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The blood wouldn't stop flowing.

Viper pressed gauze against the jagged slice across Diesel's ribs, applying steady pressure while his patient gritted his teeth and glared at the medical bay ceiling. The wound ran six inches along the mechanic's side—shallow enough to avoid organs, deep enough to need serious attention.

"Hold still, you stubborn bastard," Viper muttered, reaching for surgical thread. "Unless you want this to scar worse than it already will."

Diesel's jaw clenched. "Motherfucker came out of nowhere with that knife. Should've put him down permanent instead of just breaking his arm."

"You broke his arm?"

"And his nose. And maybe his jaw." Diesel's grin was savage despite the pain. "Cocky little shit thought he could carve me up while I was checking the perimeter."

Viper threaded the needle with practiced efficiency, his hands steady from three years of patching up Desert Wolves after border skirmishes. Before that, two tours in Afghanistan keeping Marines breathing when the world exploded around them. The skills transferred perfectly—trauma was trauma, whether from roadside bombs or trafficking assholes with knives.

"This is going to hurt," he warned, then began stitching without waiting for acknowledgment. Navy corpsmen learned early that warning was courtesy, not permission.

Diesel's breathing stayed controlled as the needle bit into flesh. Good. The man had been through worse during his Marine days, and Viper respected anyone who could take battlefield medicine without whimpering.

"How many were there?" Viper asked, keeping his voice casual while he worked. Intelligence gathering came naturally during medical treatment—patients talked when they were vulnerable.

"Three that I saw. Maybe more hanging back." Diesel's voice carried the tight control of a man managing pain. "They were scouting our compound defenses, getting too close to the family housing. Had to make a point."

Viper's hands never paused, but his jaw tightened. The pack had been dealing with increased border activity for months—trafficking operations getting bolder, pushing deeper into Desert Wolves territory. It was escalating from occasional encounters to active probing of their defenses.

"They say anything useful before you educated them?"

"Just garbage about territorial rights and business operations." Diesel snorted. "Like they own the fucking desert because they're moving human cargo through it."

The needle pierced skin again, drawing flesh together with surgical precision. Viper had seen the aftermath of trafficking operations during medical supply runs—women with injuries that screamed abuse, men with the hollow eyes of forced labor. His protective instincts, honed by years of keeping warriors alive, extended far beyond the brotherhood.

"Zero needs to hear about this," Viper said, tying off another stitch. "If they're getting bold enough to scout our compound in daylight, they're planning something bigger."

"Already called it in. Talon's coordinating response protocols with Wolf." Diesel's voice carried grim satisfaction. "We'll be ready for whatever they're planning."

Viper nodded, focusing on the delicate work of closing the wound. Each stitch had to be perfect—too loose and the injury would reopen, too tight and the tissue would die. Like everything in his life, precision mattered more than speed.

The medical bay door opened, and Zero's voice cut through the quiet concentration. "How bad?"

"Fifteen stitches, no organ damage," Viper reported without looking up. "He'll be operational in forty-eight hours if he follows orders and takes it easy."

"Like hell I'm sitting on the sidelines," Diesel growled.

"You'll sit where I tell you to sit," Zero's voice carried pack leader authority. "We can't afford sloppy healing when we're dealing with increased trafficking pressure."

Viper tied off the final stitch and reached for antiseptic. The president was right—they needed every member at full capacity. The trafficking operations weren't just business competitors anymore. They were becoming a direct threat to everything the Desert Wolves had built.

"Talk to me about what you saw," Zero said, settling into a chair where he could watch both men.

Diesel ran through the encounter while Viper cleaned and bandaged the wound. Professional recon, modern weapons, coordinated approach—these weren't desperate coyotes smuggling desperate people. This was organized crime with military-style planning.

"They're using medical facilities," Diesel added, wincing as Viper secured the bandage. "Heard them talking about 'hospital coordination' and 'treatment schedules.'"

Viper's hands stilled for a moment. Medical facilities meant legitimate cover for illegitimate operations. It meant victims being moved through hospitals where questions wouldn't be asked, where injuries could be explained away as accidents.

"Which hospitals?" he asked.

"Didn't specify. But they mentioned night shifts and cooperative staff." Diesel met Viper's eyes. "Sounded like they had people on the inside."

Zero leaned forward, his expression darkening. "If they're compromising medical facilities, they're not just moving product. They're creating infrastructure."

Viper finished securing the bandage, his mind already shifting to tactical considerations. Hospitals meant access to medical supplies, treatment facilities, and most importantly—victims who were too injured or drugged to resist or identify their captors.

"We need intelligence on local hospital operations," Zero continued. "Particularly emergency departments with night shift vulnerabilities."

"I can handle medical facility reconnaissance," Viper offered. "My credentials get me access without raising suspicions."

"Do it. But carefully." Zero's voice carried the weight of command and concern. "If they're embedding in medical facilities, they have resources and patience. That makes them more dangerous than the usual border trash."

