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The back channel looked half-asleep under the dawn haze, a slow sheet of brown water sliding past the cypress roots. The shrimp boat Marie Celestine drifted near the bend, nets dragging with a sluggish weight that didn’t match the tide. The two shrimpers on deck—old men with faces carved by sun and salt—leaned over the rail with the stiff posture of men who had seen storms, wrecks, and river ghosts, yet still knew when something felt wrong.

The net surfaced with a wet heave. One of the men cursed under his breath. The other stepped back as a pale shape rolled against the mesh.

A body.

Not swollen from long water time. Not torn by gators or debris. Intact in a way that made the shrimpers freeze.

“Call the sheriff,” the older one said. His voice carried no panic, only a grim acceptance that the river had delivered something it wanted someone else to handle.

They didn’t touch the body again.

The parish skiff arrived twenty minutes later, engine growling through the quiet. Sheriff Augustin “Gus” Broussard stood at the bow, boots planted, coat unbuttoned, eyes fixed on the shrimp boat before the skiff even bumped against its hull. He climbed aboard without waiting for a hand.

“Show me,” he said.

The shrimpers led him to the net. The body lay half-cradled in the mesh, half-sprawled on the deck. Male, mid-twenties, lean build. Skin pale from water but not long exposure. Wrists bound with industrial zip ties, the thick kind used for cargo pallets. Deep grooves cut into the skin where the ties had been cinched with force.

Gus crouched beside the corpse. He didn’t touch it yet. He let his eyes move over the details, the way he had done in New Orleans for years before he traded city sirens for marsh silence.

The face stopped him.

Or what remained of it.

The skin around the jaw and cheek had been sliced with controlled cuts, not wild slashes. Someone had tried to remove identifying features with a steady hand. Fingertips showed the same treatment—skin peeled, prints erased.

Not parish work. Not a bar fight gone wrong. Not a swamp dump from a panicked killer.

This was procedure.

“Found him tangled in the nets,” one shrimper said. “Thought it was a log at first.”

Gus nodded once. “You touch anything?”

“Not a thing.”

Good. They knew better.

He stood and signaled to the skiff. “Bring her in.”

Mara LeBlanc stepped aboard a moment later, medical bag slung over her shoulder. Her dark hair was tied back, her expression already locked into the calm focus she carried through every scene. She greeted the shrimpers with a nod, then moved straight to the body.

“What do we have?” she asked.

“Restraints. Surgical cuts. No ID,” Gus said. “Not local.”

Mara knelt beside the corpse. She examined the wrists first, then the face, then the clothing. Her movements were precise, each gesture measured. She didn’t speak for a long moment.

“Zip ties are industrial grade,” she said. “Used for shipping crates. These cuts... someone knew anatomy. They weren’t guessing.”

Gus watched her work. He trusted her eye more than most investigators he had known in the city. She didn’t chase theories. She built them from bone and blood.

She reached into the torn shirt pocket and paused. “Something here.”

She pulled out a small plastic scrap, half-shredded, coated in river silt. She wiped it with a cloth until faint print emerged.

A dock tag.

New Orleans export lane.

Gus felt a slow shift in his chest, the kind that came when old ghosts stirred. He hadn’t seen a tag like that since his last year in the city, before the case that had collapsed under him and pushed him downriver to Plaquemines. He had told himself he left by choice. He knew better now.

Mara held the tag up to the light. “This didn’t drift down here by chance.”

“No,” Gus said.

She looked at him. “You think he came from upstream.”

“I think someone wanted him gone before he reached the Gulf.”

Mara studied the body again. “Death wasn’t chaotic. No panic. No struggle. Whoever did this had control from start to finish.”

Gus stepped back and scanned the deck. The shrimpers stood near the wheelhouse, hats in hand, waiting for permission to return to their work. They didn’t want to be part of this any longer than needed.

“Appreciate the call,” Gus told them. “We’ll take it from here.”

They nodded and moved away, eager to put distance between themselves and the corpse.

Mara signaled for the stretcher. “I’ll take him to the morgue. Full exam. I’ll know more once I open him up.”

Gus didn’t answer right away. His gaze drifted toward the bend where the river curved out of sight, a slow, muddy artery feeding into the marsh. The water looked calm, but he knew better. The river carried secrets under its surface, pushed them through channels no map captured, delivered them to places where law thinned and vanished.

This body wasn’t a message. It wasn’t a mistake.

It was a leak.

Something upstream had slipped. Something organized, structured, and careful. Something that didn’t want attention drifting downriver.

Mara touched his arm. “Gus.”

He blinked out of the thought. “Yeah. I’ll follow you in.”

She studied him for a moment, reading the tension he tried to hide. “You’ve seen this before.”

“Not here,” he said.

“Upstream.”

He didn’t answer.

She didn’t push.

