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The dead possum stared at Lauren Castille with milky eyes, its throat cut so deep the white vertebrae showed through congealed blood. Someone had arranged it carefully on the concrete step outside her classroom door, positioned so she'd find it first thing Monday morning before the second-graders arrived.

Third gift this month.

Lauren's hand trembled as she photographed the carcass with her phone, adding it to the folder that law enforcement wouldn't look at. Her stomach turned, but she forced herself to document every detail—the precise throat cut, the deliberate placement, the timing designed for maximum impact. Evidence that wouldn't matter because the man leaving these presents wore a deputy's star.

She deleted the photo of the rotting flowers from last week to make room. Storage limits on her teacher's salary.

"Miss Castille?" Principal Davis emerged from the building, coffee mug in hand, and stopped when he saw her crouched by the step. "Oh. Another one?"

"Dead possum this time." Lauren stood, brushing off her modest navy skirt. Professional appearance mattered when everything else felt like it was falling apart. "I'll clean it up before the kids arrive."

Davis sighed, the same helpless sound he'd made after the slashed tires two weeks ago. After the spray-painted obscenities on her car last month. After eighteen months of Brad Melancon's escalating campaign to remind his ex-wife that leaving didn't mean escape.

"You should call the police."

"Deputy Melancon is the police." The words came out flat. She'd stopped expecting help after the fifth ignored report, after watching Brad's fellow officers dismiss her concerns with barely concealed amusement. Hysterical ex-wife. Bitter divorcee. The usual excuses men in law enforcement gave each other.

"I meant... someone else. State police, maybe?"

Lauren pulled disposable gloves from her purse—she'd started carrying them after the first dead cat—and lifted the possum by its stiff tail. "Brad's got friends everywhere. Filing reports just gives him more opportunities to show up at my door, all concerned courtesy."

She carried the carcass to the dumpster behind the building, trying not to think about how Brad had known her exact schedule, her precise routine. Three years since the divorce and he still knew every movement she made.

Because he watched. Always watching.

The morning proceeded with determined normalcy. Lauren scrubbed the bloodstain from the concrete, set up her classroom, greeted twenty-three seven-year-olds with the warm smile that came easier when she focused on them instead of her own terror. Reading groups and math centers and the careful orchestration of chaos that was second grade.

She'd chosen this. Rural poverty district, tiny Lafourche Parish town where her salary barely covered rent but where she could make an actual difference. Where kids showed up hungry and she kept granola bars in her desk. Where parents worked offshore rigs or shrimp boats and trusted her with their most precious cargo.

Worth it. All of it worth it, even with Brad's shadow poisoning everything good she'd built.

The afternoon parent pickup brought the usual chaos of car lines and backpacks and last-minute permission slips. Lauren stood outside under the covered walkway, waving to departing students, when the Lafourche Parish Sheriff's cruiser pulled into the lot.

Her stomach dropped.

Brad Melancon emerged from the driver's seat with calculated casualness, crisp tan shirt despite the April heat. Tall and gym-built, clean-cut in that way that made people trust authority figures on sight. The face she'd woken up next to for two years before understanding that charm and dominance were the same weapon wielded differently.

He'd been handsome when they married. Now she just saw the predator underneath.

"Afternoon, Miss Castille." Brad's voice carried across the parking lot, pleasant and measured. Playing the concerned public servant for the watching parents. "Just checking in on security protocols. Making sure our local schools stay safe."

Lauren's fingers tightened on the stack of homework folders in her arms. "Everything's fine, Deputy. Appreciate your diligence."

"That's what we're here for. Protecting the community." He moved closer, staying just within the bounds of propriety while his eyes tracked over her like she was property he'd misplaced. Cataloging, possessing, reminding her that three years and a divorce decree meant nothing against his conviction that she belonged to him.

A mother collecting her daughter glanced between them, sensing tension without understanding its source. Lauren forced her expression into neutral pleasantness, the mask she'd perfected after years of hiding emotional abuse from friends and family.

