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The fluorescent lights in the Outer Banks Family Clinic buzzed like angry wasps, casting harsh shadows across the waiting room at ten-thirty on a Tuesday night. Dr. Tina Walling pushed a strand of dark hair behind her ear and glanced at the clock for the third time in five minutes. Three more patients to see, then she could finally lock up and head home to her small apartment above the hardware store.

She'd been running this clinic for two years now, serving the families who couldn't afford the fancy medical centers in the tourist areas. Fishermen with infected cuts, construction workers with back injuries, elderly folks on fixed incomes who needed someone to care about more than their insurance coverage. It wasn't glamorous work, but it mattered.

The front door chimed, and Tina looked up from Mrs. Patterson's chart to see three men in leather cuts stride into her waiting room like they owned the place. Desert Venom MC patches gleamed under the fluorescent lights. Her blood chilled.

She'd heard whispers about the rival MC moving into Savage Tide territory, but seeing them here, in her clinic, made it real in a way that turned her stomach to ice.

The leader was a lean man with dead eyes and a spider tattoo crawling up his neck. He surveyed the room like a predator choosing his prey, his gaze lingering on elderly Mr. Kowalski and young Maria Santos, who clutched her feverish toddler against her chest.

"Evening, folks," the leader said, his voice carrying a false friendliness that made Tina's skin crawl. "Name's Tommy Cobb. We're here conducting some community outreach."

Mrs. Patterson shifted nervously in her wheelchair, and Mr. Kowalski's weathered hands tightened on his cane. Maria pulled her son closer, whispering soothing words in Spanish.

Tina stood, her white coat rustling as she moved between the bikers and her patients. "Gentlemen, visiting hours ended at nine. If you need medical attention—"

"Oh, we're not sick, Doc." Tommy's smile revealed teeth that had seen too many fights. "We're here to get acquainted with the good people of this community. Learn about their businesses, their families. Their... needs."

The way he said 'needs' made Tina's spine stiffen. She'd spent two years building trust with these families, becoming someone they could count on when their children ran fevers or their elderly parents needed someone to listen. She wouldn't let these vultures terrorize them.

"Mr. Kowalski," Tommy continued, ignoring Tina completely as he approached the elderly fisherman. "Heard you've got a nice little bait shop down by the harbor. Family business, isn't it? Your grandson helps you run it?"

Mr. Kowalski's pale blue eyes flickered with fear. "What's it to you?"

"Just neighborly interest. We like to know who's who around here. Make sure everyone feels... protected." Tommy's companions spread out, one moving toward Maria and her child, the other positioning himself near the exit.

Tina's hands clenched into fists. "You need to leave. Now."

Tommy finally turned those dead eyes on her, and Tina fought the urge to step back. She'd treated knife wounds and gunshot victims without flinching, but there was something in this man's stare that spoke of violence for its own sake.

"And you must be Dr. Walling. Heard you take real good care of folks around here. Know all their business, their family situations. That's valuable information, Doc."

"Patient confidentiality is protected by law."

Tommy laughed, a sound like broken glass. "Laws are just suggestions when you're dealing with the right kind of motivation."

He moved closer, invading her space with the casual confidence of a man who'd never met real resistance. Tina held her ground, even as her heart hammered against her ribs.

"See, we're expanding our services into this area. Providing protection, making sure families stay safe. But we need to know who needs protecting, don't we? Who's got money, who's got debts, who's got secrets they'd rather keep quiet."

"You're threatening my patients."

"I'm offering them security." Tommy's hand brushed the knife handle visible at his belt. "Amazing how many accidents can happen in a small coastal town. Boat engines failing, fishing nets getting tangled, medical supplies going missing when people need them most."

The implied threat hit Tina like a physical blow. These families depended on her clinic for basic healthcare. If something happened to her medical supplies, if her equipment was damaged...

Maria's toddler whimpered, and the sound cut through Tina's fear like a scalpel. She straightened, meeting Tommy's stare without blinking.

"Get out of my clinic."

"Now, Doc, that's not very neighborly—"

"Get. Out."

