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The Friday night bar fight at Guidry's Tavern had all the usual suspects—drunk roughnecks, broken glass, and enough testosterone to choke a gator. Michelle Pennix grabbed her medical bag from the ambulance and pushed through the crowd gathering outside, her partner Rick already radioing dispatch with their arrival.

"Paramedics coming through," she called, her voice cutting through the noise with practiced authority.

The crowd parted, and she found her patient slumped against the brick wall near the side entrance. Young guy, maybe early twenties, with fresh cuts above his right eye and across his knuckles. His black t-shirt bore a patch she recognized—Bayou Serpents prospect rocker. Not a full member yet, which explained why he'd been stupid enough to get into a bar fight without backup.

"What's your name?" Michelle knelt beside him, already assessing pupil response with her penlight.

"Danny." His words slurred slightly. "Wasn't my fault."

"Never is." She checked his neck mobility, then moved to examine the cuts. "You're lucky. Superficial lacerations, possible mild concussion. Nothing that needs the ER unless you start vomiting."

Rick appeared with the portable stretcher. "We taking him in?"

"I can walk," Danny protested, trying to stand and immediately swaying.

Michelle caught his arm, steadying him with the efficient strength of someone who'd handled bigger men in worse condition. "Sit down before you fall down. Rick, clean saline and the suture kit."

She worked quickly, irrigating the wounds and deciding which ones needed closure. The eye would need three stitches, maybe four. Her hands moved with the automatic precision of someone who'd spent eight years pulling double shifts for Terrebonne Parish EMS, learning every back road and every way the human body could break itself.

"You should go to the hospital," she said, threading the suture needle. "Get a proper CT scan."

"Can't afford it."

The words hit closer than he knew. Michelle kept her expression neutral, focused on placing even stitches. "Then you stay awake for the next twelve hours. Someone checks on you every two hours. You start vomiting, you get dizzy, you go straight to the ER. Understood?"

"Yes ma'am."

She finished the last suture and bandaged his knuckles. "You're going to have one hell of a headache tomorrow."

"Worth it," Danny muttered. "Guy deserved it."

Michelle didn't ask. She'd learned early in her career that asking questions about bar fights in Terrebonne Parish usually led to answers she didn't want to know. She finished her documentation and helped Danny to his feet, watching him lurch toward a beat-up truck where another Serpent waited.

She was loading equipment back into the ambulance when the black Escalade pulled into the parking lot.

Michelle's stomach dropped before she even saw who got out.

Travis Meltrab moved like a man who enjoyed his size, all six-foot-two of roid-built muscle and neck tattoos. One of Jerry Marshall's collectors, and the meanest of a mean bunch. She'd seen what he did to people who couldn't pay—the bruises, the broken fingers, the terrified eyes.

She'd seen it in her own mirror.

"Michelle." Travis's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Funny running into you here."

"I'm working." She kept loading supplies, not looking at him. "Emergency call."

"Yeah, I saw." He leaned against the ambulance, blocking her path to the driver's door. "Been trying to reach you."

Her heart hammered against her ribs, but she kept her hands steady as she closed the equipment compartment. Years of emergency medicine had taught her to function through fear. "I've been busy."

"Too busy to return calls?" Travis reached out, trailing one thick finger down her arm. "Mr. Marshall's getting impatient. Says you're two weeks past due."

Michelle jerked away from his touch. "I'll have it next week."

"That's what you said last time." His voice dropped, taking on the tone that made her skin crawl. "You know, I was driving past Bayou Vista Elementary yesterday. Cute little school. Real small, not much security."

Ice flooded her veins. "Don't."

"Don't what?" Travis's smile widened. "I'm just making conversation. Mentioning what a shame it would be if something happened during pickup. All those kids running around, easy to get confused about which one belongs to who."

Michelle's hand clenched around the equipment bag hard enough to hurt. Emma. He was threatening Emma. Her eight-year-old daughter who had trouble with her asthma and loved reading and trusted people too easily because Michelle had tried so hard to shield her from how ugly the world could be.