The stretcher team lifted the body. The zip ties scraped against the metal frame. The sound cut through the quiet like a warning.

Gus watched the corpse leave the deck, watched the river slide past the hull, watched the shrimpers return to their nets with a wary glance over their shoulders.

The back channel felt different now. Not a forgotten stretch of water. Not a quiet parish morning.

A crossing point.

Something had moved through here. Something that didn’t want to be seen.

And now he had seen it.

* * *
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The parish morgue sat behind the sheriff’s office, a squat concrete building with a metal roof that pinged when the wind shifted. The storm season hadn’t started yet, but the air carried the thick weight of it, a heaviness that clung to skin and breath. Gus pushed through the double doors and stepped into the chilled hallway, the temperature drop hitting him like a slap.

Mara was already inside the exam room, gloves on, hair tied back, posture set in that steady stance she used when she needed full focus. The body from the shrimp boat lay on the steel table under the bright overhead lights. The harsh glow flattened the skin tone, turning the corpse into a pale outline of a man who had once moved through the world with purpose.

Gus paused at the doorway. He had seen hundreds of bodies in New Orleans, some torn apart by rage, some discarded by indifference, some shaped by the quiet efficiency of organized hands. This one felt closer to the last category. Too clean. Too controlled.

Mara didn’t look up. “Close the door. I need the temperature stable.”

He shut it behind him and stepped closer. The smell of antiseptic hung in the air, sharp enough to cut through the faint river scent still clinging to the corpse.

“I started the external exam,” Mara said. “No signs of long water exposure. He wasn’t drifting for days.”

Gus nodded. “Shrimpers pulled him up near the bend. Nets caught him fast.”

She lifted the victim’s right hand. The fingertips were stripped, the skin peeled with precision. “This wasn’t done in panic. Whoever removed his prints had training. They knew how to avoid tearing deeper tissue.”

Gus studied the cuts along the jaw. “Same with the face.”

“Yes. These lines follow muscle structure. Someone wanted to erase features without damaging the bone. They needed the skull intact.”

“For identification?”

“Possibly. Or they wanted to avoid fractures that could reveal tool marks.”

She set the hand down and reached for the torn dock tag she had placed on a tray. The plastic scrap looked small under the bright lights, but it carried weight. Gus felt it in his chest again, that slow churn of recognition he didn’t want to name.

“You said this came from an export lane,” he said.

“Correct. The print matches New Orleans port tags. Not a full code, but enough to place it.”

“Could it have drifted down on its own?”

Mara gave him a look. “You know the river. It doesn’t deliver fragments like this without help. This was on him when he went in.”

Gus stepped back and leaned against the counter. The cold metal pressed through his shirt. “He wasn’t killed here.”

“No. He came from upstream. Likely near port activity.”

He rubbed his jaw. “That’s a long way to travel without damage.”

“Which means he wasn’t in the water long. Hours, not days.”

She moved to the torso, lifting the shirt with careful hands. “No defensive wounds. No bruising from restraint struggle. He was subdued before the cuts.”

“Sedated?”

“Possibly. I’ll know once I run tox.”

Gus watched her work. Mara never rushed. She treated everybody like a puzzle that deserved patience. He respected that. In New Orleans, too many investigators had treated corpses like paperwork—something to clear, not something to understand.

She paused at the victim’s ribs. “Look at this.”

He stepped closer. Thin red marks crossed the skin in straight lines, faint but deliberate.

“Straps?” he asked.

“Restraint marks. Wide straps, not rope. Something used in controlled environments.”

“Medical?”

“Or industrial. But the placement suggests someone wanted him immobilized without causing bruising.”

Gus exhaled through his nose. “This wasn’t a beating. This was a process.”

“Yes.”

She moved to the head, examining the hairline, the ears, the neck. “No tattoos. No scars. No piercings. Nothing that gives us a quick ID.”

“Clothes?”

“Generic. No labels. No stitching patterns that help.”

Gus crossed his arms. “Someone stripped him of everything that could name him.”

“Except the tag fragment,” Mara said.

He met her eyes. “Which means they missed it.”

“Or they didn’t care if we found it.”

That thought settled between them like a weight.

Gus pushed off the counter and paced once across the room. The morgue floor echoed under his boots. “If this ties to port activity, we’re dealing with something bigger than parish crime.”

Mara didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. The silence said enough.

He stopped near the table again. “You think this connects to anything we’ve seen before?”

“No. This is new. Or new to us.”

He studied the victim’s face—or what remained of it. “He wasn’t supposed to end up in that net.”

“No,” Mara said. “He was supposed to vanish.”

Gus felt the old pressure in his chest again, the one he had carried out of New Orleans when he left the city behind. He had told himself he came to Plaquemines for quiet, for distance, for a chance to breathe without the weight of unsolved cases pressing on him. But the river had a way of dragging things down until they surfaced where they didn’t belong.

