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​Chapter 1 – Angel
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The warehouse door splintered under Angel's crowbar with a crack that echoed through the abandoned Treme district like a gunshot.

She froze, listening for movement inside the hulking brick building. Nothing but the distant hum of French Quarter traffic and her own breathing. The tip from Mrs. Washington had been specific—three kids missing from the hurricane recovery families, all last seen near this condemned sugar warehouse. Official NOPD investigation had stalled after forty-eight hours. Typical.

Angel Pollard had stopped trusting the system long enough ago that breaking and entering felt like civic duty.

She slipped through the damaged door, Glock drawn but pointed down, eyes adjusting to the murky interior. Shafts of late afternoon sunlight cut through broken windows, illuminating dust motes and revealing the warehouse's gutted interior. Someone had cleared away most of the old equipment, leaving an open space that should have been empty.

It wasn't.

Chalk symbols covered the concrete floor in intricate patterns—circles within circles, intersecting lines, strange markings that made her skin crawl. Candles had been arranged around what looked like an altar made from stacked crates. Dark stains marked the concrete near the symbols.

"Jesus," she breathed, pulling out her phone to document the scene.

The flash revealed more details she'd missed in the dim light. Child-sized restraints attached to iron posts. A collection of dolls arranged in a semicircle, their faces painted with the same symbols that decorated the floor. And scattered among the ritual paraphernalia—school IDs, photographs, personal items that definitely belonged to children.

Angel photographed everything, her cop training kicking in despite the fact that she'd turned in her badge three years ago. Chain of evidence, crime scene integrity, documentation that could hold up in court. Old habits died hard, even when the courts had proven themselves worthless.

She knelt beside the altar, examining the photographs more closely. Three faces stared back at her—Malik Johnson, eight years old, missing for six days. Destiny Nguyen, ten, vanished from her grandmother's house four days ago. Tommy Miller, seven, disappeared from a playground yesterday afternoon.

All from families receiving hurricane relief aid. All from the community the Bayou Serpents claimed to protect.

A sound from the rear of the warehouse made Angel freeze. Footsteps on broken glass, careful but not silent. She killed her phone's flashlight and moved toward the noise, using the altar as cover.

"—told you to be more careful with the little ones." The voice was female, older, with the thick accent of old New Orleans. "They bruise too easy."

"Madame said they needed to look authentic for the ceremony." This voice was male, younger, defensive. "The clients pay extra for the ritual marks."

Angel's stomach turned. Clients. Ritual marks. These weren't just kidnappings—they were trafficking children for some sick spiritual exploitation.

She eased closer to the voices, staying low behind stacked crates. Two figures stood near what looked like a shipping container converted into holding cells. The woman was elderly, maybe seventy, wearing flowing robes and enough jewelry to stock a pawn shop. The man was barely out of his teens, nervous energy radiating from his twitchy movements.

"Where are they moving next?" the woman asked, checking her watch.

"Madame Trosclair wants them at the riverside location by midnight. Full moon ceremony tomorrow night."

Trosclair. Angel filed the name away, continuing to record the conversation on her phone.

"And the police protection?"

"Captain Dufresne's boys will handle any interference. City hall's been paid through the end of the month."

More names. More corruption. Angel shifted position to get a better angle on their faces, her foot catching a piece of debris. The small sound might as well have been a fire alarm.

Both figures turned toward her hiding spot.

"You hear that?" the young man whispered, hand moving to his waistband.

"Check it out," the woman ordered. "If someone's been listening—"

Angel was already moving, using the maze of crates and ritual equipment as cover. She needed to get out, get this information to someone who could act on it. Not NOPD—they were clearly compromised. But maybe—

The exit door slammed shut with a metallic clang that echoed through the warehouse. A new voice called out from the entrance.

"Warehouse is secured. Nobody gets out."

Angel counted footsteps. At least three more people, moving to surround the building. Professional sweep pattern. These weren't street thugs—they moved like cops or military.

She checked her weapon. Fifteen rounds plus one in the chamber. Against at least five hostiles in a building with limited exits and no backup coming.

The smart play was surrender. Claim she was just urban exploring, play dumb, hope they believed her.

Angel had never been accused of making smart plays.

She moved deeper into the warehouse, looking for alternate exits or defensive positions. The shipping container caught her attention—if kids were being held here, she couldn't leave without checking.

The container's door hung open, revealing a space that had been converted into a makeshift prison. Dirty mattresses, plastic buckets, chains bolted to the walls. Fresh food wrappers and water bottles suggested recent occupancy.

But no children.

"Fan out," came the order from the entrance. "She's got to be in here somewhere."

Angel checked the container's far end, finding what she'd hoped for—an emergency exit cut into the back wall, probably by previous squatters. The hole was just big enough for an adult to squeeze through, leading to the alley behind the warehouse.

She was halfway through when the first gunshot rang out.

The bullet sparked off the container's steel wall, inches from her head. Angel rolled through the opening and came up running, her phone already dialing as she sprinted toward the street.

The call connected on the second ring.

"WWOZ, this is Danny."

"It's Angel. I need you to—"

Another gunshot, this one from the warehouse's rear door. Footsteps pounded behind her as she ducked between parked cars.

