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The phone call came at two-thirty on a Tuesday, right when Becca Hebert was elbow-deep in a carburetor rebuild that should've been finished yesterday.

"Hebert's Auto Parts." She wedged the phone between shoulder and ear, wiping grease on her coveralls.

"Becca, it's Ray Fontenot at Gulf Coast Supply."

She straightened. Ray had been her grandfather's supplier for thirty years. "Hey Ray, I was just about to call in that order for—"

"I can't fill it." His voice carried the apologetic weight of a man delivering bad news he didn't want to own. "Can't do business with you anymore, cher. I'm real sorry."

The carburetor parts scattered across her workbench blurred. "What? Ray, we've never missed a payment. Never been late. My credit's good—"

"It ain't about credit." He sighed, and she heard something else beneath the regret. Fear. "Look, I got pressured. Dale Broussard came by, made it real clear I shouldn't be supplying you no more. Said it'd be bad for my business if I kept dealing with Hebert's."

Dale fucking Broussard. Of course.

"That's the third supplier this month," she said flatly.

"I know. I held out longer than the others, but..." Ray trailed off. "He's got reach, Becca. More than your granddaddy ever had to deal with. I got a family to feed. I'm sorry."

She ended the call without saying goodbye, staring at the ancient pegboard wall where her grandfather had hung tools for forty years. Three generations of Heberts had run this shop. Three generations of grease under fingernails and diesel fuel in their veins and honest work that kept half of Thibodaux running.

And Dale Broussard was systematically strangling it to death.

The front door chimed. Becca grabbed a rag, scrubbed uselessly at the grease on her hands, and pushed through the swinging door from the work bay into the retail space.

Tommy Hardy leaned against her counter, all gym-rat bulk and neck tattoos, grinning like he'd just won something. Dale's primary enforcer. The kind of man who enjoyed making women nervous.

"Afternoon, Mrs. Hebert." He drew out the title, mocking. "You look tired."

"I'm busy." She stayed behind the counter, kept her voice level. "You need parts or you leaving?"

"I need you to be smart." Tommy straightened, pulled an envelope from his jacket. "Mr. Broussard's made you another offer. Very generous. Especially considering your... situation."

He dropped the envelope on the counter. She didn't touch it.

"I've told Dale three times. Shop's not for sale."

"You can't run a parts store without suppliers, cher." Tommy's smile widened. "And you can't keep a business going when you're drowning in debt you didn't even know you had."

Ice crept down her spine. "What debt?"

"Your late husband's gambling problem." Tommy tapped the envelope. "Turns out Lucas borrowed heavy from some people before he ate that shotgun. Forty-seven thousand dollars heavy. Debt got sold around a bit, ended up with Mr. Broussard's financial partners. Funny how that works."

The floor tilted. Lucas had been dead two years. Two years of her running this shop alone, barely keeping her head above water, working sixteen-hour days to prove the pitying bastards in this town wrong about the "poor widow Hebert" who couldn't handle her grandfather's legacy.

Two years, and she'd never known about forty-seven thousand in gambling debts.

"That's..." She forced the word out. "That's not legal. I'm not responsible for—"

"You are when you're listed as co-signer, sugar." Tommy pushed the envelope closer. "Lucas was real clever about that. Got you to sign papers saying it was for shop improvements. 'Cept the money went to poker tables in Baton Rouge instead of new inventory."

She remembered signing something. Three years ago, when Lucas said they needed to upgrade the computer system, modernize the inventory tracking. She'd trusted him. She'd been an idiot.

"Payment's due in thirty days," Tommy continued, enjoying himself. "Or Mr. Broussard's partners start collection proceedings. Lien on the property, asset seizure, the whole deal. 'Course, if you sell now, the debt disappears. Mr. Broussard's offering eighty thousand for the business and property. That clears the debt and gives you a little walking-away money."

"This shop's worth three hundred thousand minimum." Her voice came out steady despite the roaring in her ears. "Property alone is worth more than eighty."

"Was worth that." Tommy shrugged. "Before you couldn't get suppliers. Before the debt came due. Market value's about what you can get, and right now, you can get eighty thousand and your freedom. Or you can get foreclosed on and get nothing."

He headed for the door, paused with his hand on the frame. "Mr. Broussard's a patient man, but thirty days is thirty days. You're a smart woman, Mrs. Hebert. Don't be stupid about this."

The door chimed behind him. Through the grimy front window, she watched him climb into a new F-250 and drive away.

Becca stood there for a long time, staring at the envelope on her counter. Around her, the shop settled into late afternoon quiet. Dust motes drifted through weak sunlight. The ancient pegboard cast familiar shadows. Her grandfather's rolling toolbox sat in the corner where he'd left it the day before his heart attack, still organized the way he'd taught her when she was fourteen.

