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Melissa Grant stripped off her latex gloves and dropped them in the biohazard bin, her hands steady despite the weariness weighing down her bones. Five overdoses in one twelve-hour shift. Five young bodies convulsing on gurneys while she pumped Narcan and counted compressions and watched families fall apart in her peripheral vision.

Five prescriptions from Hastings Pain Management Clinic.

She pulled up the electronic chart on the computer station outside Bay Seven, her jaw tight as she scrolled through the medication history. Same pattern as the others. Massive oxycodone doses prescribed for minor injuries—a twisted ankle, lower back strain, dental work. Months of escalating prescriptions creating instant, devastating addiction. Then suddenly cut off, forcing desperate patients to the streets where fentanyl-laced pills killed them.

"Another one?" Janice Washington appeared at her elbow, the veteran ICU nurse's dark eyes reflecting the same bone-deep fatigue Melissa felt. "That makes what, six this month?"

"Eight." Melissa's voice came out flat. "All Hastings patients. All the same story."

"You documenting this?"

"Every detail." She pulled up her personal tracking spreadsheet, the one she'd been maintaining for three months. Names, ages, prescription histories, clinic locations. A pattern so clear it made her stomach turn. "Someone's systematically creating addicts, Janice. A licensed physician is destroying lives for profit, and nobody's stopping him."

Janice glanced toward the emergency department entrance where hospital security stood watch. "You reported it to administration?"

"Twice. They said it's not our concern unless there's a legal complaint filed." Melissa's fingers tightened on the edge of the desk. "Meanwhile, we're watching people die."

The automatic doors hissed open, admitting a rush of November chill and two paramedics wheeling in another gurney. Melissa's heart sank as she recognized the blue-tinged lips, the shallow breathing, the too-still body of someone barely clinging to life.

"Seventeen-year-old male, opioid overdose," the lead paramedic called out. "Found unresponsive in his car outside Hastings clinic on Pulaski. Two doses of Narcan administered with minimal response."

Melissa was moving before conscious thought, her body operating on six years of critical care training. She took position at the head of the gurney as they transferred the patient to Bay Three, her practiced gaze cataloging vitals, assessing respiratory distress, calculating odds.

Too young. God, he was just a kid.

"Melissa Grant, ICU nurse taking charge," she announced, slipping seamlessly into the controlled chaos of emergency response. "Get me a full tox screen, start another IV line, prepare for intubation if respiratory function doesn't improve in the next two minutes."

The resident physician appeared, snapping orders that Melissa was already executing. She'd done this dance too many times. Watched too many bodies fight against the poison flooding their bloodstreams while families sobbed in waiting rooms and hospital administrators worried about liability.

"What's his name?" she asked the paramedic who'd brought him in.

"Travis Lee. High school basketball player. Tore his ACL six months ago."

Six months. Melissa's jaw clenched as she adjusted the oxygen flow. More than enough time for a corrupt physician to create a hopeless addiction in a teenager who'd trusted the system to help him heal.

"He's got a prescription bottle in his pocket," the paramedic continued. "Hastings Pain Management. Dated from four months ago, but it's empty."

"Of course it is." The words came out harder than she intended. "Because they cut him off and sent him to the streets."

She worked for ninety minutes, refusing to let this kid become another statistic in her personal tracking spreadsheet. Pumped his stomach, managed his vitals, monitored his brain function, and prayed to a God she wasn't sure listened to prayers from the South Side anymore.

At 4:47 AM, Travis Lee's heart stopped.

Melissa called the code, started compressions, and counted out the rhythm while the crash team swarmed around her. Thirty compressions, two breaths. Thirty compressions, two breaths. Her arms burned and her vision tunneled and she kept going because this was somebody's son, somebody's hope, somebody's future being stolen by a man in an expensive suit who'd taken an oath to do no harm.

They called it at 5:03 AM.

Melissa stepped back from the table, her scrubs soaked with sweat, her hands trembling with rage and drained energy. The resident physician was already moving toward the family waiting area, prepared to deliver the news that would shatter lives. Hospital security was documenting the scene for their liability reports. The machinery was processing another death with the mechanical efficiency of an assembly line.

And somewhere across the city, Dr. Leonard Hastings was probably sleeping peacefully in his expensive house, his medical license and political donations protecting him from consequences.

She found the prescription bottle the paramedics had logged as evidence. Oxycodone, 80mg tablets, prescribed by L. Hastings MD. She photographed it with her phone, added it to her private documentation, and felt something hard and unforgiving settle in her chest.

Nobody was going to stop him. Hospital administration wasn't going to stop him. The medical board that rubber-stamped licenses wasn't going to stop him.

Someone had to.

Melissa finished her shift at 7:30 AM, her body running on autopilot through the handoff reports and documentation requirements. She'd seen Janice watching her with concern, but she couldn't process it right now. Couldn't process anything except the memory of a seventeen-year-old athlete dying on her table because a licensed physician had decided his life was worth less than quarterly profits.

She was halfway across the parking lot toward her ten-year-old Honda when she heard the footsteps behind her.

