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The empty warehouse shelves told a story Delphine Harris didn't want to read.

Del stood in the doorway of the Catholic Charities distribution center, her clipboard forgotten in her grip as she stared at rows of metal shelving that should have been stacked floor to ceiling with emergency supplies. Hurricane recovery donations. Federal aid boxes. Basic necessities for families who'd lost everything to Mother Nature's latest tantrum.

Instead, she counted exactly seventeen boxes of diapers where there should have been two hundred. Three cases of canned goods instead of fifty. The infant formula section—completely bare.

"Merde," she whispered, the curse slipping out in her grandmother's Cajun French.

Five years coordinating disaster relief for Catholic Charities across Louisiana parishes, and Del had never seen supply theft this brazen. This organized. This cruel.

Her phone buzzed against her hip. She pulled it free, already knowing what she'd find—another desperate text from a hurricane family.

Ms. Del, still no formula at St. Bernard center. Baby crying all night. Please help. - Maria Santos

Del's jaw clenched as she scrolled through seventeen similar messages from the past two days. Elderly diabetics missing their meals. Families with special needs children going without promised supplies. Hurricane victims who'd been waiting three weeks for basic necessities while living in FEMA trailers with no running water.

She'd coordinated the shipments herself. Traced every donation, every federal allocation, every corporate contribution down to the last box of crackers. The supplies had arrived. She'd signed for them personally.

Someone was stealing from hurricane families.

Del strode deeper into the warehouse, her boots echoing against concrete floors. She'd been an Army logistics officer for eight years before disaster relief broke her heart wide open—she knew how to trace missing inventory. How to read the signs of coordinated theft.

The loading dock showed fresh tire tracks. Multiple vehicles, backed up to steal supplies in bulk. Professional operation, not desperate families taking what they needed. This was greed, pure and simple.

Her phone rang. The caller ID made her stomach clench: Eddie Boudoin - Regional Relief Coordinator.

"Delphine, cher," came Eddie's smooth voice when she answered. "Heard you were asking questions about inventory discrepancies."

"More than discrepancies, Eddie. We're missing eighty percent of the relief supplies designated for St. Bernard Parish. Families are going without food while their donations disappear."

A pause. When Eddie spoke again, his tone had shifted from friendly to careful. "These things happen after disasters, you know. Paperwork gets confused. Families take extra supplies. Nothing we can't sort out."

"Families taking extra diapers don't leave fresh tire tracks from commercial vehicles," Del shot back. "This is organized theft, and we both know it."

"Now, cher, that's a serious accusation. Maybe you should focus on distribution instead of playing detective. Leave the investigating to people who understand how these operations really work."

The veiled threat in his voice made Del's blood run cold. Eddie Boudoin had been coordinating relief efforts across three parishes for two years. Access to every shipment, every distribution center, every family in need.

Access to steal from the most vulnerable people in Louisiana.

"I'm filing a report with Catholic Charities administration," Del said quietly. "And the state relief oversight board. And anyone else who'll listen."

"That would be unwise, Delphine. Real unwise. Hurricane relief is complicated business. Accidents happen to people who make things more complicated than they need to be."

The line went dead.

Del stared at her phone, fury and fear warring in her chest. She'd seen enough corruption in the Army to recognize a threat when she heard one. But she'd also seen what happened when good people stayed silent while the innocent suffered.

She scrolled through her contacts, looking for someone with the authority and backbone to help. Police were hit-or-miss in rural parishes—too many had financial connections to relief coordinators. State oversight moved too slowly. Families needed help now.

Her finger hovered over a contact she'd never used: Detective Angel Pollard - Child Protection.

Angel worked with some kind of motorcycle club that protected children from trafficking. Rumor was they didn't much care about jurisdictional boundaries when kids were in danger. Maybe they'd care about families being robbed of hurricane aid.

Before she could second-guess herself, Del hit send on a text: Need to talk. Relief supplies being stolen from hurricane families. Coordinators making threats. Can you help?

The response came back in less than a minute: Address? On my way.

Del typed back the warehouse location, then walked to the empty shelves where baby formula should have been. Maria Santos' infant was eight months old. Without formula, that baby would be hungry tonight. Again.

