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Chapter 1 
Echoes in the Rain 
 
The rain hadn't stopped since dawn, flooding the streets with relentless torrents that blurred the world into silver haze. To Lucy Gellas, it felt alive—whispering secrets she’d tried to bury. This wasn’t just weather. This was memory, clawing its way out of her past.
Inside the small suburban house, the air was colder than it should’ve been. It wrapped around her like a shroud, creeping past the weak sputters of the old heater. The antiseptic sting of bleach clashed with the metallic tang of blood—a scent that crawled into Lucy’s lungs and refused to leave. 
Her arms crossed tightly over her chest as her eyes scanned the room. Everything was orderly. Chairs in place. No broken windows. The faintest hum of a clock echoed in the unnaturally pristine silence.
Then her gaze landed on the coffee table.
A human stomach lay stretched and encased in gleaming plastic. Blood pooled beneath the folds, its slick crimson sheen catching the overhead light like a macabre jewel. The precision was as unmistakable as it was horrific.
Lucy felt the air leave her lungs.
 The Gut Slinger.
But this time, the violence carried a heavier weight. Not randomness. Not chaos. No, this time it was directed.
It was personal.
“It doesn’t get easier, does it?” Terry Gellas, her older brother, asked softly from the doorway.
Lucy didn’t answer. The storm outside might have been a roar, but in her chest, it was a hurricane. “No,” she said finally, her voice tight, hollow.
Terry leaned against the doorframe, his figure cast in shadow. He was the steady one, but even he couldn’t mask the tension in his stance. His arms were crossed, one hand gripping his elbow—an old tell she’d memorized as kids. He was uncomfortable, too.
“Lucy…” His voice was low, a quiet anchor. “You need to see this.”
Her gaze shifted to him. He wasn’t looking at the body anymore. Instead, he held a small stack of photographs, the edges yellowed with age. His knuckles were white around the paper. 
Reluctantly, Lucy moved to his side, her boots creaking over the hardwood. She took the photographs, each one more unassuming than the last—birthday parties, family picnics, golden sunlight frozen in time. Yet as her fingers trembled through the stack, one photograph snagged her breath. 
It was her father.
She stared at his familiar face, her grip tightening. His easy smile. The faint grease on his work shirt. It was an image she’d memorized over the years. And now, she hated it.Because someone was missing. Or worse, someone had been erased. 
Her eyes drifted to the edges of the photograph. There, cloaked in blurred shadows, was the outline of another child. Behind them stood a teenager, their features half-obscured but undeniable.
Her father had never mentioned them. He had never spoken about strangers in their family pictures. 
“Terry…” Her voice cracked, trembling as much as her fingers. “Why was this in the victim’s house?”
Her brother’s jaw tightened. “I don’t know.” But the look in his eyes told her he was lying. Or at the very least, holding back. 
Lucy stared at the shadows in the photograph. She had spent years trying to unravel her father’s silence, but this? This was something else. Something twisted. Something dangerous.
( transition is bad here )
The precinct was unbearably quiet. The faint buzz of fluorescent lights overhead only seemed to amplify the tension pressing down on Lucy’s chest. The photograph lay open on her desk, a wound she couldn’t close.
Her father’s smile mocked her.
It wasn’t just his presence that rattled her. It was the strangers at the photograph’s edges—the hidden child, the shrouded teenager. And the photograph’s sudden appearance in the drawer of a murdered man. It didn’t feel coincidental.
It felt deliberate.
Her thumb traced the worn edges of the photo, her mind flickering back to her childhood. Her father had always been a shadowy figure, distant and unreachable. She’d spent years convincing herself that his silence was protective.
But now, it felt like something darker.
Terry leaned against the edge of her desk, watching her. His presence was steady, as always. A grounding force against the storm in her chest. But even Terry couldn’t hide the flicker of doubt behind his eyes.
“You’ve been staring at that thing for an hour,” he said finally, breaking the silence. “It’s not going to start talking just because you glare at it.”
Lucy’s lips pressed into a thin line. “He looks happy,” she muttered, almost to herself.
Terry frowned, caught off guard by the wistfulness in her tone. “You think this means something?”
She nodded, her gaze still locked on the photograph. “He’s connected to this. I can feel it.”
Her brother exhaled slowly, dragging a hand through his hair. “Lucy, we don’t know anything yet. Let’s not jump to conclusions.”
 
Her head snapped up, her voice sharp. “Do you believe that? Honestly?” 
Terry didn’t answer. The weight of unspoken doubts filled the space between them. 
Lucy looked back at the photograph. Her pulse quickened, raw memories clawing at the edges of her mind. Her father’s voice, her uncles’ buried secrets, all of it spiraling into a single question she couldn’t shake who were the strangers, and why had her family erased them?
“We’ll figure it out,” Terry said softly, his tone resolute.
Lucy nodded faintly, though her pulse thundered in her ears. But deep down, she knew the truth The Gut Slinger wasn’t just taunting her with breadcrumbs.
This wasn’t coincidence.
This was personal.



Chapter 2 
The Photograph’s Shadow

The Gellas family ranch loomed in the distance, its flickering porch light casting warped, skeletal shadows across the sprawling property. The night carried a heavy stillness, broken only by the croak of distant bullfrogs and the faint rustle of leaves.  
Humidity clung to Lucy’s skin, thick with the weight of secrets—always felt, never answered.  
She didn’t want to be here.  
The uncles never gave her straight answers—just cryptic remarks and sharp reminders to leave the past buried. But the photograph in her pocket demanded more. It wasn’t just a memory; it was a thread. And if she pulled hard enough, maybe this time, something would unravel.  
The porch groaned under her weight as she stepped onto its sagging boards, boots leaving faint imprints in the mud clinging to the edges. Behind her, Baby Bear’s sharp eyes scanned the shadows, instincts heightened. Kota trailed close, flicking her switchblade open and shut in rhythmic staccato—nervous hands, steady heart.  
The door creaked open before Lucy could knock.  
Wardell stood there, his broad frame filling the doorway like a barrier she wasn’t meant to cross. His pipe smoldered faintly between his fingers, the sweet scent of burning tobacco curling into the humid air. His sharp eyes narrowed, tracing her face, searching for something unspoken.  
"Well now, Lucy," Wardell drawled, voice slow, unhurried—like he had all the time in the world. "Didn’t reckon you’d be knocking on this door tonight. Trouble usually finds its way ’round here without much coaxing."  
Lucy pushed forward, her shoulders squared, her breath sharp with frustration.  
Before she could speak, Sonny shifted in his chair.  
“Easy now, Luce," his voice carried, even without effort. Calm. Certain. The kind of tone that stopped things before they got out of hand. "You came here for answers. Best way to get ‘em ain't throwin’ fire on the table."
Lucy swallowed hard.  
Not because she wanted to back down—but because 		  Sonny was right, and he always had a way of making her see it before she did.  
Instead of snapping, she reached into her pocket, pulling out the photograph with deliberate purpose. She slapped it onto the table with a crack that echoed in the stillness.  
"Then let’s start with this," she said, voice steady but firm.  
Wardell stayed near the doorway, pipe resting between his teeth as his gaze dropped to the photo. The silence stretched long, almost suffocating—until he finally spoke.  
"Where’d you dig that up?" His tone was calm, almost detached, but there was a subtle edge to the question—a thread Lucy couldn’t quite untangle.  
She stepped closer, frustration bubbling beneath her ribs. “Victim’s desk. You want to tell me why Dad’s in it?”  
Wardell took the pipe from his mouth, tapping the edge against the doorway before pocketing it. His lips pressed together in a faint grimace.  
"Lucy," he began, his southern accent softening the harshness of his words, "you ever stop to think that maybe the answers you’re lookin’ for ain’t meant to be found?"  
Her jaw tightened. "Don’t start with that crap, Wardell. Just tell me the truth."  
Wolf shifted against the wall, his gravelly voice cutting through the tension. "Truth ain’t always what you think it is. Sometimes it’s better left buried."
Lucy’s fist clenched, but Sonny placed a hand against the table—not harshly, just enough to ground the room, to keep her focused.  

"We ain’t askin’ for riddles," Sonny said, his tone as smooth as ever, but carrying an unmistakable weight. He glanced at Wardell. "She’s askin’ for truth. Might as well start with that."  
Wardell exhaled slowly, giving Sonny a measured look before turning back to Lucy.  "Your daddy was a complicated man, one who knew how to keep his own council. If you’re diggin’ through his past, don’t expect to find what you want. Expect to find what he left behind."  
Lucy met his gaze, pulse hammering in her ears. "I don’t care about what he left behind. I care about why he’s tangled up in this mess now."  
Wardell’s lips pressed into a thin line. He tilted his head slightly, the faintest flicker of a smile curling at the edges—not amusement, but something closer to resignation.  
"Well then," he murmured, accent thickening with the weight of his words, "I reckon you’re in deeper than you know. But that’s your burden to carry, Lucy. Same as your daddy carried his."  
Lucy didn’t blink.  
Didn’t flinch.  
Because somewhere deep in her gut, she already knew—whatever Wardell wasn’t saying was bigger than all of them. 


Chapter 3 
Echoes of the Truth

Lucy slammed the precinct door behind her, the echo biting into the silence. The uncles had stonewalled her again—cryptic phrases, sidelong looks, nothing real. The photograph in her pocket felt heavier than it should. Not just evidence. Accusation.  
The archives room was dim and still, the air thick with the scent of aged paper and dust. Terry was hunched over a filing cabinet, flipping through files with methodical precision. When Lucy entered, he glanced up, one eyebrow lifting slightly.  
"You look like you picked a fight with a freight train," he said, voice low but edged with dry humor.  
"Don’t start," Lucy snapped, brushing past him and throwing her bag onto the desk with more force than necessary. "The uncles aren’t talking. They’re stonewalling, and I’m done playing their games."  
Terry closed the drawer with a soft click. "Lucy, they’re stubborn as mules. The harder you push, the deeper they dig in."
"Then I’ll dig deeper," she shot back, her voice taut with frustration. "I’m not letting this go."  
Before Terry could reply, the door creaked open, cutting through the quiet like an unwanted intruder. Lucy spun around, her pulse spiking—but the tension in her shoulders eased when she saw the two figures framed in the doorway.  
Baby Bear entered first, her stance unyielding, arms crossed tightly over her chest. The energy around her was charged, like a thunderstorm waiting to break. Her jeans were worn at the knees, her boots scuffed with dried mud. She carried herself with the kind of no-nonsense Southern pride that said she didn’t take kindly to being left out.  
Behind her, Kota leaned casually against the frame, her switchblade clicking open and shut in deliberate rhythm. Everything about her was a stark contrast to her sister—lazy grace masking something sharper. Her grin spread wide, her Louisiana drawl dripping with playfulness.  
"Well, isn’t this cozy," Baby Bear said, voice cutting through the air like a whip. "Guess we weren’t invited to the party."  
Lucy groaned, dragging a hand down her face. "What are you two doing here?"  
"What are we doing here?" Baby Bear stepped further into the room, boots landing with heavy purpose. "What are you doing, Lucy? You thought we’d just sit back and wait for updates while you play detective?"  
"This isn’t the time," Lucy said tightly, frustration spilling over.  
"Oh, I think it’s exactly the time," Baby Bear shot back, her voice rising. "Dad’s tangled up in this Gut Slinger mess, and you didn’t think we deserved to know? We’re not kids anymore, Lucy."  
Kota pushed off the doorframe, smirk widening as her blade snapped shut with a click. "You really thought you could keep us outta this, huh, Luce? Gotta say, not your smartest moment."  
Lucy’s hands balled into fists, pulse hammering in her ears. "It’s complicated."  
"Complicated?" Baby Bear leaned in, her drawl thick and dangerous. "What’s complicated is finding out about Dad’s connection to a serial killer secondhand. We’ve got skin in this, just like you."  
Kota tilted her head, twirling the knife lazily between her fingers. "See, I told her you’d try to lock us out," she said to Baby Bear, her grin shifting into something wicked. "She’s got that whole ‘lone wolf, noble burden’ complex."  
Lucy shot Kota a glare that could have cut through steel. "This isn’t a joke."  
"Who’s joking?" Kota flashed her teeth in a mockingly innocent smile. "Just sayin’. You’ve got your style, we’ve got ours."  

"Enough!" Lucy’s voice cracked through the room, silencing both of them. She took a slow, steadying breath, glaring between the two of them. "This isn’t about you or your egos. If you’ve got something to contribute, say it. Otherwise—"  
"Relax, Luce." Kota cut her off with a grin as wide as the Mississippi. She pulled a folded piece of paper from her jacket and tossed it onto the desk. "We’ve been busy while you were yellin’ at the uncles."  
Lucy snatched the paper, unfolding it with shaky hands.  
The jagged scrawl hit her like a punch to the gut.  
"Want answers? Dig deeper. Where it all began."  
Lucy didn’t hesitate. Her voice was steady, stripped of doubt.  
"It means we’re being dragged back," she said, the words settling like a stone in her gut. "The uncles, the accident, the things no one will talk about. It’s all connected."  
Baby Bear’s defiance faltered for the briefest moment, her sharp gaze narrowing. "Where it all began... What’s that supposed to mean?"  
Lucy’s chest tightened. She already knew.  
Kota flicked her blade open again, spinning it idly. "Looks like we’ve got homework," she said, grin curling mischievously.  
"This isn’t a game, Kota," Lucy snapped, voice laced with exasperation.  
"Never said it was," Kota replied smoothly. "But you gotta admit—it’s got a nice, dramatic ring to it. The past catches up, drags us home… Classic Southern horror story."  
Lucy turned back to Terry, ignoring Kota’s jabs. "We need to figure out what this means."  
Terry nodded, face grim. "If it’s pointing us to the beginning, there’s only one place to start."  
"The uncles," Lucy finished, voice heavy with resolve. "They’ve been hiding the truth for too long. It’s time we dug it up."  
Baby Bear’s jaw tightened as she stepped closer. "And if they won’t talk?"  
Lucy met her gaze, her own eyes cold and unwavering.  
"Then we make them."  


Chapter 4 
Shadows in the Photograph
 

Lucy hadn’t let go of the note since leaving the archives. The words—Want answers? Dig deeper. Where it all began.—echoed in her mind, a steady drumbeat of unease.  
She had left the precinct hours earlier, running down dead-end thoughts and past ghosts, but the photograph in her pocket never felt lighter. If anything, the weight had grown, as if the past was pressing against her ribs, demanding attention.  
Now, back in the precinct, the lull between shifts cast an artificial calm over the dimly lit space.  
Lucy sat at her desk, the photograph in her hand, its curling edges worn from hours of handling. The Gut Slinger taunts had burrowed deep into her thoughts, unraveling her concentration.  
Across the room, Terry sifted through a stack of files with his usual methodical precision. The hum of fluorescent lights above filled the silence, broken only by the faint rustle of paper.  
Lucy leaned back, her thoughts interrupted as her phone buzzed sharply against the desk.  
She grabbed it, frowning as she saw the caller ID. “Detective Gellas,” she answered. 
“Lucy.” The voice on the other end was strained, tight with urgency. It was Officer Carlisle, one of the younger patrolmen. “You and your partner need to get to Susan Daniels’ place now. There’s... something you need to see.” 
Lucy straightened, her pulse quickening. “What’s the situation?” 
“You’d better see it for yourself,” Carlisle replied, the unease in his voice sending a chill down her spine. “It’s... it’s like the others.” 
Lucy didn’t need him to elaborate. Her stomach sank as the pieces fell into place. 
“We’re on our way,” she said, snapping her phone shut. 
Terry glanced up, already reading the shift in her expression. “Where to?” 
“Susan Daniels’ house,” Lucy said, grabbing her jacket. Her voice was taut, laced with tension. “Another signature.” 
Terry’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t waste time with questions. He grabbed his own coat, falling in step beside her as they moved toward the exit. 
The drive was heavy with silence, the rain slicking the roads as Lucy clenched the wheel. When they arrived, the house stood like a fortress—pristine white columns rising into the stormy sky. 
Lucy pushed through the front door, the weight of the air hitting her like a physical force. The metallic scent of blood clung to her senses as her boots creaked against the polished hardwood floor. 
Inside, the house was spotless, unnervingly so. Every inch of the living room gleamed with affluence—the antique coffee table, the plush rug, the tastefully arranged vases of roses. But it was the bookshelf that caught Terry’s eye immediately. 
“Lucy, over here,” he called, his voice calm but firm. 
She turned to see him crouched near the bottom shelf, his fingers tracing faint grooves etched into the wood. The carved symbol—a circle with jagged spokes radiating outward—caught the light just enough to draw her closer. 
“What the hell is that?” she murmured, leaning in. 
Terry’s jaw tightened as he studied it, his fingertips brushing the mark. “It’s deliberate,” he muttered. “I’ve seen this before. In New Orleans.” 
Lucy’s pulse quickened. “What does it mean?” 
Terry didn’t answer right away. His mind was spinning, pulling at threads from the past. “Back then,” he finally said, “this mark was tied to... groups. Cults. People with money, power—people who didn’t want to be found. Dad’s silence makes more sense now. He must’ve known.” 
Lucy’s throat tightened. “And now it’s here. In her house.” 
Terry nodded, his expression grim. “And she’s not exactly your average victim, Luce. Susan Daniels isn’t just wealthy—she’s connected. Her money ties back to oil investments in Louisiana, but there are gaps. She inherited from a man named Gerald Gibbons. The thing is... Gibbons vanished twenty years ago, without a trace.” 
Lucy frowned, skepticism creeping into her voice. “No explanation at all?” 
“Only speculation,” Terry replied, his voice steady. “Gibbons was reclusive, eccentric. Some thought he had no heirs. Others whispered about illegitimate connections—people who might’ve been tied to him in secret.” 
Lucy’s brow furrowed. “So you’re saying she inherited his money under... questionable circumstances?” 
“That’s one way to put it,” Terry said, gesturing toward a stack of books on the side table. Cults of the Deep South, Legacy and Power. “But these... these are telling a different story. Maybe she wasn’t just sitting back and spending. Maybe she was searching for something.” 
Lucy’s chest tightened as she turned her attention back to the symbol etched into the bookshelf. “Or someone.” 
The team combed through the first house methodically. Terry had just discovered the books near the window—Cults of the Deep South, Legacy and Power when Lucy’s phone buzzed again. She pulled it free, frowning as she saw the caller ID. Dispatch. 
“Gellas,” she answered, her voice sharp. 
“Detective... there’s been another one,” the voice on the other end said, trembling slightly. “Camden Street. Another house belonging to Susan Daniels.” 
Lucy froze, her knuckles tightening around the phone. “Another house? Are you sure?” 
“Yes, ma’am. Records confirm both properties are hers. This one’s different, though. No package, but...” The voice trailed off, leaving a chilling silence. 
“But what?” Lucy pressed, her voice sharper. 
“Blood smear on the wall,” the officer replied reluctantly. “And the same symbol—carved into the kitchen counter.” 
Lucy’s heart pounded in her ears. The Gut Slanger wasn’t leaving room for doubt now. 
“We’re en route,” she said, snapping the phone shut. 
“What’s going on?” Terry asked, his brow furrowed. 
“There’s another house. Also Susan Daniels’.” Lucy’s jaw tightened as the implications settled over her. “And it has a symbol carved into the kitchen. He’s escalating.” 
Camden Street was deathly quiet. The rain had eased, but the pavement remained soaked, shimmering under the harsh glare of streetlights. Lucy stepped out of the car, the chill in the air wrapping around her like a warning. 
The house at Camden Street was smaller than Susan Daniels’ first property. Its peeling shutters and sagging porch gave it an air of abandonment—a stark contrast to the opulence of her other home. Lucy couldn’t shake the feeling that this place wasn’t meant to be found. 
Terry followed close behind, his sharp eyes scanning their surroundings as they approached the house. The uniformed officers waiting outside exchanged brief nods with them before stepping aside, their faces pale and uneasy. 
Inside, the metallic tang of blood hit Lucy like a physical force, sharp and unrelenting. The house was dimly lit, the faint glow of a single overhead bulb casting distorted shadows across the walls. 
“This place feels different,” Terry muttered, his voice low. 
Lucy nodded, her eyes sweeping over the details. The house’s decor was minimal—bare walls, empty bookshelves, and furniture that looked like it hadn’t been touched in years. It felt hollow, like a space meant to conceal rather than inhabit. 
On the coffee table in the center of the room sat a folded piece of paper. Beside it, a smear of blood stained the corner of the table, a deliberate contrast to the emptiness surrounding it. 
Lucy stepped closer, her hand trembling as she reached for the note. She unfolded it carefully, the jagged ink smears giving the message an unsettling presence. 
“He didn’t tell you, did he? Dig deeper.” 
Her throat tightened as she passed the note to Terry. “It’s another breadcrumb,” she murmured. 
Terry’s brow furrowed deeply as he read it, his expression darkening with every word. “He’s not just taunting us, Lucy. He’s forcing us to look back.” 
Baby Bear’s boots clomped against the floor as she entered the room, her posture tense. “So how far back are we talking?” 
Lucy turned to her, her voice taut with frustration. “Back to the accident. Back to the uncles. Back to New Orleans.” 
Kota flicked her switchblade open again, spinning it idly between her fingers as she leaned against the wall. “You think the uncles are gonna be any more helpful this time? They barely give us scraps.” 
“We don’t have a choice,” Lucy said firmly, her voice cutting through the tension. “This isn’t just about Dad anymore. It’s about all of us.” 
Baby Bear scoffed, crossing her arms. “And while we’re digging into the past, how many more people have to die?” 
Lucy’s frustration boiled over as she turned sharply. “You think I don’t know that? You think I’m not trying to stop him?” 
“Not fast enough,” Baby Bear snapped back. “We’re always two steps behind.” 
Terry stepped between them, his voice steady and commanding. “Hey, enough. This isn’t helping. Focus on the note. It’s the only lead we’ve got.” 
Lucy took a deep breath, forcing herself to steady. She turned her attention back to the table, her gaze lingering on the smear of blood beside the note. 
“This house doesn’t feel like



 


Chapter 5 
Hidden in Silence
 
The night hung heavy over the Gellas family property, its chill sinking into Lucy’s skin as she paused at the edge of the porch. Shadows stretched across the ranch house like long fingers, the faint flicker of the porch lights casting warped shapes onto the worn planks. The breeze carried the scent of wet earth and rust, sharp and unyielding—a warning she couldn’t ignore. 
“He didn’t tell you, did he? Dig deeper.” The haunting words from the note churned in Lucy’s mind, feeding the unease that clawed at her chest. She tightened her grip on the railing, stealing a glance back at her siblings.  
Terry stood steady as always, his gaze calm but unreadable. Baby Bear radiated fiery determination, her stance unrelenting. Kota leaned against the post, her switchblade clicking softly in her hand—a silent pulse of defiance and readiness. 
“Together,” Lucy muttered under her breath, though the word carried little comfort. The four of them stepped onto the creaking porch. 
Sonny sat at the head of the kitchen table, his sharp eyes cutting through the dim light like knives. The deep lines on his face etched secrets that weighed heavy in the room. Wolf stood against the far wall, his massive frame cloaked in shadow, his presence looming but silent. Tim lounged in his chair, flipping his coin lazily between his fingers—a casual façade betrayed by the sharpness in his grin. Wardell lingered by the counter, his pipe smoldering faintly, curls of sweet smoke rising and blurring the sharp edges of the room. 
“You don’t visit much,” Wardell said at last, his voice slow and rich, deliberate like syrup poured from a jar. His gaze locked onto Lucy’s, steady and unwavering. “Guess it takes trouble to bring y’all home.” 
Lucy stepped forward, her voice slicing through the tension. “This isn’t a visit, Wardell. The Gut Slingers dragging Dad into his twisted game, and you know it.” 
Sonny leaned back, the chair groaning faintly beneath him. His face stayed unreadable, but his words carried a quiet weight. “Y’all ever think some games ain’t worth playin’?” 
“This isn’t a game,” Baby Bear snapped, her fists clenching at her sides. “People are dying. If you know something, now’s the time to talk.” 
Wolf’s voice rumbled, low and deliberate, like distant thunder. “You don’t want what we’ve got, girl. Trust me on that.” 
“Too bad,” Lucy said coldly, her jaw tightening. “We’re here for it.” 
Tim’s grin widened, his coin spinning faster now. “Y’all always did love diggin’ where you shouldn’t. Just like Travis. And your father.” 
The mention of Travis hit like a slap, Baby Bear’s jaw tightening as rage flashed in her eyes. Lucy steadied herself, swallowing the knot of anger that rose in her throat. “What do you mean, Tim?” 
Wardell tapped his pipe against the counter, the clinking sound cutting through the quiet. “Means your father wasn’t made for our world, but he knew how to keep y’all clean. Cleanin’ up messes was something he understood.” His eyes darkened, his words carrying the weight of years. “Even if it came with a cost.” 
Baby Bear’s voice trembled, fury breaking through her control. “What mess?” 
Sonny shifted in his seat, his gaze dropping to the table for a moment—the faintest crack in his mask. “A man crossed a line he shouldn’t have. Your father fixed it.” 
Lucy’s breath caught. Her pulse quickened as the implications hung heavy in the air. “What does that mean? What did you do?” 
Wolf pushed off the wall, his shadow stretching across the room. “It means he’s gone. Ain’t no use diggin’ him back up.” 
The silence thickened, suffocating. Terry finally spoke, his voice calm but pointed. “Why won’t you tell us the whole truth?” 
Wardell’s stare hardened. “Because some truths ain’t meant for your kind of ears. You dig too deep, you get buried.” 
Baby Bear stepped closer, her fists trembling but her voice steady. “This isn’t about us anymore. The Gut Slanger’s coming for our family. We deserve to know what happened.” 
Wardell sighed, the sound heavy with something between regret and frustration. He reached for a tin box, its edges worn smooth over decades of handling. When he set it down, the hollow thud echoed like the toll of a bell—a warning in metal. 
Lucy’s fingers hovered over the latch, her pulse pounding. The moment Wardell cracked it open, the scent of old tobacco curled into the air, mingling with damp paper and something sharper. 
Inside, faded photographs stacked loosely together, some curled at the edges from years of humidity. Yellowed letters, some sealed with wax, others torn at the seams. And at the bottom, a leather wallet—her father’s. 
The stitching was intact, but the leather itself bore deep grooves, worn unevenly in places. Her breath hitched as her eyes caught the faint imprint on the leather—barely visible, but unmistakable. The same jagged circle carved into the barn where the last victim had been found. 
It was there. It had been there all along. 
Wardell’s voice softened, barely audible. “You want the truth? You won’t like it.” 
Lucy’s fingers trembled, hovering over the wallet. Before she could grab it, her phone buzzed violently against her hip, the shrill vibration shattering the room’s heavy silence. She snatched it up, her voice tight and clipped. “Gellas.” 
The dispatcher’s voice crackled with unease. “Detective... there’s been another one. It’s bad.” 
Lucy’s stomach churned. “Where?” 
“An old barn off Route 22. You’ll want to get here fast.” 
The line went dead. Lucy shoved the phone into her pocket, turning to her siblings. Her voice was steady, but urgency burned in her eyes. “Let’s go.” 
Lucy clenched her fists, her determination solidifying. “Then we finish it. We don’t run, we don’t hide. If this is about the family, we face it head-on.” 
Wardell didn’t respond right away. His gaze flickered toward the door, his expression unreadable but weighted with expectation. Lucy followed his stare, her breath catching ever so slightly. 
Gregory wasn’t here. He never was unless the situation had tipped into something real—something deadly. His absence was as loud as his presence, a void that carried both unease and assurance. 
Gregory didn’t just teach them how to fight—he taught them how to think. Every lesson was a shadow passed down in silence, a weight carried without question. Lucy remembered the way he’d moved, deliberate and measured, like he could see the future and map it out in his mind. He didn’t talk about the stakes or the consequences; he simply prepared them for whatever would come. 
It wasn’t law enforcement training. It wasn’t military discipline. It was Gregory’s way—instinctual, unrelenting, and merciless in its efficiency. He had drilled them on things Lucy wished she could forget how to hide a trail, how to read the intentions behind someone’s eyes, how to leave no evidence behind when things went south. 
Lucy tightened her jaw, shaking off the weight of the memories. She had hated him for it at first—for turning her into someone who could do things she never thought possible. But now, standing on the brink of whatever lay ahead, she realized he had done what no one else could he had given her the tools to survive. 
“Lucy.” 
Wardell’s voice snapped her out of the haze. His gaze softened, but his words were firm. “I know you think you’ve got this covered, but this ain’t just the Bayou we’re walking into. It’s the past. And trust me—Gregory made sure you could handle it, but you’ve got to make sure you remember how to handle it.” 
Lucy nodded, her determination hardening. She looked toward the door again, half-expecting Gregory’s shadow to appear, his calm, cutting voice delivering one final order. But it didn’t come. 
 
Wardell adjusted his stance, arms crossed like he was bracing for what was coming. “You’ve got his legacy behind you. You know that, don’t you?”
Lucy’s jaw tightened. “How can I carry Gregory’s legacy? He was our father’s friend, not our father.”
Wardell exhaled, watching her carefully. “Blood doesn’t make a man family. Legacy does—the way you move, the things you carry, the lessons that sit in your bones. Gregory taught you how to fight, how to trust, how to survive. You may not share his name, but you sure as hell carry his weight.” 
Lucy hesitated, pressing her lips into a thin line. Gregory trained me for everything but this.Her voice barely broke the silence. How do you fight what you can’t see?
Wardell’s faint smile held the weight of experience. "That’s why he taught you to trust yourself. When the fight is unseen—you become the fight. Don’t forget that, kid."
Steeling herself against the swell of fear, Lucy exhaled. Gregory’s absence wasn’t a weakness—it was a test. A silent challenge echoing in every lesson he had drilled into them, every drop of resilience left behind.  
"Gregory taught all of you how to fight, but more than that—he taught you how to trust each other."
Sonny’s gaze swept over the group, settling on Lucy. "I wouldn’t want to be the fool who crosses you, knowing you’ve got Terry, Kota, and Baby Bear ready to storm in. That’d be one hell of a long-mouth bear hugger for sure."
Lucy turned away, her pulse steadying, jaw tightening. Gregory’s teachings weren’t just memory—they were muscle, instinct, survival.  
"Then let’s go,"she said, quiet but resolute.  
Wardell gave a knowing nod."Gregory’ll catch up."
Lucy didn’t respond. She didn’t have to. His legacy had already found her and whatever waited in the Bayou was just the final reckoning.  
The wind shifted. A scent crept into the air—damp earth laced with something sharper, something wrong.  
Then her phone buzzed—again. The vibration rattled against her hip, sharper this time, slicing through the night like a bad omen.  
She snatched it up. “Gellas.” The dispatcher’s voice oozed through the static, slower now, thicker with something unspoken. “Detective... the Chief wants you at that barn off Route 22. Like yesterday.”
Lucy exhaled sharply. “Why is the Chief calling twice?”
A pause. Not just hesitation—calculation.
"‘Cause this ain’t just bad, sugar. This is the kind of bad that’s gonna stick with you. You’d do right to bring them two firecrackers along—‘cause I reckon you won’t want to set foot in that place alone.”
The line went dead.  
Lucy tightened her grip around the phone, pulse hammering.  
"Kota. Baby Bear. We’re going."
Lucy shoved the phone into her pocket, turning sharply to her siblings, the fire behind her eyes burning steady.  
“Kota. Baby Bear. We’re going."