Mara peeled off her gloves. “I’ll run the full exam. I’ll call you when I have internal findings.”

He nodded. “I’ll start with the export company.”

“Be careful.”

He paused at the door. “You think I need that reminder?”

“Yes.”

He didn’t argue. She was right.

He stepped into the hallway, the cold air fading behind him as the door swung shut. The morgue lights stayed bright on the other side, illuminating a body that had traveled far to reach this parish.

Gus walked toward the exit with a slow, steady stride.

The river had delivered a message.

He just didn’t know the sender yet.
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The sheriff’s office sat quiet in the early heat, the kind that rose from the marsh before the sun cleared the treeline. The building was old brick, patched in places, sagging in others, but still holding its shape like a stubborn mule. Gus pushed through the front door and stepped into the main room, where the hum of the old AC unit fought a losing battle against the morning air.

Deputy Elijah Rourke sat at his desk, boots planted on the floor, shoulders tense under his uniform shirt. He looked up when Gus entered, eyes sharp but tired, as if he hadn’t slept. Rourke always carried a worn edge, but today it felt deeper, carved into him.

“Morning, Sheriff,” he said.

Gus nodded. “Pull the patrol logs for the river segment near the bend. I want everything from the last forty-eight hours.”

Rourke hesitated for a fraction of a second—small, but not small enough. Gus caught it. He didn’t react. Not yet.

“Sure thing,” Rourke said, pushing back from the desk. “You want boat patrol logs too?”

“All of it.”

Rourke moved toward the records room. Gus watched him go, noting the stiffness in his stride. Rourke wasn’t a bad deputy. He worked hard, knew the parish, knew the people, knew the water. But he carried something else too—pressure, debt, shadows he didn’t talk about.

Gus walked to his own desk and dropped into the chair. The morgue report sat on top of a stack of files, Mara’s handwriting neat and precise. He didn’t open it. He didn’t need to. The image of the body on the shrimp boat still sat in his mind, the surgical cuts, the stripped fingertips, the dock tag fragment.

Upstream.

Always upstream.

He rubbed his jaw and stared at the map pinned to the wall. The river cut through the parish like a dark vein, splitting into channels and backwaters before spilling into the Gulf. The bend where the shrimpers found the body sat far from any marked route. Someone had chosen that spot with care.

Rourke returned with a stack of folders. “These are the logs from the last two days.”

“Set them down.”

Rourke placed the folders on the desk. Gus opened the top one and flipped through the entries. Routine patrol notes. Boat checks. A noise complaint near the levee. Nothing unusual.

“Where’s the log for the segment near the bend?” Gus asked.

Rourke shifted his weight. “Should be in there.”

“It’s not.”

Rourke swallowed. “Maybe it got misfiled.”

Gus looked up. “Find it.”

Rourke nodded and turned back toward the records room. His shoulders tightened as he walked. Gus watched him disappear behind the door.

He waited.

A minute passed.

Two.

Then the faint sound of a drawer sliding open. Papers shifting. A soft curse.

Gus stood and walked toward the records room. He didn’t enter. He stopped just outside the doorway, listening.

Rourke muttered under his breath, voice low, strained. “Come on... where is it...”

Gus stepped inside.

Rourke jerked upright, a file in his hand. His face held a flash of something—fear, guilt, calculation—before he forced it down.

“Found it,” he said.

Gus held out his hand.

Rourke hesitated again. Barely. But enough.

He handed over the file.

Gus opened it. The first page looked normal—date, time, route. But the next page was missing. The third page had a gap in the numbering. The handwriting changed halfway down the fourth page.

Someone had removed an entry.

“Something wrong?” Rourke asked.

Gus closed the file. “You tell me.”

Rourke’s jaw tightened. “I just pulled what we had.”

“You logged that segment two nights ago.”

“Yeah.”

“Then why is the entry missing?”

Rourke didn’t answer.

Gus stepped closer. “If you forgot to log something, say it. If you made a mistake, say it. But don’t hand me a file with pages torn out and expect me to ignore it.”

Rourke’s eyes flicked toward the floor. “I didn’t tear anything out.”

“Then who did?”

Silence.

Gus studied him. Rourke’s hands were steady, but his breathing wasn’t. A thin sheen of sweat gathered at his hairline. He looked like a man standing on a trapdoor.

“Rourke,” Gus said, voice low, “if someone is leaning on you, I need to know.”

“No one’s leaning on me.”

“That’s a lie.”

Rourke’s jaw clenched. “Sheriff, I swear—”

“Don’t swear. Tell me the truth.”

Rourke’s mouth opened, then closed. His eyes darted toward the hallway, as if checking for someone who might be listening.

Gus waited.

Rourke exhaled through his nose. “I... I don’t know what happened to the missing page.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“It’s the truth.”