"I'll get you the money." The words came out flat, emotionless. She'd learned that too—showing fear only made predators circle closer.

"You better." Travis pushed off the ambulance, deliberately invading her space. "Because Mr. Marshall, he's got patience, but it ain't infinite. And accidents happen to little girls all the time. Real tragic."

He walked away before she could respond, climbing back into the Escalade and pulling out of the parking lot with a spray of gravel.

Michelle stood frozen for a long moment, her paramedic training the only thing keeping her upright. Assess the situation. Prioritize threats. Develop a response plan.

But there was no response plan for this. She'd borrowed fifteen thousand from Marshall two years ago when Emma's asthma had gotten bad enough to require hospitalization and the insurance company had denied the claim. She'd been paying him back at thirty percent interest for twenty-four months, had given him over twenty-three thousand dollars, and somehow still owed nineteen thousand more.

And now he was threatening her daughter.

"Michelle?" Rick appeared at her elbow. "You okay? Who was that guy?"

"Nobody." She forced herself to move, to finish loading the ambulance. "Let's clear the scene."

They responded to two more calls before her shift ended at midnight—a domestic disturbance that turned out to be a diabetic emergency, and an MVA on Highway 90 that required extraction and rapid transport. Michelle moved through both with her usual competence, doing her job while her mind spun through impossible options.

She couldn't go to the police. Marshall had half the parish officials in his pocket, and the ones he didn't own outright, he had dirt on. Two cops had tried to investigate his operation three years ago. One transferred out of state, the other dropped the investigation after his teenage daughter was followed home from school for a week straight.

She couldn't run. Where would she go? She had no family, no savings, nothing but debt and a daughter who needed stability and medical care.

She couldn't pay. She'd been trying to pay for two years and the debt only grew.

The ambulance bay was quiet when she finally pulled in at 12:47 AM. Michelle finished her shift paperwork with mechanical precision, then walked to her ten-year-old Honda in the employee parking lot. The engine turned over on the third try, and she drove home on autopilot, her mind a thousand miles away.

Her rental house sat on a dead-end street in Houma, a tiny two-bedroom with peeling paint and a landlord who didn't ask questions about late rent. Michelle pulled into the driveway and sat in the darkness, engine ticking as it cooled.

Mrs. Lu's light was still on next door. The elderly woman watched Emma after school until Michelle got home from whatever shift she'd managed to pick up. Michelle paid her in cash and home-cooked meals, and tried not to think about what would happen if Mrs. Lu couldn't help anymore.

She finally dragged herself out of the car and up the front steps. Inside, Emma was asleep on the couch, curled up with her latest library book and the inhaler within easy reach on the coffee table. Mrs. Lu dozed in the armchair, a late-night talk show flickering on mute.

"Sorry," Michelle whispered. "Long shift."

Mrs. Lu waved off the apology and gathered her things, accepting the twenty-dollar bill Michelle pressed into her hand. "Emma did her homework, ate dinner, took her medicine. Good girl."

"She is." Michelle locked the door behind Mrs. Lu and stood in her tiny living room, looking at her sleeping daughter.

Emma had her father's dark hair and Michelle's stubborn chin. She was smart and funny and kind, everything good in Michelle's life compressed into sixty-three pounds of childhood. She deserved better than a mother drowning in debt and predators circling closer.

She deserved better than Travis Meltrab knowing what school she attended.

Michelle carefully lifted Emma and carried her to the bedroom they shared, tucking her into the twin bed against the wall. Emma stirred but didn't wake, her breathing steady and clear. No wheezing tonight. Small mercies.

Michelle changed out of her uniform and lay down in her own bed, staring at the water-stained ceiling. She'd been fighting alone for eight years, ever since Emma's father had disappeared before she'd even started showing. She'd built a life of brutal self-sufficiency, working doubles and triples, learning to trust no one and expect nothing.