"Have a good afternoon, Deputy Melancon." Dismissal in her tone, clear and final.

Brad's jaw tightened—that micro-expression of rage she'd learned to recognize before the yelling started, back when she'd believed his anger was her fault. "You too, Lauren. Stay safe out here." He let her name linger, intimate and possessive. "Never know what kind of dangerous people might be around."

Threat delivered, he returned to his cruiser and drove away slowly. Making sure she understood that he could appear anytime, anywhere, and there wasn't a damn thing she could do about it.

Lauren finished pickup on autopilot, waved goodbye to the last student, and made it back to her classroom before the shaking started. She locked the door and sank into her desk chair, pressing her palms flat against the scarred wooden surface.

Eighteen months. Eighteen months of dead animals and slashed tires and Brad appearing at her apartment, at her grocery store, at parent-teacher conferences. Eighteen months of police reports that went nowhere because the deputies investigating were Brad's drinking buddies. His patrol partners. His brothers in blue who believed wives—even ex-wives—existed to be owned.

The pattern was escalating. She'd researched enough about stalking to recognize the progression from harassment to violence. First the property damage, then the dead animals, then... what? Brad showing up at her door after dark? Breaking in while she slept? Following her somewhere isolated?

She'd left him three years ago after finally recognizing that his "concern" was suffocation, his "protection" was possession, his "love" was a cage. Had rebuilt her entire life in a new town, new job, new identity as a woman who wouldn't be bullied.

But you couldn't outrun a star pinned to someone's chest.

Lauren pulled up the folder on her phone, scrolling through documentation that should matter but didn't. Timestamps and photos and ignored reports. A paper trail leading nowhere because the system protected its own.

Her hands were still shaking when she locked up the classroom and headed for her car. The parking lot was empty now, just her ten-year-old Honda and the lengthening shadows of late afternoon. Spanish moss hung from the live oaks bordering the property, beautiful and suffocating in the humid air.

She checked the backseat before getting in—learned behavior from living with constant threat. Checked her mirrors. Locked the doors immediately.

The drive to her apartment took twelve minutes through back roads lined with fishing camps and bayou channels. Lauren scanned for Brad's cruiser the entire way, that vigilance that had become her new normal. Exhausting and necessary.

Her apartment was on the second floor of a converted house, accessible by exterior stairs. Small and cheap and hers—the first place she'd ever lived alone after escaping Brad's grip. She climbed the stairs with her keys already positioned between her fingers, another habit from three years of looking over her shoulder.

The door was locked. Undisturbed. She checked anyway, scanning the small space before allowing herself to breathe.

Safe. For now.

Lauren changed out of her work clothes into yoga pants and an oversized Saints t-shirt, then made tea she wouldn't drink. Her nightly routine of pretending normalcy while her nervous system stayed locked in fight-or-flight.

The dead possum meant escalation. Brad was building toward something, the way he always did. Pressure increasing until he forced a confrontation on his terms. Until he reminded her that leaving didn't mean freedom, that divorce papers were just bureaucracy against his certainty that she was his property.

She'd tried everything legal. Reports, restraining orders that cops wouldn't enforce against one of their own, documentation that disappeared into departmental black holes. The system wasn't designed to protect women from men with stars and friends in law enforcement.

So what the hell was she supposed to do?

Lauren sat on her secondhand couch with her phone in her hands, scrolling through that folder again. Trying to find an answer in files that nobody would examine.

Her students deserved better than a teacher looking over her shoulder. This community deserved better than a deputy using his authority for personal terrorism. She deserved better than spending the rest of her life waiting for Brad to decide how this ended.

The tea went cold while she sat in the gathering darkness, trapped in the specific hell of being hunted in plain sight. Of knowing the monster's name and face while everyone else saw only the star.

Outside her window, headlights swept across the parking lot. Lauren's pulse spiked before the car continued past. False alarm. This time.