Chapter 6 

The Barn

The barn loomed like a ghost on the horizon, its sagging roof and splintered wood blending into the night. The structure seemed to breathe with the wind, its hollow frame groaning softly as if warning them to stay away. The air was thick with dampness, sharp with the metallic tang of decay. 
Lucy stepped inside, her flashlight slicing through the suffocating gloom. The stench hit her like a wall, sharp and unrelenting, nearly buckling her knees. She forced herself to move forward, her boots crunching against the dirt floor. 
The victim lay sprawled in the center of the barn, the body grotesquely twisted, limbs contorted in angles that defied nature. The sight was brutal, deliberate—a macabre display that screamed of the Gut Slanger’s handiwork. Lucy’s stomach churned, but she swallowed the wave of nausea. She had to keep moving. 
Terry knelt beside the body, his flashlight illuminating the walls. Sharp, jagged symbols carved into the wood glared back at him, their lines stark and angry in the dim light. 
“Same symbol,” he murmured, his voice steady but tight. “But there’s more.” 
Lucy followed his beam of light to the far wall, where a Bible verse was scrawled in smeared, dark ink. The words were uneven, almost frantic, but unmistakable 
“For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing concealed that will not be brought to light.” – Chapter 8 Threads of Betrayal, Verse 17 
Her breath caught, the weight of the verse settling over her like a shroud. “He thinks this is... divine,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. 
Terry’s jaw tightened. “Not just divine. He thinks it’s ordained.” 
Baby Bear’s voice cut through the silence, sharp and trembling. “Over here.” 
Lucy turned to see her sister crouched in the corner, pulling a leather satchel free from beneath a pile of debris. Her movements were rigid, her hands trembling as she opened it. 
Her breath hitched as she pulled out a simple leather bracelet. “It’s Travis’s,” she whispered, her voice cracking. 
Lucy’s chest tightened. “How can you be sure?” 
Baby Bear’s gaze didn’t waver, her fingers brushing over the worn leather. “He gave it to me last month. Told me it’d keep me safe.” 
Kota crouched beside her, her usual smirk replaced by a grim expression. “What else is in there?” 
Baby Bear reached deeper into the satchel, pulling out a folded piece of paper. The edges were worn and smudged, the ink faint but legible. Her voice trembled as she read 
“Baby Bear
I wasn’t supposed to know. Watch your back. Travis .” 
The barn fell silent, the name hanging in the air like a specter. Lucy’s pulse pounded as she looked between the bracelet and the letter. Travis wasn’t just a victim—he’d stumbled into something much worse. 
“What wasn’t he supposed to know?” Terry asked quietly, his voice cutting through the heavy air. 
Baby Bear’s tears welled, but her voice hardened, her grip tightening on the bracelet. “Whatever it was, it cost him his life.” 
Lucy straightened, her fists clenched at her sides. Her voice was low, sharp. “Then we find out what it was. Now.” 
Terry’s flashlight swept across the barn again, landing on a series of grotesque displays tucked into the shadows. Sculptures of twisted metal and bone, arranged with chilling precision, lined the far wall. Each piece bore the same jagged circle carved into its surface, the symbol glaring back at them like an accusation. 
Kota’s voice broke the silence, her tone laced with unease. “This isn’t just one guy. This is... bigger.” 
Lucy’s gaze hardened as she stepped closer to the displays, her flashlight tracing the intricate, horrifying details. “The Gut Slanger isn’t working alone,” she said, her voice steady despite the storm raging inside her. “This is a message. And we’re not the only ones he’s sending it to.” 

Chapter 7
 The Gut Slanger's Message
                                     
The air in the dimly lit storage room was stale, thick with the scent of dust and old paper. Shadows clung to the corners of the room, cast by the flickering fluorescent light overhead that buzzed with an irritating inconsistency. The siblings had been searching for hours, combing through boxes, files, and records that seemed to hold nothing but dead ends. 
Lucy leaned against a shelf, her frustration bubbling beneath her sharp gaze as she flipped through yet another irrelevant file. Her fingers traced the brittle edges of the paper, the words blurring into meaningless scrawls the longer she stared. Across from her, Terry worked methodically, his calm demeanor masking the mounting tension in his eyes. 
By the doorway, Baby Bear paced like a caged lion, her boots scuffing the cracked linoleum with each sharp turn. Her energy was restless, charged, like a storm waiting to unleash itself. 
And then there was Kota. Ever the outlier, she was perched on the edge of a filing cabinet, one leg dangling lazily while the other rested against the metal drawer. In her hands was a crumpled newspaper, the corners smeared with ink stains and sweat from her casual handling. 
“Y’all are digging through dirt looking for gold,” Kota drawled, her smirk wide and unapologetic. “And guess what? Ain’t no gold here. Just dust mites and bad decision-making.” 
Lucy shot her an irritated look, the file in her hand snapping shut with a sharp thwack. “If you’re not going to help, Kota, keep your commentary to yourself.” 
“Who says I’m not helping?” Kota asked, leaning back against the filing cabinet with a shrug. The rhythmic click of her blade echoed faintly as it spun in her hand. “What can I say? I’m good at multitasking—wasting time and annoying you. It’s a gift.” 
“Do us all a favor and use your gift for something useful,” Terry muttered, his focus still on the records in front of him. His voice was calm, but there was an unmistakable edge to it. 
Kota’s grin widened, the challenge lighting up her eyes. “Useful, huh?” With a flourish, she flipped the newspaper around and thrust it toward them. “How’s this for useful? Look close, brainiac. That’s a coupon for dry cleaning, sure, but guess what the phone number spells out?” 
Baby Bear stopped pacing, her curiosity piqued despite herself. “You’re kidding.” 
Lucy stepped closer, her brow furrowing as she squinted at the ad. It was a small square tucked into the corner of the page, unassuming at first glance. The bold letters offered 20% off all services, but the contact number beneath the text caught her eye. “B-L-O-O-D,” Lucy read aloud, her voice flat but tinged with disbelief. 
“Bingo,” Kota said, hopping down from the filing cabinet with a triumphant flick of her wrist. She waved the newspaper like a trophy, her smirk practically glowing. “You’re welcome.” 
Terry straightened, his expression shifting from skepticism to focus. “That’s not a coincidence.” 
“Ya think?” Kota quipped, tossing the paper onto the nearest table. 
Lucy ignored the snark, her mind already racing as she pieced together the implications. The Gut Slanger had always been deliberate, leaving breadcrumbs with eerie precision. This had to mean something—another step in a twisted game they didn’t fully understand yet. 
Baby Bear crossed her arms, her voice heavy with doubt. “So what do we do with a dry-cleaning coupon? March in and ask for a laundry list of murders?” 
“We investigate,” Lucy said firmly, her gaze locking onto the ad as if it might somehow yield all the answers she needed. “If this is another breadcrumb, we can’t afford to ignore it. This might be exactly what we’ve been digging for.” 
Kota leaned back against the table, her arms crossed and her smirk softening into something closer to intrigue. “Guess you found your gold after all, huh?” 
Lucy didn’t respond. Her focus was already shifting, her mind pulling at the threads of the clue that had just landed in their laps. The pieces of the puzzle were there, scattered and jagged, but one thing was clear the trail was leading them somewhere. 
And wherever that somewhere was, it was bound to be dangerous. 
The cryptic phone number had led them to a run-down dry-cleaning shop on the outskirts of town. Its cracked sign flickered faintly in the dim light, the bulbs struggling to keep their hold on life. Lucy stopped in front of the shop, her gaze sharp as she took in the dingy windows, the faded posters taped haphazardly to the glass. The place felt wrong, like it was holding secrets it had no right to keep. 
Inside, the scent of chemicals and damp fabric clung to the air, sharp and overwhelming. The faint hum of machines in the back sounded almost rhythmic, a constant reminder of the place’s decaying existence. 
Lucy stepped inside first, her posture tense, ready for trouble. She scanned the shop with a practiced eye, noting the faded counter, the chipped tile floor, the rows of empty hangers swaying slightly with the breeze from an unseen vent. 
The shopkeeper—a wiry man with darting eyes and hunched shoulders—froze behind the counter as they entered. His nervous energy was palpable, his hands trembling as he fumbled with a stack of receipts. 
Kota followed, her switchblade clicking softly in her hand, the sound slicing through the silence like a warning. Her sharp grin hinted at amusement, but there was an edge to her movements, something coiled and dangerous. 
“Relax, sweetheart,” Kota said smoothly, her voice dripping with charm and menace. She leaned against the counter, her blade spinning casually between her fingers. “We’re not here for trouble. Unless, of course, you don’t want to play nice. In which case...” Her grin widened, disarming and dangerous all at once. “You and I might have a little chat.” 
The shopkeeper swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing visibly. “I—I don’t know anything,” he stammered, his words tumbling out in a rush. 
Kota leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper, low enough to send shivers down his spine. “Sure you don’t. And I don’t believe in coincidences. Now, why don’t you tell me what you really know?” 
The man’s eyes darted frantically between Lucy, Terry, and Baby Bear, his fear mounting with each passing second. When he looked back at Kota, her grin had faded into something colder, sharper. Her patience was thin, and he could feel it.  
He exhaled shakily, his shoulders slumping in defeat. “There’s a room in the back,” he muttered, his voice barely audible. “The guy who left that number... he said you’d come looking.” 
Lucy’s eyes narrowed, her pulse quickening. “Who is he? What did he leave here?” 
The shopkeeper shook his head, his gaze dropping to the counter as if the words might hide there. “I don’t know anything else. I swear. He—he paid me in cash to keep the door locked. Said you’d know when it was time.” 
Lucy stepped forward, her voice steady and sharp. “Open it. Now.” 
The shopkeeper hesitated, his hands fumbling with a keyring hanging from his belt. He glanced back at Kota one last time, her calm gaze daring him to stall. With trembling fingers, he unlocked the door to the back room, the metal latch clicking loudly in the stillness. 
The siblings exchanged tense looks before Lucy led the way, her flashlight cutting through the darkness beyond the threshold. The smell hit them first—thick, suffocating, acrid. It was decay, layered with the sharp bite of chemicals and damp earth. 
Terry’s voice was low, steady despite the tension in his frame. “Be ready for anything.”
The siblings stepped into the back room, the dim light casting long shadows across the cluttered space. The stale air was heavy with the scent of mildew and damp paper, and the faint buzz of a flickering bulb overhead added to the oppressive atmosphere. 
In the center of the room sat a worn ledger, its leather cover cracked and faded, the edges curling from years of neglect. The desk around it was littered with crumpled papers, scattered receipts, and fragments of coded messages—a chaotic puzzle begging to be solved. 
Lucy’s fingers trembled slightly as she reached for the ledger, the weight of its significance pressing down on her. She flipped through the pages, her pulse quickening with each cryptic symbol and encrypted line she uncovered. 
“We need to decode this,” Terry murmured, stepping closer. His voice was steady, but his brow furrowed as he took in the disarray. “It could be the key to understanding his next move.” 
“Could be,” Kota echoed, leaning against the desk with a casual shrug. “Or it could just be another one of his breadcrumbs. Either way, at least I got us here.” 
Baby Bear grinned, shaking her head as she leaned against the doorframe. “She’s got a point, Lucy. Her charm actually worked for once.” 
Lucy frowned, flipping another page of the ledger. The symbols seemed to blur together, teasing her with their complexity. “Charm’s not enough. We need to be sure this leads somewhere.” 
Kota’s grin vanished in an instant, replaced by a flicker of her temper. She straightened, her posture sharp and tense as her eyes locked onto Lucy. “Not enough? You think what I did wasn’t enough? Let me remind you who noticed that phone number in the first place.” 
Lucy hesitated, caught off guard by the sudden shift in tone. “I didn’t mean—” 
“You didn’t mean what?” Kota stepped closer, her voice cold and sharp like steel. “You want me to keep pulling us out of dead ends, but you don’t want to give me credit for it? Fine. Next time, you handle it.” 
The tension crackled between them, heavy and suffocating. Baby Bear stepped forward quickly, her voice calm but firm as she positioned herself between the two. “Hey, hey. Enough. We’re all on the same team, remember?” 
Kota took a slow breath, her jaw tightening as she let her gaze linger on Lucy for a moment longer. Then, with a deliberate step back, she exhaled sharply. “Yeah. Same team. Sure.” 
The room fell silent, the weight of unspoken words hanging in the air. Terry broke the quiet, his voice low but decisive. “This ledger… it’s the first solid lead we’ve had in days. If we don’t focus, it doesn’t matter who got us here. What matters is figuring out what this means.” 
Lucy nodded, her focus shifting back to the ledger. She traced her fingers over the cryptic symbols, trying to make sense of their patterns. “We start with the basics. Kota, see if there’s anything in those loose papers that matches the codes here. Baby Bear, check the receipts—he might have left clues in the dates or locations.” 
The siblings exchanged glances, the lingering tension palpable but manageable as they nodded and got to work. The room hummed with quiet determination, the ledger’s mysteries waiting to be unraveled. 
                                    

Chapter 8
 Storms and Secrets

The dim light from the desk lamp flickered faintly, casting shifting shadows across the cluttered room. Hours had dragged on as Terry worked through the ledger, his methodical mind sifting through layers of symbols and encrypted lines with unwavering focus. 
Lucy paced behind him, her arms crossed tightly, her mind racing with the implications of every page he turned. Baby Bear sat near the doorway, her hands clenched into fists as her frustration grew, the ticking clock wearing on her patience. Kota leaned against the wall, her switchblade spinning idly between her fingers, her smirk a quiet reminder that tension always brought out her sharp edges. 
Finally, Terry stopped, his gaze fixed on the final page. His fingers traced the cryptic symbols, their meaning clear at last. He exhaled sharply, the sound cutting through the heavy silence in the room. 
“I’ve got it,” he said, his voice steady but laced with urgency. 
The siblings gathered around him, their collective focus shifting to the ledger as he began to read aloud 
“The bloodline leads to the bayou. Follow it back.” 
Lucy’s pulse quickened, her breath catching as the words settled over her. She didn’t need to ask for clarification. She knew exactly where it was pointing. 
He’s pointing us to New Orleans,” she said, her voice sharp with realization. 
“Not pointing,” Terry corrected, his tone measured but firm. “Dragging.” 
Kota smirked, her temper cooled but her edge still evident. She pushed off the wall, her switchblade snapping shut with a deliberate click. “Guess we’re taking a road trip.” 
Baby Bear finally broke her silence, her voice heavy with determination. “We’re not just following this for him. We’re following it for Dad. For Travis. For all of us.” 
Lucy nodded, her resolve solidifying as the weight of the message settled in her chest. The Gut Slanger’s twisted game was far from over, but the bloodline’s roots in the bayou promised answers—and danger—in equal measure. 
The cryptic message in the ledger—“The bloodline leads to the bayou. Follow it back.”—hung heavy in the air as the siblings regrouped at the precinct late that evening. The room was dimly lit, the glow from the desk lamp casting sharp lines across scattered files and the ledger’s cracked spine. 
Lucy paced back and forth, the rhythm of her boots against the floor matching the frantic pulse in her chest. Frustration bubbled beneath her sharp gaze as she tried to piece together their next move. The word “bayou” tugged at her thoughts like a hook in her side, dragging her back to memories she’d buried deep. 
Terry sat calmly at the desk, his focus unwavering as he studied the contents of the ledger. Despite the tension swirling in the room, his demeanor remained steady, a quiet anchor amid the chaos. Baby Bear leaned against the wall, her arms crossed and her trademark grin playing at her lips, watching Lucy’s pacing with amused curiosity. Kota perched on the corner of the desk, flipping her switchblade with effortless precision, her sharp grin flashing whenever Lucy’s frustration peaked. 
“It’s clear,” Terry said finally, his steady voice cutting through the silence. “We have to go to New Orleans.” 
Lucy froze mid-step, her breath hitching slightly as the words settled in her chest. “No,” she said, her voice tight. “That’s a bad idea.” 
Terry glanced up from the ledger, his brow furrowing in quiet confusion. “Why?” 
Lucy exhaled sharply, crossing the room with quick, deliberate strides. “Because,” she began, her tone clipped, “the chief of police there is Rick Dubois. We’ve got... history.”  Baby Bear raised an eyebrow, her curiosity ignited. “Oh? What kind of history?” 
“The kind where he calls me reckless, I call him an idiot, and neither of us backs down,” Lucy snapped, her frustration spilling over. “He’s not going to help us.” 
“Lucy,” Terry said evenly, his calmness a deliberate counterpoint to her agitation, “we don’t have a choice. If the Gut Slanger’s trail leads to New Orleans, we need local backup. We can’t do this alone.” 
Lucy opened her mouth to argue, but Baby Bear’s soft giggle cut her off. “You’re both so dramatic,” she teased, her grin widening. 
Lucy turned toward her, eyes narrowing. “Excuse me?” 
Baby Bear held up her phone, her grin shifting into something smug. “Y’all keep talking about ‘backup’ like it’s some big problem. I’ve already got that handled.” 
“What are you talking about?” Terry asked, his skepticism evident as he turned toward her. 
Baby Bear smirked, dialing a number with confident ease. She held the phone to her ear, waiting for the line to connect. “Hey, Carter. It’s Baby Bear. Yeah, it’s urgent. Meet us at the Jackson airport tomorrow morning. And make sure we’re taken care of—first-class style.” 
Lucy stared at her, dumbfounded. “Who the hell is Carter?” 
Baby Bear’s grin widened. “Carter’s the governor,” she said casually, as if it were the most obvious answer in the world. “We’re friends. He owes me.” 
Kota burst into laughter, nearly dropping her blade as she leaned back against the desk. “Of course you’re friends with the governor. Why wouldn’t you be?” 
Lucy pinched the bridge of her nose, her frustration mixing with disbelief. “And how, exactly, does the governor owe you?” 
Baby Bear winked, slipping her phone back into her pocket. “Let’s just say I helped him solve a sticky situation a couple years back. He hasn’t forgotten.” 
Terry shook his head, torn between amusement and skepticism. “You called the governor to get us to New Orleans?” 
“Yup,” Baby Bear said cheerfully, her voice unshaken. “And he gave us the green light. We’re flying first class, baby.”  Lucy groaned, her tone dripping with exasperation. “Unbelievable.” 
“Oh, come on, sis,” Kota chimed in, her grin mischievous. “It’s not every day you get VIP treatment from the state. You should be thanking her.” 
“I’ll thank her when this is over,” Lucy muttered, crossing her arms tightly over her chest. “Let’s just hope Dubois doesn’t throw us out the moment he sees me.” 
Baby Bear smirked, her confidence unshaken. “Luce, either handle your business with this guy or tell him to kiss your ass and bark at the hole. Carter’ll back me up.” 
The room eased into a rare moment of levity as the siblings prepared for what was sure to be a tense journey. Lucy wasn’t ready to face New Orleans, or Dubois, or the ghosts she’d buried there—but she didn’t have a choice. 
The precinct was quiet, the hum of the fluorescent lights overhead the only sound in the room as the siblings regrouped after Baby Bear’s confident call to the governor. Lucy stood by the desk, her arms crossed tightly as her gaze swept over the ledger one last time. Her mind felt like a battlefield, torn between reluctance and determination. 
She sighed heavily, her voice breaking the silence. “As much as I hate to admit this, we’re going to need more than Carter’s goodwill to keep us safe.” 
Terry looked up from the files he was organizing, his brow furrowing slightly. “What are you thinking?” 
Lucy hesitated for a moment before answering, her voice steady but cautious. “I’m thinking we call the uncles.”
Kota’s switchblade stopped mid-spin, her grin stretching into something sharper. “You serious? Never thought I’d hear you say that, Luce.”
Then her smile faltered. “But are we calling our uncles... or The Uncles?”
Lucy exhaled, jaw tight. “Does it matter?”
Terry didn’t hesitate. “Yeah. It does.”
“Yeah, well, desperate times,” Lucy muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose. “They’re old school, but they get things done. And Sonny’s ranch in Louisiana would give us a solid place to stay—and protection if things go south.” 
Baby Bear leaned back against the wall, her grin playful but supportive. “Look at you, willing to swallow some pride for the greater good. I’m impressed.” 
Lucy shot her a flat look, but there was no real heat behind it. “You want to make the call, or should I?” 
Baby Bear stepped forward, already pulling her phone from her pocket. “On it. And don’t worry—charm runs in the family.” 
She dialed the number with practiced ease, waiting as the line connected. The siblings exchanged glances, the anticipation thick in the room. 
“Sonny,” Baby Bear said finally, her voice cool and casual as the call was answered. “It’s Baby Bear. Yeah, I know it’s been a while. Listen—we need your help.” 
The siblings couldn’t hear Sonny’s response, but Baby Bear’s expression shifted slightly, her grin softening into something more genuine. “We’re heading to New Orleans. It’s… complicated. But we’re looking at danger, and Lucy thinks your ranch might be the safest place for us to regroup.” 
Sonny’s voice rumbled through the receiver, low and steady. “Lucy’s more like me than any of you.”
Baby Bear chuckled, shaking her head. “I know, I know. But if she heard you say that, you wouldn’t be her biggest fan.”
Her laughter faded, replaced by something quieter. “Believe it or not, she’s willing to put the past aside. But this—it’s her request. We need you, Sonny. All of you.  She paused as Sonny spoke again, her expression steady but thoughtful. Finally, she nodded, her voice firmer. “All right. We’ll meet you there. You’ve got the address?” 
With a quick goodbye, Baby Bear hung up, turning to her siblings with a grin. “We’re good. Sonny’s pulling the crew together and meeting us at the ranch. He didn’t even complain about Lucy for once.” 
Lucy rolled her eyes, but relief flickered across her face. “Guess it’s settled. At least we’ll have backup when we face Dubois—and whatever else the bayou throws at us.”  
The siblings exchanged plans, the weight of the journey ahead settling over them. Lucy couldn’t deny the tension in her chest, the memories of her fraught relationship with Sonny and the uncles bubbling beneath the surface. But as much as she hated to admit it, their old-school methods might be exactly what they needed to survive the next step in the Gut Slanger’s twisted game. 
Sonny’s ranch, sprawling across miles of lush Louisiana countryside, would be more than just a haven. The secluded location and Sonny’s well-earned reputation for keeping trouble at bay would give them the edge they’d need. 
As the siblings packed their bags, Baby Bear couldn’t resist breaking the quiet with a smirk. “Lucy, you sure you don’t want to record this moment in history? You know—‘the day I called Sonny for help’?” 
Lucy’s glare held less frustration than before. “Pack your bags, Baby Bear. We’ve got a long road ahead.” 
The Jackson airport buzzed with its usual hum of activity—voices weaving through the air, heels clicking against tile floors, and the occasional burst of laughter breaking through the ambient noise. Lucy stood near the security checkpoint, her arms crossed tightly as she scanned the sea of passengers. She spotted them before they spotted her.
The uncles—Sonny, Wolf, Tim, and Wardell—strolled through security in perfect unison, dressed in all black clothes that seemed to absorb the light around them. Their low-brim hats shadowed their faces just enough to add a hint of mystery, and their movements were deliberate, smooth, and impossibly cool. They looked more like a crew stepping out of a noir film than a group of men reuniting with family.
As they approached, Kota’s sharp grin widened, her gaze flickering between them. “Must be nice,” she said, her tone laced with both admiration and amusement.
Wardell tilted his hat slightly, revealing a sly smile as he reached them. “Nice ain’t got nothing to do-with it, sweetheart. It’s all about attitude.” He winked, his charisma practically tangible.
Baby Bear let out a low laugh, shaking her head. “Wardell, you’ve been smooth your whole life, haven’t you?”
“Bear,” Wardell replied with a smirk, “when I came into this world, the doctor slapped my behind and said, ‘That one’s gonna be trouble.’ Turns out he was right.”  
The flight was smooth, the conversation easy—too easy. Lucy barely spoke, listening instead to the rhythmic exchange between the uncles, their voices weaving effortlessly between old stories, sharp wit, and unspoken understanding. The plane touched down in New Orleans under a sky that felt too heavy, too thick with expectation.  
As they stepped off the jet bridge, the energy shifted. The playful bravado at Jackson Airport lingered, but beneath it was something quieter—something aware.  
Kota nudged Baby Bear as they moved toward baggage claim. “Still think Wardell’s the smoothest?”
Baby Bear snorted. “That man could sell ice to a gator.”
Sonny chuckled, adjusting his hat as he walked ahead. “Gators are smarter than they look. They don’t buy what they don’t need.”
They moved through the airport in practiced formation, bags slung effortlessly over shoulders, their presence commanding attention without demanding it.  
Outside, the van waited, idling against the curb, the heat rising off the pavement in slow, shimmering waves. The driver—a wiry man with deep laugh lines and sharp eyes—gave a slight nod as they approached.  
"That y’all headed to Route 22?"
Lucy paused, her fingers tightening around the strap of her duffel.  "No” The police precinct
She climbed in first, settling beside Wardell. The van rumbled onto the highway, cutting through the Louisiana countryside, the air inside thick with quiet anticipation.  
The van rumbled along the highway, cutting through the heart of the Louisiana countryside. The air inside was warm, thick with quiet anticipation and the faint hum of tires on asphalt. Lucy sat stiffly beside Wardell, her tension visible in the way her hands clenched into fists against her knees. Baby Bear was sprawled in the seat behind them, her grin wide as she watched the exchange unfold.
Wardell adjusted his hat, leaning back in his seat with a practiced ease. His voice, smooth and rich, carried through the van as he began to speak. “You know,” he said, his tone conversational, “this reminds me of the time your daddy thought he could outrun that thunderstorm up at Bayou Manteca.”
Lucy turned her head slightly, her brow furrowing. “Thunderstorm?”
“Mm-hmm,” Wardell said, his grin widening as the memory unfolded. “It wasn’t just any storm, either—it was one of those mean ones. Wind howlin’, rain hittin’ sideways, the kind of storm that makes you think the devil himself is breathin’ down your neck.”
Baby Bear leaned forward, her curiosity piqued. “And Dad tried to outrun it?”
“Sure did,” Wardell said with a chuckle. “Had us all piled in the truck, screaming at him to pull over while he just kept laughing like it was some kind of game. And you know what he said?” 
Lucy tilted her head, reluctant curiosity creeping into her voice. “What?”
Wardell leaned closer, his gaze locking onto hers. “‘A storm’s just like family,’ he said. ‘You can’t outrun it, and you sure can’t fight it. But if you stick together, you can get through anything.’”
The van fell silent for a moment, Wardell’s words hanging heavy in the air. Lucy felt something shift deep inside her, the knot of doubt and frustration loosening ever so slightly. She didn’t respond, but the subtle lift of her shoulders said enough.
Wardell’s tone softened as he continued. “Family comes first, Lucy. Always has, always will. You got the uncles, the siblings—you’ve got all of us, no matter what. And don’t you forget it.”
Baby Bear grinned, kicking her feet up against the back of Lucy’s seat. “You hear that, Lucy? You’re stuck with us. Even Wardell’s hat.”
Wardell chuckled, adjusting the brim with pride. “Don’t hate the hat, Baby Bear. It’s part of the charm.”
Lucy couldn’t help but smile, the tension in her shoulders finally easing as the warmth of family settled around her. For the first time in what felt like ages, she felt steady—grounded. Whatever lay ahead in New Orleans, she knew one thing for certain she wouldn’t face it alone.
 


Chapter 9
 Between Memory and Fear
 
The humid New Orleans air clung to Lucy’s skin as the van rolled across the Crescent City Connection Bridge, the hazy skyline looming ahead. The city sprawled beneath a swath of golden twilight, its familiar mix of elegance and decay pulling at Lucy’s thoughts. 
In the back seat, Baby Bear leaned against the window, her grin as wide as the Mississippi they’d crossed an hour ago. She adjusted the strap of her first-class tote bag dramatically, the picture of relaxation. “You know,” she drawled, “if I’d known traveling in style felt this good, I might’ve stayed out of trouble growing up. This is the life.” 
Kota, sprawled beside her, snorted in amusement. Her switchblade flicked open and shut as she smirked. “Right. Because it was your ‘trouble’ holding you back.” 
Lucy, seated stiffly between Wardell and Terry in the front row of seats, rolled her eyes at their banter. “Would you two focus? We’ve got a lot more to worry about than whether Baby Bear feels like royalty.” 
“Easy, sis,” Kota quipped. “Don’t take your stress out on us just because you’re about to play nice with Chief Dubois.” 
Lucy groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose as the van rumbled onto city streets. “For the last time, I’m not ‘playing nice.’” 
Wardell, seated beside her, tilted his hat forward as a sly grin crept across his face. “Then you’re gonna need me to sweeten the pot, darlin’. Ain’t no problem in Louisiana that a little old-school charm can’t fix.” 
The precinct lobby hummed with activity, the faint buzz of ringing phones and low conversations weaving through the air. The siblings stepped through the glass doors, their presence sharp and focused. But the uncles—Sonny, Wolf, Tim, and Wardell—were something else entirely. 
Dressed impeccably in tailored suits with polished shoes and low-brim hats, they moved as one, their steps deliberate, their gazes steady. They didn’t say a word, yet the energy in the room shifted around them. Heads turned, conversations paused, and the soft murmurs that followed them were laced with quiet respect—and maybe a little awe. 
Lucy found herself momentarily stunned, watching the uncles’ entrance with a mix of unease and admiration. Despite her lingering frustration with them, she couldn’t deny their ability to command a room without speaking a single word. Baby Bear’s grin widened as she nudged Lucy gently with her elbow. 
“Must be nice,” Baby Bear murmured, her tone carrying equal parts amusement and pride. 
Wardell’s smirk was slow, deliberate, as he tipped his hat just enough to show his face. “Nice ain’t got nothing to do with it, darlin’. You keep forgetting—you’re not the only Gellas with friends.” 
Before Lucy could respond, a burst of light laughter cut through the room. The mayor—a petite woman with a crisp blazer and perfectly coiffed hair—strode forward, her quick, fluty giggle softening the tension in the air. 
“Sonny,” she exclaimed, her eyes lighting up as she approached. “It’s so good to see you again!” 
Sonny’s expression warmed—just slightly—his sharp gaze softening enough to make the exchange feel genuine. “Madame Mayor,”he said smoothly, tipping his hat with practiced charm. “Always a pleasure.”
She didn’t stop there. Her attention moved seamlessly to Wolf, Tim, and Wardell, greeting each by name with effortless familiarity. Cheerful yet respectful, she carried the ease of someone accustomed to navigating power. But beneath the pleasantries, one thing was clear—Sonny Gellas wasn’t just another acquaintance.  Kota leaned in toward Baby Bear, her grin mischievous. “You catching this? Looks like Sonny’s got friends in high places too.” 
Baby Bear chuckled, shooting Wardell a pointed look. “Guess it’s a family trait.” 
Wardell winked, his voice carrying just enough edge to make Baby Bear laugh harder. “Runs deep, sugar. Real deep.” 
As the siblings watched the exchange, Lucy felt the weight in her chest begin to shift. The uncles weren’t just here for backup—they had connections, resources, a presence that could turn even the most tense situations in their favor. And with Sonny’s ranch already providing a safe haven, Lucy couldn’t deny the uncles’ value in the game they were playing. 
The mayor’s laughter quieted as her gaze flickered toward the siblings, her tone softening but losing none of its cheer. “You must be the younger Gellas crew,” she said, her eyes bright as she nodded toward Lucy. “Sonny’s told me plenty about you. Glad to see you all here.” 
Lucy managed a polite nod, though her throat felt tight. Before she could respond, a sharp voice rang out behind them. 
“Gellas,” Chief Rick Dubois said, his tone cutting through the warmth in the room. He stepped forward, his posture rigid as he addressed the siblings—and only the siblings. 
But Dubois’ entrance, far from commanding, seemed muted next to the uncles’ quiet but undeniable presence. The contrast was enough to bring a flicker of amusement to Baby Bear’s face as she watched him. Dubois glanced toward Sonny briefly, his lips pressing into a thin line, but Sonny didn’t return the look. 
Instead, Sonny stepped back beside Lucy, his voice low enough to be private but steady enough to land firmly in her ears. “We’ve got your back, kid. You just focus on what you came here to do.” 
Lucy’s chest tightened for a moment before the words settled into her bones. She nodded, the tension in her shoulders easing ever so slightly. She wasn’t here alone—not really. And for the first time in a long while, she felt just a little stronger for it. 
The conference room was cold and sterile, its harsh fluorescent lights casting sharp shadows over the files and maps that littered the table. The air smelled faintly of stale coffee and printer ink, an uninspired contrast to the fire burning in Lucy’s chest. 
Dubois stood at the head of the room, his arms crossed and his stance rigid, as if bracing against an invisible storm. His gaze was unrelenting, locking onto the siblings as they settled in, one by one. 
Terry took charge first, the precision in his movements giving the room its only semblance of calm. He spread out the photos, the grisly crime  shots, the jagged symbols carved into walls, and the cryptic notes left behind by the Gut Slanger. Each piece looked sharper, darker under the harsh light, like fragments of glass in a shattered mirror. 
This isn’t random,” Terry said finally, his voice deliberate and steady. “Every location, every victim—it’s all connected. The pattern is clear.” 
He stepped to the map pinned to the wall, tracing a path with his finger. It started in Mississippi, weaving through towns and cities until it reached Louisiana. The trail ended abruptly, disappearing into the shadowy expanse of the bayou. 
“He’s leading us somewhere,” Terry continued, his gaze fixed and unyielding. “Back to the bayou.” 
Dubois frowned, leaning closer to examine the map. “What’s in the bayou?” he asked, his voice laced with skepticism. 
Us,” Lucy answered tightly. Her voice carried the sharp edge of frustration, though she refused to look away. “It’s where we’re from. It’s where this all started.” 
Kota’s grin flickered across her face, the kind of grin meant to lighten the tension and provoke in equal measure. “Guess we’re the homecoming queens of his twisted prom,” she said, leaning back in her chair.  
“Not funny,” Lucy snapped, her patience unraveling. 
“Depends who you ask,” Kota replied with a shrug, entirely unbothered. 
Baby Bear chuckled, kicking her feet up against the table. “Come on, Lucy. You’ve got to admit, it’s a little flattering. The guy’s practically rolling out the red carpet for us.” 
Lucy turned her glare toward her sister, her knuckles whitening as she gripped the edge of the table. “This isn’t a game.” 
“It is to him,” Terry interjected quietly, cutting through the brewing argument with the weight of his words. His gaze never wavered from the map as he spoke. “But it’s more than that. He’s not just leading us somewhere. He’s telling a story. Our story.” 
The room fell silent, the weight of Terry’s revelation settling over them like a storm cloud. Lucy’s jaw tightened further, her thoughts racing as she looked at the photos, the symbols, the map. Every victim, every clue—it wasn’t just about catching them. It was about unmaking them. 
As the siblings combed through the files, the picture came into sharper focus. The jagged connections between the victims—their shared ties to the Gellas family—felt less like chance and more like intent. Business partners, family friends, estranged acquaintances—each name carried weight, each symbol carved into the walls became a breadcrumb leading back to their roots. 
“This isn’t just about us,” Terry said, his voice heavy with the realization. “It’s about what we represent. He’s not just killing people. He’s sending a message.” 
“To who?” Baby Bear asked, her playful edge fading as her brows knit together. 
“To us,” Terry replied grimly. “And to everyone watching. We’re the final chapter.” 
The room’s energy shifted, the siblings exchanging tense glances as Terry’s words sank in. Even Kota’s grin faltered, the sharpness in her eyes betraying her unease. “Well, damn,” she said softly. “Guess we’d better make it a good one.” 
Lucy leaned over the table, her voice low and sharp, cutting through the heavy air. “We’re not going to let him finish. We stop this. Now.” 
Baby Bear smirked, crossing her arms as determination replaced the levity in her gaze. “I like the sound of that. Let’s give him a show he won’t forget.” 
Dubois, who had remained quiet until now, stepped forward. His tone was measured but firm. “If you’re going into the bayou, you’ll need backup. My team can—” 
“No,” Lucy interrupted, her voice unyielding, her stance unwavering. She locked eyes with him, her words cutting through the tension like a blade. “This is our mess. We’ll handle it.” 
Dubois studied her for a moment, the thickness of their mutual defiance almost tangible. His jaw tightened, but he finally nodded, his expression hard and resigned. “Suit yourself. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”  
Night draped itself over New Orleans like a velvet curtain, softening the edges of the city but deepening its shadows. The neon glow of Bourbon Street flickered in the distance, a stark contrast to the quiet tension that filled the room where the Gellas siblings gathered. 
Lucy stood alone by the window, the cool glass pressing against her palm as she stared out into the city below. The distant hum of traffic and the faint wail of a saxophone floated through the air, but none of it quieted the storm brewing in her mind. The ledger’s message had been clear, the path set before them undeniable the bayou.  
Her thoughts swirled like the fog creeping through the streets, pulling her back to memories she had long buried. The bayou was more than a place—it was a wound, deep and raw, a part of their history she had spent years trying to leave behind. And now, thanks to the Gut Slanger, it was calling her back. 
Behind her, the room buzzed softly with activity. Terry meticulously packed maps and files into his bag, his movements calm and precise as he ensured they had everything they needed. Baby Bear sat cross-legged on the bed, twirling a flashlight in her hand while humming a tune that didn’t quite match the room’s tension. Kota lounged on the couch, flipping her switchblade open and shut with her usual smirk. 
“You ready for this, sis?” Kota asked, her voice light but probing. 
Lucy didn’t turn from the window. “No,” she admitted quietly, her reflection faint against the glass. “But that doesn’t matter. We don’t have a choice.” 
“Good answer,” Kota replied, her grin widening. “I was starting to worry you’d gone soft.” 
Baby Bear snorted, tossing the flashlight onto the bed. “Not a chance. Lucy’s about as soft as barbed wire.” 
“That’s reassuring,” Terry muttered without looking up, though a faint smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. 
Lucy finally turned, her gaze steady but laced with the weight of what lay ahead. “This isn’t a joke,” she said sharply, her tone silencing the banter. “The Gut Slanger thinks he’s in control. He thinks he’s pulling the strings, dragging us back to our roots like we’re his puppets. But he’s wrong.” 
Kota raised an eyebrow, her smirk softening as she leaned forward. “Oh yeah? What makes you so sure?” 
Lucy’s jaw tightened as she took a step closer to the group, her voice low but brimming with quiet fury. “Because the Gellas family isn’t just his prey. We’re his reckoning.” 
The room fell silent, her words cutting through the tension like a blade. For a moment, even Kota’s ever-present grin faded as the weight of Lucy’s resolve settled over them. 
 