Tommy studied her for a long moment, then shrugged. "We'll be in touch. Real soon."

He gestured to his companions, and they moved toward the door with the unhurried confidence of predators who knew their prey had nowhere to run.

"Oh, and Doc?" Tommy paused at the threshold. "Might want to invest in better security. Never know who might come calling after hours."

The door chimed as they left, but the echo of their presence lingered like smoke. Mr. Kowalski's hands shook as he gripped his cane, and Maria's son had started crying in earnest.

Tina forced herself to move, to be the calm professional her patients needed. But inside, ice-cold fear spread through her veins. She'd just made herself a target, and these families—her families—were caught in the crossfire of something bigger and more dangerous than anything she'd ever faced.

She finished treating her remaining patients with steady hands and a reassuring voice, but her mind raced. When she finally locked the clinic door behind the last patient, she pulled out her phone to call Sheriff Richardson.

The line was dead.

Not disconnected—dead. As if someone had cut the phone lines.

Tina stared at the device in her hand, Tommy Cobb's words echoing in her memory. Never know who might come calling after hours.

She was alone, marked as a threat by men who solved problems with violence. And somewhere in the darkness of the Outer Banks, the real war for this territory was just beginning.

The clinic's security lights flickered once, then went out, plunging her into darkness that suddenly felt full of watching eyes and lurking threats.

Tina Walling had spent her career healing people, but tonight she'd learned that sometimes the most dangerous wounds were the ones you couldn't see coming.
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The emergency bell rang through the Savage Tide compound at eleven-forty-seven on a Tuesday night, dragging Grave from the medical journals he'd been reading in his quarters above the clinic bay. He was dressed and moving before the third chime, muscle memory from his Army days overriding the civilian instinct to wonder what was wrong.

Brothers were already filing into the main meeting room when he arrived, their faces grim in the harsh overhead lighting. Wrecker stood at the head of the scarred oak table, his presidential patch catching the light as he waited for the room to fill. The tension radiating from their leader made Grave's combat instincts sharpen.

"We've got a problem," Wrecker announced without preamble once the last brother had taken his seat. "Desert Venom MC is making moves on our territory."

Murmurs rippled through the room, but Wrecker's raised hand cut them short. He spread a collection of photographs and intelligence reports across the table like a dealer laying out a losing hand.

"They're not hitting us direct. They're going after the families we protect." Wrecker's voice carried the cold fury that had made him a legend on these waters. "Systematic intimidation of local businesses. Medical facilities. Anyone who serves the working-class families in our territory."

Grave leaned forward, studying the surveillance photos. Desert Venom patches on leather cuts, unfamiliar faces casing the harbor district, the same three men photographed at multiple locations over the past week.

"Intelligence says they're building profiles," Punisher added from his seat at Wrecker's right hand. "Not just demanding protection money. They're cataloging every family, every business, every vulnerable point in our territory."

"Strategy's smart," Dagger observed, his enforcer's mind already working through the tactical implications. "Control the information, control the people. Make everyone afraid to resist."

Grave's jaw tightened as he recognized the psychological warfare tactics. He'd seen similar operations overseas, where insurgents used fear and information to break down community resistance before moving in for the kill.

"They hit the family clinic tonight," Wrecker continued, and Grave's attention snapped to full focus. The clinic served half the families in their territory, including the wives and children of several brothers. "Threatened the doctor, intimidated patients. Made it clear they're collecting medical information on our people."

A cold rage began building in Grave's chest. Medical facilities were supposed to be neutral ground, protected spaces where people could seek help without fear. The fact that Desert Venom was violating that sanctuary spoke to a level of depravity that demanded violent correction.

"What kind of threats?" Grave asked, his voice carrying the surgical precision that had earned him his road name.

"Direct intimidation of the doc and patients. Implied threats to medical supplies, equipment, safety." Wrecker's expression darkened. "They're using healthcare as leverage. Control the medical access, control the families."