She picked up the envelope. Inside, legal documents confirmed everything Tommy had said. Lucas's signature. Her signature, witnessed and notarized. Payment schedules showing two years of accrued interest. A purchase offer on Broussard Auto Supply letterhead, professionally printed, insultingly low.

Forty-seven thousand dollars.

She couldn't get suppliers. Couldn't get financing with this debt hanging over her. Couldn't fight Dale Broussard's lawyer army with her overdrawn checking account. Couldn't even afford to keep the lights on much longer at the rate business was hemorrhaging.

Lucas had destroyed her without her even knowing. Signed away her future while she'd been rebuilding transmissions and trusting her husband wasn't gambling away everything they had.

And Dale Broussard had bought that destruction, polished it up, and was now using it to pry her family's legacy out of her hands for pennies on the dollar.

Becca walked back into the work bay. Turned off the overhead lights. Locked the front door, flipped the CLOSED sign. Sat down on her grandfather's rolling stool in the gathering darkness and stared at the half-finished carburetor.

She didn't cry. Crying was for people who had the luxury of breaking down. Crying was for people who had someone to pick them up afterward.

She'd been alone since Lucas died. Been alone since her grandfather passed. Been alone since the town decided she was a charity case instead of a business owner.

Alone was just how it was now.

But sitting there in the dark shop that smelled like motor oil and her grandfather's cheap coffee and three generations of honest work, Becca felt something crack deep in her chest. Not breaking—she wouldn't give Dale that satisfaction. But fracturing. Splintering under pressure she couldn't fight, couldn't escape, couldn't survive.

Thirty days.

She had thirty days to figure out how to keep breathing while drowning slow in water she'd never seen coming.

Outside, Thibodaux settled into evening. Cars passed on the parish road. Somewhere a dog barked. Life went on like it always did, indifferent to the small tragedies of widows trying to hold onto legacies they'd never be strong enough to keep.

Becca sat in the dark and refused to cry and felt herself drowning anyway.
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The compound looked the same as it had three years ago when Slick rode away convinced he didn't deserve the peace it offered. Same weathered main house with its wraparound porch. Same cabins on stilts scattered through the cypress trees. Same Spanish moss hanging like funeral drapes over water that reflected the late afternoon sky.

Same Brotherhood he'd abandoned because sitting still felt like betraying the men who'd died while he lived.

Matt Fontaine cut the engine on his bike at the compound gate, letting the silence settle. Behind him, three years of running from one disaster site to another. Oil spills. Hurricane recovery. Industrial accidents. Always moving, always working, always making sure he was too exhausted to think about the rig explosion that had killed his entire crew while he'd been safe onshore getting stitches for a minor cut.

Twelve men dead. Him alive because he'd sliced his hand on a pipe fitting and the medic had ordered him off the rig for treatment.

Survivor's guilt, the counselors called it. Like naming it made it manageable.

The gate opened. Gris-Gris stood there, older than Slick remembered but still carrying himself like he owned the bayou. "Slick. Been wondering when you'd stop running."

"Not running." The lie came automatic.

"Right." Gris-Gris stepped aside. "Gator's waiting in the clubhouse. Rest of the boys are there too. We got business to discuss."

Slick rode through, parked his bike in the familiar row, and walked toward the main house. Around him, the compound hummed with evening activity. Someone was grilling behind one of the cabins—smelled like Voodoo's jerk chicken. Kids' laughter drifted from the direction of the medical clinic. A woman's voice called out something in Cajun French, got an answering laugh.

Family sounds. Home sounds.

Sounds that made his chest tight because men who let their crews die didn't deserve homes.

The clubhouse hadn't changed. Same scarred bar, same mismatched furniture, same photographs of fallen brothers on the wall. The Brotherhood was gathered—Gator at the head of the table, Voodoo and Bone flanking him, the rest scattered around with beers and the comfortable silence of men who'd bled together.

"Slick." Gator's voice carried the weight of authority that had nothing to do with volume. "Take a seat."

He sat. Accepted the beer Flood slid across the table. Waited.

"You look like shit," Bone observed. "Three years of running yourself into the ground will do that."

"I've been working."

"You've been punishing yourself." Gator leaned back, studying him with eyes that saw too much. "Question is whether you're done with that bullshit yet."

Slick took a pull from his beer, said nothing.

"We got a situation developing in our territory," Voodoo said, breaking the silence. "Pattern we've been tracking for about six months. Small businesses getting squeezed—suppliers cutting them off, mysterious debts appearing, low-ball purchase offers from the same buyer."

"Loan sharking operation," Bone added. "Classic debt leverage. Buy up gambling debts or medical bills, use them to force business sales at a fraction of value. We've confirmed at least eight businesses affected across three parishes."

"Guy running it is Dale Broussard." Roux pulled up a file on his tablet, slid it across the table. "Owns Broussard Auto Supply—six locations, built his empire by eliminating family competition. Started legitimate but partnered with loan sharks about fifteen years ago. Now he's expanding into our territory."

