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Chapter One
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The storm hit like a hammer, driving across the Gulf with the force of a forgotten god. Winds tore through New Orleans, bending palms and rattling shutters in a frantic clatter. Rain fell in solid sheets, smothering the city’s rhythm beneath a pounding roar on rooftops and levees.

Out in the bayou, the surge deepened.

Lightning split the sky, throwing the cypress trees into stark relief. Water climbed through the swamps, swallowing trails and roots, turning the marsh into a heaving black expanse. Wind ripped through the canopy, hurling branches and snapping trunks with sharp, wet cracks.

Something shifted below.

Mud loosened. Roots gave way. A long-buried weight drifted upward, carried by the current like a piece of wreckage. It rolled, caught, and settled. When the storm finally passed, silence spread across the broken trees and drowned paths.

The bayou would speak, and someone would listen.

* * *
[image: ]


The floodwaters had begun to recede, but the bayou remained a shadowed world of mud and tangled roots. Dark water curled around the thick trunks of ancient cypress trees. Detective Nick Gatlin stepped through the muck, boots sinking as he moved toward the spot where the sheriff’s deputy had called in the discovery. His chest tightened with every step, an old ache deep inside twisting anew.

The body lay where the water had pulled back, half-buried in the silt, wedged between the gnarled roots like a forgotten relic.

At first, Gatlin saw only the outline—the shape of a woman, slumped against the earth as if asleep. But the details were cruel, unmistakable.

It was Emily . . . his wife.

Her skin, once soft and warm, had turned grayish-white, thin and fragile like parchment stretched over bone. The water and mud had leached the color from her face, leaving a mask of hollows and shadows where the flesh had once been.

Emily’s hair was a dark tangle, matted with leaves and algae, heavy against her skull and neck. The scent of rot hovered in the air, not overpowering, but lingering just enough to remind Gatlin of the passage of time.

Her eyes were sunken and rimmed with dark stains—empty sockets covered by thin, translucent lids. They gave the illusion she was still breathing, still watching.

Emily’s lips were cracked and pulled back, revealing a glimpse of teeth stained by time and water. A faint trace of a smile, or perhaps a grimace, was frozen on her face.

The denim jacket was little more than a husk, bleached to a ghostly gray and mottled with patches of rot. One sleeve had disintegrated, leaving only threads clinging to the bone. Beneath it, scraps of a cotton shirt clung in tatters, fused to the ribcage by layers of mud and decay. The fabric, once soft, had stiffened with time and soil, outlining the collapsed frame that the swamp had claimed.

Gatlin’s eyes dropped to her hands. They lay folded just beneath her chin, fingers bent and gnarled, nails blackened with mud and decay. Bruises and scratches marked her wrists—thin, dark lines that told a story of struggle and pain. The skin around them was cracked, brittle, and almost translucent.

A silver chain circled her neck, heavier now with grime, but still catching the weak morning light. The tiny anchor pendant swung in the breeze—a cruel reminder of an anniversary five years past when laughter had filled their small apartment, and the future still seemed possible.

Gatlin knelt beside her, the weight of the moment crashing into him like the bayou’s tide. His hands hovered over the cold corpse, trembling. He wanted to reach out, to touch her, to confirm she was real and not some cruel trick of his mind.

But he dared not disturb the fragile scene.

His throat tightened. Five years of searching. Five years of waiting for a miracle. Now, the miracle had come, but it was wrapped in sorrow and silence.

“Jesus...” he whispered, voice breaking.

Captain Doucet approached, arms crossed, watching the techs work with practiced efficiency. The captain’s gaze flicked to Gatlin, sharp but unreadable.

“We found her early this morning after the floods pulled back,” Doucet said. “Couldn’t have been long before the water uncovered her.”

Gatlin just nodded. The truth was louder than words. Emily had been here, hidden beneath the mud and roots, untouched by time’s mercy, left to rot in the cold bayou.

A tech stepped forward, holding a small evidence bag.
“Found this about ten feet from the body,” the young man said. Inside the bag was a glinting revolver—a Smith & Wesson .38, gatlinel-plated but dulled by years in the water. Gatlin’s breath hitched.
His service weapon.

The gun he’d reported stolen the night Emily disappeared.

Five years of silence. Of chasing shadows and sleeping in his car. Of broken promises—to her memory, to himself.

“I lost that gun,” Gatlin said hoarsely, voice just above a whisper.

Doucet’s gaze sharpened, but his voice remained steady, cold, and measured. The weight behind it crushed Gatlin’s chest like a vise.

“You reported it stolen. Now it’s here, with her.” 

Gatlin’s hands clenched into fists. The world spun beneath him. Every nightmare he’d shoved down deep—all the accusations, the suspicions, the whispers from the department and the press—came flooding back like a tidal wave.

“I didn’t kill her,” Gatlin said, voice raw, low enough to almost convince himself.