"Ms. Grant?" The voice was male, rough-edged, carrying the kind of casual menace that made her prey instincts fire. "Need to have a conversation about your interest in Dr. Hastings."

Melissa turned slowly, her drained brain taking a moment to catalog the threat. Three men spreading out in a loose semicircle, blocking her path to the car. The one in front was six-two and heavily muscled, with prison tattoos visible on his neck and the kind of predatory stance that said he enjoyed this work.

"I don't know what you're talking about." She kept her voice steady, already scanning for security cameras, exit routes, anything that might help.

"Sure you do." He stepped closer, his smile cold. "Word is you've been asking questions about the clinic. Documenting things that aren't your business. Dr. Hastings doesn't appreciate nurses who can't mind their own concerns."

Her heart hammered against her ribs, but she'd grown up on the South Side. She knew better than to show fear to predators. "I'm a medical professional documenting patient care. If Dr. Hastings has a problem with that, he can file a formal complaint through proper channels."

The man laughed, and the sound made her skin crawl. "Proper channels. That's cute." He glanced at his companions. "The doctor thinks maybe you need a reminder about professional boundaries. Something that'll help you remember to keep your mouth shut about things that don't concern you."

They were moving before she could react, hands grabbing her arms, dragging her toward a dark van parked three rows over. Melissa fought, her fatigue forgotten in the spike of adrenaline, but they were too strong and too practiced. This wasn't their first time intimidating someone into silence.

She opened her mouth to scream, and a hand clamped over her face, cutting off the sound.

Then the world exploded into violence.

The man holding her left arm went down hard, his knee bending sideways with a crack that echoed across the parking lot. The hand over her mouth disappeared as its owner stumbled back, clutching a face that was suddenly streaming blood. Melissa found herself yanked behind a solid wall of leather and muscle while the parking lot filled with the roar of motorcycle engines.

"Touch her again and I'll make what just happened look gentle." The voice was quiet and precise, carrying absolute conviction. "Walk away now and you might keep the ability to walk."

Melissa's rescuer stood between her and the remaining threats, his lean frame radiating controlled lethality. She caught a glimpse of pale skin, kind eyes that had gone absolutely arctic, and a black leather cut with deep purple accents that marked him as Urban Sentinels MC.

The tattooed man who'd grabbed her was struggling to his feet, his shattered knee making him clumsy. "You just made a big mistake, biker. Dr. Hastings has protection."

"So does she." Another Sentinel materialized from the early morning shadows, darker-skinned and younger, with the same deadly calm. "Question is whether you're stupid enough to test it."

The clinic security looked between the two Sentinels and the growing number of bikes pulling into the parking lot, their engines a chorus of thunder that shattered the dawn silence. Whatever orders they'd been given, they apparently didn't include taking on an MC chapter.

"This isn't over," the tattooed man snarled.

"Yeah, it is." The Sentinel who'd grabbed Melissa first—the one with medical precision in his violence—stepped forward. "Tell Hastings if he sends anyone near her again, we'll have a conversation he won't survive. And tell him the Sentinels know about his prescription empire. We're coming for every clinic, every operation, every dollar he's made poisoning our streets."

The security backed toward their van, dragging their injured companion. Melissa watched them go, her brain struggling to process what had just happened. One moment she'd been facing abduction or worse. The next, she was standing in a hospital parking lot surrounded by motorcycle club members who'd appeared like violent guardian angels.

The Sentinel who'd saved her turned, and Melissa found herself looking into eyes she recognized.

"David?" The name came out shocked. "David Carter?"

His expression shifted, surprise breaking through the enforcer mask he wore. "Melissa Grant. Hell. Didn't expect to see you here."

She'd known him five years ago, back when he was still an EMT responding to calls in her neighborhood. Back when they'd worked scenes together, two young professionals trying to save lives in a structure that seemed designed to waste them. Back before he'd disappeared into the Sentinels and become someone else entirely.

"You're Saint now?" She read the name stitched on his cut, tried to reconcile the dedicated EMT she'd known with the lethal enforcer who'd just disabled three men with surgical precision.

"Yeah." His voice was rough. "Been a while, Mel."

The younger Sentinel cleared his throat. "We should move. Those assholes might come back with reinforcements."

Saint—she couldn't think of him as David anymore, not with that violence still humming in his frame—nodded. "She's coming to the compound. Hastings just made her a target, and we don't leave civilians exposed."

"I'm fine." Melissa's professional training was kicking back in, pushing past the shock. "I can file a police report—"

"Report to who?" Saint's gaze pinned her. "The same cops who've been ignoring your documentation for months? The machinery that lets Hastings operate six clinics while kids die? You think filing paperwork is gonna protect you from his security team?"

He was right, and she hated it. Hated that the apparatus she'd trusted had failed so completely that motorcycle club justice was her only option. Hated that the dedicated EMT she'd known had been right to abandon healing for violence.

"How did you even know I was in trouble?" she asked.

"We've had eyes on Hastings' operation for weeks. Tracked his security to the hospital." Saint's jaw tightened. "Didn't know they were coming for you specifically until we saw them corner you. But we've been watching, Mel. Watching him poison our territory and waiting for the right moment to end it."