Gus held the file up. “This isn’t a mistake. This is deliberate.”

Rourke didn’t move.

Gus stepped back. “Fine. We’ll do it the hard way. I’ll pull the digital logs.”

Rourke’s face drained of color.

Gus saw it.

He didn’t comment.

He walked past Rourke and headed toward the tech room. Rourke followed, steps slow, as if each one carried weight.

Inside, Gus sat at the terminal and typed in his credentials. The system loaded with a sluggish hum. He navigated to the patrol log archive and pulled up the timestamp for the missing entry.

The screen flashed.

FILE DELETED.

Gus didn’t react. He stared at the message, then turned his head toward Rourke.

Rourke stood frozen, hands at his sides, eyes locked on the screen.

Gus spoke without raising his voice. “You want to explain that?”

Rourke swallowed hard. “I... I don’t know how that happened.”

“You deleted it.”

“No.”

“You deleted it before I asked for the logs.”

Rourke shook his head. “Sheriff, I didn’t—”

“Stop.”

Rourke fell silent.

Gus stood. “If you’re in trouble, you come to me. If someone is forcing your hand, you tell me. But if you hide something tied to a body with surgical cuts and stripped prints, I will treat you like part of the problem.”

Rourke’s voice cracked. “I’m not part of anything.”

“Then prove it.”

Rourke didn’t answer.

Gus stepped past him and headed for the door. “I’m going back to the bend. When I return, you better have something to say.”

He didn’t wait for a response.

He walked out of the office, the heat hitting him again as the door closed behind him.

Inside, Rourke stood alone, staring at the blank screen, breathing hard.

* * *
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The morgue lab sat in the back corner of the parish complex, a windowless room with stainless steel counters and a hum that came from old refrigeration units working harder than they should. Mara stood over the examination table with her notes spread out beside her, the overhead lights casting a stark glow across the victim’s body. She had already completed the external survey, but she wasn’t done. Not close.

She pulled on a fresh pair of gloves and leaned in to study the restraints again. The zip ties cut deep into the skin, leaving grooves that suggested force, not haste. She measured the width of each tie, then the depth of the compression marks. Industrial grade. Not hardware store stock. The kind used in shipping yards, cargo depots, and port facilities.

She wrote the measurements down, her handwriting neat and controlled. She paused, tapping the pen against the clipboard as she studied the pattern again. The cuts around the wrists were straight, clean, and placed with intention. Whoever bound the victim had done it with practiced hands.

She moved to the face. The partial removal attempts were precise, following muscle lines rather than random slashes. She traced the edge of one cut with the tip of a probe, noting the angle. The blade had been sharp. Very sharp. Not a pocketknife. Something closer to a surgical tool.

She stepped back and exhaled. “This wasn’t rage,” she murmured. “This was procedure.”

She reached for the camera and took a series of close-range shots. Each click echoed through the room. She captured the restraint marks, the facial cuts, the stripped fingertips. She documented everything with the same steady focus she brought to every case, but this one carried a different weight. Something about the precision unsettled her.

She set the camera down and moved to the victim’s clothing. The shirt had been torn at the pocket, where she had found the dock tag fragment. She examined the tear again. The fabric had been ripped with force, but not in a struggle. More like someone had pulled something free, then discarded the shirt without care.

She lifted the shirt to the light. No labels. No stitching patterns that helped. Generic fabric. Mass-produced. Bought in bulk.

She placed it aside and returned to the body.

The torso showed faint red lines across the ribs—wide, shallow marks that suggested straps. She measured those too. The spacing matched restraint tables used in controlled environments. She had seen similar marks on patients in medical facilities, though those were softer, padded. These were not padded.

She wrote another note.

Immobilized before cuts. No signs of struggle.

She moved to the legs. No bruising. No defensive wounds. No broken nails. No torn skin. The victim had not fought. Or had not been able to.

She paused again, letting the silence settle. The hum of the refrigeration units filled the room. She closed her eyes for a moment, replaying the scene on the shrimp boat. The body tangled in nets. The shrimpers’ faces. Gus standing over the corpse with that look he carried when something from his past pressed against him.

She opened her eyes and returned to work.

She lifted the victim’s left arm and examined the shoulder. A faint puncture mark sat near the deltoid. Small. Clean. Almost invisible unless you knew where to look.

She leaned closer. “Sedation point,” she whispered.

She checked the right arm. Another puncture. Same placement. Same size.

She wrote it down.

Likely sedated before restraint.

She stepped back and rubbed her forehead with the back of her wrist. The pattern was clear now. The victim had been subdued, restrained, stripped of identifiers, then disposed of with care. Not dumped in panic. Not killed in the parish. This was upstream work.

She moved to the counter and pulled up the digital microscope. She placed a sample of the zip tie residue under the lens. The screen flickered, then sharpened. She studied the polymer structure. High-density. Industrial. She recognized the type from previous cases tied to port facilities.