“Yeah?” Doucet said, stepping closer, his eyes boring into Gatlin’s. “Because right now, you’re the only suspect.”

Gatlin swallowed hard, his gaze drifting back to Emily’s face—the empty eyes, the cracked lips, the delicate pendant swinging in the wind. She looked peaceful, almost asleep, but the bruises and the grim silence told another story.

He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Five years...” he murmured. “I never stopped looking.”

Doucet’s expression hardened. “I get that. But understand this, Gatlin—things are different now. This isn’t just a cold case reopening. We’re launching a full investigation. That means every detail, every lead, and yes... every person who had contact with Emily in those last days is under scrutiny.”

Gatlin’s heart sank. “You coming after me?”

Doucet’s voice softened, just a fraction. “Especially you. I’m telling you this straight—there’s going to be questions you won’t like, and you won’t be able to dodge them. You’ll need a lawyer. You need to be honest with yourself and with us.”

Gatlin’s fists unclenched, his knuckles white. “I want the truth, Doucet. More than anyone.”

Doucet nodded. “Good. Because if you don’t give it, the truth will find you.”

He turned away, leaving Gatlin standing alone in the bitter wind, the weight of the past crushing down like never before.

Gatlin’s mind reeled through the past—late nights combing the bayou, cold coffee, cold leads, and dead ends. The empty bed, the silent phone, the hollow ache in his chest that no amount of time could fill.

Now, the bayou had delivered its secret. Emily, his wife, was gone but no longer missing. And with her, the truth—dark and tangled like the roots she’d rested in for all these years.

Gatlin rose, his knees weak. He felt like the earth beneath him was shifting, unstable.

The crow cawed from the trees, a sharp, lonely sound. The breeze rustled the leaves, carrying with it the faint scent of water and decay.

Everything had changed.

The past was buried no longer.

Gatlin looked once more at Emily’s body, a monument to lost time. His heart ached with the weight of a love that death could not erase.

He turned away, fighting to keep his balance. Behind him, Captain Doucet radioed the station.

Gatlin didn’t listen.

His mind was already racing toward questions without answers—and a future forever marked by this day.

* * *
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The morgue’s refrigeration compressors thumped in a slow, steady rhythm, a mechanical heartbeat under the fluorescent hum. The air carried the familiar blend of disinfectant, stainless steel, and the faint mineral scent of long-soaked remains. Detective Nick Gatlin sat rigid in the viewing room, elbows on his knees, hands locked together so tightly the tendons stood out like cords.

Dr. Elena Marcelle entered through the swinging door, her scrubs crisp, her hair pulled back under a disposable cap. She paused before speaking, giving him a moment to brace himself.

“Detective,” she said quietly. “We can begin when you’re ready.”

He nodded once.

She stepped to the gurney and lowered the sheet only to the clavicles — standard procedure, nothing gratuitous. Emily’s face, drained of all warmth, lay still under the harsh lights. The water had softened the tissues, leaving the skin pale and collapsed in places, but the features were unmistakable.

Gatlin’s breath caught. His throat tightened until he could barely swallow.

Dr. Marcelle kept her voice level, clinical but not cold. “The preservation is consistent with prolonged submersion in low-oxygen water. The mud acted as a barrier, slowing insect activity and bacterial spread.”

Gatlin forced out, “How long?”

“Based on postmortem changes, mineral staining, and soft-tissue breakdown,” she said, “I estimate four to six years. Five is the most likely.” Her tone carried no hesitation — she’d done this too many times to guess.

He stared at Emily’s face, the faint collapse of the cheeks, the softened jawline. “That matches the timeline.”

Dr. Marcelle lifted one of Emily’s wrists with gloved hands, supporting the joint so the fragile tissue wouldn’t tear. “These marks,” she said, angling the arm so he could see, “are patterned abrasions. They’re consistent with restraints — narrow, rigid, likely plastic or metal. Some of the scarring shows partial healing.”

Gatlin blinked hard. “Healing? So she was alive while restrained.”

“Yes,” Marcelle said. “For at least several days. Possibly longer.”

He pressed a hand to his forehead, breath unsteady. The idea of Emily bound somewhere, waiting for him, clawed at his ribs.

Marcelle continued her examination, keeping her movements deliberate. “There’s no evidence of animal predation. No defensive wounds that survived decomposition. But the primary injury is clear.”

She lifted the sheet a few inches, revealing the sternum. A small, circular defect sat just left of center — neat, almost surgical in its simplicity.

“Single gunshot wound,” she said. “Small caliber. The track angles slightly downward. No exit wound. The projectile was recovered lodged in the posterior thoracic cavity.”

Gatlin’s voice rasped. “Caliber?”

“.38 is the closest match,” she said. “The slug is jacketed, deformed on impact. I’ll run a full ballistic comparison once it’s cleaned.”

His stomach twisted. “They found my service revolver near her.”

Marcelle didn’t react with surprise — she’d heard the chatter already. “The presence of a weapon doesn’t establish who fired it. We’ll examine residue patterns on the clothing and bone. If the shot was close-range, we’ll know.”

