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Tank's steel-toed boot connected with the morgue door hard enough to crack the reinforced glass. The lock mechanism gave up with a metallic shriek that echoed through the empty corridor, and he stepped into the sterile fluorescent hell that passed for the county medical examiner's office at three in the morning.

Dr. Matthew Webb jumped back from the examination table, scalpel clattering to the floor like a bell announcing judgment day. His surgical mask couldn't hide the fear that turned his eyes wide behind wire-rimmed glasses that had slipped down his nose.

"Jesus Christ! You can't just—"

"Shut up." Tank's voice carried the weight of two hundred and forty pounds of muscle and fifteen years of knowing when someone was lying through their teeth. He crossed the room in three strides, his heavy boots echoing off tile walls lined with refrigerated compartments that held too many bodies of men who'd served their country. "Tommy Briggs. Ray Hutchins. Mike Torres. Three of my brothers dead in forty-eight hours."

Webb's hands shook as he backed toward the wall of body drawers, his scrubs rustling with each trembling breath. The overhead fluorescents cast harsh shadows across his face, making him look like a man who'd seen too much death and understood too little about justice.

"I don't know what you're talking about. Those were routine autopsies. Medical complications from—"

Tank grabbed the front of Webb's scrubs and lifted him until his feet barely touched the ground, close enough to smell the coffee and fear on his breath. "Routine my ass. Three healthy veterans don't just drop dead from 'complications' unless someone's helping them along."

The medical examiner's breath came in quick gasps, his hands clutching at Tank's forearms like a drowning man grabbing for rope. "Please, I just do the paperwork. I don't make determinations about—"

"Then let's look at that paperwork."

Tank released him and turned toward the desk covered in manila folders and computer printouts, each one representing a life cut short and a family destroyed. Webb stumbled but stayed upright, rubbing his throat where Tank's forearm had pressed against his windpipe hard enough to leave marks.

"You can't examine confidential medical records without proper authorization."

Tank picked up the nearest folder and flipped it open with deliberate precision. Tommy Briggs stared back at him from a morgue photo, the kid who'd served two tours in Afghanistan and never met a mechanical problem he couldn't solve. The same kid who'd taught Tank how to rebuild a Harley transmission using nothing but hand tools and stubbornness. According to the report, Tommy had died from cardiac arrest brought on by an interaction between his VA-prescribed medications and a new drug he'd been taking for PTSD.

"What new drug?" Tank's finger traced the line of medical terminology that might as well have been written in ancient Sanskrit for all the sense it made to someone who spoke in calibers and compression ratios.

Webb moved closer, his professional instincts overriding his fear like muscle memory taking over when the shooting started. "Neurexapin. It's experimental, but the VA's been prescribing it for treatment-resistant trauma cases. Supposed to help with nightmares and flashbacks."

Tank grabbed the second folder, his jaw clenching as he recognized the face in the photograph. Ray Hutchins, forty-two years old, former Marine demolitions expert who could calculate blast radii in his head and never forgot a face or a favor. The man who'd talked Tank through his first panic attack after coming home from his third deployment, sitting in a garage at two in the morning while rain hammered the roof and neither of them mentioned the way their hands shook when they thought no one was watching.

Cause of death: respiratory failure due to medication interaction. Same new drug. Same result.

The third folder made Tank's hands shake with rage that threatened to burn through his chest. Mike Torres, the youngest of them at twenty-eight, a kid who'd joined the club after his third deployment left him with shrapnel scars and nightmares that kept him awake for days. Torres had been getting better, laughing again, talking about maybe getting his GED and learning to weld. He'd been planning to ask out the waitress at the diner where they all went for breakfast after long rides.

Same cause. Same drug. Same fucking waste.

"Three different VA facilities," Tank said, reading the locations while his vision blurred with anger. "Three different doctors. Same medication, same result."

"Coincidences happen in medicine," Webb said, but his voice lacked conviction and his eyes kept darting toward the phone on his desk.

Tank turned toward the examination table where a body lay covered by a white sheet that looked too clean for the violence it concealed. "Who's this?"

"Another veteran. Came in this morning with similar circumstances."

Tank pulled back the sheet with steady hands that belied the fury building in his chest. The man was maybe thirty-five, with the lean build and precise scars that marked him as military. A plastic wristband identified him as David Coleman, and the preliminary notes mentioned the same experimental drug that had killed his brothers.