Grave's hands clenched into fists on the table. He'd seen what happened when medical care became a weapon of war, had watched good people die because enemy forces targeted hospitals and clinics. The idea of that kind of brutality coming to their territory, threatening the families they'd sworn to protect, triggered every protective instinct he possessed.

"Who's the doctor?" he asked.

"Dr. Tina Walling. Runs the family clinic down by the harbor. Good reputation, serves folks who can't afford the tourist medical centers." Wrecker studied Grave's face. "She stood up to them. Refused to cooperate, ordered them out of her clinic."

Backbone. The woman had backbone, which meant she was either brave or stupid. In Grave's experience, brave usually got you killed, but it also meant you were worth saving.

"They'll be back," Grave stated with the certainty of a man who'd seen this pattern before. "Tonight was reconnaissance and intimidation. Next time will be enforcement."

"Agreed." Wrecker's gaze swept the room. "We need to send a message that our territory is off-limits. That the families under our protection stay protected."

Viper leaned back in his chair, sniper's eyes calculating distances and angles. "How many Desert Venom we talking about?"

"Fifteen to twenty active members, plus associates." Punisher consulted his intelligence files. "Led by Rico Suave, president who's got a reputation for brutality and expansion. He's been muscling into territories up and down the coast for the past two years."

Grave filed the name away for future reference. Rico Suave would need to be dealt with, but first they had to handle the immediate threat to their people.

"They're using the healthcare angle because they know it's our weak spot," Grave observed. "Half our brothers have families who depend on that clinic. They control medical access, they control us."

Wrecker nodded grimly. "Which is why we need to shut this down before it goes any further."

"I'll take it," Grave said without hesitation.

The room went quiet. Every brother knew what Grave brought to enforcement operations—a combination of medical knowledge and tactical violence that made him uniquely effective at solving problems that required both precision and brutality.

"Doc stood up to them once," Grave continued, his voice carrying the cold certainty that had earned respect in both military and MC circles. "Means she's got the courage to be useful. But courage without protection gets you dead."

"You thinking protective detail?" Dagger asked.

"I'm thinking information warfare." Grave's mind was already working through the tactical possibilities. "Doctor knows every family in our territory, knows their medical histories, their vulnerabilities. That's intelligence Desert Venom wants, but it's also intelligence we can use."

Wrecker studied him carefully. "Explain."

"Doc knows which families are most vulnerable, who's got chronic conditions, who can't afford to lose medical access. She knows the community better than any of us." Grave leaned forward, his tactical mind engaging fully. "We protect her, she helps us identify which families need immediate protection. We get ahead of Desert Venom's strategy instead of reacting to it."

The logic was sound, and Grave could see the other brothers recognizing it. Control the information, control the battlefield.

"She's not going to trust us initially," Punisher pointed out. "Doctors don't usually cooperate with MC operations."

"This doctor stood up to Desert Venom to protect her patients," Grave countered. "She's already chosen a side, whether she knows it or not."

Wrecker was silent for a long moment, weighing the options. When he spoke, his voice carried the authority of a man who'd built this brotherhood from nothing and kept it strong through every storm.

"Grave, you take point on protecting the doc and gathering intelligence on vulnerable families. Coordinate with Rig on financial profiles, Whisper on communications monitoring." His gaze swept the room. "Desert Venom thinks they can intimidate our people. Time to show them what happens when you threaten a Savage Tide family."

The meeting broke up with the efficient precision of men who'd been planning violence together for years. Brothers dispersed to handle weapons, surveillance, and tactical preparations, but Grave remained behind as the room emptied.

"Grave." Wrecker's voice stopped him at the door.

"Yeah?"

"This doctor. You sure you can handle working close protection on a civilian?"

Grave met his president's gaze steadily. The question behind the question was clear—could he maintain professional distance with a woman who might need protection for weeks or months?

"I can handle it."

Wrecker nodded slowly. "Doc's got backbone, which means she's not going to make this easy. And if Desert Venom is targeting medical facilities, they're playing for keeps."

"So are we."

"Make sure she understands that. This isn't about politics or territory disputes. This is about
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