Gatlin stared at the floor. “She didn’t die right away, did she?”

Marcelle hesitated — not out of uncertainty, but out of respect. “No. The wound would have caused rapid internal bleeding and lung collapse. Minutes, not seconds. But she would have lost consciousness quickly.”

He closed his eyes, jaw clenched so tight it trembled.

Marcelle covered Emily’s chest again and stepped back. “Detective, I know this is overwhelming. But the evidence tells a coherent story. She was restrained. She was kept alive for a period of time. And she was killed intentionally. Someone hid her where they believed she wouldn’t be found.”

Gatlin swallowed hard. “Five years. Five years she was right there.”

Marcelle softened her voice. “You couldn’t have known. The bayou preserves what it wants to preserve.”

He didn’t answer. He pulled a worn photograph from his jacket — Emily laughing, hair windblown, eyes bright. He held it loosely, as if afraid pressure alone might erase her.

Marcelle began re-covering the body, her movements slow, respectful. “I’ll have preliminary findings to Captain Doucet by tonight. The full report will take longer. But I’ll tell you this now — this wasn’t random. Whoever did this took steps to delay discovery.”

Gatlin stared at the sheet as it settled over Emily’s face. “Then I’ll take steps to find them.”

Marcelle paused at the door. “Detective... this is only the beginning. The investigation is going to pull at every thread. Be prepared for what comes with that.”

He didn’t look up. “I’ve been prepared for five years.”

When she left, the room fell silent again — just the compressors, the lights, and the weight of a truth that had finally surfaced.

The reckoning had begun.
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Chapter Two
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The Ninth District Station hummed with routine noise—phones ringing, officers chatting in low voices, keyboards clicking. Gatlin sat in the briefing room, the stale air thick with the weight of what he’d learned this morning. Emily’s face haunted every corner of his mind.

The door creaked open behind him. Gatlin didn’t turn.

“Detective Gatlin,” Captain Doucet’s voice cut through the quiet. It held no warmth, no hesitation. “We need to talk. Now.”

Gatlin rose slowly, heart pounding in sudden dread. The captain closed the door behind him, locking it with a deliberate click.

Doucet stepped close, eyes hard and unreadable.

“Gatlin,” he said, voice low but firm, “you’re being suspended from duty. Effective immediately.”

Gatlin’s breath caught. “Suspended? On what grounds?”

Doucet didn’t flinch. “You’re the prime suspect in the death of your wife. And your service weapon was found at the crime scene.”

Gatlin’s hands curled into fists at his sides. “You don’t believe that.”

“Believe it or not,” Doucet said, “this is protocol. I’m taking your badge and your gun. You’re off the case.”

Gatlin’s voice cracked with anger and disbelief. “You’re stripping me of everything I’ve worked for. Without proof. Without answers.”

Doucet’s expression stayed cold, official. “Orders come from above. I don’t like it any more than you do. But this is the way it is.”

Gatlin was stunned, “ You’re making a mistake.”

“Hand it over, your badge and gun,” Doucet shouted.

Gatlin hesitated a heartbeat, then unclipped the badge from his belt and dropped it onto the captain’s palm. It felt like losing a part of himself.

Next, Doucet motioned toward Gatlin’s holster.

Gatlin’s fingers went to the Glock 19 strapped at his hip. The gun had been with him through every case, every dark alley, and every night shift.

He drew it slowly, eyes never leaving Doucet’s.

“Put it down,” the captain said.

Gatlin placed the Glock on the desk, hearing the metallic thud echo through the room.

Doucet packed everything into a small cardboard box, sealing it with a thick piece of tape.

“Until this investigation clears you, you don’t have a badge. You don’t have a gun. You don’t have a job.”

Gatlin swallowed the lump in his throat. “You think I did this?”

“I don’t think. I follow orders.”

The room felt colder. The fluorescent light flickered overhead. Gatlin looked at Doucet—his captain, his friend, his ally—now the man who cut the line between him and the force he served.

“What about Emily? What about what she was working on?”

Doucet’s jaw tightened. “Stay out of it, Gatlin. You’re on your own.”

Gatlin’s fingers curled into fists again. The badge and gun were gone, but the fire inside him grew hotter.

Doucet stepped back, nodding toward the door. “Get out of here. Clear your desk.”

Gatlin turned without another word. As he walked away, the badge burned a hole in his memory. The gun was heavy in its absence.

Suspended. Stripped. Alone.

But not defeated.

Emily’s truth waited out there, buried in the bayou mud and tangled lies. Gatlin was done waiting for permission to find it.

* * *
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Gatlin stood in the doorway of his shotgun house, the screen door slapping shut behind him. The air inside was thick—hot, still, and quiet. No hum of a box fan, no music drifting from the old record player. Just the hollow ache of a home that had waited too long for life to return.