Slick looked at the photo. Dale Broussard looked like every prosperous small-town businessman—expensive casual wear, practiced smile, the kind of man who joined the Chamber of Commerce and donated to local charities while destroying families behind closed doors.

"He's got protection," Flood continued. "Pays off local sheriff's department, has connections to a loan collection network that operates across the Gulf Coast. Smart enough to stay under federal radar by keeping everything local and relatively small-scale."

"We going to eliminate him?" Slick asked.

"Eventually." Gator's smile didn't reach his eyes. "But we're going to dismantle his operation first. Free the businesses he's leveraging, eliminate his enforcers, cut off his protection network. Then we'll kill him. Slow and methodical—the way we handle parasites in our territory."

Slick nodded. It made sense. It was the Serpent way—protect the community, eliminate threats, restore order. Clean work with clear purpose.

The kind of work that might quiet the ghosts for a while.

"I want you on reconnaissance," Gator said. "Light duty to start. You've been gone three years, need to ease back in. Ride patrol through Thibodaux and Houma, keep eyes on Broussard's operations, identify his enforcers and collection patterns. Report back what you see."

"I can handle more than reconnaissance."

"I know you can." Gator's voice carried an edge now. "But you're going to do reconnaissance anyway because that's what I'm telling you to do. You came back here because you're tired of running. Fine. But you don't get to run toward a bullet just because you feel guilty for surviving. You ease back in, prove you can sit still without destroying yourself, then we'll talk about frontline work."

The words hit harder than any punch. Slick met Gator's eyes, saw understanding there alongside the command. The president knew. Of course he knew. Gator had spent twenty years reading men's souls in the organized crime world before forming the Serpents.

"Yes, sir."

"Good." Gator's expression softened slightly. "Your cabin's still there. Still got your shit in it because nobody touches a brother's property even when he's being an idiot. Psycho upgraded the water heater last year and Star put new linens on the bed last week because she knew you were coming back before you did."

Something caught in Slick's throat. "How'd she know?"

"Woman's got instincts." Gator shrugged. "Plus Gris-Gris has been tracking your location through your phone for the past six months. We knew you were circling closer. Figured you'd either come home or drive into the Gulf. Glad you chose the first option."

Around the table, the Brotherhood watched him with expressions ranging from amusement to understanding. These men had welcomed him five years ago when he'd shown up broken and looking for purpose. They'd given him a patch and a place and hadn't asked questions when he'd needed to leave. And they'd kept his cabin ready because that was what family did.

Even for brothers too damaged to believe they deserved one.

"Chapel's done," Gator said, the formal edge returning to his voice. "Slick, start patrol tomorrow morning. Focus on the Thibodaux area first—that's where Broussard's been most active recently. Rest of you have your assignments. We're going to tear this bastard's operation apart piece by piece, then feed him to the bayou. Blood and Bayou."

"Blood and Bayou," the Brotherhood echoed.

The meeting broke up. Brothers headed toward their cabins or the grill or the main house where their Old Ladies were gathering for the evening. Slick stayed at the table, nursing his beer, letting the familiar sounds of compound life wash over him.

Psycho dropped into the chair next to him. "You really okay, man?"

"Getting there."

"That's not an answer."

Slick looked at the youngest member of the Brotherhood—twenty-seven now, married to Star, expecting his first kid. Psycho had his own demons, had earned his road name through the kind of controlled violence that came from childhood trauma. If anyone understood guilt, it was him.

"I don't know if I deserve to be here," Slick said quietly.

"None of us do." Psycho's voice was matter-of-fact. "That's why we protect people who do deserve peace. That's the whole point, brother. We're too fucked up for normal life, so we make sure normal people get to have it. You being here, doing the work—that's how you earn the right to stay."

"And if I can't stop seeing their faces?"

"Then you see their faces while you're protecting someone else. The ghosts don't go away, Slick. You just give them company by saving people who'd be ghosts otherwise." Psycho stood, clapped him on the shoulder. "Glad you're back. Compound's better with you in it."

He left Slick alone with his beer and his thoughts and the knowledge that he was home whether he felt he deserved it or not.

Outside, the bayou settled into dusk. Somewhere a night bird called. Water lapped against the dock. The compound generator hummed its familiar rhythm.

Slick finished his beer and walked to his cabin. Three years of dust had been cleaned away. Fresh sheets on the bed. His tools still organized the way he'd left them. A note on the table in Star's handwriting: Welcome home. You were missed.

He sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the note for a long time.

Tomorrow he'd ride patrol. Watch for patterns in Broussard's operation. Do the work Gator had assigned. Ease back into Brotherhood life like a man learning to walk again after years of running.

Tonight, he'd sit in his cabin and try to remember what home felt like.

Try to believe he was allowed to stay.
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