She thought of the other families: Mrs. Tran, the elderly Vietnamese woman who needed specific diabetic meals. The Bottin family with twin toddlers and no diapers. The Guidry clan—three generations living in one FEMA trailer while waiting for promised building supplies that would never come.

All of them counting on Del to coordinate the aid that could get them back on their feet. All of them betrayed by people who saw disaster as opportunity.

Del had been an Army logistician. She'd managed supply chains in combat zones, coordinated aid drops in hostile territory, kept soldiers fed and equipped under impossible conditions. She'd thought disaster relief would be simpler—just getting supplies to families who needed them.

She'd been naive.

Hurricane relief in Louisiana was a business. A corrupt, profitable business that fed on human misery while wearing the mask of charity. And she'd just threatened to expose it.

Del checked her watch. Thirty minutes until her next distribution appointment—assuming any supplies materialized to distribute. She needed to warn the families, find alternative sources, document the theft for when authorities finally took action.

Her phone buzzed with another text from a hurricane family: Miss Del, anything yet? Kids asking for food.

She closed her eyes, said a quick prayer for strength and wisdom, then typed back: Working on it. Don't give up.

Outside, tires crunched on gravel. Through the warehouse windows, Del saw an unmarked sedan pulling into the parking lot. Not Angel Pollard—too soon for that. Her stomach tightened as she recognized the driver.

Eddie Boudoin. Coming to finish his threat in person.

Del slipped her phone into her back pocket and looked around the warehouse for anything that might serve as a weapon. Army training never fully left your blood—when threatened, assess, adapt, overcome.

The sedan doors slammed. Two sets of footsteps approached the warehouse entrance, their rhythm purposeful and menacing.

Del lifted her chin and prepared to fight for every hurricane family who'd trusted her to bring them hope.

Even if it killed her.
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Joseph "Preacher" Landry had heard enough bullshit for one morning.

He stood on the front porch of Mrs. Evangeline Timmons's FEMA trailer, watching the eighty-year-old Creole woman cry over an empty cupboard that should have been stocked with diabetic meals three days ago. Her granddaughter Marie held the old woman's shaking hands while explaining how they'd been stretching rice and beans to keep her blood sugar stable.

"The relief lady, she promised supplies would come Tuesday," Marie said, exhaustion weighing down her twenty-five-year-old voice. "Mémère can't eat regular food. The sugar spikes make her sick for days."

Preacher's jaw tightened as he listened. Third family this week with the same story. Promised relief supplies that never materialized. Hurricane families going without basic necessities while aid coordinators offered excuses and delays.

His phone had been buzzing all morning with similar reports from across St. Bernard Parish. Families who'd lost everything to Hurricane Delilah six weeks ago, still waiting for the help they'd been promised. Still trusting that someone gave a damn about their survival.

Someone was failing these people. Or worse—someone was stealing from them.

"Mrs. Timmons," Preacher said quietly, pulling a roll of cash from his pocket. "Send Marie to the pharmacy. Get what you need for the week. The Serpents will make sure you're taken care of."

The old woman's eyes filled with tears. "Cher, I can't take your money. Y'all already done so much—"

"Family takes care of family." Preacher pressed five hundred dollars into Marie's hand. "That's how it works in the bayou."

He meant every word. The Bayou Serpents had broken away from the old crime families specifically to protect the community that raised them. Local folks who'd been abandoned by everyone else—government, insurance companies, even some of the churches. People who deserved better than empty promises from relief coordinators who saw disaster as opportunity.

Preacher climbed back into his Harley and headed toward the compound, his mind cataloging the morning's reports. Mrs. Timmons missing diabetic supplies. The Rodrigues family still without promised building materials. Little Tommy Jensen's asthma medication disappeared from three different distribution centers.

A pattern was emerging. Professional theft disguised as bureaucratic incompetence.

His phone rang as he pulled through the compound gates. Angel Pollard's name on the caller ID made him answer immediately—Voodoo's woman didn't call unless children were in danger.

"Preacher, I need Serpent consultation on a relief fraud situation," Angel said without preamble. "Woman named Delphine Harris contacted me about stolen hurricane supplies. Says coordinators are threatening her for asking questions."

Preacher parked his bike and walked toward the main clubhouse. "What kind of supplies?"

"Everything. Baby formula, diabetic meals, building materials. She's Catholic Charities coordinator for three parishes. Been tracking organized theft targeting hurricane families."