She'd survived leaving Brad once. Built a whole new life from nothing. Found strength she didn't know existed when she'd walked away from his grip.

But survival was different from safety. And she was running out of options before Brad's escalation turned from dead animals to something final.

The apartment felt smaller in the darkness. Like walls closing in while she waited for whatever came next, alone and unprotected and so damn tired of being afraid.
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Danny "Wrench" Trosclair wiped grease off his hands with a rag that had seen better days, surveying the compound's generator with satisfaction. Six hours of troubleshooting electrical systems that had given Psycho himself a headache, and he'd tracked the problem to a corroded relay switch that cost twelve bucks to replace.

Prospect work. Proving value through the skills nobody else wanted to handle.

"Got it running?" Gris-Gris appeared from the boat house, lean and tattooed, carrying what looked like marine fuel lines.

"Generator's solid now. Replaced the relay, cleaned the connections, should be good for another year." Wrench closed the access panel, already mentally cataloging the next maintenance item on his endless list. "Noticed the workshop compressor's making noise though. Want me to check it?"

"After chapel." Gris-Gris studied him with the assessing look Wrench had learned to recognize from full-patch members. Weighing whether the prospect was trying too hard or genuinely contributing. "You been at this since dawn?"

"Compound needs to run smooth." Wrench kept his voice casual, hiding the desperate edge underneath. Six months wearing the prospect patch, six months proving he was more than the carnival trash background that had defined his first twenty-nine years. "Just doing my job."

Gris-Gris nodded, something almost approving in his expression before he headed toward the main house. "Chapel in twenty. Don't be late."

Wrench watched him go, then turned back to collect his tools. The Bayou Serpents compound spread across the old sugar plantation like a fortress disguised as family homestead—main clubhouse converted from the plantation house, individual cabins on stilts for the claimed couples, workshop and armory tucked back in the trees. Legitimate boat repair business up front, less legitimate operations hidden in the bayou channels only brotherhood members knew how to navigate.

Six months since he'd walked away from the carnival circuit and knocked on the Serpents' door with nothing but mechanical skills and a recommendation from a carny who'd once run guns with Gator. Six months of prospect duties—the grunt work, the proving ground, the constant test of whether he had the judgment and loyalty to earn a permanent place.

He wanted that patch so bad it kept him awake nights.

Wrench stored his tools in the workshop, a converted equipment shed that smelled like motor oil and gun solvent. His hands were never quite clean anymore, permanently stained from years of carnival maintenance and now compound repairs. Rough hands that knew how to coax life from dying engines, jury-rig solutions from scavenged parts, read mechanical problems the way some men read people.

Skills learned from desperation. From growing up dirt poor in Houma with a father who drank and a mother who left, from dropping out at sixteen to work the traveling carnival circuit because it was the only place that would take him. A decade of county fairs and sketchy midway repairs, living in a camper trailer and moving every week, always temporary, never home.

Until the meth epidemic hit the circuit hard and the violence got bad enough that even carnival life—already brutal—became unlivable. Until Wrench had finally admitted that survival wasn't the same as living, and maybe he deserved better than being dismissed as carny trash his whole damn life.

The Serpents were his shot at better. At brotherhood instead of exploitation. At earning respect through contribution instead of being another disposable body.

He just had to prove he deserved it.

Chapel convened in the main clubhouse, the room that served as bar and meeting hall and heart of Serpent operations. Long table dominated the space, president's gavel at the head, patches and club photos covering the walls. The Old Ladies had cleared out—this was brotherhood business, closed door.

Wrench took his position standing against the back wall. Prospects didn't sit during chapel. Another reminder of his probationary status, the distance between where he stood and where he wanted to be.

Gator commanded the head of the table, forty years old and radiating the kind of authority that came from leading men through actual war. Former mob enforcer turned MC president, all quiet intensity and lethal calm. Celeste sat beside him despite this being official business—she'd earned her place through surviving a bombing and helping eliminate the Marchand family. The Old Ladies who'd proven themselves got special status.

