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The warehouse roof felt solid under Hook's boots as he checked his gear one final time. Forty feet below, three women were being held in conditions that made his jaw clench. The intel from Steel had been precise—Nate Rocker's trafficking operation was using this agricultural storage facility to house victims before moving them to forced labor sites across Central California.

Hook adjusted his tactical rope and tested the anchor point. The silence of 0300 hours wrapped around him like a familiar blanket. This was his element—the space between planning and action where everything crystallized into pure focus.

His earpiece crackled softly. "Hook, you're clear for descent. No movement on perimeter." Steel's voice carried the calm authority that had kept them all alive through Iraq and beyond.

"Copy that, Prez. Going silent."

Hook rappelled through the skylight opening he'd cut twenty minutes earlier, his descent controlled and soundless. The warehouse stretched below him in shadows broken by security lighting that created perfect blind spots. He'd studied the patrol patterns for three nights running. Rocker's security was sloppy—overconfident in their rural location.

His boots touched concrete without a whisper. Three guards, predictable routes, weapons poorly maintained. The kind of opposition that underestimated military precision.

The first guard rounded the corner exactly on schedule. Hook's arm snaked around the man's throat, cutting off air and consciousness in seconds. The body went limp, and Hook lowered it behind a stack of crates.

The second guard was scrolling through his phone near the holding area. Hook approached from behind, pressure point strike dropping the man instantly. No guns, no noise, no alerts.

The third guard was the problem—positioned where he could see the locked storage room holding the women. Hook would have to get creative.

He picked up a wrench from a nearby workbench and threw it across the warehouse. The clatter echoed in the darkness, and the guard moved to investigate with the casual swagger of someone who'd never faced real opposition.

Hook closed the distance in four silent strides. The guard went down hard, skull meeting concrete with a dull thud that promised unconsciousness for hours.

The storage room lock was commercial grade but designed for keeping inventory secure, not prisoners in. Hook's picks had it open in thirty seconds.

"Ladies, I'm here to get you out." He kept his voice low and steady as three pairs of terrified eyes stared at him from the darkness. "My name's Hook. I'm with people who help trafficking victims."

The youngest couldn't be more than nineteen, Hispanic, with ligature marks on her wrists that made Hook's protective instincts surge. The other two were older, maybe mid-twenties, all showing signs of malnutrition and abuse.

"You're safe now," he said, extending his hand to help the nearest woman stand. "But we need to move fast and quiet."

"Is this real?" The youngest woman's voice shook. "You're not with them?"

"I'm with the good guys, darlin'. Promise." Hook's tone carried absolute conviction. "We're going to get you medical attention and somewhere safe."

He guided them through the warehouse, checking corners and listening for any sign that the guards were stirring. The women moved like ghosts, trained by fear to make no sound.

The exit route led through a side door where Spike waited with a van, engine running. Tank was positioned as overwatch, and Shadow had the perimeter secured. Rogue Horizon didn't leave anything to chance when it came to rescue operations.

"Three packages secured," Hook reported into his mic as they reached the door. "Moving to transport."

"Copy that. Hospital's expecting you. Doc Reese is standing by in trauma." Steel's voice carried satisfaction. Another successful extraction for the books.

Hook helped the women into the van, his mind already shifting to the next phase. Medical evaluation, safe housing, legal documentation—all the follow-up that turned a rescue into actual freedom.

But as Spike pulled away from the warehouse, Hook found himself thinking about the trauma surgeon who'd agreed to treat trafficking victims at all hours. Dr. Valentina Reese had built a reputation for not asking questions and providing the kind of discrete medical care that saved lives without involving bureaucracy.

He'd never met her, but her willingness to help victims of violence had earned respect throughout the brotherhood. In Hook's experience, civilians who understood the reality of evil were rare. Most people preferred to believe the system worked, that authorities handled everything properly.

Dr. Reese apparently knew better.

The hospital's trauma bay was designed for efficiency, but at this hour it felt like a sanctuary. Hook escorted the women through the staff entrance, his presence ensuring no one asked uncomfortable questions about timing or paperwork.

The trauma surgeon was exactly what he'd expected—professional competence wrapped in tired scrubs, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail that had seen better hours. What he hadn't expected was the way she moved, like someone who'd worked under fire before.

"Room three is ready," she said without looking up from her tablet. "I'll need to examine each of them separately for evidence documentation."

Her voice carried the kind of calm authority that only came from experience with crisis medicine. Hook found himself studying the efficient way she prepared supplies, the careful attention to trauma protocol.

"They're scared," he said quietly. "Been held for at least two weeks based on intel."

Now she looked at him, and Hook felt something shift in his chest. Green eyes that had seen too much but hadn't hardened completely. There was steel there, but also compassion that hadn't been beaten down by reality.

"They're safe now," Dr. Reese said, and Hook believed she meant it. "I'll take good care of them."

She moved toward the first woman with the kind of gentle confidence that put victims at ease. Hook watched her work, noting how she explained each step, how she made sure consent was clear, how she treated each patient like a person instead of evidence.

"You do this often?" he asked when she stepped aside to wash her hands.