"Angel? What's happening?"

"Send everything you've got to the abandoned Treme Sugar warehouse on Esplanade. Kids are being trafficked for ritual abuse. I've got evidence but I'm pinned down."

"Jesus. I'll call—"

"Not NOPD. They're involved. Call the Serpents."

Danny's pause was barely perceptible. "The MC? Angel, what—"

"Just do it. Tell them Angel Pollard has intel on missing kids from their protected families."

She ended the call and focused on staying alive. Three men had emerged from the warehouse, spreading out to cut off her escape routes. Professional formation, coordinated movement. Definitely not amateur hour.

Angel made it to her Honda Civic and dove behind the engine block just as more shots rang out. Glass exploded above her head, raining down on the cracked asphalt.

Her radio background had connected her with sources throughout New Orleans' underground. The Bayou Serpents had a reputation for protecting their territory's children with extreme prejudice. If anyone would act on intel about missing kids, it would be them.

The question was whether they'd arrive before these bastards killed her.

The shooting stopped. Angel risked a look around the car's bumper, seeing the three men advancing in practiced formation. Military or police training, definitely. The woman's voice carried from the warehouse entrance.

"Take her alive if possible. Madame wants to know who else she's told."

Angel checked her ammunition again. She could probably take one, maybe two if she was lucky. But three trained shooters in an open alley with no backup?

The rumble of motorcycle engines cut through the evening air like thunder.

Heavy bikes, multiple riders, approaching fast. The three gunmen hesitated, looking back toward their boss. Angel used their distraction to put two rounds center mass into the closest one.

He dropped as his partners dove for cover behind a dumpster.

The motorcycles rounded the corner at the alley's mouth—three Harleys with riders in dark leather, no colors visible from this distance. They moved like a coordinated unit, flanking positions that cut off the remaining gunmen's escape routes.

Angel stayed low, letting the professionals handle it.

The firefight was brief and decisive. The Serpents had better positions, better training, and absolutely no interest in taking prisoners. When the gunfire stopped, four bodies lay in the alley and the warehouse had gone silent.

One of the bikers approached her position, removing his helmet to reveal a face that belonged in a movie about beautiful criminals. Dark hair, darker eyes, sharp features that managed to look both elegant and dangerous. Tribal tattoos disappeared beneath his leather cut.

"Angel Pollard?" His voice carried the musical cadence of old Louisiana families.

"That's me."

"Marcel Thibodaux. But most people call me Voodoo."

He offered her a hand up, which she accepted despite every instinct screaming that trusting an outlaw biker was stupid.

"Danny said you had intel on missing kids."

"Three from your protected families. I've got photos, recordings, names of the people involved." She gestured toward the warehouse. "They're trafficking children for some kind of ritual abuse. Moving them tonight to a riverside location."

Voodoo's expression darkened, and Angel suddenly understood why people might be afraid of him.

"Show me."

They moved back into the warehouse, where the elderly woman lay motionless near the altar. Angel's phone had survived the chase, and she showed Voodoo the photographs and recordings.

"Madame Trosclair," he said, examining the ritual space. "She's been moving fake spiritual work through the Quarter for years."

"You know her?"

"I know real voodoo from bullshit exploitation." His fingers traced one of the chalk symbols. "This is just theater designed to scare people into paying money."

"And trafficking children."

"That's new." He stood, his presence filling the space with something that felt almost electric. "But it ends tonight."

Angel studied his profile as he examined the crime scene. The name Voodoo suddenly made sense—there was something otherworldly about him, as if he operated on frequencies most people couldn't access.

"Why help me?" she asked. "You don't know me."

"Anyone protecting kids in our territory is someone we want to know." He turned those dark eyes on her. "Question is, can you handle what comes next?"

Angel thought about three missing children, corrupt cops protecting traffickers, and a system that had failed everyone it was supposed to serve.

"Try me."
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Chapter 2 – Voodoo
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Voodoo scattered the cowrie shells across the scarred wooden table in the compound's main house, watching their fall with eyes that had learned to read patterns in chaos.

The shells told the same story they'd whispered for three days—darkness moving through the bayou, children's spirits crying for protection, fake spiritual energy corrupting the old ways. He swept them into his palm and cast again, hoping for different answers.

The result remained unchanged.

"You see something?" Gator asked from the doorway, his voice careful in the way it always was when discussing Voodoo's spiritual work.

"Same as before. Children in danger. False priests using sacred symbols for profit." Voodoo pocketed the shells, standing from the table. "Three families under our protection have lost kids in the past week."

Gator entered the room fully, his presence shifting the space's energy in ways Voodoo could feel like temperature changes. Club president carried weight that went beyond physical—responsibility for every soul under Serpent protection.

"Any connection to our old enemies?"

"Different kind of evil." Voodoo moved to the window overlooking the bayou, where evening mist was beginning to rise from the dark water. "Someone's using voodoo as window dressing for trafficking operations."

"Fake voodoo?"

"The worst kind. Taking sacred traditions and twisting them into horror shows for criminals who think ritual means power." Voodoo's jaw tightened. "They're using our people's beliefs against them."

The radio on Gator's belt crackled. "Boss, we got a call from Danny at the radio station. Says some
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