Baby Bear finally broke the quiet, her tone lighter but no less determined. “Well, damn. You should’ve led with that. Let’s give this guy a show he won’t forget.”  
Terry zipped his bag shut, his calm voice steadying the energy in the room. “Then let’s get moving. The bayou’s waiting.” 


Chapter 10
 The Uncles’ Role  

The Gellas family ranch had always been a haven—or so Lucy had convinced herself growing up. A place where her father’s voice echoed in the halls, where family dinners were loud, full of laughter, and unburdened by the outside world’s chaos. But tonight, as she and her siblings stepped into the dimly lit living room, that illusion cracked. 
The air felt different. Heavy. Oppressive. The faint creak of the floorboards beneath Lucy’s boots seemed sharper, more invasive, like the house itself was alive with quiet judgment. The dim light from the kitchen spilled unevenly across the room, casting long shadows that stretched toward her like fingers. 
Lucy scanned the room cautiously, her gaze settling on the uncles gathered around the worn kitchen table. The usual bravado they carried so effortlessly was gone, replaced by an undercurrent of tension that rippled just below the surface. Sonny leaned back slightly in his chair, his sharp gaze fixed on the siblings as they entered. Wolf sat rigid, his arms crossed tightly over his chest, his shadow heavy against the wall behind him. Wardell held his pipe loosely between his fingers, the tendrils of smoke curling upward in uneven patterns. Tim twirled a coin absently, the quiet clinking sound steady but betraying the unease in his shoulders. 
Sonny broke the silence first, his voice low and steady, his tone grounded yet cutting. “Y’all look like hell.” 
“Feel like it too,” Baby Bear muttered, dropping into the nearest chair without grace. She gestured vaguely toward the scratches on her arms and the faint bruise blooming on her cheek. “Bayou wasn’t exactly a friendly place.” 
Kota flopped onto the couch, her switchblade flicking open and shut in a rhythm that mirrored the tension humming through her. “So, what’s the plan? Because if we’re waiting for the Gut Slanger to send us another love letter, I vote we skip the suspense and go straight to the stabbing.” 
Lucy shot her an exasperated look but didn’t bother replying. Instead, she turned her attention back to the uncles, her arms crossing tightly over her chest. The weight of their silence pressed against her, her frustration brewing with every second. “You called us back here. Why?” 
Wolf leaned forward, his elbows resting heavily on the table. His expression was grim, his usual stoic demeanor cracked just enough to let his concern bleed through. “We’ve been digging,” he said finally. His voice carried the weight of withheld truths. “Found some things we thought you should see.” 
Lucy’s breath hitched slightly as Wolf slid a manila folder across the table toward her. The faint sound of paper sliding over wood was deafening in the quiet room. She hesitated briefly before picking it up, her fingers trembling ever so slightly as she flipped it open. 
Inside, old photos yellowed with age seemed to stare back at her. Their corners curled, their images warped slightly from time. A collection of newspaper clippings lay beside them, the headlines dark and ominous. One headline grabbed her attention, its bold letters digging into her skin LOCAL MAN DISAPPEARS AFTER VIOLENT CONFRONTATION.
“That’s him,” Wardell said suddenly, his voice heavy as he gestured toward the faded photo at the center of the folder. “The man your daddy went after.” 
Lucy stared at the photo, her chest tightening as the sharp-featured figure seemed to follow her even through the faded print. His eyes were cold, calculated, and the image itself felt charged with history she had never fully understood. “He’s the Gut Slanger?” she asked quietly, her voice trembling despite her effort to steady it. 
“No,” Sonny said calmly, the quiet in his tone almost deafening. “But he’s the reason for him.” 
Tim leaned back slightly, his coin flipping between his fingers in a rhythm that mirrored his restless thoughts. “Here’s the thing,” he said suddenly, his grin sharp but his eyes serious. “This guy—this Gut Slanger—he’s smart. Smarter than most we’ve dealt with. But he’s also sloppy, like anyone who gets too wrapped up in their own game.” 
Wardell’s pipe tapped lightly against the table, the sound pulling Lucy’s attention as he leaned toward her. “He thinks he’s got the upper hand ‘cause he knows things about your daddy—things he thinks’ll break you,” he said, his tone soft but firm. “But family don’t break. It bends, maybe. Cracks a little. But it don’t break.” 
His words landed with heavy impact, their weight lingering in Lucy’s chest as she nodded slowly. Sonny’s gaze hardened slightly, his voice grounding the room once more. “You’ve got the fight in you, kid. Always have. But this thing—it’s bigger than that. You’ve got to be smart about it. Don’t go charging in unless you’re ready to handle the fallout.” 
Wolf’s stare locked onto her again, his voice cutting through the thick air like steel. “You follow this trail long enough, you’re gonna find things you weren’t looking for. Be ready for that. And remember—we’ve got your back, no matter how messy it gets.”
 
 

Chapter 11
The Revelation Lucy’s View

            As the uncles recounted the story of the drifter, Lucy felt like a spectator to a life she’d never known—a life she was now realizing had been carefully hidden from her. Each detail chipped away at the image she had built of her father, Donovan Gellas. To her, he had always been a hero—the kind of man who stood tall, carried himself with quiet dignity, and cast a long shadow that provided shelter, not darkness. But now, that shadow loomed deeper, darker, as if it held secrets she had only begun to uncover.  
“He wasn’t like us,” Tim said softly, his voice carrying an unfamiliar weight. “He was cleaner. Better. But when it came to family, he didn’t hesitate. He put that man down.” 
The words landed like a blow, knocking the air from Lucy’s lungs. She gripped the edge of the table, her knuckles whitening as the truth settled over her like heavy chains. Her father—a man she had idolized for his fairness, his kindness—had killed someone. 
The uncles’ story was peeling back layers she hadn’t known existed, and yet, some part of her couldn’t muster shock. The memories she’d buried for years were clawing their way to the surface. The quiet arguments between her father and the uncles, the tense silences that followed. The long nights he would come home, exhausted, barely meeting her eyes. The heaviness in his gaze that she had always chalked up to work or stress—but now felt like something else entirely. 
Lucy’s throat tightened, her father’s words echoing faintly in her mind. Do what’s right, Luce. Even when it isn’t easy. Protect the family—that’s what matters most. But what did “protecting the family” mean? How far had he gone to keep them safe? 
“Thought that was the end of it,” Sonny said finally, his voice low, pulling her from the spiral of her thoughts. 
“But it wasn’t,” Wardell added, his tone sharper. “The man had a brother. And that brother turned into somethin’ worse than we ever could’ve imagined.” 
Lucy’s gaze shifted to Wardell, her pulse quickening. Terry’s quiet voice broke the silence that followed. “The Gut Slanger,” he murmured, piecing it together. 
Wardell nodded slowly, his pipe tapping lightly against the table. “He’s not just after you,” he said, locking eyes with Lucy. “He’s after us. He’s been watching, waiting—building this twisted game of his for years. And now, it’s all come to a head.” 
Lucy didn’t respond. She couldn’t. The room felt too small, too suffocating, as if the truth itself was pressing against her chest. Her thoughts tangled like knotted threads, refusing to settle into clarity. 
Her father—the man she had built her sense of right and wrong around—felt further away than ever, like a ghost she could no longer recognize. The weight of it crushed her, but somewhere beneath the ache, anger stirred. Not just at the Gut Slanger, but at the walls her father had built, the truths he had buried. 
Lucy’s jaw tightened as she stared at the photo in front of her. The sharp-featured man with cold eyes seemed to stare back, unflinching. You wanted this, didn’t you? her thoughts whispered. You wanted to tear us apart from the inside. But what the Gut Slanger hadn’t accounted for was this the Gellas family wasn’t easy prey. 
The sharp knock at the door jolted Lucy back to the present. The sound cut through the tension in the room like a knife, drawing every pair of eyes toward the doorway. Sonny moved cautiously, his hand brushing the holster at his hip as he approached. But Lucy was faster—her hand was already gripping her own weapon, her heart hammering in her chest. 
The house seemed to hold its breath as Sonny opened the door. When he returned, an envelope clutched in his hand, Lucy’s stomach sank. The envelope was simple, unassuming—save for the single word scrawled across its surface in bold, jagged letters Tonight.
Sonny set it on the table, his expression grim. “It’s for you,” he said, his voice low. 
Lucy snatched it up before anyone could object, her fingers trembling as she tore it open. Her breath caught in her throat as the photograph spilled onto the table. The image seemed to burn into her vision—a bound woman, her wide eyes red-rimmed and pleading for help. 
She stared at it, her mind reeling. That could’ve been any of them. Baby Bear. Kota. Her. The Gut Slanger wasn’t just playing a game. He was ripping their family apart, piece by piece, and dangling the shards in front of them with cruel precision. 
Her father’s voice echoed in her mind again, soft and unwavering. Protect the family, Luce. That’s what matters most.
But what did that mean now? Protecting the family wasn’t just about carrying her father’s torch. It was about preserving what little was left of their fractured bond. About fighting for Terry, for Kota, for Baby Bear—for the cracks in their family that had been ignored for far too long. 
She clenched her fists, her voice trembling with rage as she finally spoke. “We’re not leaving anyone behind,” she said firmly, her gaze sweeping the room, daring anyone to disagree. “We all go. Together.” 
The room was silent for a beat, the weight of her words pressing into the heavy air. Then, Baby Bear’s voice cut through the stillness. “Damn right we do,” she said, her tone sharp, resolute. She crossed the room to stand by Lucy, her expression hard and unwavering. 
Kota followed suit, flipping her switchblade shut with a snap before stepping forward. “Well, it’s about time someone said it.” 
Lucy barely heard them. Her focus was locked on Sonny, Wardell, and the uncles who had kept so many secrets for so long. She turned her gaze to Wardell, her voice low but laced with emotion. “How long have you known?” 
Wardell met her gaze without flinching, his expression as steady as ever. “Long enough,” he said simply. His tone was quiet, but final. “This is on us. You kids shouldn’t have to carry this.” 
Lucy’s eyes burned as she locked onto his. “This isn’t just about you,” she said, her voice trembling with restrained anger. “It’s about all of us. It’s about the family.” 
Sonny stepped forward, his presence as commanding as always. “Then we do this the right way,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “We stick together. No splittin’ up. No heroics. We end this. Tonight.” 
Lucy nodded, her grip tightening on the photograph. She turned away from the table, the image still clenched tightly in her hand, as if holding it would somehow keep the woman in the photo from slipping away.   
If this ends tonight, she thought, its going to end with me protecting the people I love. No more cracks. No more secrets. No more games.
Behind her, the Gellas family stood tall, their fractures mended—at least for now—by the weight of their shared purpose. Together, they prepared to face the storm. 
The plantation loomed ahead, its once-majestic columns and crumbling facade swallowed by creeping vines and overgrown weeds. The fading moonlight cast jagged shadows across its surface, giving it an almost sentient quality. It was as if the house itself was alive, mocking Lucy and her family as they approached. 
Lucy’s steps were steady, her movements deliberate, but her breath came shallow and uneven. Each inhale carried the acrid scent of rot and decay, a reminder of how far gone this place was—a perfect reflection of the man who had lured them here. 
The others followed close behind, their footsteps soft but their presence unyielding. Sonny walked at her side, his sharp gaze scanning the grounds for any signs of danger. Wardell’s hand rested lightly on his holster, his expression grim but unreadable. Behind them, Kota’s blade glinted faintly in the moonlight as she flicked it open and shut, her smirk as sharp as ever. Baby Bear trailed just slightly, her usual energy subdued but her resolve unmistakable. Terry brought up the rear, his quiet focus grounding them all. 
When the Gut Slanger emerged from the shadows, it was as though the air itself shifted. He stepped forward slowly, his movements deliberate and measured. The mask obscured most of his features, but the glint of his eyes—cold, calculating—was enough to send a wave of fury crashing over Lucy. 
He had orchestrated all of this—every victim, every clue, every breadcrumb leading them to this moment. And now, here he was, standing in the flesh, as if daring them to take back what he had stolen. 
“Welcome,” he said, his voice smooth and mocking, carrying an almost playful edge. “I’ve been waiting for this.” 
Lucy’s grip tightened around her weapon, her knuckles white. The pounding in her chest was deafening, but she didn’t flinch. She didn’t blink. For years, she had been running—from the shadows of her family’s past, from the legacy she had spent her life refusing to claim. But not anymore. 
“You wanted us?” she said, her voice steady, cutting through the tense night like a blade. “Here we are.”  
The Gut Slanger’s laughter was low and hollow, reverberating through the night. “Oh, I wanted you,” he said, taking another step forward. “But I think you’ll find this isn’t the reunion you imagined.” 
The first move came from Sonny. Without warning, he launched forward with a ferocity Lucy hadn’t seen in years, his fists connecting with the Gut Slanger’s chest before the man could finish speaking. The uncles moved like a well-oiled machine, each of them springing into action with precision and purpose. 
Wolf blocked the doorway with his broad frame, cutting off any chance of escape. Tim’s coin disappeared into his pocket as he drew a blade, the wicked edge catching the faintest glimmer of moonlight. Wardell’s movements were sharp and calculated, every punch landing with devastating accuracy. 
Lucy felt the shift inside her as the chaos erupted—a sudden, burning clarity. This wasn’t just about revenge. It wasn’t even about the Gut Slanger. This was about reclaiming control. About protecting the people she loved. 
She didn’t hesitate, joining the fray with her siblings at her side. Kota’s blade flashed as she darted in and out of the fight, her movements fluid and deadly. Baby Bear was relentless, her fists a blur as she landed blow after blow, her sharp grin betraying no fear. Terry, ever the tactician, stayed back just enough to coordinate their movements, his calm commands cutting through the noise. 
Lucy’s own movements were raw, instinctive. Every punch, every blow, every shout felt like a release—a way to claw back control from the chaos the Gut Slanger had unleashed. She could feel her father’s voice in her mind, steady and unwavering. Protect the family, Luce. That’s what matters most. 
The fight stretched out into what felt like hours, the plantation’s decaying walls echoing with the sounds of their struggle. Lucy could feel the weight of her family around her—the uncles’ unyielding strength, the siblings’ ferocious determination. They weren’t just defending themselves. They were fighting for each other, for the cracks in their family that the Gut Slanger thought he could exploit. 
As she delivered a final, brutal blow that sent the Gut Slanger sprawling to the ground, Lucy felt something shift inside her. For the first time in years, she felt whole. Not unbroken—but whole. 
She stepped back, her chest heaving as she looked down at the masked figure, her voice steady and unyielding. “You wanted to break us,” she said, her words cutting through the heavy silence. “But all you did was make us stronger.” 
 

 


Chapter 12

 The Missing Faces

The fight was over. The Gut Slanger lay motionless, his blood pooling beneath him, the weight of his monstrous deeds finally extinguished. The room was eerily still, the silence pressing down on Lucy like a vice. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Something about the quiet felt wrong—too still, too neat, like the calm before a storm. 
Then the sound came—a rattling breath, forced through broken ribs and a swelling throat. It wasn’t from the Gut Slanger. 
Lucy’s pulse spiked as she turned sharply, her eyes locking onto the dying man sprawled nearby. The victim. His body convulsed in slow, painful spasms, his fingers twitching against the cold, blood-slick floor. His lips—cracked and bloodied—curled upward into a grotesque smile. 
A wheezing laugh bubbled up from his chest, hollow and wet, like it wasn’t coming from just him but from something deeper, something darker. The sound sent a shiver down Lucy’s spine, her breath catching in her throat. 
His glazed eyes flicked toward her, locking onto hers with an intensity that made her stomach twist. It was as if he still had something left to say, something clawing its way out of him even as his body betrayed him. 
And then, in a voice jagged with pain, he spoke. 
“You think this ends?” His words were broken, each syllable forced through the blood pooling in his throat. He coughed violently, the sound thick and wet, before a grin split his face. “Nah, Detective. It just…” His chest heaved violently, his body rebelling against the breath he no longer had. “…it just evolves.” 
Lucy’s heart pounded as she watched his fingers twitch, then clench. Slowly, shakily, they dragged across the floor, leaving behind a message smeared in his own blood. The letters were crooked, sloppy, but unmistakable. 
Romans 6:23—For the wages of sin is death. The verse, etched in flesh, marked every victim of the Gut Slanger’s wrath."
Lucy froze, her blood running cold as the realization hit her like a freight train. This wasn’t just his death. This was a warning. A setup. A breadcrumb. 
The Gut Slanger wasn’t just killing for the sake of cruelty—he was passing something down. 
Her hands trembled as she stared at the bloody scrawl, her mind racing. The victim’s wheezing breaths slowed, then stopped altogether, his body going limp. But his words lingered, echoing in her ears, burrowing into her thoughts. 
She didn’t realize she was shaking until Terry’s voice cut through the static in her mind. “Lucy. What does it mean?” 
She swallowed hard, her throat dry as she forced herself to speak. “The wages of sin is death,” she said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper. 
Her hands clenched into fists, her nails digging into her palms as her pulse thundered in her ears. The nightmare wasn’t over. It had only shifted hands. 	
Lucy stood frozen, her fingers clutching the edges of the crime  photo like it was the only tether keeping her grounded. The Gut Slanger was gone—his twisted reign finally ended—but the unease gnawing at her stomach refused to settle. 
She stared at the photograph, her thumb tracing the image of her father’s easy, youthful smile. He shouldn’t have been in this photo. And yet, there he was—his arm slung casually around a man she didn’t recognize, their faces lit by a flash of carefree laughter. 
Behind them—blurred, barely noticeable—stood two figures. One small, possibly a child. The other, a teenager, half-lost in the murky edges of the photograph.  Terry had been right.  She should have noticed them before. 
“Lucy?” Terry’s voice was low, edged with uncertainty, pulling her back to the moment. 
She didn’t look up, her breath shallow as she forced the words out. “Where did this come from?” 
“Bottom drawer of the victim’s desk,” he replied, his voice steady but tense. 
Lucy’s pulse pounded in her ears. The Gut Slanger had taunted her before, twisting personal history into his sick games—but this felt different. This felt older. Deeper. 
The air around her seemed to shift, growing heavier with the weight of the revelation. 
Her phone vibrated violently against her hip, the jarring sound snapping her from her thoughts. 
She glanced down, her stomach knotting at the sight of an unknown number flashing across the screen. She hesitated for the briefest moment before pressing accept. 
Static crackled first. Then a breath—uneven, hurried. 
“Lucy… I—God, I don’t know who else to call.” 
Her throat tightened. “Carter?” 
“It’s happening again,” he said, his voice shaking with panic. 
Ice clawed its way up her spine. “What do you mean?” 
“Another body. Same scripture. Same markings.” 
Lucy’s grip tightened on the photo in her hand, the edges digging into her skin. Her father’s past, the Gut Slanger’s games—was this just coincidence? Or was it something deeper? 
“Lucy…” Carter’s voice wavered, like he was struggling to breathe. 
“This is about your father.” 
The line went dead before she could respond. 
Lucy exhaled sharply, her grip tightening around the phone. Her father’s smile stared back at her from the photo, mocking her with the secrets she couldn’t seem to escape. 
She wasn’t leaving Louisiana now. 
The humid air clung to Lucy’s skin as she stepped into Chief Rick Dubois’ office, her movements stiff and deliberate. Her fingers itched with urgency—the photo of her father, Carter’s cryptic call, and the scripture-laced murder all pointing her toward something she couldn’t yet piece together. Dubois didn’t bother looking up from his desk.
“You look like hell,” he muttered, flipping a case file shut with practiced indifference.
“Feel like it, too,” Lucy replied flatly, forcing herself to stay composed. “What’s this about, Dubois?”
The chief tossed a thick folder across the desk, papers spilling slightly at the edges.
Nine bodies. Four older cases. Five fresh ones.
“Same pattern,” Dubois said, his tone sharp and unyielding. “Same killer.”
Lucy froze, her chest tightening as the implications hit her like a freight train.
“Lucy,” Terry murmured beside her, his usual calm replaced by quiet unease.
Dubois leaned forward, his piercing gaze locking onto Lucy. “It’s happening again.”
Her fingers tightened around the folder, her breath catching as she flipped through the pages. She wasn’t just staring at new deaths. She was staring at something unfinished.
The Gut Slanger was supposed to be dead.
But this killer—whoever they were—was using the same brutal precision, the same calculated movements. No. This wasn’t him.
It was worse.
Lucy met Dubois’ gaze, a slow horror creeping into her chest. “I’m not here to clean up your mess. We’re headed back to Jackson—”
Dubois cut her off, his voice harder now. “No, you’re not.”
Lucy clenched her jaw, her frustration bubbling beneath the surface. “Why?”
“Because,” Dubois leaned back, his smirk grim, “you owe me, Gellas. Or did you forget?”
Terry stiffened beside her.
“Owe you for what?”
Dubois ignored him, keeping his attention fixed on Lucy. “Last time you were in New Orleans,” he said, his voice edged with steel, “I cleaned up after you. Covered your tracks. Kept you out of lockup.”
Lucy’s breath hitched, the memories clawing at the edges of her mind. She had buried that moment, locked it away in the deepest part of herself.
“I didn’t ask for your help,” she snapped, her voice trembling with anger.
“No,” Dubois agreed, his voice quiet but lethal. “You didn’t. But you needed it.”
Her gut churned, the weight of the photo still burning against her palm.
“And now it’s time to settle the debt.”
Terry glanced at Lucy, his confusion evident as he tried to piece it together. “What’s he talking about, Lucy?”
She didn’t answer. She couldn’t.
Because suddenly her father’s past, the Gut Slanger’s taunts, Carter’s panicked call—everything felt connected. The shadows stretching behind them seemed to grow darker, deeper, as her father’s ghost whispered warnings she couldn’t fully hear.
Her voice was clipped when she finally spoke. “What do you need us to do?”
Dubois slid the folder toward her, the papers heavy with death.
“Find this killer,” he said simply, his tone carrying a grim finality. “Because, Gellas—whether you like it or not, you’re already part of their story.”
Dubois leaned forward, his smirk softening into something far colder—something calculated. “And trust me—this isn’t about cleaning up a mess anymore. This is about understanding whose story it really is.”
Lucy hesitated, her grip tightening painfully on the folder as the air around her seemed to shift, stifling and inescapable.
“Lucy,” Terry murmured, his voice edging toward panic. “What if he’s right?” 
---
 
 


Chapter 13

 Threads of Betrayal
 
The humid air pressed against Lucy’s skin as she stepped into Chief Rick Dubois’ office, the scent of stale coffee and cigar smoke clinging stubbornly to the walls. A flickering fluorescent light overhead buzzed faintly, adding to the oppressive atmosphere. Stacks of case files loomed like silent witnesses, their paper edges curling and yellowed—a graveyard of unanswered questions. Lucy tightened her grip on her phone, scanning her surroundings with a measured intensity, as though the room itself might whisper the truth she dreaded. 
Dubois didn’t bother looking up from his desk, his posture stiff and radiating tension. 
“You look like hell,” he muttered, flipping a case file shut with a practiced indifference. 
“Feel like it, too,” Lucy shot back, her tone sharper than she intended. She had no patience for small talk—not here. Not now. 
Without a word, Dubois slid a thick folder across the desk. Its pages spilled messily over the edges, some creased and smudged, as though they had been handled far too often and with far too much urgency. Lucy hesitated before picking it up, the weight of it somehow heavier than it should have been. 
Nine bodies. Four older cases. Five fresh ones. 
She swallowed hard, her pulse quickening as her eyes moved over the pages.  
Beside her, Terry shifted uncomfortably, his usual calm replaced by quiet unease. The tension in the room crept into his voice as he murmured, “Lucy…” 
Dubois leaned forward, his gaze locking onto her with an intensity that made her skin crawl. His voice was low but carried an edge that cut through the air. 
“It’s happening again.” 
Lucy’s fingers curled around the folder, the weight of its contents pressing harder against her palms. These weren’t just more deaths—they were echoes of something unfinished. 
The Gut Slanger was supposed to be dead. 
But the precision, the calculated brutality—this wasn’t just mimicry. 
It was worse. 
Lucy’s jaw tightened as she forced herself to meet Dubois’ gaze. She hated the smirk pulling at the corner of his mouth, the way it seemed to say he knew something she didn’t. 
“I’m not here to clean up your mess. We’re headed back to Jackson—” 
Dubois cut her off, his tone razor-sharp, slicing through her words. 
“No, you’re not.” 
Her frustration bubbled beneath the surface as she narrowed her eyes. “Why?” 
A slow, grim smirk spread across Dubois’ face as he leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled casually, though his eyes remained locked on hers. 
“Because you owe me, Gellas. Or did you forget?” 
Terry stiffened beside her, his confusion written plainly across his face. 
“Owe you for what?” 
Dubois ignored him, keeping his focus on Lucy—like he already knew the answer she didn’t want to say aloud. 
“Last time you were in New Orleans,” he continued, his voice quieter now, but no less cutting. “I cleaned up after you. Covered your tracks. Kept you out of lockup.” 
Lucy’s pulse slammed against her ribs, her throat tightening as the words sliced through her resolve. The memories clawed at the edges of her mind—the blood, the panic, the hollow pit that had settled in her chest that night. She had buried it. Locked it away. 
“I didn’t ask for your help,” she snapped, her voice trembling with anger she wasn’t sure she could contain. 
“No,” Dubois agreed, his voice soft but lethal. “You didn’t. But you needed it.” 
 
Her gut churned, the folder in her hands growing heavier by the second. Each death chronicled within felt like a weight pressing on her conscience, a haunting reminder of the debt she hadn’t known she owed.  
“And now it’s time to settle the debt.” 
Terry glanced at her, his brow furrowed as he tried to piece together the puzzle. 
“What’s he talking about, Lucy?” 
She didn’t answer. 
She couldn’t.  
Because suddenly, the photograph of her father, the Gut Slanger’s taunts, Carter’s panicked call—it all felt connected, as if invisible strings were tightening around her, pulling her into a web she hadn’t realized she was already caught in. 
Her voice was clipped when she finally spoke, her resolve hardening into steel.  
“What do you need us to do?” 
Dubois slid the folder closer to her, his expression grim, his eyes holding something darker beneath their surface. 
“Find this killer,” he said simply, his tone carrying a finality that sent a chill down her spine. “Because whether you like it or not, Gellas—you’re already part of their game.” 
Terry flipped open the file, scanning the gruesome details, his face darkening as he absorbed each horrifying image. 
“The similarities are uncanny,” he muttered, his voice low. “Same method. Same message.” 
Lucy exhaled sharply, her grip tightening on the folder. Her hands trembled, but her voice didn’t as she said, “If I do this, my siblings are involved. No compromises. If we stay, we do it together.” 
Dubois didn’t hesitate, his tone unwavering. 
“Fine. But if you screw it up, it’s not just your mess. It’s mine.” 
Lucy held his gaze, her anger bubbling just below the surface but her determination burning brighter. 
“Then it won’t be screwed up.” 
She turned toward the door, Terry close at her side. As they stepped out into the humid night, his voice dropped just enough for only her to hear. 
“Whatever happened back then, we’ll deal with it. But this case…” He paused, his brow furrowing. “It’s bigger than just a favor, Lucy.” 
She nodded, her jaw tight, her thoughts churning as she clutched the folder against her side. 
“I know,” she said softly. “It’s personal.” 
And this time, there would be no running from it.

