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Chapter 1 – Marina
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Marina Dupuis gunned her patrol boat's engine, the twin outboards screaming as she closed the gap on the cigarette boat cutting through the dark waters of Plaquemines Parish. Moonlight slicked the surface like oil, making it hard to track the smugglers who thought they owned these waterways.

"Unit Seven, report your position," crackled through her radio.

She ignored it. Fourth time this month her backup had been mysteriously delayed when she'd spotted suspicious boat traffic. Fourth time she'd been left to pursue alone while contraband disappeared into the maze of bayou channels.

The cigarette boat took a hard left into Baptiste Pass, its driver knowing the shallow draft channels like he'd been running them for years. Marina followed, her smaller patrol boat skimming over sandbars that would gut a deeper hull.

Her radio squawked again. "Unit Seven, return to base immediately. Orders from Dispatch."

"Negative," she replied, taking another turn at full throttle. The smugglers were heading for the old Shell dock, the abandoned platform where someone had been meeting boats for weeks. Tonight she'd finally get proof of what everyone at Harbor Patrol pretended not to see.

The cigarette boat's engine note changed as it throttled down. Marina cut her own power, drifting closer on momentum. Through her night vision scope, she watched three men unload heavy duffel bags onto the dock while a fourth kept watch.

Her camera clicked steadily as she documented the transfer. License plates on the truck waiting at shore. Faces of the men handling cargo. Time stamps proving Harbor Patrol's response time was deliberately slow.

The watchman's radio crackled loud enough for her to hear across the water. "Harbor Patrol unit approaching from the south channel."

Marina's blood went cold. She'd maintained radio silence since entering Baptiste Pass. The only way they'd know her position was if someone at Dispatch was feeding them intel.

She started her engines as the smugglers scattered, but not before the watchman raised a rifle in her direction. The first shot spider-webbed her windscreen. The second punched through her hull just above the waterline.

Marina threw the patrol boat into a sliding turn, using the dock pilings for cover as more rounds sparked off the metal supports. Water was already sloshing around her boots as she fought to keep the damaged boat planing.

The cigarette boat roared to life behind her, giving chase through the narrow channel. Her damaged hull was taking on water fast, the engine struggling to maintain speed with the extra weight.

"Mayday, mayday, Unit Seven taking fire in Baptiste Pass," she radioed. "Officer needs assistance, boat taking water."

"Unit Seven, maintain radio discipline. Return to base for debriefing."

The cold professionalism in Dispatch's voice told her everything. They weren't sending help because they didn't want her to survive this encounter.

Marina made it three more miles before her engine seized, the patrol boat settling lower in the dark water. She activated her emergency beacon and grabbed her service weapon, but the cigarette boat had vanished into the bayou maze.

Twenty minutes later, her backup finally arrived—Sergeant Boudreaux in the department's fastest boat, his face grim as he pulled alongside her sinking patrol craft.

"Hell, Marina, what happened out here?"

She studied his expression, looking for tells. Boudreaux had been with Harbor Patrol for fifteen years, long enough to be part of whatever was rotting the department from inside.

"Mechanical failure," she lied, accepting his help aboard the rescue boat. "Engine overheated and cracked the block."

"That's some crack to flood the bilge that fast." His eyes were calculating as he examined the bullet holes, obvious even in the poor light.

"Lucky I made it this far."

The ride back to the Harbor Patrol dock passed in tense silence. Marina's mind raced through the implications. Someone at Dispatch had warned the smugglers. Someone with access to real-time unit positions and radio frequencies. Someone who wanted her dead.

At the dock, Lieutenant Crawford was waiting with a clipboard and suspicious eyes. "Rough night, Dupuis?"

"Equipment failure. I'll file a report in the morning."

"Actually, you'll file it now. Captain wants a full incident report before you go off shift."

Marina's stomach dropped. Captain Tran had been acting strange for months, asking pointed questions about her patrol routes and response times. If he was part of the corruption, walking into his office alone could be signing her death warrant.

"I need to secure my gear and process evidence from tonight's patrol."

"What evidence?" Crawford's voice sharpened. "Thought you had mechanical problems."