"Four makes a pattern." Tank's voice dropped to the dangerous quiet that smart people recognized as a warning and stupid people ignored at their own peril. "Four makes someone targeting my brothers."

Webb stepped back toward his desk, hand moving toward the phone like a man reaching for salvation. "I have to call this in to the proper authorities."

"You do that." Tank pocketed the folders and turned toward the door, his leather vest creaking with the movement. "But understand something, Doc. These men served their country, came home broken, and trusted the system to help them heal. If someone's using that trust to kill them, I'm going to find out who."

He paused at the doorway, looking back at Webb's pale face that had gone the color of old bone. "And when I do, they're going to wish they'd died as clean as my brothers did."

Tank stepped into the hallway and pulled out his phone, scrolling to Steel's number. The club president would want to know about this immediately, but first he needed to understand what Neurexapin actually did and why the VA was prescribing it to veterans who ended up on slabs in morgues.

The elevator carried him to the administrative floors, where fluorescent lights hummed like angry wasps and the smell of industrial disinfectant couldn't quite mask the stench of bureaucratic corruption. He could hear voices through a conference room door, the kind of heated argument that happened when good people ran up against institutional evil.

He moved closer, recognizing the exhausted frustration in a woman's voice that carried the authority of someone who'd learned to command respect in operating rooms and emergency situations.

"Four deaths in two days is not a coincidence, and I don't care what the pharmaceutical rep says about acceptable risk factors. These men were responding well to traditional therapy before they were switched to Neurexapin."

Tank pressed against the wall beside the door, listening to the conversation that might give him answers and a target for the rage that threatened to consume him.

"Dr. Cross, you're overstepping your authority," a man's voice replied with the condescending tone of someone who'd never had his authority questioned by people with guns. "The VA's partnership with MedCorp Industries has been approved at the highest levels. Neurexapin represents a breakthrough in trauma treatment that could revolutionize how we approach veteran mental health."

"A breakthrough that's killing patients!"

"Isolated incidents within acceptable parameters. The benefits far outweigh the minimal risks."

"Acceptable to who? These are human beings, not test subjects for your pharmaceutical partners."

Tank heard a chair scrape against the floor, followed by the sharp sound of papers being slammed onto a table hard enough to rattle coffee cups.

"If you continue to interfere with this program, Dr. Cross, we'll have no choice but to remove you from your position and find someone more cooperative."

"Then remove me. But I'm not going to stand by while you experiment on veterans who trusted us to help them, not profit from their suffering."

Footsteps approached the door with the quick, angry stride of someone who'd reached the limit of their patience with institutional bullshit. Tank moved back toward the elevator, but not before catching a glimpse of the woman who'd been defending his dead brothers.

Auburn hair pulled back in a ponytail that had come loose during what must have been a long shift, exhausted green eyes that burned with the kind of anger that came from caring too much about people who couldn't protect themselves. She wore surgical scrubs under a white coat that had seen too many long shifts and emergency procedures, and she moved with the purposeful energy of someone who'd learned to function on adrenaline and principle when everything else failed.

Dr. Samantha Cross, according to the nameplate on the door she'd slammed behind her hard enough to rattle the frame.

Tank watched her stride toward the elevator, her jaw set in determination and her hands clenched into fists that suggested she was imagining someone's face when she made contact. She punched the elevator call button with more force than necessary, then stood with her back straight and her shoulders squared like a soldier preparing for battle.

When the elevator doors opened, she stepped inside without noticing him, her attention focused on something internal that made her eyes burn with professional fury. Tank followed, pressing the button for the parking garage while studying her profile in the reflection of the polished steel doors.

"Rough night?" he asked, keeping his voice gentle despite the rage that still burned in his chest.

She looked up at him for the first time, taking in his leather vest with the Rogue Horizon patches, his size, and the folders he still carried. Her expression shifted from exhaustion to wariness, but not fear. This was a woman who'd worked trauma surgery in combat zones and dealt with worse things than large men in dark spaces.

"Are you family of one of the patients?"

"Brothers," Tank said simply, letting the word carry the weight of brotherhood that went deeper than blood. "Tommy Briggs, Ray Hutchins, Mike Torres. Good men who served their country and came home to die in VA hospitals."

Dr. Cross's face went pale, and she pressed herself against the elevator wall as recognition hit her. "You're with the motorcycle club."

"Rogue Horizon MC. And you're the doctor who just told a room full of bureaucrats that someone's killing veterans."

