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The warehouse stank of rust and fear.

Venom crouched behind a shipping container, the weight of his Sig Sauer familiar in his grip as he surveyed the scene through night vision goggles. Three cargo trucks sat in the shadows of Warehouse 47, their engines still ticking from recent arrival. The human traffickers had no idea the Shadow Legion was watching.

"Six tangos outside, unknown number inside," Scout's voice crackled through his earpiece from his overwatch position. "Motion sensors show at least twelve heat signatures in the main warehouse."

"Copy that." Venom's voice was barely a whisper as he signaled Wraith and Crash into position. The familiar calm settled over him—the same ice-cold focus that had kept him alive through three tours in Afghanistan. The same focus that would ensure every girl in those trucks went home tonight.

The traffickers moved with sloppy confidence, convinced their midnight operation was invisible to law enforcement. They had no idea Shadow Legion had been tracking this particular shipment for two weeks, ever since Matrix intercepted chatter about a "special delivery" from Eastern Europe.

Venom's jaw clenched as he watched two men drag a semiconscious girl from the lead truck. She couldn't be older than sixteen, and the way she stumbled suggested they'd kept her drugged for the journey. The rage that lived in his chest stirred, demanding blood.

He breathed deep, channeling that fury into calculated efficiency. These bastards would pay, but not until every victim was safe.

"Wraith, you have the sniper nest?"

"Affirmative. Clean shots on the perimeter guards."

"Crash, charges set?"

"Ready to blow their exit routes on your signal."

Venom checked his watch. Twelve minutes past midnight. Perfect timing—the port authority guards would be on their coffee break, and the nearest patrol was fifteen minutes out. The club had learned to work in the gaps that corrupt officials created.

"On my mark," Venom whispered into his mic. "Three... two... one... execute."

The night exploded into controlled chaos.

Wraith's rifle spoke twice, dropping the perimeter guards before they could raise an alarm. Crash's charges sealed the warehouse's rear exits in thunderous clouds of concrete dust. Venom burst through the main entrance as the traffickers scrambled for weapons they'd never have time to use.

The first man turned toward him with a shotgun. Venom put two rounds center mass before the barrel cleared its holster. The second man fumbled for a radio—Venom's knife found his throat before he could speak.

"Federal agents!" one of the traffickers screamed in accented English. "You cannot—"

Venom's laugh was harsh as winter steel. "Do we look federal to you?"

The remaining men scattered like roaches when the lights came on. Venom pursued with deadly accuracy, his Ranger training and three years with the brotherhood making him something these street-level predators had encountered before. He moved through the warehouse like death itself, eliminating threats with ruthless efficiency.

Within four minutes, silence returned to Warehouse 47.

"All clear," Venom reported, already moving toward the shipping containers where frightened voices called out in multiple languages. "How many packages do we have?"

"Fourteen girls," Scout replied, rappelling down from his position to help with the rescue operation. "Ages look to be between fifteen and twenty-five."

Venom holstered his weapon and approached the nearest container. The heavy steel door swung open to reveal eight terrified faces staring back at him. Young women huddled together in filthy clothes, their eyes wide with fear and exhaustion.

"You're safe now," he said in the gentlest voice he could manage, though his appearance—black tactical gear, face paint, and blood on his hands—probably wasn't reassuring. "We're here to help."

A blonde girl near the front spoke up in broken English. "Police?"

"Better." Venom pulled out his phone and speed-dialed a contact. "Rosa? It's Venom. We need the van and medical supplies at Warehouse 47. Fourteen packages, various conditions." He paused, studying the girls' faces. "And call Dr. Hollingsworth. Some of these girls are going to need immediate medical attention."

As Scout and Crash began the careful process of extracting the victims, Venom grabbed the one trafficker he'd left breathing—a weasel-faced man with gold teeth who'd been smart enough to drop his weapon immediately.

"Let's have a conversation," Venom said, dragging the man into a corner of the warehouse.

The trafficker's eyes darted around wildly. "I want lawyer. I want—"

Venom slammed him against a concrete pillar. "You want to walk out of here breathing, you'll answer my questions. Who's your medical contact?"

"What medical contact? I don't know what—"

Venom's hand closed around the man's throat just tight enough to make breathing labored. "The doctor who patches up your merchandise when they fight back. The one who keeps your victims alive long enough to sell. We know you have someone on payroll."

The man's face turned red, then purple. Finally, he nodded frantically. Venom loosened his grip.

"Dr. Foster," the trafficker gasped. "UCSD Medical Center. Emergency room. She... she fixes the ones who get damaged."

"She's working for you?"

"No! No, she don't know. We just... we take them there when they're hurt bad. She's too good, you know? She don't ask questions, just fixes them up."

