD was portrayed in media—always the dangerous, unpredictable soldier who snapped without warning. Never the dedicated service member struggling to readjust to civilian life.

"So what do you suggest?"

"That we work together. I understand the psychological warfare component. You understand the tactical response. Between us, maybe we can figure out who's doing this and why."

The offer was unexpected but logical. Venom found himself studying her face again, noting the way she held eye contact without flinching and the confident set of her shoulders. Military bearing, definitely. Medical training, certainly. Something else underneath that he couldn't quite identify.

"You're not just a trauma counselor."

"No," she said. "I'm not."

Before he could ask for elaboration, her phone buzzed. She checked the message and her expression darkened.

"What is it?"

"Another incident. Veteran named Chris Hoffman was just admitted to the ER. Same injuries as Marcus Torres."

The pattern was accelerating. Venom felt his protective instincts shift into high gear.

"Where?"

"County General. But Venom—" She caught his arm as he turned toward his bike. Her touch was firm and surprisingly warm. "If we're going to work together, we do this smart. No charging into the hospital demanding answers. These guys are scared enough already."

Her hand remained on his arm for a moment longer than necessary. Venom found himself aware of the contact in a way that had nothing to do with tactical considerations. The realization was unexpected and unwelcome—he didn't have time for complications.

But as Adriana released his arm and headed toward her car, he couldn't help noticing the controlled grace of her movement and the way her leather jacket emphasized the athletic lines of her body.

Professional partnership, he reminded himself. Nothing more.

The rationalization felt hollow even as he thought it.

"Follow me," she called over her shoulder. "And try to look like someone who belongs in a hospital."

Despite everything, Venom found himself almost smiling. Almost.

This was going to be more complicated than he'd thought.
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The emergency room at County General buzzed with the controlled chaos that Venom remembered from field hospitals in Afghanistan. The smell hit him first—antiseptic and blood, fear and exhaustion. He followed Adriana through the automatic doors, trying to look like he belonged.

"Stay close and let me do the talking," she murmured, approaching the triage desk with the confident stride of someone who knew the territory.

The nurse behind the counter looked up with tired eyes. "Adriana? What brings you here this late?"

"Chris Hoffman. Assault victim brought in about an hour ago. I'm his counselor."

The nurse's expression softened with recognition. "Room twelve. But Adriana—it's bad. Really bad."

Venom watched the exchange with professional interest. Adriana moved through the hospital like she owned it, knowing exactly who to talk to and what to say. Medical training was one thing, but this was something else. This was someone who'd spent serious time in trauma centers.

They made their way down a corridor lined with curtained examination areas. The sounds were familiar—monitors beeping, quiet conversations, the occasional cry of pain. Venom had been in enough military hospitals to recognize the rhythm.

Room twelve was partially curtained. Through the gap, Venom could see a man lying motionless on a gurney, his face so swollen it was barely recognizable as human. Both arms were in temporary splints, and his breathing came in shallow, labored gasps.

"Jesus," Adriana whispered, her professional composure cracking slightly.

A doctor emerged from the room, pulling off latex gloves with sharp, frustrated movements. She was maybe forty, with graying hair and the exhausted look of someone who'd seen too much violence.

"Dr. Chen," Adriana said. "How is he?"

Dr. Chen looked between Adriana and Venom with careful assessment. "You're the trauma counselor?"

"Yes. This is my colleague." Adriana's introduction was smooth, claiming Venom without hesitation. "We're working together on veteran support services."

The doctor nodded, accepting the explanation. "Multiple fractures to both arms. Severe facial trauma. Three broken ribs. Whoever did this knew exactly how to cause maximum damage without killing him."

"Professional work," Venom said quietly.

Dr. Chen's gaze sharpened on him. "You sound like you know something about that."

"Military. I've seen interrogation injuries before."

The assessment seemed to satisfy her. "Then you understand what we're dealing with. This wasn't random violence. Someone took their time."

Adriana moved closer to the curtained area, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "Is he conscious?"

"In and out. Heavy sedation for the pain. But when he was lucid, he kept repeating something about 'they knew.' 'They knew about the group.'"

The words hit Venom like a physical blow. If the attackers knew about group therapy sessions, they had inside information. Someone was feeding them intelligence about veteran support networks.

"Did he say anything else?"