She wrote another note.

Matches port-grade restraints.

She set the sample aside and returned to the body one last time. She stood over it, arms crossed, eyes narrowed. She wasn’t looking at the wounds now. She was looking at the absence of anything personal. No scars. No tattoos. No marks that told a story. Someone had erased the man before he reached the water.

She reached for the dock tag fragment on the tray. She held it between her fingers, turning it under the light. The print was faint but clear enough to place. New Orleans export lane. She had seen hundreds of tags like it during her years working with disaster recovery teams along the river.

She placed it back on the tray and wrote her final note for the preliminary exam.

Victim originated upstream. Likely near New Orleans port activity. Death controlled. Disposal deliberate.

She removed her gloves and tossed them into the bin. She washed her hands at the sink, the water running cold over her skin. She stared at her reflection in the metal panel above the faucet. Her face looked calm, but her eyes carried the weight of what she had seen.

She dried her hands and picked up the clipboard. She walked to the door, paused, and looked back at the body.

“This wasn’t random,” she said under her breath. “Someone built this.”

She turned off the lights and stepped into the hallway. The door swung shut behind her with a soft thud.

She needed to talk to Gus.

And she needed to do it soon.
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The river bend sat far from any parish road, tucked behind a curtain of cypress and marsh grass that swallowed sound and light. Gus eased the skiff toward the bank, the hull scraping mud as the engine sputtered to silence. The air hung thick with heat, heavy enough to press against his ribs. Dragonflies drifted over the water in slow arcs. Nothing moved with purpose except the current.

He stepped out, boots sinking into soft mud. The ground gave under his weight, pulling at him with each step. He scanned the tree line first. No footprints. No broken branches. No sign of anyone passing through since the shrimpers found the body. The quiet felt wrong. Not peaceful—emptied.

He walked toward the spot where the shrimp boat had drifted during the recovery. The mud near the edge held faint drag marks, long grooves that cut across the bank. He crouched and touched the surface. Still soft. Still shaped. The river hadn’t erased them yet.

Someone had dragged the body here.

Not tossed. Not dumped from a moving boat. Dragged.

He followed the grooves toward a cluster of reeds. The path narrowed, pressed flat by weight. He pushed through the reeds and stepped into a small clearing, barely large enough for a skiff. The water here was darker, deeper, with a faint oil sheen drifting across the surface. A perfect place for a quiet disposal.

He stood still and listened. The river lapped against the bank with a slow rhythm. A distant heron cried out. Nothing else.

He moved closer to the water and saw something caught between two roots. A small plastic scrap, half-buried in silt. He reached down and pried it loose.

Another dock tag fragment.

Same thickness. Same tear pattern. Same faint print.

He held it up to the light filtering through the cypress branches. The fragment matched the one Mara had pulled from the victim’s pocket. Same cut angle. Same origin.

This wasn’t drift. This wasn’t chance.

He slipped the fragment into an evidence bag and sealed it. The click echoed across the clearing.

He straightened and scanned the bank again. The mud held faint impressions of a boot tread—wide heel, deep arch. Not a shrimper’s boot. Not a fisherman’s. Something heavier. Something used by men who worked docks, warehouses, or cargo yards.

He followed the prints until they vanished into the reeds. The trail ended there, swallowed by the marsh.

He stood still for a long moment, letting the silence settle. The river moved with slow purpose, carrying silt and secrets toward the Gulf. He had spent years studying its patterns in New Orleans. He knew how bodies drifted, how currents shifted, how storms changed everything. This disposal didn’t match any pattern he recognized.

Too clean. Too controlled. Too deliberate.

He walked along the bank, scanning for more fragments. Something glinted near a fallen log. He knelt and brushed away the mud. A thin metal shaving, curved slightly, no bigger than a fingernail.

He held it between his fingers. A fragment from a cargo seal. The kind used to lock shipping containers.

He bagged it and stood again.

Three pieces of evidence. All pointing upstream.

He looked back at the clearing. The reeds swayed with the breeze, hiding the small inlet from anyone who didn’t know it existed. This wasn’t a random dump site. This was a chosen point. A place someone had used before. A place someone would use again.

He walked to the skiff and paused before stepping in. The river stretched out before him, wide and brown, moving with slow force. He had once believed he understood it. During his years in New Orleans, he had tracked bodies, drugs, weapons, and money along its channels. He had mapped currents, studied tides, and learned how storms shifted everything. He had thought he knew the river.

But this felt different.

This felt engineered.

He stepped into the skiff and untied the rope. He pushed off and let the boat drift before starting the engine. The hum broke the silence, sending ripples across the surface. As he steered toward the main channel, he glanced over his shoulder.

The bend vanished behind the trees, swallowed by the marsh.