 


Chapter 14
The Silent Truth

The soft knock at the apartment door barely registered over the hum of the ceiling fan and the low murmur of the television. Lucy hesitated, her pulse quickening—not out of fear, but from the unshakable instinct that whatever was about to happen, it wouldn’t be good. 
Terry gave her a silent nod before unlocking the door, his movements deliberate, his presence steady. 
Baby Bear and Kota stood on the threshold, their starkly different expressions nearly pulling a laugh from Lucy despite the tension in her chest. Baby Bear’s cautious, furrowed brow told her everything—concern, uncertainty, readiness for whatever storm was brewing. Kota, on the other hand, flipped her switchblade between her fingers like she had just walked out of a high-stakes poker game, grinning like none of this would ever touch her. 
“What’s this about?” Kota asked, sauntering past Terry without invitation. Her grin widened as she glanced around the room. “You already dragged us halfway across the country once. Don’t tell me we’re making this a habit.” 
“Kota,” Baby Bear’s voice carried a quiet warning, barely masking the weariness in her tone. She followed her sister inside, her sharp gaze locking onto Lucy with an unspoken question. “Something’s up, isn’t it?” 
Lucy folded her arms, forcing herself to meet their gaze head-on. No sugarcoating. No hesitation. 
“We need you two to stay,” she said firmly. “This case… it’s different.” 
“Different?” Kota scoffed, twirling the knife once more before snapping it shut. “You mean it’s like the Gut Slanger but isn’t the Gut Slanger? Sounds exactly the same to me.” 
Terry leaned against the doorframe, his presence like a steady anchor against the rising tension. “It’s not the same,” he said, his voice calm but deliberate. “The timeline doesn’t match up. It couldn’t be the same person. But whoever it is—they’re meticulous. And the way they’re working feels… familiar.” 
Kota let out a sharp laugh, shaking her head. “So, not him, but someone who likes to play his game. And you want us to jump into the middle of it? Hard pass.” 
Baby Bear shot her a look, her tone sharper now. “Kota.” 
“What? I’m just saying what we’re all thinking,” Kota replied, shrugging. “We’ve barely caught our breath from the last psycho, and now you want us to dive headfirst into another mess?” 
“This isn’t about what we want,” Lucy snapped, her voice cutting through the room like a blade. “This is about the fact that people are dying. And whoever’s doing it is leaving breadcrumbs just like before. If we don’t stop them, more bodies are going to drop.” 
Kota didn’t answer, but the way her grip tightened on the blade told Lucy everything she needed to know. 
Lucy exhaled, softening her tone just slightly, but never losing the edge beneath it. “It’s not just about the case. It’s about family. It’s about making sure that this time, none of us gets hurt—physically or otherwise.” 
Baby Bear stepped forward, her arms crossed, her sharp gaze unwavering. “You really think we’ll make a difference? That we won’t just be in the way?” 
Lucy held her sister’s gaze, her voice steady. “I wouldn’t be asking if I didn’t.” 
The silence was thick, charged with unspoken tension. Kota finally sighed, the bravado faltering just slightly. She flicked the blade open again, then shut it with a final click. 
“Fine,” she said, her tone begrudging but resolute. “But don’t blame me if I start taking bets on who the killer is.” 
Baby Bear smirked, crossing her arms as she stepped closer to Lucy. “We’re in. You’re stuck with us.” 
Relief flickered through Lucy, but she buried it just as fast. “Good. Because we need all hands on deck.” 
Kota gave her a wicked grin, her confidence returning in full force. “Damn right you do. Let’s hope this new psycho’s ready for the Gellas family reunion.” 
The faint glow of the telephone’s keypad illuminated Uncle Wardell’s weathered face as he pressed the receiver to his ear. Outside, the ranch was cloaked in the uneasy stillness of a late southern night. The creak of the old house, the occasional whisper of wind brushing through the trees—everything felt heavier, as if the walls themselves were bracing for what was coming. 
“Bear,” Wardell greeted, his voice low and steady, though something lurked beneath it—weariness or warning, he wasn’t sure anymore. “What’s the update?” 
Baby Bear’s voice came through clear, its sharp edge slicing through the quiet. “We’re digging, but it’s messier than we thought. The Gut Slanger’s trail doesn’t end—it loops back to places it shouldn’t. Everything’s twisting together, but the pieces don’t fit clean yet. It’s breadcrumbs. All breadcrumbs.” 
Wardell sighed, running his thumb along the rim of his extinguished pipe. “Breadcrumbs lead somewhere. Always do. Question is—are you ready to see where they take you?” 
The pause on the other end was too brief for comfort. Baby Bear’s tone shifted, tightening like a drawn wire. “Wardell,” she said, cutting to the bone, “we’re not calling for just updates. You know something about this—don’t you? About him. About what’s waiting at the end of this.” 
Wardell’s hesitation was slight, but not enough to escape Baby Bear’s ears. A beat too long, a breath pulled too deep. 
When he finally spoke, his voice softened, carrying a weight Baby Bear wasn’t used to hearing. “You tell Lucy to keep her head level. This isn’t the kind of thing she can brute-force her way through. Sometimes the answers you find... they do more harm than good.” 
“Wardell,” Baby Bear snapped, but there was a crack in her voice, a glimmer of unease beneath her sharpness. “You’re holding back. Why?” 
Wardell exhaled deeply, the kind of release that carried decades of secrets and regrets. “Because there’s things better left in the dark, Bear. Things your sister isn’t ready to dig up yet—and neither are you.” 
On the other end, Baby Bear’s frustration flared into sarcasm, but the tremor remained. “Fine. But make sure Sonny keeps his bad premonitions to himself next time. We’ve got enough nightmares without him adding fuel to the fire. And Kota—she’s taking bets now on which one of you finally spills the family secrets. She’s thinking Gregory. I’ve got my money on you.” 
Wardell chuckled, though it lacked any real humor. It was hollow, a sound weighed down by too many sleepless nights and too many ghosts. “You tell Kota she’s got no business poking at things she can’t handle.” 
“Oh, she pokes anyway,” Baby Bear replied, her voice lighter but tinged with apprehension. “You know that.” 
Wardell ran a hand over his face, the rough scrape of his palm against his stubble grounding him in the quiet chaos of the moment. “I know,” he said softly, the words laced with resignation. 
The silence that followed was thick, the kind that wasn’t empty but brimming with all the things they couldn’t say. 
 
“Alright, Bear,” Wardell said finally, his tone quieter now, more deliberate. “I’ll let you go. But tell Lucy—nothing’s ever as simple as it seems. And if you’re not careful...” He hesitated, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “Breadcrumbs don’t just lead you somewhere. They leave a trail behind, too.”  
The line went dead. 
Wardell set the phone down and stared at it for a moment longer than necessary, his hand lingering on the receiver. The weight of the conversation seemed to press into the stillness of the room, suffocating the quiet.  
With a deliberate motion, he reached for his pipe, packing it with slow precision. The once-extinguished flame flared to life, casting flickering shadows across his face as he sank into the waiting silence. His thoughts swirled like the smoke rising in lazy tendrils around him. 
“You kids better be ready,” he muttered to no one, the words vanishing into the night. 
The kitchen at the Gellas ranch wasn’t just a home—it was a battlefield. The scars of past conflicts were etched into every scuffed chair leg and worn countertop. It was a place where truths were neither shared freely nor without consequence, and tonight, the air hung heavier than ever. 
Sonny sat at the head of the table, his lantern flickering with an unsteady light, casting wavering shadows across the old, worn wood. His hands rested flat on the tabletop, deceptively calm, though the storm brewing inside him was anything but. 
Wolf leaned against the far wall, his massive frame cloaked in shadow, arms crossed over his chest. He stood as still as a statue, yet his presence was a sentinel, his gaze watchful and sharp. 
Tim, restless as always, flipped a coin between his fingers, the rhythmic clink-clink breaking the quiet with sharp, deliberate precision. 
Wardell lingered by the counter, his pipe glowing faintly in the dim light. The sharp, earthy scent of tobacco filled the room, mingling with the weight of unspoken fears. Every exhale from Wardell seemed to carry more than smoke—it carried the weight of things unsaid, of truths too heavy to name. 
Sonny was the first to break the silence, his voice low but deliberate. “I don’t like it.” He let the words settle, their weight pressing on the air. “It feels wrong. Worse than that Gut Slanger mess. This… it’s crawling under my skin.” 
Wolf’s shadow shifted slightly as he nodded, though his expression remained unreadable. “You’re not alone in that,” he said, his deep voice rumbling through the room. “Feels like we’ve already been drafted into the fight before Lucy even called for us.” 
Tim smirked faintly, his grin caught somewhere between amusement and something darker. He tossed the coin into the air and caught it, his movements fluid, almost lazy. “That’s ‘cause it’s not waiting for us to step in,” he said, his voice edged with something hard. “It’s crawling toward us, Sonny. Like it’s picking its fighters. Like it knows we’re the only ones dumb enough to clean up the pieces.” 
Wardell puffed his pipe, the ember flaring briefly in the dim light. His voice was calm, measured. “We’ve lived through worse.”  
“Have we?” Sonny countered, his gaze fixed, the words slicing through the room like a blade. “Feels like this is different. Feels like it’s after us—like it knows where the cracks are in this family and how to split us apart.” 
Tim’s smirk faded, replaced by something colder, sharper. He leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on the table. “You mean it feels familiar,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “Because it’s tied to the same damned roots that gave us the Gut Slanger. Different branches. Same rotten tree.” 
The room fell silent again, the weight of the truth sinking in like a heavy fog. No one moved, but the tension curled around them like a living thing, coiled and waiting to strike. 
Wardell finally broke the stillness, his footsteps slow and deliberate as he paced the length of the kitchen. The glow of his pipe cast faint, flickering light on his face as he spoke, his tone quieter now but no less heavy. “This ain’t just about us anymore,” he said. “The kids—they’ll start digging. And what they’ll find won’t fix anything. It’ll just leave more mess.” 
 
Wolf pushed off the wall, his frame moving with deliberate power, his voice a low growl. “Then we stop them.” 
Tim chuckled darkly, though there was no humor in the sound. “You think you can stop Lucy?” he asked, his grin reappearing, sharper this time. “Even if you tried, you’d lose. You know that as well as I do.” 
Sonny leaned back in his chair, the faint creak echoing through the room. His expression didn’t shift, but his voice softened, dropping into something more resolute. “No, we don’t stop ‘em. We guide ‘em. Keep ‘em from digging too deep, from waking up things best left sleeping.” 
The name they all avoided lingered in the air unspoken, a shadow in the space between them Virgil Devereaux.
Wolf’s sharp voice cut through the silence, his tone edged with finality. “If they’re gonna dig, better they talk to Virgil first. He knows the rivers. Knows how to steer ‘em away from the rapids.” 
Sonny exhaled deeply, the lantern light catching the lines of weariness etched into his face. His gaze shifted to Wardell, steady but heavy. “Wardell, you make the call,” he said. His voice wasn’t loud, but it carried weight nonetheless. “We tell the kids the truth. Because if we don’t, someone else will—and then we’ll lose them.” 
Wardell nodded slowly, reluctantly. The storm Sonny had spoken of was already on the horizon, and Wardell felt it pressing down on him now, suffocating in its weight. He puffed his pipe one last time, the embers flaring brightly before fading into ash.  
The room fell silent once more, but the tension didn’t leave. It stayed, coiled in the shadows, waiting. 
This was their reckoning, their burden to bear. Each of them knew it.  And none of them could escape it.
---
 


Chapter 15
 Broken Promise

The bayou had a way of swallowing sound. Tonight, it was worse—an unnatural silence hung between the gnarled cypress trees, thick with something Lucy could almost feel crawling under her skin. 
She stepped carefully through the damp earth, every movement absorbed by the cloying mud, as if the ground itself wanted to hold her back. The scent hit first. Coppery. Stale. Like decay folded into the humid air. It clung to her lungs, settled into the back of her throat, and stayed. 
Dubois’ flashlight sliced through the mist, its beam cutting through the oppressive darkness. His movements weren’t searching—they were deliberate, locked on something ahead. 
Lucy followed his gaze. 
The body hung high—a man, mid-forties, arms bound so tightly the skin had ruptured. His torso was carved, precise lines forming jagged symbols across his chest. Blood dripped in slow, rhythmic patterns onto the twisted roots below, pooling like some unholy offering. 
Beside her, Terry exhaled sharply, his voice barely above a whisper. “This isn’t just murder. This is a sermon.” 
Lucy forced herself to look away from the grotesque display, her jaw tightening. She knew the weight of this. Knew the ritual wasn’t just for horror—it was for meaning. 
Dubois gestured to the tree, his voice flat but heavy with implication. “Look.” 
A parchment was nailed into the bark, its edges curling from the damp air. The handwriting was jagged, erratic—but unmistakable. 
“For the wages of sin is death.” – Romans 623 
Lucy’s breath hitched. 
Not just a message. Not just a kill. 
A declaration. A promise. 
The sound of approaching footsteps broke the suffocating silence. Baby Bear arrived, her normally steady presence faltering as she took in the . Her sharp gaze softened, her voice trembling slightly. “Lucy... this feels familiar.” 
Lucy clenched her fists, her pulse hammering. She wasn’t sure what was worse—the grotesque precision of the wounds or the growing certainty in her gut. 
This wasn’t just another case. 
It was personal. 
And it had already begun. 
Terry’s voice broke through the suffocating silence, steady but strained. “This isn’t just killing. This is a statement.” 
Lucy forced herself to look away from the hanging body, her jaw tightening. “It’s worse than anything we’ve seen before. This… this is personal.” 
Dubois stepped closer, his expression grim as he gestured toward the wounds. “The pattern matches the others. Same precision. Same method. But this verse—it’s new. The killer’s escalating.” 
Lucy turned to him, her voice sharp, cutting through the heavy air. “Escalating or taunting?” 
Dubois didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. His gaze remained fixed on the hanging body, the unspoken truth settling like a weight between them. 
The sound of more footsteps broke the moment. Kota and Baby Bear arrived, their expressions shifting instantly—from curiosity to horror. 
Kota let out a low whistle, her bravado slipping as she took in the . “Well, damn. Guess we’re not in Jackson anymore.” 
Baby Bear swallowed hard, her voice barely above a whisper. “This… this feels familiar. But it’s not the Gut Slanger. It can’t be.” 
Lucy’s fists clenched at her sides, her thoughts racing. The verse. The wounds. The hanging. It all pointed to something far darker than their last case—something more methodical. More calculated. 
And yet, the familiarity gnawed at her. A shadow she couldn’t shake. 
“We need to figure out who’s behind this,” she said finally, her voice steady despite the storm brewing inside her. “And we need to do it fast. Because if we don’t—” 
She didn’t finish the sentence. 
She didn’t need to. 
The weight of the  spoke louder than any words could.    
The bayou stretched endlessly before them, its murky waters swirling with hidden currents that seemed to whisper secrets Lucy wasn’t ready to hear. The air was thick, oppressive, clinging to her skin like a second layer.  
Her boots sank into the muddy bank as she approached the makeshift raft drifting aimlessly in the water. The victim’s body lay atop it, tied meticulously with vines and driftwood, as if laid out for some twisted ritual. Blood trickled over the raft’s edges, creating faint crimson ripples in the stagnant pool below. 
The wooden cross nailed to the raft’s center seemed almost out of place—simple, unassuming, but haunting in its purpose. It stood as a stark contrast to the grotesque , its presence both unsettling and deliberate. 
Lucy’s stomach churned as she crouched to examine the parchment tied to the cross. The ink bled into the paper’s edges, the words fractured but still legible 
“The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.” – Psalm 241 
 
Her breath caught, the verse twisting in her mind like a blade. She clenched her fists as she read it aloud, her voice low and heavy with disgust. “He’s not just claiming them,” she muttered. “He’s claiming the land. The whole damn bayou.” 
Terry’s voice broke through her thoughts, steady but tinged with unease. “These wounds—they’re precise, almost surgical. He’s not just killing them; he’s displaying them.” 
Lucy glanced at the body again, her jaw tightening. The victim’s lifeless form seemed to mock her, a silent testament to the killer’s meticulous cruelty. 
The oppressive stillness of the bayou seemed to close in around them, the water whispering secrets Lucy couldn’t quite decipher. She stepped back from the raft, her gaze shifting to her siblings. Baby Bear’s expression was grim, her usual steadiness faltering as she took in the . Kota stood a few paces behind, her bravado muted, her knife flicking open and shut in a rhythm that betrayed her unease. 
Lucy’s chest tightened, a knot forming deep within her. This wasn’t just a murder—it was a message. A declaration. 
And they were running out of time to stop the killer from sending another.    
The abandoned church stood like a ghost of a forgotten era, its crumbling stone facade swallowed by creeping vines and moss. The siblings stepped cautiously into the clearing, their movements deliberate, their breaths shallow. The faint sound of chirping crickets was swallowed by an eerie quiet that made Lucy’s skin prickle.  
The victim lay sprawled on the front steps, posed as if in prayer—knees bent, hands clasped, and head bowed as though asking for salvation. 
But the  was far from holy. Blood seeped into the stone, creating jagged lines that twisted and spread like veins in the cracked surface. The crimson trails seemed alive, weaving through the fractures like they were trying to escape.  
Lucy stepped closer, her throat tight as her eyes settled on the message nailed to the splintered church door. The parchment fluttered faintly in the humid air, its edges curling from the damp. 
“Do not be deceived God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” – Galatians 67  
The words hit her like a blow, twisting in her mind as she tried to make sense of the horror before her. 
Kota’s laugh broke the silence, sharp and devoid of her usual mischief. “Mocking God while murdering people? That’s rich.” 
Baby Bear’s face paled, her voice trembling as she spoke. “It’s not mocking. It’s justification. He thinks he’s the hand of God.” 
Lucy felt her jaw tighten, her pulse pounding in her ears. The killer wasn’t just leaving scripture behind—he was twisting it, bending its meaning to justify horrors that defied comprehension. 
 
Her grip on her weapon tightened as she turned toward her siblings. “We’re not just chasing him anymore. He’s dragging us into his nightmare.” 
The oppressive silence of the clearing seemed to close in around them, the church looming like a sentinel over the . Lucy’s gaze lingered on the victim’s lifeless form, her thoughts racing. 
This wasn’t just a murder. 
It was a message. 
And it was only the beginning. 
The cypress tree stood like a sentinel in the bayou, its gnarled branches clawing skyward into the humid darkness. The air felt heavier here, weighted with something unspoken and unholy. Lucy hesitated at the edge of the clearing, her breath catching as her flashlight swept across the shadows. 
When the beam found its target, she froze. 
The figure swayed from the lowest branch, suspended in the oppressive stillness. The body had been stripped of any semblance of humanity—the jagged wounds carved into the flesh were chaotic yet deliberate, as though meant to be read like a grim scripture. The face, frozen in terror, seemed to scream silently into the night. Blood dripped steadily onto the damp earth below, staining the tangled roots of the ancient tree like a dark offering. 
Lucy’s flashlight shifted, her beam catching something etched into the bark. She stepped closer, the jagged letters gleaming in the dim light, their edges rough but precise. 
“The Lord is a God who avenges. O God who avenges, shine forth.” – Psalm 941 
The verse mocked her, its twisted message resonating in her mind. Fury surged through her veins as she took another step forward, her jaw tightening. 
Sonny’s voice cut through the suffocating silence, low and steady. “It’s not just vengeance. It’s a spectacle. He wants everyone to see it. To feel it.” 
Lucy clenched her fists, nails digging into her palms as she forced herself to breathe. He wasn’t just killing—he was commanding their attention, taunting them with every calculated detail. 
“He’s daring us to stop him,” she said quietly, her voice trembling with restrained anger. 
Terry’s hand rested lightly on her shoulder, grounding her in the moment as his voice broke through the tension. “And we will. But this—this is a warning. He’s not finished.” 
Lucy’s gaze lingered on the carved verse, her determination solidifying with every beat of her racing heart. She turned to face her siblings, her voice steady but resolute. 
“We stop him before he finishes. Whatever it takes.” 
The clearing seemed to close in around them, the oppressive weight of the killer’s message pressing down on Lucy like a vice. The tree stood unmoving, a sentinel over the gruesome , as if daring them to unravel the truth before it was too late. 
 


Chapter 16
 The Haunting Evidence
 
The sound of Kota’s blade clicking open and shut filled the room like an uneven heartbeat, punctuating the silence as the Gellas siblings trickled into the small conference area Terry had commandeered at the precinct. Baby Bear was the first to sit down, leaning back in her chair with a raised eyebrow. 
“So, what’s this about, Terry? Another round of ‘let’s figure this mess out’ while the world burns around us?” 
Terry muttered something under his breath, his arms crossed as he stared at the board in front of him. It was covered with photos, case files, and hastily drawn lines connecting them all—a tangled mess that reflected the chaos of the case. 
“We’re chasing our own tail,” he said finally, his voice low and clipped. He glanced at Lucy, his steady gaze asking for backup. 
Lucy stepped forward, crossing her arms as she addressed the room. “It feels like every lead we follow circles back on itself. Every breadcrumb the killer leaves is designed to keep us running in place. We’re not getting ahead—we’re falling behind.” 
Kota smirked, flipping her blade shut with a flourish. “And I hate it,” she said, leaning forward with a wicked grin. “But I do love a little tail-chasing. After hours, of course.” 
Baby Bear rolled her eyes, muttering, “Classic Kota,” but even she couldn’t suppress a small grin. 
Before Lucy could respond, the door opened with a slow creak, and the uncles entered, their presence immediately shifting the room’s energy. Wardell took his usual spot by the wall, his pipe already lit and smoldering, the faint glow adding a touch of menace to the moment. Wolf stood tall and silent, his massive frame taking up more space than seemed possible. Tim spun his coin between his fingers, the sharp metallic clicks cutting through the tension. Sonny was the last to enter, his expression hard as he took a seat, his sharp eyes surveying the room like a battlefield. 
“We’ve got a problem,” Terry started, gesturing to the chaotic board. “And we’re running out of time. We need answers, and we need them fast.” 
Wardell exhaled a cloud of smoke, his voice slow and deliberate. “Answers don’t come quick, boy. Not the kind you’re looking for.” 
Lucy’s frustration bubbled over, sharp and unrelenting. “Then give us a name,” she snapped. “You’ve been sitting on this long enough. If you know something—if you have anything—we need it now.” 
The room fell silent as the uncles exchanged glances, the weight of unspoken truths pressing down on everyone. It was Wardell who finally broke the stillness, his tone grave and steady. 
“There’s someone,” he said. “A man who knows the history—the kind of history you don’t write down. Goes by Virgil Devereaux.” 
Baby Bear frowned, her voice tinged with skepticism. “And why haven’t we heard of him before?” 
“Because you don’t talk to Virgil unless you’re ready to hear things you can’t unhear,” Sonny said, his voice low and steady. “He’s not a friend. He’s a necessity.” 
Tim’s grin widened as he flicked his coin into the air, catching it with practiced ease. “Good ol’ Virgil. Bet he’s been waiting for us to come knocking.” 
Lucy’s jaw tightened, the tension radiating through her. “Fine. Where do we find him?”  
Wardell took a long drag on his pipe before answering, his words deliberate and heavy. “He doesn’t find you. You find him. Deep in the bayou, where the air doesn’t breathe right.” He paused, his gaze meeting Lucy’s. “You’ll know when you’re close.”   
As the siblings processed Wardell’s words, the room fell into an uneasy silence, the kind that carried the weight of realization. Sonny leaned forward from his seat at the table, his sharp eyes narrowing as he pointed to the chaotic board. 
“Look here,” he said, his finger tracing a pattern among the photos of the victims. His voice cut through the tension like a blade. “It’s not just random. It’s deliberate. Each victim’s tied to a place—a time. He’s marking something.” 
“What?” Terry asked, his brow furrowed deeply. His analytical gaze followed Sonny’s hand, scanning the connections he’d missed before. “What’s he marking?” 
Sonny hesitated, his jaw tightening as he glanced at Tim. The pause carried more weight than words. 
“It reminds me of something the Dark Priest would be behind,” he said finally, his tone grim. 
Tim stopped spinning his coin mid-flip, the metallic click abruptly silenced. His grin faded as a flicker of recognition crossed his face—a shadow of memories better left buried. 
“You think he’s back?” Tim asked, his voice quieter now, almost reluctant. 
“Not him,” Sonny said, shaking his head slowly. The set of his shoulders grew heavier. “But something worse. Someone who’s taken up the mantle.” 
The weight of his words hung in the air, pressing down on the room like a storm about to break. Lucy felt her pulse quicken, her mind racing as she looked at her family. The pieces were starting to fall into place, forming a picture she didn’t want to see. This wasn’t just a killer. This was a legacy. 
Kota’s voice broke the tension, her usual sharpness dulled slightly but still cutting through. “So, what’s the plan, fearless leader? We gonna hunt down this Virgil guy or wait for the Dark Priest’s ghost to send us an invitation?” 
Lucy straightened, her gaze hardening as she let the weight of their situation settle into her chest. Kota’s sarcasm didn’t distract her—it never did. 
“We’re not waiting,” Lucy said firmly, her voice carrying an edge of steel. “We find Virgil. And we end this.” 


  Chapter 17
 The Dark Priest’s Tale 

The heavy air in the Gellas family living room bore down like the weight of generations. The uncles sat in a loose circle, their shadows long and jagged in the flickering lantern light. Their faces were drawn taut, their silence heavy, as if every word they spoke might dredge up something better left buried. 
Sonny leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees, his gaze fixed on the floor as though searching for answers etched into the grain of the worn wood. Wolf stood near the window, staring out into the darkness of the ranch, his frame rigid, his arms crossed over his chest. Tim flicked his coin between his fingers with practiced precision, the metallic clink-clink punctuating the silence like the ticking of a time bomb. Near the counter, Wardell puffed his pipe, his brows furrowed as the smoke curled around his head, a tangible representation of the ghosts that haunted them all.  
Lucy didn’t flinch under their collective gaze. Her voice was steady, cutting through the thick atmosphere like a blade. “We need to know about the Dark Priest. Who he was. What he did.” 
The uncles exchanged glances, an unspoken language passing between them. It was Wardell who broke the silence first, his voice low, carrying the weight of history. “You sure you’re ready for that?” He set his pipe down with deliberate care. “The Dark Priest ain’t some ghost story to scare kids. He was real. And he was worse than any monster you’ve ever imagined.”  
Baby Bear perched on the armrest of the couch, her arms folded tightly across her chest. The weight of her family’s buried truths pressed hard against her ribs. “We wouldn’t be asking if we didn’t need to know.” 
Sonny straightened, his jaw tightening as he turned his steady gaze toward Lucy. “He was a man once. Ezekiel Callahan. Preacher down in the bayou. Folks thought he was God’s voice, thought he could heal with a touch.” Sonny’s voice darkened, his words heavy with judgment. “But that kind of power… it twists men. He stopped preaching salvation and started talking about order. A doctrine of numbers—three sins, three offerings, three sacrifices.” 
Tim’s grin appeared, sharp and bitter. “A cycle,” he added, flipping his coin with a quiet click. “People love cycles. They make sense when the world don’t. That’s what Callahan gave them—something to believe in. Right up until they disappeared.” 
Wardell nodded grimly, picking up where Tim left off. “The ones he didn’t deem ‘worthy.’ They vanished. People said he was cleansing the land, that their blood was the price of salvation.” His voice dropped. “They were wrong.” 
Lucy swallowed, her voice quiet but firm. “What did you all do?” 
 
Wolf turned from the window then, his shadow stretching long across the floor, his deep voice rumbling like distant thunder. “What we had to.” He paused, his gaze heavy with meaning. “Callahan didn’t just take lives—he broke families. Turned neighbors against each other. His disciples worked in sevens—seven rituals, seven sins, seven steps to purification. A countdown to chaos.” 
“He didn’t just preach. He destroyed,” Sonny said, his voice cold now, sharp. “So, we hunted him down. But men like him—they don’t die easy. You cut off the head of the snake, and you think it’s over. But the body keeps writhing. We thought his followers scattered. We thought the cycle was broken.” 
Terry exhaled sharply, his voice edged with quiet dread. “But it wasn’t.” 
Wardell’s pipe glowed faintly as he took another puff, his voice weighted when he finally spoke. “No. What’s happening now—the symbols, the killings—this ain’t just a copycat. This is someone finishing what Callahan started.” 
The room fell into a heavy silence, the truth settling over them like a suffocating blanket. 
“Now, now, I’ve heard plenty of tales about old Ezekiel Callahan,” a gravelly voice cut through the tension. 
All heads turned as Mr. Leroy stepped into the room, leaning on his cane but holding himself with that same commanding air he always carried. Despite his age, there was strength in his stride, his eyes sharp and observant. 
“Don’t just stare—get in here and give me a hug, troublemakers.” He gestured to Baby Bear and Kota with a crooked smile.  
Baby Bear grinned, stepping forward to wrap her arms around him. Even Lucy, reluctant at first, gave in under the weight of his pointed look. 
As the siblings settled back, Mr. Leroy leaned on the wall, resting his cane beside him. “Now, your uncles—they’re sharper than they look and twice as loyal. But let me tell you something about men like Callahan. His words weren’t what scared folks. It was what he made ‘em believe. Cycles, purification, salvation through blood… that’s the kind of evil that don’t just die.” 
Baby Bear frowned. “What’s the difference between us and them, Mr. Leroy?”  
His gaze softened as he looked around the room. “When your father died, your uncles didn’t grieve. They got mad. Took a while to sort out the mess it made, but you four—you never split. You lost Gregory, and your bond grew stronger.”  
Lucy swallowed hard as his words settled over her, grounding her against the growing storm. 
“But make no mistake,” Mr. Leroy continued, his tone turning solemn. “Gregory was the heart of this family, sure. But these uncles of yours—they ain’t just loyal. They’re dangerous. If Callahan’s legacy comes back, you bet your life they’ll do more than answer it. They’ll end it.” 
 
