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The airboat's engine roared as Julie Gardner gunned it through the narrow channel, cypress trees blurring past in her peripheral vision. Her radio crackled with dispatch updates, but she ignored them. The poaching boat she'd been tracking for three hours had vanished into the maze of protected marsh ahead.

She cut the engine, letting momentum carry her forward as she scanned the water. Fresh oil slick on the surface. Crushed vegetation where something heavy had pushed through. They'd been here.

The silence of the Barataria Preserve pressed against her ears, broken only by the distant cry of a heron. This was the fourth time this month she'd gotten close to illegal hunters in protected waters, and the fourth time evidence had mysteriously disappeared before she could make arrests.

Julie beached the airboat on a muddy bank and stepped into knee-deep water, her waders protecting her from the murky swamp. Boot prints in the soft earth led toward a natural blind where poachers could wait for protected waterfowl.

She found the blind empty except for shell casings and blood in the mud. Fresh blood.

Her camera clicked as she documented the scene, but even as she worked, frustration burned in her chest. The evidence locker would be "accidentally" damaged. The chain of custody would be broken. Witnesses would change their stories or disappear entirely.

Someone in the Louisiana Wildlife and Fisheries Department was making sure these investigations went nowhere.

Julie's radio squawked. "Unit 47, what's your location?"

She recognized the voice of Game Warden Chief Rick Baumgarten, her direct supervisor. The man who'd been asking too many questions about her current investigations.

"Barataria Preserve, sector twelve," she replied, keeping her voice neutral. "Following up on the poaching report."

"Any sign of activity?"

Julie stared at the blood pooling in the mud, at the scattered feathers of what had probably been a protected species. "Negative. Just some old shell casings."

"Copy that. Return to base for briefing."

She clicked off the radio and continued photographing the scene. Something moved in the trees behind her—a flash of movement that made her hand drift to her service weapon.

The sound of a motorcycle engine echoed across the water, powerful and deep. Then another. And another.

Julie crouched behind the blind, watching three bikes emerge from what looked like solid marsh. They'd been using some kind of hidden trail she'd never seen marked on any official map.

The lead rider was massive, his shoulders broad enough to block out the sun. He wore a leather cut with patches she couldn't make out from this distance, but the skull design was unmistakable—outlaw motorcycle club. The Bayou Serpents, if she had to guess. Their territory overlapped with several of the protected areas she patrolled.

He cut his engine and dismounted, his boots splashing in the shallow water as he approached the blind. Julie stayed perfectly still, hoping the mud and vegetation would hide her.

"Tracks lead this way," he called to his companions, his voice carrying a slight Cajun accent. "Same bastards been hunting here all week."

The second rider joined him, shorter but equally intimidating. "Gator ain't gonna like this. They're killing everything that moves."

"Gator ain't gonna have to worry about it much longer," the big man replied, examining the blood in the mud. "This stops today."

Julie's pulse quickened. These bikers were tracking the same poachers she was, but they obviously had resources she didn't. They'd found the trail she'd lost. They knew about patterns she was only beginning to piece together.

The third rider, younger with tech equipment hanging from his belt, held up a small device. "GPS tracker on their boat is still active. They're heading for the old logging camp."

The big man nodded. "Shotgun, you and Psycho circle around through the north channel. I'll take the direct route."

Shotgun. Julie filed the name away as she watched the man she assumed was the weapons specialist check his sidearm with professional efficiency. His movements were precise, economical. Former military, maybe. Or law enforcement.

"Copy that, Roux," Shotgun replied, remounting his bike. "What about the ranger?"

Julie's blood chilled. They knew she was here.

"Let her do her job," Roux said. "We do ours."

The three engines roared to life again, and the bikers disappeared into the marsh as quickly as they'd appeared. Julie waited a full five minutes before moving, her heart hammering against her ribs.

She had two choices. Return to base and file another report that would be buried in bureaucratic red tape, or follow the trail toward the logging camp and see what the Bayou Serpents had planned for the poachers.

The decision was easier than it should have been.

Julie gunned the airboat's engine and headed north through the winding channels, following the distant rumble of motorcycle engines. The GPS on her dash showed the old logging camp three miles ahead, in a section of the preserve that had been closed to hunting for the past decade.

She was pushing the airboat hard, bouncing over shallow spots and sending spray in all directions. The trail was getting fresher—she could smell diesel fuel and cigarette smoke carried on the wind.

Her radio crackled again. "Unit 47, report your status."

Julie ignored it. For the first time in months, she was closing in on actual poachers instead of empty blinds and missing evidence. She wasn't going to let bureaucratic oversight destroy this opportunity.

The logging camp appeared around a bend in the channel, a collection of rotting buildings on stilts connected by sagging boardwalks. Two boats were tied to the dock, engines still warm. Voices carried across the water—rough laughter and the sound of glass breaking.