The rest of the brotherhood filled the table. Voodoo's strategic mind already calculating angles. Bone's enforcer presence ready for violence. Flood counting costs. Roux connecting community dots. Shotgun armed and casual. Gris-Gris planning logistics. Preacher representing civilian relations. Psycho looking mildly unhinged in the way that made enemies nervous.

And Slick, newest patched member after earning his colors three months back. Proof that prospects could make it through if they had what it took.

Wrench wanted to be sitting at that table so bad his teeth ached.

"Brothers." Gator's voice cut through the casual conversation, bringing immediate attention. "Got community business. Annual crawfish boil's coming up—third weekend April. Preacher's been coordinating with the church, we're expecting three hundred locals plus the hurricane families we've been helping."

"Security?" Bone asked, already thinking defense.

"Standard setup. Perimeter watch, background presence, keep it friendly." Gator's gaze swept the table before landing on Wrench. "Wrench, you're on crowd management. Kids' activities, game booths, making sure civilians feel safe and welcome. Time to show you can read situations and handle public-facing work without starting problems."

Wrench's pulse kicked up. Public assignment meant trust. Meant Gator believed he wouldn't embarrass the club in front of the community they protected. "Yes, sir. I'll handle it right."

"You better." Voodoo's dark eyes assessed him. "Community sees us as protectors or threats based on how we interact. Crawfish boil's about showing we're invested in keeping people safe, not just dangerous bikers who happen to live nearby. You represent the club out there."

No pressure. Just Wrench's entire prospect evaluation riding on whether he could manage carnival game booths without proving he was still the carny trash people had always dismissed.

"Understand the stakes," Wrench said carefully. "Make the brotherhood look good, keep civilians comfortable, handle any problems quiet."

"Problems shouldn't happen." Gator leaned back in his chair, expression unreadable. "But if they do, you use judgment instead of fists. Come get a full-patch brother before escalating. This is a test of your head, not your hands."

Translation: don't fuck up the club's community relations because you've got something to prove.

"I won't let you down." Wrench met Gator's eyes steadily, letting his desperation stay hidden beneath calm competence. The face he'd learned to wear when dealing with carnival bosses who'd exploit any weakness, adapted now for brotherhood evaluation.

Gator studied him for a long moment before nodding. "We'll see. Rest of you, standard security rotation. Shotgun, coordinate the perimeter. Bone, you're on standby for problems. Everyone else, circulate and be visible without being threatening. This is hearts and minds work."

Chapel continued with financial reports from Flood, intelligence updates from Roux, logistics from Gris-Gris. The brotherhood's many operations—legitimate marine services, less legitimate protection work, ongoing support for hurricane families and the child protection network Angel had built. A criminal organization that somehow managed to do more good than the systems designed to help people.

Everything Wrench had never had growing up. Family that showed up. Purpose beyond survival. Brotherhood that meant backup instead of exploitation.

He wanted in so desperately it terrified him.

Chapel broke after an hour, brothers dispersing to their various responsibilities. Wrench headed back to the workshop to check that compressor, but Slick caught his arm in the hallway.

"Walk with me a minute." Slick jerked his head toward the porch, away from listening ears.

They stepped outside into April humidity thick enough to swim through, Spanish moss hanging from the live oaks like nature's surveillance equipment. Slick pulled out a cigarette but didn't light it, just rolled it between his fingers.

"You're trying too hard," Slick said finally. "I get it—did the same thing during my prospect time. But Gator's testing judgment, not desperation. The crawfish boil's your chance to show you can handle situations smart instead of just working yourself to death on generator maintenance."

Wrench's jaw tightened. "I know what I'm doing."

"Do you?" Slick's expression wasn't unkind, just direct. "Because I watched you try to earn your patch through sheer effort for six months. Fixing everything, volunteering for every shit detail, proving you've got skills. And none of that's what gets you the patch."

"Then what does?"