The uncles stayed silent, but the hard lines of their faces spoke volumes. 
Lucy clenched her fists, her voice steady and resolute. “Then we finish it. We don’t run. We don’t hide. If this is about the family, we face it head-on.” 
Wardell nodded, his voice quiet but firm. “You’re right. It’s time to end this. Once and for all.”
Lucy sat in the precinct’s dimly lit office, her thumb hovering over her phone screen. The case files sprawled across the desk were a chaotic mess of timelines, locations, and victims—but her mind wasn’t on them. It was on Chief Rick Dubois. She hated this part—reaching out, keeping him in the loop. Not because she didn’t respect him. It was because she did. And somehow, that respect made the tension between them all the worse. 
“Just rip the Band-Aid off,” Baby Bear said from the corner of the room, lounging in her chair with an almost wicked grin. “Call him. You know you want to.” 
“I don’t want to,” Lucy snapped, her tone sharp enough to cut. “It’s protocol.” 
“That’s one way to put it,” Kota muttered, spinning her blade lazily on the desk. Her smirk was nothing short of mischievous. “It’s adorable how you two pretend to hate each other.” 
Lucy shot her an incredulous look. “Pretend? Are you kidding me?” 
Baby Bear laughed, the sound rich and teasing. “Oh, we’re not kidding. You’re acting like two school kids pulling each other’s pigtails. Just admit it—you’ve got a thing for him.” 
Lucy’s cheeks burned, but she ignored the heat rising in her face, instead glaring at her sisters. “This is a professional call. That’s all it is.” 
Kota snorted. “Sure, Luce. And I’m the queen of subtlety.” 
Lucy rolled her eyes and pressed the call button, silencing them. The line rang twice before Dubois picked up, his smooth, even tone settling into her ear like a challenge. 
“Gellas,” he said. “What do you have for me?” 
Lucy leaned back in her chair, her grip tightening slightly on the phone. “Updates on the victims. Terry’s pieced together a pattern. Looks like the locations form a web, converging toward the bayou.” 
Dubois was silent for a moment, his pause heavy with thought. “You’re certain?” 
“Yes,” she replied curtly. “We’ve seen it before. This isn’t his first game.” 
“Figures,” Dubois muttered. “Keep digging. I’ll clear resources for backup if you need it.” 
“I don’t need backup,” Lucy snapped, her frustration bleeding into her voice. “We’ve got it covered.” 
“Right,” Dubois replied, his tone calm but slightly mocking. “Because you’re always in control.” 
Lucy bristled, sitting up straighter. “We are handling it, Dubois.” 
“You’d better,” he said smoothly. “Because the moment you’re not, I’m stepping in.” 
Lucy gritted her teeth. “Goodbye, Dubois.” She hung up before he could respond, tossing the phone onto the desk with more force than necessary. 
Baby Bear erupted into laughter, practically falling out of her chair. “Oh, that was too good! The tension—chef’s kiss.” 
“Do you two ever get tired of this little game?” Kota added, still spinning her blade. “’Cause honestly, it’s entertaining as hell.” 
Lucy glared at them, her voice low and dangerous. “It’s not a game. He’s just… infuriating.” 
“Uh-huh,” Baby Bear drawled, grinning. “Sure. Keep telling yourself that. I’m just saying, if this killer doesn’t get you, maybe you and Dubois could work out all that tension in… constructive ways.” 
Kota grinned wickedly. “What Bear’s trying to say is—hook up already. You’re driving the rest of us nuts with the ‘tough guy’ routine.” 
Lucy groaned, burying her face in her hands. “I’m surrounded by children.” 
“You love us,” Baby Bear teased, her grin wide. “Almost as much as you love fighting with Dubois.” 
Kota laughed, leaning back in her chair. “Can’t wait to see how that blows up.” 
Lucy shook her head, trying to ignore their playful banter, but a small, reluctant smile tugged at her lips. They were impossible—and yet, they were hers. 

 
 


Chapter 18
Through the Shadows

 
The Louisiana sky burned with amber hues, the sun sinking low and casting jagged shadows across the sprawling ranch. The land stretched out vast and quiet, but tonight that silence carried an edge. In the common room of their uncle’s estate, the Gellas siblings gathered, the rustic charm of the house a jarring backdrop to the chaos pressing in on them. 
The air was thick with unease. Every sound seemed louder, sharper—every movement felt deliberate, calculated. 
Terry leaned against the wall, arms crossed, his sharp gaze fixed on Lucy’s phone like it might hold all the answers they were searching for. His voice was steady, but the tension rippled beneath it. “It’s Mom’s house. System flagged a breach at 917 PM.” 
Lucy froze mid-step, her breath hitching. Her grip on the phone tightened, her knuckles white. “917?” she echoed, her voice low but taut. “That’s too precise to be random.” 
Across the room, Kota twirled her switchblade absently, the blade catching the faint lamplight. She leaned back in her chair, a smirk playing at her lips, though unease flickered in her eyes. “Maybe the bad guys are just bored. Or maybe they’re trying to spook us into making a mistake.” 
 
“Or maybe,” Baby Bear interrupted, her voice cutting through the air like a scalpel, “they’re sending us a message.” She straightened, her brow furrowing as she pieced the puzzle together. “Nine seventeen... That’s a prime number. Just like the last three sites.” She paused, her voice sharpening. “First 11, then 3, now 17. This isn’t random. It’s coded.” 
Lucy’s pulse hammered in her ears as her mind raced. This wasn’t just a breach. It was deliberate. Chillingly precise. And that precision set every nerve on edge.  
“That’s what worries me,” she muttered, more to herself than anyone else. But her focus snapped back into place as she turned to Wardell, her voice firm. “Call him. Now. And Terry—get Less and Tye on the phone. I want answers. Fast.”  
Terry didn’t waste a second. His fingers moved deftly over the keypad as the room fell into a taut silence. He was the anchor in the rising storm, steady and deliberate, but Lucy saw the flicker of tension in his jaw.  
“Less,” Terry said after a beat, his tone clipped but calm. “It’s Terry. We’ve got an alert—Mom’s house had a breach. Tell me exactly what happened.” ] 
The voice on the other end was steady, but there was a rawness to it—unease bleeding through the words. “System detected entry at 917. No signs of forced break-in. No alarms triggered. It was... too clean.” 
 
Lucy’s stomach twisted, dread coiling tight in her chest. A breach with no signs of entry? That wasn’t a warning. It was a declaration. 
Tye’s voice broke through next, tight but composed. “Mom’s okay, but shaken. We’re at the hospital now, running tests. Lucy—this wasn’t a break-in. It was a message.” 
The weight of his words hit the room like a punch. 
Terry nodded, his shoulders relaxing slightly, but his eyes remained stormy. “Alright. Stay with her. Don’t let her out of your sight.” 
“Don’t worry,” Less replied, her tone steady but edged. “We’ve got this covered. You focus on your end.” 
When the call ended, Terry turned to Lucy, his gaze locking onto hers with quiet intensity. “She’s okay. Less and Tye are with her. But whoever this is—they’ve got her in their sights.” 
Lucy exhaled sharply, relief washing over her for a brief moment before the weight of it all came crashing back. The numbers haunted her—prime, coded, deliberate. Their meaning hung just out of reach, taunting her like shadows she couldn’t grasp. 
She turned to Baby Bear, her tone urgent. “Prime numbers. A countdown? A signature? We need to figure out this pattern now—before it’s too late.” 
Baby Bear nodded, the wheels already turning in her head. Her voice was calm but laced with determination. “We will. If they’re playing a game, we’ll be three moves ahead by the time they make their next move.”  
Kota let out a low whistle, her smirk reappearing, though a spark of something sharper flashed in her eyes. “Well, if nothing else, they’ve got style. Too bad for them—they’re messing with the wrong family.” 
 
Lucy allowed herself a fleeting smile at Kota’s bravado, though it didn’t ease the knot tightening in her chest. Whoever had breached her mother’s house wasn’t just announcing their presence—they were orchestrating something.  
The game had begun. And Lucy wasn’t about to let them control the board.  
The tension from the breach clung to them like humidity in the Louisiana air, heavy and unavoidable. Lucy felt it in her pulse, a persistent drumbeat that refused to settle. It was no longer about numbers on a screen or coded messages—it was about the questions they couldn’t answer. And one name lingered in her mind with every passing second. 
“Gregory,” Lucy muttered, her voice barely above a whisper, but it carried through the room, amplifying the charged silence. 
The uncles had gathered in the kitchen, their usual sharp edges subdued. Tim’s coin flipped again, each rotation precise—three flips. Then two. Then one. Lucy watched the rhythm closely, its deliberateness a reflection of the patterns haunting them. 
Wardell set his pipe aside, the warm lamplight illuminating his weathered features. “You kids think you’ve got this all figured out, don’t ya?” he said quietly, his tone both teasing and somber. “But Gregory… he’s the missing piece. And it’s time y’all understood what that means.”
The uncles’ kitchen was thick with quiet intensity, the weight of history pressing down on the room like a force unseen. The tension from the earlier security breach still clung to them, but now a different kind of silence settled—one built on decades of secrets waiting to be unearthed.
Wardell sat with his pipe in hand, faint curls of smoke weaving into the warm lamplight. Tim was uncharacteristically quiet, flipping his coin—but not in his usual, lazy rhythm. Three flips. Then two. Then one. Then repeat. Lucy’s gaze locked onto the sequence, an unspoken recognition flaring in her mind.
A cycle.
Wolf leaned against the far wall, his gaze locked on the floor, as though whatever they were about to discuss had already begun haunting him.
Lucy broke the silence, her voice tight with frustration. 
“We’re missing something. This breach—it doesn’t feel random. And yet, we’re sitting here waiting for breadcrumbs.” Her stare hardened on Wardell. 
“If you know something, now’s the time to share.”
Wardell exhaled slowly, his fingers tapping against his pipe in a slow, deliberate pattern—three, pause, one, pause, seven. Lucy swallowed down her unease.
Another cycle. Another code.
“It ain’t breadcrumbs we’re waitin’ for,” Wardell said finally, his voice carrying weight. 
“It’s Gregory. He’s the missing piece.”
Terry frowned, leaning forward. 
“We know what Gregory does. He’s trained us, prepared us—but that doesn’t explain why he always seems to show up exactly when we need him.”
Wardell let out a low chuckle, shaking his head. 
“You think what he does starts and ends with training? Gregory Evans has been cleanin’ up messes long before any of y’all even knew what a mess was.”
Tim leaned back, finally breaking his silence. 
“He’s been the invisible hand for this family since before we were born. Your daddy—Donovan—brought him in when the weight got too heavy to carry alone. And Gregory? He carried it without ever complainin’.” He flicked the coin up again, but this time, it landed with a clean, deliberate snap.
Lucy crossed her arms, her jaw tightening. 
“How did they meet?”
Wardell smiled faintly, his gaze growing distant. 
“They grew up together. Poor boys from the South—Gregory from one side of the Mississippi, your daddy from the other. From the time they were four, they were inseparable. Gregory was the scrappier of the two, always findin’ trouble but always fightin’ his way out of it.” His gaze darkened. 
“And he learned how to fight in ways most don’t talk about.”
Wolf stepped closer, his voice low and gravelly. 
“Gregory’s trouble didn’t stay small, though. He got swept into somethin’ bigger—a covert agency. Not the kind that prints badges. The kind that numbers men instead of naming them.” His fingers curled slightly against his palm. 
“Three years. Seven locations. One mission.”
Lucy stiffened. The pattern again.
Three. Seven. One.
It wasn’t coincidence. It was structure. It was Gregory.
Kota’s switchblade clicked open as she leaned forward. 
“What kind of agency?”
Wardell shrugged. 
“The kind that don’t leave fingerprints. The kind Gregory don’t ever talk about. But when he came back, he didn’t come back whole. He came back sharp—like he’d been honed into somethin’ dangerous.”
Tim grinned, flipping his coin into the air. 
“Dangerous, but loyal. When Donovan called, Gregory didn’t hesitate. Started cleanin’ up messes—ones the law doesn’t acknowledge.”
Lucy’s stomach twisted, the weight of her father’s past suddenly colliding with the present case in a way she hadn’t expected. 
“Why?” she asked quietly. 
“Why does he do it?”
Wardell set his pipe down, meeting her gaze. 
“Because family means somethin’ to him. Always has. And he sees you kids as part of that. But more than that—he made a promise to your daddy. And Gregory Evans doesn’t break promises.”
Baby Bear, uncharacteristically silent, finally spoke. 
“He’s got a soft spot for us, doesn’t he?”
Tim let out a bark of laughter. 
“More like a soft spot for troublemakers. Kota’s his favorite, though, if we’re bein’ honest.”
Kota smirked. 
“Of course, I am. You see how much trouble I cause?”
Wardell smiled faintly, but his expression quickly grew serious again. 
“When Gregory shows up, it ain’t just to train or to clean up. It’s because he knows what’s comin’. And if y’all are smart, you’ll listen when he speaks.”
Lucy’s pulse ticked upward.
Outside, the familiar rumble of Gregory’s old truck echoed, stopping just past the porch. The siblings exchanged glances, tension coiling tight.
Wardell finally spoke, voice low. 
“Right on time.”
The Louisiana property hummed with quiet intensity, the usual stillness shattered by the urgency of the night. Gregory’s old truck rumbled to a stop in front of the sprawling estate, headlights momentarily illuminating the weathered porch before the engine sputtered off. The faint scent of damp earth and honeysuckle drifted on the breeze as he stepped out, adjusting his frayed jacket and taking in the  with a practiced calm. 
Inside, Lucy paced the common room like a caged animal, frustration crackling through her every movement. The wide oak table was covered in scattered notes, their edges curling under the weight of scribbled calculations and hastily drawn connections. Her fingers pressed into the wood, her thoughts wrestling with the coded patterns left in the wake of the breach. 
The numbers weren’t random. They never were. 
“This breach—it’s planned,” Lucy muttered, her voice tight, the urgency undeniable. 
“And the timestamp? 917 PM. That’s not a coincidence.” 
Wardell sat in his chair, his pipe smoldering, faint curls of smoke weaving into the warm lamplight. His gaze was steady as he nodded. “Three sites before this one. Eleven, three, seventeen. All prime numbers. And now this one.” He exhaled slowly, his voice deliberate. 
“Patterns don’t just appear—they’re written.” 
The sound of Gregory’s truck door slamming shut echoed through the room, catching Lucy mid-step. Seconds later, Gregory stepped inside, his presence filling the room before he spoke. Hazel eyes swept over the group, sharp and assessing. His voice carried an easy authority, the kind honed by decades of experience. 
“Well, hell, y’all look like someone just told you the hogs escaped.” 
Kota smirked from her spot near the wall, her switchblade clicking shut with a metallic snap. 
“Took you long enough, old man. What’s the hold-up? BBQ pits stop?” 
Gregory chuckled lowly, his grin faint but warm. “Don’t tempt me,” he replied. “But tonight ain’t about ribs. We’ve got bigger problems.” His gaze landed on Lucy, sharp and questioning. 
“What’s the latest?” 
Lucy crossed her arms, her frustration bleeding through as she met his gaze head-on. 
“Mama’s house was hit. We need answers.” 
Gregory stepped toward the table, scanning the files spread across its surface. His movements were deliberate, methodical—a habit Lucy recognized as second nature to him. Counting. Tracking. Measuring the weight of the situation before speaking. 
Three breaches. Seven victims. One message. 
The sequence pressed against her mind like an unwelcome shadow, its rhythm gnawing at the edges of her thoughts. 
Gregory nodded slowly as the weight of it settled over him. “And you’ll get ‘em,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “But the only way to get ahead of this is not losin’ your cool. So, what do we know so far?” 
Terry stepped in, his tone steady despite the tension in his shoulders. “Tim and Wolf are securing Mama’s house, checking for clues. They’ll report back soon.” 
Gregory’s expression darkened slightly, his sharp gaze narrowing. “Good. If anyone can sniff out the truth, it’s those two. But let’s step back a minute.” 
He reached into his satchel, pulling out an old leather-bound notebook worn at the edges, pages filled with faded calculations and scripture citations—records from cases long buried. He flipped to a marked page, the ink faint but unmistakable. 
Lucy leaned closer, her breath hitching as she read the underlined passage 
> “For this very reason I raised you up, that I might show my power in you, and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.” – Romans 917 
Her blood ran cold. 
Gregory tapped the page with the edge of his pencil. “This isn’t just a taunt,” he said, his voice steady but edged. “It’s a sermon. And they’ve been preachin’ it for longer than you realize.” 
Baby Bear stiffened, her arms crossing. “It’s not random. Whoever’s behind this—they’re working off a timeline.” 
Gregory nodded, flipping to another page marked with faint, inked fingerprints. 
“They’re marking something,” he said, his tone growing heavier. 
“A countdown.” 
Wardell stepped closer, his presence calm but commanding. “Gregory’s right. This family’s being dragged into somethin’ bigger than anyone realizes. And it’s tied to Mama, tied to the bayou, and tied to these murders. But what matters now is not losing sight of the big picture.” 
Lucy exhaled sharply, the weight of his words pressing against her chest. She rubbed a hand across her face, frustration pooling in her voice. “How are we supposed to stay focused when Mama’s at risk? When everything’s coming at us at once?” 
Gregory stepped to her side, his voice lower now, measured. “Lucy, I get it. You’re worried about your mom. You think I’m not? But what matters most right now is playing smart, not reckless.” His fingers tapped against the table—three times. Then pause. Then seven. Then one. 
The rhythm. The same sequence tied to the crimes. 
Kota noticed it first, her sharp eyes narrowing. “You’re counting.” 
Gregory nodded. “And so is the killer.” 
Lucy’s pulse hammered as Gregory flipped another page, revealing faded case notes—each tied to scripture, each linked to a victim. The ink had begun to fade, but the message remained clear 
“The time is near. Let the wicked continue to be wicked.” – Revelation 2210-11 
The weight of the scripture, the doctrine, the ritual settled over the group like a heavy fog. 
Lucy clenched her fists, her voice steady but laced with fury. “They’re not just killing. They’re purging.” 
The realization hung over them, charging the room with a grim understanding. Whatever this was—it wasn’t finished. And it wasn’t stopping.
The Louisiana night wrapped the ranch in a suffocating heat, the usual hum of crickets swallowed by the weight hanging heavy in the air. The common room was dim, lit only by the faint glow of an oil lamp and the reflections it cast on the worn wooden table. Gregory stood at its edge, leaning forward, his fingers idly tapping a familiar rhythm against the grain—three beats, a pause, then seven taps. Lucy recognized it immediately. It wasn’t just a habit. It was a pattern. The same kind of pattern that their killer seemed to live and breathe.
Terry’s phone buzzed, the sharp vibration cutting through the tension like a knife. He flipped it open, his calm facade slipping as he read the message. His voice carried the edge they all felt. 
“Tim and Wolf say there’s no sign of forced entry. But the place…” He paused, his jaw tightening. “It feels staged.”  
Gregory frowned, his brow knitting. “Staged?” His voice dropped lower, each word measured. “Whoever we’re dealin’ with isn’t sloppy. They’re making a point—messin’ with us on purpose.” 
Wardell exhaled slowly, his gaze shifting toward Gregory. His voice carried the same weight it always did before a decision that couldn’t be undone. “That means it’s time to call in reinforcements.” 
Gregory’s eyes met Wardell’s, a flicker of unspoken understanding passing between them. He straightened, his shoulders rolling back. 
“You’re thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?” 
Wardell’s nod was slow, deliberate. “It’s time to bring Preacher into this.” 
Lucy arched an eyebrow, skepticism creeping into her tone. “Preacher?” 
Gregory’s grin appeared—a grim, sharp expression that hinted at more than he was saying. “My brother. Older than me, meaner than me, and he carries a stick to prove it. If this situation’s as twisted as it feels, Preacher’s exactly the man we need takin’ point.” 
“How old is he?” Terry asked, leaning forward slightly. 
Gregory smirked, his voice carrying a touch of humor that didn’t quite soften the steel in his words. “Eighty. But don’t let that number fool you.” He glanced at Lucy, his grin sharpening. “He’ll swing that stick faster than you blink—and he won’t miss.” 
Lucy let out an exasperated sigh, rubbing her temple as though the weight of the day had finally cracked through her resolve. “Fine. Call him.” 
Gregory pulled out his phone, his fingers hovering over the keypad for only a moment before he pressed a number—seventh on his speed dial, always the same. The line rang once before a deep, steady voice filled the room. 
“Gregory.” The single word carried the weight of a man who never asked questions he didn’t already have answers to. 
“Preacher,” Gregory replied, his tone lighter, though the tension in his shoulders didn’t ease. “We’ve got a situation here in Jackson. Feels staged, feels wrong—and we need your expertise.” 
A brief pause. Then came the faint shuffle of papers, the kind of sound that spoke of a man organizing his battlefield before stepping onto it. 
“You got a lead?” Preacher’s voice was calm, almost clinical. 
 
Gregory’s jaw tightened, his gaze flicking toward Lucy and Terry before answering. “Tim and Wolf are at Mama’s house. They’ll fill you in when you get there.” A beat. “And Preacher…” 
Another pause, heavier this time. 
“Bring the stick.” 
On the other end of the line, Preacher let out a humorless laugh. It was sharp, clipped—a sound that somehow carried both menace and resolve. “Always.” 
As the line went dead, Gregory slid the phone into his pocket, turning toward the others with the same calm, knowing expression he always wore before a fight broke loose. “That’s that. Preacher’s on his way. Y’all just focus on what’s right in front of us. He’ll handle the rest.” 
Lucy didn’t reply. Her mind was already racing, weaving together fragments of scripture, the killer’s patterns, and the unsettling sense that time was slipping through her fingers. Three calls before this. Seven markers. One killer tying blood to numbers. 
The same rhythm Gregory tapped on the table. 
And now Preacher was coming. 
The countdown was already in motion.
 
---
 Chapter 19  
The Picture & The Code

The house had never looked this perfect.
Wolf, Tim, and Preacher stood in the dimly lit hallway, staring at the spotless living room. Nothing out of place. No stray papers. No loose furniture. Even the air carried an unsettling stillness, as if whoever had been here wanted the house to be remembered pristine, not lived-in.
Tim let out a low whistle, shaking his head. 
“I ain’t sure if it’s respect or fear of Lucy, but damn. This place is cleaner than it’s ever been.”
Preacher snorted, adjusting his hat. 
“Fear, boy. Definitely fear.”
Wolf glanced toward the back hallway, where the old study door remained shut. He scratched the back of his neck, voice gruff. 
“Yeah, well, let’s check the other room. If they cleaned, they cleaned everything—but I wanna see if they wiped out more than just dust.”
With a practiced hand, he entered the code, fingers moving with familiarity across the keypad. The door unlocked with a soft click, the overhead light flickering to life as they stepped inside.
A stale, musty scent lingered—not the scent of fresh cleanliness, but that of something left alone for too long.
Tim was the first to move, his boots scuffing against the hardwood as he stopped beside a dusty wooden chest tucked beneath an old desk. The initials carved into the surface were faint but unmistakable. 
W.T.S.W.
Wolf inhaled sharply. 
“That’s ours.”
Tim glanced up, his usual grin replaced with something more serious. 
“Wolf, this belonged to you, me, Sonny, and Wardell’s brother.”
Silence thickened between them. Preacher stepped closer, kneeling down as Wolf reached forward, gripping the worn handle. The lock was rusted, fragile—but it snapped open with a single, forceful twist.
Inside, layered beneath old newspaper clippings, faded photographs, and brittle documents, was the photo.
Wolf lifted it carefully, his breath slowing as his fingers brushed the aged edges.
Four figures. Same formation. Same eerie familiarity.
The father. The unknown man. The teenager. The child.
But this version had a brutal difference.
The faces were blurred beyond recognition—not just by time but deliberately scratched out with something sharp.
And at the bottom corner, where Lucy’s old photo was blank, was a barely legible inscription—a Bible verse, faint but carved in sharp strokes.  Luke 817
Tim exhaled, the weight of recognition settling over him. 
“For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open.”
Wolf turned the photo in his hands, the dim light catching the faint metallic engraving on the back. 
LUKE MANUFACTURING CO. | EST. 1937
And then, as if sensing the depth of what they’d uncovered, the overhead clock ticked once—then froze.
817.
The kitchen at the ranch was dim, the overhead light buzzing faintly as Gregory leaned against the counter, his coffee untouched beside him. Across from him, Wardell puffed his pipe, the smoke curling like ghosts in the stale air. Sonny sat at the table, arms crossed, silent, his sharp eyes scanning the room as if expecting something to crawl from the shadows.
It was late—too late for conversation, but not too late for truths.
Gregory exhaled slowly, tapping a knuckle against the worn tabletop. 
“We found something,” he said finally, voice measured.
Wardell’s pipe paused mid-air. Sonny’s fingers drummed against the table. Neither reacted outright—but their silence was reaction enough.
Gregory set the photograph down, the worn edges curling beneath his fingertips. The second photo. The proof. The past bleeding into the present.
Wardell didn’t reach for it. He simply stared.
Sonny let out a low exhale, shaking his head. 
“That was supposed to be gone,” he muttered.
Gregory leaned back, his voice steady but laced with warning. 
“It’s not.” He paused, then added, 
“And whoever staged that house in Jackson wanted us to know it.”
Sonny turned toward Wardell, his jaw tightening. 
“If that damn photograph resurfaced, we’re in deeper than I thought.”
Wardell set his pipe down, rubbing a hand over his face. 
“It ain’t just about the photo. It’s about what’s on it.” He nodded toward Gregory. 
“And you know damn well that means the past ain’t finished with us.”
Gregory tapped the verse written on the back—the faded engraving of Luke 817
 “For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open.”
The weight of the words settled over them.
Sonny’s jaw clenched. 
“That verse? That damn company? It’s all coming full circle.”
Gregory didn’t disagree. Wardell sighed, shaking his head. 
“Lucy and the rest will tear this apart looking for answers.”
Sonny gave a humorless chuckle. 
“And what do we tell them?”
Gregory’s smirk was sharp, knowing. 
“As little as possible.”
Silence. Thick, charged, dangerous silence.
Then, outside, the crunch of footsteps on gravel.
Lucy. Terry. Baby Bear. Kota.
The kids, armed with questions and expecting answers.
Sonny pushed back from the table, his expression unreadable. 
“Best we get ready to disappoint ’em, then.”
The Louisiana night settled into a suffocating stillness, thick with humidity and the weight of unanswered questions. The common room had emptied, each sibling retreating to their own corners. Outside, the world was too quiet—just the crackle of the fireplace inside and the slow ticking of the grandfather clock marking time. Lucy sat on the porch steps, fingers tracing the frayed edges of the photo in her pocket. The paper was rough beneath her touch, worn from years of neglect. She hadn’t looked at it in years. Hadn’t dared.
The wooden planks creaked softly as Gregory stepped outside, his presence grounding but heavy with something unreadable. He leaned against the railing, watching her.
“You’re thinking too hard,” he said, voice calm but knowing.
Lucy exhaled sharply, fingers tightening around the photo. 
“You ever feel like we’re always one step behind? Like no matter what we do, it’s never enough?”
Gregory tilted his head slightly, hazel eyes catching the faint glow of moonlight. 
“All the time. But that’s the game, Luce. You don’t win by bein’ faster—you win by bein’ smarter.”
Lucy let out a quiet laugh, drained rather than amused.  “And what if smarter isn’t enough?”
Gregory smirked, though there was an edge to it this time. 
“Then you lean on the people who’ve got your back. And you keep fightin’ anyway.”
His gaze flicked down to her pocket, catching the way her fingers curled too tightly around the edges of the photo. 
“What’s that in your pocket?”
Lucy hesitated before pulling it out, studying the faded image under the porch light. It had been with her for so long, tucked away in the places she never checked—never wanted to check. 
“An old picture of my dad. Some guy. Two others—a teenager, maybe a little girl.”
Gregory reached out, his fingers brushing against hers as he took it from her grip. His expression shifted—not just thoughtful, but calculating. Like he was fitting together pieces that were not meant to match.
His jaw tightened. His thumb brushed the edge of the photo. Slowly. Purposefully.
Before he could speak, the ringtone of his phone cut through the silence, sharp and demanding. He pulled it from his pocket, glancing at the screen.  Tim.
Gregory’s eyes flicked to Lucy before answering, putting the call on speaker. 
“Talk to me.”Tim’s voice came through, edged with tension. 
“We found something at Mommy G’s house. It’s not a break-in—it’s a message. And Luce, it’s bad.”
Lucy straightened instantly, her grip on the railing tightening.  “What kind of message?”
There was a pause. Then Wolf spoke, his voice lower, heavier.  “Another photograph. Like yours.”
Lucy felt her pulse spike.  “That’s not possible.”
“It is,” Wolf said. 
“Same formation. Four people. But this one is different. The faces are… worse. Not just blurred—erased. And Lucy… there’s scripture on the back.”
Her breath caught, an eerie chill settling in her spine. 
“What scripture?” Tim hesitated. Then read it aloud.
 “For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open.” – Luke 817
Lucy’s grip tightened painfully around the edge of the porch step.
Gregory looked at her, his expression knowing before she even reacted.
Tim continued, his voice sharper now. 
“That’s not all. The clock in the study it was stuck at 817. And Luce Mommy G’s house isn’t where this started. It’s just where it’s bleeding through.”
Lucy didn’t breathe.Gregory exhaled, his voice quieter now, more deliberate. 
“They’re dragging the past forward. This isn’t random. And it isn’t just Mississippi.”Wolf added, 
“This started in Louisiana. And it never stopped.”Silence stretched between them. A revelation too sharp to process all at once.
Lucy turned slowly to Gregory, her voice barely above a whisper.  “Tell me you know what this means.”
Gregory inhaled, then met her gaze.  “I’ve got an idea.”
His voice held weight. Truth.“But you’re not gonna like it.”
The moment felt like a breaking point. The calm before the storm.
And Lucy knew whatever this was, whatever history they were about to unearth it had already begun.
 


Chapter 20
 Marked for Judgment
 
 
The Louisiana night clung to the earth, suffocating and thick with unanswered questions. The common room was deserted, siblings retreating to the shadows of their rooms, leaving behind the crackle of the fireplace and the insistent tick of the grandfather clock—a reminder that time would not wait.
Lucy sat on the porch steps, her fingers tracing the worn edges of a photograph, rough and weathered like the past it carried. Its secrets had stayed buried for years, but tonight, they seemed to rise with the humidity, suffusing the air around her.
The creak of the wooden planks signaled Gregory’s arrival. He leaned against the railing, a steady presence weighed down with his own unseen burdens.
“You’re thinkin’ too hard,” he murmured, his voice low and familiar.
Lucy exhaled, her grip tightening on the photo. “You ever feel like no matter how hard we push, how hard we fight… it’s never enough? Like it’s all just slipping through our fingers?”
 