Dr. Chen hesitated, glancing around to ensure they weren't overheard. "He kept asking for his medication. Not pain meds—something for PTSD. Kept saying he couldn't miss a dose or 'they'd know.'"

Adriana went very still beside him. "What kind of medication?"

"Some experimental treatment. Part of a new program for combat trauma. I tried to contact his prescribing physician, but the number's disconnected."

Venom felt pieces of a larger puzzle clicking into place. Experimental treatments. Disconnected physicians. Systematic targeting of veterans. This wasn't just random violence—it was something much more sophisticated.

"Dr. Chen," Adriana said carefully, "how many assault victims have you treated in the last month? Veterans specifically."

The doctor's expression darkened. "Too many. At least six that I can remember, probably more. All with similar injuries. All the same methodical brutality."

"Any connections between them?"

"Besides being veterans?" Dr. Chen considered the question. "Most of them mentioned experimental treatments or new therapy programs. But when I tried to follow up, the contact information never worked."

Venom exchanged a look with Adriana. Her face had gone pale, but her eyes burned with focused intensity.

"We need to see him," Adriana said.

Dr. Chen nodded toward the curtained area. "Five minutes. And don't agitate him. He's been through enough."

They approached the bed quietly. Chris Hoffman looked younger than Venom had expected—maybe twenty-five, with the lean build of infantry. Even through the swelling and bruising, Venom could see the thousand-yard stare of someone who'd seen too much combat.

Hoffman's eyes tracked to them as they approached, unfocused but aware.

"Chris?" Adriana's voice was gentle, professional. "I'm Adriana Maze. I work with veteran trauma counseling. This is my colleague Venom."

Hoffman's gaze sharpened slightly at the word veteran. "You... you military?"

"Green Berets," Venom said quietly. "Three tours."

Something in Hoffman's expression relaxed. Brotherhood recognition—the subtle acknowledgment that passed between men who'd been in the same hell.

"They knew," Hoffman whispered through swollen lips. "About the medication. About the program."

"What program?" Adriana leaned closer, her voice barely audible.

"Trauma treatment. New stuff. Supposed to... supposed to help with the nightmares." Hoffman's breathing was labored, each word an effort. "But they knew I was taking it. Knew exactly where to find me."

Venom felt his tactical instincts sharpening. "Who knew?"

"The men who... who did this. They mentioned the pills. Said I was part of something. Said I needed to stop talking about it."

Adriana's hand found Venom's arm, her grip tight with tension. "Chris, what was the name of the program?"

"Phoenix something. Phoenix Protocol." Hoffman's eyes began to drift closed. "Doctor said it would help. But now..."

His voice trailed off as the sedation pulled him under. Adriana and Venom stood in silence for a moment, processing what they'd heard.

"Phoenix Protocol," Adriana said quietly as they moved away from the bed. "Ever heard of it?"

"No. You?"

She shook her head, but something in her expression suggested she wasn't telling the complete truth. "We need to find out what it is."

They made their way back through the hospital corridors, both lost in thought. As they reached the parking lot, Adriana's phone buzzed with a text message. She read it and cursed softly.

"What is it?"

"Another incident. Veteran named Tommy Nguyen was just found unconscious outside his apartment. Paramedics are bringing him here."

The pattern was accelerating. Whatever was happening, it was reaching a critical phase.

"How many veterans are in these experimental programs?" Venom asked.

"I don't know. But if someone's systematically targeting them..." She trailed off, the implications hanging in the air.

"They're using medical records to hunt veterans."

Adriana nodded grimly. "And they're doing it with military precision. This isn't random violence—it's a coordinated operation."

As if summoned by their conversation, another ambulance pulled into the emergency bay, lights flashing. Through the windshield, Venom could see the silhouette of another broken man.

"We need to dig deeper into this Phoenix Protocol," he said.

"Agreed. But not here." Adriana glanced around the parking lot with professional paranoia. "If someone's monitoring these victims, they might be watching the hospital too."

The observation was tactically sound. If their opponents had access to medical records, they probably had other sources of intelligence as well.

"Your place or mine?"

The question hung in the air for a moment, carrying implications beyond the immediate tactical need. Adriana studied his face with that careful assessment he was beginning to recognize.

"Mine," she said finally. "I have better research capabilities."

Twenty minutes later, Venom followed her Honda through a series of residential streets to a small house on the edge of town. The neighborhood was
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