He set his keys on the chipped counter and walked through the narrow hallway. Dust coated the furniture. A spider had laid claim to the corner where Emily used to keep her gumbo pot. The house had become a shrine to inertia. Not abandoned, not alive. Just stuck in the moment she vanished.

He passed their old wedding photo on the wall. They were young, smiling on the banks of the Mississippi. Her dress was secondhand, his suit borrowed from his cousin. He couldn’t look long.

Gatlin made his way to the back room—the space Emily had called her “den of truth.” As an investigative reporter, it was where she kept her research, where she worked late into the night poring over records and scribbling notes in her journals. After she disappeared, he’d been through the room a dozen times—each search more desperate than the last. He’d opened drawers, rifled through notebooks, unscrewed air vents, tapped walls. Nothing.

But something gnawed at him now. A hunch. A whisper.

He stepped inside and stood still. Let his eyes adjust to the dimness. Let memory work. He ran his hand along the edge of the desk. Nothing he hadn’t touched before. Still, he dropped to his knees and ran his fingers underneath the bottom drawer—where he’d checked more than once—but this time, he felt a slight ridge near the back corner.

A warped section of veneer. So slight he’d mistaken it for damage.

He dug at it with his pocketknife. The panel gave with a soft snap, revealing a cavity the size of a paperback book. Wedged inside was a small object wrapped in cloth. He pulled it free, breath held.

A USB drive.

Wrapped in a scrap of flannel torn from one of her old shirts.

He stared at it, heart thudding, and almost didn’t notice the small metal tab in the corner of the drawer space. It wasn’t visible—he only found it by running his palm across the wood, feeling for a seam. He tugged. Nothing. Pressed. Still nothing.

Then he twisted it.

The rear wall of the drawer clicked faintly.

Gatlin reached in again, this time using both hands. He felt a panel shift. Behind it, nestled against the back frame of the desk, was a yellow legal tablet, edges warped, the top pages damp and stuck together. He pulled it free and blew dust from the cover. Emily’s handwriting stared back at him—sharp, anxious, alive.

He sat down slowly, the chair groaning beneath him.

The tablet was filled with notes from months before she vanished: water quality tests, shipping logs, permit violations. Companies, subcontractors, acronyms. The name Bayou Sentinel was everywhere—circled, underlined, arrowed in the margins beside intimidation, illegal dumping, and private security.

His fingers trembled as he flipped toward the back. Tucked between two pages was a handwritten letter, scrawled in her frantic, familiar hand:

Nick, if anything happens to me, don’t stop. The truth is buried under contracts and pipelines and marshland. Bayou Sentinel isn’t protecting anyone—they’re enforcing silence. This goes deeper than the oil companies. I think they know I’m watching. I think someone’s following me.

He sat back, breath shallow. She had been afraid. She had been right. And she had kept it from him.

He opened a folder labeled Plaquemines Parish—Illegal Waste. Inside were photographs of dead fish floating in oil-slicked waters, satellite images of tankers in hidden inlets, chemical reports showing spikes in benzene and toluene downstream from drilling sites. One photo showed a gated road leading into a compound marked BAYOU SENTINEL PROPERTY—NO TRESPASSING.

He rubbed his face with both hands. He’d been a cop for two decades—he knew cover-ups, intimidation, corruption. But this was different. A corporation’s private army protecting profits through silence. Maybe worse.

And now his wife was dead.

He looked to the corkboard. Pushpins held up receipts, business cards, notes. In the center: a blurry photo of a man in a tailored suit and mirrored sunglasses stepping from a black SUV. Beneath it, block letters: David Rourke—Bayou Sentinel Ops.

Gatlin didn’t know the name. But something in that posture—relaxed, predatory—made his skin crawl. This wasn’t a paper-pusher. This was someone who didn’t leave witnesses.

His phone buzzed. The screen read No Caller ID.

He answered. “Gatlin.”

A voice came through, low and calm. “They know you’re digging. Be careful who you trust.”

The line went dead.

He stared at the phone. That was no prank.

He stood abruptly. Opened a drawer. Pulled out a stack of topo maps Emily had marked in grease pencil. One had a red X near an old refinery site deep in the wetlands south of Ironton—off-grid and miles from any patrol.

A sticky note taped to the corner read: “Oil flow valve here—might be the illegal tap site. Go at night.”

Gatlin folded the map and slid it into his jacket. No badge. No gun. No backup.

But now he had her hidden notes.
Her voice.
Her secrets.
And he had one thing left they hadn’t taken yet—his need for the truth.

Outside, the air was heavy with heat and the buzz of cicadas in the live oaks. He stepped off the porch, boots crunching gravel. Somewhere beyond the floodwalls, the bayou stirred, thick with secrets and rot.

Gatlin wasn’t forgetting.