Gregory tilted his head, his hazel eyes catching the faint glow of the moonlight. “All the time. But it ain’t about bein’ faster, Luce. It’s about outthinkin’ whoever’s tryin’ to beat you.”
Lucy’s laugh came bitter and drained. “And if smarter isn’t enough?”
Gregory’s smirk faltered, replaced by something sterner, more resolute. “Then you lean on the people who’ve got your back. And you keep fightin’ anyway.”
His gaze flicked to her pocket, catching the tense curl of her fingers around the photograph. “What are you holdin’?”
Lucy hesitated, the weight of the image pressing down on her chest like a stone. Slowly, she pulled it out and held it under the weak porch light. She’d carried it for so long, tucked away with memories she never wanted to revisit.
“My dad,” she murmured. “And… some guy. Two others—a teenager, maybe a little girl.” 
Gregory took it, his calloused fingers brushing against hers. His expression shifted, thoughtful at first, then sharp—as though pieces of a puzzle he didn’t know he had were suddenly fitting together. His jaw tightened, and his thumb brushed the photo’s edge slowly, purposefully.
The trill of his phone shattered the quiet. He pulled it from his pocket, glanced at the screen, then answered. “Talk to me,” he said, putting the call on speaker.
Tim’s voice came through, tense and restrained. “We found something at Mommy G’s place. It wasn’t a break-in—it was a message. And Luce, it’s bad.”
Lucy straightened, the humid air wrapping tightly around her as her fingers dug into the railing. “What kind of message?”
A pause. Then Wolf’s voice, low and weighted “Another photograph. Like yours.”
Her breath hitched, the past clawing its way into her present. “That’s not possible.”
“It is,” Wolf said grimly. “Same formation. Four people. But this one’s different. The faces… they’re worse. Not blurred—erased. And Lucy, there’s scripture on the back.”
Her pulse quickened, dread settling deep in her chest. “What scripture?”
Tim’s pause was noticeable before he read aloud, “For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open.”Luke 817. 
Lucy swallowed hard, the words striking like a cold wind through the humid night. “What kind of person chooses something like that?” Her voice cracked. “Why scripture?”
Gregory studied the photo in his hand, his thumb brushing the edge again. He murmured, “They’re not pickin’ words for comfort, Luce. They’re makin’ promises. They’re sayin’ what’s buried is comin’ to light whether you want it to or not.” 
The porch felt colder, quieter, as though the verse had sucked the air from the space between them. Lucy’s gaze fell to the clock inside the study, its relentless tick now mocking her.
“It’s not just a promise,” she said finally. Her voice was quiet but sharp enough to cut through the silence. “It’s a warning. They’re using scripture to force this. To push us into places we don’t want to go.”
Gregory’s gaze didn’t waver. “And we either listen,” he said, “or we fight like hell to rewrite the ending.”
Lucy let out a slow breath, her grip tightening around the railing. “And what if we can’t rewrite it?
Gregory’s smirk was gone now, replaced by something heavier. “Then we decide how much truth is worth.”
Before anyone could speak again, Tim pressed forward. “There’s more. The study clock—it was stuck at 817. And Luce, Mommy G’s place isn’t where this started. It’s just where it’s bleeding through.”
Gregory inhaled deeply, his tone steadier now but colder. “They’re dragging the past forward. This isn’t random. And it’s not just Mississippi.”
Wolf’s voice dropped, weighted with finality. “This started in Louisiana. And it never stopped.”
The silence that followed wasn’t empty—it was alive, bristling with implications too heavy to process at once.
Lucy turned to Gregory, her voice barely audible. “Tell me you know what this means.”
He held her gaze, his voice as deliberate as the moment. “I’ve got an idea.”
“But,” he added, his tone grim, “you’re not gonna like it.”
The stillness returned, suffocating yet anticipatory. Whatever truths they were about to unearth, they had already begun their descent into something inescapable


 Chapter 21 Marked for Judgment
 
Inside Chief Rick Dubois’ office, the weight of the case pressed against the walls, thick as the scent of cigar smoke and old coffee. He sat behind his desk, his gaze sharp, his fingers curled loosely around the edge of a crisp, unopened envelope.
“This one’s worse,” Dubois muttered, sliding it across the desk toward Lucy.
Lucy exchanged a glance with Terry before taking it, her hands steady despite the gnawing unease pooling in her stomach. The envelope was pristine, untouched by fingerprints, as if the sender had delivered it with calculated precision.
She peeled back the flap carefully, revealing the second ornate calling card inside. Gold foil etched along one edge caught the dim light, deceptively elegant. But as she flipped it over, the unease solidified.
The back was scorched, its edges blackened, and instead of the scripture written neatly like the last, the verse was carved into the surface, each groove ragged and uneven, as if done in a state of fury.
“Judgment is swift for the unholy.”
Terry inhaled sharply beside her, but before he could speak, something else slid from the envelope.
A small, bloodied cross.
The metal was warped and mangled, as if ripped from something—or someone. A metallic scent hit Lucy’s nose, faint but unmistakable. Blood. Old, but present.
Her stomach clenched.
“What the hell is this?” Terry muttered, his voice uncharacteristically shaken.
Dubois said nothing at first. Instead, he gestured toward his phone with a tight nod. 
“It gets worse. My tech team traced the number written on the last card. When we called it, we got a location—wooded area just outside the city. My officers arrived and found...”
He paused, rubbing a hand over his face before clicking a few keys on his computer. Then he turned the screen toward them.
Lucy and Terry leaned in, and the image hit like a punch to the gut.
A woman’s body pinned to a gnarled oak tree, her chest carved with the same devil’s head symbol from the card. Her face frozen in terror, streaks of dried blood framing her expression. Below her feet, the earth was soaked through—deep red pooling into the roots, a twisted baptism of the ground beneath her.
Dubois’ voice was low, edged with something close to anger. 
“This just happened.” He glanced at the card still clutched in Lucy’s hand. 
“Whoever this is, they aren’t just taunting us anymore. They’re escalating. Fast.” 
Lucy forced herself to step back, her hands curling into fists. The killer wasn’t just leaving breadcrumbs—they were controlling the board, orchestrating every move. The elegance of the calling cards clashed violently with the grotesque horror of the crime s, creating a dissonance that only made the unease sharper.
“They’re sending a message,” Lucy murmured, voice steady despite the storm brewing inside her. 
“And they want to make sure we’re listening.”
Dubois straightened, crossing his arms. 
“Message or not, we need to figure this out before someone else ends up like her.” 
Terry exhaled, glancing at the calling card still lying open on Dubois’ desk. His jaw tightened as he studied the devil’s head emblem. 
“We’re not dealing with just a killer,” he said grimly. 
“This is someone who thinks they’re above judgment. Someone who’s making their own rules.”
Lucy’s eyes flicked to the warped cross, then to the verse carved into the burned card.
 
The rules were already broken.
And it was time to remind them what happens when justice gets rewritten.
The precinct’s meeting room was steeped in tension. The faint hum of computers outside, the murmur of officers discussing routine cases, all felt distant compared to the charged silence in the room. Wardell paced by the window, pipe in hand—but unlit, a rare tell that even he was unsettled.
Gregory sat at the head of the long table, his notebook open, pen balanced lightly between his fingers. His sharp hazel eyes flicked across the case files spread before him like scattered puzzle pieces, tapping the edge of his notebook once. Twice. Then again. The rhythmic movement mirrored something, though no one had caught onto it yet.
Finally, Gregory spoke, his voice steady but heavy. 
“This isn’t one psycho. Not the way it’s playin’ out.”
Wardell exhaled slowly. 
“Too many moving pieces. Too many patterns overlapping.” He glanced at Terry, his brows drawing together in thought—something lingering beneath the surface of his concern.
Terry leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. 
“You’re saying there’s more than one killer? Working together?”
Gregory raised an eyebrow, his expression carrying just the faintest hint of humor. 
“I’m sayin’ we’re dealing with a damn orchestra. Not solo artists.”
Lucy groaned from across the room, her arms crossed as she leaned against the far wall. 
“Perfect. Because one wasn’t already enough.”Before anyone could respond, a sharp knock echoed from the hallway, heels clicking methodically against the tiled floor. Wardell’s expression tightened, his grip shifting slightly on his pipe—not quite tension, but definitely distrust.
Gregory’s grip on his pen relaxed just enough to show his exasperation, though the humor never left his sharp gaze.  “Prepare yourself, Terry,” Gregory muttered under his breath, his tone laced with dry amusement. 
“You’re about to regret every polite door you’ve ever held open.”
The door swung wide, and there she was—Celeste Duval.
Her emerald-green dress shimmered under the fluorescent lights, perfectly tailored, effortlessly poised. Her dark waves cascaded over her shoulders, her piercing green eyes scanning the room before locking onto Terry. The way her lips curved into a dazzling smile was almost rehearsed—charming, intentional, yet unnervingly calculated.
“Terry Gellas,” she purred, her voice smooth and warm like honey. 
“I was hoping I’d find you.”
Wardell didn’t move, but his jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. His eyes flicked to Terry—not in amusement, but caution. Gregory leaned back in his chair, tilting his head just enough to make his incredulity clear.
Terry stood, brow furrowing.  “Ms. Duval. What brings you here?”Celeste stepped closer, movements graceful, deliberate.  “I wanted to apologize for our last encounter. I was… forward, perhaps too much so. But I can’t seem to forget you.”Lucy’s sharp intake of breath shattered the moment.
She stepped forward, her expression ice-cold, controlled. 
“He’s not yours to forget. And while we’re making things clear, the Chief is off-limits, too.”
Celeste raised an eyebrow, her smile never wavering. 
“Protective, aren’t you? That’s sweet.”
Lucy didn’t blink. Her voice was measured, deadly calm.  “You have no idea.”
 
Celeste chuckled, clearly unfazed, then turned back to Terry, her gaze softening. 
“I’ve been wondering… Would you be my date tonight? There’s a charity ball in New Orleans—a beautiful event for a beautiful cause. It would mean the world to me.”
Gregory’s pen dropped onto his notebook, his hazel eyes narrowing slightly as he leaned forward. 
“A charity ball, huh?” His tone was light, but his look to Terry said more than words ever could Are you serious? Terry hesitated, glancing first at Gregory, then Lucy, before turning back to Celeste. The tension was palpable.
A familiar rhythm echoed from Wardell’s pocket—a soft tap against his watch. His fingers moved twice, then once, then again.
Gregory caught the movement first. Three beats. Pause. Seven beats. Pause. Then one.
The same sequence from their crime s. The same sequence from the clock at Mommy G’s house.
Lucy felt her pulse slow. Wardell wasn’t tapping absentmindedly.
He was warning Terry.
She wasn’t safe.
Terry didn’t catch it, or maybe he didn’t want to. He exhaled, forcing the tension out of his shoulders.  “It’s just one night?”
Celeste’s smile widened. 
“One unforgettable night.”
The ranch hummed with restless energy, the quiet shuffle of boots and low murmurs filling the air. The long oak table, once a centerpiece for family meals, now bore the weight of a grim purpose—case files, faded photographs, coded notes strewn across its surface like fragments of a riddle no one had yet solved.
 Wardell stood at the head of the table, his commanding presence unmistakable. The pipe in his hand, unlit, was a telltale sign. He only kept it unlit when the words he was about to speak would land hard.
Gregory leaned back in his chair, his hazel eyes keen but his expression unreadable. Across from him, Baby Bear twirled a pen between her fingers, her usual ease dimmed by the charged atmosphere. Kota, restless as ever, flicked her switchblade open and shut—the metallic snap punctuating the quiet with a steady beat.
Lucy sat stiffly, arms crossed, her focus unshaken despite the weight pressing against her ribs. Near the window, Terry stood in stark contrast—his crisp suit pristine, polished shoes gleaming faintly in the lamplight. He was dressed for the night ahead, but the tension in his jaw betrayed his unease. The limo outside waited for him.
The speakerphone crackled to life, Chief Dubois’ voice filtering through, sharp and edged with urgency. 
“You boys in Mississippi ready?”
From the other end of the line, Preacher’s voice cut through, deep and steady. 
“Ready? No, Rick. But that ain’t stopped us before.”
Uncle Wolf let out a tired grunt. 
“Found another tie to Luke Manufacturing—abandoned property near the Jackson line. This killer’s got old roots. Might be time to dig where local PD won’t.”
Tim exhaled sharply. 
“And the timeline’s clean. They’re counting down, Lucy. Three, seven, one—every move is deliberate.”
Lucy leaned forward, her voice sharp. “Three. Seven. One.” Her words hung heavy in the room, their implications sinking in.
Gregory flicked his gaze to Wardell, unreadable. Wardell’s slow nod carried unspoken truth. Then he turned toward Terry.
“Terry.” 
The word snapped across the room, pulling Terry’s attention. His posture shifted slightly, his polished exterior cracking just a fraction.
“That code I gave you earlier. The tapping. What did you take it for?” 
Terry frowned, brushing a hand over his lapel, the fabric suddenly feeling stifling. 
“A warning?”
Wardell exhaled, his voice steady but weighted. 
“No, son. A mark.”
The room stilled.
Baby Bear straightened, her eyes narrowing. “You mea—”
Wardell didn’t flinch. “Three signals. Seven staged events. One marked individual.”
The silence grew heavier.
Gregory leaned forward, tapping his notebook rhythmically. His gaze locked on Terry—not with judgment, but with understanding. 
“You’re the one, Terry.”
The charity ball wasn’t just an invitation. It was a move in the killer’s game.
The metallic snap of Kota’s blade broke the silence.
Outside, the headlights of the limo flashed.
Celeste Duval was waiting.
Terry adjusted his cuff, eyes flicking down to the sharp lines of his suit before meeting the group’s collective gaze. Their emotions—Lucy’s restrained fury, Gregory’s quiet calculation, Wardell’s warning, Baby Bear’s unreadable silence—pressed against him.But Terry didn’t hesitate. You think I don’t see it?” His voice was sharp, unwavering.
Wardell’s eyes narrowed. 
“Doesn’t matter if you see it. You step into that car, you’re playin’ their hand, not yours.”
Terry smirked—not arrogance, but calculated resolve. His movements were deliberate as he slid his phone into his pocket. 
“No. I step into that car, and I learn the rules.”
Gregory’s fingers tapped once, twice, his gaze steady. 
“And what happens when they change the game?”
Terry picked up the burned calling card resting on the table. Judgment scrawled in bloodstained ink. He flipped it over, then slid it back. 
“Then I remind them who they invited.”
Without another word, Terry walked out.
The limo idled. Celeste was waiting.  
The ballroom shimmered beneath crystal chandeliers, their light casting soft glows over the room’s gold and crimson decor. Every detail spoke of wealth and exclusivity—the kind designed to dazzle, to disarm. Guests floated through the space, their laughter weaving into the soft hum of a string quartet playing in the corner.
Terry adjusted his cuff, his movements deliberate as Celeste Duval stepped beside him. She was striking in emerald silk, the dress clinging in all the right places and catching the light with every subtle motion. Her charm radiated, drawing every gaze to her with unspoken reverence. But beneath that veneer of elegance, something lingered—something off.
Across the room, Baby Bear glided effortlessly in a sapphire gown. Her arm rested lightly on the governor’s as they greeted officials with practiced grace.
Governor Richard Calloway—a man of power and presence well beyond Louisiana—had asked Baby Bear to join him. Their connection ran deep; she had been his late wife’s college roommate, his daughters’ godmother, and one of the few trusted confidants in his life. Uncle Wolf and Tim had approved of her presence, but Lucy wasn’t reassured. Watching from the balcony doors, she tracked Terry and Baby Bear’s movements, her unease tightening with every passing second.
Two siblings. Two critical players. Both targets--- 
On the dance floor, Celeste moved with practiced ease, her hand light on Terry’s arm. He matched her pace perfectly—not eager, but calculated, his focus never slipping. 
“You’re different, Terry,” Celeste murmured, her voice soft yet sharp. “Not like the others.”
Terry smirked, though his eyes stayed steady. 
“Different how?”
She tilted her head, studying him for a moment, then laughed quietly. 
“Maybe I’ll tell you someday.”
Her hand lingered lower on his arm as they stepped toward the balcony. The scent of jasmine drifted in on the warm night air, carrying the weight of unanswered questions.
From the balcony doors, Lucy stiffened.
Something felt wrong.
Baby Bear, just finishing her conversation with the senator near the far wall, glanced toward Terry. Their eyes met across the room—a silent warning passing between them.
 
 

CHAPTER 22
 Charity Ball —Baby Bear & Governor Calloway’s Conversation
 
The soft hum of string instruments wove through the ballroom, mingling with the low murmur of elegant conversation. Baby Bear kept her posture relaxed, her sapphire gown flowing effortlessly as she stood beside Governor Richard Calloway, greeting politicians and business elites with the practiced ease of someone accustomed to navigating power.
But Calloway’s stance wasn’t as effortless. His fingers gripped his glass tighter than necessary, and when Celeste Duval passed by—graceful, magnetic—his jaw tightened just slightly. Baby Bear caught the small shift immediately.
“You’re wound up,” she murmured lightly, sipping her drink without looking at him. 
“That’s rare.”
Calloway exhaled, feigning ease. 
“You ever watch a snake slither through a crowd, knowing it’s dangerous but having no proof?”
Baby Bear’s lips curved faintly. 
“Celeste.”
 Calloway lifted his glass, taking a slow sip. 
“You ever met a politician who was exactly what they claimed to be?”
Baby Bear chuckled, shaking her head. 
“Never. But your issue with her isn’t policy, is it?”
Calloway leaned in slightly, his voice lower now. 
“No. It’s deeper. She slides through the ranks too smoothly, leaves too little behind for someone with that much power.” His gaze tracked her movements across the room, eyes sharp. 
“I’ve had investigators look into her history. You know what they found?”
Baby Bear turned slightly, gaze sharp. 
“Nothing.”
Calloway’s jaw tightened. 
“Not nothing. Worse. Fabrication.”
Baby Bear swallowed back unease. Celeste wasn’t just powerful—she was constructed. Carefully. Deliberately.
“I need proof,” Calloway muttered. 
“And I hate needing things I can’t get.”
Baby Bear’s gaze flickered to Terry—dancing with Celeste under the chandelier, his movements easy but measured.
She exhaled slowly, voice just above a whisper. 
“Then you’d better hope he gets what you can’t.”
The ranch was silent in a way that felt deliberate, the kind of stillness that carried a thousand unspoken words. The faint creak of wood settled into the air, blending with the smell of freshly brewed coffee curling through the kitchen. 
Terry walked in, his steps lighter than usual, but not from ease—more like restraint. The soft clink of his keys on the counter broke the quiet as he shrugged out of his jacket. 
At the table, Gregory sat waiting. His notebook was open to a single, crisp page turned halfway, the pen resting just beside it. He didn’t look up immediately, choosing instead to trace the edge of the paper with his finger, the smirk on his face sly but deliberate. 
“So, Romeo,” Gregory finally said, his voice calm yet pointed, “have a good time?” 
Terry sighed, rolling his sleeves to his elbows as he reached for the coffee pot. “It was... nice.” 
Gregory let out a low chuckle, leaning back in his chair. “I encourage a little romance, brother. Keeps the mind sharp.” He paused, his grin widening ever so slightly. “But you know, Celeste Duval doesn’t exist.” 
 
Terry froze, the cup of coffee halfway to his lips. The words landed heavier than they should have, like a switch had been flipped deep inside him. His heart didn’t skip, but something tightened beneath his ribs, subtle and cold. 
What do you mean?” His voice was steady, but there was an edge to it, a quiet wariness slipping through the calm.  
Gregory’s smirk faded as he leaned forward, his elbows resting on the edge of the table. The humor in his expression melted into something sharper, colder—a seriousness that settled like a weight between them. 
“I mean, be careful. That’s what I mean.” 
Terry’s fingers tightened slightly around his coffee cup, his jaw tensing. “Gregory, this isn’t the time for riddles. If you’ve got something to say—” 
Gregory cut him off, his voice low but deliberate. “She’s not what she seems, Terry. Celeste Duval... that name? It’s a ghost. No records. No trail. She’s smoke, a distraction. Someone’s using her—and you—as pieces in their game.” 
Terry’s breath slowed, his mind racing back through every look, every word Celeste had spoken the night before. He wanted to dismiss it, brush it off as paranoia. But he couldn’t shake the unsettling precision in Gregory’s tone. 
“Why didn’t you say this before?” Terry asked, his voice quieter now. 
Gregory tilted his head slightly, his hazel eyes narrowing. “Because I needed to be sure. And now I am.” He tapped the corner of the notebook, where a faint scrawl of notes traced lines and connections Terry couldn’t yet follow. “You’re not just dancing with her, brother. You’re stepping right into their spotlight.” 
Terry set the coffee cup down, the gentle clink of porcelain against wood the only sound between them. He met Gregory’s gaze head-on, the usual ease in his expression replaced with a sharp determination. 
“And what do you suggest?” 
Gregory leaned back again, his fingers lacing together as he studied Terry. “You’ve already stepped in it, so now you learn how deep the mud goes. But you keep your eyes open—because Celeste? She’s the leash. And whoever’s holding it is already planning their next move.”
The tension between them was palpable, thick enough to feel in every corner of the room. 
“I’ll handle it,” Terry said, his voice quiet but resolute. 
Gregory’s smirk returned, though it lacked its earlier humor. “You’d better. You’re carrying more than just yourself into this.” 
As Terry turned and walked out, Gregory’s gaze lingered on the notebook, his pen poised above the page but unmoving. He let out a slow breath, the kind that carried weight. 
“Game’s just beginning,” he murmured to himself, his voice barely audible. 
The quiet ranch felt heavier than ever.---
 


 Chapter 23
 An Unwelcome Guest
 
The Gellas ranch was alive, but only with a deceptive kind of stillness. Outside, the paddock swayed gently under a soft breeze, and the distant rustling of trees blended seamlessly with the rhythmic sounds of the horses grazing. Inside, the house carried a different weight—quiet tension settled across the common room, pressing into every corner like a gathering storm.
The siblings were scattered but unified by the invisible thread of unease that had lingered for days. Baby Bear sat hunched over the couch, her whetstone sliding against the edge of a hunting knife with slow, methodical precision. Across the room, Kota perched at the side table, her restless fingers clicking her switchblade open and shut in a deliberate rhythm. The sound punctuated the air, steady as a heartbeat.
At the long oak table, Lucy was hunched over Gregory’s notebook, flipping through his meticulous entries. Her brow furrowed as she scanned his detailed diagrams and coded notes, her concentration unbroken even as Kota’s blade snapped open and shut with every flick of her wrist.
Gregory sat nearby, his posture relaxed but his gaze sharp. His untouched coffee sat beside him, steam curling faintly from the rim of the mug. Despite his calm exterior, his watchful eyes darted between his siblings, soaking in every movement, every tension.
The stillness shattered as the front door creaked open. 
The sound pulled every head in the room toward the doorway. Gregory’s gaze flicked toward the sound without a word, while Lucy immediately stiffened, her shoulders pulling back as her eyes sharpened.
And there she was. 
Celeste Duval stepped into the room like she belonged there, her silhouette sharp against the warm light of the porch. Dressed in a tailored black blazer that hugged her frame with calculated precision, her presence was magnetic and unnerving all at once. Her emerald-green eyes swept the room, cataloging every detail with a practiced efficiency that felt more invasive than polite.
“Well,” Celeste said smoothly, her voice cutting through the silence like the edge of a knife, “I hope I’m not interrupting.”
The room’s collective energy shifted. Conversation died, and a wave of bristling tension followed her words.
Baby Bear froze mid-sharpen, her eyes narrowing as she muttered under her breath, “What the hell?”
Kota was less subtle. With a sharp metallic click, her switchblade snapped shut. She leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms, her dark eyes fixed on Celeste. “Uh, who invited you, dingbat?”
 
Gregory shifted slightly, his hazel eyes narrowing as his fingers drummed once, twice, against the table. He said nothing, but his silence carried its own weight.
Terry entered the room then, drawn by the tension that was now thick enough to cut with a blade. His gaze darted from Celeste to his family before he sighed, rubbing the back of his neck.
“Celeste,” he said, his tone halfway between explanation and apology 
Her gaze shifted to him with a dazzling smile that somehow carried more calculation than charm. “Terry. I was in the area and thought… why not stop by?” 
“You came to the ranch unannounced?” Lucy’s voice cut sharply across the room, her words laced with irritation as her eyes pinned Celeste in place. “You’ve got some nerve.”
At the table, Wardell set his coffee cup down with a deliberate clink, his steady voice slicing through the tension. “Lucy. Enough.”
 Gregory didn’t move, but his tone carried the faintest trace of amusement. “Ladies, remember—she’s a guest. And Terry’s guest, at that.” His gaze flicked briefly toward Celeste, lingering for just a moment before returning to his notebook. 
Kota’s lips curled into a scowl, but she didn’t push forward. Instead, she muttered darkly, “Fine. But I don’t like her. Dingbat.”
 
Celeste’s smile didn’t waver, though her emerald eyes gleamed coldly as they turned toward Baby Bear. Her voice was light, almost playful, but the undertone was unmistakable. “And you must be Baby Bear. Terry’s mentioned you—he speaks so highly of you. It’s refreshing to meet someone so… comfortable in their skin. You wear it well.”
The deliberate edge in her words sent a ripple through the room.
Baby Bear’s hand stilled mid-stroke, her grip tightening on the blade. Though her expression remained controlled, the atmosphere around her shifted, the weight of her focus narrowing sharply on Celeste.
Kota’s blade snapped open again with a sharp metallic click. She stood, her tone low and cutting. “You got somethin’ to say, lady? Or are you just here to waste oxygen?”
The temperature in the room seemed to drop. For the briefest moment, Celeste’s smile faltered, her eyes flicking between Baby Bear and Kota before she recovered with a soft, empty laugh.
“No offense meant, of course,” Celeste said smoothly, her attention shifting to Gregory as though seeking an anchor in the room.
Gregory leaned forward slightly, tapping his thumb against the notebook once. His voice was calm, but there was an edge that stilled everyone in the room. “Kota. When you’ve done all you can do, you step back.”
 It wasn’t a reprimand. It wasn’t a suggestion. It was a signal. 
Kota hesitated, her grip on the blade tightening briefly before she snapped it shut once more and stepped back. Her eyes, however, never left Celeste, sharp and unwavering.
Terry finally stepped forward, his voice calm but firm. “Celeste. Let’s go.”
She lingered for just a moment, her gaze flicking to Baby Bear once more before she turned back to Terry with that same practiced smile. “Lead the way.”
As the door clicked shut behind them, the room fell silent once more.
Kota exhaled sharply, her knuckles white against the blade she still held. “She’s lucky I didn’t carve that smile off her face.”
Baby Bear set her knife down, her voice quiet but steady. “She’s not just lucky, Kota. She’s dangerous.”
Gregory leaned back in his chair, his hazel eyes darkened with something sharp and unreadable. “And she knows it.”
The night air was thick with humidity, wrapping around the ranch like a reminder that time was running short. Lucy stood in the common room, arms crossed, her gaze flicking between her siblings and uncles.
Baby Bear sat at the table, unusually quiet, her fingers tracing the rim of her coffee mug. Kota leaned against the kitchen counter, flipping her switchblade open and shut, the metallic snap filling the space between words.
Uncle Wardell and Uncle Sonny sat across from them, their expressions heavy. Uncle Wolfe’s deep voice crackled over speakerphone, his tone edged with quiet frustration. 
“I understand the urgency, Lucy,” Wolfe said. 
“I do. But pulling Mama from Jackson ain’t just about logistics. We move her, we gotta be damn sure we can protect her.”
Uncle Tim’s voice followed next, softer but just as serious. 
“You’re askin’ for a shift in the whole setup. Right now, she’s safe. You movin’ her means new hands, new security.”
Lucy exhaled, pressing her fingers to her temples. 
“I know. But keeping her out there while we chase this case—it ain’t right. Not when I know she could be closer.”
Baby Bear set her mug down gently. 
“Closer doesn’t mean safer.”
Silence. Heavy. Thick.
Then Sonny leaned forward, his voice steady but deliberate. 
“Dr. De Lee.”
Lucy glanced at him, then reached for her phone, already dialing.
The line picked up after two rings. Sonny’s daughter, Dr. Rena De Lee, answered—her voice professional but warm. 
“Lucy.”
Lucy wasted no time. 
“I need you in New Orleans. Can you take over Mama’s care?”
A pause. Then Rena sighed, her voice lowering. 
“If you’re calling me for this, you already know the answer.”
Lucy smiled faintly. 
“Then I’ll make it happen.”
She hung up, her fingers tightening around the phone as she turned toward the table. 
“We move her. Tonight.”
Wardell exhaled sharply, shaking his head. 
“You know you gotta run this by Dubois first.”
Lucy didn’t hesitate. 
“Then let’s get it done.”
The precinct was quieter than usual, the hum of late-night paperwork creating a muted backdrop. Chief Dubois leaned against his desk, flipping through Lucy’s transfer request while she stood, arms crossed, unwavering.
“You sure about this?” His voice carried weight—not doubt, just the kind of gravity only a man who had seen too much could offer.
“I am.” Lucy’s response was sharp, decisive. She was already braced for pushback.
Dubois sighed, rubbing his temple before pushing a second set of files toward her. 
“Then explain these.”
Lucy frowned, picking up the first folder. Another body. A fresh one. 
Same markings. Same scripture.
She flipped to the second. An older case. Closed, but too similar to ignore.
Dubois watched her closely, reading the way her fingers tightened against the edges of the pages. 
“This isn’t just about Mississippi, Lucy. We move your mama, fine. But don’t pretend like you ain’t seeing what’s happening here. You know what this means.”
Lucy set the folders down carefully, inhaling slow. She knew exactly what it meant.
Dubois exhaled, his fingers tapping against the desk. 
“I once knew a case like this. Patterns. Bodies appearing just when we thought we had a lead pinned down.”
Lucy lifted her gaze, studying him carefully. 
“What happened?”
Duboi smirked, but it wasn’t humor—it was resignation. 
“We were always a step behind.” A beat. 
“Until we weren’t.”
 
Lucy’s pulse slowed slightly, the weight shifting in the room.
 
Dubois softened, just slightly. 
“I’ve seen what cases like this do to people. You ever heard someone ask when was the last time you slept?”
Lucy inhaled sharply, looking away.
Dubois chuckled. 
“Yeah. That’s what I thought.”
Silence stretched between them, the unspoken truths filling the gaps. Then Dubois nodded, signing off on the transfer request, sliding it back toward her. 
“You got my authorization. Get it done.”
Lucy didn’t say thank you—but she held his gaze longer than necessary, letting Dubois see just how much his approval meant.
 


Chapter 24
 Expanding the Connections
 
As Lucy stepped onto the street outside the precinct, the humid night air pressed against her skin, thick with the weight of unanswered questions. Chief Dubois’ words lingered, intertwining with Gregory’s warnings, the patterns of murder carving themselves into her thoughts like an unfinished map.
Each  was a statement, precise in its execution. The River Offering. The Church Steps. The Hanging Tree. Not just killings. Messages.
But now—with the revelation of multiple killers—the narrative wasn’t linear anymore.
Gregory’s voice echoed in her mind 
“This ain’t one psycho. This is an orchestra.”
The latest body—discovered at the Church Steps murder site—bore a familiar mark. Not identical, but dangerously close. 
A deliberate mimicry of The River Offering.
The realization hit sharper than expected.
 
These killers weren’t just collaborating. They were layering their violence, building upon one another’s work like composers adding movements to a symphony—each one amplifying the last. 
A dark structure. A methodology. A rhythm.
And now, with Celeste Duval stepping into the center of their lives, Lucy couldn’t ignore the gnawing certainty twisting in her gut.
She wasn’t just a presence. 
She was a placement. A move. A calculated shift in their game.
Whether Celeste was orchestrating from the shadows or merely another pawn, one fact stood firm— 
She wasn’t here by accident.
The church was heavy with grief, the air thick and suffocating as mourners filled the pews. Police officers, detectives, and civilians sat shoulder to shoulder, their black bands and somber silence marking the weight of loss. The dim light filtering through the stained-glass windows cast fragmented patterns of saints and angels across the worn wooden pews, their faces distorted by the shifting shadows. 
Lucy sat near the back with Terry and Wardell, her hands clenched tightly in her lap. The deaths of Marlene Hayes and the others had sent shockwaves through the force, their absence felt like a hollow ache that refused to fade. Gregory stood at the side of the church, arms crossed, his sharp hazel eyes scanning the room like a hawk. His presence was steady, grounding, but there was something unreadable in his gaze—something waiting.
The minister, an older man with a kind face and steady voice, stepped forward to the pulpit, his leather-bound Bible clutched tightly in his hands. He opened it with care, smoothing the pages as he prepared to speak.
“Today, we gather to honor the lives of those who dedicated themselves to serving and protecting others. Lives cut short, tragically—”
He stopped abruptly, his voice catching as his eyes fell on something tucked between the pages of his Bible. His hands faltered for a moment before he pulled out an envelope, the edges crisp and stained faintly with red.
The congregation murmured, confusion rippling through the crowd like a wave.
The minister’s hands trembled slightly as he opened the envelope, withdrawing three cards. He froze, his face paling as his eyes scanned the contents.
“What is it?” someone whispered sharply from the crowd.
The minister’s voice was tight as he held up the cards for the room to see. Each was ornate, elegantly embossed like the ones before. On the back of each, written in jagged, violent script, was a verse
> The wages of sin is death – Romans 623 
> Vengeance is mine; I will repay – Romans 1219 
> For the Lord will execute judgment upon the earth – Psalm 9613
The room erupted into chaos. Officers scrambled, some reaching for their radios, others rushing toward the pulpit. Gregory’s eyes narrowed as he pushed away from the wall, his gaze cutting through the crowd to catch Lucy’s.
She was already on her feet, pulling Terry along with her. Her pulse hammered in her ears, but her movements were sharp, controlled. 
Before anyone could make sense of the ominous cards, a sharp, crackling sound shattered the air—the unmistakable pop of gunfire.
The chaos was instant. Screams erupted as the congregation dove for cover, wooden pews creaking under the weight of bodies dropping to the floor. The minister stumbled backward, clutching the Bible to his chest, his mouth open in shock.
Three bodies dropped almost simultaneously, each one falling to the ground with a sickening finality. Blood pooled around them, spreading in jagged patterns that mirrored the stained glass on the floor.
As Lucy crouched behind the pew, her breath coming in sharp bursts, her eyes locked onto the fallen bodies. Three victims. Three movements.
Her gaze flicked to the cards still clutched in the minister’s trembling hands. The verses. The timing.
 
Gregory’s voice cut through the chaos, low but deliberate. 
“Lucy. Look at the clock.”
Her eyes snapped to the wall above the pulpit. The ornate clock, its hands frozen in place, read 817.
The same time as the River Offering. The same time as the Hanging Tree.
Lucy’s stomach twisted. It wasn’t just a coincidence. It was a pattern. A code.
Gregory’s hand gripped her shoulder, steadying her as the chaos swirled around them. 
“They’re marking the hour. And they’re marking us.”
Wardell and Gregory moved instantly, navigating the chaos with a controlled precision that only came from experience. Lucy reached the fallen officers, her heartbeat hammering as she scanned the  for any sign of the sniper. But whoever had done this was already gone.
Gregory crouched near the victims, his sharp gaze locking onto the wounds. 
Centered. Precise. Deliberate. 
This wasn’t just execution—it was ritual.
He reached for one of the bloodied calling cards that had fallen from a victim’s hand. The same devil’s head emblem stared back at him, mocking in its detail.
 