Julie cut her engine and drifted closer, using the thick vegetation along the bank for cover. Through the broken windows of the main building, she could see four men sorting through a pile of dead birds. Protected species, from what she could tell. Enough violations to put them away for years.

If she could make the arrests stick.

The sound of approaching motorcycles made the poachers freeze. Julie watched them scramble for weapons, grabbing rifles and shotguns from a gun rack near the door.

"Shit, it's the Serpents," one of them whispered, loud enough for Julie to hear across the water.

The lead man, heavyset with a graying beard, chambered a round in his shotgun. "They got no business here. This is our operation."

"Tell that to them," another replied, pointing toward the trees where the motorcycle engines were getting louder.

Julie reached for her radio to call for backup, then stopped. Backup would take twenty minutes to reach this location, assuming they bothered to send anyone. And if Chief Baumgarten was involved in the corruption she suspected, calling for help might just warn the poachers to scatter.

The first motorcycle burst through the tree line, the rider leaning low over the handlebars as he navigated the narrow trail. Shotgun. Even from a distance, Julie could see the focused intensity in his posture, the way he handled the bike like a weapon.

Gunfire erupted from the building. The poachers had opened up with everything they had, muzzle flashes strobing in the dim interior. Shotgun's bike skidded sideways as he dismounted, using the machine as cover while he drew his sidearm.

The second bike appeared from the north channel, its rider firing precise shots that shattered the windows of the building. The third bike came from the south, flanking the poachers and cutting off their escape route to the boats.

Julie watched in fascination as the three bikers coordinated their assault with military precision. They moved like a unit, communicating through hand signals and positioning themselves to create crossfire without endangering each other.

It was over in less than two minutes.

The gunfire stopped. Smoke drifted from the building. One of the poachers was down, clutching his shoulder and screaming. Another was trying to crawl toward the boats, leaving a trail of blood on the boardwalk.

Shotgun stood up from behind his bike, his weapon trained on the building. "Drop your weapons and come out with your hands up!"

The remaining poachers stumbled onto the boardwalk, hands raised. Julie could see the fear in their faces, the way they flinched every time one of the bikers moved.

"You can't do this," the heavyset man said, his voice shaking. "We got protection."

"Had protection," Roux corrected, emerging from the trees. "Past tense."

Julie's radio crackled with increasing urgency. "Unit 47, respond immediately. We're showing shots fired in your vicinity."

She looked down at the radio, then back at the scene unfolding at the logging camp. The bikers were zip-tying the poachers, searching them for weapons, documenting the illegal kills with cameras.

They were doing her job better than she'd ever been allowed to do it.

Julie made her decision. She started the airboat's engine and headed for the camp.

The three bikers turned toward her as she approached, weapons ready but not aimed. She could see them sizing her up, calculating threat levels and response options.

"Wildlife enforcement," she called out, holding up her badge. "I'm Officer Gardner."

Shotgun stepped forward, his gun holstered but his stance still alert. Up close, she could see he was younger than she'd initially thought—maybe early thirties, with dark hair and intelligent eyes that missed nothing.

"You're a long way from backup, Officer Gardner," he said, his voice carrying that same Cajun accent she'd heard earlier.

"Same as you," she replied, beaching the airboat and stepping onto the dock. "Though it looks like you found what you were looking for."

She gestured toward the pile of dead birds, the illegal weapons, the men zip-tied on the boardwalk. "This is evidence in a federal wildlife crime investigation."

"Evidence that's been disappearing from your department for months," Roux said, watching her carefully. "Funny how that works."

Julie felt heat rise in her cheeks. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Sure you don't." Shotgun moved closer, and she caught the scent of leather and gun oil. "That's why you've been chasing these same boats for three weeks with nothing to show for it."

"How do you know about my investigations?"

"Same way we know about the corruption in your department." Psycho looked up from the camera he'd been using to document the scene. "Your boss has been selling hunting schedules to poachers for five hundred dollars a pop."

The words hit Julie like a physical blow. Chief Baumgarten. The man who'd been asking about her patrol routes, her investigation timelines, her evidence collection procedures.

"You can't prove that," she said, but her voice lacked conviction.

"Can't we?" Shotgun pulled out his phone, scrolling through what looked like financial records. "Rick Baumgarten, Game Warden Chief. Bank deposits totaling fifteen grand in the past two months. All cash. All on days when protected areas got hit by poachers."

Julie stared at the screen, her stomach churning. The dates matched her failed investigations perfectly.

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because you're the only ranger in your department who's actually trying to stop these bastards," Roux said. "Question is, what are you gonna do about it?"

Julie looked at the poachers, at the evidence, at the three bikers who'd accomplished more in two minutes than she'd managed in months of investigation.

"I'm going to arrest them," she said firmly. "All of them."

"With what backup?" Shotgun asked. "With what evidence chain? With what department that ain't gonna lose the paperwork before it gets to court?"