Viper nodded, already planning his approach. Medical supply runs gave him legitimate reasons to visit area hospitals. His Navy corpsman background opened doors that stayed closed to obvious bikers. And if trafficking operations were using hospitals to process victims, he'd find them.

Because nobody used medical facilities for evil on his watch. Not when he'd spent years learning to heal instead of harm, dedicated his life to keeping innocents breathing when predators tried to stop them.

The brotherhood protected its own, but Viper's protective instincts ran deeper. Every trafficking victim was someone's daughter, someone's son, someone who deserved better than being treated like cargo by animals in human skin.

He'd find these hospital connections. And when he did, the Desert Wolves would remind the trafficking scum that some territory came with a price too high to pay.

"Forty-eight hours recovery," he told Diesel, cleaning his instruments. "Then you can get back to breaking arms and noses."

Diesel's grin was pure predator. "Looking forward to it."

So was Viper. But first, he had some medical facilities to visit.
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The woman's ribs were broken in a pattern that screamed deliberate violence.

Dr. Molly Gamble kept her expression neutral as she examined the X-rays on the computer screen, but her stomach churned with familiar rage. Three ribs fractured in the exact same location, suggesting repeated blows with a blunt object. The kind of methodical damage that came from someone who enjoyed causing pain.

"Tammy Marquess, twenty-two years old," Nurse Patricia Carter read from the chart. "Says she fell down stairs at her apartment building."

Molly's jaw tightened. The fifth "fall down stairs" this month, and it was only the fifteenth. All young women, all with injuries that told stories their mouths wouldn't speak. All processed through the emergency department during night shifts when fewer administrators were around to ask uncomfortable questions.

"Has she given any other details about the fall?" Molly asked, pulling up the patient's information.

"Just keeps repeating the same story. Won't make eye contact, flinches when anyone approaches too quickly." Patricia's voice carried the weary frustration of a nurse who'd seen too much. "Classic domestic abuse presentation, but she's not budging from her story."

Molly nodded, but her instincts screamed something deeper than domestic violence. The injuries were too calculated, too precise for a relationship abuse pattern. This was professional brutality designed to cause maximum pain while avoiding fatal damage.

"I'll examine her personally," Molly decided. "Room seven?"

"Room seven. And Doctor?" Patricia's voice dropped lower. "Her clothes were expensive. Designer jeans, silk blouse. Doesn't match the apartment building address she gave."

Another red flag. Molly had been documenting these inconsistencies for six months, building a file that painted a horrifying picture. Young women and men with suspicious injuries, stories that didn't match their circumstances, and a medical system that seemed determined to process them quickly without asking questions.

The emergency department buzzed with typical night shift chaos as Molly walked toward room seven. Overdoses, car accidents, domestic disputes, and the usual parade of human misery that flowed through hospital doors after midnight. But embedded in the chaos, she'd identified a pattern that made her blood run cold.

Human trafficking victims being treated like regular patients, then released back to their captors.

She knocked softly on room seven's door before entering. Tammy Marquess lay on the examination bed, her dark eyes wide with terror that went far beyond normal injury fear. When Molly stepped into view, the woman's breathing quickened to near panic levels.

"Hello, Tammy. I'm Dr. Gamble." Molly kept her voice gentle and approached slowly. "I'm here to make sure you're healing properly and that you're safe."

The word "safe" triggered an immediate response. Tammy's eyes darted toward the door, then back to Molly with desperate intensity. Her lips parted as if to speak, then closed again with visible effort.

"You fell down stairs," Molly said carefully, watching for reactions. "That must have been frightening."

"Yes." Tammy's voice was barely audible. "Very frightening."

"Were you alone when it happened?"

A pause that lasted too long. "Yes. Alone."

Molly examined the rib fractures with professional thoroughness, noting details that wouldn't appear in the official record. The angle of impact, the force required, the healing patterns that suggested this wasn't Tammy's first encounter with systematic violence.

"Tammy, if there's anything else you need to tell me about how you were injured, you can speak freely. Patient confidentiality means our conversation stays private."

The young woman's eyes filled with tears, but she shook her head frantically. "Stairs. Just stairs."

Molly's heart broke a little more. Fear this profound didn't come from normal circumstances. It came from knowing that speaking the truth meant consequences worse than broken ribs.

"I understand," Molly said softly. "Let me finish your examination, and we'll get you some pain medication."

She completed the physical assessment, documenting every detail with clinical precision while her mind raced through tactical possibilities. Tammy needed help that went beyond medical treatment, but forcing the issue could endanger her further.

As Molly prepared to leave, Tammy's hand shot out and grabbed her wrist with surprising strength.

"Doctor," she whispered, her voice thick with accent and terror. "Please. They watch. They always watch."

Before Molly could respond, Tammy released her grip and turned toward the wall, effectively ending the conversation. But the message was clear—someone was monitoring these patients, ensuring their silence through continued threats.

Molly left room seven with her suspicions confirmed and her determination hardened. She walked directly to the supply closet she'd converted into her private investigation
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