Venom's blood went cold. A doctor being used by traffickers, probably without her knowledge. That made her either complicit or a target, and either scenario pissed him off.

"How often?"

"Maybe once, twice a month. Always different story—car accident, fell down stairs, boyfriend got rough. She believes it every time."

The rage in Venom's chest went white-hot. These bastards were using a doctor's compassion against her, making her into an unwitting accomplice in their crimes. Worse, if she started asking the right questions, she'd become a liability they'd need to eliminate.

"Give me everything," Venom growled. "Full name, schedule, what she looks like."

The trafficker spilled details like his life depended on it—which it did. Dr. Luna Foster, twenty-nine years old, trauma surgeon, typically worked the night shift Thursday through Sunday. Dark hair, average height, often wore scrubs with little cartoon cats on them.

By the time Venom finished his interrogation, Rosa had arrived with the medical van and two volunteers from the women's shelter Shadow Legion supported. The girls would be taken somewhere safe, given medical care, and helped to contact families or start new lives. The ones who wanted to go home would be returned to their families. The ones who couldn't go home would be given new identities and a chance to disappear.

The traffickers would disappear too, but not in any way that involved starting over.

"Clean this up," Venom told Crash as he holstered his weapon. "Standard protocol."

"Copy that. What about our friend here?" Crash nodded toward the surviving trafficker.

"He's got one more use." Venom pulled out his phone and called Phantom. The president answered on the first ring despite the late hour.

"Talk to me."

"Operation successful. Fourteen packages recovered, all targets neutralized except one." Venom watched the girls being helped into Rosa's van, their faces showing the first glimpse of hope they'd probably felt in months. "We've got a complication."

"What kind of complication?"

"They've been using a doctor at UCSD Medical to patch up damaged merchandise. Trauma surgeon named Dr. Luna Foster. Intel suggests she's not complicit, just being manipulated."

Phantom was quiet for a moment. "That makes her either an asset or a liability."

"My thinking exactly. If she starts connecting the dots, she becomes a target. And if she's already figured it out..." Venom let the implications hang in the air.

"I want you to investigate. Find out what she knows and whether she's a threat or a victim."

"Consider it done."

"Venom?" Phantom's voice carried the weight of brotherhood and command. "If she's innocent, we protect her. If she's not..."

"I know." Venom ended the call and watched the last of the rescued girls disappear into Rosa's van. Dr. Luna Foster had no idea her world was about to change. Tomorrow night, he'd pay her a visit and find out which side of this war she was really on.

The weasel-faced trafficker whimpered as Crash approached with a length of rope.

"Please, I told you everything—"

Venom's expression went arctic. "Yeah, you did. And now you're going to make one last phone call for me."

The man's eyes widened in terror as he realized his usefulness was about to expire. Shadow Legion didn't leave loose ends, and they sure as hell didn't leave people who hurt innocent women breathing.

Justice was about to be served, one way or another.

The warehouse fell silent again as Venom walked away, his mind already shifting to the next mission. Dr. Luna Foster had twelve hours before he came calling, and he needed to know everything about her before then.

Time to find out if the good doctor was an angel or a devil in scrubs.
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Dr. Luna Foster pressed her stethoscope against the young woman's chest and listened to the rapid, shallow breathing that suggested more than physical trauma. The girl couldn't be older than nineteen, with blonde hair matted with dried blood and bruises on her arms that formed distinct finger patterns.

"Can you tell me what happened, Katya?" Luna kept her voice gentle as she examined the defensive wounds on the girl's forearms. The story didn't match the injuries—never did with cases like this.

Katya's eyes darted toward the waiting room where a heavyset man in an expensive suit watched through the glass partition. "I fell down stairs. Very clumsy."

Luna had heard variations of this lie six times in the past month, all from young women with the same terrified expression and the same type of defensive wounds. All accompanied by different men who claimed to be boyfriends or brothers but stood guard like sentries.

"The X-rays show three cracked ribs and a hairline fracture in your left wrist," Luna said, cleaning a deep cut on Katya's temple. "Falls down stairs don't usually create this pattern of injuries."

"I tell you, I fell." Katya's accent was thick, Eastern European. "Very steep stairs."

Luna finished stitching the cut and met the girl's eyes directly. "If someone is hurting you, there are people who can help. I can make some calls—"

"No!" Katya grabbed Luna's wrist with surprising strength. "No calls. I am fine. Just fix me and I go."

The desperation in her voice made Luna's chest ache. She'd seen this pattern too many times recently, and each case left her feeling more helpless. The legal channels moved too slowly, required too much proof, and by the time social services got involved, these girls vanished.