The other Sentinel moved to Saint's side. "Smoke's got her car covered. We need to ride before hospital security decides to ask questions."

Saint looked at Melissa, and she saw something in his eyes that made her breath catch. Not just recognition. Not just protection. Something fiercer and more possessive, something that had nothing to do with their shared past and everything to do with the present moment.

"You riding with me," he said, and it wasn't a question.

Melissa looked at the hospital where she'd just watched a kid die. Looked at the empty parking space where clinic security had tried to drag her into a van. Looked at the Sentinel who'd once shared her dedication to saving lives before bureaucracy and apathy had broken him into something harder.

She'd spent six years working within protocols, trusting that documentation and proper channels would eventually create justice. She'd been wrong.

Maybe it was time to trust something else.

"Let's go," she said.
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Saint watched Melissa sleep on the couch in the clubhouse common room, her body finally surrendering to the crash after adrenaline and twelve-hour shifts stopped holding her upright. She'd made it exactly twenty minutes after they'd gotten her inside before her eyes had closed mid-sentence.

He'd caught her before she hit the floor, carried her to the couch, and now he couldn't stop looking at the vulnerable curve of her neck.

Mine to protect.

The thought was immediate and absolute, settling into his chest like it had always been there. Five years since he'd seen Melissa Grant working trauma scenes with steady hands and exhausted compassion. Five years since he'd been David Carter, EMT, trying to save lives one emergency call at a time while the neighborhood bled out around them.

She'd gotten more beautiful. Stronger. That backbone he remembered had turned to steel.

"Brother's got it bad already." Smoke appeared at his elbow, voice low to avoid waking Melissa. "Known her what, two hours?"

"Five years." Saint kept his eyes on her sleeping form. "Worked scenes together before I patched in. She was the best trauma nurse I ever saw."

"And now she's documenting the bastard poisoning our streets." Smoke's jaw tightened. "Cooper and his boys were gonna disappear her, Saint. Hastings is moving aggressive."

"He made a mistake." Saint's voice went flat. "Touched something that's mine."

Smoke's eyebrows rose. "That fast?"

"Yeah."

"Judge is gonna want details."

Saint finally dragged his gaze away from Melissa. "Church in ten. Get Steel and Brick. This is bigger than one nurse asking questions—Hastings has been operating for three years and nobody's touched him."

"Because he's got a medical license and politicians in his pocket."

"Had." Saint headed toward the chapel, his mind already cataloging everything Melissa had told him during the ride to the compound. Six clinic locations. Eight deaths in two months. Systematic addiction creation hidden behind prescription pads. "After what his security tried today, Hastings just declared war on the Sentinels. He doesn't get to walk away from that."



Judge sat at the head of the chapel table, his cold gaze tracking each brother as they filed in. Steel took his right, massive arms crossed over his chest. Brick filled the doorway like a mountain. Ghost materialized from the shadows. Razor, Diesel, Havoc, and Throttle completed the circle.

The Urban Sentinels MC at full strength.

"Saint called church." Judge's voice carried absolute authority. "This about the nurse you brought in?"

"Melissa Grant. ICU trauma nurse at Mount Sinai, grew up South Side." Saint remained standing, too wired to sit. "She's been documenting overdose deaths connected to Dr. Leonard Hastings' prescription operation. This morning, Hastings sent Leonard Cooper and three security to grab her from the hospital parking lot."

"Cooper." Steel's voice was granite. "Used to run enforcement for the Vice Lords before he went legit working clinic security."

"Not legit anymore." Saint's hands flexed. "He had orders to make her disappear. We interrupted before they got her in the van."

Judge leaned forward. "How many clinics?"

"Six across South and West Side. Pain management operations prescribing massive opioid doses for minor injuries. Creates instant addiction, then cuts patients off and forces them to street dealers." Saint pulled out his phone, displayed the photos Melissa had taken. "Eight overdose deaths in our territory in two months. All traced back to Hastings prescriptions."

The chapel went silent except for the sound of breathing and restrained violence.

"This doctor." Havoc spoke up, his voice carrying edge. "He's poisoning people legally?"

"With a medical license and political protection." Saint's jaw clenched. "Making millions while hiding behind prescription pads. Melissa's been trying to report it through proper channels for three months. System won't touch him."

"So he decided to touch her instead." Razor's fingers drummed the table. "Send a message to anyone asking questions."

"He fucked up." Steel's voice carried finality. "Threatened a woman under Sentinel protection. That's a death sentence."

Saint felt something fierce and possessive surge through his chest. "She's mine. Been mine since I saw Cooper's hands on her. Hastings doesn't get to threaten what belongs to me."

Judge's gaze sharpened. "You claiming her official?"

"Yeah."

"After two hours?"

"After five years and two hours." Saint met his president's eyes. "She's the woman who understood why I couldn't just document deaths anymore. Why I needed to prevent them. She's ICU trauma—she's seen the same bodies I have, knows the system won't stop the bleeding."

"And now she's in our
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