The elevator reached the parking garage with a soft chime that echoed off concrete walls and rows of cars that belonged to people who worked night shifts and dealt with death for a living. Dr. Cross stepped out but turned back to face him, her green eyes meeting his steel-gray ones with the directness of someone who'd learned to deliver bad news and live with the consequences.

"Those men didn't die from medical complications. They were murdered by people who saw them as expendable test subjects for a drug that should never have left the laboratory."

Tank stepped closer, close enough to see the gold flecks in her green eyes and the determined set of her mouth, close enough to smell the faint scent of surgical soap and the exhaustion that came from fighting battles you couldn't win with conventional weapons.

"Then we need to talk."
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Chapter 2: Whistleblower
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Sam Cross stormed out of the VA administration building like a woman with nothing left to lose and everything worth fighting for. The automatic doors swooshed shut behind her, cutting off the sound of Administrator Beck's threats about career suicide and insubordination charges that would follow her for the rest of her professional life.

She didn't give a damn about her career anymore.

Four dead veterans in forty-eight hours, all prescribed the same experimental drug by different doctors at different facilities, and the only thing her superiors cared about was maintaining their partnership with MedCorp Industries. The pharmaceutical company was paying the VA millions for access to veteran patients, and nobody seemed interested in asking why those patients kept ending up in body bags.

Her heels clicked against concrete as she strode across the parking garage, her mind racing through the statistical impossibility of what she'd witnessed. Neurexapin had a documented failure rate of less than two percent in clinical trials, but somehow every veteran she'd tracked who'd been prescribed the drug in the past week had died from medication interactions that shouldn't have been possible.

Someone was lying. Either the clinical trial data was fabricated, or the drug being distributed to veterans wasn't the same compound that had been tested in laboratories.

The sound of footsteps echoing behind her made Sam glance over her shoulder. Three men in dark suits were following her across the garage, their movements too coordinated to be coincidental. They spread out as they walked, cutting off potential escape routes with the precision of people who'd done this before.

Corporate security. Had to be.

Sam picked up her pace, fishing her car keys from her purse while calculating the distance to her Honda Civic. Forty feet. Maybe fifty. The men behind her weren't running yet, but their stride had lengthened into the purposeful walk of predators closing in on prey.

She broke into a run.

"Dr. Cross!" The voice behind her carried the authority of someone accustomed to being obeyed. "We need to discuss your recent statements about the Neurexapin program."

Sam reached her car and fumbled with the keys, her hands shaking from adrenaline and exhaustion. The electronic lock beeped, and she grabbed the door handle just as a large hand slammed against the window beside her head.

"I don't think so, Doc."

The man standing beside her car was built like a linebacker, with the kind of muscle that came from years of lifting weights and hurting people for money. His suit was expensive but couldn't disguise the bulge of a shoulder holster or the scar that ran from his left ear to his jawline.

"Vincent Krueger, MedCorp Industries security division," he said, flashing a badge that looked official enough to fool anyone who didn't look too closely. "We understand you've been making some serious allegations about our pharmaceutical research."

Sam backed away from the car, her training as a combat medic kicking in as she assessed threats and escape routes. Three men, all armed, positioned to prevent her from reaching the elevator or the stairwell. Her only option was to scream and hope someone heard her, but the garage was empty except for security cameras that probably fed directly to whoever had sent these men.

"I haven't made any allegations," she said, keeping her voice steady despite the fear that made her heart hammer against her ribs. "I've simply documented statistical anomalies in patient outcomes."

"Statistical anomalies." Krueger smiled, and it was the kind of expression that belonged on sharks and serial killers. "That's a fancy way of saying you're interfering with a legally authorized research program."

The other two men moved closer, cutting off her remaining escape routes. One of them, a younger guy with dead eyes and hands that stayed near his jacket, looked like he enjoyed his work too much. The third man was older, calmer, with the patient demeanor of someone who'd learned that violence was more effective when it was applied methodically.

"Here's what's going to happen, Dr. Cross," Krueger continued. "You're going to retract your concerns about Neurexapin, issue a public statement supporting the VA's partnership with MedCorp, and find a new line of research that doesn't interfere with our business interests."

"And if I refuse?"

"Then we'll have to discuss the tragic accident that claimed the life of a dedicated VA physician who was working too many late shifts and made some unfortunate errors in judgment."

Sam felt the cold concrete wall against her back
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