He was right, and they both knew it. The system she'd sworn to uphold was protecting the criminals she was trying to stop.

"So what's your solution?" she asked.

Shotgun smiled, and it wasn't entirely pleasant. "We handle it our way."

Julie's radio squawked again. "Unit 47, this is Chief Baumgarten. Report your status immediately."

She looked down at the radio, then back at Shotgun. "And what way is that?"

"The way that actually works."

Before she could respond, the sound of approaching boats echoed across the water. Multiple engines, moving fast.

"Shit," Psycho said, scanning the channel with binoculars. "Sheriff's department. Four boats, full tactical gear."

Julie's blood chilled. "They're not here to arrest the poachers."

"No," Shotgun agreed, his weapon back in his hand. "They're here to arrest you."

The boats were getting closer, their engines growing louder. Julie could see the light bars and the tactical equipment mounted on the hulls. This wasn't a routine response—this was a coordinated operation.

"Why would they arrest me?"

"Because you're the only witness who can't be bought," Roux said, already moving toward his bike. "And because dead rangers don't file reports."

Julie's training kicked in. She drew her sidearm and took cover behind a support beam, her heart hammering. Everything she'd believed about her job, her department, her mission was crumbling around her.

"Last chance, Officer Gardner," Shotgun said, mounting his bike. "You can go down with a corrupt system, or you can help us fix it."

The first sheriff's boat rounded the bend, its searchlight sweeping the camp. Julie could see armed deputies in tactical gear, weapons ready.

"What do you need me to do?"

"Get on the bike."

Julie looked at the approaching boats, at the illegal evidence that would disappear into a corrupt system, at the three bikers who'd done more for wildlife protection in one afternoon than her department had done in months.

She holstered her weapon and climbed onto the back of Shotgun's motorcycle.

"Hold on tight," he said, his voice close to her ear. "This is about to get interesting."

The engine roared to life beneath them, and Julie wrapped her arms around his waist as they shot into the forest, leaving the corrupt system behind.
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Chapter 2 - Shotgun
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The wildlife checkpoint materialized out of nowhere, two official vehicles blocking the narrow bayou road like they'd been waiting specifically for the Bayou Serpents to show up. Paul "Shotgun" Bonfils downshifted his Harley and raised his fist, signaling the four brothers behind him to slow down.

Something was wrong about this setup. They'd been using this hunting route for three years without official interference, and now suddenly there were rangers with clipboards and attitudes blocking their path to the club's favorite deer stand.

"Morning, gentlemen," called the lead ranger, a thin man with nervous eyes who kept glancing at their cuts. "Routine wildlife inspection. Need to check your hunting licenses and equipment."

Shotgun killed his engine and swung off his bike, his boots crunching on the gravel. Behind him, Roux, Psycho, Gris-Gris, and Preacher did the same, their movements coordinated and calm. They'd been through enough police encounters to know the drill.

"What's the problem, Officer?" Shotgun asked, keeping his voice level. "We're heading to our registered hunting lease, same as every weekend."

"New regulations," the ranger replied, but his partner was already photographing their license plates with unnecessary enthusiasm. "All hunters in this area need additional permits due to recent poaching activity."

Shotgun's jaw tightened. The club had been monitoring the poaching situation for months, watching protected species get slaughtered while corrupt officials looked the other way. Now they were being harassed for trying to hunt legally.

"We've got all our paperwork in order," he said, pulling out his hunting license and concealed carry permit. "Louisiana residents, registered weapons, paid fees."

The second ranger, a woman with short blonde hair and suspicious eyes, stepped forward. "Mind if we search your gear? Just standard procedure."

It wasn't standard procedure, and they all knew it. This was harassment, plain and simple. But the club had legitimate business to conduct, and getting into a pissing contest with wildlife enforcement wouldn't help their community protection mission.

"Go ahead," Shotgun said, stepping back from his bike.

The rangers went through their hunting gear with theatrical thoroughness, checking serial numbers on weapons, examining ammunition, making notes on their clipboards. They were stalling, which meant they were waiting for something.

Or someone.

"You boys been in this area much recently?" the nervous ranger asked, trying to sound casual. "We've had reports of suspicious activity."

"Define suspicious," Roux said, his tone mild but his stance alert.

"Gunfire outside hunting season. Vehicles where they shouldn't be. That sort of thing."

Shotgun exchanged glances with his brothers. They'd been tracking poachers through these wetlands for weeks, but they'd been careful to stay within legal boundaries. Unless someone was twisting the narrative.

"We hunt during legal season, in legal areas, with legal permits," he said firmly. "You got a problem with that?"

The blonde ranger looked up from her clipboard. "No problem at all. Just making sure everyone's following the rules."

Her radio crackled. "Unit 23, this is dispatch. Need you to run plates on five motorcycles, Louisiana tags."

She walked
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