He reached into his coat pocket and touched the evidence bag with the dock tag fragment. The plastic felt thin, fragile, yet it carried the weight of something larger. Something he had tried to leave behind when he walked away from New Orleans.

He had told himself he left the city because he needed quiet. Because the case that collapsed under him had drained him. Because the politics, the pressure, and the corruption had pushed him out.

But the truth pressed against him now, steady as the current.

He hadn’t left.

He had been moved.

Shifted.

Redirected.

Just like the body in the net.

He tightened his grip on the wheel and guided the skiff toward the parish dock. The wind picked up, carrying the scent of distant rain. Storm season would arrive soon. Storms changed everything—currents, evidence, routes.

Someone upstream knew that.

Someone was using it.

He felt the old weight settle in his chest again. Not dread. Not fear.

Recognition.

The river had delivered a body.

Now it was delivering a message.

And he was the one meant to hear it.

* * *
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Gus sat at his kitchen table with the old case files spread out in front of him, the pages warped from humidity and time. The house around him was quiet, the kind of quiet that settled deep into the walls. The only sound came from the slow tick of the clock above the stove. He hadn’t planned to open these files again. He had boxed them up when he left New Orleans, sealed them with tape, and told himself he would never break that seal.

But the dock tag fragment from the river bend sat on the table beside the files, a thin piece of plastic that refused to leave his thoughts. It had the same print pattern he had seen years ago. Same export lane. Same company. Same route.

He reached for the top file and opened it. The first page held a photo of a body pulled from the river near the Industrial Canal. Young man. Bound. Stripped of identifiers. The cuts on the face were different, rougher, but the pattern of control was the same.

He flipped to the next page. Another victim. Another river recovery. Another set of restraints that didn’t match street crime. He remembered the pressure from the department, the way supervisors had pushed him to close the case with a simple explanation. “Gang dumping,” they had said. “Drug fallout.” “Wrong place, wrong time.”

He had known better. He had seen the structure behind the chaos. But every time he got close to something solid, something shifted. Evidence vanished. Witnesses recanted. Files were reassigned. Then the case collapsed under him, and he was told to move on.

He hadn’t moved on. He had moved away.

He leaned back in the chair and rubbed his eyes. The kitchen light cast a dull glow across the table, turning the files into a patchwork of shadows and faded ink. He reached for the dock tag fragment again and held it between his fingers. The plastic felt thin, but it carried the weight of the past.

He set it down and opened another file. This one held notes from a meeting with a port supervisor who had refused to answer questions. Gus remembered the man’s face—calm, smooth, unreadable. He had spoken in circles, offering nothing, hiding everything. Gus had left the meeting with a sense that he had stepped into something larger than a homicide case.

He flipped through the pages. Duplicate manifests. Phantom cargo entries. Zoning maps with strange access points marked in red. He had drawn lines between them once, trying to find a pattern. Now, looking at them again, he saw the same structure forming in Plaquemines Parish.

He reached for a pen and pulled a blank sheet toward him. He drew the river first, a long curve down the page. Then he marked the port. Then the mid-transfer docks. Then the marsh corridors. The lines connected with ease, as if they had been waiting for him to redraw them.

He stared at the map. The pattern was clear now. The River Route wasn’t new. It wasn’t a fresh operation. It was an evolution of the system he had tried to expose years ago. Someone had taken his investigation, stripped it down, and rebuilt it with precision.

He felt a slow burn rise in his chest. Not anger. Something colder. Something that came from the knowledge that he had been used. His work had been studied, dissected, and folded into a machine that now moved through Plaquemines Parish with quiet efficiency.

He closed the file and pushed it aside. The clock ticked again, steady and slow. He stood and walked to the sink, filling a glass with water. He drank half of it, then set the glass down and stared out the window.

The marsh stretched out behind the house, a dark expanse broken by patches of moonlit water. The river moved beyond it, unseen but present, a force that shaped everything around it. He had come here to escape the weight of New Orleans, but the river had carried the past down to him anyway.

He returned to the table and sat again. He opened the last file. This one held his final report—the one he had written before the case was taken from him. The handwriting was tight, the words clipped. He had been tired then. Worn down. But he had still believed he could break the system if he pushed hard enough.

He read the last line of the report.

“The structure is deliberate. Someone is using the river.”

He closed the file.

The same structure had reached Plaquemines Parish. The same hands. The same routes. The same precision.

He leaned back and stared at the ceiling. The house felt smaller now, the walls closer. He had thought he could outrun the past. He had thought distance would give him peace. But the river didn’t care about distance. It carried everything with it.

He looked at the dock tag fragment again. It sat on the table like a small, sharp truth.

He reached for it and slipped it into his pocket.

He wasn’t done with this. Not anymore.

He stood, gathered the files, and stacked them neatly. He didn’t put them away. He left them on the table, open and waiting.