Not this time.
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Chapter Three
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The bar sat hunched on a corner of Chartres, its green neon sign flickering through a haze of cigarette smoke and humidity. Inside, it smelled of bourbon and old wood. Gatlin stepped through the threshold, his shoulders heavy, and his clothes damp from the drizzle outside. The low hum of conversation paused for a half-second before returning to its usual din. Regulars knew him, and they knew better than to ask questions.

John Chastain, Gatlin’s partner in Homicide and the only man who could drink slower than a sermon, already had a beer in front of him, nursing it like a priest with communion wine. He wore a Saints cap low over his brow, and his badge stayed tucked in a canvas coat that had seen more rain than most levees. When he saw Gatlin, he gestured toward the empty stool across from him.

“Place still smells like sour mop water,” Gatlin muttered as he sat down.

“Same as it ever was.” Chastain waved over the bartender. “Get him a whiskey.”

“Just a beer.”

The bartender nodded and moved off. Chastain studied Gatlin in the low light, his fingers tapping against the bottle’s neck.

“So it’s true then,” he said. “She was in the bayou.”

Gatlin nodded. “Confirmed. Dental and prints. And they found my old .38 in the mud next to her.”

“Jesus.”

Gatlin took the beer and cracked it open. “She had ligature marks. Signs of restraint. Forensics says it wasn’t recent.”

Chastain leaned back, his mouth set. “How long?”

“Five years. Close to it.”

They drank in silence. Outside, thunder grumbled low over the rooftops. Chastain reached into his coat and pulled out a pack of smokes. He held it out, but Gatlin shook his head.

“You think she went out there on her own?” Chastain asked.

Gatlin stared into the bottle’s amber neck. “I don’t know. She kept secrets. Always had this need to fix things nobody else would touch.”

“She was digging into something?”

“She had files. Notebooks. Laptop with an encrypted folder I can’t crack yet. Whatever she was chasing, it got her killed.”

Chastain exhaled through his nose. “And now your badge is on ice.”

“Captain Doucet had no choice. IA showed up the same day. They’re sniffing for dirt.”

“Hell of a coincidence.”

Gatlin looked up. “I don’t believe in those anymore.”

The jukebox rolled over to a slow Zydeco number. A couple near the back danced in worn boots and denim, oblivious. Chastain watched them for a beat before turning back to Gatlin.

“What do you need from me?”

Gatlin hesitated, then said, “Help. Discreet. I need someone I can trust. You still have friends in the sheriff’s office?”

“A few. Depends on what you’re after.”

“Records. Land surveys, oil leases, Bayou Sentinel contracts. I think Emily was looking into environmental violations down in Plaquemines. Someone didn’t like it.”

Chastain’s face darkened. “Bayou Sentinel’s been running security for half the coast. Ex-military types, lots of off-the-books operations.”

“She must’ve found something. Something that scared her.”

Chastain took another drink. “You sure this is what you want? Going solo on this? You’re already in the crosshairs.”

Gatlin looked past him, toward the door. Rain drummed steadily now. “I was married to a woman who died chasing the truth. I didn’t see it then. I do now.”

Chastain nodded, slowly. “Alright. But we do this clean. No cowboy stunts. You bring me what you find, I’ll do what I can from my end. Quietly.”

Gatlin gave a half-smile. “You always were the cautious one.”

“I still have a pension to protect.”

They clinked bottles, the sound low but final. Chastain slipped a small notepad from his coat and jotted something down.

“Start here,” he said, sliding it over. “Guy named Wexler. Used to run compliance at one of the drilling outfits before Bayou Sentinel muscled in. He got burned out and turned whistleblower. Might know what Emily found.”

Gatlin pocketed the note. “You trust him?”

“No. But he hates the consortium more than he fears them.”

They sat a while longer, the storm outside building in pitch. When Gatlin stood to leave, Chastain grabbed his sleeve.

“You watch your six, brother. These people don’t leave loose ends.”

Gatlin nodded once and slipped out into the rain, the city swallowing him as if he’d never been there.

* * *
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Gatlin sat alone at the kitchen table, the soft whir of the ceiling fan the only sound in the shotgun house. Rain pattered steadily on the tin roof. Emily’s laptop rested in front of him, black and unblinking, like a sealed casket. Her things surrounded him—photographs, notepads, dog-eared maps, and manila folders with dates scribbled in the margins. It felt like sitting inside her mind.

He ran a hand over his face. Sleep wasn’t coming. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw her face again—drained of color, lips parted, hair still tangled with swamp silt. 

He flipped open one of the notebooks. Inside, Emily’s handwriting scrawled across the pages in sharp lines. Dates, locations, strange acronyms. “MERC.” “S-17.” “Plaquemines spill site 14B.” Underlined words: Seepage. Bribes. NDAs. At the bottom of one page, in bold: Bayou Sentinel = enforcers.

Gatlin stared at that line for a long time.

The laptop blinked to life after he plugged it in. The screen illuminated the room with a soft blue glow. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the USB drive he’d found two days earlier, its shell unmarked, save for a small triangle etched into one corner. He slid it into the port.