Lucy stepped beside him, voice tight. 
“This wasn’t random.”
Gregory nodded, his expression grim. 
“No. This was a show. And they knew exactly how to get our attention.”
Nearby, Terry stood with Wardell, his jaw tight as he took in the . The verses from the cards burned in his mind, their chilling weight pressing down like a stone.
He glanced at Gregory. 
“What now?”
Gregory exhaled slowly, something dark flashing in his eyes. 
“Now? We look backward.”
Lucy frowned, shifting beside him. 
“Backward?”
Gregory lifted the calling card, flipping it between his fingers before turning toward the pulpit. His sharp gaze locked onto the clock above the altar.
817. Frozen.
Lucy’s stomach twisted, her pulse kicking harder.
Gregory stared at the unmoving hands on the clock, something distant flickering in his expression—recognition. Memory. A shadow from an old case long buried.
 
His voice was quieter now, more careful. 
“I’ve seen this before.”
Wardell stiffened beside him. 
“Where?”
Gregory didn’t answer immediately. He stood slowly, rolling his shoulders as if shaking off ghosts before finally speaking. 
“Years ago. A target we chased in Tennessee—small town, barely anything on the map. The guy had a following, nothing big enough for law enforcement to care about at the time. Strange sermons, odd rituals, whispers about ‘preparing for judgment.’”
Lucy narrowed her gaze. 
“And what happened?”
Gregory exhaled sharply, rubbing his jaw. 
“They vanished.”
Terry’s voice was edged with skepticism. 
“Vanished?”
Gregory nodded, flipping the calling card again between his fingers. 
“No arrests. No bodies. No trails. Just silence. Like the town swallowed them whole.”
 
Lucy’s breath caught in her throat, tension curling tight between her ribs. 
“And the number?” she asked carefully.
Gregory’s fingers tightened around the card, turning it over to the devil’s head emblem one last time. 
His voice dipped lower as he answered. 
“817. They called it The Marked Hour.”
Lucy’s mind raced as Gregory’s words echoed, intertwining with the visual horror unfolding around her. 817 wasn’t just the time tied to murder sites—it was the moment wealth transitioned hands. A code etched into lives, deaths, and legacies.
Gregory’s voice cut through her spiraling thoughts, deliberate and quiet. 
“This isn’t just bloodshed, Lucy. They’re not killing for the sake of fear.” 
A beat. 
“They’re manipulating contracts. Financial holdings. Every victim marked at 817? Their wealth didn’t vanish—it transferred. To the next person in their twisted doctrine.”
Lucy’s brow furrowed, her eyes locking onto Gregory’s. 
“That’s not coincidence.”
Gregory shook his head slowly. 
“No. This is control.”
 
Wardell adjusted his stance, his gaze sharp as he broke his silence. 
“They’ve figured out how to write power into death. Every one of these killings—they’re not just erasing obstacles. They’re grooming replacements. Killing isn’t the endgame—it’s only the first move.”
Gregory exhaled, his voice hardening as his jaw tightened. 
“And Celeste? She isn’t just a player, Lucy. She’s the distraction. Whoever’s running this game? They’re moving people into positions of power, replacing anyone who doesn’t fall in line.”
Lucy’s stomach twisted, her pulse pounding louder. 
“And the victims?”
Wardell’s voice dropped, heavier now. 
“They’re the cost. You don’t run a system like this without collateral.”
Lucy’s breath hitched, the weight of realization crashing over her. 
“They’re rewriting everything—contracts, fortunes, control. And they’re doing it at 817.”
Gregory steps away from the crime , inhaling deeply, forcing himself to recall details from years ago—details that never mattered before but now feel violently relevant. His hazel eyes scanned the bloodied card in his hand, the jagged writing on the back nearly vibrating with its ominous weight.
The Cult Name The Keepers of the Mark
- A religious sect operating underground, believed to have origins dating back to the early 1900s. 
- Their doctrine was built on selective scripture, claiming a reckoning would come at The Marked Hour. 
- 817 wasn’t just sacred—it was financial. It marked contracts, transitions, eliminations, inheritances. 
- Each death reset power. Each financial transfer solidified legacy.
Gregory’s voice was sharp as he spoke, his words cutting through Lucy’s racing thoughts. 
“The Mark wasn’t just for fear. It was to control. To reshape power.” 
 The Rituals
- Bodies were marked, never left unburied. 
- Messages scrawled on walls, handwritten on offerings. 
- Every act carefully timed. Every moment tied to 817. 
- The elite were convinced that their sacrifice ensured immortality—through wealth, through influence, through the hands that followed.
Lucy stiffened beside him, her pulse ticking louder as the layers unfolded in his words. 
“And what happened to them? The Keepers?” 
Gregory’s jaw tightened, his knuckles brushing the card’s edges. 
“They disappeared. Overnight.” 
His gaze darkened, memories flooding back. 
“We tracked them once—small-town operation out in Tennessee. Suspected petty crime at first. Then the whispers started. Odd sermons. Rituals tied to contracts, inheritances. The Marked Hour.” 
Lucy pressed him harder. 
“And then?” 
Gregory shook his head, his voice lowering. 
“They vanished.” 
The weight of his words settled over the group, pulling them deeper into its gravity. 
“It wasn’t just hiding, Lucy. It was preparation. For the next generation to step in.”
Lucy felt her breath hitch as his words burned into her thoughts. 
“Do you think they resurfaced?”
Gregory’s gaze locked onto hers, sharper now. 
“They never left.”
The transfer of Mommy G to New Orleans had gone smoothly, but the moment Lucy let herself breathe, everything unraveled.
Preacher had come to town—but never made it. Uncle Wolf and Uncle Tim arrived, waiting for him. But he never showed. No texts. No calls. No sign of him anywhere.
Three days later, Lucy got the call.
Chief Dubois’ voice was clipped, edged with something he wasn’t ready to say outright. 
“Lucy, you and Terry need to get down here. It’s bad.”
Lucy stiffened, her grip tightening around the phone. 
“Preacher?”
Dubois sighed, slow and heavy. 
“Just come see for yourself.” 
The moment Lucy, Terry, and Gregory arrived, the scent of blood hit first—sharp, metallic, soaked into the air like it had been sitting too long. It clung to the alley, heavy and suffocating. 
The body wasn’t Preacher’s.
But it was staged to make them think it would be.
A man lay sprawled in the alley, dressed almost identically to Preacher—the same dark coat, the same boots. His face was turned slightly away, but his hands rested across his chest like something holy like something prepared.
Lucy’s breath caught as Terry moved forward, his steps hesitant, his voice caught somewhere between disbelief and dread. 
“Gregory…”
Gregory followed, his movements slower, more deliberate. His sharp hazel eyes scanned the , taking in every detail—the placement of the body, the deliberate positioning of the hands, the faint smears of blood trailing toward the wall.
Then he saw it.
The watch on the man’s wrist. Cracked. Streaked with drying blood.
The time 817.
Lucy’s pulse hammered as she crouched beside the body, her fingers brushing the edge of the coat. Her voice was tight, controlled, but barely. 
“This isn’t Preacher.”
Gregory’s jaw tightened, his gaze flicking to the wall behind the body. There, scrawled in jagged, uneven strokes, was a message written in blood.
 “The Marked Hour waits for no one.”
Terry exhaled sharply, his hands curling into fists. 
“They’re taunting us.”
Gregory didn’t respond immediately. His eyes lingered on the message, his expression darkening. 
“No. They’re warning us.”
Lucy stood slowly, her gaze locked on the watch. 
“817. Again.”
Gregory nodded, his voice low, deliberate. 
“They’re not just marking time. They’re marking us.”
 
The drive to the crime  was silent but charged, the weight of Preacher’s disappearance pressing against Lucy’s ribs like a vice. Terry sat beside her, his jaw tight, while Gregory leaned forward in the back seat, flipping through his notebook with slow, calculated movements—as if replaying every mistake that had ever cost him a missing person. 
Wardell had opted to ride with Chief Dubois, staying ahead of them, but Lucy knew why.
He wanted to see the  before she did. Before Terry saw it.
Before the weight of whatever message had been left hit them full force. 
The scent was the first thing that struck her thick, metallic, ancient in its pungency. It had settled into the bricks, into the pavement, into the fabric of the city like a stain no rain could wash away.
Lucy stepped forward, hands tightening at her sides as she took in the body not Preacher, but meant to be.
Wardell stood near the perimeter, his gaze locked on Chief Dubois as they muttered quietly. Terry moved ahead, stopping just short of the body, his breath barely audible.
Gregory circled it instead, his movements precise, his eyes flicking over details most wouldn’t notice. The positioning. The wound entry. The clothing.
Then his gaze locked on the watch.
The cracked face. The blood-streaked glass.
Frozen at 817.
Gregory exhaled sharply, rubbing his jaw. 
“They’re escalating.”
Dubois nodded, his expression tight. 
“And taunting us while they do.”
Lucy stepped closer, voice steady despite the tension wrapping around her ribs. 
“What exactly are they trying to say?”
Gregory crouched, picking up the calling card from the ground, flipping it once before scanning the back.
No scripture this time.
Just two words.
“Come find me.”
Dropping Clues About Celeste
Lucy’s pulse kicked harder, but she stayed outwardly composed.
Terry’s voice cut through the weight of the moment. 
“Preacher wouldn’t have walked into this blind.”
Gregory’s gaze flicked toward him, unreadable. 
“No. He wouldn’t have.”
Dubois exhaled, shaking his head. 
“There’s something else.”
Lucy turned, waiting.
Dubois gestured toward the alley wall.
The words were carved into the brick, deep enough that blood filled the etched lines, making them shine under the dim streetlights. 
"The Marked Hour Chooses Its Own."
Lucy’s stomach twisted.
She’d heard those words before.
Not in a case file. Not from Gregory’s past investigations.
But from Celeste.
Months ago. A throwaway comment. A passing moment.
At the time, it had meant nothing.
Now, it felt like a signature. 
The kitchen at the ranch was dim, the overhead light buzzing faintly as Gregory leaned against the counter, his coffee untouched beside him. Across from him, Wardell puffed his pipe, the smoke curling like ghosts in the stale air. Sonny sat at the table, arms crossed, silent, his sharp eyes scanning the room as if expecting something to crawl from the shadows. 
It was late—too late for conversation, but not too late for truths. 
Gregory exhaled slowly, tapping a knuckle against the worn tabletop. 
“We found something,” he said finally, voice measured.
 
Wardell’s pipe paused mid-air. Sonny’s fingers drummed against the table. Neither reacted outright—but their silence was reaction enough.
Gregory set the photograph down, the worn edges curling beneath his fingertips. The second photo. The proof. The past bleeding into the present.
Wardell didn’t reach for it. He simply stared.
Sonny let out a low exhale, shaking his head. 
“That was supposed to be gone,” he muttered.
Gregory leaned back, his voice steady but laced with warning. 
“It’s not.” He paused, then added, 
“And whoever staged that house in Jackson wanted us to know it.”
Sonny turned toward Wardell, his jaw tightening. 
“If that damn photograph resurfaced, we’re in deeper than I thought.”
Wardell set his pipe down, rubbing a hand over his face. 
“It ain’t just about the photo. It’s about what’s on it.” He nodded toward Gregory. 
“And you know damn well that means the past ain’t finished with us.”
Gregory tapped the verse written on the back—the faded engraving of Luke 817
 “For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open.”
The weight of the words settled over them.
Sonny’s jaw clenched. 
“That verse? That damn company? It’s all coming full circle.”
Gregory didn’t disagree. 
Wardell sighed, shaking his head. 
“Lucy and the rest will tear this apart looking for answers.” 
Sonny gave a humorless chuckle. 
“And what do we tell them?” 
Gregory’s smirk was sharp, knowing. 
“As little as possible.” 
Silence. Thick, charged, dangerous silence. 
Then, outside, the crunch of footsteps on gravel.
Lucy.
Terry.
Baby Bear. Kota.
The kids, armed with questions and expecting answers.
Sonny pushed back from the table, his expression unreadable. 
“Best we get ready to disappoint ’em, then.”
The Louisiana night settled into a suffocating stillness, thick with humidity and the weight of unanswered questions. The common room had emptied, each sibling retreating to their own corners. Outside, the world was too quiet—just the crackle of the fireplace inside and the slow ticking of the grandfather clock marking time.
Lucy sat on the porch steps, fingers tracing the frayed edges of the photo in her pocket. The paper was rough beneath her touch, worn from years of neglect. She hadn’t looked at it in years. Hadn’t dared.
The wooden planks creaked softly as Gregory stepped outside, his presence grounding but heavy with something unreadable. He leaned against the railing, watching her.
“You’re thinking too hard,” he said, voice calm but knowing.
Lucy exhaled sharply, fingers tightening around the photo. 
“You ever feel like we’re always one step behind? Like no matter what we do, it’s never enough?”
Gregory tilted his head slightly, hazel eyes catching the faint glow of moonlight. 
“All the time. But that’s the game, Luce. You don’t win by bein’ faster—you win by bein’ smarter.” 
Lucy let out a quiet laugh, drained rather than amused. 
“And what if smarter isn’t enough?”
Gregory smirked, though there was an edge to it this time. 
“Then you lean on the people who’ve got your back. And you keep fightin’ anyway.”
His gaze flicked down to her pocket, catching the way her fingers curled too tightly around the edges of the photo. 
“What’s that in your pocket?”
Lucy hesitated before pulling it out, studying the faded image under the porch light. It had been with her for so long, tucked away in the places she never checked—never wanted to check. 
“An old picture of my dad. Some guy. Two others—a teenager, maybe a little girl.”
Gregory reached out, his fingers brushing against hers as he took it from her grip. His expression shifted—not just thoughtful, but calculating. Like he was fitting together pieces that were not meant to match.
 
His jaw tightened. His thumb brushed the edge of the photo. Slowly. Purposefully.
Before he could speak, the ringtone of his phone cut through the silence, sharp and demanding. He pulled it from his pocket, glancing at the screen. 
Tim.
Gregory’s eyes flicked to Lucy before answering, putting the call on speaker. 
“Talk to me.”
Tim’s voice came through, edged with tension. 
“We found something at Mommy G’s house. It’s not a break-in—it’s a message. And Luce, it’s bad.”
Lucy straightened instantly, her grip on the railing tightening. 
“What kind of message?”
There was a pause. Then Wolf spoke, his voice lower, heavier. 
“Another photograph. Like yours.”
Lucy felt her pulse spike. 
“That’s not possible.”
“It is,” Wolf said. 
“Same formation. Four people. But this one is different. The faces are… worse. Not just blurred—erased. And Lucy… there’s scripture on the back.”
Her breath caught, an eerie chill settling in her spine. 
“What scripture?”
Tim hesitated. Then read it aloud.
 “For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open.” – Luke 817
Lucy’s grip tightened painfully around the edge of the porch step.
Gregory looked at her, his expression knowing before she even reacted.
Tim continued, his voice sharper now. 
“That’s not all. The clock in the study—it was stuck at 817. And Luce—Mommy G’s house isn’t where this started. It’s just where it’s bleeding through.”
Lucy didn’t breathe.
Gregory exhaled, his voice quieter now, more deliberate. 
“They’re dragging the past forward. This isn’t random. And it isn’t just Mississippi.”
Wolf added, 
“This started in Louisiana. And it never stopped.”
Silence stretched between them. A revelation too sharp to process all at once.
Lucy turned slowly to Gregory, her voice barely above a whisper. 
“Tell me you know what this means.”
Gregory inhaled, then met her gaze. 
“I’ve got an idea.”
His voice held weight. Truth.
“But you’re not gonna like it.”
The moment felt like a breaking point. The calm before the storm.
And Lucy knew—whatever this was, whatever history they were about to unearth—it had already begun.
The ranch was unnaturally quiet, as if the air itself was holding its breath. The faint hum of Gregory’s laptop was the only sound, its soft buzz slicing through the stillness like a blade. Lines of encrypted information scrolled across the screen, signals bouncing between towers, mapping the last known movements of Preacher. Every keystroke felt like a countdown.
Lucy stood beside Gregory, arms crossed tightly over her chest, her nails digging into her sides. Across the room, Terry and Wardell hovered near the table, the silence between them almost unbearable. No one dared speak. No one wanted to be the first to break the fragile veneer holding them together.
When the vital scan finally loaded, Gregory’s hands paused—just for a fraction of a second. It was barely noticeable, but Lucy caught it. That moment of hesitation, that sliver of humanity he couldn’t quite bury beneath his practiced facade.
Preacher’s heart had stopped.   Six hours ago.
The weight of it settled in the room like a stone dropped into deep water, rippling outward, suffocating, inescapable.
Gregory exhaled slowly, a sound too steady to be real. He leaned forward, his fingers moving again, tapping a few final commands. The time stamp locked in. No sudden anomalies. No signs of struggle or panic. Just a clean, calculated end.
It felt wrong. It felt cold. It felt like a betrayal of everything Preacher was.
Terry stepped forward, his voice tight, almost breaking. 
“Where’s the body?”
Gregory didn’t answer. He didn’t even look up.
Instead, he closed the laptop, the click of the lid echoing through the room like a gunshot. He stood, his movements measured, deliberate, holding the weight of what he’d just seen in the only way he knew how—by locking it away, piece by piece.
 
His voice was flat, devoid of anything resembling the warmth they all knew he carried somewhere inside. 
“Give me a moment.”
Nobody spoke. Not even Terry.
Lucy didn’t move, though every fiber of her being screamed at her to do something—to say something—but she didn’t. She just watched as Gregory turned and walked toward the hallway, his steps heavy, purposeful, disappearing out of sight. The controlled precision of his movements said more than words ever could.
 Chapter 25 
The Call to Move

The ranch carried a weight heavier than silence, heavier than grief. The air seemed to suffocate the room, pressing down on Lucy, Terry, and Wardell like an unrelenting storm. No one dared speak. The walls felt like they were absorbing the despair, refusing to let it fade, trapping it in every corner.
Lucy sat at the edge of the table, her arms crossed tightly over her chest, holding herself together as best as she could. Her gaze locked on the hallway door where Gregory had disappeared twelve hours ago.
No one had gone in.
No one dared.
When Baby Bear and Kota entered the room, their presence offered no reprieve. Fresh from visiting Mommy G, the weight they carried mirrored the tension already suffocating the space. The usual ease they brought—the sharp remarks, the light laughter—was replaced by something cold, something heavy. Kota scanned the room, her brow furrowing at the faces staring back at her.
She cracked a joke—a casual jab about how they all looked like ghosts—but the words hit a wall. No one reacted.
 
Baby Bear’s eyes narrowed, her voice cutting through the muted silence. 
“What happened?”
Lucy’s exhale was sharp, clipped, like she was forcing it out against her ribs. 
“Preacher’s gone.” 
The words landed like a hammer blow. The air shifted—sharp, immediate. Kota’s smirk vanished, her frame stiffening in an instant. 
“Gone where?”
Lucy’s lips tightened, her jaw clenching, refusing to meet the question. Her silence was deafening.
Kota’s voice dropped, the steel in her tone unmistakable. 
“Where’s Gregory?”
It wasn’t a question. It was a demand. 
Lucy glanced toward the hallway, her pulse hitching. 
“Hasn’t come out.”
Kota didn’t hesitate. She strode past the others, her boots striking the wooden floor with deliberate force. She pushed open the door without knocking.
Inside the Room
Gregory sat near the window, his frame unnervingly still as the faint glow of streetlights brushed against his face. His laptop was closed on the table in front of him, untouched since he’d pulled Preacher’s data.
His shoulders weren’t slouched, but they weren’t squared, either—just unmoving, frozen in the kind of tension that didn’t release. There was no regret written across his face, no anger, no loss.
Only silence. 
Kota stepped inside, closing the door softly behind her. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t falter in the face of his stillness. Instead, she crossed the room with deliberate movements and stood beside him, her presence grounding, unyielding.
She set her hand on his shoulder, her grip firm, steady. Her voice came low, unwavering. 
“My Gregory, when we’ve done all we can do—then we grieve.” 
The words hung in the air, pressing against the stillness.
Her gaze hardened, sharper now. 
“But I’m gonna step out, let you have your minute. And when you’re done, you bring your ass out there, and we’ll go get Preacher.”
Gregory didn’t look at her. His gaze remained fixed on the laptop, on the empty table, on everything but her face. The silence stretched too long, too heavy, as if he was keeping himself locked beneath it. 
Kota squeezed his shoulder once, grounding him, breaking the moment with a flicker of humanity only she could offer. At the doorway, she paused, her voice softening with something fierce. 
“You know damn well that ole man didn’t go down without a fight. There’ll be breadcrumbs of busted heads. Only you can read the message he left.”
Gregory finally emerges from the room, steady now, but something unspoken sits heavy in his chest. He turns to the others.
“Before we move on, I need to go see Mr. Leroy. Terry, I want you with me.”
As he leaves, Lucy glances toward Uncle Wardell, brows furrowed. “Why?” she asks, quiet but firm. 
Uncle Wardell leaned back, eyes shadowed with something old—something heavy. His voice, thick with the weight of knowing, settled into the quiet. 
“Blood makes kin, but it don’t always make family, Lucy. Family’s the ones that hold you up when the ground gives way, the ones that see you for all your faults and stand with you anyhow.” 
He sighed, rubbing a calloused thumb against the rim of his glass. “Preacher was that. A man don’t need a birthright to belong, he just needs folks who love him enough to fight for him.”
  
The barn smelled of hay and earth, the sound of gentle brushing filling the space as Mr. Leroy ran a worn bristle over Ole Chief’s flank. Gregory paused just inside, watching the rhythmic motion, feeling something tighten in his chest. 
Mr. Leroy spoke without turning, his strong Southern voice cutting through the quiet. 
“What’s wrong, Gregory? I can hear it in your walk.” 
Gregory swallowed hard. “It’s Preacher.” 
The brush slipped from Leroy’s grasp, landing against the barn floor with a dull thud. The sound echoed in the quiet, the weight of it far heavier than the wood and bristles it was made of. 
Terry saw it first—the slight stagger in Leroy’s step, the way his knees threatened to buckle, how grief didn’t just weigh on him but hollowed him out in real-time. He grabbed the old man a chair, but even seated, his shoulders hunched, his breath uneven, the wet shimmer in his eyes unmistakable. 
“I know Preacher. I know every scrape he ever took, every fight he ever won, every damn lesson he ever taught me. And I know—” Leroy swallowed hard. “—he didn’t go easy. My tears ain’t for losing him. They’re for what comes next. For the battle that ain’t done.” 
Gregory turned, fingers digging into Chief’s mane, grounding himself, searching for something solid. His breath hitched, sharp and uneven, and for a moment, the only sound was the soft rhythm of the horse shifting beneath his touch. 
 
Terry kept his distance—watching, waiting—but when the silence became something brittle, something close to breaking, he spoke. 
“You alright?” 
Gregory didn’t answer. He just closed his eyes, exhaled slow, and held on.  
Mr. Leroy straightened, his voice rough but steady. 
“You know this ain’t just about Preacher. It’s about the fight he left behind, the ones that ain’t done yet.” 
He looked Terry dead in the eye, his voice quieter, weighted with something deeper. 
“And whatever happens next, boy… if anything happens to that switchblade Kota—don’t wait. Just go. Because Gregory’s fury will be unleashed, and it’s nothing anyone who loves that man should ever have to see.” 
Leroy’s gaze darkened, like he was seeing a storm long before it hit land. His voice dropped lower, rougher. 
“Make no mistake—he’ll hurt anyone that hurts any one of you. But Kota… she ain’t just someone he protects. That girl’s like his own daughter to him.” 
 
Chapter 26 Revelation The Name That Should’ve Stayed Buried

 
The captured man’s breath hitched, his body trembling as his final words slipped through blood-stained lips like a confession.  “Luke Banister isn’t the beginning. He’s just the passage.” 
The room went still.  His head dropped forward. His chest stilled. Silence claimed him. 
No one spoke. No one moved.  Then—Baby Bear cut through the quiet, her voice sharp and direct. 
“Alright. Who the hell is Luke Banister?” 
The wrong question. 
Gregory’s hand lingered on the edge of the table, knuckles white. Wardell, Wolf, and Tim exchanged unreadable looks, their silence deliberate—calculated, not hesitant. 
Wolf was the one to break it. His voice was low, weighted, like he was speaking from somewhere darker than he wanted to admit. 
“Banister was… the drifter.” 
Baby Bear frowned. 
“What drifter?” 
Tim exhaled. His voice carried something cold, something unfinished. 
“The one your dad handled years ago. Back when we thought the Gut Slinger had a twin.” 
Lucy froze, something tightening in her gut. 
“He wasn’t Gut Slinger’s twin?” 
Wardell shook his head, slow and deliberate. His fingers brushed the edge of his pipe, like he was grounding himself in the motion. 
“No. But he wanted people to think he was. Lived in the wreckage the real monster left behind. Walked the same roads. Left trails that felt identical. But he wasn’t just copying murders—he was building something.”  
A beat. A pause heavy enough to stretch through the bones of the house. 
“Bible verses. Ritual markings.”  
Gregory’s voice cut through the weight of it all, steady but cold. 
“Luke Banister wasn’t just a killer. He was an architect.” 
Lucy’s pulse quickened. The air in the room felt different now—thinner, heavier. 
“An architect of what?” 
Gregory’s hazel eyes locked onto hers, sharp, unyielding. 
“The killings tied to 817? The structure behind them? Banister laid the foundation decades ago.” 
Silence. 
Then—Terry, his voice tight, frustration leaking through every syllable. 
“You’re saying these killers we’re chasing now… They’re following his blueprint?” 
Gregory’s jaw tightened. The tension rippled through him, his voice hard when he finally spoke. 
“They’re not just following it.” 
A pause.  
“They’re improving it.” 
 
---
 


Chapter 27 :The Two Purses & The Family Meeting
  
Then, without hesitation, he pocketed his phone, his movements slow but deliberate. He locked eyes with Wardell, his voice steady but edged with urgency. 
“Let’s go.” 
 
Wardell didn’t need to ask where. They all knew. 
 
The last place Preacher had drawn breath. 
 
By the time they arrived, the scene was already flooded—police vehicles lined the block, red-and-blue strobes slashing through the dusk like silent alarms. Officers moved with a mix of purpose and tension, voices clipped as evidence was cataloged, recorded, sealed away. 
 
Gregory barely stopped walking as he took it all in. Whatever happened here, it was bigger than they’d hoped. 
 
He exhaled, slow. 
 
“Damn.” 
 
-- 
 
Wardell’s brows furrowed slightly, but he didn’t question it. 
The common room was unnaturally quiet. No voices, no laughter—just the heavy, suffocating charge of knowing something wasn’t sitting right. Wolf, Tim, Sonny, and Wardell sat together, their faces etched with years of instinct, the kind that warned them when trouble was about to land squarely on their doorstep.
 
Baby Bear leaned against the counter, her arms crossed tightly, while Kota remained seated at the far end of the room. She hadn’t spoken much since Preacher’s fight. Still processing. Still weighing what came next.
 
Gregory stepped into the room, breaking the silence like a fissure splitting rock. He set a single file down on the table with a controlled ease that carried far more weight than the motion itself.
 
Victor LaSalle.
 
Lucy leaned forward slightly, her brow furrowed as she scanned the name scribbled across the file. 
“He’s connected to Banister.”
 
Gregory nodded, his expression unreadable. 
“Yeah. But he ain't running the show.”
 
Wardell leaned back, exhaling deeply. 
“So who is?”
 
Gregory tapped the folder once, his movements steady, deliberate, before speaking. His drawl was slow, deliberate—the kind of tone that meant every word deserved remembering. 
“An evil woman is scary. But an evil woman with two purses is dangerous.”
 
The reaction rippled across the room instantly.
 
Wolf laughed first, that deep rumble of knowing, followed by Tim and Sonny shaking their heads. 
 
Baby Bear’s jaw tightened, her teeth grinding together as she exhaled sharply. 
 
Kota said nothing. Her gaze stayed locked on the folder, still processing, still wrestling with the grief and fury that had settled deep inside her since Preacher’s attack.
 
Lucy frowned, her expression shadowed with unease. 
“I don’t get it. Two purses?”
 
Baby Bear tilted her head slightly, shifting her stance as she turned toward her sister, her voice firm but even. 
“Lucy—Greg’s saying Duval ain't just a player. She got money to influence, and that second purse?” 
 
She exhaled, the weight of her words landing heavy in the room. 
“That’s her no-no spot. That’s what she really carries.”
 
The silence that followed pressed harder against the walls, heavier than anything anyone wanted to admit. But Lucy couldn’t shake the sinking feeling twisting in her gut.
 
Terry.
 
He wasn’t there. And Baby Bear had made it clear—if they didn’t play this right, they’d lose him.
 
 
The charged air in the room didn’t dissipate—it only thickened, tension running through the veins of every person present. Baby Bear’s arms crossed tighter than usual, her stance rigid, her gaze locked on Gregory as if searching for clarity in his unmoving expression.
 
Kota hadn’t moved since the words landed. Her switchblade rested untouched on the counter—a rare sight. It felt unnatural, unsettling. 
 
Lucy tried to break the tension, exhaling sharply before muttering under her breath and finally speaking. 
“Yuck. She probably got worms or something.”
 
Wolf and Tim snorted with laughter, shaking their heads like Lucy had cracked open the wall of silence. Sonny exhaled deeply, covering his mouth with his hand as Wardell let out a low, deep chuckle.
 
Baby Bear’s shoulders relaxed just slightly, her breath easing, though her teeth remained clenched. 
 
Kota, however, didn’t react. 
 
Not at first. 
 
Then she moved, slow but deliberate, picking up her switchblade, flipping it open once, twice, before fixing her sharp gaze on Lucy.
 
“Worms ain’t what worries me.”
 
Lucy blinked, straightening as the weight of the words settled. 
“What does?”
 
Kota leaned forward, her tone low, edged with something raw—grief buried deep beneath fury. 
“That purse ain't just money. It's power. It's control. And whatever’s inside it?” 
 
She exhaled sharply, rolling her neck as the tension stayed coiled in her frame. 
“That’s where she hides the teeth.”
 
Baby Bear nodded, her jaw tightening further. 
“Kota’s right. We move wrong, she bites down. And Terry?”
 
She paused, the weight of what wasn’t being said hanging heavy in the space. 
 
“He won’t see it coming.”
 
Gregory finally straightened, adjusting the file on the table before locking eyes with Kota. His voice came quieter now, more personal. 
“You ready?”
 
Kota flipped the blade shut in one sharp motion, slipping it back into her pocket as she stepped forward. 
 
“Ask me again after I take someone’s jaw off.”
She was still standing, her grip tight around the switchblade in her pocket, her posture rigid. 
Gregory saw it. Not just the anger, but the weight of something deeper. 
Something personal. 
“Kota,” he said, voice even, watching her closely. 
She didn’t turn. 
Instead, she exhaled slowly, pressing her thumb against the hilt of her blade. 
 
“Our Preacher ain’t stupid,” she muttered. “Preacher knew he was walking into something. But you wanna know the last thing he said to me?” 
Gregory said nothing. 
Kota finally looked up, her gaze sharper than steel. 
“He said, ‘Don’t pick a fight just because you got a weapon. Pick a fight because you got a reason.’” 
The words landed hard, rippling through the room. 
Baby Bear nodded slowly, jaw tight. “That’s a damn good reason.” 
Wolf exhaled sharply, rubbing his temple, before glancing at Wardell. “She’s holding onto that too damn tight. You got something for her?” 
Wardell leaned back, tapping his fingers against the arm of his chair, expression unreadable—but there was amusement in his eyes. 
He studied Kota for a long moment before shaking his head. “Ain’t nothing wrong with being mad, baby girl. But I gotta tell you—when we were kids, your daddy had a way of settlin’ that real fast.” 
 
Lucy raised an eyebrow. “Oh God, what now?” 
 
Wardell chuckled, stretching slightly before settling back into storytelling mode. 
 