But now the fight was changing. Now it wasn't just about money or pride or survival.

Now Travis Meltrab knew where her daughter went to school.

Michelle closed her eyes and tried to sleep, knowing it wouldn't come. She'd learned a long time ago that the worst threats were the ones that didn't leave visible bruises. The ones that waited in parking lots and smiled while promising tragedy.

The ones that made you realize fighting alone might not be enough anymore.

But she'd figure it out. She always did.

She had to.

Emma was counting on her.
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Cable pulled his motorcycle into the compound just after sunset, the familiar rumble of the engine settling something restless in his chest. Six years he'd been gone, chasing repo jobs across the South, and the place looked exactly the same—sugar plantation turned fortress, perched on stilts above the bayou like something out of a fever dream.

Coming back hadn't been part of the plan. Louisiana was supposed to stay in his rearview mirror, along with his mother's empty house and all the medical bills that had killed her slow. But death didn't care about plans, and now he owned property he couldn't sell in a parish he'd sworn to leave behind.

He parked near the clubhouse and killed the engine. Voices carried from inside, rough laughter and the clink of bottles. Friday night church meeting, which meant the whole brotherhood would be there.

Cable pushed through the door and the conversation died for about three seconds before Gator looked up from the head of the table.

"Look who decided to show up." The president's voice carried that edge of authority that made men listen without him raising his voice. "Thought you were too good for Louisiana these days."

"Thought so too." Cable grabbed a beer from the cooler and dropped into an empty chair. "Then my mother died and left me a house I can't unload."

The brotherhood offered the usual condolences, brief and sincere the way men did when they'd all seen too much death to pretend it was shocking. Cable accepted them with a nod, twisting the cap off his beer.

"So you're back." Voodoo leaned back in his chair, dark eyes assessing. "Temporarily or permanent?"

"Still figuring that out." Cable took a long drink. "Probate's a bitch, market's dead, and apparently I'm sentimental about property that watched my mother work herself to death."

"Your mother was good people," Roux said quietly. "Helped a lot of families after Katrina."

Cable nodded, not trusting himself to say more. His mother had helped people even when she couldn't help herself, had given away money she needed for her own medications to neighbors who needed it worse. And the medical debt had piled up until it buried her.

"Anyway." Gator pulled the meeting back on track. "Since you're here, got something in your wheelhouse. Been getting reports about a loan shark working Terrebonne Parish, targeting people with medical debt."

Cable's hand tightened on the bottle. "What kind of reports?"

"The kind where paramedics are showing up to houses with broken fingers and women too scared to say who did it." Bone's voice was flat. "Started about two years ago, getting worse. Guy's got collectors who don't mind getting physical."

"Medical debt." Cable kept his voice even, but something cold was spreading through his chest. "That's a special kind of predator."

"Yeah." Gator's eyes locked on his. "Which is why I'm asking if you want to look into it. Terrebonne's your territory, you know the back roads, and your repo skills make you good at finding people who don't want to be found."

Cable thought about his mother, about watching her choose between medications and electricity, about the collection calls that never stopped even after she died. About the kind of men who looked at suffering and saw profit.

"I'll look into it." The words came out harder than he meant them to. "Who's the target?"

"Guy named Jerry Marshall. Former insurance adjuster, been lending to medical debt victims for twenty years. Smart enough to stay under law enforcement radar, connected enough that the locals won't touch him." Voodoo slid a thin folder across the table. "That's everything we've got so far."

Cable flipped it open. Marshall's photo showed an overweight man in an expensive watch and cheap suit, the kind of guy who thought money made him better than the people he exploited. The file included known associates, property records, and a list of suspected victims.

"He's got a crew," Bone added. "Lead collector named Travis Meltrab. Real piece of work—roid muscles, neck tattoos, likes intimidating women and kids."

"How many victims?"