The drive mounted immediately. One file: vault.enc. A dialog box opened.

Enter decryption key.

He stared at it, pulse rising. He tried the obvious first—her birthday. Their wedding date. The name of the café where they first met. Each attempt met with a curt rejection: ACCESS DENIED.

He leaned back in the chair, frustrated. Emily never made things easy, but she always left a trail—if you knew where to look. “If you want to keep something secret,” she once told him, “put it right in front of someone. Make them think they already know what it is.”

He opened a photo album lying beside the laptop. Their honeymoon in Paris. Emily’s smile lit up every frame. One picture stopped him: she stood before a fountain, holding a book titled The Silent Spring. He turned in his chair. The same book sat on the bookshelf behind him.

He pulled it down and thumbed through the pages.

A receipt fluttered out. It was old and faded. Café du Monde.

Scribbled on the back: “1-9-6-2. Find the others before they do.”

He returned to the laptop and typed it into the prompt.

The progress bar blinked, then filled.

Decryption complete.

The folder bloomed open, revealing dozens of files—PDFs, scans of handwritten notes, audio recordings, and a spreadsheet labeled HUNTSWORTH_LEDGER. He opened the spreadsheet. Columns listed names, amounts, and dates. Company executives. Parish officials. Payments tagged as “consulting” or “logistics.” One row caught his eye: $75,000 – L. Doucet – Security review.

He froze.

Captain Doucet. His commanding officer.

Gatlin clicked through to a PDF scan of a nondisclosure agreement. The signatory: Bayou Sentinel Security Services, LLC. Another file contained photos—long-range surveillance shots of trucks marked with the Bayou Sentinel logo pulling into a fenced-off compound deep in the wetlands. The trucks carried large cylindrical tanks. In another photo, two men in hazmat suits stood near a marshy clearing. The next photo showed dead fish floating in blackened water.

He shut the laptop and rested his head in his hands.

Emily hadn’t just stumbled onto something. She was building a case. Quietly. Methodically. And then she disappeared.

A knock at the door snapped his attention back to the room. Gatlin’s hand slid under the table, fingers brushing the cold grip of his Glock 19. The knock came again—firmer this time.

He stepped quietly through the hallway and peeked through the front window. No one.

Gatlin opened the door a crack.

An envelope sat on the porch. No footprints. No sign of anyone down the street.

He bent to pick it up and brought it inside. No return address. No markings. He tore it open.

Inside were two photographs. One showed Emily sitting in a diner, a man in a camouflage jacket across from her—face turned just enough to be unrecognizable. The second photo was grainier, taken at night. It showed her walking into a building. Over the entrance: Bayou Sentinel Regional HQ.

Scrawled on the back of the second photo: “She knew the cost.”

Gatlin stood motionless, the photos trembling in his hands.

Someone was watching. And they wanted him to know it.

He looked around the room, every shadow now a threat. Every sound outside a possible step closer to something worse.

He returned to the table and gathered the laptop, the USB drive, the files, and the photos. Slid them into a duffel bag. Whatever Emily had uncovered, it wasn’t just industrial negligence or under-the-table money.

It was murder.

And whoever had left that envelope—whether warning or threat—had just handed him a reason to dig deeper.

Gatlin zipped the duffel and slung it over his shoulder.

He turned off the lights, locked the door, and stepped into the rain.
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Chapter Four
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Gatlin leaned against the creaking elevator wall as it groaned toward the fifth floor. Dust and mildew lingered in the air like a memory no one wanted. The old Times-Picayune building had been downsized years ago, but a skeleton crew still kept the archives alive in a back room few remembered.

He stepped out and moved past abandoned desks, their chairs pushed back in a hurry no one ever reversed. Fluorescent lights flickered in defiance above rows of yellowing clippings and metal filing cabinets.

“Can I help you?”

A gray-bearded man looked up from a battered desk piled with folders. He wore a rumpled Saints jersey and a stained denim vest. His nameplate read “W. Cotter—Archivist.”

Gatlin held up his shield out of habit, then hesitated. IA had taken his badge. He shoved the wallet back into his pocket and instead offered his name. “Detective Nick Gatlin. Used to be, anyway.”

Cotter frowned. “Gatlin? The missing reporter—she was your wife, right?”

Gatlin nodded. “Emily. I need to see anything she was working on before she disappeared. Last six months before she went missing.”

Cotter scratched at his beard. “Emily was here a lot near the end. Never said much, but she pulled boxes tied to Plaquemines oil permits and something about a company—uh...” He snapped his fingers, trying to remember.

“Bayou Sentinel?” Gatlin offered.

Cotter pointed. “That’s the one. Creepy outfit. Security contractors, ex-military types. Emily didn’t trust ’em. Said she was being followed.”

Gatlin’s jaw tightened. “She says what they were doing down there?”

“Not directly. But I got the sense it involved river permits, illegal dumping, and maybe worse. She copied some microfiche and took photos of land surveys. All archived. Come on.”