 
 
 Wardell’s Mississippi Story – The Bone Lesson 
“Well,” Wardell began, grinning slightly, “back when we were kids, me, Tim, Wolf, and Sonny had a cousin who thought he was slick. Name was Levi. He was built like a damn bulldozer, had hands like bricks. Problem was, he thought that meant he could run through life knockin’ down everything in his way.”
Kota narrowed her eyes, listening, but still tense. 
 
“One day, Levi got mad—real mad—because some fool tried to steal his bike out by the old feed store. Instead of handle it like a reasonable person, he charged at the guy like a bull, flipped him right off the pavement, then—and this is the important part—damn near broke his own arm.” 
Wolf chuckled. “I remember that. Thought he was invincible ‘til the doctor told him he snapped a bone.” 
Wardell nodded, gaze flicking back to Kota. “See, the thing was, Levi thought strength was all that mattered. But when the doc handed him the X-ray, told him his own arm folded under the weight of what he was trying to prove, that changed him. ‘Cause bones don’t lie, baby girl. They tell you what the body can handle. They tell you what’s real.” 
Kota finally exhaled, shaking her head slightly. “So what’s the lesson, Uncle?” 
Wardell grinned. 
“You can fight like hell. You can win like hell. But if you don’t think past the first punch, the damage you take ain’t from the enemy—it’s from yourself.” 
Kota was silent. 
Gregory studied her carefully, then leaned forward, voice lower now. 
“Preacher didn’t fight to win, Kota. He fought to leave something behind.” 
She swallowed. “Then we better find it.” 
 
---
  The Interrogation of Gods Among Men 
 
The interrogation room wasn’t the kind found in precincts—it was private, secured, deep in the belly of a location only Wardell and Wolf trusted. 
Three men sat cuffed to their chairs, their expensive suits wrinkled, their faces still unreadable despite the fact that their world had just been flipped. 
Not just cultists—executives. Billionaires. Men who had never had to answer for anything. 
Victor LaSalle. 
George Whitlow.
Franklin Dyess. 
Their names weren’t just known—they were carved into industry, banking, weapons manufacturing. They had built untouchable legacies until now. 
Gregory sat across from them, silent. Watching. Calculating. 
Baby Bear stood near the door, arms crossed, her presence not just tactical—but deliberately unnerving. 
Wardell leaned forward, rolling his shoulders, exhaling slowly. “Gentlemen. I’m gonna skip past the pleasantries.” 
His voice was easy, almost too casual for the weight of the moment. 
“You’re all killers. You’re all rich. And you’ve all lived in comfort knowing no one could touch you.” 
Victor LaSalle smirked. “That true?” 
Gregory didn’t blink. “It was.” 
Silence. 
LaSalle’s smirk faded. 
Whitlow sighed, leaning back slightly. “If we’re such killers, why are we alive?” 
Gregory didn’t bother responding immediately. 
Instead, he flicked the file open, skimming the documents—pages marked with 817. Verses attached to deaths. Symbols embedded into murder s spanning decades. 
Then, without looking up, Gregory asked, “Who started it?” 
None of them answered. 
Baby Bear inhaled slowly, shaking her head. “See, that’s funny. ‘Cause all three of y’all like to claim you’re Victor.” 
Whitlow smiled thinly. “Names are just placeholders.” 
Gregory nodded once. “That they are. But LaSalle? He’s been running this longer than you two.” 
LaSalle exhaled through his nose, not denying it, but not confirming it either. 
Gregory let the silence stretch. Let the weight settle. Then, in a tone just quiet enough to send chills, he said, “This doctrine didn’t start with you. Luke Banister started it.” 
No reaction. 
Except for Dyess. 
A flicker—small, nearly imperceptible, but Gregory caught it. 
He leaned forward. “Luke Banister built the foundation. You built the walls. But the name you all follow now?” 
Baby Bear shifted slightly, watching carefully as Gregory turned another page. 
Then he finally lifted his gaze. 
"Victor ain't a man. He's a title. A role. Someone who holds the doctrine long enough before passing it forward." 
 
Wardell hummed, nodding. "Which means the real head ain't even in this room." 
LaSalle smiled. "And if that's true, then tell me—who do you think runs it now?" 
 
Gregory exhaled. "That’s what you’re gonna tell me." 
 
---
 
 Connecting to Celeste Without Exposing Her Fully 
Dyess shifted. 
Small. Controlled. But enough. 
Gregory knew the signs—he’d studied body language long enough to recognize when someone was guarding a secret. 
 
And Dyess was guarding someone. 
 
Baby Bear moved first, stepping closer, her voice calm but edged. “You flinched, Dyess.” 
 
Dyess exhaled, shaking his head. “I’m just tired.” 
 
Gregory chuckled—dry, humorless. “Oh yeah? So tell me—why do you look like you just swallowed a name you don’t wanna say?” 
 
Dyess said nothing. 
 
LaSalle leaned back slightly, smirking. “You’re all looking for a woman. I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
Lucy frowned. “What makes you say that?” 
 
LaSalle exhaled, shaking his head. “’Cause only a woman could pull a man’s strings this well.” 
The room felt colder. 
 
Dyess finally spoke, voice strained. "The puppet master ain't what you think. You’re chasing shadows—chasing a face that’s meant to distract you." 
 
Gregory watched him carefully. "Is it Celeste?" 
 
Dyess laughed, shaking his head. "I hope it was. That would make this easier." 
 
Gregory’s jaw tightened. Celeste was linked. But she wasn’t the architect. 
 
Baby Bear exhaled sharply. "Then who the hell are we looking for?" 
 
Dyess leaned forward slightly, his cuffs pressing against the table as he adjusted his posture. 
 
Then, in a voice just above a whisper, he spoke. 
 
"You're not looking for who runs it. You're looking for who owns it." 
 
---
  The Murders That Built the Doctrine 
---
---
 
 The Murders Unfold
 
The first murder was a spectacle—a deliberate, calculated act designed to send a message. Victor LaSalle had orchestrated it himself, targeting a high-profile whistleblower who had dared to expose his company’s illegal dealings.
 
The man was found in his penthouse, his body arranged with surgical precision, every detail meticulous, haunting. 
 
The clock on the wall? Stopped at 817.
 
Across the glass windows overlooking the city, a Bible verse scrawled in blood cast its reflection against the skyline 
“The wages of sin is death – Romans 623.”
 
It wasn’t just a murder. 
It was a declaration—a message to anyone foolish enough to challenge their doctrine.
 
---
 
The second murder was quieter, but it carried the same chilling precision.
 
George Whitlow, a tech mogul with a net worth rivaling nations, had sought to silence a journalist who’d ventured too close to uncovering the secrets buried in his offshore accounts. He ensured the  was secluded, hauntingly intimate—a reflection of his control over everything, even death.
 
The journalist’s body was found in a remote cabin, the walls surrounding him scarred with symbols carved deep into the woodgrain.
 
The clock on the mantle? Stopped at 817.
 
The verse this time? 
“Vengeance is mine; I will repay – Romans 1219.”
 
The isolation was deliberate, the silence deafening. Whitlow had turned murder into art—cold, clinical, a masterpiece painted in shadows and blood.
 
---
 
The third murder shattered all pretense of subtlety. 
 
Franklin Dyess, a weapons manufacturer with deep ties to global conflicts, had chosen his target with ruthless precision a senator who had dared to push for stricter regulations on arms sales.
 
The senator’s body was discovered in a church, suspended from the rafters in a twisted parody of a crucifixion.
 
The clock above the altar? Stopped at 817.
 
The verse this time? 
“For the Lord will execute judgment upon the earth – Psalm 9613.”
 
Dyess didn’t just orchestrate a murder. He delivered a sermon, turning the horror of the  into a grotesque act of worship—a warning that resonated far beyond the blood-streaked pews.
 
---
 
 Lucy’s Breakthrough
 
Back at the ranch, the air felt thick with the storm gathering outside. Lucy sat at the table, Gregory’s files spread out in front of her, the dim light casting shadows over the names, the dates, the verses. They blurred together as her focus narrowed on a single thread she couldn’t shake.
 
It wasn’t the murders themselves that held her attention.
 
It was the financial records Gregory had pulled from Luke Banister’s past.
 
Her fingers traced decades-old transactions—lines of shell companies, offshore accounts, and generous donations to organizations that seemed to exist only on paper. Every move calculated. Every connection deliberate.
 
Then she saw it.
 
A name.
 
It wasn’t Banister’s. 
It wasn’t LaSalle’s. 
 
It was a foundation.
 
The Duval Foundation.
 
Her stomach twisted. Unbidden, a memory surfaced—Celeste, casually mentioning it during a charity gala. 
“My family’s legacy,” she’d said, her smile as polished as the champagne flute in her hand.
 
Lucy’s pulse quickened, her breath catching. This wasn’t charity. 
This was a funnel.
 
The foundation had been a silent partner in Banister’s operations decades ago, siphoning billions into projects that perfectly aligned with the growth of the doctrine.
 
Her voice cut through the stillness, tight and certain. 
“Celeste isn’t the puppet master.”
 
Gregory leaned in, his gaze sharp. 
“Then who is?”
 
Lucy exhaled, steadying herself. 
“She’s connected. But whoever she’s tied to—they’re older. They’ve been running this long before she was even born.”
 
The realization landed like a hammer. 
 
---
 
 Unraveling the Transfers
 
The common room felt heavier with each passing moment. Lucy sat hunched over the glow of her laptop, the rest of the family watching in silence—Gregory beside her, his expression unreadable; Baby Bear and Wardell leaning in close, their sharp eyes fixed on the screen.
 
The financial records she’d pulled were pristine—Victor LaSalle, George Whitlow, Franklin Dyess. On the surface, the transfers seemed routine clean movements from personal accounts to The Duval Foundation.
 
But Lucy frowned, her fingers working over the keyboard as she traced the dates, the patterns. 
 
The deeper she went, the more the threads began to unravel.
 
The billions didn’t move weeks before the murders, as one would expect in a typical laundering scheme. 
 
They shifted on the exact days of the killings.
 
Lucy’s chest tightened, her breath catching. The timelines snapped into place with precision that felt suffocating. Her mind raced back to Gregory’s earlier findings, piecing together the grotesque logic behind it all.
 
Banister had pioneered this method decades ago. Every kill was calculated, coordinated with financial movements designed to fortify the system. The murders weren’t just violence—they were investments.
 
Celeste wasn’t merely following his blueprint. 
 
She was replicating it.
 
Gregory exhaled sharply, breaking the silence. His voice was low, filled with grim certainty. 
“She ain’t the architect. But she knows the playbook.”
Baby Bear crossed her arms, her jaw tightening as she spoke. 
“Then who wrote it?”
 
---
 The Connection to Luke Banister
 
Lucy scrolled further, pulling up an archived financial record Gregory had uncovered from Banister’s prime—a setup so identical it felt like a carbon copy.
Same shell companies. Same offshore holdings.
And then her fingers stilled.
A signature, scrawled at the bottom of the oldest transfer.
Not Banister’s. 
Not Celeste’s. 
 
But someone else. Someone who had survived long enough to fund this doctrine for generations, shaping it from the shadows.
 
Gregory leaned closer, his expression darkening as he saw the name.
 
Wardell exhaled slowly, his voice heavy with the weight of realization. 
“This ain’t just a cult, baby girl. This is a business.”
 
Lucy’s voice was barely above a whisper, her breath shaky but steady. 
“So who owns it?”
 
Gregory tapped the screen, his voice flat and deliberate. 
“Jonas Rathbone.”
 
The silence that followed was deafening.
 
Baby Bear inhaled sharply, her voice breaking through the tension. 
“That’s impossible. Rathbone would be—”
 
Gregory finished the thought, his tone colder than ever. 
“Dead.”
 
Lucy shook her head, her voice cutting through the room like a blade. 
“Not dead. Just buried beneath the numbers.”
 
--
  Weighing the Truth 
 
The common room was heavy with quiet tension, Lucy standing near the window, arms crossed, staring through the glass but not really seeing anything. 
 
The financial files sat on the table. The Duval Foundation’s transactions were laid out before her—unavoidable proof that Celeste wasn’t just involved. She was preparing for something bigger. 
 
Gregory stood a few feet away, silent, letting her process. 
 
Baby Bear ran a thumb over the edge of her knife, not impatient, but aware that this choice was going to change everything. 
 
Finally, Wolf exhaled, shaking his head. “It’s clear now.” 
 
Lucy looked up. 
 
Wolf leaned forward, tapping the edge of the file. “Why she picked Terry.” 
 
Wardell nodded slowly. “She ain’t just picking a partner, baby girl. She’s picking a safeguard. A shield. Somebody to keep us at bay.” 
 
Lucy exhaled sharply, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “If I tell him everything, she’ll know we’re moving against her.” 
 
Gregory spoke carefully. “And if you tell him nothing, he stays right where she wants him.” 
 
Silence. 
 
That was the problem. 
 
Telling Terry too much could backfire. 
 
Telling him too little could get him killed. 
 
Lucy closed her eyes briefly, tension rippling through her ribs. 
 
Wardell shifted, stretching slightly before settling deeper into his chair. “You know,” he started, grinning slightly, “this reminds me of somethin’ from back home.” 
 
Lucy opened one eye, skeptical. “Wardell, I swear—” 
 
He ignored her. 
 
---
 
 Wardell’s Mississippi Story The Dog, The Trust & The Bone 
“There was this old hound back in our town,” Wardell said, tapping his fingers against the armrest as he leaned back. “Real mean-lookin’ thing, but loyal as hell. Name was Patches. Now Patches? He was a strange one. Had this thing about bones.” 
 
Baby Bear raised an eyebrow. “Most dogs do.” 
 
Wardell chuckled. “Nah. This was different. Patches wouldn’t eat a bone unless you handed it to him yourself. Wouldn’t pick it off the ground, wouldn’t take it from nobody else. Had to be from someone he trusted.” 
 
Wolf smirked, shaking his head. “I remember that damn dog.” 
 
Wardell nodded. “Now one day, this fool kid tried to trick Patches—put a bone down and pushed it toward him with a stick.” 
 
Lucy frowned. “And?” 
 
Wardell grinned wider. “Patches didn’t touch it. Just sat there, stared at that kid, eyes sharp as hell. And when the kid got close—he snatched the stick instead.” 
 
Baby Bear let out a quiet laugh. “So what’s the lesson, Uncle?” 
 
Wardell looked at Lucy directly now, his tone shifting, slower, heavier. “Trust ain’t just about what you give somebody—it’s about how you give it. If you don’t hand Terry the truth yourself, he’ll end up grabbing the wrong thing.” 
 
---
 
 Lucy’s Decision 
 
Lucy was silent for a long beat, taking in the weight of that moment. 
 
Then she looked back at Gregory. 
 
“We tell him enough,” she said finally. “Enough to know the facts. Enough to trust his judgment on the rest.” 
 
Gregory nodded once. “Then let’s do it right.” 
 
Wolf leaned back, exhaling. “Gonna be a hell of a conversation.” 
 
Baby Bear flipped her knife closed. “And whatever he does next, we deal with it.” 
 
Kota, who had been silent this whole time, finally stood, rolling her shoulders. “Then let’s see if Terry is smart enough to tell the difference between a bone and a stick.” 
 
--
 
 Expanded  Lucy Tells Terry the Truth
---
 
The common room was quiet but tight with tension. Lucy stood near the fireplace, arms crossed, staring past the flames, the weight of what she was about to say settling into her ribs like an immovable force. 
 
Terry sat across from her, expression unreadable but watchful, his fingers drumming lightly against his knee. Baby Bear leaned against the wall, silent but present, her presence grounding the moment. 
 
Gregory sat further back, letting Lucy lead. This was her move. 
 
Finally, she spoke. 
 
“Celeste isn’t just tangled in this—she’s part of it. And not just her.” Lucy exhaled sharply. “The Duval Foundation is funding the transfers. They’re moving wealth every time a body drops.” 
 
Terry was still, too still, processing. 
 
Then, he leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his voice low but measured. 
 
“How long have you known?” 
 
Lucy’s pulse tightened. “We confirmed it tonight.” 
 
Terry nodded slowly. “And how long have you suspected?” 
 
Lucy hesitated. 
 
Terry exhaled sharply, shaking his head. “Damn it, Luce.” 
 
“I wasn’t sure.” 
 
“You were sure enough.” 
 
“I wanted proof.” 
 
Gregory finally spoke, his tone firm. “And now we have it.” 
 
Terry turned toward him, his eyes sharper now, locked on the files spread across the table. The transactions. The names. The blood that carried it all forward. 
 
“Celeste knows exactly what she’s doing.” His voice was edged now, colder. “She’s using me.” 
 
Lucy met his gaze. “That’s why I’m telling you now.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Terry inhaled slowly, pressing his palms together before standing. The room was waiting. Watching. 
 
Then, he spoke, his voice strong, unshaken. 
 
“Nothing comes between this family.” 
 
The words landed solid. 
 
Gregory nodded once, folding the file shut. Baby Bear exhaled, relief flickering through her stance. 
 
Lucy held his gaze. “We go together, then.” 
 
Terry’s jaw tightened. “We end it together.” 
 
---
 Expanded Closing  for Bayou Shadows
---
The crime  had settled into silence, but the weight of it pressed hard against Lucy’s ribs, sinking in like something permanent. Blood coated the alley floor in careful, deliberate strokes—not chaotic, but methodical. The financial transactions carved into the walls weren’t just records—they were blueprints for control.
 
Gregory stood beside her, flipping through his notes, scanning the last coded transfer embedded in the victim’s skin—tattooed into flesh, an offering rather than a mark. 
 
Terry exhaled sharply, running a hand down his face. “I don’t get it. What’s the message here?” 
 
Lucy didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she took a slow step back, eyes flicking over the symbols, tracing patterns without speaking. There was something—something familiar, buried deep in memory, in inheritance, in the stories her father never told outright. 
 
Then she saw it. 
 
Not just the scripture, not just the codes. 
 
The structure. The framework. 
 
The Duval Foundation. 
 
Not just listed. Embedded. A financial artery running through everything. 
 
The realization hit like an airless room collapsing around her. 
 
Celeste wasn’t just involved. 
 
She was a pillar of the structure itself. 
 
Gregory caught her hesitation, studying her carefully. “Lucy?” 
 
She exhaled, voice steadier than she felt. “We’re not hunting killers anymore.” 
 
Wardell stiffened. “Then what the hell are we hunting?” 
 
Lucy turned, eyes sharper now. “Ownership.” 
 
The quiet in the alley turned suffocating. 
 
Terry’s voice was edged. “You mean power?” 
 
Lucy shook her head. 
 
“No. I mean The Broker.” 
 
The words settled deep—heavy, cold. 
 
Gregory inhaled sharply, flipping a page in his notebook. The phrase appeared twice in older records—once in Jonas Rathbone’s dealings. Once in the syndicate’s hidden assets. 
 
No name. 
 
No direct face. 
 
Just a title buried in documents, scrawled in forgotten ink like a ghost passing through ledgers. 
 
Wardell exhaled, shaking his head. “You’re sayin’ Celeste Duval don’t just follow the doctrine—she’s financing it?” 
 
Lucy’s jaw tightened. 
 
“No. I’m saying she’s securing it.” 
 
Gregory’s expression darkened. “Because someone is still giving the orders.” 
 
And suddenly, Bayou Shadows had changed. 
 
This wasn’t about a single murder. 
 
This was about a structure built on blood, inherited like currency, protected like empire. 
 
Lucy turned toward Wardell, her voice iron. 
 
“Get us to New Orleans. We’re about to meet The Shadow Broker.” 
 

 


 Chapter 22 

The Shadow Broker  
The city lights flickered against the rain-slick pavement, New Orleans humming with secrets too tangled to unravel in a single night. The air was alive with the city’s pulse—neon signs glowed faintly in shop windows, and distant jazz notes lingered like ghosts in the humid night. 
 
Lucy sat in the passenger seat, watching the blurred neon streak past the window, her fingers curled tightly around the old case file resting in her lap. Its pages carried the weight of all they’d uncovered and all they still didn’t understand. 
 
Gregory drove in silence, the hum of the engine underscoring the charged air between them. They didn’t need words to fill the space; it was already brimming with the unspoken weight of what lay ahead. 
 
From the backseat, Baby Bear leaned forward, breaking the quiet. “You look like you already know what’s coming.” 
 
Lucy exhaled slowly, her voice steady but edged with anticipation. “I don’t know. But I feel it.” 
 
They were less than an hour away from meeting their contact—a whispered name tied to the Shadow Broker’s network, someone who might expose the financial channels that moved power through blood and scripture. Lucy’s mind buzzed with the fragmented pieces of the puzzle, each one more twisted than the last. 
 
As they crossed into the old city limits, Lucy’s phone buzzed. The sharp vibration cut through her thoughts, drawing her focus to the screen. 
 
No number. Just an unknown caller. 
 
Her thumb hesitated over the answer button. Finally, she answered. Didn’t speak. Just listened, breath steady as she braced for what came next. 
 
The voice on the other end was smooth, elegant, and too controlled to be casual. It carried the weight of knowledge—of secrets kept and power wielded. 
 
Celeste Duval. 
 
“You don’t have to do this, Lucy.” 
 
Lucy’s grip tightened around the phone. She held her breath for half a second—just long enough to register that Celeste wasn’t pleading. She was predicting. 
 
“You think New Orleans holds answers, but you don’t realize—it only holds the dead.” 
 
The line went silent, and then it clicked. 
 
For a moment, Lucy stared at the screen, her pulse pounding in her ears. Celeste’s voice echoed in her mind, each word edged with warning and challenge. 
 
Gregory glanced at her from the corner of his eye, his jaw tightening. “She knows we’re here.” 
 
Lucy exhaled sharply, forcing the tension from her shoulders. She set the phone down carefully, as if it carried the weight of the whole night. “Let her know we’re coming anyway.” 
 
Gregory’s faint grin carried no warmth, only the sharp edge of battle. “She already knows.” 
 
Baby Bear grinned wickedly, leaning forward between the seats. “This just got interesting.” 
 
The city opened up before them—alive with old crimes, buried deals, and the kind of power that didn’t leave loose ends. The Gellas siblings weren’t just walking into the heart of darkness. 
 
They were dragging it into the light. 
 
---


Chapter 23  The Reckoning 
 
Chapter 23 – The Reckoning  

The second shot rang out like a thunderclap, slicing through the chaos that had consumed the mansion. Lucy jerked at the sound, instinctively reaching for Baby Bear, her pulse hammering in her ears.  

Sonny’s voice cut through the tension, sharp and urgent. “It’s Terry.”  

Terry burst into the room, his breath ragged, his grip tightening around his weapon. His gaze locked onto Kota—bleeding, struggling—Baby Bear holding onto Lucy like she was the only thing keeping her steady.  

For a fraction of a second, Terry froze.  

Then, Sonny’s words landed hard as he crouched beside Kota, blood soaking into his hands as he pressed against her wound. “I’ve got her. Terry, you finish this!”  

Terry didn’t respond.  

He moved—fast—through the twisting corridors ahead, weapon gleaming under the flickering light. His footsteps were unrelenting, his fury sharpening each breath he took.  

Lucy stepped forward to follow—her instincts screaming not to leave her brothers behind—but Wardell’s arm shot out, blocking her path. His grip was firm, his gaze even firmer.  

"Lucy," he said, voice low but steady. "You take your brother and sister to the hospital. This isn’t your fight."  

"I can’t leave them—I can’t leave Kota—"  

"She’s already with Sonny." His tone sharpened. "And Gregory? He’s not gonna stop until this is finished."  

Lucy froze.  

Not until this is finished.  

Her breath hitched, her mind racing. Gregory was going to end every betrayal tonight.  

Wardell placed a hand on her shoulder, grounding her.  

"What about Terry?" Lucy’s voice was tight, unwilling to leave without knowing.  

Wardell met her gaze, steady and unwavering. "I’ll get him. You get Baby Bear and Kota out of here."  

Baby Bear grabbed Lucy’s hand, her grip firm despite the tremor in her voice. "We need to get Kota to the hospital."  

Lucy swallowed hard, nodding. The truth settled deep in her chest—she had to leave.  

Had to walk away.  

Even though part of her knew, once she did, nothing would ever be the same.  

The sounds of gunfire cracked behind them, brutal and unrelenting. She forced herself forward, gripping Baby Bear’s arm as they crossed the threshold—stepping away from the storm brewing inside the mansion.  

Just before the rain swallowed them, Lucy turned once.  

Gregory emerged through the wreckage.  

She barely glimpsed him—his rigid stance, the blood smeared across his knuckles, the dark determination settling over his features.  

He didn’t see her.  

Didn’t hear her.  

His mind was already beyond this moment.  

In the center of the room, Celeste Duval sat quietly, the pistol she had used against Kota resting beside her. She didn’t flinch as Gregory stepped forward.  

"Still keeping promises, Gregory?" Celeste’s voice was low, almost amused.  

Gregory’s lip curled faintly, his gaze unfaltering. "You just made me break one."  

Lucy didn’t stop to hear the rest.  

Wardell’s firm grip led her out, and as she crossed into the rain-soaked night, the storm behind them swallowed everything.   
---
 
---
 
 Chapter 24 
Before the Storm
Wardell’s pace quickened as chaos erupted deep inside the mansion. Terry's fists crashed into Dubois—anger raw, unrelenting.  

Kota had been shot tonight. Dubois had betrayed them. He had killed Gregory’s brother. And Terry refused to let that stand.  

Dubois staggered back, blood smeared across his jaw. His breath hitched—but only for a moment. Then his fingers twitched toward his weapon.  

"Terry!" Wardell barked, urgency sharp in his tone.  

Dubois moved fast. He ripped the gun free.  

Terry lunged—ready to end this himself.  

Then lightning split the sky, illuminating the room as the door crashed open.  

"Enough."  

Gregory’s voice cut through the air like a blade, his arrival stopping Terry cold.  

Dubois faltered, instinctively stumbling back, gun shaking in his grip.  

Gregory didn't give him time to act. His fist connected first, knocking the weapon from his grasp, sending Dubois sprawling.  

Wardell caught Terry before he could jump back into the fight, gripping his arm firmly. "Boy, listen to me."  

Terry’s chest heaved, breath ragged. "He killed Preacher. He betrayed us—how can I just walk away?"  

Wardell’s voice was steady. "What’s about to happen in there… it ain’t yours to carry."  

Terry clenched his jaw, his gaze flicking to Dubois.  

Gregory stood over him now, his presence suffocating, the room charged with something bigger than rage.  

"Go," Wardell said. "Lucy and Baby Bear are taking Kota to the hospital. That’s your job now."  

Terry hesitated.  

One last glance at Gregory.  

One last glance at Dubois.  

Then he nodded. And walked away.  

Outside, the storm swallowed him whole.  

---



 Chapter 25: No Mercy in the Storm  

Gregory stood over Dubois, breath ragged, fury electric in his veins. The room was charged, silent but screaming.  

Dubois raised a trembling hand, his voice fractured, his eyes filled with something Gregory couldn’t place—fear? Regret? Or something colder?  

"It wasn’t supposed to happen," Dubois whispered. "I didn’t have a choice… I was just following orders."  

Gregory froze. The words landed heavier than any blow.  

"Orders?" His voice was low. Cold.  

Dubois gave a weak nod, his gaze shifting—just for a second—to a photograph crumpled near the desk.  

Gregory’s breath hitched. Four faces. Blurred. Erased. None of them matched Dubois. None of them matched the siblings.  

Dubois smirked through blood-stained teeth.  

"Your fight’s bigger than me, Greg," he rasped. "But you ain’t ready for what’s coming."  

Gregory’s fury faltered—just for a moment. Then it hardened once more.  

He thought of Preacher. Of the last time he heard his brother’s voice, steady and unshaken even when the world turned against him. Of the choice Dubois never gave him.  

"You didn’t give Preacher a choice." Gregory stepped forward, his voice stone. "So now, neither do I."  

The final blow landed with the precision only years of betrayal could forge.  


Chapter 26 

Nothing Hidden, Nothing Concealed.

Revised Chapter Flow with Adjustments

---

Lucy sat in the stiff hospital chair, exhaustion dragging at her limbs. She hadn’t spoken in minutes—hadn’t needed to. Baby Bear stood near the door, arms crossed, shifting her weight from foot to foot. Terry sat beside Lucy, his knee bouncing with restless energy.  

They waited.  

Outside the window, rain slid in slow, quiet streaks down the glass.  

Then Sonny, Wolf, and Tim stepped into the waiting room, their presence filling the space with something heavier than words. They didn’t speak. Didn’t ask what happened.  

For a long moment, the silence held.  

Sonny’s voice finally cut through it—low, measured. “Wardell’s taking Gregory back to the ranch. Giving him some time with Mr. Leroy and Ole Chief.”  

Lucy swallowed hard, staring at nothing.  

Then, footsteps.  

The doctor appeared around the corner, fatigue etched into his face—and a few fresh scratches lining his forearm.  

"She’s out of surgery and will be okay," he said, his voice calm but firm.  

Lucy exhaled sharply, gripping the chair arm like it might hold her together. Terry’s knee finally stopped bouncing.  

"She’ll be in a room shortly," the doctor continued. Then his mouth twitched slightly. "She’s a little irritated—I’ve got a few nurses that need a bandage or two."  

Baby Bear let out a breath that was half a laugh.  

Sonny nodded, then turned to Terry, pulling a worn folder from his coat.  

"This is for you," he said, handing it over. "Wardell said it needed to land in your hands first. Read it. Then decide what happens next."  

Terry took it slowly, his fingers tightening around the edges.  

---

Lucy sat beside Kota’s bed, the rhythmic beeping of machines filling the room. Kota lay still, pale, but breathing steadily.  

Terry entered quietly, sliding the folder onto the table.  

"What’s this?" Lucy asked, her voice hollow.  

Terry hesitated. "It’s about the photo, Luce." His voice was tight. "It doesn’t stop with Dubois. He—he wasn’t even one of the kids in it."  

Lucy’s pulse kicked. She flipped open the folder, scanning the documents—notes, coordinates, cryptic messages.  

Then, her fingers stilled.  

She pulled out the photograph, the edges worn and faded.  

Four faces. Different faces.  

On the back, scrawled in faint ink:  

"Nothing hidden, nothing concealed."  

Lucy ran her fingertip over the words, cold creeping into her chest.  

She turned to Terry, voice barely above a whisper. "What does this mean?"  

Terry’s jaw tightened. His grip on the chair firm.  

"Whatever this is, Luce… it’s bigger than we ever thought."  
---
 
---
 

The End






Echoes Under the Gellas  

Secrets don’t die. They wait. They whisper. They bury themselves in the bones of the past—until someone digs deep enough to set them free.  

Lucy Gellas thought the truth had been uncovered. Thought the reckoning ended when Dubois fell. But the photograph Wardell left behind tells a different story—one that reaches further than she ever imagined.  

Four faces. Different names. A message scrawled in ink: Nothing hidden, nothing concealed.  

Now, the hunt for answers drags Lucy and her family deeper into the bayou’s shadows, where forgotten debts demand payment and justice isn’t given—it’s taken. But as old enemies resurface and buried lies claw their way into the light, Lucy realizes she’s not just chasing ghosts.  

She’s being watched.  

And this time, the past is ready to strike back.  
Echoes Under the Gellas is a pulse-pounding Southern gothic thriller, perfect for fans of gripping mysteries, psychological tension, and the kind of secrets that refuse to stay buried.Stay tuned.  
---
 
 
-
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I never set out to be a writer—just someone with a deep appreciation for storytelling and the power of imagination. Growing up in Mississippi, I was surrounded by voices that could spin a tale rich with mystery, humor, and hard-earned wisdom. Those stories stayed with me, shaping the way I see the world, and eventually, inspiring me to create my own.  

As a Navy veteran and retired firefighter, I’ve faced challenges that tested my resilience and sharpened my understanding of justice, secrets, and survival—themes that now weave through my writing. With the unwavering support of my wife, Keri, I’ve embraced the process of bringing bold ideas to life, crafting immersive Southern thrillers that explore the weight of truth and the echoes of betrayal.  

I’ll admit—I’m a first-time writer, and that comes with its own uncertainties. But at the heart of it, writing isn’t just about technique; it’s about connection. It’s about pulling readers into a world where the past refuses to stay buried and justice is never simple.  

Shadows Over the Gellas is a gripping thriller that unearths chilling family secrets, proving that justice comes at a price—and sometimes, the past is never truly dead.  
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