"Unknown." Roux tapped his beer bottle against the table. "Conservative estimate is forty to fifty families across the parish. Most of them too scared to talk."

Cable studied the file, his mind already working the angles. Finding Marshall wouldn't be hard—guys like that always had a public face. But getting close enough to understand the operation, to identify all the victims and collectors, that would take time and strategy.

"I'll need access to medical records," he said. "Or at least emergency room data. These predators target people after hospitalizations."

"Sophie might be able to help with that." Gator glanced toward Bone. "Your woman's got connections at most of the parish hospitals."

Bone nodded. "I'll ask her."

"What's the timeline?" Cable closed the folder.

"No rush." Gator's expression said otherwise. "But these things tend to escalate. Marshall's been operating too long without consequences. He's getting bold."

Which meant more broken fingers, more threats, more families choosing between paying the loan shark and feeding their kids. Cable had seen it before, had watched it destroy his mother one payment at a time.

"I'll start Monday." He stood, tucking the folder under his arm. "Right now I've got probate paperwork and a house full of ghosts to deal with."

"You need help with the house, you ask." Preacher spoke up for the first time. "Got crews doing hurricane recovery. We can spare a few hands."

"Appreciate it." Cable meant it. The brotherhood had always been good about that—showing up when it mattered, no questions asked. "I'll let you know."

He was halfway to the door when Flood called after him. "Cable. Good to have you back, even if you don't think you're staying."

Cable lifted his beer in acknowledgment and pushed outside. The night air was thick with humidity and the smell of the bayou—mud and vegetation and something older, something that had been here long before any of them. He stood on the clubhouse porch for a long moment, looking out at the water.

Six years he'd stayed away. Six years chasing repo jobs, tracking down high-end assets for wealthy clients who'd never missed a payment in their lives. He'd been good at it, made decent money, convinced himself he'd left Louisiana and all its ghosts behind.

But his mother's death had dragged him back, and now Gator was handing him a case that hit too close to every reason he'd left in the first place.

Medical debt predators.

Cable finished his beer and crushed the can, tossing it in the recycling bin by the door. He should walk away. Should tell Gator to find someone else, someone who could work the case without a personal stake.

But he wouldn't.

Because somewhere in Terrebonne Parish, there were families making the same choices his mother had made. Choosing between medicine and food, between paying the predator and keeping the lights on. And nobody was coming to help them.

Nobody except the Bayou Serpents.

Cable climbed back on his bike and kicked the engine to life. The ride to his mother's house took forty minutes on back roads he knew by heart, every curve and straightaway mapped in his memory. The property looked smaller than he remembered—single story shotgun house with a sagging porch and yard going to weeds.

He parked in the driveway and sat there, engine idling. The windows were dark. Nobody had lived here since his mother died three months ago. He should go inside, start going through her things, figure out what to keep and what to donate.

Instead he killed the engine and pulled out Marshall's file, reading it by the light of his phone.

Forty to fifty families.

Twenty years of operation.

Lead collector who liked intimidating women and kids.

Cable's jaw tightened. He'd spent six years tracking down boats and cars and motorcycles for people who treated repo as a business inconvenience. Time to remember what he'd learned before that—how to find people who didn't want to be found, how to follow money trails, how to make predators understand they'd picked the wrong prey.

His phone buzzed. Text from Gator: Sophie says she'll pull ER admission data for Terrebonne Parish, last two years. Medical debt cases flagged.

Cable typed back: Appreciate it. I'll coordinate with her Monday.

Another text appeared, this one from Roux: Welcome home, brother.

Cable stared at the words for a long moment. Home. He'd convinced himself Louisiana wasn't home anymore, that home was wherever his bike was parked and his next job took him. But standing in his mother's driveway with a file full of victims who needed someone to give a damn, he wondered if he'd been lying to himself.

He finally went inside, flipping on lights that made the emptiness worse. His mother's furniture, his mother's photos, his mother's life compressed into a thousand square feet of memories he wasn't ready to face.
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