He walked to the door and stepped outside. The night air hit him with a damp chill. The marsh rustled with distant movement. The river flowed unseen, steady and patient.

He stood there for a long moment, listening.

The past hadn’t followed him.

It had never left.
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Chapter 4
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The New Orleans port office sat wedged between two massive warehouses, its windows coated with a thin film of dust and salt blown in from the river. Cargo cranes loomed overhead like steel skeletons, their long arms frozen mid-reach. Gus stepped out of his truck and took in the scene. The port never slept, but this corner of it felt cut off from the noise—too quiet for a place that moved half the state’s commerce.

He walked toward the office door, boots crunching over gravel. A forklift rumbled past on the far side of the yard, but no one else moved near the building. The air carried the scent of diesel, river mud, and metal. Familiar. Unsettling.

He pushed the door open.

Inside, the office buzzed with fluorescent lights that flickered at the edges. A single clerk sat behind a counter, hunched over a stack of forms. Thin man. Pale skin. Shirt pressed with care. He looked up when Gus entered, eyes sharp behind wire-frame glasses.

“Help you?” the clerk asked.

Gus pulled out his badge. “Sheriff Broussard. Plaquemines Parish.”

The clerk’s expression didn’t shift. “This is a port facility. Parish jurisdiction doesn’t extend here.”

“I’m not here for jurisdiction. I’m here for information.”

The clerk folded his hands. “What kind of information?”

Gus placed the dock tag fragment on the counter. “This came off a body pulled from the river. I need to know which export company uses this lane.”

The clerk glanced at the fragment, then back at Gus. “Can’t help you.”

“You didn’t check anything.”

“I don’t need to. That’s internal port data.”

Gus leaned forward. “A man is dead. Bound. Mutilated. Dumped in my parish. This tag ties him to your lanes.”

The clerk didn’t flinch. “I’m aware of the procedures. Still can’t help you.”

Gus studied him. The man’s posture was too stiff. His tone too smooth. He wasn’t stonewalling out of fear. He was following instructions.

“Who told you not to cooperate?” Gus asked.

“No one told me anything.”

“Then you can pull the records.”

“No.”

Gus let the silence stretch. The clerk didn’t break. He didn’t shift. He didn’t blink more than needed. He sat like a man who had practiced this exact conversation.

Gus tapped the counter once. “You know what this tag means.”

“It means nothing without context.”

“It means upstream movement. It means controlled cargo. It means someone used your lanes to move a body.”

The clerk’s jaw tightened for a fraction of a second. Not much. But enough.

Gus caught it.

He reached into his coat and pulled out a photo of the victim’s restraints. He slid it across the counter. “These zip ties match the ones used in your cargo yards.”

The clerk didn’t touch the photo. “I can’t confirm that.”

“You won’t.”

“Correct.”

Gus stepped back and looked around the office. Filing cabinets lined the walls. A computer sat on the desk behind the clerk, screen turned away. A stack of manifests lay half-sorted near the printer. Everything looked neat. Too neat. As if someone had cleaned the place before he arrived.

“You expecting me?” Gus asked.

“No.”

“You cleaned this office.”

“We maintain order.”

Gus walked to the nearest cabinet and tugged the handle. Locked.

He turned back to the clerk. “You know what I’m looking for.”

“I don’t.”

“You know who uses this lane.”

“No.”

“You know why a body ended up in my parish.”

The clerk’s eyes flicked toward the window. A small movement. Barely there. Gus followed the glance.

Two unmarked state vehicles sat across the yard.

Dark windows. Engines off. No movement inside.

Gus felt the shift in his gut. Not fear. Recognition.

He turned back to the clerk. “You called someone.”

“No.”

“You warned someone.”

“I did nothing.”

Gus stepped closer. “You’re not a criminal. You’re not a thug. You’re a man who files paperwork. So why are you acting like this?”

The clerk’s throat moved with a slow swallow. “I follow protocol.”

“Whose protocol?”

“Port authority.”

“Try again.”

The clerk didn’t answer.

Gus leaned in until their faces were inches apart. “You think I don’t know how this works? I spent years chasing bodies that floated down from this place. I know the lanes. I know the docks. I know the men who move things through here.”

The clerk’s voice dropped. “Then you know you should walk away.”

Gus held his gaze. “Not this time.”

The clerk exhaled through his nose. “You’re wasting your time.”

“Maybe. But I’m still here.”

The clerk looked at the tag fragment again. His fingers twitched, as if he wanted to push it back toward Gus, but stopped himself.

“Leave,” he said.

Gus didn’t move.

“Sheriff,” the clerk added, “you don’t want to stand in the way of this.”

Gus straightened. “I’m already in the way.”

He picked up the tag fragment and slid it into his pocket. He turned toward the door.

Before he stepped out, he looked back. “If someone upstream is using your lanes, I’ll find them.”