"Often enough." Her tone carried weight that suggested stories she couldn't share. "You?"

"Part of the job."

Dr. Reese dried her hands and turned to face him fully. "What kind of job involves tactical rescue operations at three in the morning?"

There was curiosity there, but not judgment. Like she understood that some work happened in shadows because daylight solutions had failed.

"The kind that finds women locked in warehouses," Hook said simply.

She nodded, accepting the non-answer with the grace of someone who understood operational security. "Well, your women are going to be fine. Malnourished, traumatized, but nothing that won't heal with time and care."

"Appreciate what you do, Doc."

"Appreciate what you do too." She paused, considering. "Not many people are willing to go into the dark places."

Hook was about to respond when the trauma bay doors burst open. Three men in private security uniforms stormed in, weapons drawn, scanning the room with the kind of aggressive confidence that marked them as Rocker's cleanup crew.

"Where are they?" The lead man's voice carried the authority of someone used to intimidating medical staff. "Three women, brought in about an hour ago."

Dr. Reese stepped between the armed men and her patients with the kind of courage that made Hook's protective instincts slam into overdrive.

"This is a hospital," she said calmly. "You need to leave."

The security team leader smiled with the kind of predatory amusement that promised violence. "Doc, we're here for our property. Hand them over, and nobody gets hurt."

Hook moved with the fluid precision that had kept him alive through two deployments and six years with Rogue Horizon. His hand found the lead man's wrist, twisting until the gun clattered to the floor. The second attacker swung toward him, but Hook's elbow caught him in the solar plexus, dropping him to his knees.

The third man raised his weapon toward Dr. Reese, and Hook's world narrowed to pure tactical focus. Three steps, disarm, neutralize. The gun skittered across sterile linoleum as its owner crumpled against a medical cart.

Silence settled over the trauma bay like smoke after explosions. Hook stood between the unconscious security team and Dr. Reese, adrenaline singing through his veins.

"Well," Dr. Reese said quietly, "that was efficient."

Hook turned to study her face, looking for shock or fear. Instead, he found clinical assessment and something that might have been approval.

"You okay, Doc?"

"I'm fine." She was already moving toward her patients, checking to make sure the violence hadn't caused additional trauma. "But I'm guessing this isn't over."

Hook's phone buzzed with a text from Steel: Rocker's people moving on hospital. Get Doc Reese out now.

The protective instinct that had driven him to join Rogue Horizon crashed through his chest like a physical force. This woman who treated trafficking victims without questions, who stepped between armed men and vulnerable patients, who understood that some fights happened in darkness—she was about to become a target.

"Doc," he said quietly, "we need to talk."
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Val stepped over the unconscious security team with the same clinical detachment she used when navigating around medical equipment. Three men down, vitals stable, no immediate threat to patient care. Her trauma training had taught her to compartmentalize violence when lives were on the line.

"Your friends are going to wake up with serious headaches," she said, checking the pulse of the nearest attacker. "But they'll live."

Hook watched her work with something approaching fascination. Most civilians would be shaking after armed men burst into their workplace. Dr. Reese was taking inventory of injuries like she'd seen this before.

"You handle violence well for a trauma surgeon."

"Field medic training." She didn't elaborate, but Hook caught the slight tightening around her eyes that suggested memories she'd rather not revisit. "Military?"

"Special Forces Search and Rescue. You?"

"Army medic. Two tours." Val straightened, meeting his gaze directly. "So when you say we need to talk, you mean these three aren't the end of it."

Hook's phone buzzed again. Steel's message was brief: Rocker's main team ETA 10 minutes. Vendrell providing escort.

The mention of Detective Mick Vendrell made Hook's jaw clench. Corrupt cop on Rocker's payroll, using his badge to provide legitimacy for trafficking operations. Having local law enforcement backing the next assault would complicate extraction significantly.

"Doc, how fast can you get your patients stable for transport?"

Val's green eyes sharpened with understanding. "Where are we taking them?"

"Somewhere safe. But we've got maybe eight minutes before this place gets hit by people with badges."

She was already moving, checking IV lines and gathering medical supplies with the efficiency of someone who'd worked under fire. "The women need continued care, but they can be moved if necessary."

"Good. Because staying here isn't an option."

Val paused in her preparations. "Are you telling me local police are involved in human trafficking?"

"I'm telling you that badge doesn't always mean good guy." Hook moved to the window, scanning the parking lot for signs of incoming vehicles. "And right now, the people who held those women want to make sure they can't testify."

"Along with the doctor who treated them."

"Yeah." Hook turned back to study her face. "You understand what that means?"

Val's expression hardened with resolve that reminded Hook why he'd been drawn to her competence in the first place. "It means I do my job regardless of who doesn't like it."

"Your job might get you killed tonight."

"Wouldn't be the first time someone threatened a medic for treating the wrong patient." She finished securing one woman's IV and moved to the next bed. "I've had insurgents try to stop me from saving American soldiers. Some asshole trafficking coordinator doesn't scare me."

The steel in her voice triggered something primal in Hook's chest. This woman understood duty in ways most civilians never would. She'd faced down enemy fire to save lives, and now she was willing to risk everything to protect trafficking victims.

