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Dr. Sophia Castille slammed her shoulder into the front door of the shotgun house just as Roy Benoit raised his fist to strike the elderly woman cowering against her kitchen counter.

"Get away from her!" Sophie's voice cut through the cramped living room like a scalpel.

Benoit spun around, his bulk filling the narrow space between the couch and coffee table. Sweat stained his wrinkled shirt, and his face was flushed red from screaming at Mrs. Evangeline Boudoin about medical bills the woman couldn't possibly afford.

"This ain't your business, lady," Benoit snarled, his hand moving toward the collection folder stuffed with legal papers. "Old woman owes money."

Sophie stepped between him and Mrs. Boudoin, her scrubs still damp from the rain she'd run through to get here. The dialysis patient had missed her afternoon appointment, and when Sophie called to check on her, she'd heard shouting in the background before the line went dead.

"She's eighty-two years old and on disability," Sophie said, keeping her voice steady despite the adrenaline flooding her system. "The bills you're collecting on are from her emergency surgery six months ago. Medicare covered everything except the surgeon's fee."

"Surgeon wants his money," Benoit said, taking a step closer. "Contract says she pays or we seize assets."

Sophie glanced around the tiny house. A few pieces of worn furniture, family photos, medical equipment for Mrs. Boudoin's dialysis treatments. Nothing worth seizing except the woman's dignity.

"How much?" Sophie asked.

"Thirty-seven thousand," Benoit replied with satisfaction. "Plus interest and collection fees. Comes to forty-nine five now."

The number hit Sophie like a physical blow. She'd seen the surgical bill. The surgeon's fee had been twelve thousand dollars. Somehow this parasite had inflated it by four times the original amount.

"That's illegal," Sophie said. "Medical debt can't accrue that kind of interest."

"Judge Marcel Martin says different," Benoit said, pulling out a legal document. "Court-approved seizure order. Old lady's got three days to pay or we take everything."

Sophie's hands clenched into fists. Judge Martin. The same corrupt family court judge who'd been approving illegal asset seizures all over the parish. The same judge who somehow never questioned collection companies that transformed reasonable medical bills into insurmountable debt.

"Mrs. Boudoin," Sophie said without taking her eyes off Benoit, "go into your bedroom and lock the door."

"I ain't done here," Benoit said, moving to block the elderly woman's path.

Sophie shifted, putting herself directly in his way. At five-foot-six, she was dwarfed by his bulk, but she'd been an emergency room doctor for eight years. She'd faced down drug addicts, domestic abusers, and gang members. One predatory debt collector didn't intimidate her.

"Yes, you are," she said. "Get out."

Benoit's laugh was ugly. "You think you can make me? Little doctor girl gonna throw me out?"

He reached for Sophie's arm, probably intending to shove her aside. She grabbed his wrist with both hands and twisted, using his momentum against him the way the hospital security team had taught her during self-defense training.

Benoit stumbled, his face twisting with pain and surprise. "You bitch!"

He swung his other hand toward her face. Sophie ducked and drove her knee upward, aiming for his solar plexus. The impact folded him over, gasping.

"Mrs. Boudoin, call 911," Sophie called, keeping her distance as Benoit wheezed.

"Cops won't help," he panted, straightening slowly. "Judge Martin's orders trump everything. Your little assault charge ain't gonna stick when I'm here on legal business."

The sick feeling in Sophie's stomach told her he was right. She'd seen it happen before. Debt collectors with fraudulent court orders that somehow held up under legal scrutiny. Patients terrorized in their own homes while the system looked the other way.

"Then I'll handle this differently," Sophie said, pulling out her phone.

She didn't call 911. Instead, she called the number she'd memorized but never used. The number Dr. Lisa Hartley had given her three weeks ago when Sophie had treated her husband for motorcycle road rash.

The phone rang twice before a deep, gravelly voice answered. "Serpent Marine."

"This is Dr. Castille from Memorial Hospital," Sophie said, her voice steady despite her racing heart. "Lisa gave me this number. I need help."

A pause. Then: "What kind of help, Doc?"

"The violent kind."

Through the phone, she heard the rumble of motorcycle engines in the background. "Where are you?"

Sophie gave the address, keeping her eyes on Benoit, who was listening to every word with growing alarm.

"Ten minutes," the voice said, and the line went dead.

Benoit's face had gone pale. "You called the Serpents? Lady, you just made a huge mistake."

"Did I?" Sophie asked, genuine curiosity in her voice. "Because it seems to me like terrorizing elderly dialysis patients is the mistake here."

"They can't touch me. I got legal papers."

"We'll see."