The clerk didn’t respond.

Gus walked outside. The heat hit him again, thick and heavy. He glanced toward the unmarked vehicles. Still no movement. Still no sound.

But he felt eyes on him.

He got into his truck, started the engine, and pulled out of the lot. As he turned onto the main road, he checked the mirror.

One of the unmarked vehicles pulled out behind him.

Not fast.

Not close.

Just present.

Watching.

He drove on, jaw tight, hands steady on the wheel.

The port had given him nothing.

But the silence told him everything.

* * *
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Heat rolled off the asphalt in slow waves as Gus stepped out of the port office. The sun had climbed higher, turning the yard into a bright, exposed stretch of concrete and metal. Cargo cranes cast long shadows across the ground, but none reached the small parking lot where he stood. He paused at the top of the steps and scanned the area.

The two unmarked state vehicles still sat across the yard.

Same angle. Same distance. Same stillness.

He walked toward his truck with a steady pace, boots crunching over gravel. He didn’t look back, but he felt the weight of eyes on him. The kind of gaze that didn’t blink. The kind that waited.

He reached the truck, opened the door, and climbed in. He didn’t start the engine yet. He sat with his hands on the wheel, watching the rearview mirror. The unmarked vehicles didn’t move. No doors opened. No engines turned over.

But he knew they weren’t empty.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the dock tag fragment. The plastic caught the sunlight, a small glint against the shadowed interior of the truck. He turned it between his fingers. The clerk’s refusal. The locked cabinets. The cleaned office. The silent watchers.

Someone upstream had heard him knock.

He slid the fragment back into his pocket and started the engine. The truck rumbled to life. He pulled out of the lot and turned onto the service road. The port stretched out behind him, cranes rising like broken towers against the sky.

He checked the mirror again.

One of the unmarked vehicles pulled out.

Not fast. Not close. Just present.

He kept his speed steady. The road curved along the edge of the port, passing stacks of shipping containers and long rows of trailers. Workers moved in the distance, but none looked his way. The port had its own rhythm, its own pulse, and he felt the beat shift as he drove.

He reached the main road and merged into traffic. The unmarked vehicle followed.

He didn’t change lanes. He didn’t speed up. He didn’t slow down. He kept his hands steady on the wheel and his eyes on the road ahead. The city rose in the distance, a mix of old brick, new glass, and the constant hum of commerce.

He turned onto a side street near the levee. The unmarked vehicle turned too.

He drove past a row of warehouses. The unmarked vehicle stayed behind him.

He pulled into a small gravel lot near the river, a place where fishermen parked their trucks before heading out. He stopped the engine and waited.

The unmarked vehicle rolled past the entrance, slowed, then continued down the road.

Not gone.

Just repositioned.

He stepped out of the truck and walked toward the levee. The river stretched out before him, wide and brown, moving with slow force. Barges drifted in the distance. A tugboat pushed against the current. The water carried the scent of mud and diesel, a smell he had known for most of his life.

He stood at the edge of the levee and watched the current. The river didn’t care about politics or pressure. It didn’t care about the men who used it or the bodies it carried. It moved with purpose, carving its path through the state, shaping everything around it.

He reached into his pocket and touched the dock tag fragment again. The plastic felt warm in his hand.

Someone upstream had built a system that used the river for the same purpose. Someone who understood its routes, its timing, its blind spots. Someone who had taken his old investigation and refined it.

He turned away from the water and walked back to the truck. He climbed in and closed the door. The interior felt hotter now, the air thick and stale. He started the engine and pulled out of the lot.

He didn’t head back to the parish yet. He drove through the city, weaving through streets he once knew better than his own home. He passed the old homicide office. The corner store where he used to grab coffee before dawn. The bridge where he had once stood during a storm, watching debris slam against the pilings.

He drove until the city thinned and the marshland returned. The road straightened, stretching toward Plaquemines Parish like a long, narrow spine.

He checked the mirror again.

The unmarked vehicle was gone.

But he didn’t feel alone.

He reached the parish line and slowed. The landscape shifted into familiar patterns—cypress, marsh grass, narrow roads that twisted through forgotten stretches of land. He felt the tension ease from his shoulders, but not enough to call it relief.

He pulled into the sheriff’s office lot and parked. The building sat quiet, the afternoon heat pressing against its brick walls. He stepped out of the truck and walked toward the entrance.

Before he reached the door, he paused.

A single dock tag lay on the ground near the steps.

Clean. Untouched. Placed.

Not dropped.

He crouched and picked it up. No tear. No damage. A full tag. The print matched the fragments he had found.

Someone had left it for him.

He stood and looked around the lot. Empty. Still. No movement.

He slipped the tag into his pocket and walked inside.

The message was clear.

They knew he was looking upstream.

And they wanted him to know they were looking back.
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