His protective instincts, already engaged, shifted into something deeper and more dangerous.

"We need to move them now," Hook said, his tone carrying command authority. "Can you get them ambulatory?"

"Give me two minutes." Val was already explaining the situation to her patients, her voice calm and reassuring despite the circumstances. "Ladies, we need to relocate you somewhere safer. The men who hurt you are trying to get to you through the hospital."

The youngest woman gripped Val's hand. "You're coming with us?"

"I'm staying with you until you're completely safe," Val promised without hesitation.

Hook felt that promise hit him like physical force. She was choosing to abandon the safety of her normal life to protect women she'd met an hour ago. The kind of moral courage that made someone worth dying for.

His phone rang. Steel's voice was tense. "Hook, Vendrell's got four vehicles incoming. You need to be gone before they hit the doors."

"Copy. Moving now."

Hook disconnected and turned to Val. "Time's up, Doc. We leave now or we don't leave."

Val looked around the trauma bay, clearly weighing her medical responsibilities against reality. "If we move them, where do they go for continued care?"

"We've got medical facilities at our compound. Dr. Cross can handle anything they need."

"Your compound has a trauma surgeon?"

"My club takes care of its own. And anyone under our protection."

Val studied his face, reading something there that made her decision. "All right. Let's go."

She helped the three women to their feet, grabbing a medical bag and ensuring each patient could walk. Hook positioned himself at the door, listening for sounds of incoming vehicles.

The distant rumble of engines made his tactical senses snap to full alert. Multiple vehicles, moving fast, probably thirty seconds out.

"Rocker's people are here," he said quietly. "Back exit, now."

Hook led them through the hospital's service corridors, avoiding main hallways where security cameras would record their passage. Val stayed close to her patients, providing support and reassurance while they moved.

The service exit opened onto the staff parking area where Savage waited with a modified van designed for medical transport. Tank provided overwatch from the roof of the adjacent building, and Shadow had already disabled the security cameras covering their escape route.

"Ladies, this is Savage," Hook said as they reached the vehicle. "He's going to get you somewhere safe."

Savage's intimidating appearance—six-foot-four of military muscle covered in club ink—softened slightly as he helped the women into the van. "Ma'am," he said to Val, "we've got full medical setup in the back. Whatever they need."

Val climbed into the van, immediately checking on her patients as Savage started the engine. Hook was about to follow when the hospital's main entrance exploded with activity.

Four police vehicles surrounded the building, emergency lights painting the darkness in harsh reds and blues. Detective Vendrell led a team of officers through the front doors with the kind of aggressive urgency that suggested shoot-first authorization.

"Go," Hook told Savage. "Get them to the compound."

"What about you?" Val called from the van's medical bay.

Hook met her eyes through the open doors. "Making sure they don't follow."

He slammed the van doors and watched Savage pull away, carrying the women and Dr. Reese toward the safety of Rogue Horizon's compound. Part of him wanted to be in that van, staying close to the woman who'd triggered every protective instinct he possessed.

But someone needed to delay pursuit, and Hook had the skills to make Vendrell's search as frustrating as possible.

His phone buzzed with a text from Steel: Compound ETA 20 minutes. How long can you keep them busy?

Hook smiled grimly as he moved toward the hospital's main entrance. Long enough.

He slipped through the service door just as Vendrell's team reached the trauma bay. Hook could hear shouting, demands for information, threats directed at hospital staff who genuinely had no idea where the patients had gone.

"They were here thirty minutes ago," Vendrell's voice carried the harsh authority of corrupt power. "Three women, treated for trafficking trauma. Where are they?"

Hook used the chaos to move through the hospital's maintenance areas, disabling security systems and creating false trails that would send search teams in wrong directions. Military training applied to civilian infrastructure made for efficient misdirection.

Twenty minutes later, his phone rang. Savage's voice was calm. "Packages delivered safe. Doc's got them settled in the medical bay."

"Roger. Any problems with transport?"

"Doc handled everything. Real professional. Asked good questions about our setup, made sure the women understood they were safe."

Hook felt tension he hadn't realized he was carrying ease slightly. Val was secure, her patients were protected, and Rocker's immediate attempt at recapture had failed.

But as he made his way to his bike for the ride back to the compound, Hook understood this was just the beginning. Rocker wouldn't give up easily, and Detective Vendrell's involvement meant the trafficking network had law enforcement protection.

Dr. Valentina Reese had just painted a target on her back by helping trafficking victims. The professional distance Hook normally maintained during rescue operations was already compromised by green eyes and moral courage that matched his own.

She was under Rogue Horizon protection now, which meant she was his responsibility. The fact that he wanted her to be his responsibility in ways that had nothing to do with club duty was a complication Hook would deal with later.

Right now, he had a doctor to protect and a trafficking network to dismantle.

The ride to the compound gave him time to think about the woman who'd stepped between armed men and vulnerable patients without hesitation. Military training, trauma surgery skills, and the kind of backbone that earned respect in his world.

Dr. Reese was going to fit into Rogue Horizon just fine. Whether she wanted to or not.
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