"Location?"

"St. Bernard Parish distribution center. I'm en route, but this feels bigger than a child protection case. Families are going hungry while someone profits off disaster relief."

Preacher's blood ran cold. St. Bernard Parish. Where Mrs. Timmons was waiting for diabetic meals that would never come. Where families trusted the system to help them rebuild their lives.

"I'll meet you there," he said. "What's the coordinator's name again?"

"Delphine Harris. Goes by Del. Former Army, works for Catholic Charities now. Sounds like she's got backbone but might be in over her head."

Preacher was already walking toward his bike. Hurricane relief fraud hit every button he had—corruption stealing from the most vulnerable people in Louisiana. Exactly the kind of exploitation the Serpents existed to eliminate.

"Send me the address. I'm ten minutes out."

He ended the call and headed straight for the clubhouse to brief Gator. The president would want to know about organized theft targeting hurricane families. The Serpents had been providing informal disaster relief since Hurricane Delilah hit—using their own resources to fill gaps left by government incompetence. If someone was actively stealing supplies meant for those families, that made it club business.

Gator was in the war room with Voodoo and Bone, reviewing security reports from their expanded protection operations. All three men looked up when Preacher entered.

"Got a problem," Preacher said without preamble. "Hurricane relief supplies being stolen from families in St. Bernard Parish. Professional operation, organized theft. Angel's investigating threats against a Catholic Charities coordinator who's asking too many questions."

Gator's expression darkened. "How professional?"

"Coordinated. Multiple distribution centers hit simultaneously. Someone with access to shipping schedules and inventory lists." Preacher pulled out his phone to check Angel's text with the warehouse address. "Families we've been helping are going without promised supplies while someone makes profit off their misery."

"That's a killing offense," Bone said quietly. His scarred face showed the barely controlled violence that made him an effective sergeant at arms. "Stealing from hurricane families is like stealing from children."

Voodoo nodded. "Angel knows her business. If she's calling for backup, the situation's escalating beyond child protection."

"I'm heading to meet her now," Preacher said. "See what this Delphine woman knows about the theft operation. Angel says she's got backbone but might need protection."

Gator stood from his chair, his presence filling the room with presidential authority. "This hits our core mission—protecting community from exploitation. You coordinate with Angel, assess the threat, identify the thieves. We'll discuss elimination strategies once we know who's stealing from our families."

"What about scope?" Voodoo asked. "If this is federal disaster relief, we could be looking at government attention."

"Local coordinators stealing from local families," Preacher said. "Keep it parish-level, handle it the bayou way. These people trust us to protect them when government systems fail."

"Exactly right," Gator confirmed. "Hurricane families are our people. Anyone stealing from them answers to the Serpents."

Preacher headed for the door, already planning his approach. He'd assess the coordinator—this Delphine Harris—to see if she could be trusted with sensitive information. If she was genuinely fighting for hurricane families, the Serpents would back her. If she was part of the corruption, they'd eliminate her along with the rest.

Either way, families like Mrs. Timmons would get the help they'd been promised.

His Harley roared to life as he headed toward St. Bernard Parish. The morning reports had painted a clear picture—systematic theft targeting the most vulnerable people in Louisiana. Professional criminals using disaster relief as cover for organized fraud.

Preacher had spent two years as the Serpents' community liaison, building relationships with legitimate relief organizations and honest local officials. He understood how hurricane recovery was supposed to work—how supplies flowed from federal agencies through state coordinators to local distribution centers and finally to families in need.

Someone was intercepting that flow for profit. Someone who saw human suffering as business opportunity.

His phone GPS guided him toward the warehouse address Angel had provided. Ten minutes to assess a situation that could either expand their community protection mission or reveal new threats requiring elimination.

Preacher Landry had built a reputation as the diplomatic Serpent—the brother who could work with legitimate organizations and government officials when cooperation served the community. But he'd also spent fifteen years in business before joining the club. He knew how to read financial fraud, how to trace money laundering operations, how to identify the chokepoints in complex criminal schemes.

If someone was stealing from hurricane families, he'd find them. And when he did, the bayou would claim justice the old way—permanent and final.

The warehouse came into view ahead, along with an unmarked sedan parked outside the
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