Cotter led him into a side room where two long tables stood beneath a flickering ceiling fan. Old file drawers lined the wall, labeled with years and parishes. He pulled out a key and unlocked a drawer marked Plaquemines Parish – 2016–2019.

“These are her check-outs,” Cotter said, handing Gatlin a clipboard. “She accessed these files five, six times. Always the same set.”

Gatlin scanned the file numbers. One folder was marked “Permit Variances – Leland Refinery.” Another read “Coastal Remediation Disputes – Grand Isle.” A third: “Security Incidents – Bayou Sentinel.”

He opened the last one. A paper-clipped stack of incident reports spilled out—notes scribbled in Emily’s handwriting. Security incidents at oil sites. Locals reporting threats. Disappearances. One account detailed a whistleblower named Marie Thibodeaux, last seen reporting spills to the EPA. Another was a sketchy photo of armed men unloading barrels from a flatboat into a cypress thicket. No markings on the drums.

“She was onto something,” Gatlin muttered.

Cotter lit a cigarette under the fan, ignoring the “No Smoking” sign. “They threatened her, didn’t they?”

Gatlin didn’t answer.

He flipped another page. Emily had traced permits granted to an entity listed as Gulf Restoration Partners LLC, a name he didn’t recognize. But Emily had circled it in red ink, followed by a note: “Front for Bayou Sentinel?”

A familiar chill climbed up Gatlin’s spine. Emily hadn’t vanished randomly. She’d dug too deep.

Cotter tapped the desk. “She asked me to pull something the week before she vanished. A video file from a deposition. The oil exec is under questioning. I gave her the DVD. Never saw her again.”

“You have a copy?”

Cotter reached under the desk and rummaged in a cardboard box. He came up with a plastic sleeve marked “Civic Action – Leland Testimony – 9/7/2018.”

“She never returned it. I made a dupe.”

Gatlin took the sleeve like it was evidence from a fresh crime scene.

“She believed someone in city government was helping them,” Cotter said. “Told me there were meetings off the books—contracts pushed through late at night, permits signed in blackout sessions. She was scared but wouldn’t back off.”

Gatlin felt his pulse rising.

“I’ll return this,” he said.

Cotter gave him a hard look. “You’re not the only one asking questions. Some guy came by last week. Said he was from the Department of Environmental Quality. I showed my ID, but it didn’t feel right. He asked if I had anything of Emily’s.”

Gatlin’s fists clenched. “What did you tell him?”

“Told him to file a request with legal like everybody else. He didn’t like that. Left, but I saw him sitting in a black SUV across the street for the next hour.”

Gatlin folded the folder and DVD into his coat. “Thanks, Cotter. If he comes back—”

“I never saw you. And I don’t know a damn thing.”

Gatlin nodded and walked out past the rows of forgotten headlines. Emily had left him a trail, and someone wanted it buried.

Not today.

* * *
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The streetlamp outside Gatlin’s shotgun house cast a dim glow through the lace curtains. The rain had started falling again, light but steady, tapping at the tin awning over the front porch. He’d parked two blocks away and walked home under his coat, just in case someone was watching. Cotter’s warning stayed with him.

Inside, the place was still. He dropped the file folder and DVD on the coffee table, then went into the kitchen to pour a bourbon. The house creaked with familiar sounds—pipes settling, wind pushing through the gaps in the windows. The air held the scent of old wood and the faint trace of Emily’s lavender oil, buried in the floorboards and the walls.

He sat on the couch, the drink untouched, and flipped open the folder again. Emily’s notes were a mess of urgency—crossed-out names, underlined phrases, and arrows between different permits and land parcels. She’d been close. Too close.

He popped the DVD into the old laptop he’d kept from the department, the one IA hadn’t confiscated. The video loaded slowly—grainy footage from a deposition room. A man in a navy suit and red tie sat stiffly before a panel of lawyers.

“Mr. Harrow, can you confirm the Gulf Restoration Partners received exemption permits for operations in wetland-protected zones?”

The man’s expression twitched. “I’d have to check with our legal team. I don’t handle permitting.”

Emily had written Leland CEO – Phillip Harrow on a yellow sticky note, now curling at the edges of the screen.

“What about subcontracting to Bayou Sentinel for site security?”

“I don’t have direct knowledge of that arrangement.”

A lawyer leaned in. “Witnesses say Sentinel agents detained residents near Site 14. Armed patrols, unauthorized searches. Is that within your company’s scope?”

Harrow shifted in his chair. “I can’t speak to that.”

The video stuttered, then froze. Gatlin cursed and restarted the file. As it loaded again, he heard something behind him. A creak, sharp, deliberate.

He stood, quiet, hand reaching for the drawer under the coffee table where he kept a spare .38—different from the one the coroner had found next to Emily’s body. It wasn’t there.

Another creak. Floorboard, near the hallway.

