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Detective Claire Martell's boots pounded against the cracked asphalt of Royal Street as she pursued the fleeing suspect through the late afternoon shadows of the French Quarter. The man ahead of her wore the distinctive red bandana of the Crimson Kings, one of six local gangs that had been expanding their territory with increasing boldness over the past three months.

"NOPD! Stop running!" she shouted, vaulting over a stack of wooden crates outside a souvenir shop.

The suspect—barely eighteen with the lean build of a chronic meth user—glanced back with wild eyes before darting left into a narrow alley between two historic buildings. Claire followed, her weapon drawn but not raised, her radio crackling with dispatch chatter.

"Unit 47 in pursuit of male suspect, approximately five-foot-eight, red bandana, heading north on Exchange Alley toward Conti."

The kid stumbled over a pile of discarded Mardi Gras beads, giving Claire the opening she needed. She tackled him against the brick wall of an antique shop, the impact rattling her teeth.

"Hands behind your back, now!" She pressed her forearm against his shoulders while reaching for her cuffs.

"I ain't done nothing!" the suspect wheezed. "You got nothing on me!"

Claire's jaw tightened as she secured the cuffs. Unfortunately, he might be right. The bag of what appeared to be heroin that she'd watched him toss during the chase had landed behind a dumpster—evidence that would mysteriously disappear before it reached the lab, just like the cocaine from last week's bust and the stolen weapons from the month before.

"Danny Tate, age nineteen, multiple priors for possession and distribution," she said into her radio while hauling him to his feet. "Requesting transport to Central Lockup."

By the time backup arrived—taking exactly seventeen minutes longer than standard response time—Claire had already run through the familiar script in her head. The evidence would vanish. The witnesses would suddenly develop amnesia. The charges would be dropped due to "procedural errors" that somehow never occurred when she wasn't the arresting officer.

Officer Rick Hebert emerged from the patrol car with his usual smirk. "Well, well, Detective Martell strikes again. What'd you catch this time?"

"Possession with intent, plus fleeing and eluding." She nodded toward the dumpster. "Bag of heroin behind the green dumpster. Make sure it gets properly logged."

"Course it will." Hebert's tone held just enough innocence to sound mocking. "We always follow procedure."

Claire watched him shove Danny into the back of the patrol car with unnecessary force. In six months working the French Quarter beat, she'd arrested forty-three suspected gang members. Exactly zero had been successfully prosecuted.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Captain Matt Thomas: My office. Twenty minutes.

The walk back to the District Eight station gave Claire time to think about the pattern she'd been documenting in her personal files. Every major gang investigation in her sector had been sabotaged by missing evidence, disappeared witnesses, or convenient "communication failures" that prevented backup from arriving in time. The Crimson Kings operated three drug corners within four blocks of the police station, dealing openly in broad daylight.

Captain Thomas was typing at his computer when she knocked on his office door. He didn't look up.

"Close the door, Detective."

Claire settled into the chair across from his desk, studying his weathered face. Thomas had been with NOPD for twenty-two years, working his way up from patrol officer to captain through what everyone called "smart politics" and "community connections."

"Fourth gang arrest this month," he said, finally meeting her eyes. "Zero convictions."

"The evidence keeps disappearing, Captain. Witnesses refuse to cooperate. Something's wrong with our chain of custody protocols."

Thomas leaned back in his chair. "Or maybe you're trying too hard to make cases that aren't there."

"Sir?"

"These kids you keep arresting—they're symptoms, not the disease. You collar one dealer, two more pop up to replace him. You're wasting resources on small-time stuff while real crimes go unsolved."

Claire felt heat rise in her chest. "Real crimes like what? The Crimson Kings have tripled their territory in three months. They're selling drugs to teenagers outside schools. They're running protection rackets on local businesses."

"According to who?"

"According to my eyes, Captain. According to the complaints filed by business owners. According to the overdose reports from University Hospital."

Thomas's expression hardened. "Complaints that get withdrawn. Reports that can't be verified. Maybe you're seeing patterns that don't exist, Detective."

The careful phrasing struck Claire as odd. Thomas wasn't stupid—he'd built his career on understanding street-level crime. Yet he was dismissing evidence that should have triggered a major gang task force response.

"What about the witness protection requests?" she pressed. "Three different business owners have asked for police protection after reporting gang intimidation."

"And we've followed up on every request. No evidence of systematic intimidation."

Because every follow-up had been handled by Officer Hebert or one of his patrol partners, Claire realized. The same officers who somehow never managed to secure crime scenes properly.

"Captain, I'd like to request a transfer to the Gang Intelligence Unit."

"Request denied."

"Sir?"

"You're needed in patrol, Detective. Street-level police work. Basic law enforcement."

Thomas turned back to his computer screen in a clear dismissal. Claire stood slowly, recognizing the conversation's real message. Stay in your lane. Stop digging. Ignore what you're seeing.