"Proving you won't make decisions that get brothers killed or bring heat the club can't handle." Slick finally lit the cigarette, exhaled smoke into the humid air. "Skills matter, but judgment matters more. You can be the best mechanic in Louisiana and still not deserve a patch if you're reckless or stupid when it counts."

The words hit harder because they were true. Wrench had been so focused on demonstrating value that he'd missed the actual test—whether he could be trusted with brotherhood lives and club reputation when situations went sideways.

"The crawfish boil," Wrench said slowly, working through it. "Gator's watching how I handle civilians and problems. Whether I escalate or de-escalate. Whether I protect the club's community standing or damage it."

"Now you're thinking like a brother instead of a prospect." Slick clapped his shoulder. "Handle it smart, you're one step closer to that patch. Handle it stupid, you're proving you're not ready. Simple as that."

Not simple. Nothing about earning brotherhood was simple when you'd spent your whole life being dismissed as worthless.

But Wrench nodded, filing away Slick's advice with all the other survival lessons he'd learned. "Appreciate the heads up."

"We're all pulling for you to make it." Slick headed back inside. "Just don't fuck it up by trying too hard to impress instead of using your head."

Wrench stayed on the porch after Slick left, looking out over the compound that represented everything he wanted. Family. Purpose. Belonging. The chance to be someone who mattered instead of carnival trash people forgot between county fairs.

The crawfish boil was his test. Prove he could handle public-facing work with judgment and calm. Show the brotherhood he was ready for more than prospect duties.

Show himself he deserved a permanent home instead of the temporary survival he'd accepted his whole life.

His hands were shaking slightly when he shoved them in his pockets. Desperation and determination warring with the fear that he'd somehow fuck this up, prove all the people who'd dismissed him right, confirm that he'd never be good enough for people who came from stable families and normal lives.

But he'd survived a decade on the carnival circuit through adaptation and reading situations. Had learned to jury-rig solutions from nothing, spot trouble before it escalated, handle volatile people with minimal resources.

Those same skills would work here. Different application, same fundamentals.

Wrench headed back to the workshop with renewed focus. Three weeks until the crawfish boil. Three weeks to prepare for the test that would show whether he deserved the patch or whether he'd always be an outsider looking in.

He wasn't going to fuck this up. Couldn't afford to. Not when brotherhood was this close.

The compressor was indeed making noise—bearing starting to wear. Wrench pulled his tools and got to work, hands steady now, mind focused. One problem at a time. One test at a time.

One step closer to earning the life he'd never let himself want until the Serpents showed him it was possible.

The prospect patch on his back felt heavier than ever. Temporary status that he was determined to make permanent, no matter what it took.
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Twenty-three second-graders lined up with varying degrees of success outside Bayou Vista Elementary, their excitement about the field trip barely contained by Lauren's stern teacher voice. The Bayou Serpents' annual crawfish boil wasn't standard educational curriculum, but Principal Davis had approved it as community engagement after Preacher Landry had personally guaranteed the event would be family-friendly.

Lauren hadn't mentioned that accepting the invitation meant she'd be in public for three hours, exposed and vulnerable. Hadn't mentioned that Brad would absolutely hear about her attending an MC event and use it as ammunition for his harassment campaign.

She'd stopped letting Brad's stalking dictate every choice. That way lay madness and complete surrender.

"Remember our field trip rules," Lauren addressed her students with the calm authority that came from three years of wrangling seven-year-olds. "Stay with the group, use walking feet, and listen to all the adults helping today. This is about showing our community what good citizens look like."

"Are there gonna be real bikers?" Jayden Williams bounced on his toes, unable to contain his energy despite repeated reminders.

"Real community members who happen to ride motorcycles," Lauren corrected gently. "Just like your dad works on the offshore rig, some people work in marine services. It's just a job."

Though she suspected the Bayou Serpents' actual employment involved considerably more violence than boat repairs. The rumors around Lafourche Parish painted them as everything from Robin Hood protectors to dangerous criminals, depending on who was telling the story.

Lauren had learned not
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