"Routine patrol documentation. Unless you're suggesting I falsify official reports?"

The challenge hung between them until Crawford stepped back. "Get it done fast. Captain's staying late specifically to debrief you."

Marina gathered her camera and waterlogged equipment, mind racing. The photos on her camera could expose the entire smuggling operation, but only if she lived long enough to get them to someone who wasn't bought and paid for.

In the equipment locker, she uploaded the photos to a secure cloud account her brother had set up when she'd first started expressing concerns about department corruption. Insurance, he'd called it. Tonight it might be her lifeline.

Her phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number: "Baptiste Pass was a warning. Next time you won't make it back."

Marina's hands shook as she deleted the message. Four years with Harbor Patrol, three commendations for exceptional service, and now her own department was trying to kill her for doing her job.

She needed help, but not from anyone wearing a badge. The only people in Plaquemines Parish with enough firepower to take on a corrupt sheriff's department wore leather cuts and rode motorcycles.

The Bayou Serpents MC had a reputation for protecting locals from exactly this kind of institutional corruption. If the stories were true, they'd eliminated two entire crime families that had been exploiting hurricane victims.

Marina had never imagined she'd be desperate enough to ask outlaws for help, but watching her backup boat disappear into the night while smugglers shot at her had clarified her priorities.

She pulled out her personal phone and started researching everything she could find about the Bayou Serpents. If she was going to make a deal with the devil, she needed to understand exactly what she was getting into.

The clock on the wall read 11:47 PM. Captain Tran was definitely waiting for her now, probably with questions she couldn't answer without revealing how much she knew about the smuggling operation.

Marina checked her service weapon and straightened her uniform. Whatever happened in that office, she wasn't going down without a fight.

But first, she had a motorcycle club to contact.

The Serpents' compound was supposedly thirty miles west of New Orleans in the deep bayou, accessible only by boat or a hidden road that most people couldn't find. Perfect territory for men who'd made careers out of staying one step ahead of corrupt law enforcement.

Marina had just become exactly the kind of person who needed that protection.

She walked toward Captain Tran's office, her hand resting on her weapon, and wondered if this would be the last time she wore a Harbor Patrol uniform.

The hallway stretched ahead like a gauntlet, fluorescent lights humming overhead. Behind her, the night shift watched with calculating eyes, and Marina realized she couldn't trust any of them.

Time to find out which side of the law actually protected people in Plaquemines Parish.

She knocked on Captain Tran's door and prepared for the fight of her life.
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Flood killed the engine on his Harley as red and blue lights strobed through the pre-dawn darkness ahead. The convoy of six bikes behind him followed suit, their engines ticking as they cooled in the muggy Louisiana air.

"That's new," Roux muttered, pulling up alongside him. "Harbor Patrol roadblock on Highway 23? Since when do water cops work land?"

Flood studied the checkpoint through his night vision scope. Three patrol cars, two Harbor Patrol boats on trailers, and enough officers to stop serious traffic. The kind of coordinated operation that took planning and manpower.

The hurricane supply run they'd been making monthly for three years just got complicated.

"Psycho, what's the scanner saying?"

"Clean chatter. Official checkpoint, looking for stolen marine equipment." Psycho's voice carried through their helmet comms. "But the timing's suspicious as hell. They set this up twenty minutes ago."

Twenty minutes. Just enough time for someone to spot their convoy leaving the compound and make a call. Flood's methodical mind cataloged the implications while his gut screamed setup.

"Boss?" Gris-Gris's voice held the tension they were all feeling. "We got the hurricane families expecting those supplies. Can't let them down."

Flood weighed options with the precision that made him the club's treasurer. The trailer behind his bike carried medical supplies, generators, and water purification tablets for twelve families still rebuilding from last season's storm damage. Legitimate supplies, purchased with club funds, distributed through proper channels.

But explaining that to Harbor Patrol would require paperwork that might expose other club operations.

"We go through," he decided. "Legal cargo, legal route. Act like citizens."

The checkpoint materialized around them as they approached—portable barriers, floodlights, officers with tactical gear that looked military surplus. A young Harbor Patrol officer waved them toward the inspection area.

