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The stench hit Evie Tran first—a chemical tang that had no business mixing with the earthy richness of bayou water. She cut the motor on her research boat and let momentum carry her toward the cluster of dead fish floating belly-up in what should have been pristine restoration waters.

"Merde," she whispered, the Cajun curse slipping out despite her Vietnamese heritage. Twenty-seven years in Louisiana had made her bilingual in profanity.

She pulled on latex gloves and scooped a bloated catfish into her sample container. The poor bastard's gills were stained an unnatural orange, and its scales had a metallic sheen that made her stomach clench. This wasn't natural die-off. This was poisoning.

Her phone buzzed with a text from her research partner at Tulane: Any luck with the oyster bed samples?

Evie stared at the dead fish, then at the water that should have been teeming with life after three years of restoration work. Her grandfather had pulled shrimp from these very waters for forty years before Hurricane Katrina destroyed everything. Her grandmother, Mrs. Linh Tran, still lived in the Vietnamese community that depended on these bayous for their livelihood.

She typed back: Found something worse than failed restoration.

The water sampler came up cloudy with an oily film that definitely wasn't natural sediment. Evie's trained eye caught the telltale signs of industrial contamination—the kind that came from illegal dumping, not accidental runoff. Someone was using her restoration zone as their personal toxic waste site.

Her hands shook as she sealed the water samples. Three years she'd been working to bring these waters back to life after the oil spill damage. Three years of careful monitoring, scientific protocols, and hope that her community could rebuild what corporate greed had destroyed.

Now someone was poisoning it all over again.

The sound of a boat motor made her look up. A battered fishing vessel was cutting through the far channel, too far away to identify but close enough to make her nervous. She'd been documenting illegal activity for two hours, alone in waters where people disappeared if they saw too much.

Evie started her motor and headed for the protected cove where she'd set up temporary monitoring equipment. The dead fish samples would need to get to the lab immediately, but first she needed to document the extent of contamination. Her scientific training warred with her survival instincts—this was exactly the kind of discovery that got environmental researchers killed in Louisiana.

The monitoring station's data made her curse in three languages. Dissolved oxygen levels had crashed in the past week. pH was dangerously acidic. Heavy metal concentrations were off the charts. Whatever was being dumped here wasn't just killing fish—it was sterilizing the entire ecosystem.

Her phone rang, and she nearly jumped out of her skin.

"Evie? Where you at, girl?" Her grandmother's voice carried the worry that never quite left since Katrina. "You supposed to be home an hour ago."

"Still on the water, Grand-mère. Found something I need to document."

"What kind of something that got you talking like your daddy when the insurance company screwed us?"

Evie looked at the dead fish samples, then at the water that should have been clear enough to see bottom. "The kind that means someone's trying to destroy our home again."

A long pause. "You come home now. Tonight. Whatever it is can wait for daylight and backup."

"I'm a scientist, not a vigilante—"

"Scientists who find what they ain't supposed to find don't live to publish papers, con gái. You come home."

The endearment in Vietnamese made Evie's chest tight. Her grandmother had survived war, immigration, Katrina, and cancer. When she said something was dangerous, smart people listened.

"Fifteen more minutes to secure the samples. Then I'm heading in."

"Good. And Evie? Call that boy Shotgun tomorrow. The one with the Serpents who helped when those insurance bastards tried to foreclose on the Boudreaux place. These waters got protection now."

Evie frowned. She'd heard whispers about the Bayou Serpents MC—the bikers who'd moved into the old plantation compound and somehow became the unofficial protectors of the Vietnamese fishing community. They'd helped her grandmother keep her house when predatory lenders circled after the hurricane, but Evie had been at university then. She'd never met them.

"Grand-mère, this is environmental contamination, not loan sharks—"

"Poison in the water kills just as dead as bullets, con gái. Maybe deader. You call them."

The line went dead, leaving Evie alone with contaminated samples and the growing certainty that her restoration project had just become a war zone.

She photographed everything, logged GPS coordinates, and sealed the evidence with the methodical precision of someone who understood that data might be the only thing standing between her community and another environmental disaster.

The sun was setting, painting the poisoned water in deceptively beautiful shades of gold and crimson. Somewhere out there, someone was dumping industrial waste into waters that fed her people. Somewhere out there, corporate bastards were destroying what she'd spent three years trying to heal.

Evie secured the last sample container and started her motor. Tomorrow she'd analyze the contamination levels. Tomorrow she'd figure out who was responsible. Tomorrow she'd decide whether to trust a motorcycle club with protecting her life's work.

Tonight, she was going home to her grandmother's cooking and the safety of community that had survived everything Louisiana could throw at them.

The motor coughed once, then caught, carrying her toward lights that meant family and the illusion of safety. Behind her, dead fish continued to rise to the surface of waters that should have been healing.

Someone was going to pay for this. One way or another.
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Raymond "Gris-Gris" Comeaux cut the throttle on his patrol boat and let the current carry him toward the Boudreaux fishing camp. The old Cajun's place sat on stilts over water that had fed three generations of his family, until Katrina took their boats and insurance vultures took everything else.