He moved toward the sound, staying close to the wall. His boots didn’t make a sound on the wood. The hallway stretched into darkness, the only light spilling from the laptop behind him.

Someone was inside.

A silhouette darted past the doorframe at the end of the hall.

Gatlin lunged.

The figure turned, masked in black, and shoved past him. They crashed into the bookshelf, toppling it into the hallway. Books spilled out, papers flying.

Gatlin grabbed for the intruder’s jacket, but they slipped away and bolted toward the kitchen. A chair went flying. The back door rattled on its hinges as they burst through.

He chased them into the yard. The figure vaulted over the fence like they’d done it a hundred times. By the time Gatlin reached the alley, they were gone—no footprints in the wet gravel, no sound but distant thunder rolling over the rooftops.

Breathing hard, he stood under the eaves, rain soaking his shoulders.

Back inside, he checked everything. The laptop still sat open. The DVD was untouched. The folder was scattered but not stolen.

They hadn’t come for the evidence. They’d come to send a message.

In the bedroom, he noticed the vent cover on the far wall was ajar—bent at the corner like someone had pulled at it. It hadn’t been like that this morning.

He crouched and removed the panel. Inside was a dusty plastic bag, wedged behind the slats. He pulled it free and dumped the contents onto the bed.

A spiral notebook. Emily’s handwriting is familiar and sharp.

The first page read: If you found this, something went wrong.

He sat down slowly, turning the pages.

They’re moving chemicals through the marsh. Not oil. Something worse. No permits. No oversight. I followed one of their boats from Boothville up to Spanish Pass. Saw men in suits watching from a helicopter. When I asked around, a fisherman named Landry warned me to leave it alone. Said a girl vanished after taking photos of their offloading site.

Gatlin flipped another page.

Gulf Restoration Partners is a shell. Owned by a holding firm in Delaware, but I traced the payments—they led to an address in Langley.

He stopped reading. Langley. CIA territory.

Emily had gone deep. Deeper than he’d imagined.

The intruder hadn’t been a thief. They were hunting something—something they thought was still hidden.

He stared at the notebook, his throat tight.

The storm outside picked up. Thunder cracked overhead.

He’d buried Emily once. Now her voice was back, scrawled in ink and fear.

Someone had killed her to bury the truth.

And he wasn’t going to let them bury it again.
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Chapter Five
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The cypress camp squatted over the marsh like a ghost on stilts, half-swallowed by shadow and Spanish moss. Gatlin stood on the rickety front porch, hand resting on the doorknob, listening to the buzz of insects and the low groan of frogs calling through the bayou. Moonlight filtered through the canopy, silvering the black water below. He opened the door without knocking.

Inside, the air held smoke and old fish. A stack of crawfish traps leaned in the corner. Chastain sat at a scarred table, nursing a bottle of Four Roses and flipping through a binder.

“You look like hell,” he said without looking up.

Gatlin dropped a canvas satchel on the table and sat across from him. “Haven’t slept since I saw her. Not really.”

Chastain closed the binder. “No easy way to say it. I keep thinking about how we all figured she ran off. You especially.”

“She didn’t run,” Gatlin said. “She was on to something. She got too close.”

“You saying someone killed her because of a damn story?”

Gatlin pulled out Emily’s notebook, its corners curled with wear. He flipped it open to a page where she’d drawn a triangle with arrows pointing between names—oil companies, shell firms, consultants. At the center, circled twice, was a name: Bayou Sentinel.

“Security outfit out of Baton Rouge,” Gatlin said. “But they’re not just bodyguards. Emily found ties between them and local contractors—guys who got sweetheart deals right after spill cleanups or pipeline expansions.”

Chastain leaned closer. “I’ve heard the name. They used to work security at the Belle Chasse refinery. Feds were sniffing around back then—two years ago.”

Gatlin nodded. “Emily wrote about safety violations at Belle Chasse. Half the piece got redlined before it went to print.”

“She didn’t tell you?”

“I was too busy thinking she’d stopped loving me. I didn’t ask the right questions.”

Chastain pushed the binder toward him. “These are reports from a watchdog group she was feeding intel to. One of my cousins runs offshore supply boats. He used to see Bayou Sentinel guys on rigs they had no business being on—armed. Not just pistols, either. Full kits. Like they were waiting for trouble.”

Gatlin flipped through the binder. Some of the names matched Emily’s notes—contractors, company aliases, chemical spills that never made the news.

“She was onto environmental fraud,” he muttered. “Clean-up funds diverted, reports falsified. If she could tie it back to the Sentinel guys...”

“They’d bury her. Maybe literally.”

Gatlin set the binder down. “We need to find out who she talked to last. Besides the sources in her notes. There’s a gap, last six weeks before she disappeared. No emails, no recordings.”

Chastain tapped the table. “You think she met with someone off the grid?”

Gatlin looked out the dusty window toward the black water. “She knew the risks. She wouldn’t have trusted anyone she didn’t vet. Which
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