Flood dismounted slowly, hands visible, projecting calm authority. The officer approaching him was nervous, hand resting on his weapon in a way that suggested inexperience.

"Morning, Officer. Routine checkpoint?"

"License and registration for all vehicles." The young man's nameplate read 'Thibodaux'—probably related to half the parish, given how Cajun families spread through the bayou country. "What's your business on Highway 23 this early?"

"Hurricane relief supplies. Monthly delivery to families in Buras and Triumph." Flood handed over his documents, watching the officer's reaction.

Recognition flickered across Thibodaux's face. "You're with the Serpents."

"That a problem?"

"No sir. Just... heard y'all do good work with the hurricane families."

Interesting. Either this kid was genuinely clueless about the checkpoint's real purpose, or he was a better actor than most cops managed.

"Mind if I check your cargo?" Thibodaux's request was polite, almost apologetic.

"Help yourself."

Flood watched the inspection with professional interest. The kid knew his business, checking manifests against actual supplies, noting serial numbers on the medical equipment. Everything legal, everything documented, everything exactly what it appeared to be.

"This is impressive," Thibodaux said, examining a portable dialysis unit. "Mrs. Boudoin in Triumph's been waiting months for insurance approval on one of these."

"Insurance companies move slow. People need help now."

"You bought this outright? These units run thirty grand easy."

"Club takes care of its community."

Something shifted in the young officer's expression. Respect, maybe, or recognition that the world wasn't as simple as his training manual suggested.

A harsh voice cut across the checkpoint. "Thibodaux! Get those bikers processed and out of here."

The sergeant approaching them was older, harder, with the dead eyes of someone who'd seen too much and cared too little. His nameplate read 'Boudreaux'—no relation to Thibodaux, based on their body language.

"Sarge, these supplies are clean. Medical equipment, emergency gear, all documented."

"I don't give a damn what they're carrying. Process them and move on."

Flood's instincts sharpened. Sergeant Boudreaux was putting on a show of hostility while simultaneously rushing them through without thorough inspection. Either incompetence or deliberate misdirection.

"Any particular reason Harbor Patrol's running land checkpoints?" Flood asked conversationally.

"Stolen marine equipment. Thieves been hitting boats all along the parish." Boudreaux's answer came too fast, too rehearsed. "Y'all see anything suspicious on the water, you report it."

"Absolutely, Sergeant."

The lie rolled off Flood's tongue with practiced ease. The Serpents saw plenty of suspicious activity on the water, but none of it got reported to law enforcement that couldn't be trusted.

Thibodaux handed back his documents. "You're clear to proceed. And sir? Tell Mrs. Boudoin that Officer Marina says the new dialysis unit should help with her treatments."

Officer Marina. Flood filed the name away as they remounted their bikes. A Harbor Patrol officer who knew hurricane families by name and cared about their medical needs. Unusual in a department known for giving smugglers free passage.

The convoy rolled through the checkpoint without further incident, but Flood's mind was already working the problem. Harbor Patrol didn't run random roadblocks. This had been targeted, timed, and ultimately pointless—unless the real purpose wasn't stopping them but identifying them.

"Psycho, I want full surveillance on that checkpoint. Who set it up, who authorized it, who benefits from knowing our supply run schedule."

"On it, boss. Want me to dig into this Officer Marina while I'm at it?"

"Yeah. Find out why a Harbor Patrol officer knows our hurricane families by name."

They completed the supply run without incident, but Flood's unease grew with each stop. The families they served trusted the Serpents completely, sharing information about local crime, corrupt officials, and neighborhood problems. That trust was sacred, protected by club blood when necessary.

If Harbor Patrol was targeting their relief operations, someone was about to learn why the Bayou Serpents had eliminated two crime families without breaking a sweat.

The ride back to the compound took them through back roads that Flood knew better than most locals. Smuggler routes from his previous life, refined by three years of hurricane relief work. The kind of intimate territorial knowledge that made him valuable to the club and dangerous to enemies.

His phone buzzed with an encrypted message from Psycho: "Marina Dupuis
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