Outside the captain's office, she passed Lieutenant Bobby Atkins in the hallway. He nodded with the same fake courtesy she'd been receiving from half the department lately.

"Detective Martell. Heard you had another gang arrest that didn't stick."

"Seems to be a pattern."

"Funny how that works sometimes." Atkins's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Evidence has a way of disappearing when cases aren't built properly."

Claire stopped walking. "What did you say?"

"Just observing that successful prosecutions require attention to detail. Chain of custody. Proper witness protection. All those procedural safeguards that sometimes get overlooked in the heat of the moment."

The careful emphasis on "witness protection" sent a chill down Claire's spine. Atkins walked away before she could respond, leaving her standing in the fluorescent-lit hallway with the growing certainty that her fellow officers weren't just incompetent.

They were compromised.

Back at her desk, Claire opened her laptop and accessed the case management system. Danny Tate's arrest report was already marked "Evidence Under Review"—the standard designation that preceded evidence disappearing entirely. The heroin she'd watched him discard would vanish from the property room within twenty-four hours, if it had ever been logged at all.

She pulled up the files on her previous gang arrests, cross-referencing the handling officers, evidence disposition, and witness interview reports. The pattern was undeniable once she mapped it out: every case that threatened to expose gang operations had been sabotaged by the same three patrol officers working under Lieutenant Atkins's supervision.

Officer Rick Hebert. Officer Tommy Boudoin. Officer Steve Melancon.

All three had been working overtime shifts that coincidentally placed them at every major crime scene in her sector. All three had been responsible for evidence collection that somehow never made it to trial. All three reported directly to Lieutenant Atkins, who reported to Captain Thomas.

Claire saved her analysis to an encrypted flash drive and deleted it from the police system. Whatever was happening in her department went beyond individual corruption—this was systematic protection of gang operations.

Her phone rang. Unknown number.

"Detective Martell."

"Stop digging, or you won't like what you find."

The line went dead before she could respond. Claire stared at her phone, pulse racing. The voice had been electronically disguised, but the message was clear enough.

Someone was watching her investigation. Someone with access to police communications and the ability to monitor her activities.

She looked around the bullpen, noting which officers were at their desks, who was on the phone, who might have been listening to her conversations with Captain Thomas. Half the people in this room could be involved.

The smart move would be to back off. Transfer to a different district. Focus on cases that didn't threaten whatever arrangement existed between NOPD and the local gangs.

But Claire thought about the business owners who'd filed complaints only to have them mysteriously lost. The teenagers buying heroin outside schools while patrol officers looked the other way. The families in public housing who couldn't leave their apartments after dark because gang territory had expanded into their neighborhoods.

She thought about why she'd become a cop in the first place.

Claire shut down her computer and headed for the parking garage. If her own department couldn't be trusted, she'd have to find help elsewhere.

The question was where to find honest cops in a city where corruption seemed to run from street level to the captain's office.

As she walked toward her unmarked police cruiser, she noticed a black sedan following at a distance. When she stopped at a red light on Canal Street, the sedan pulled up three cars behind her. When she turned onto Dauphine, it followed.

Professional surveillance. The kind that required resources and coordination.

Claire's training kicked in as she planned an evasion route through the French Quarter's narrow streets. Whoever was following her had made a mistake—they'd revealed their interest too early, when she was still armed and mobile.

She turned left onto Ursulines and accelerated hard, tires squealing as she cut through an intersection just as the light changed. The sedan tried to follow but got blocked by cross traffic.

Claire smiled grimly as she lost herself in the maze of one-way streets around Jackson Square. Let them wonder where she'd gone.

But as she parked her cruiser outside her apartment on Esplanade, the reality of her situation settled in. Someone powerful enough to coordinate police corruption was now treating her as a threat. That meant her investigation had gotten close to something important.

Important enough to kill for.

"Detective problems?"

Claire spun around, hand moving instinctively toward her weapon. A man emerged from the shadows beside her building—tall, lean, with the kind of predatory stillness that marked him as genuinely dangerous. He wore jeans and a black t-shirt that couldn't quite hide the knife sheathed at his belt.

"Who's asking?"

"Someone who's been watching the same corruption you have." His voice carried a trace of Cajun accent. "Name's Roux. And we need to talk."
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Chapter 2 – Roux
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Roux gunned his Harley through the narrow streets of Treme at dawn, leading a three-bike intelligence run through territory the Bayou Serpents had been monitoring for the past month. Behind him, Psycho and Shotgun followed in tight formation, their engines rumbling a low warning to anyone stupid enough to challenge their passage.

The morning air carried the scent of coffee and beignets from Mother's Restaurant, but Roux's attention focused on the changes he'd been documenting in this neighborhood. New faces on corners that used to be clean. Gang tags appearing on buildings that had been neutral territory. Local businesses suddenly sporting fresh graffiti that looked like territorial markings.