"Morning, pépère," Gris-Gris called out as the weathered fisherman emerged from his cabin. "How's the water treating you?"

"Like a cheating woman—looks pretty but something ain't right underneath." Henri Boudreaux spat into the bayou. "Lost half my catch yesterday. Fish acting strange, staying deep when they should be feeding."

Gris-Gris tied off his boat and climbed onto the dock. Ten years as Road Captain for the Bayou Serpents had taught him that when the old-timers said something was wrong with the water, smart people listened. These bayous were in his blood—his family had worked these channels back when they were Acadian refugees running from British soldiers.

"Strange how?"

"Dead ones floating belly-up near the restoration zone. Live ones got that cloudy-eye look fish get when the water's sick." Henri's gnarled hands worked his net with automatic precision. "Whatever's killing them, it ain't natural."

The radio on Gris-Gris's belt crackled. "Road Captain, you copy?"

"Go ahead, Preacher."

"Gator wants you back at the compound. Got reports of contamination in the research waters. Sounds like we got a problem."

Gris-Gris looked at Henri, who was nodding grimly. "Copy that. Twenty minutes out."

The old fisherman waved him off. "You tell that president of yours that these waters got history. My grand-père pulled shrimp from here when this was all wild country. We didn't survive everything from yellow fever to oil spills just to let some corporate bastards poison what's left."

The trip back to the compound gave Gris-Gris time to think. The Serpents had claimed protection over the Vietnamese and Cajun fishing communities because somebody had to. After Katrina, when the insurance companies and developers moved in like sharks, the people who'd lived here for generations had nowhere else to turn.

His family had lost their shrimp boat operation the same way—generations of knowledge wiped out by corporate greed and bureaucratic indifference. The difference was, he'd found brothers who understood that some things were worth fighting for.

The compound's boat house came into view, all weathered cypress and corrugated metal that blended into the bayou landscape. Gator had chosen this place because it was defensible, isolated, and connected to the water systems that were the lifeblood of their community.

"About time," Shotgun called from the dock as Gris-Gris tied off. "Boss man's got that look that means somebody's about to have a very bad day."

Inside the main house, the brotherhood was gathered around the table that had seen more strategic planning than most military installations. Gator stood at the head, his president's patch carrying the authority of a man who'd turned a group of ex-criminals into the most effective community protection force in Louisiana.

"We got water contamination in the restoration zone," Gator said without preamble. "Dead fish, sick locals, and reports of industrial waste where it ain't supposed to be."

Voodoo leaned back in his chair, drumming his fingers. "Sounds like illegal dumping. Question is whether it's stupidity or malice."

"Does it matter?" Bone's voice carried the cold edge of a man who'd dealt with too many corporate predators. "Either way, someone's poisoning waters that feed our people."

Flood spread a waterproof map across the table. "Research zone is here, between the protected fishing areas and the main shipping channel. Perfect spot for someone to dump and hope the current carries the evidence away."

Gator's pale eyes fixed on Gris-Gris. "You know these waters better than anyone. What's your read?"

"Henri Boudreaux says his catch is sick, staying deep when they should be feeding. That means whatever's being dumped is recent and concentrated." Gris-Gris traced the channels on Flood's map. "Current patterns would carry contamination through the whole fishing network within a week."

"Timeline?"

"If we don't stop it now, every family dependent on these waters loses their livelihood. Again."

The room went quiet. Every man here understood what "again" meant—the oil spill, the hurricanes, the insurance fraud that had destroyed communities while enriching outsiders.

"Preacher, what's the word from the community?" Gator asked.

"Mrs. Linh Tran called this morning. Her granddaughter found dead fish and contaminated water samples yesterday. She's some kind of scientist working on restoration."

Roux looked up from his phone. "Dr. Evie Tran, marine biologist. Published research on oyster bed recovery, currently working a three-year restoration project funded by environmental groups."

"So we got a scientist documenting evidence and families getting poisoned," Gator said. "Road Captain, you're point on this. Find out who's dumping, what they're dumping, and how to make them stop."

Gris-Gris nodded. Water protection wasn't just club business—it was personal. His grandfather had taught him to read current and tide, weather and wind. His father had shown him every secret channel and hidden cove between New Orleans and the Gulf.

Corporate bastards had taken his family's boats, but they hadn't taken his knowledge. Now he'd use every trick the bayou had taught him to protect what was left.

"What about the scientist?" he asked. "If she's documenting contamination, she's a target."

"Bring her in," Gator said. "If she's Linh Tran's granddaughter, she's already under our protection. And if she's got evidence, we need to see it."

Psycho looked up from his laptop. "Industrial waste disposal permits are public record. Give me an hour and I'll have a list of every company authorized to handle toxic materials within fifty miles."

"Do it. But remember—whoever's doing this isn't working with permits." Gator's voice carried the finality of judgment. "They're counting on these waters being too remote for oversight, too poor for anyone to care."

"They counted wrong," Gris-Gris said.

The meeting broke up with the efficient movement of men who'd done this dance before. Gris-Gris headed back
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