"I'm going to give you a tetanus shot and some pain medication," Luna said, preparing the injection. "If you change your mind about those phone calls—"

"She won't."

The deep voice from the doorway made both women freeze. Luna turned to see a man she'd never encountered before, but his presence filled the small examination room like a physical force. Dark hair, broad shoulders, and eyes that seemed to catalog every detail of the scene with military precision.

He wasn't the heavyset man from the waiting room. This one was dangerous in a completely different way.

"Excuse me, but you can't be in here during treatment," Luna said, instinctively moving between him and Katya. "Are you family?"

A ghost of a smile crossed his lips. "Something like that."

Katya whimpered and tried to slide off the examination table. The stranger raised one hand in a calming gesture, and Luna noticed the intricate tattoos covering his knuckles and the way he moved with predatory grace.

"Easy," he said to Katya in a voice that somehow managed to be both commanding and reassuring. "You're safe."

"I don't understand," Luna said, her medical training warring with instincts that told her this man was infinitely more dangerous than Katya's supposed boyfriend. "Who are you?"

Before he could answer, shouting erupted from the waiting room. Through the glass partition, Luna saw the heavyset man arguing with hospital security while pointing frantically toward the examination room.

"Dr. Foster, we need to move," the stranger said, his entire demeanor shifting into something cold and focused. "Right now."

"I'm not going anywhere with—"

The lights went out.

Emergency power kicked in three seconds later, bathing everything in red light, but those three seconds of darkness had been enough. When Luna's vision cleared, the stranger had Katya in his arms and was moving toward the back exit of the examination room.

"Put her down!" Luna grabbed a scalpel from the medical tray. "Security!"

"Security's busy," he said without breaking stride. "And if you want this girl to live through the night, you'll come with us."

The sound of automatic weapons being chambered echoed from the main corridor. Luna's blood went cold as she realized the shouting from the waiting room had stopped abruptly.

"What's happening?"

"The men who've been bringing you patients like Katya just decided she's a liability," he said, pausing at the exit door. "They're here to clean up loose ends."

Luna's mind raced through the implications. All those girls with defensive wounds and terrified eyes, all those men who claimed to be relatives but watched like guards. She'd suspected something was wrong, but she'd focused on treating injuries rather than asking harder questions.

"You're saying she's—"

"A trafficking victim. And you've been patching up their merchandise without knowing it." His eyes met hers, and she saw grim understanding there. "The question is, do you want to keep saving lives, or do you want to explain to those men why you've been asking too many questions?"

The sound of boots in the corridor was getting closer. Luna looked at Katya's terrified face, then at the scalpel in her hand, then at the stranger who somehow managed to project lethal competence and genuine protection at the same time.

"If I come with you, what happens to my other patients?"

"They'll be safe. These men only care about witnesses who can connect them to trafficking operations."

Luna made a decision that went against every protocol she'd ever learned. She dropped the scalpel and grabbed her medical bag. "Back exit leads to the employee parking garage."

"Smart woman."

He shifted Katya's weight and moved toward the door with fluid efficiency. Luna followed, her heart hammering as the sound of boots grew louder behind them.

They reached the parking garage just as the first shouts echoed from the examination room they'd abandoned. The stranger moved through the rows of cars with obvious familiarity, stopping beside a black SUV with tinted windows.

"Get in," he said, settling Katya gently in the back seat.

Luna hesitated. "I don't even know your name."

"They call me Venom."

The name sent a chill down her spine, but before she could respond, muzzle flashes lit up the hospital windows above them. The sound of gunfire echoed through the concrete structure.

"Decide, Doc. They'll be down here in thirty seconds."

Luna looked up at the hospital where she'd worked for three years, where she'd saved hundreds of lives and built a reputation for never giving up on difficult cases. Then she looked at Katya's bruised face and made the choice that would change everything.

She got in the SUV.

Venom started the engine and pulled out of the parking garage with controlled speed, not fast enough to draw attention but quick enough to put distance between them and the hospital. Luna watched the building shrink in the side mirror, wondering if she'd just made the biggest mistake of her life.

"Where are we going?"

"Somewhere safe." He glanced at her in the rearview mirror. "You did the right thing."

"Did I? I just abandoned my post, left my colleagues to deal with armed men, and got in a car with someone whose name is literally a poison."

"Your colleagues will be fine. Those men weren't there for a massacre, just to eliminate specific threats." He turned onto the freeway, merging into light traffic. "And my name's a warning, not a promise. At least not to people who don't deserve it."

Luna checked Katya's pulse and found it steady but fast. The girl had passed out, probably from shock and exhaustion rather than her injuries. "She needs proper medical attention."

"She'll get it. Better than what she would have received if we'd stayed."

"You're talking
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