Someone was trying to rebuild the old crime family operations that the Serpents had systematically destroyed over the past four years.

Roux slowed as they approached the intersection of Esplanade and Broad, noting the positioning of lookouts near the community center. Two young men in red bandanas lounged against a chain-link fence with the studied casualness of paid sentries. The Crimson Kings were expanding again, pushing deeper into neighborhoods the club protected.

He pulled to the curb and cut his engine, signaling for Psycho and Shotgun to take flanking positions. The lookouts straightened, suddenly aware they were being watched by men who carried themselves like predators.

"Morning, boys," Roux called out, dismounting with deliberate slowness. "Nice day for a ride through the neighborhood."

The older lookout—maybe twenty-five, with prison tattoos visible on his forearms—stepped forward with false bravado. "This is King territory, biker. You lost?"

Roux smiled without warmth. "Nah, I know exactly where I am. Question is, do you?"

"The fuck's that supposed to mean?"

"Means this neighborhood's under protection. Has been for three years. You boys are new, so I'll explain the rules." Roux's voice stayed conversational, but his hand drifted toward the knife at his belt. "Crimson Kings stick to the Quarter and stay away from family neighborhoods. That's not a suggestion."

The younger lookout—barely eighteen and clearly nervous—tugged at his partner's sleeve. "C'mon, man. Let's just—"

"Shut up." The older man's hand moved toward his waistband. "These bikers think they run this city?"

"We don't think anything," Roux replied. "We know."

The confrontation might have escalated, but a black sedan suddenly appeared at the far end of the block, moving with the purposeful speed of law enforcement. Roux's instincts sharpened as he recognized the vehicle—standard NOPD unmarked unit, but driving patrol patterns in an area that should have been handled by regular beat cops.

The sedan slowed as it approached the intersection, and Roux caught a glimpse of the driver through the windshield. White male, forties, with the soft build of a desk officer trying to play street cop. The passenger was younger, harder, with the kind of alertness that suggested military or tactical training.

Neither officer emerged from the vehicle. Instead, they sat watching the scene with obvious interest, as if waiting to see how the confrontation would play out.

That was when Roux realized this wasn't a random encounter.

"Psycho," he called softly, not taking his eyes off the lookouts. "We got company. Black sedan, two occupants, license plate Delta-seven-nine-something."

Psycho's voice crackled through their comm units. "Already on it. Running the plate now."

The older lookout glanced toward the sedan and relaxed visibly, his hand moving away from his weapon. That small gesture told Roux everything he needed to know about the relationship between the Crimson Kings and certain members of NOPD.

"Seems like your friends are watching," Roux observed. "Interesting backup plan."

"Don't know what you're talking about."

"Sure you don't." Roux remounted his bike, but kept his attention on the sedan. "Give your boys in blue a message for me. Tell them the Serpents remember when cops used to arrest drug dealers instead of protecting them."

He started his engine with a roar that echoed off the surrounding buildings. The lookouts backed away instinctively, recognizing the sound of barely contained violence.

"And tell your crew chief that expanding into family territory is a mistake," Roux added. "The kind that gets people hurt."

As the three Serpents pulled away from the curb, Roux watched the sedan in his mirrors. It didn't follow immediately, but he caught the driver speaking into a radio before the vehicle disappeared from view.

"Plate comes back to Detective Division, Pool Unit Seven," Psycho reported through the comm. "Checked out to Detective Supervisor Lieutenant Bobby Atkins."

Roux processed that information as they rode deeper into Treme. A detective lieutenant personally conducting surveillance on gang activity wasn't unusual, but the timing and location suggested something else entirely. The sedan had appeared exactly when the confrontation was escalating, positioned to observe but not intervene.

Like they'd been waiting.

"Change of route," he announced to his brothers. "Let's see who else is interested in our morning ride."

Instead of heading back toward the compound, Roux led them through a circuitous path that would reveal any surveillance. They cut through the Marigny, doubled back through the French Quarter, and took an indirect route toward the river.

The black sedan reappeared twice during the twenty-minute circuit, always maintaining professional distance but never quite disappearing entirely. By the time they reached the levee near the old Jax Brewery, Roux had confirmed what his instincts had been telling him.

NOPD wasn't just protecting gang operations—they were actively coordinating with them.

"Pull over," he instructed, leading them to a parking area overlooking the Mississippi. "Time for a strategy session."

Psycho and Shotgun flanked him as he studied the river traffic, thinking through the implications of what they'd observed. The Bayou Serpents had spent four years systematically eliminating crime family operations throughout New Orleans, but they'd focused on traditional organized crime structures. Street gangs had seemed like a separate problem, something for regular law enforcement to handle.

Apparently, regular law enforcement had other ideas.

"Crimson Kings are getting protection," Roux said, voicing what they'd all witnessed. "Question is, from who and how far
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