The next eight minutes felt like hours. Benoit tried to leave twice, but Sophie positioned herself between him and the door. She'd started this confrontation, and she was going to finish it.

When the motorcycles arrived, the sound was unmistakable. Deep, powerful engines that seemed to shake the foundations of the small house. Through the front window, Sophie saw three men dismounting from massive Harleys.

The first one through the door had to duck to clear the frame. Bone, she remembered from Lisa's description. The Bayou Serpents' Sergeant at Arms. Six-foot-four of muscle and leather, with dark hair pulled back and intelligent brown eyes that took in the scene with professional assessment.

"Problem, Doc?" he asked, his voice the same gravelly tone from the phone.

"Mr. Benoit here was just leaving," Sophie said. "He seems to have gotten confused about his legal authority to terrorize dialysis patients."

Bone looked at Benoit, who was backing toward the kitchen like a cornered animal. "That right? You confusing medical debt with armed robbery?"

"I got papers," Benoit stammered, waving the court documents. "Legal seizure order from Judge Martin."

Bone plucked the papers from Benoit's hand with surprising gentleness, given his size. His eyes scanned the documents quickly.

"Forty-nine thousand for a twelve-thousand-dollar surgery," Bone said, his voice flat. "Creative math."

"Interest and fees are legal—"

"No, they ain't." Bone folded the papers carefully and tucked them into his leather cut. "Medical debt can't accrue predatory interest rates. Louisiana state law."

"Judge Martin approved—"

"Judge Martin's gonna find himself with bigger problems than fake court orders," Bone interrupted. "You got about thirty seconds to walk out that door before I decide you threatened a protected family."

Protected family. Sophie filed that information away. The Bayou Serpents had apparently extended their protection to Mrs. Boudoin without her even knowing it.

Benoit looked between Bone and the other two Serpents who'd followed him inside. Whatever he saw in their faces convinced him that discretion was the better part of valor.

"This ain't over," he muttered, heading for the door.

"Yeah, it is," Bone said quietly. "And if I see you or any other collection parasite in this neighborhood again, we're gonna have a different kind of conversation."

After Benoit left, the house felt larger somehow. The oppressive atmosphere of fear and intimidation lifted, replaced by something that felt almost peaceful.

"Mrs. Boudoin," Bone called toward the bedroom. "Coast is clear."

The elderly woman emerged cautiously, her eyes wide as she took in the three bikers standing in her living room.

"Thank you," she said simply. "That man, he was gonna take my dialysis machine."

"No, ma'am, he wasn't," Bone replied with surprising gentleness. "Nobody's taking anything from you."

He turned to Sophie. "Walk with me, Doc."

It wasn't a request. Sophie followed him outside, where the afternoon rain had stopped but left everything smelling like wet earth and growing things.

"You always make house calls to fight debt collectors?" Bone asked.

"When they threaten my patients, yes."

He studied her with those intelligent brown eyes. "Dangerous habit."

"Someone has to do something. The police don't care. The courts are corrupt. These people are being terrorized for medical bills they can't afford."

"How many cases like this you seen?"

Sophie thought about the past month. Mrs. Boudoin was the fourth patient who'd been targeted by aggressive debt collectors using fraudulent court orders. All elderly. All on fixed incomes. All with medical bills that had somehow tripled or quadrupled through mysterious "fees and interest."

"Too many," she said finally.

Bone nodded slowly. "Roy Benoit works for a loan shark named Marcus Thibault. The Shark's been expanding his operation since Hurricane Delphine. Targets folks who got medical bills from the storm damage."

"You know about this?"

"We know about everything that happens in our territory." His voice carried absolute certainty. "Question is, what you plan to do about it?"

Sophie looked back at Mrs. Boudoin's house, where the old woman was probably still shaking from her encounter with Benoit. Then she looked at Bone, who represented everything she'd been taught to fear and avoid.

Outlaw bikers. Criminals. Men who solved problems with violence instead of legal process.

But the legal process had failed. The system had failed. And this man had solved Mrs. Boudoin's problem in ten minutes when months of bureaucracy couldn't touch it.

"What are you suggesting?" she asked.

"I'm suggesting you might want to be more careful about making house calls alone," Bone said. "These collection parasites don't like interference."

"And?"

"And maybe we should talk about why a respected emergency room doctor is fighting debt collectors instead of treating patients."

There was intelligence behind his words. He understood that something bigger was happening here. Something that connected Mrs. Boudoin's case to others.

"I could ask you the same question," Sophie said. "Why does a motorcycle club care about medical debt collection?"

"Because it's happening to people under our protection. And because predators who target the vulnerable don't get to operate in our territory."

The simple statement carried absolute conviction. Whatever else the Bayou Serpents were, they apparently took community protection seriously.

"I need to check on Mrs. Boudoin before I leave," Sophie said.

"I'll wait."

Twenty minutes later, after ensuring Mrs. Boudoin's blood pressure had returned to normal and her afternoon medications were properly scheduled, Sophie emerged to find Bone leaning against his Harley.

"She gonna be okay?" he asked.

"For now. But this won't be the last time someone like Benoit shows up. These people are systematic. They target vulnerable patients and use fake court orders to terrorize them into paying inflated bills."

"Then maybe we should discuss how to make it the last time."

Sophie studied his face, looking for deception or hidden motives. She found neither. Just steady intelligence and what looked like genuine concern for Mrs. Boudoin's welfare.

"You're serious."

"Dead serious, Doc. People under our protection don't get terrorized by parasites. But if there's a pattern here, we need to understand it."

He pulled a business card from his pocket. Plain white, with just a phone number printed in black ink.

"Call me when the next one happens," he said. "Because there will be a next one."

"How do you know?"

"Because predators don't stop until someone makes them stop."

As Bone mounted his motorcycle and rode away, Sophie realized she was holding the card like it might explode. She'd just accepted help from an outlaw motorcycle club. She'd essentially agreed to collaborate with criminals.

But Mrs. Boudoin was safe. Her medical equipment wouldn't be seized. Her dignity remained intact.

For the first time in months, Sophie felt like she'd actually helped a patient instead of just treating symptoms while the system continued to fail them.

Her phone buzzed with a text from the hospital. Another elderly patient had missed their appointment. Mrs. Evangeline Pham, a Vietnamese immigrant who'd needed emergency surgery after Hurricane Delphine.

Sophie looked at the business card in her hand, then at the address in her text message.

"There will be a next one."

Bone had been right.
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Bone gunned his Harley down the narrow bayou road, timing his approach to coincide with Roy Benoit's collection van rounding the curve ahead. The bastard was making his rounds early today, probably spooked by yesterday's encounter with Dr. Castille.

The debt collector's van swerved as Bone's bike appeared in his rearview mirror, engine roaring like controlled thunder. Bone pulled alongside the driver's window and made a simple gesture—pull over.

Benoit's face went white behind the glass. The van lurched to a stop on the gravel shoulder, sending up a cloud of dust and loose stones.

Bone dismounted with deliberate slowness, letting his boots crunch on the gravel as he approached the driver's side. Through his peripheral vision, he caught sight of Flood and Roux emerging from the tree line where they'd been waiting. Always good to have backup when making educational visits.

"Roy," Bone said, his voice carrying easily through the van's open window. "Fancy meeting you out here."

"I ain't doing nothing wrong," Benoit stammered, his hands gripping the steering wheel like it might save him. "Just driving to work."

"Work." Bone tasted the word like something bitter. "That what you call terrorizing old ladies now?"

He leaned against the van's door frame, his size blocking Benoit's view of anything except six-foot-four of muscle and bad intentions. The collection folders scattered across the passenger seat caught his attention—at least a dozen names, all with addresses in the parishes the Serpents protected.

"Mind if I take a look at your work schedule?" Bone asked, reaching through the window before Benoit could object.

The files told a story that made Bone's jaw clench. Elderly hurricane victims. Disabled veterans. Single mothers with sick children. All with medical bills that had somehow ballooned to impossible amounts through creative accounting and fraudulent interest charges.

"Evangeline Pham," Bone read from the top file. "Eighty-year-old dialysis patient. Emergency surgery bill of eight thousand turned into a twenty-six-thousand collection demand." He looked up at Benoit. "You see a problem with that math?"

"Interest and fees are legal—"

"Stop." Bone's voice dropped to a register that made smart men reconsider their life choices. "We both know what you're doing. Question is whether you're smart enough to stop before I lose my patience."

Benoit's Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. "Look, I just collect what the paperwork says. I don't make the numbers."

"But you know they're bullshit." Bone flipped through more files, noting the pattern. All elderly. All vulnerable. All with bills that had tripled or quadrupled through mysterious fees. "You know you're stealing from people who can't fight back."

"It's legal—"

"No, it ain't." Bone pulled out his phone and scrolled to a contact. "Let me call my lawyer. Real lawyer, not the bought-and-paid-for judges you been using. We'll get a legal opinion on medical debt collection practices in Louisiana."

The threat of actual legal scrutiny made Benoit sweat harder. Predators like him survived by operating in the shadows, counting on their victims being
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